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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      The door to Jay’s temporary quarters squeaked, and Sophia entered unannounced.

      That couldn’t be good.

      Jay yanked the duvet up over his face, only to hear her pull a chair across to his bed and place something heavy on the bedside table.

      He inched the covers back just enough to see Sophia sitting patiently before him, now wearing a Russian digiflora camouflage t-shirt and trousers. There was a jar in front of her. Next to it, a metal fork.

      ‘Pickled cucumbers?’ he mumbled.

      ‘Russian hangover cure,’ Sophia said, undoing the lid with a pop. ‘Ark insists the brine’s high in electrolytes.’

      Jay grunted, then covered his head with the duvet again.

      ‘Olesya’s called a briefing,’ Sophia said. ‘Fifty minutes.’ She paused. ‘You could’ve gotten killed out there by yourself.’

      Keeping his eyes closed, he emerged from hiding. ‘It’s hard to call for backup when no one answers their phone.’

      ‘Some of us were locked up in cells, you know.’

      ‘Yeah. I guess that’s a good excuse.’

      Jay wasn’t getting back to sleep now, so he threw off the duvet and sat upright. Too late to check, but thankfully he was still dressed from the waist down.

      Sophia said nothing. It wasn’t like her to waste a moment of silence. Instead, she handed him the jar.

      Pickles were the last thing he felt like eating, but reluctantly he took the jar, fished out a cucumber with the fork and bit into it.

      It wasn’t bad.

      As he chewed, he thought about his situation. All the guest dormitories had cameras, including this one, and he figured they had microphones too. Someone was either listening in or recording to listen later at double-speed. Not that he cared; his secrets weren’t going to come out over a jar of pickles.

      ‘What’s up?’ he asked. ‘You don’t look worried. Well, no more than usual.’

      ‘I’m not, at least not right now,’ Sophia said. ‘Denton’s working with Xiu and I don’t want us playing any part of it.’

      ‘So what are you saying, you wanna hit the road?’

      She shook her head. ‘We came here because Olesya wanted to help. And we’re still here because we want to help.’ Sophia pointed to the jar. ‘You should drink some of the juice too.’

      ‘Would it kill you to bring me a sports drink?’

      He took a gulp from the jug and immediately regretted it. The liquid was sour and tangy, like half saltwater and half vinegar. It probably was. He hid his disgust about as poorly as Sophia hid her amusement.

      ‘Take it slow,’ she said.

      ‘You still haven’t told me,’ Jay said as he jammed the fork into another pickle, ‘what’s the deal with Czarina? She went off the reservation, right?’

      ‘Czarina was … it’s my fault,’ she said. ‘I trained her to be—’

      ‘A murderous nutjob?’

      She shook her head. ‘Protective. Suspicious.’

      ‘Gotta admit, that sounds a lot like you.’ His grin faded as he saw her eyes go glassy. ‘You’re not a nutjob, though. That was all her. So where is she now?’

      ‘Olesya has her locked up,’ Sophia said. ‘Along with one of their own, although she won’t tell us why.’

      Jay put the jar back on the table. ‘Maybe she will in the briefing.’

      She stared at him. ‘There’s something you didn’t tell me too.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘What really happened in Lithuania.’

      ‘You’re right,’ he said, laying down the fork. ‘I didn’t.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘You here to punch my ticket?’ Czarina asked.

      Olesya stepped into the square cell and tossed the plasticuffs across the floor. They landed at Czarina’s feet. ‘Put them on.’

      The cell was brick, and the walls painted white, except for the front-facing wall and door; they were both reinforced polycarbonate, bullet-resistant and see-through. Only the metal toilet bowl offered some modesty, with an adjacent basin tall enough to conceal it. Czarina sat on a bed in the corner.

      Glaring out from under her sharp bangs, Czarina motioned her chin toward the brace on her arm. ‘I got a broken wrist, in case that slipped your mind.’

      ‘It hadn’t.’ Olesya closed the transparent door, making the cell soundproof. ‘Take your time.’

      With Illarion currently in Moscow, Olesya had taken on many of his operational responsibilities, including harboring Sophia and her gang. Which she was beginning to think was a mistake.

      If she’d known that Czarina had killed one of her own hunters—even if it was to kill a Fifth Column operative—she never would’ve let them through the gate.

      Olesya would answer to Illarion once he returned, but hopefully not before she cleaned this mess up.

      With an exaggerated grunt, Czarina leaned over and retrieved the plasticuffs from the floor. Using her free hand, she wrapped them around her wrists and, using just her teeth, tightened them. But not too tight.

      Olesya allowed it.

      ‘Going out on a limb here,’ Czarina said, ‘but I assume this isn’t a job offer.’

      Olesya leaned against the wall opposite and folded her arms. ‘I have some questions for you.’

      Czarina hunched forward, unblinking. ‘I didn’t enjoy killing your hunter, if that’s what you’re wondering.’

      ‘I’m not,’ Olesya said. ‘And you’re lucky I didn’t know Nika that well, or I would be here for more than questions.’

      ‘So I was right, wasn’t I?’ Czarina wet her lips. ‘Xiu works for Big Daddy Denton.’

      ‘I haven’t confirmed that.’

      ‘You know she’s your enemy. You don’t have to hear it from me.’

      Olesya swallowed, but refused to break her gaze. ‘Can Xiu be rescued? And deprogrammed?’

      Czarina shrugged. ‘Anything’s possible.’

      ‘Sophia rescued you. How?’

      ‘Why don’t you ask her? Surely she’d wanna help. Unless she don’t know. Or she don’t trust you.’

      ‘Did she train you to deprogram operatives?’

      ‘Enough to get by.’

      Olesya reached into her coat pocket and removed a small diary. ‘I know the trigger phrases from the Fifth Column. Would they work on Xiu?’

      ‘So you want my help?’ Czarina asked.

      Olesya shrugged. ‘Anything’s possible.’

      Czarina gestured with her restrained hands, but Olesya wasn’t about to untie her. Instead, she placed the book at the end of the bed.

      ‘First few pages,’ she said.

      Czarina took the diary with her uninjured hand and flicked through it. She stopped on one page, then doubled back to the pages before it.

      ‘Well?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘What’s in this for me?’

      ‘You stay alive.’

      ‘“Children three that nestle near”,’ Czarina read. ‘These commands should work on Xiu, at least to get her into slave mode. But then you got to haul her back here, and you’ll still need someone who can actually deprogram her.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘Place the diary on the floor.’

      Czarina held onto it. ‘So I’m the only one you can trust, huh? That’s messed up.’

      ‘I can free you. Discreetly.’

      ‘Then you won’t see my face again.’

      ‘So we have a deal?’

      Czarina lowered the diary to the floor and, with her foot, slid it across to Olesya. ‘Thing is, how do I know I can trust you?’

      ‘You don’t.’
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      The briefing room was full when Jay walked in.

      Aviary’s laptop sat in the center of the table, playing a video advertisement. A small microchip sparkled onscreen, then cut to footage of two children playing in the grass with their dog.

      The advertisement said:

      Keep your family safe. Wherever they are.

      Olesya stood at the head of the table, looking over at Gleb as he rifled through a stack of papers. Ark was there too, leaning against the wall with arms folded and fingers tapping. They looked a hell of a lot more rested than Jay felt. At best, he’d managed a few hours of broken sleep.

      That’s what happened when you kept waking in a cold sweat to the sound of operatives crashing through windows and fire burning around you.

      To Jay’s left, Hélio and Ezra had taken their seats, with Marina standing nearby. On Jay’s right, there was a free seat next to Aviary and Damien. Nasira lounged against the wall, slurping from a mug of something. Right at the front, DC was resting an elbow on the table while Sophia, looking as tired as Jay felt, inspected a torn cuff on her jacket. Under their jackets, Sophia’s entire team had changed into fresh sets of Russian digiflora uniforms. Jay discreetly sniffed his own t-shirt, realizing he could’ve used some new clothes himself.

      ‘Am I the last one?’ he asked.

      ‘Andrey and Czarina won’t be joining us,’ Olesya said. ‘Close the door.’

      Jay took a step back to shut it, then dropped into a spare seat next to Aviary. Not a fan of sitting straight, he rested his elbow on the back of Aviary’s chair.

      ‘Is that why we’re here?’ Sophia asked. ‘To talk about the two we’re missing?’

      ‘No,’ Olesya said.

      Gleb cleared his throat. ‘We’re here because we are almost at the point of no return.’

      Jay whistled. ‘OK. No need to sugar coat it.’

      Gleb stared at him. ‘I am not. Purity now controls all of Eastern Europe, with the exception of Belarus and Romania. They are setting their sights on Central Europe next. If we allow them to succeed, no one will be able to stop them. Perhaps not even the Fifth Column.’

      ‘You said almost at the point of no return,’ Damien said. ‘What do you have in mind?’

      ‘DC and Aviary will explain,’ Olesya said. ‘They have information that is time-sensitive.’

      DC cleared his throat. ‘Purity is in the process of consolidating its power in Prague Castle. It’s a complex normally held by the President of the Czech Republic, but tomorrow it will be taken over by the High Priest of Purity and will function as their new headquarters.’

      ‘We know.’ Ark folded his arms. ‘It’s all over the news.’

      ‘Sure,’ DC said. ‘But they’re planning something else for tomorrow and that isn’t on the news. I have sources inside Purity who have informed me of a new drone fleet. This fleet is launching tomorrow, from an air force base inside Lithuania.’

      ‘We thought this might be for an airstrike or reconnaissance run of some kind,’ Olesya chipped in, ‘but then Aviary found something else.’

      She stepped aside, allowing Aviary to stand and address the group.

      Jay had an uneasy feeling in his stomach. Or he was hungry. Maybe a bit of both.

      ‘Yeah, so … some of you know I program our phones to hijack connections from nearby telecommunication and wireless networks,’ Aviary said, brushing fire-red hair from her eyes. ‘This makes us difficult to track because we’re masked behind someone else’s identity—usually many someones.’

      She picked up her phone. ‘During the rescue—um, finding Jay in Lithuania, Sophia’s cell connected to another cell and started using its network. That network belonged to someone working for Purity. Not surprising, since she was in Purity territory at the time, but in this case the owner was a very important someone with high-level Purity privileges.’

      ‘Birute,’ Olesya said, focusing on Jay.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Jay said.

      Gleb rifled through his papers. ‘Birute Vidas, Assistant Chief of Staff for Purity.’

      Jay straightened in his seat. ‘That sounds … high up.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Aviary said, wrinkling her nose, ‘I’ve been busy working on a virus for Olesya that will get us access to Purity’s new closed network. If it had been ready in time, we would’ve hit the jackpot with Birute’s phone.’

      ‘We still can,’ Olesya said. ‘Tell them about the network.’

      ‘Right,’ Aviary said. ‘So yeah, I could only get into little bits of their new network through Sophia’s phone but … I did find all these mentions of a transmitter in Prague that’s beaming stuff up to a bunch of Fifth Column satellites—’

      ‘Fifth Column, huh?’ Nasira said. ‘No surprises there.’

      ‘—and those satellites are beaming back down … only they’re going out to Intron-manufactured drones floating in the sky.’

      Hélio bristled. ‘Destiny drones?’

      ‘The same ones taking off from Lithuania tomorrow,’ DC said.

      ‘Yeah,’ Aviary said. ‘Seven hundred of them.’

      ‘But they don’t have weapons, do they?’ Damien asked.

      ‘They transmit data,’ Hélio said. ‘They’re designed to grant internet coverage to remote regions. That’s why Purity purchased…’ He frowned. ‘They didn’t purchase them for that, did they?’

      ‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Aviary said. ‘But I was going through the logs with Gleb, and yeah, these drones are doing the whole internet thing, but they’re also using Purity’s closed network to connect Purity forces with each other. Military transmissions. But we don’t know what they’re sending because it’s pretty well encrypted. So I … showed the logs to Sophia.’

      ‘We still don’t know what they’re transmitting exactly,’ Sophia said. ‘But we do know where the drones will be, and when. That was all I could work with, so I looked for a pattern. Before every election, before every coup, these Destiny drones are deployed to that region. And then, predictably, Purity takes over.’

      Aviary leaned over and placed a small metal chip on the table for everyone to see. Jay recognized it as the one Sophia retrieved from Latvia.

      Ark leaned past Hélio to get a better look. ‘Where did you get that?’

      ‘From inside a Purity zealot’s neck,’ Sophia answered.

      ‘Aviary already asked me,’ Hélio added. ‘I’ve never seen it before.’

      ‘Yeah, so I traced the chip’s origins,’ Aviary said. ‘Turns out it’s Fifth Column, and they’ve been using them for years.’

      ‘What are they meant to do?’ Ark asked.

      ‘Officially, they’re emergency tracking devices,’ Aviary replied. ‘They have a tiny biothermal battery that converts body heat into power, totally self-sufficient. And as it turns out, they’re not implanted in the neck. They’re inserted a bit higher, on the outside of the skull.’

      ‘Emergency tracking devices are not a secret,’ Marina said. ‘You just played an advertisement for them on your computer.’

      ‘Yeah, they’re popular with civilians,’ Aviary said, ‘but even more popular with military, intelligence, law enforcement, government … the list goes on.’

      ‘What are you saying?’ said Ark.

      ‘You know those old silicon needle implants that helped paralyzed people gain control over mechatronic limbs?’ Aviary asked. ‘OK, maybe I’m the only one who knows that kinda stuff, but even I thought that was state of the art. This is leagues ahead.’

      ‘How many leagues are we talking?’ Marina asked.

      ‘This implant can communicate with all these different areas of the brain—the motor cortex, the hippocampus, the ventral tegmental area. The Fifth Column originally made them for their cloaking combat suits.’ She looked over at Olesya. ‘Like how your friend Xiu can make herself invisible.’

      ‘She turns invisible with a chip?’ Jay asked. ‘Can I get one?’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Xiu’s a little different,’ Aviary went on. ‘Her implant is next to her spine. It communicates through her skin and directly with her suit. The implant picks up on the subtle neuromuscular signals that Xiu’s body would trigger when she cloaks, and her suit synchronizes with that. That was the whole point of the implant. But Purity is using these chips for something totally different. This one here’s a bit scrambled, but I managed to scrape a command off its memory.’

      She tapped a key on her laptop and a window opened. Jay couldn’t make out the small text from where he stood, but Aviary read it out for them.

      ‘Purity will protect me.’

      ‘Wait, this came from the zealot’s brain?’ Ark asked.

      Aviary shook her head. ‘It went into his brain,’ she said. ‘Purity beams text messages to the chip and those words are translated by the chip into audio—like an onboard narrator that sounds almost human. If you have this chip implanted, it might sound like your own thoughts, or like someone’s speaking to you. God, an angel, even aliens.’

      Marina shook her head. ‘This is … crazy.’

      ‘But it only works if you got the chip in your neck, right?’ Nasira asked. ‘So we’re safe?’

      ‘We’re safe,’ Aviary confirmed.

      ‘How many people have these implants?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Uptake varies from country to country.’ Aviary checked her laptop. ‘But we’re looking at twenty-one point five percent in Poland.’

      ‘What about Germany?’ Gleb asked. ‘Purity has recently established a political party there.’

      Aviary tapped another key. ‘Twenty-nine point seven percent.’

      Jay whistled. ‘That’s a lot of people getting the voice of God. Or little green men.’

      Olesya was pacing back and forth at the front of the room. ‘Twenty-nine percent is enough to swing the federal election.’

      Ark’s eyes went wide. ‘That’s two days from now.’

      ‘And I’m willing to bet good money Purity’s next target will be Germany,’ DC said.

      ‘Well, if a Purity priest becomes the German Chancellor,’ Gleb said, ‘it would be … it would be quite a turning point.’

      ‘Turning point for what?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘In many ways, Germany is the economic power center of Europe,’ Olesya said. ‘If Purity gets hold of Germany, they’ve already won.’

      Hélio shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Why don’t you, um … well, don’t you have a higher-up you can pass this onto? I mean, it can’t just be down to you.’

      Olesya stopped pacing and shared an uneasy glance with Gleb.

      ‘Ordinarily, I would recommend that course of action,’ Gleb said. ‘But the reality is that even if we gather the evidence we need and take this to the head of the Directorate, and they take this information to the Ministry of Defense, and they decide to announce it publicly to the rest of the world, it would be too late. And even if it’s not too late, the Fifth Column would go into overdrive with a disinformation campaign to discredit the claim. No one is going to believe it.’

      ‘What about evidence?’ Sophia asked. ‘I can get that.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ DC said.

      ‘It does,’ she said. ‘We give them undeniable proof that Purity is manipulating elections. That’s a hot topic right now, am I wrong?’

      Olesya frowned. ‘The Fifth Column spend billions of dollars every year just to control public perception,’ she said. ‘It’s a hot topic because they want it to be. And they control how that topic is discussed.’

      ‘Olesya does have a point,’ DC said. ‘We’re talking about a few words beamed down into chips that aren’t even proven to make a difference. You could make a better case against Facebook advertising. In fact, the Fifth Column already have.’

      Sophia leaned back in her chair. ‘Aren’t you meant to be the optimistic one?’

      ‘We all have limits,’ DC said.

      ‘Can’t we just turn off the implants?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Already thought of that,’ Aviary replied. ‘But the only way I can do it is by overloading the chips. And that’s going to fry a lot of brains.’

      ‘So it’s all or nothing?’ Jay asked. ‘Fry them all?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Aviary paused. ‘But I have an even better idea.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘Tell them.’

      Aviary closed her laptop. ‘I made a few changes to my virus,’ she said. ‘Now if we can get it near a Destiny-class drone, it runs a process that disables thermal throttling. Then, bam! Red-lines the processor.’

      Jay waved his hand. ‘Can I get that in English?’

      ‘The most expensive component inside the drone gets fried.’

      ‘How do you do this?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘Oh, easy. You just need a mathematically intensive equation that never stops running. My virus instructs the drone to calculate all prime numbers into infinity.’ She grinned. ‘The processor will overheat and melt. Bye bye, drone. Intron’s protection algorithms are … not great. No offense.’

      Hélio folded his arms. ‘Yes, well, none taken.’

      ‘But that’s just one drone, right?’ Nasira asked. ‘We gotta destroy them all.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘Exactly. So what I do is connect through that drone to its central command—Purity’s closed network—and spread the virus to all the other drones. Except once I do that there’s a really high chance it will kick me from the network.’

      ‘Is that bad?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Only if you need me back in the network in a hurry.’

      ‘So, we have one shot at this?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘One shot is all we need,’ Olesya replied.

      ‘But where are all these drones?’ Marina asked. ‘Do we have their locations in Lithuania?’

      DC shook his head. ‘No exact locations, only possibles. Air bases. Maybe one, maybe spread over a few. That’s all we have to go on.’

      ‘Our satellite turned up nothing on all the air bases in the country,’ Gleb answered. ‘Unfortunately, Purity have concealed the drones very well.’

      ‘Until they all take off,’ Jay said. ‘Then it’s pretty obvious.’

      ‘And it will be much too late by then,’ Hélio said. ‘The Destiny drones are solar-powered and stealth-capable. Once they go up, you will never find them again.’

      ‘So we find them before they do,’ Olesya said. ‘DC, when are they scheduled to take off?’

      ‘Tomorrow morning,’ DC answered. ‘Oh-five-hundred Eastern European Time.’

      Damien checked his watch. ‘So we have nineteen hours to search a whole country.’

      Olesya gestured to the laptop. ‘That means we’ll need to breach Purity’s closed network with Aviary’s virus and find the exact location as quickly as possible.’

      ‘Couldn’t you just tell me this stuff yesterday?’ Jay said. ‘You know, when I was having drinks with the Assistant Chief of Staff. That would’ve been a good time.’

      Olesya stopped in her tracks. ‘Wait, that’s perfect.’

      ‘What’s perfect?’ Jay asked.

      ‘I was going to suggest Marina dress up in a Preserver’s uniform and get close enough to Birute to upload Aviary’s virus to her phone, and access the closed network. But your idea is much better.’

      ‘Yeah, of course!’ Jay said. ‘What idea?’

      ‘You can infiltrate Purity’s temporary headquarters more easily because you already have a relationship with her.’

      ‘’Scuse me?’ Nasira folded her arms.

      ‘Jay has an existing cover identity with Birute,’ Olesya said. ‘That’s better than Marina going in cold. Jay, how do you feel about visiting your friend again?’

      ‘Uh … not good,’ he said.

      ‘I completely agree with that sentiment,’ Sophia said.

      ‘If we’re going to find these drones before they take off tomorrow,’ Olesya said, ‘we need to access Birute’s phone.’

      ‘Yeah. And for that, we need you close to it,’ Aviary said.

      ‘But she could be anywhere in the headquarters,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya turned to Aviary. ‘Your phones hijack data connections … can you track any phone we’ve come into contact with?’

      ‘Sure—’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Won’t work. My phone never would’ve connected to hers. It was shot to shit before I even met her.’

      ‘Yes, but we got close to her too, didn’t we?’ Olesya asked. ‘When we hauled you out of the catacombs dressed as Purity Preservers, we were right in front of Birute.’ Olesya’s gaze locked onto Sophia. ‘Did you have your phone on you at the time?’

      ‘I did,’ Sophia said. ‘You’re saying we can track her phone just from mine being near hers … once?’

      ‘Yeah. Your phone should have logged all the IMEI numbers you came in contact with,’ Aviary said. ‘We just need to figure out which number is hers. Did you run into many people in those tunnels?’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘I guess you could match up our radio conversation with the phone connections.’

      ‘Then as long as she hasn’t changed phones since you met her, we should be able to track her location inside Purity’s HQ,’ Aviary said.

      ‘And if not?’ Sophia asked.

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘Then Jay asks for directions to her office, and we pray hers is the only phone in the room.’

      ‘That plan sucks,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Thanks for the vote of no confidence,’ Jay said.

      ‘That’s what worries me; you got too much confidence.’

      Sophia cleared her throat. ‘Jay, I think what she’s saying is your methods sometimes lack … finesse.’

      ‘Hey, I can do finesse!’ Jay said.

      ‘Look, what about pretending to be a cleaner or a courier?’ Sophia asked. ‘Then any one of us can do it.’

      ‘Not a great idea,’ Aviary said. ‘Even getting into the headquarters will be tough. With those new finger-prick things, they have regular DNA tests on entry. Any one of you guys with pseudogenes will get tagged and bagged. Get past them, and you’ll still need to be in the same room as Birute’s phone.’

      ‘So we send Jay in by himself?’ Sophia said. ‘Again.’

      ‘Would you prefer Hélio or Aviary?’ Olesya asked. ‘Because they’re our only other options.’

      ‘N-no thanks,’ Hélio said.

      ‘All we have to do is load my virus on Jay’s phone,’ Aviary said. ‘Then he swings by to say hi to Birute for approximately four minutes and thirty seconds—’

      ‘Make it five minutes,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Right. Five minutes within five meters of her phone. Then I have unrestricted access to Purity’s closed network, and Jay gets the hell out.’

      Jay folded his arms; he wasn’t too hot on the idea of seeing Birute again. ‘So what do you want me to do, walk into Purity headquarters with a bunch of roses?’

      Ark grinned. ‘Is this your secret to seduction?’

      Jay adjusted his collar. ‘I don’t need flowers.’

      ‘No, you need a shower,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I think we’d all prefer not to know your specific flirting techniques,’ Olesya said. ‘However you do it, you will do it without flowers or weapons.’

      ‘Hold on,’ Jay said. ‘These Purity people are a whole other level of crazy, and you want me walking in there unarmed?’

      ‘You will need to be, yes. We shall have a team ready to extract you.’

      ‘If he’s doing this, I’m on the extraction team,’ Nasira said. ‘So when shit goes down, I’m getting him out—don’t care if I have to blast through half the headquarters.’

      ‘I’ll be there too,’ Ark said. ‘I have your back, man.’

      ‘We still have those two Purity Preserver uniforms we stole,’ Olesya said. ‘First, we create cover identities for those. One for Jay, and one as a backup—for me.’

      ‘I could scrape data on Birute’s professional and personal life for anything useful,’ Aviary suggested. ‘Might help us build Jay’s story.’

      ‘And perhaps we can strengthen your existing cover,’ Gleb said to Jay. ‘What did you tell her about yourself?’

      ‘A few things.’ Jay shrugged. ‘Quite a few things … I was drinking a lot.’

      Gleb shared a glance with Olesya.

      ‘OK, we’ll make a second cover in case that one blows,’ Olesya said. ‘Something unofficial.’

      ‘And what happens if the second one blows?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘It won’t. I’m going to make him solid Purity credentials,’ Aviary said, ignoring her. ‘The whole works: laminated ID with a matching barcode, legit record on their database...’

      ‘Can you upload our real fingerprints? It would helpful if we can unlock their firearms,’ Olesya said. ‘In case we need to … borrow them.’

      ‘That I can do,’ Aviary said.

      Olesya picked up Aviary’s phone. ‘A covert earpiece will go undetected if you use it with one of your fancy phones, is that correct?’

      ‘You got it,’ Aviary said.

      ‘So you can wire me up too?’ Jay asked.

      Olesya nodded. ‘The rest of our extraction team can be posted outside—Nasira, Ark and whoever else. They won’t need IDs or fingerprints in the system. They can be plain-clothed, and somewhere they won’t draw suspicion.’

      Sophia folded her arms. ‘If Jay’s in trouble and you need to go in after him, he won’t have much time. You might get captured too.’

      ‘She’s got a point,’ Jay said.

      ‘If I’m inside the network by then, I can trigger a total evacuation,’ Aviary said. ‘That could be a helpful distraction, right?’

      ‘If you’re inside the network by then,’ Sophia said. ‘Look, we just risked everything pulling Jay out of that hell-hole, now we’re sending him right back in?’

      Olesya paced at the front of the room. ‘It’s a risk worth taking, don’t you think?’

      ‘There’s risk, and then there’s suicide,’ Sophia said. ‘This is not risk.’

      Olesya paused. ‘Then you can lead the team. Would you like that?’

      Sophia exhaled slowly. ‘I get that you’re desperate. I get that you want to stop Purity. I’m with you on that. But we’ve already put Jay’s life on the line once already.’

      Jay glared at her. He didn’t need Denton’s mind-reading to know what Sophia was thinking: that he wasn’t good enough.

      ‘I put my life on the line,’ he said. ‘Cause I was trying to help.’

      ‘And now you can,’ Olesya said. ‘All right, we have only this morning to plan. I want us in position by noon. After we breach the network, we need to find the drones and then travel to wherever they are. Even with two teams working independently, that will take the rest of the day and possibly all night. This is our chance to hit them while they’re still vulnerable. I’m not missing that chance.’

      Damien cleared his throat. ‘I’m guessing the drones will be under heavy guard, so that needs planning too.’

      ‘We can use our reconnaissance satellites,’ Gleb said. ‘And portable recon drones. They are small, and you can carry them in your rucks.’

      ‘Plus I only need to hack one drone, not the whole fleet,’ Aviary said. ‘They’re all connected, so if I can get into one, I get the whole swarm.’

      ‘Even if they’re stashed at multiple air bases?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yep. All on the same network.’

      Sophia sighed, and looked over at Jay. ‘It’s your call,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to stop you.’

      Jay wanted to do it, but he knew if things went bad he’d be stuck in the heart of Purity’s headquarters, unarmed and alone, with the rest of his team sitting outside with their fingers up their ass. It was the worst kind of operation, and only an idiot would agree to it.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Under any other circumstance, Gleb would never do this.

      At least, that’s what he told himself.

      ‘This is your lab,’ Gleb said.

      Hélio stood in the center of it, scratching a pointed ear. Polycarbonate windows made the room like a fishbowl, easily visible to patrolling soldiers outside. Then there were the cameras in the lab itself, and someone would accompany Hélio at all times. Someone who knew their codons from their nucleotides.

      Hélio would be monitored closely, Gleb had made sure of that.

      ‘Is this everything you need?’ he asked.

      Hélio turned in a circle. ‘Centrifuge, incubator, electroporator—impressive. The exact models too.’

      ‘You seem surprised,’ Gleb said.

      ‘That is because I am,’ he said. ‘How did you get approval so quickly?’

      Gleb adjusted the collar on his camouflage uniform. ‘Let me worry about that.’

      The young scientist thought for a moment. ‘Where are the Argonautes?’

      Gleb gestured to the electroporator—a white metal box with buttons on the front. Next to it was a small fishing-tackle box.

      ‘Your task is to remove the kill switch on all of them,’ Gleb said. ‘Can you start now?’

      ‘I will begin analyzing.’ Hélio approached the tackle box to open it, then hesitated. ‘But what if I fail? What will you do to me if I can’t remove the kill switch?’

      ‘If we get to that point, I would be more concerned with what Purity will do to you,’ Gleb said. ‘They’re filling a secret little prison in Prague with heretics and resistance fighters. I imagine that is where a bioengineer such as yourself would be placed.’

      Hélio’s dirty blue eyes focused on him. ‘If this is what happens to me, what happens to someone like you?’

      ‘Oh, I would be dead.’
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      ‘The deal is on,’ Olesya said.

      Alone in the infirmary with Jay, she placed her satchel on the tiled floor and unzipped it, revealing a small cube the size of an electric kettle and with a silver carry handle: a portable cryogenic freezer for the blood samples.

      Jay looked concerned.

      ‘You tell anyone about this?’ he asked.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘But Denton has set the location. Lucky for us, it’s in the capital, Vilnius. Close to Birute and Purity’s current headquarters.’

      Jay ran a hand through his short hair. Gone was his semi-permanent smirk. For once, he must be taking this seriously.

      ‘Are you feeling all right?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s been a long night and I’m hungover,’ he said. ‘And … I could use a change of clothes.’

      ‘I’ll get you some. But I meant are you OK about what they said in the briefing? They don’t think you can do it.’

      Slowly, he met her gaze. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘If I doubted you, Jay, I would never have proposed this operation.’

      ‘Proposed?’ Jay said. ‘Not like we have a choice.’

      ‘The Directorate hasn’t sanctioned this. We’re on our own.’

      ‘You think I need my abilities back?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Yes, I do.’ She took a step closer, making sure she had his full attention. ‘Not so you can see in the dark or whatever it is you had, but because you need to feel complete again.’

      ‘Uh-huh. You’re just saying what I wanna hear.’

      ‘Listen Jay, I only have the ability I was born with,’ Olesya said. ‘I didn’t want it and I don’t like it. But it’s a part of me. It is me. And I would do anything to get that back.’

      ‘Tell me the truth,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Why you want me to do this so bad, huh?’

      She thought about deflecting. Thought about lying to him. She swallowed, and said, ‘I just need to see Xiu one more time. If Denton is there, she will be too.’

      ‘That sounds like a real bad idea. And that’s on a day of many bad ideas.’

      ‘I get what I want,’ she said, ‘you get what you want.’

      ‘From a psycho mind-reader,’ he said. ‘How many lives you think I have?’

      ‘Enough, if you can stay out of range so he can’t read you.’

      ‘And if I can’t?’

      ‘Then you need to think about something specific that he can’t get his mind around.’

      ‘Does that … work?’

      ‘Think of something and practice.’

      She headed to the infirmary’s freezer and opened it. Inside were racks loaded with safety-locked bags of cryogenically frozen blood samples, tagged with dates and names for each operative hunter.

      ‘The bottom line is I want to help you get back what’s yours,’ she said.

      Jay sighed. ‘Even if Denton can load me up again, I won’t have the Regen I used to have,’ he said. ‘No one has that juice. So it won’t help me survive Purity’s headquarters.’

      ‘I don’t need your abilities for this mission,’ she said. ‘I need your focus.’

      She inspected one of the safety-locked bags. Inside it, a single plastic cryo-vial containing full blood cells, along with an anticoagulant and stabilizer. The label on it, indicating it was her sample, was curled on one corner; it had been stuck over an old label where the bag had been reused, and the adhesive wasn’t holding. Absently, she smoothed it down again, then picked up a second bag from further back; an older sample that wouldn’t be noticed.

      Behind her, Jay stopped pacing and leaned on a hospital bed. ‘They need to be real. He’s gonna check.’

      ‘They are real.’

      ‘What the hell does he want with them? Should you be just handing them over to someone like that?’

      ‘The Fifth Column already has our blood samples,’ Olesya said. ‘Whatever Denton needs them for, he’s rogue now and can’t get them himself, but we’re not exactly giving away our genetic secrets here.’

      ‘So you think a bit of blood won’t change much?’ he asked.

      I hope not.

      Finished with the freezer, she opened the fridge containing fresh samples, and she picked one.

      ‘I’m giving you one that isn’t frozen,’ she said. ‘Knowing him, he’ll want to test it on the spot.’

      ‘What if he’s checking for kill switches in you guys?’ Jay asked.

      ‘My team of hunters only have our natural abilities. No kill switches.’

      ‘Whatever you say,’ Jay said. ‘So the meeting’s today?’

      Olesya closed the fridge door. ‘Non-negotiable.’

      ‘Right. And how are we doing it without, you know, questions from the others?’

      ‘Zaslon soldiers are dropping us near the border,’ Olesya said, sliding the bags into the portable freezer and then the freezer into her satchel. She stowed the unfrozen bag next to it and tested the weight. A few pounds, easy enough for Jay to carry on foot. ‘We’ll need to cross on our own, steal our own vehicles.’

      ‘We getting dropped separate from the others?’

      ‘I’ll make sure of it. The capital has a heavy Purity presence, so it won’t be hard to explain our delay.’

      ‘Where’s the meet?’

      ‘A café,’ she said. ‘It’s small and not very busy, so I can’t go inside with you. But I will be watching your back.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Jay said. ‘That’s real comforting.’

      ‘So,’ she asked, ‘are we doing this?’

      He looked down at the satchel, now full. ‘If anyone asks, this was my idea.’

      ‘Good. Aviary’s working on your ID, I’ll see you back in the briefing room.’

      Without another word, Jay left her to it.

      Olesya lifted the satchel over onto a nearby hospital bed, then opened the portable freezer to count the blood bags a second time. She had one for each hunter, current and deceased. Denton likely already knew their exact numbers, so there was no point in jeopardizing Jay’s deal.

      She closed the door and took the satchel with her. She had what Denton wanted; now to get what she wanted from him.
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        * * *

      

      Jay was back in the briefing room when Olesya walked in. Damien, Nasira and Ark had disappeared to catch up on sleep, leaving him alone with Aviary, who was hunkered over her laptop, her hoodie pulled over the digiflora t-shirt Olesya had given her. The briefing table had modified iPhones scattered across it, and Jay looked thoroughly confused—likely the result of Aviary talking aloud as she worked.

      ‘Are the teams confirmed yet?’ Aviary asked Olesya without looking up from her work.

      ‘Team A is myself, you, Ark, Damien and Nasira,’ Olesya said. ‘We’ll be supporting Jay. Team B is smaller: Marina, Sophia and DC—who has volunteered to help us. They’ll be on standby near an air base just east of the university with a recon drone, watching for activity. If the Destiny drones are confirmed to be in that base, they can move on it immediately.’

      ‘And if the drones are somewhere else?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Then Team B moves as fast as it can to get there,’ Olesya said. ‘Once we have you safely extracted, we’ll have two teams on the move.’

      ‘Can’t we do three teams, spread them out?’

      ‘Our teams are small, but so is Lithuania,’ Olesya said. ‘Two teams will be enough to cover the ground we need.’

      I hope, Olesya thought. More would be good, but she was already nervous leaving Jay with only four trained operatives, and wasn’t comfortable cutting that number in half.

      ‘What about all your special forces soldiers?’ Aviary asked. ‘Maybe Zaslon can help us?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘I don’t have the authority to assign them, and I don’t exactly want to get them fired. They can take us to the border, but then we’re on our own.’

      Jay grinned. ‘You gotta be used to that by now, right?’

      Aviary nodded, taking a deep breath. ‘I guess, yeah.’

      ‘How is your progress?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Well, I’ve updated the operating systems on Jay’s phone,’ Aviary said. ‘The virus will seek out and deploy only onto a HTC phone matching the kind Birute carries. It will search for the type of elevated privileges that Birute has with the network. Only if it finds them will it execute the virus. That way, if we hook the wrong phone, nothing happens, and we get another chance.’

      Olesya stood at the end of the table. ‘Will the virus catch anyone’s attention?’

      ‘Only if they’re suspecting something.’

      ‘And no one’s going to suspect me?’ Jay asked.

      ‘No more than usual,’ Aviary said with a grin. ‘But I’m giving you a manual override just in case. When the virus activates, your phone will vibrate four times in your pocket. If that doesn’t happen and you’re chatting away with Birute, you need to trigger Plan B. To do that, you hit one of the volume buttons three times.’

      Jay nodded. ‘Got it. What’s Plan B?’

      ‘Manually triggers the virus on every phone within range, just in case Birute has a different phone. Maybe you got the model wrong, maybe her phone battery’s flat, and we need to hijack someone else instead.’

      ‘Good thinking,’ Olesya said. ‘What about Jay’s phone? If they decide to inspect it, will they find anything suspicious?’

      ‘If they detect anything strange in the network, it will be from Birute’s HTC phone, not Jay’s. His phone has two home screens—a public one with a normal looking operating system, and a private one with all the communications and tracking he needs. Thumbprint for public, middle finger for private.’

      ‘What if he’s ordered to show the private one under duress?’ Olesya asked.

      Aviary wiggled her little finger. ‘Full access … with a catch.’

      ‘It self-destructs?’ Jay asked.

      ‘No,’ Aviary said. ‘That would be dumb. All it does is wipe your chat logs and stop tracking the rest of your team—for their protection. Besides, if we know someone is compromised, we can block them from tracking us as well.’

      Jay picked up his new phone. ‘And what about my protection? Can you make it zap everyone except me?’

      ‘No, but the rest of us are alerted to your situation,’ Aviary said. ‘It’s like a secret rescue beacon.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m hoping it won’t come to that,’ Jay said.

      ‘That’s clever, Aviary,’ Olesya said. ‘Good work.’

      Aviary blushed. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘One thing—how do I know when to leave?’ Jay asked. ‘Do I just guess the five minutes?’

      ‘I’ve set your phone to buzz you twice once the timer is up,’ Aviary said. ‘But I’ll totally confirm with you over the radio.’

      ‘We will insert a covert earpiece inside your ear canal so they cannot find it, at least not without getting very invasive,’ Olesya said, turning to Aviary. ‘Once Jay gets you into the network, can you immediately start looking for the location of the drones?’

      ‘I’ll be as fast as I can,’ Aviary said. ‘Hopefully fast enough.’

      ‘And I can leave at that point, right?’ Jay asked.

      Aviary nodded.

      At that moment, Gleb walked in, papers in hand. He laid them out on the table—blueprints.

      ‘Vilnius University,’ he said. ‘Purity’s temporary headquarters until they move to Prague later this week.’

      ‘Which means hopefully they’ll be in the process of packing and moving,’ Olesya said. ‘The disarray should make things a little easier for you, Jay.’

      Aviary checked her laptop, then leaned over to point at a spot on the blueprint. ‘Here.’ She was indicating the western side of the campus. ‘I can’t tell you which level Birute will be on, but I can tell you she’s there. Right now.’

      Olesya studied Birute’s location. The best entry for Jay was through the library courtyard and then into the Faculty of History. With the right identification to get him inside, Jay should be able to find Birute quickly.

      ‘You might have to check all the levels,’ Aviary said. ‘If you have to ask someone, I’m cloning you an American Purity ID, so your accent shouldn’t be a problem.’

      Olesya walked around the table so she could see Aviary’s screen. ‘How much clearance can you give him?’ She wasn’t overly familiar with Purity’s military ranks, but he would need something that was both realistic and useful.

      Aviary tapped some keys on her laptop. Lists popped up showing Purity personnel and their corresponding ranks. ‘I can get you an ID with enough clearance for Birute’s office. Good news is the Chief of Staff is on leave this week, so that’s one less person to blow your cover.’

      ‘I want high clearance,’ Jay said. ‘Can you do that?’

      ‘Uh yeah, I’m not making you the Chief of Staff,’ Aviary said. ‘I think Birute might notice the sudden promotion.’

      ‘Is there room for the possibility of an undercover agent?’ Gleb asked, sitting opposite Jay. ‘Something that Birute can’t easily check.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Aviary said. ‘I’ll see if I can find something super-shady.’

      Olesya put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Thanks. You’re doing a good job.’

      Aviary paused. ‘Listen, I’m going to need to be in … you know, proximity when this goes down,’ she said.

      ‘How much proximity?’

      ‘Like, across the street. I have an antenna big enough to do the trick.’

      Jay grinned to himself. ‘You and me both.’

      Olesya ignored the comment. ‘As long as you’re out of sight. Now what about Jay’s secondary identity? Something less secretive … more unsavory.’

      ‘Mercenary with an opioid addiction?’ she asked.

      Gleb rubbed his chin. ‘Oh, I do like that one.’

      Jay glanced between them. ‘What are you trying to say?’

      ‘OK, so how’s this?’ Aviary asked. ‘Outsourced assassin.’

      Jay nodded. ‘Has a nice ring to it.’

      ‘Where did you pull that from?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘It’s real,’ Aviary said. ‘I’m looking at all kinds of transactions from Purity to individuals not officially in service. And those people are coming up on dark sites for their … you know, services.’

      ‘Dark what?’ Jay asked.

      ‘The dark web,’ Aviary said. ‘Did you skip Internet 101 at Hogwarts or something?’

      ‘So they’re contract killers?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yeah. I figure it matches Jay’s skillset and keeps him out of Purity’s official hierarchy. Both good things.’

      ‘Go with that,’ Olesya said. ‘But make sure it’s someone Birute hasn’t met before.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘This identity has flexibility too. You can swing pro or anti-Purity as needed, or even neutral. But you should be careful with that.’

      ‘And you’ll need a story,’ Olesya said. ‘A reason why you’ve come to see her. Do you have any ideas?’

      ‘You owe her an apology,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Nah,’ Jay said. ‘I don’t like that one.’

      ‘I do,’ Gleb said. ‘You come clean—tell her that you are really a Purity agent and these … Night Witches were trying to capture you. Give her some solid—but outdated—intelligence.’ He thought for a moment. ‘On Sophia’s group. Not ours, please.’

      ‘Like where she was hanging out in that old mansion,’ Aviary said. ‘Before we got attacked. Hey, maybe you can claim responsibility for the raid.’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. We know the Fifth Column were behind the attack, but if she knows that too, then she knows you’re lying.’

      ‘Fine, what else you got?’ Jay asked.

      ‘How about this: you were hunting Sophia on behalf of Purity. First in Poland, then at the mansion in Lithuania. But someone else attacks Sophia first, burns the mansion down. You don’t know who was responsible, but you do know that it flushed Sophia out to where you met Birute last night. You were undercover because you were looking for Sophia.’

      ‘I like that one better,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Can you … write all that down?’ Jay asked.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘But this is your backup identity. Use it as your confession. A big enough confession might open her up a little.’

      ‘I wouldn’t bank on that,’ Jay said. ‘But yeah, whatever you say.’

      Olesya checked her watch. ‘As soon as we have his ID card assembled and laminated, we leave.’
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      Marina opened the wire door to the armory, and Sophia stepped inside.

      The space was cramped and square, filled with racks on rails, some wheeled to the very back, compressed against each other. From the shelves Sophia could see, there was an impressive range of both firearms and attachments.

      DC moved in next to her, their arms touching. She pretended not to notice.

      ‘Where’s the armorer?’ she asked.

      ‘Right now, the armorer is me.’ Marina jingled the key as she walked down the aisle. ‘We have body armor for the both of you. It is light and stops everything. Almost everything. But we will get it for you once you choose your babies.’

      ‘Babies?’ DC asked.

      Marina turned her key in one side of a rack, unlocking a row. She pried it from the adjacent rack, pulling across the rails and creating enough space for them to walk between.

      The first thing Sophia noticed was an entire row dedicated to Kalashnikov weapons. Some were older AKs, recognizable by their wooden stocks, but most were modern matte-black rifles, along with a few in white. The weapons were rack-clear, safeties on and chambers empty.

      Sophia eyed the modern rifles. ‘You run these?’

      Marina raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, but you will want something that blends in better with Purity. Follow me.’

      They followed her into the next aisle, finding mostly German firearms—the sharp, gray edges of HK416 carbines and UMP submachine guns.

      ‘Purity Guard have good funding now. They are issued Cobalt Edge carbines,’ Marina said. ‘We do not have these.’

      ‘So what are Olesya and Ark going to carry?’ DC asked.

      ‘Pistols.’

      ‘And us?’ Sophia asked.

      Marina turned to the aisle behind her.

      With her hand on DC’s shoulder, Sophia moved around him and picked up a mean-looking carbine in tungsten gray. Everything about it seemed modified, from the charging handle to the trigger, even the dust cover. Half AK-12 and half M4, it was a peculiar blend of Russian and American engineering.

      ‘This is the Balerinka,’ Marina said. ‘Little Ballerina, chambered with Igolnik armor-piercing rounds. Expensive, but you need it if you want to shoot through some fancy Purity armor.’

      ‘Are you planning to shoot a tank with that?’ DC asked.

      Marina grinned. ‘Are you offering?’

      Sophia unfolded the skeletal stock and peered down the exotic-looking Russian red-dot sight. When she turned the sight on, it defaulted to a red chevron.

      ‘You like this?’ Marina asked.

      ‘It’s similar to what I use,’ Sophia said. ‘Except yours can actually punch through level-four armor.’

      Its slender aluminum rail, peppered with cheese-grater styled holes, wrapped firmly over the short, ten-inch barrel and was complemented with an angled foregrip. The Balerinka was almost small enough to take in a vehicle, but not quite. She decided against it, and picked out a smaller submachine gun.

      The MPX was coal black with a thick rail that—as Sophia held it across her body in one hand—felt more like a miniaturized rifle. The safety switch seemed almost stupidly large, but it had a red-dot sight, flip-up iron sights and an unassuming foregrip.

      ‘We’ll take this instead,’ she said. ‘Two mags each.’

      ‘I can get you armor piercing for this, but it won’t penetrate Purity armor,’ Marina said.

      ‘That’s OK,’ Sophia said. ‘I don’t plan on shooting them in the chest.’

      Marina shrugged and handed her a suppressor for the MPX, then, while Sophia threaded it on, pulled out two plain, black bags for them to carry their arsenal. She pulled out ten ammunition boxes of AP 6.3 and stacked them on a table.

      ‘You sure we need all that?’ DC asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Marina said without hesitation.

      She began loading their thirty-round magazines first—three magazines each. Sophia joined in, and DC too. The same ammunition went into their Glock magazines, so they carried two each, one in the weapon and one jammed in their hip pockets. Marina already had five magazines loaded for her Balerinka, one in her weapon and four in the bag—enough to start a small war.

      ‘We will take some medical supplies on the way out,’ Marina said.

      As they finished packing their bags, Olesya arrived with Team A. She caught the keys as Marina tossed them her way.

      Sophia reached for a bag, but DC grabbed both.

      ‘I got it,’ he said.

      Olesya stood aside, giving them room to leave. Outside were Nasira, Aviary and Damien. Behind them were Jay and Ark, going over the finer details of the operation. Sophia was still uncomfortable with Jay going in unarmed.

      ‘My first armory visit,’ Aviary said, with a grin.

      ‘Don’t get used to it.’ Sophia turned to Olesya. ‘We can head out now.’

      ‘Good,’ Olesya said. ‘I’ll have Jay in and out of that place as quickly as possible.’

      It was the out part that concerned Sophia the most.

      ‘We’ll be on standby,’ she said. ‘Keep him alive in there, will you?’

      Olesya took a step closer. ‘I’m not leaving that place without him.’

      With that, the Russian operative hunter stepped inside the armory, followed by the others.

      Only Nasira hesitated. ‘We got this.’

      Sophia forced a smile. ‘I know you do.’

      Nasira followed her team.

      ‘You need to trust them on this,’ said DC, who’d been waiting patiently with the bags. ‘Jay’s trained as well as you are.’

      ‘And you need to lighten your load.’ Sophia reached for a bag.

      DC smirked. ‘At least buy me a drink first.’

      ‘Using Jay’s catchphrases on me now?’ she said. ‘Charming.’

      She matched his pace as he headed to the garage where Gleb was waiting.

      ‘It might shock you, but I can be charming if I want to,’ DC said.

      ‘I’m not holding my breath,’ Sophia said. ‘Just promise me we make it out of this alive.’

      ‘You should know that a sworn enemy of the Fifth Column never makes those kinds of promises.’

      ‘Then maybe you should,’ she said.
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Somewhere ahead, Denton was waiting, as per Olesya’s arrangements.

      Jay stared through the tinted windshield of their late-model sedan—acquired with Aviary’s expertise. On the corner of the narrow, paved road was a café, the location Denton had given Olesya via disposable email—or dark mail.

      He’d looked at the road ahead at least ten times now. Olesya had made sure to thoroughly check around the café, to the point where he’d pretty much seared the layout of every street in his mind.

      It was overkill, but he was marching right into Denton’s playground by himself, without any kind of regenerative pseudogenes. And that made him all kinds of uneasy.

      ‘Do you know what to say?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yeah.’ Not really.

      Olesya frowned. ‘Do you have something you can think of to block him out?’

      ‘Lots of things, yeah,’ he said.

      Grilled Nutella sandwich.

      She nodded. ‘OK. How do you feel?’

      ‘Desperate. Even for me.’

      He drank half a bottle of water without drawing breath, then handed it over. Olesya placed it by her feet. They carried no carbines or knives, only the weapon issued to Purity Guard Lieutenants and Captains—Glock 17 pistols, which Olesya had loaded with armor-piercing rounds. Jay wore his on a hip holster, inside his jeans.

      ‘You know the range of his mind reading?’ Jay asked.

      ‘No, do you?’

      He shrugged. ‘I think it’s ten meters or something.’

      ‘Denton’s operatives are likely to be watching us now,’ Olesya said, handing him the satchel with the cryogenic freezer inside. ‘There’s no point pretending you came alone, but I’ll stay out of the way and listen to your microphone.’

      Jay had turned the voice sensitivity on his phone all the way up. With some luck, Denton’s voice—and he loved the sound of his own voice—would transmit to Olesya as well.

      ‘You just making me think that in case he reads my mind? Or are you hanging back for real?’ Jay thought for a moment. ‘You know, don’t answer that.’

      He climbed out and started down the paved road with the satchel over his shoulder. It was sunny, but cold enough to keep his coat on, which helped conceal the Glock in his hip holster.

      The buildings on either side of him were three stories high and looked centuries old, with tall archways and iron lamps that dangled from walls instead of lampposts. There was no driving on this part of the road. Instead, people strolled across its brick paving.

      Jay walked down the middle of the road, alert for possible threats. He passed a woman in her thirties who was dressed in heeled boots, blue jeans and a leather jacket even more faded than his. Clutching a phone and speaking in Lithuanian, she tunnel-visioned and walked right past him.

      On his right, a couple in their fifties—the woman layered in a thick jacket and scarf, the man in an ash-gray jacket and scuffed boots—rolled their eyes at each other as they argued in English about his deodorant. Not the right age to be operatives, but they could be tracking him. He wasn’t going to put anything past Denton.

      The café was called Mont-something. He couldn’t pronounce the rest—languages weren’t his strong suit; he only spoke English and Brazilian Portuguese—but its wrought-iron sign was a black cat looking down on him with a mischievous grin. Maybe it knew he was walking to his death.

      The entrance was past a line of cane chairs and tables draped in red tablecloths. An older couple sat at one of the tables, next to a pale-blue bike and a barrel of flowers. They watched their surroundings, their gazes drifting past Jay. They’d be the perfect surveillance team.

      He stepped by them and through the open double doors.

      Almost all of the café’s tables were occupied, and there was a line at the counter. There were a few positions inside that offered a good view of the front and a possible escape through the back, but Denton sat at none of them. By the time Jay reached the counter, he knew Denton wasn’t here. He was probably waiting for Jay to arrive first.

      With the satchel over his shoulder, Jay approached the young man behind the counter, who was now ready to serve him.

      ‘Sveikas, do you speak English?’ Jay said.

      He hoped he got the right gender. Lithuanian could be a bitch that way.

      The man had thick, almost-connected eyebrows and a double chin covered with stubble. His eyes were like black glass. He nodded. ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘I’m meeting someone here … a Mr Denton.’

      ‘Wait.’ He stepped over to the other side of a glass cabinet filled with pastries, then returned with a business card. ‘He left this for you.’

      Jay took the card and turned it over. Another address.

      ‘You gotta be kidding me,’ he said.

      He shouldn’t be surprised, he was dealing with the man who literally taught him how to spy, and how to run encounters like this.

      Jay looked back at the man behind the counter. ‘Thanks.’

      Leaving the café, he read the card to himself, loud enough for Olesya to hear. She would be punching the address into her phone right now.

      Through his covert earpiece, she said, ‘Six blocks north-north-east, on the edge of town. Go on foot.’

      No time to recon, he thought. Exactly what Denton wants.

      Jay adjusted the strap on his satchel. It wasn’t heavy, but it weighed enough to annoy him. Stepping back out onto the pavement, he passed the older couple again and started north on the medieval street.

      Olesya spoke in his ear. ‘I told both teams we’ve hit heavy Purity activity and we’re circling around. Should give us more time.’

      Jay double-clicked his pressel switch to confirm.

      When he was one block out, he forced himself to relax and slow down, matching the baseline of the people around him as best he could; there weren’t many on the street and no one else was lugging a cryogenic freezer full of nearly illegal DNA.

      He crossed in front of the first church that hadn’t been transformed into a Purity church—it seemed they forgot about that one—and soon he was leaving the postcard-perfect old town. Now he was working his way through mostly barren streets and ancient steeples. It was all iron balconies and buildings with rendered concrete and fading paint. Most had shuttered doors, others were decorated with spray-painted murals of people and landscapes. Here, there were no restaurants or bars.

      On the other side of the road, a pair of Purity Guard patrolled in the opposite direction. They barely glanced his way.

      Denton’s address was one of these buildings. He was close.

      Jay had to circle the block at least once, soaking in the details of the streets and noting the best vantage points that operatives could be watching from. He figured Denton would have at least one with him, maybe Xiu, and one or two others observing from a distance. One from on high, on the roof probably, and another covering a different angle, just in case Jay made any sudden moves.

      Or it could be a trap, and Denton would be the one making the sudden moves.

      Olesya’s voice came through his earpiece. ‘I’m going to check the rooftops,’ she said.

      Jay didn’t want to talk aloud on the street, so he double-clicked his switch again.

      Circling back to Denton’s new address, he figured he was being watched by now, even though the street was empty. The address was another café with two front windows and five columns. The lights were on, but it looked unoccupied inside, and the single wooden door was closed.

      ‘I’m entering,’ Jay said, under his breath.

      ‘Wait,’ Olesya said. ‘I haven’t finished with the rooftops.’

      ‘I got this.’ He just wanted to get it over with.

      As he approached, a young man opened the door. Going by his suit, he didn’t look like he worked there. He had short ginger hair, narrowed blue-gray eyes and thin lips that pressed together as he checked Jay over. Once he seemed satisfied, he moved back inside, letting Jay through.

      Jay stepped through the doorway and found the café meticulously fitted out. The walls were striped pink and white, and the floor was checkered black and white, glossy and clean. There was a door to the restrooms on the left, and a doorway to the kitchen, through which the ginger-haired man disappeared.

      The black tables and white stools looked unused, except for one table nearest to him, set with plates and cutlery. The main counter had a glass cabinet that was empty and smudge-free, but there was a smell of fresh baking in the air, and a variety of menus and signs, all written in chalk, offered a range of weirdly named cupcakes.

      In fact, that was all they offered. Cupcakes.

      ‘It’s good to see you again, Jay.’

      Denton emerged from the kitchen without breaking his stride. He wore the same glistening shoes and thin tie as always, his fashion sense a cross between a fox-hunting aristocrat and a funeral director, and he carried a clipboard.

      Jay couldn’t see any protrusion from a holstered pistol, but Denton’s suit jacket creased with each step, suggested there might be weight to it.

      ‘You’re selling cupcakes?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Oh, this isn’t my store.’ Denton halted beside the counter, one hand running over his shaved head. ‘But it did come to me in a dream.’

      Jay checked behind him. The street was empty.

      ‘Close the door, if you will,’ Denton said.

      The door squeaked as Jay shut it, and Denton approached him with slow, measured steps.

      ‘Stop,’ Jay said. ‘Come any closer and the deal’s off.’

      ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Jay. There isn’t much you know that I don’t, and I’m likely not interested.’

      Jay walked to one of the empty tables. Taking the satchel off his shoulder, he laid it on the tabletop and unzipped it to reveal the portable freezer.

      ‘Did you have any trouble stealing them?’ Denton asked.

      ‘I had some help.’

      ‘I figured that might be the case.’

      ‘What do you want them for?’

      ‘To confirm a theory of mine. It won’t harm your folk, if that’s your concern.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I got a few concerns.’

      Denton cleared his throat. ‘The only people I intend to harm are the Fifth Column. We’re on the same side, there’s no reason why we can’t be best friends.’

      ‘I can think of a few,’ Jay said. ‘You have my pseudogene thing?’

      ‘Toby has it.’ Denton raised a finger. ‘But first, he will need to test your sample.’

      Yeah, figures.

      Ginger-haired Toby re-emerged from the kitchen with a pink-striped paper bag. He stopped a table short, watching Jay carefully, then reached into the bag. Jay brushed his holstered pistol, but Denton raised a hand.

      ‘There’s no cause for alarm,’ he said.

      Toby slowed his movements.

      ‘Just one bodyguard?’ Jay asked, more for Olesya’s benefit than his.

      Denton didn’t reply. He wasn’t stupid.

      From the bag, Toby removed a plain cupcake with white frosting and colored sprinkles, then settled it on a plate.

      ‘What the hell’s that?’ Jay asked.

      ‘My new recipe,’ Denton said. ‘Yellow-vanilla cake and Italian buttercream.’

      Toby took a fork and sliced off a third of the cupcake. With his hand, he shoved the portion of sponge and cream into his mouth, chewed mechanically, then swallowed. Jay got the impression that wasn’t Toby’s first cupcake. The young man withdrew a few steps and waited.

      ‘As you can see, there is no poison,’ Denton said. ‘Now, I would like you to try it and offer your honest feedback.’

      ‘Seriously?’ Jay said. ‘Are you trying to stall or something? I don’t have time for this crap.’

      ‘Trust me, nothing is more important than our meeting today.’ Denton held his gaze. ‘Your sample, if you don’t mind.’

      In his ear, Olesya spoke. ‘Just do what he says.’

      ‘It’s in the satchel, next to the portable freezer,’ Jay said.

      Toby approached Jay’s table. He reached inside the satchel, took out the blood bag, then disappeared into the kitchen with it.

      ‘He won’t be long,’ Denton said. ‘In the meantime, why don’t you try my cupcake?’

      ‘Fine, whatever.’

      Jay walked over to the plate and, ignoring the fork, snatched the cupcake and crammed it into his mouth. It tasted sweet, like honeycomb and pecan.

      Denton watched him, clipboard and pen poised. He raised his eyebrows. ‘Your thoughts?’

      Jay wiped his fingers on the napkin. ‘Yeah OK, it’s actually pretty good.’

      ‘Excellent,’ Denton said. ‘I have some questions, if you don’t mind.’

      In Jay’s ear, Olesya said, ‘Just humor him.’

      ‘Knock yourself out.’

      ‘How did you find the sweetness? Was it too bland or too sugary?’

      Jay shrugged. ‘Seemed spot on to me.’

      Denton scribbled on his clipboard. ‘Which of these flavors appeal to you the most? Maple Macchiato, Mint Black Velvet, or Pina Colada with Rum Buttercream.’

      ‘Uh, I’m going with the Rum one.’

      ‘Excellent choice. I call that one the Key Largo.’ Denton ticked a box on his clipboard. ‘If your enemy is your enemy’s enemy, what are they?’

      What the hell kind of trick question is that?

      Jay repeated the question in his head to make sure, then said, ‘Damn suspicious, that’s what.’

      The man ticked another box. ‘If I told you that your parents died for a reason, would you believe me?’

      Jay stared through him. ‘Go fuck yourself.’

      Denton nodded. ‘And how frequently do you eat desserts? Often, occasionally, rarely?’

      Jay exhaled loudly. ‘Occasionally.’

      Finally, Toby appeared in the doorway. He seemed more interested in Jay’s threat level than the cupcake survey. Jay didn’t blame him.

      ‘You have someone else back there?’ Jay asked.

      As usual, Denton ignored the question. ‘Do you think the Fifth Column can be stopped?’

      ‘Are you for real?’ Jay asked.

      ‘I’m always for real, Jay.’

      He figured there was no point in lying. ‘I dunno. Sometimes I think they can, and sometimes I think we don’t have a hope in hell.’

      ‘What’s your favorite Justin Bieber song?’

      ‘How the hell would I know?’

      ‘Answer the question,’ Denton said. ‘What’s your favorite Justin—’

      Jay looked away, disgusted. ‘Love Yourself.’

      ‘If you could have one thing in your life right now, what would that be?’

      ‘I think you know already. I want my abilities back.’

      ‘And once I give those back to you,’ Denton said, ‘what would be most important to you then?’

      ‘Dunno. Maybe find something I’m good at.’

      ‘You’re good at killing, aren’t you?’

      ‘You think I enjoy that? I don’t.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yeah. I’m sure.’

      ‘I see,’ Denton said. ‘If you had to kill one hundred innocent people—people you don’t know—in order to completely destroy the Fifth Column, would you do it?’

      Jay’s throat was dry, and this was starting to give him a headache. ‘No.’

      ‘How about one person?’

      ‘How many questions you going to ask me?’

      ‘This is the last one.’

      ‘My answer’s still no.’

      Denton locked eyes with him, but said nothing.

      Jay wasn’t sure if he was in mind-reading range, but he did his best to keep his thoughts on anything except his mission today. The suicidal mission where he had to smooth things over with Birute—

      Don’t think about that.

      ‘What if the person who had to die in order to save the Fifth Column was you?’ Denton asked. ‘Would you kill yourself, Jay?’

      Toby was watching him too. They both were.

      Jay swallowed. ‘Yes.’

      Denton scribbled something, then put aside his clipboard. He nodded to Toby, who disappeared for a moment.

      Grilled Nutella sandwich. Grilled Nutella sandwich. Grilled Nutella—

      Toby reappeared with something shaped like a sunglasses case. He put the case on an empty table, then returned to the kitchen.

      ‘Your sample is genuine,’ Denton said. ‘That case is for you.’

      ‘This the part where you screw me over, right?’ Jay asked.

      In his ear, Olesya said, ‘I have one operative in my sights. On a rooftop, watching the street outside you. No visible weapon. At least no rifle to shoot you down.’

      ‘I don’t have the Regen to give you, Jay,’ Denton said. ‘And I don’t have the ability you were born with: electrogenesis.’

      ‘So why the hell am I here?’

      Denton smiled. ‘Something better. Much better.’

      With some hesitation, Jay reached for the case and opened it. Inside, there was a syringe and a single vial of liquid, the color of cotton candy.

      ‘I’ve included a complementary titanium syringe for your convenience,’ Denton said.

      ‘One vial,’ Jay said. ‘So just one ability?’

      ‘More than that. This is the HAC—Human Artificial Chromosome,’ Denton said. ‘The latest in Fifth Column biotechnology, I stole it myself. Imagine the power and strength of a hardened exoskeleton.’ He closed his hand into a fist and inspected his knuckles. ‘Without the exoskeleton.’

      ‘You mean like those upgraded operatives running around lately?’

      Denton gestured to his accomplice, who approached with a syringe of his own.

      Jay moved his hand to his hip, ready to draw. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Toby already has the Human Artificial Chromosome, but he will now inject a small amount into his bloodstream,’ Denton said. ‘So you can verify its authenticity.’

      ‘You could be sacrificing him just to kill me off,’ Jay said.

      Denton frowned. ‘Billion-dollar operatives don’t grow on trees.’

      ‘Yeah, but maybe there’s something in that vial you have an antidote for, and I don’t.’

      ‘If I wanted you dead, Jay, I would have approached this meeting quite differently. We both know that. And we both know you have a lot of potential. A billion dollars’ worth, as it were.’ He offered a thin smile. ‘I’m not about to kill that off any time soon.’

      Jay took a step back. ‘Fine, whatever.’

      Toby unscrewed the vial and drew a small amount of liquid into the syringe, enough to fill a fifth of it. He plunged the needle into a vein.

      ‘How long does it take?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Deployment is rapid,’ Denton replied. ‘You can expect results in ten to fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Then I could, you know, punch someone through a wall?’

      ‘If you wish. But you could do so much more than that.’

      Jay shrugged. ‘Sounds like a wild ride, but it’s not what I’m here for.’

      ‘If this trade is not to your satisfaction, you are free to leave the HAC vial and take your frozen samples with you,’ Denton said. ‘I wouldn’t prefer that scenario, but the choice is yours.’

      Jay reached for the satchel, and hesitated. The case was next to it, the pink vial ready.

      Denton put his clipboard aside. ‘What’ll it be, partner?’
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        * * *

      

      Xiu hadn’t seen Olesya.

      She was kneeling on the rooftop, mostly concealed behind a half-wall, her attention riveted on the café across the street. Olesya moved up behind her, taking cover behind a brick chimney and drawing her NetGun. She recited a phrase in her head, ready to say it without hesitation.

      It was now or never. She circled the chimney and found the operative…

      …missing.

      Xiu rippled into view to Olesya’s side, pistol trained on her.

      Olesya lowered her NetGun. ‘I’m not here to hurt you.’

      Xiu kept her weapon raised. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised you’re here.’

      Olesya straightened up. ‘Children three that nestle near, eager eye and willing ear, pleased a simple tale to hear,’ she recited.

      Xiu twitched, her freckled skin going pink. She holstered her pistol.

      Olesya remembered to breathe. It’s working. ‘Execute parapsyche designation Lycaon.’ Did I say that right?

      ‘I’m not programmed,’ Xiu said.

      ‘I don’t believe that.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You’re choosing to work with him? The psychopath who murdered my family?’ Anger built up a charge inside her. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘I want to explain it to you,’ Xiu said. ‘Trust me, I really do. But you have to leave.’ There was sadness in her eyes, or maybe Olesya was imagining it.

      ‘Not until you tell me everything.’ Olesya aimed her NetGun. ‘I didn’t know you for long, but you were my best friend … and now we’re enemies. Explain that.’

      ‘That’s how the world works sometimes.’ Xiu’s eyes welled. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You said that already.’ Olesya holstered her NetGun. ‘But you still won’t give me answers.’

      Xiu wiped her cheek. ‘You should forget about me.’

      Olesya watched her disappear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Hal Claycomb risked death again.

      He stepped under the blue and gold arches of the hidden chamber, alone and unarmed, carrying only his brown briefcase, the leather starting to crack on the corners. Every time he attended a meeting alone with the High Priest, he should have been concerned with his life. But he wasn’t. He had the power. He just needed the High Priest to believe that Purity did.

      The High Priest would join him shortly.

      While Hal waited, he recited his pitch in his head. Right now, he was isolated from his operatives. Purity was holding them outside the observatory while he waited here, under the high vaulted ceilings.

      On the ceiling and pillar fresco, sinewy figures danced, battled and strummed musical instrumentals among silver vines and ochre sand dunes. Hal couldn’t see much through the nearby stained-glass window, blue with daylight and honeycombed in wrought iron. He perched himself on a wooden seat against a pillar and placed his briefcase across his lap. He had this under control.

      Hal suddenly felt a familiar and unwelcome sensation of stabbing pain behind his left eye. His briefcase slipped from his lap.

      Not now.

      He couldn’t afford to hallucinate again, especially not here.

      Footsteps, slow and measured, echoed behind his pillar. Denton strolled into view. Another of his ill-timed visits.

      ‘This should be an interesting meeting,’ Denton said. He wore the same clothes as he always did in Hal’s reveries: an impeccable suit and tie.

      Hal watched the only other door in the room. ‘You’re a product of my imagination.’

      ‘Or am I a product of your psychosis? Sorry, that’s offensive … your mental illness.’ Denton frowned. ‘No, that’s not approved language either. I believe I’m what you might call your mental health problem.’

      ‘It’s not a problem if I ignore you,’ Hal said.

      Denton thrust his boot between Hal’s legs, resting it on the seat. He leaned in with an arm draped over one knee.

      ‘It is when you’re out of your depth.’

      Hal glared at the phantom Denton. ‘You don’t say.’

      Denton’s lips widened into a grin. He withdrew his foot and began circling the pillar. ‘You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?’

      ‘As a matter of fact, I do.’ Hal picked up his briefcase. ‘I’m putting this train right back on the tracks.’

      Denton leaned against the pillar, beneath a fresco of a lone tree in the desert. ‘That train’s derailed, pal.’

      Hal met his smug gaze. ‘What makes you so sure, Chrome-dome?’

      ‘We both know you can’t control something as large as Purity. Not without a considerable amount of leverage.’

      ‘I have leverage.’

      ‘Not as much as you think.’

      The door opened. Hal’s meeting had begun.

      Phantom-Denton vanished.

      The first through the door were not Preservers—the High Priest’s personal bodyguards—as Hal had expected. Instead of those figures in white robes and red goggles, two Purity Guards strode in, but Hal knew by their uniforms that they were no ordinary soldiers. From their amber visors, full-white armor and precision carbines, he recognized them as Azov Detachment, Purity’s special forces.

      One of the soldiers flipped up her visor; eyes blue as glaciers stared down at him.

      The High Priest entered a little behind the Azov soldiers, pausing under a silver chandelier.

      Hal put his briefcase aside and stood. ‘Your Eminence, thank you for your time.’

      The Azov soldiers peeled off to either side of their priest, who cleared his throat and stepped forward. His robes were as white as their armor, but trimmed dark red, and with black doves on the lapels.

      The High Priest inspected Hal with large, round eyes. ‘You bear a gift.’

      Hal opened his briefcase, revealing a single vial of dark amber liquid. ‘These are difficult to synthesize, but this is a generous sample for your commanders.’

      The High Priest’s lips curled at the sight of the vial. ‘Perhaps you can explain to a humble servant of God why you’re bargaining with the same corruption that manifests the Night Witches. Why should I infect my finest commanders with this vile liquid?’

      ‘You’re mistaken,’ Hal said, perhaps a little too bluntly. ‘This does not give them corruption, it removes it. And what remains is the clarity and focus of a general who annihilates armies and conquers countries. You asked me for more people like you, so I’m giving them to you. I’m giving you the perfect psychopath.’

      ‘Are you questioning my mental faculties, Mr Claycomb?’

      ‘No, I’m questioning everyone else’s. Try some of this vial on a test subject if you wish. Perhaps a prisoner under your care. You will not be disappointed.’

      The High Priest nodded and one of his soldiers took the entire briefcase, exchanging it for a satellite phone.

      Hal took the handset. ‘And what of the black case from Colombia? It’s important we retrieve it from you as soon as possible.’

      ‘I would ask you to burn it,’ the High Priest said. ‘But not everyone walks the right path. Your black case will arrive shortly … if that suits your schedule.’

      ‘I can wait.’

      ‘As we have been waiting for this miraculous kill switch of yours.’

      ‘Once you have full drone coverage, I can guarantee severe losses,’ Hal said. ‘At the flick of a switch.’

      ‘I’m curious, do these losses include your own operatives?’

      ‘I have preventative measures in place to keep them alive and of service to you.’

      ‘If you want to serve, you can start with the full access to German airspace you promised for our drones,’ the High Priest said. ‘Their election is this week, and the Purity Party are not polling as well as I would like.’

      ‘I’m working on the airspace issue, but I cannot promise it in time for their election,’ Hal said.

      ‘Then you have failed us.’ The High Priest turned to leave.

      ‘I beg to differ,’ Hal said, thinking fast. ‘You’re releasing refugees to Germany, aren’t you?’

      The High Priest hesitated. ‘Five thousand, but that will not help us win the election.’

      ‘Release them the day before the election,’ Hal said. ‘And not five. Release fifty thousand.’

      The High Priest turned, his gaze riveted on Hal. ‘You are suggesting I release everyone? This is exactly what the Separatists want.’

      ‘Germany is bursting at the seams. Flood them before the election and see which way the vote swings.’ Hal allowed himself a smile. ‘You might be surprised.’

      The High Priest ran his tongue across his front teeth. ‘I will consider your strategy.’

      ‘I am honored,’ Hal said, confident now. ‘I promised to help you take Europe. This is how we accomplish your aims.’

      The High Priest, however, shook his head. ‘The drones will fly on election day, regardless of any airspace restrictions.’

      ‘Your Eminence, with respect, I’m sure that you’ve considered everything carefully, however if you violate German airspace, I cannot—’

      ‘You cannot…?’

      Hal’s mouth went dry. ‘Guarantee our support.’

      ‘No matter.’ The High Priest turned and pushed the double doors open. ‘We no longer need it.’
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      Olesya cut the engine. ‘This is it.’

      ‘Right. Let’s get this done.’ Jay cracked his knuckles.

      She’d pulled them into one of the few empty parking spots on the narrow one-way street. Everything here was paved, from the roads to the footpaths, leaving only the grass and trees that ran down both sides. The leafy treetops would block out drone surveillance, but drones were the least of their concerns.

      Hitting her pressel switch, she said, ‘We’re in position. Sorry for the delay.’

      Damien replied. ‘Better safe than compromised.’

      Olesya had parked on one side of a triangular park, which led toward the presidential office of Lithuania, now under Purity control. Through the trees, she could see the cream building with its double-paned windows and gigantic columns. It looked … well, presidential. But while the High Priest resided there, she wasn’t interested in him. Her focus was the temporary headquarters of Purity: the university across the road.

      Through the park, she had a good angle on the university courtyard too. That was the entrance they’d planned for Jay to use. There was no street parking anywhere near it, so this was the closest she could manage without risking exposure.

      ‘Stay here,’ Olesya said.

      Climbing out, she left Jay and made her way down the footpath. Four vehicles back, Ark had parked a gray 4x4 with black roof racks and tinted windows. The tint was important because Aviary would be sitting inside with her laptop while she hacked Purity’s closed network.

      There was a restaurant on her left. It looked like a simple house and balcony, except for tables scattered across the patio with people eating. Farther down, there was an old two-story Renaissance building with sand-colored walls, tiny windows and a street-facing entrance with thick columns. The front was home to a print and copy business, while the rest looked like converted apartments.

      Opposite Ark’s vehicle, a gated entrance allowed access into the small parking lot for the building’s residents. One stood under a tree, a young man with spiked hair and black combat boots spray-painted red, holding a cigarette. He checked her once, then lost interest.

      In the 4x4, Damien was sitting in the front with Ark, while Aviary and Nasira were in the back. Their pistols were concealed on their hips and all but one of their larger weapons—Balerinkas—were hidden in a false compartment in the trunk. Damien’s Balerinka, Olesya presumed, was concealed in a pink, glossy shopping bag by his feet, a tangerine sweater bundled over it. The label on the bag read Nosleep, which wasn’t far off how Olesya felt right now.

      The team wore a change of clothes, mostly jeans and tees, with jackets and coats for the cool weather, all dark colors to blend in. Aviary’s red hair was concealed under a woolen beanie, leaving her red sneakers the only bright thing about her. She had her laptop over her legs, fingers on the keyboard.

      Nasira stowed a spare laptop and climbed out, giving Olesya a seat to climb into, before heading straight for Jay’s car.

      ‘We’re thinking of splitting up and doing a circuit on foot,’ Ark said.

      ‘If Birute is located near another exit, we could reposition,’ Damien said.

      That sounded good to Olesya. ‘Just don’t walk onto university grounds yet. Play it safe.’

      ‘OK, we’re moving,’ Ark said.

      Damien and Ark climbed out and shut the doors, leaving Olesya alone with Aviary. The pair crossed the paved road and walked through the park, drifting apart as they approached the university.

      Aviary’s nose crinkled. ‘So the problem with those buildings will be if there’s any dead spots—no reception.’

      ‘Can’t Jay’s phone handle that?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Sort of. It’ll daisy-chain through different phones until it finds a signal, but a dead spot is a dead spot.’

      ‘Fine, we must work with that. Besides, we’ll know pretty quickly whether it’s a problem.’

      ‘And if it is?’

      ‘He has to continue. With or without us,’ Olesya said. ‘He’s prepared for either scenario. Thank you, by the way.’

      Aviary looked confused.

      ‘For the virus, but for everything. It wouldn’t be possible without you.’

      Aviary shrugged. ‘I’m here to help. It’s all good.’

      ‘You are still risking your life. To help Jay, yes?’

      ‘To help all of you.’ Aviary shut her laptop. ‘Why do you do it?’

      ‘I … assumed that was obvious. To stop Purity, and the Fifth Column.’

      ‘Yeah, but I mean we all have a deeper reason, right? It’s more than just saving the world.’

      ‘That isn’t enough?’

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘I mean … it’s always personal.’

      ‘The Fifth Column has killed people you love, yes?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yep,’ Aviary said. ‘Yours too?’

      ‘No. I did that myself.’ Olesya looked out the window, toward the park. ‘They just helped.’
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        Moscow, Russia

      

      

      ‘Lieutenant Colonel Illarion Tsalikov, you have violated a lawful general regulation.’

      Assistant Prosecutor Chistova had tightly pursed lips and a nose like an arrowhead. Unsurprisingly, he was half Illarion’s age. Even the wooden conference table between them was older.

      On either side of the prosecutor sat two others, giving the proceedings the air of an inquisition. It probably didn’t help that Illarion had chosen the farthest chair. An audio recorder blinked on the table, one microphone now adjusted to point in his direction and another at them.

      He only knew one of them well: Isakov. She was his superior, a no-nonsense Colonel with a few years on him, a crisp forest-green uniform and unwavering confidence.

      The other was Kazmin. In his early forties, he had a crumpled uniform and a face like the eraser head on a pencil. He was from another department inside the Directorate, although he hadn’t bothered to elaborate on which.

      Chistova cleared his throat. ‘It is alleged that you have violated an order to wrongfully instruct personnel under your command to open fire on Fifth Column operatives in a densely populated area of Polish territory during a Purity rally. You then ordered them to board a moving train carrying stolen Russian nuclear weapons intended for detonation in the same territory. Such conduct is prejudicial to good order and discipline in the armed forces, and of a nature to bring serious danger and repercussions not only to the people of Poland but also the Russian Federation.’ Chistova looked up from his papers with a disapproving frown. ‘How do you respond to these allegations, Colonel?’

      Illarion clasped his hands on the table’s polished surface. ‘I would say you have accurately described my duties as the commander of my unit,’ he said. ‘I would also s—’

      ‘Colonel, the question requires a yes or no response,’ Chistova said. His high-pitched voice reminded Illarion of a deflating helium balloon.

      Isakov turned to the prosecutor. ‘Perhaps you should let him respond.’

      ‘We have a standing order to avoid direct engagement with Fifth Column operatives where possible,’ Illarion said. ‘More importantly, the Wrocław operation concerned Purity, not the Fifth Column.’

      ‘In your most recent reports, Colonel,’ Chistova said, ‘you have stated repeatedly that the Fifth Column is connected to Purity. Do you deny these statements?’

      ‘I stated my suspicions and nothing more,’ Illarion said. ‘You cannot confirm a suspicion when you lack the evidence to do so.’

      Eraser-head Kazmin chimed in, his voice as low and heavy as his frame. ‘We have video footage of personnel directly under your command in Poland engaging in the very actions described. Colonel, were they following your orders?’

      ‘No,’ Illarion said.

      ‘Were you aware of this operation during its planning stage?’ Kazmin asked.

      ‘I’m sorry, which one of you is here for your internship?’ Illarion asked. ‘Who are you again?’

      Kazmin leaned forward. ‘Perhaps if you paid more attention, we would not be sitting—’

      Isakov cut in, her voice startling both Kazmin and Chistova. ‘Perhaps if you allow Assistant Prosecutor Chistova to continue with his questions, you won’t need to sit here for much longer.’

      ‘The answer you’re looking for is yes,’ Illarion said. ‘I was aware of the operation during its planning stage.’

      ‘Very good,’ Chistova said. ‘Colonel, can you describe in your own words this Wrocław operation as you planned it?’

      ‘I never said I planned it. Don’t put words in my mouth.’

      Chistova nodded. ‘I understand. Can you tell us what you know about the planning of this operation?’

      ‘The operative hunters under my command were acting on critical intelligence that suggested—’

      Kazmin raised his hand. ‘If I can stop you right there, Colonel. What or who was the source of this intelligence?’

      ‘A confidential and protected source. May I continue?’ Illarion wasn’t going to explain to these people he was acting on information offered by a Chinese operative who—for all he knew—was working for Purity or the Fifth Column.

      Kazmin watched from under a heavy-lidded gaze. ‘Please do.’

      ‘This intelligence suggested that Purity was staging a shooting during one of its rallies, with the intention of a high-casualty outcome,’ Illarion said. ‘The Wrocław operation planned by my personnel was to insert a unit of operative hunters in strategic positions to neutralize the shooters before they were able to inflict high casualties.’

      ‘During this operation, were your … hunters responsible for any civilian or military casualties?’ Kazmin asked.

      ‘Military, yes. They were operating under Purity’s—’

      ‘That will be fine, thank you,’ Chistova said, scribbling a note on his paper. ‘Were your hunters able to eliminate all of the Fifth Column operatives at the rally?’

      ‘Most of them.’

      ‘Some of these operatives escaped? I see.’ Chistova made another note. ‘Who was responsible for proposing and executing this operation?’

      ‘My commanding operative hunter, Olesya.’

      Chistova shuffled quickly through his papers. ‘I see. Is this the same Olesya who was responsible for the operation that led to the bombing of the Moscow subway, and the abduction of a member of her team?’

      Illarion breathed deeply; he needed to stay relaxed for this. ‘Yes.’

      The corner of Chistova’s mouth tightened into a smirk. ‘If I may confirm, Olesya was recruited by you personally as a vulnerable and no doubt impressionable child, who at the time was still recovering from the trauma and abuse of a Fifth Column brainwashing program?’

      ‘Is this a hearing?’ Illarion asked. ‘Am I under investigation?’

      ‘No, Colonel,’ Chistova said quickly. ‘But we are investigating, and you are part of that investigation.’

      ‘This is just a meeting,’ Isakov said, placing one of her hands neatly on top of the other. She had a new wristband on her watch, Illarion noticed. Brown leather now. It had been years since he’d last seen her, and she was a welcome inclusion on the meeting. She was his only constant in this room.

      ‘We have nothing to hide from each other here,’ Kazmin said.

      Illarion doubted that. ‘Clearly.’

      Kazmin nodded to the Assistant Prosecutor.

      ‘Is it true that you recruited a brainwashed and traumatized child,’ Chistova asked, ‘and trained her to become some sort of hunter?’

      ‘That is correct.’

      Chistova nodded.

      He thinks he’s getting somewhere. He isn’t.

      ‘And you permitted this same brainwashed child to organize her own operation, knowing it would not be approved by the Directorate, to target Purity under the belief they are planning to … attack themselves?’

      ‘As I said, our operations are not approved. You’re a little new to this, aren’t you?’

      ‘I would just like you to help me understand the motivations behind these actions,’ Chistova said. ‘As you can see, we find this very … perplexing.’

      ‘I think that says more about you than the operation.’

      Kazmin raised a hand to halt Chistova. ‘Colonel, do you understand the gravity of the situation you’re in?’

      ‘I understand perfectly. I understand that by assisting in the Wrocław operation, I risk having the very kind of painful discussion we’re having now. I also understand that sending my hunters to a Purity rally during a planned shooting might seem like bad PR for the Directorate, but that is nothing compared to the bad PR if we had let Purity massacre their own people and plant evidence that Russian operatives had been responsible. And if we let those nuclear devices—Russian-made, I should add—detonate and irradiate Poland, would that be … bad PR?’

      Chistova blinked, just once. ‘I appreciate your motivations, but you are talking only of hypotheticals here.’

      Kazmin jumped in again. ‘It is impossible to say whether Purity would’ve had any success in blaming this shooting on Russia.’

      ‘We’re talking about saving lives and averting a war of any given temperature. Is that a risk you would take?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘We’re asking the questions,’ Kazmin said.

      Illarion laughed. ‘Then you’re asking the wrong ones, my friend.’

      ‘There is no need to feel attacked, Colonel. We are not questioning whether you saved lives,’ Chistova said. ‘We are here because you violated an order.’

      Kazmin nodded. ‘Let me be frank with you, Colonel. We’re concerned you’ve been given far too much autonomy.’

      ‘My hunters are fighting a war that you don’t even know about yet—that you won’t know about until it’s too late,’ Illarion said. ‘Perhaps I have been given too little autonomy.’

      ‘We’re well aware of your wars, Colonel,’ Kazmin said.

      Illarion shook his head. ‘You don’t have a fucking clue about my wars.’

      Kazmin stood suddenly. ‘Colonel, watch your tone.’

      ‘Considering the circumstances, the lieutenant colonel has been sufficiently cooperative,’ Isakov said, also standing. ‘I think we’re done here.’

      ‘Actually,’ Chistova said, his voice even more high-pitched than normal, ‘we’re not quite—’

      ‘We’re done,’ Isakov said.

      Kazmin grunted. ‘For now. I will need to ask you, Colonel, to remain in Moscow while we further assess the situation.’ He managed the hint of a smile. ‘I hope you understand.’

      Isakov pushed her chair in and circled the table. ‘I can assure you of our branch’s continuing cooperation with your inquiry,’ she said. ‘But I’m sure you can appreciate that this is as far as we can extend without compromising security.’

      While Kazmin and Chistova gathered their papers, Isakov opened the door for Illarion. She wasn’t wasting time.

      Together, they walked the cream corridor. She didn’t speak to him until they reached her wood-paneled office, where she poured from a bottle of Indian whisky into a coffee mug. She drank first, then passed it over.

      Illarion cradled the mug while he checked her window. Outside, the snow in Moscow had melted; the slick streets and centuries-old buildings, with their intricate arches and pilasters, reminded him of ornate gift boxes.

      The silence bothered him. She was waiting for him to speak first and he knew it.

      ‘So what happens now?’ he asked.

      Isakov slid a plastic white card across her desk. ‘We have provided you with a room.’ She sighed. ‘You could’ve been a full Colonel by now. You could be in my shoes.’

      ‘I prefer my own.’ He put the mug down—empty—and took the card. ‘What about Olesya and my hunters?’

      Isakov grasped his arm and glared, as though she was about to shake sense into him. ‘You cling to them. But they’re fighting a losing battle, Illarion.’

      ‘Then let me get back out there.’

      ‘I can’t have you leave,’ she said. ‘What I can do is allow your hunters to follow their existing orders.’

      ‘They have been. That’s why I’m here to begin with.’

      She released her grip. ‘Kazmin doesn’t have cause to lock your hunters down, at least not until after the assessment.’

      ‘What are you suggesting?’

      Her gray-blue eyes focused on him. ‘If your hunters have a move to make, they need to make it now.’ He knew why before she said it. ‘Because they might not get another chance.’
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        Outskirts of Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      ‘That’s the second time you’ve dropped by,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m starting to think you enjoy the company.’

      ‘Third time, if you count the runaway train in Poland.’ DC gripped the steering wheel and cracked a smile. ‘Am I that transparent?’

      ‘Yes,’ Sophia said. ‘Plus, I can read your emotions.’

      She sat in the passenger seat, MPX with suppressor at her feet, while DC drove their stolen 4x4 into the Republic of Užupis. Marina was visible in the rear-vision mirror, driving a stolen coupe, her expression obstinate under her dark bangs.

      They approached the outskirts of a small town: old, brick buildings reduced to walls and columns, planned for construction then forgotten. DC steered them past a sign that said Promised Land, but the words had been crossed out and replaced with There is no routine.

      Sophia checked the chamber of her pistol. One armor piercing round, thanks to Marina. There was always routine.

      ‘Good so far, but I don’t like how this place looks,’ Marina said in her earpiece.

      ‘She doesn’t like how any place looks,’ DC said.

      Hitting the pressel switch on her jacket, Sophia said, ‘Keep an eye out for spotters.’

      ‘I already am.’

      Sophia opened the glove compartment and retrieved the smartphone Aviary had given DC. He’d probably stashed it here in the hope she’d forget about it. ‘Keep this on you, OK?’

      He hesitated. ‘I told you I didn’t want a fancy phone. And it’s … pink.’

      ‘I hate pink, sorry,’ Sophia said. ‘You got the short straw.’

      He sighed and took the phone, his fingertips brushing hers. ‘Feel like we all got the short straw today.’

      Sophia focused on the road ahead. They’d just entered the town, thick with two-story Renaissance buildings, iron lamps and balconies. The buildings, centuries old, were ringed with thin strips of pavement and a clean, paved road.

      ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘Should I be worried?’ DC asked.

      ‘Does Xiu really work for Denton?’

      He took a long time to reply. ‘Technically, yes.’

      ‘Care to elaborate?’

      ‘Not something I can elaborate on,’ he said. ‘Got any other questions?’

      ‘Can she be trusted?’

      ‘That depends … on a lot of things.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘The kind of orders that Denton gives her.’

      Sophia knew she wasn’t going to get any more out of him, so she left it.

      ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘there’s something I need to tell you.’

      ‘No more questions?’

      ‘No. But this might freak you out.’

      He swallowed. ‘I think I already know.’

      ‘What?’

      DC blinked. ‘We’ve got this … you know … thing.’

      She almost laughed. ‘Could you be any more vague?’

      ‘Is that a challenge?’ he asked. ‘Look, I’m not in the best place to get … to do anything.’

      ‘That’s not what I was going to tell you.’

      ‘Oh.’ His shoulders hunched up. ‘Right. So … what was it, then?’

      ‘I can’t smell emotions anymore,’ she said.

      DC took a left at an intersection, passing the statue of a small creature blasting a trumpet. ‘So you’ve been bullshitting all this time? You can’t read me?’

      ‘I can,’ she said. ‘Except now I see emotions. Like colors.’

      He shot her a quick glare. ‘You’re serious.’

      ‘I’m always serious.’ She shrugged. ‘Almost always.’

      ‘And you can … what can you see with me? Right now?’

      ‘Purple,’ she said. ‘And metal flecks. That’s frustration. Sometimes fear.’

      He slowed the 4x4 as they reached a red traffic light. ‘I’m not scared. Frustrated, yeah. How do you know what color is what?’

      ‘Practice,’ Sophia said. ‘And sometimes in the mirror.’

      ‘So what’s the purple?’

      She stared ahead. ‘It means you … care.’

      Silence.

      ‘I don’t have a comeback for that.’

      ‘Sorry. Does that freak you out?’

      ‘Embarrassed. There’s a small difference.’

      ‘Good,’ she said, ‘because that’s not the freaky part.’

      She pointed ahead, to a cluster of pedestrians near the corner, keeping her finger below the window, so only DC could see.

      ‘See that person with the hat?’ she said.

      ‘You have to be more specific,’ DC said, taking the corner slowly.

      She realized there were several people with hats. Two women in their seventies, wearing matching red jackets and Soviet-era bonnets, were passing a man in a tuxedo and top hat. He spoke to them, they returned his smile and moved on, past a woman in her thirties who emerged—long-legged and blonde—from a Porsche. She wore a brown beret.

      ‘The tall, blonde woman.’

      ‘What about her?’ he asked. ‘Other than … you know, she’s quite attractive.’

      Sophia watched the woman close the Porsche door. She had colors around her, like the others, but they were muted, drained of their vibrancy.

      ‘Those other people around her, they have a variety of colors and patterns,’ Sophia said. ‘But her colors are almost gray.’

      DC glanced over as they passed the woman. She walked along the pavement, circling wide around the man in a top hat and ignoring his greeting. DC couldn’t see it, but Sophia watched a thread of his color pull into her.

      ‘She took some color from that old man,’ Sophia said.

      ‘What, she’s a psychopath?’ DC asked.

      ‘Not quite,’ Sophia said. ‘Just … a life sucker, I guess.’

      ‘So you just tune in, like eavesdropping on a conversation? Or you see this shit all the time?’

      ‘Neither,’ she said. ‘It’s like seeing what kind of hat they’re wearing.’

      DC shook his head. He probably thought she was losing her mind. She thought she was losing her mind.

      ‘Actually, there’s something you need to know too,’ DC said. ‘About your ability.’

      She laughed, at herself. ‘Smelling colors and tasting sounds isn’t much of an ability.’

      DC pulled up for another red light. It turned green, and the vehicles ahead of him inched forward.

      ‘There’s more to it than that,’ he said. ‘Your synesthesia was suppressed.’

      ‘So this is … you knew about this?’ Sophia asked. ‘I’ve been quietly freaking out over here, and you knew—’

      ‘We suppressed it on purpose,’ DC said. ‘If the Fifth Column found out what you could do—who you could detect—they would’ve killed you off a long time ago.’

      ‘You’re serious. You’re actually saying I can see psychopaths?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘I’m very serious,’ DC said. ‘There are some segments of DNA that we went to great lengths to hide. And not just in you.’

      There was more fear around him now, the silver burning hot … something he wasn’t telling her.

      ‘Who else?’ Sophia asked. ‘Olesya?’

      ‘It’s best you don’t know.’

      ‘Then tell me something I should know.’

      ‘I think you know it now … with all that purple.’

      ‘Oh.’ She tried not to smile, but couldn’t help it.

      ‘But we’ve been busy, you know?’ he said. ‘I’ve been trying to patch up this alliance and you’ve been deprogramming operatives. I spend my time trying to change people’s minds while you spend your time actually saving them.’

      ‘I try to save them,’ she said. ‘But I just end up killing them.’

      ‘That’s not true.’

      ‘Do you want to know why I’m out there, deprogramming operatives?’ Sophia asked. She’d raised her voice a little, taking him by surprise. ‘When I look at myself in the mirror, I see this cotton-candy pink. I know that color and I don’t like it.’

      ‘You really don’t like that color.’

      ‘I’m not doing it because I’m trying to save them. I’m doing it because I feel guilty.’

      ‘Why?’ DC asked. ‘Is it your time as a Fifth Column operative doing bad things? We’ve all been there, more or less.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m free, and those operatives aren’t. They’re prisoners in their own heads, and they’re still out there doing bad things. Waiting for someone to rescue them, like I was. But that’s the problem. No one comes for them. No one’s saving them.’

      ‘And you feel responsible for that?’ he asked.

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ she said. ‘I’ve killed a lot of people. Some of them chose their path, but most just don’t know better.’

      ‘Ignorance.’

      She shook her head. ‘No, it’s different. There’s awareness. Knowledge. They just don’t know everything. I’m the one to kill them, and then I survive. Every time, I’m just cheating death. I shouldn’t … I shouldn’t have lived this long.’

      ‘I hate to say it, but what you’re feeling is normal for us,’ DC said. ‘Welcome to survivor’s guilt.’

      Sophia smiled. ‘I don’t see cotton candy on your head.’

      ‘Why do you think I keep disappearing?’ he said. ‘No one’s seeing my guilt, not if I can help it.’

      ‘So what about you? Why do you do this?’

      ‘We need an alliance, and I can make that happen.’

      ‘Do you think it will help?’

      ‘It has to. There’s no other way.’

      Ahead, their route went downhill, toward a fork in the road.

      ‘But do you think it will help?’ she asked again.

      He looked over at her and hesitated.

      Marina’s voice cut into their earpieces. ‘White sedan on your six. Picking up sp—’

      Marina was no longer visible in the rear-view. Instead, Sophia saw a white car grow quickly in size, accelerating toward them. The driver and passenger each wore orange goggles and a black mask with a white skull on it.

      DC reacted fast, wrenching their 4x4 onto the other side of the road, where there was no oncoming traffic and the street was empty. He accelerated to outrun their tail.

      ‘I’m moving up,’ Marina said.

      Behind them, the sedan screeched on its brakes, turning broadside and blocking Marina.

      Marina swore colorfully in Russian.

      Sophia snatched the MPX from her footwell.

      On the paved street, something shivered into view.

      A row of tiny spikes.

      Shit.

      ‘Watch—’

      DC hit the brakes.

      He was too late.

      Their tires popped—all four of them. DC wrestled the steering wheel, but he had no control. Sophia gripped her seatbelt and the MPX as the 4x4 went over, landing on her side. She shut her eyes as glass exploded around her.

      The road’s surface scraped against metal as the 4x4 smashed its way across a row of parked cars. Sophia’s head struck something and her vision faded. Barely conscious, she held onto her seatbelt, keeping her limbs in and her eyes shielded, stomach lurching as their vehicle tumbled downhill.

      Finally, they stopped moving.

      She could taste blood—warm and metallic.

      Something dropped inside the 4x4, rattling beside her. She recognized the shape of the grenade and braced herself … but it wasn’t a fragmentation or stun grenade. Instead, smoke poured from it.

      She patted herself down—no blood—then reached around, trying to find her MPX. But the smoke had filled the cabin, and she couldn’t even see her hands.

      She heard people clambering over the bodywork, then opening DC’s door. More sounds—scuffling and creaking—and more movement over the vehicle. Her fingers found her pistol. Now she was armed, but she had no sight.

      In her ear, she heard Marina switching to wide comms and reporting to Olesya, first in Russian, then in English.

      ‘Contact on my location!’ Marina said. ‘Two shooters, white sedan.’

      They’d walked into a trap, but Olesya’s team couldn’t help them now.
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      Marina reached for her Balerinka.

      It was gone.

      Under her seat.

      Gunfire tore through the vehicle.

      She dived into the back. The window beside her shattered, rounds peppering the driver’s seat. Nothing here was bullet-resistant, except her own armor.

      Footsteps.

      The shooter was coming from the driver’s side.

      Marina crouched in the back, knees pressing on broken glass. Behind her and downhill, Sophia’s 4x4 was swarming with a similarly armed gang, only in greater numbers.

      They’d driven right into an ambush.

      She reached under her seat, touched the Balerinka’s stock.

      The shooter fired again, this time from close range. Rounds punched through the front seats.

      Marina opened her door, shoving it hard into the man’s back. He bounced off the car and stumbled. She reached under the seat, wrapped her hands around the Balerinka.

      She fired blind through the open door.

      At the edge of her vision, she could see her attacker’s accomplice trying to aim through the open window of his vehicle, but he didn’t have sight. With no other option, he shuffled into the driver’s seat.

      Like the first shooter, he was wearing white armor and a balaclava with a white skull. Over it, he wore orange goggles with not two but four circular lenses. He didn’t look like any kind of Purity soldier Marina had ever seen.

      The first shooter was still somewhere off to her right, shouting in Lithuanian from the roadside; he’d survived her shots. Marina tuned her eyes to infrared and saw the second shooter. He’d settled behind the wheel.

      He hit the gas.

      She aimed for his face and fired through his windshield, but she was too late. The white sedan smashed into the side of her car, slamming the door shut and knocking her back. Her vehicle skidded over the spikes, blowing its tires.

      Marina aimed at the driver again. An airbag obscured her shot. She fired through it, tearing through the bullet-resistant glass. But he was already out of his seat, armored door open, weapon in hand. Marina dived out the back of her car, rounds strafing the door beside her and missing her by inches.

      The street was too open, she couldn’t stay here.

      Crouched, she ran beside her vehicle until she reached the engine block, hoping it might deflect a round or two, then sighted under the chassis, around the wheel. She fired at the ankles of the first shooter; his body dropped. Then she popped up and aimed over the hood.

      The accomplice was back in the driver’s seat, reaching for the open door. She lined her red dot on his ear and fired. With a dull thunk, the tungsten carbide rounds punched through the bullet-resistant glass and disappeared inside his helmet. He collapsed on the wheel.

      Marina went straight for the trunk of her battered vehicle, took her bag of gear and rushed over to their armored sedan, opening the door and pulling the dead driver out. Ignoring the blood on the wheel, she climbed in, the Balerinka by her leg, and threw her bag in the back. She reversed, steering around her old, smashed-up vehicle and over the pavement to avoid the spikes.

      Sophia and DC were outnumbered.

      Marina didn’t know Sophia that well, but she owed DC.

      She accelerated.
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      This wasn’t a great idea.

      Jay walked through the library courtyard, past the white columns and fancy balconies, past the emblem of what looked like two lions having sex, and past three flagpoles. One flew the Lithuanian flag under the charcoal sky; the other two had Purity flags, dark gray with a white dove and a red diamond.

      The university buildings were old, about three or four stories high and painted lemon-yellow and cream. They looked pretty nice for an Extremely Evil Headquarters. Jay didn’t know where Birute’s office would be, but his smartwatch—tracking Birute’s phone—would narrow it down.

      He hoped.

      He crossed the parking lot and tried to blend in with the scattering of civilians and Purity Guard.

      ‘Your smartwatch will translate any Lithuanian words it picks up,’ Aviary said through his earpiece. ‘If it doesn’t catch all the words, you want to step closer and say, Prašau?’

      ‘Gotcha,’ Jay said under his breath, immediately forgetting the word.

      There was a set of open doors on his right that a couple of civilians stepped through, so he adjusted himself to walk in that direction.

      ‘Those doors take you inside the university—um, Purity headquarters,’ Aviary said.

      No shit. ‘Uh-huh.’

      ‘You got this, Jay. Think of it like … people-hacking.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s not helping.’

      He approached the entrance. He was committed now.

      He walked up the steps and followed a pair of Purity Guard into the building.

      ‘Hey, turn left,’ Aviary said.

      Jay did so, and found himself heading for another pair of guards by a metal detector and baggage X-ray. Jay had no bags, so he approached the guards and flashed the ID Aviary had whipped up for him.

      Both guards had serious upgrades: new white armor, helmets and gloves. Their carbines were silver with a red accent, machined with a barbed aluminum rail and spiked barrel.

      One of the guards—clean-shaven and bored-looking—handed him a small plastic tray. Jay dropped his phone into it, then placed it on the conveyor belt so it could be fed into the X-ray. The guard waved him on, said two words.

      Jay’s earpiece translated it. Walk through.

      He sighed, making it look routine, going for a bored expression like the guard’s, although inside he was definitely shitting himself. He headed for the metal detector when he remembered Denton’s vial was still in his pocket. He couldn’t remove it now, he just had to hope Denton was telling the truth when he claimed the syringe was titanium.

      He strode through the metal detector.

      No beeps.

      He collected his phone, nodded to the guard, then shoved it back in his hip pocket. He didn’t give either of them a second glance; now it was time to move. With confidence he normally had a lot more of.

      The inside of the building had tall ceilings and archways, with walls painted that same lemon-yellow as outside, giving him cheesecake cravings. The doors were made of a polished yellow wood that reminded him of low-budget snow cabins.

      He imagined Aviary, Damien and Olesya, all in the one vehicle outside, watching as his little dot moved across their map.

      ‘There’s a staircase on your right,’ Aviary said.

      He saw and took it. A woman was coming down, so he moved to one side and walked around her. She ignored him, which, to be honest, he was happy about. He didn’t want to be noticed by anyone except Birute.

      At the top of the stairs, he found more stairs and a pair of doors. On the wall, a map told him where to run if the building was on fire. He paused to memorize his location and the shape of the building.

      ‘See the doors on the right?’ Aviary asked. ‘Use your ID on them.’

      Jay spotted a little black keycard panel with a red light. He pressed his Purity ID against it until the light went green and the doors clicked.

      Open sesame.

      A chill washed over him. He was entering a restricted area.

      He stepped into a corridor. Like before, it had the cheesecake walls and low arches.

      ‘Take a left,’ Aviary said.

      He moved under an archway and into a sitting area with red vinyl couches, an ugly lime-green recycling bin and a vending machine that dispensed cheap coffee and creamer. On his left, windows overlooked a carefully tended courtyard with lots of flowers and grass. On his right, more arches led to rooms cluttered with desks, computers and phones, where people in Purity uniforms went about their business.

      What the hell am I doing here?

      ‘Yeah, think I’ve found their offices,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘Start looking for her,’ Olesya said in his ear.

      He made his way into a wide hall with a row of metal lockers. Above him, the light fittings looked almost like candles. The hall had some traffic, with people in and out of uniform moving around him.

      He passed more windows on the right and a bunch of closed doors on the left. They all had access panels that he’d need to swipe for access. His ID would probably get him in, but he didn’t want to stumble into something when he couldn’t even speak the local language, let alone convince people he belonged here.

      ‘Keep going,’ Aviary said. ‘You should be—’

      The reception cut out.

      ‘Say again?’ Jay whispered.

      Nothing.

      That meant no nearby phones to hijack a connection from.

      Guess I’m riding solo for a bit.

      He reached the end of the hall and stepped into a large chamber, bustling with even more people. Unlike the dull corridors and halls before it, this looked fancy as all hell. Chandeliers hung from a purple-and-white ceiling, polished geometric tiles covered the floor, and each wall was painted with details of people draped against pillars, with owls and boars mixed in among them. There was an old piano and a chair in the corner, and a second hall that split off to his left.

      Maybe there?

      He started toward it, hoping to spot Birute walking in his direction.

      Instead, he spotted someone else.

      Jay turned his back immediately but held his ground, although all he could think of doing was pulling out his phone and opening the calendar app, on which Aviary had added some dummy appointments for him. He watched the hall from the edge of his vision—there were enough people here to keep a low profile, he hoped.

      The Fifth Column agent named Hal was heading in his direction.

      Fuck.

      Hal moved through the crowd, not paying much attention to the faces around him, so Jay pocketed his phone and clung to the outer edge of the crowd, keeping his attention on another wall, like he was admiring the artwork.

      Finally, Hal was gone.

      With a sigh of relief, Jay headed for the next hall, bumping shoulders with someone on the way.

      Don’t look, keep going.

      After a few steps, he risked a glance.

      The person he’d knocked into was a tall, slender man about his age, with short, white-blond hair and fair skin. He wore civilian clothes and black boots, and when he turned to glance back at Jay, his blue eyes locked onto him.

      Operative.

      Jay kept moving. No change in behavior. No change in pace. Like nothing happened.

      Fuck. Did he recognize me?

      Jay walked on, thinking through his options. Should he bail now? He wasn’t sure he’d been compromised though. He couldn’t leave because of that.

      He’d barely made it in here, and already shit had gone sideways.

      ‘Whoa!’ Aviary said, her voice crackling in his ear.

      He had reception again.

      ‘I hear you,’ Jay said.

      His phone buzzed. Four times.

      ‘My virus,’ Aviary said. ‘It’s working.’

      He froze. That meant—

      ‘Jay?’

      He recognized the thin, pale woman standing behind him, even without her septum piercing. He flashed her a smile.

      Birute didn’t return it. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Looking for you,’ he said, keeping his voice low.

      Her azure eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

      In his ear, Olesya said, ‘Keep her talking. Stay with her no matter what.’

      ‘I owe you an explanation,’ he said.

      ‘You do.’ Birute turned on her heel. ‘Come on.’

      She moved quickly, and Jay kept pace, not wanting to lose the connection from his phone to hers. He followed her to a door with a glass panel that she used her ID to open and, without waiting for permission, followed her inside.

      It was a faculty office, but he knew it must be hers for now. She stepped around him to an L-shaped desk with two computers on it. One was older, and he guessed it must belong to the original owner of the office—a professor, maybe. The other was newer, a laptop, which she was careful to close in his presence.

      Beside it he noticed USB sticks, her cell phone, prescription meds. There were two chairs, one on either side of the desk, but she took neither, choosing to stand.

      ‘Virus is working,’ Aviary said in his ear. ‘Keep going. Four minutes and counting.’

      ‘So, Jay,’ Birute said. ‘We have no record of anyone by your name or matching your description working for Purity. Care to explain?’

      ‘It’s complicated.’

      She folded her arms. ‘Simplify it.’

      ‘I work off the books.’

      ‘For who?’ Birute asked.

      ‘Purity. Who do you think?’

      ‘Maybe you were too drunk to remember, but I offered you a job,’ she said. ‘And now you’re telling me you already have that job?’

      ‘She offered you a job?’ Damien asked in his ear.

      ‘Listen, I’ve been doing this a while,’ he said. ‘I don’t just take any job someone throws at me.’

      ‘Good,’ Olesya said in his ear. ‘Play that up, get defensive.’

      ‘I’m not being defensive,’ Jay said aloud, before realizing what he’d done.

      Birute raised an eyebrow. Her arms were still folded; she was a long way from trusting him. ‘If you say so. What’s your real name, then?’

      ‘Three minutes and counting,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Don’t show her your ID,’ Olesya said.

      He flashed his ID. ‘A mercenary doesn’t have the clearance I do.’

      Birute glanced at the card. ‘Still Jay. Interesting. As I said, I could find no Jays on record, and I have access to every level of classification.’

      ‘Almost every level.’

      ‘Good,’ Olesya said in his ear. ‘Now don’t say anymore.’

      ‘It’s way over your head, way over…’

      Birute’s eyes widened. ‘I’m the assistant chief of staff, and you’re telling me some scraped-off-the-street gun-for-hire is above my clearance?’

      Olesya was in his ear again. ‘I told you.’

      But Jay had a different tactic, something he’d learned from Denton. ‘It’s not that you’re not important enough, they just like to keep me separate. Compact mentalized.’

      Birute blinked. ‘Compartmentalized.’

      ‘Right. The less you know, the better for you. That’s how these things work.’

      In his ear, Nasira groaned. ‘Oh God.’

      ‘Two minutes,’ Aviary said.

      ‘So you came all the way here to tell me you exist, and then lecture me on why I shouldn’t know you exist?’ Birute asked. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were propositioning me.’

      Nasira’s voice crackled in Jay’s ear. ‘Yeah, I got a proposition for her.’

      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Jay said. ‘Just being polite, you know.’

      ‘I think we both know there’s something else going on,’ Birute said. ‘Start talking.’

      ‘No,’ Damien said. ‘Don’t start talking. Bad idea.’

      ‘Fine,’ Jay said. ‘You want me to talk? I’ll tell you something not even your chief of staff knows.’

      ‘Where is he going with this?’ Olesya said.

      Trust me, I got this.

      ‘There was an attempted assassination on the High Priest the other night,’ he said.

      ‘I’m quite certain the chief of staff knows that. Even I know that.’ Birute reached for the cell on her desk. ‘So unless you have anything to add, the Purity guards will show you out.’

      ‘No!’ Aviary said in his ear. ‘I need another minute and twenty!’

      ‘But do you know who the assassin is?’ Jay said.

      Birute paused, her hand over the phone. ‘And you think you do?’

      ‘Do you trust me?’

      ‘No.’ She straightened up. ‘But I want to.’

      ‘The would-be assassin is a rogue intelligence officer. American. His name is Gabriel Denton.’

      Something in Birute’s gaze flickered. Just barely. She knew the name. That was interesting.

      ‘The night I was there with you, I got in the way and stopped the assassination,’ Jay said.

      ‘You knew he was coming?’

      ‘I had a hunch.’

      ‘Oh God, he’s going with the hunch,’ Nasira said.

      ‘What’s wrong with the—?’ Jay paused. ‘Anyway, long story short, his operatives got in my way. If it weren’t for your Preservers, I’d be answering Denton’s questions right now. And trust me, that ain’t fun. He bakes cupcakes.’

      Birute just stared at him.

      ‘One more minute,’ Aviary said.

      Birute picked up the phone and pressed a button. Jay waited, but no Purity Guard came through the door. Instead, her phone beeped.

      A chill ran through him; he didn’t know which was worse.

      ‘What the hell was that beep?’ Aviary asked. ‘Is that her phone?’

      Birute took another handset from her pocket and placed it on the desk next to the first.

      Two phones?

      ‘My bug sweeper has a hit.’ Birute glared at him.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Aviary said in his ear. ‘I think it’s detecting the radio signals between your phone and your earpiece.’

      ‘Can we explain that somehow?’ Olesya asked. ‘You need to talk your way out of this, Jay.’

      No kidding.

      He raised his hands in defense, noticing the smartwatch on his wrist. ‘My watch,’ he said. ‘It’s my watch. It connects to my phone.’

      ‘That’s a different frequency.’ She eyed it suspiciously. ‘Take a seat. Now.’

      He lowered his hands. ‘I think I’ve already bothered you enough,’ he said.

      ‘And I think we’ve danced around this enough.’ Birute finally sat down. ‘So tell me, who are you really, Jay?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As the smoke cleared, a long barrel aimed down at Sophia.

      Her vehicle was lying on its side—her side. Pinned by her seatbelt and an airbag, she reached for her holster, and found it empty. Using her legs, she felt around for the MPX. It wasn’t there.

      DC’s seatbelt dangled above her. Even through the smoke, he wasn’t there.

      Had they dragged him out?

      Through the tessellated windshield, a cluster of masked soldiers stood on the road. They wore a type of white armor she hadn’t seen before. Their faces were concealed behind night vision goggles with four orange lenses. One soldier aimed his carbine through the windshield at her.

      And fired.

      The burst hit her like a sledgehammer, breaking her seatbelt. She fell onto her door, her face pressed against a fractured window.

      Tires screeched behind her.

      Then a white sedan slung into view. It steered into the group of attackers, sending them scattering. The side struck the shooter, knocking him and his carbine through the air. The weapon clattered across the paved road. She didn’t see where the man went.

      Gunfire erupted.

      The crack of each shot echoed through the street and off the old, tall buildings.

      Sophia checked her body. No blood, the rounds had landed in a tight group on her upper chest. It hurt to draw breath, but her armor had absorbed the shots.

      She needed to climb up through the driver’s door.

      Through the windshield, she spotted the masked attackers retreating through an archway, briefly returning fire. One of them fell, struck by gunfire. But the others made it through the archway, between parted wooden doors. Then they were gone.

      Marina sprinted after them, her Balerinka in one hand. An engine roared, then nothing. They were gone.

      And then silence.

      Sophia checked around for weapons. No MPX, no Glock. They could be anywhere—in and outside—of the vehicle.

      Someone climbed on top of her 4x4. Sophia drew the only weapon she had—her knife—and found Marina staring down at her, breathing heavily with strands of black hair sticking to sweaty cheeks. Hauling her up, Marina handed Sophia the missing MPX.

      Sophia crouched on top of the toppled vehicle, looking for DC’s body. He was nowhere to be found.

      ‘They took him,’ Marina said. ‘Come with me.’

      Sophia was sore and dizzy, but with Marina’s assistance, she staggered to the white sedan. It was peppered on one side with dints from gunfire. It was completely armored. Sophia made it into the passenger seat and collapsed, MPX still in hand. The thirty armor-piercing pistol rounds in the magazine was all she had. Marina jumped in beside her, wrestling a steering wheel with a shredded airbag.

      Marina swore in Russian.

      Sophia looked up and realized why. Vehicles didn’t fit through the archway. Instead, Marina reversed quickly, driving over a traffic island and a stop sign, then swerved to narrowly avoid an oncoming car. She made a sharp left, taking them onto another street.

      ‘They went this way,’ Marina said.

      In her footwell, the Balerinka bounced against her knee.

      ‘Stop the car,’ Sophia said.

      ‘We can still catch up,’ Marina said.

      Sophia swallowed. Her mouth was dry and her head was spinning. ‘We can track him.’

      ‘Then we should keep going!’ Marina hit the gas harder.

      ‘No, listen. They’re a needle in a haystack. If we run them down now, they’ll know we’re tracking them and they’ll ditch DC’s phone.’

      Marina screeched through another intersection, clipping the corner of an SUV. She straightened up and kept going. ‘Then we find him before they do.’

      ‘Stop the car!’ Sophia shouted.

      Marina crossed a river, then slammed her fist on the steering wheel. She slowed down, then pulled into the parking lot for a supermarket called Iki and stopped the car.

      ‘I do not take orders from you,’ Marina said.

      Sophia stared. ‘You don’t listen either.’

      ‘To look for wind in the field,’ Marina said.

      ‘Sorry?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘You said it. Needle in a haystack.’

      ‘Our best chance is to wait for his final destination,’ Sophia said.

      ‘And hope they do not throw his phone out before they get there,’ Marina said.

      She reached into the back seat and unzipped her bag, fishing out a fresh magazine.

      ‘That depends on why they grabbed him,’ Sophia said. ‘His phone could be a treasure trove of intelligence for them, I don’t think they’ll throw it.’

      ‘Could be,’ Marina said, swapping mags. ‘I don’t like could be.’

      Gray clouds loomed above them, threatening to rain on Iki and the nearby Soviet-era apartments; gray monoliths of concrete with tiny, square windows.

      ‘Search the vehicle,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You search it,’ Marina said.

      Sophia reached for the glove box, but Marina beat her to it. So instead, Sophia unbuckled her seatbelt and checked the back seat. Aside from Marina’s bag, there was a small black ruck that must have belonged to the soldiers. She unzipped it and found bottled water, spare magazines—NATO 5.56mm—and medical supplies. The ammunition wasn’t much use to either of them and there was nothing to identify the soldiers, or even suggest they worked for Purity or the Fifth Column. Discarding the bottles and magazines, she dropped the ruck in her own footwell.

      ‘There is nothing,’ Marina said.

      ‘Not surprising,’ Sophia said.

      ‘They knew we were coming,’ Marina said. ‘I wonder why that is.’

      ‘What are you trying to say?’

      Marina met her gaze. ‘That we have a leak, yes?’

      ‘And what if it’s one of you?’ Sophia asked.

      Marina seemed to consider that for a moment, then lowered her window to light a cigarette. ‘Then we are already dead.’

      Sophia shook her head, but that only sent pain shooting up her neck. ‘We should’ve been ready for it.’

      Marina blew smoke out her window. ‘I was ready.’

      Sophia’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, cold with dread, but it wasn’t DC or his captors. It was Aviary.

      Sophia answered the call on speaker. As the call connected, she switched to the map and zoomed out, looking for DC’s marker.

      ‘Hey,’ Aviary said.

      ‘We lost DC,’ Sophia said. ‘They took him.’

      ‘What?’ Aviary asked. ‘Wait, just him? Purity?’

      ‘We’re not sure, but we’re assuming Purity at this point.’

      ‘OK, I’ve marked DC’s phone as compromised,’ Aviary said. ‘He can’t track us, but we can track him.’

      On the map, DC and his captives were moving north, toward central Lithuania. From there, Sophia could only guess. And she could only guess because she didn’t know who they were.

      Thank God he took that phone.

      ‘What happens when they switch DC’s phone to airplane mode?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Right now I have six phones in constant proximity,’ Aviary said.

      ‘The people who kidnapped him,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Yeah. I’m tracking all of them,’ Aviary said. ‘Hey, I gotta go. Jay’s almost done. I’ll get back to you.’

      ‘Don’t lose him as well, OK?’ Sophia said.

      ‘I promise, I won’t.’

      ‘Good luck.’

      Sophia ended the call, then resisted the urge to throw her phone. But she couldn’t keep her eyes off the map. DC’s location remained live, moving steadily north-west. A cluster of dots now pinged around it—everyone in the vehicle with him.

      She could feel him slipping away.

      ‘I will take us to Jay,’ Marina said. ‘In something less … how do you say in English … Monster Truck Derby?’

      Gunshots decorated their bullet-resistant windows. One side was scraped and crunched, and even from where she sat, the front looked pulverized. The armor was helpful, but not if it got them caught.

      Sophia ran a scan on her phone for nearby vehicles. ‘Something … fast.’

      The list of cars new enough for her phone to wirelessly override was limited, but she picked out a 4x4 with eight cylinders.

      ‘BMW X6,’ she said, scanning the parking lot. It was sitting in the next row, its white roof protruding above the other vehicles. ‘I see it.’

      Marina tossed her cigarette and reached for the ruck at Sophia’s feet. It was barely large enough to fit a laptop, but Marina managed to fold the stock on her Balerinka and wedge it diagonally inside. She gestured for Sophia’s MPX, which Sophia handed over. Folding that stock too, she jammed both in and zipped up the ruck. The front pocket had room for two of Marina’s magazines, although the outline of the magazines protruded enough that Sophia took the ruck and slipped them inside, behind Marina’s Balerinka.

      ‘Good,’ Marina said.

      Sophia cleared her throat. ‘I know you wanted to save DC, but thanks for saving me.’

      Marina opened her door. ‘I don’t leave people behind. Even you.’
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      ‘I was lying,’ Jay said.

      He pulled out the chair in front of him and slumped into it. He wanted to show defeat, and that meant letting her stand over him.

      ‘Why?’ Birute asked.

      ‘It’s a cover story. No one’s meant to know, not even you.’

      ‘That you’re a mercenary?’ She opened her laptop. ‘You have no record, Jay. Not even a civilian record. Nothing.’

      ‘It’s better that I don’t exist.’

      Birute crossed her arms. ‘If you’re not supposed to tell me, why did you?’

      Jay kept his gaze on her. He had to sell this. ‘My instinct says to trust you.’

      If she didn’t ask why, that meant she was flattered…

      There was a knock on the door. Jay looked back. Through the glass panel, he could see two guards in white robes. Preservers. They stared at him through pairs of red goggles.

      Birute stood and motioned for them to enter. Jay acted naturally. He didn’t bother sitting upright, and resisted the urge to look over his shoulder and see what they were doing.

      But he was ready to react to whatever happened next.

      One of the Preservers, standing in the doorway, spoke directly to Birute. He sounded bored, maybe a little curious. Were they suspicious of him? He could pull his ID, if he had to.

      Through his earpiece, his smartwatch translated the Preserver’s words from Lithuanian to English. Outside, Aviary’s watch would be doing the same for everyone else.

      ‘The chief of staff needs to see you,’ the Preserver said. ‘And your guest.’

      Birute’s eyes flicked to Jay, then back at the Preserver. Her nostrils flared. ‘Both of us? Why?’

      ‘His request was clear,’ the Preserver said. ‘You and the military-aged male in your company.’

      In his ear, Olesya spoke quickly. ‘Jay, hold your cover. The chief of staff isn’t meant to know you exist.’

      This ain’t good.

      Jay spoke to Birute, knowing the Preservers could probably understand English. ‘The chief of staff doesn’t know me.’

      ‘Then who does, Jay?’

      ‘The High Priest,’ he said.

      Olesya spoke in his ear again, this time to Aviary. ‘How’s the hack going?’

      ‘The virus is uploaded,’ Aviary said, ‘but it’s taking longer than I estimated. I need a bit longer to find their backup server with all the drone info. Jay! Stay with Birute for another minute please.’

      ‘Shit, Aviary, he don’t have another minute,’ Nasira said.

      You’re not wrong.

      ‘Aviary,’ Olesya said, ‘we need some plausible information to keep Jay alive. Some personal info on the High Priest. His real name, his residential address, his drinking habits—hell, any habits.’

      ‘I don’t have time! I need to connect to the server first,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Jay, I’m changing into my Preserver’s uniform right now,’ Olesya said.

      Fuck.

      He stood and faced the Preservers. They were blocking the doorway, staffs in hand. Making excuses to get through them was only going to make this worse. He couldn’t escape yet.

      ‘You sure it’s me he wants to see?’ he asked.

      The Preserver replied in English. ‘Is your name Jay?’

      ‘Huh. Guess it’s me, then.’

      ‘This is a matter of urgency,’ one of the Preservers said, stepping back into the hall. ‘Follow us.’

      With Birute a step behind him, Jay walked out of the office. ‘I need to use the restroom first,’ he said. Not a question, a statement. That was important.

      The Preservers shared a glance.

      ‘You can stand there and watch me,’ Jay said. ‘I don’t care, I just need to go.’

      One Preserver led him down the hall to the nearest restroom, then stood outside. ‘Quickly,’ he said in English.

      Birute and the other Preserver waited nearby. Jay just hoped he was still in range for Aviary.

      The restroom was empty, and he headed for the farthest of the three cubicles and locked the door, glad they hadn’t taken him up on the offer of watching.

      ‘Jay, this is Olesya,’ said the voice in his earpiece. ‘Ark and I are both on standby to enter the building with our uniforms and ID. And we have Gleb working on some intel for the High Priest that you can use.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He sat on the toilet with the lid down.

      This wasn’t good. There was only one reason he was being called before the chief of staff: they knew who he was—who he really was. Even if Birute was in the dark, they had to know. That meant they’d want to know all kinds of stuff about Olesya and everyone else.

      Ark’s voice—familiar and comforting—filled his earpiece.

      ‘If you need us to extract you, we’ll have to enter the building and find you. If you’re being held against your will, we do this by force. If that’s what you need, just say the words You’ve had a long day.’

      Jay sighed. ‘Ain’t that the truth.’

      ‘You can even say it in another language—our smartwatches will translate.’

      Jay knew that once Purity started asking questions, security would tighten around him, and it was going to get real hard to extract him. Ark knew it. Olesya knew it too. And he felt bad they were willing to risk their lives trying to get him out. They could all end up thrown in some kind of Purity prison—especially Olesya.

      Then Purity would have their leader of the Night Witches.

      Jay took his phone out and called her directly, taking him off-channel temporarily and connecting him to her privately.

      ‘Jay?’ she said.

      He started speaking in Portuguese, relying on Olesya’s phone to translate for her. ‘Denton gave me a HAC sample.’

      ‘Isn’t that what the Fifth Column inject their … you’re not going to use it, are you?’

      ‘I might have to,’ he said.

      Olesya fell silent.

      The HAC would give him the power and strength of an exoskeleton; at least that’s what Denton said. Jay didn’t trust the shady bastard, but Denton had made his operative inject a sample to prove it was safe. And it was in that man’s best interest to keep the channels open for future deals, which meant this had to be the real thing, right?

      ‘Jay,’ Olesya said, ‘it’s Fifth Column tech. That means it has a kill switch.’

      ‘I don’t want you coming in here after me.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid, Jay.’

      ‘If you come after me, you’ll both end up in here with me. You know it’s a bad play.’

      She didn’t have a response for that.

      Fine. He ended the call, which switched him back to the main channel. While Aviary was busy giving updates on her hacking, he made his decision. He took the needle from its container and inserted the HAC vial, then found a thick vein inside his elbow and pumped his fist.

      If his friends would die from the kill switch, then he should too.

      He injected himself.

      Beyond the sting of the needle, he didn’t feel any different. Maybe Denton had given him a placebo. He came out of the cubicle and tossed the needle in the bin, took another step…

      …then blacked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’m in!’ Aviary yelled.

      Her sudden excitement made both Nasira and Damien jump in their seats. She focused on her laptop, watching as Purity’s closed network revealed itself to her. The virus had done its job, now it was down to her.

      Damien clicked his pressel switch. ‘Damien to Olesya, we’re in the network.’

      ‘Is Jay clear to leave?’ Olesya asked in her ear.

      If Aviary had to guess, Olesya had moved to her own vehicle with Ark, both dressed in red Purity Preserver uniforms.

      ‘Thirty seconds now, I swear,’ Aviary said. ‘If he even has that choice.’ She loaded her protocol analyzer, which she’d affectionately named Plug Bot.

      
        
        root@fire: /opt/framework3/plugbot# ./plugbot

      

      

      Immediately it started collecting data.

      ‘Sniffing packets,’ she said.

      Damien and Nasira looked over their shoulders at her, puzzled.

      ‘It means I’m analyzing network traffic. OK, pretty sure I just found their backup server.’

      ‘Is that what we want?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘It’s a nice, central place to store everything, including the location of the Destiny drones that we need. But I need to do something else first.’

      ‘What’s that exactly?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Jay just walked past a whole load of phones. I’m daisy-chaining their connections, so I can hop through them and get to Birute’s. In case Birute loses her signal.’

      Damien and Nasira exchanged another glance, but said nothing.

      ‘And … that’s done,’ she said.

      In her ear, Jay’s footsteps mixed with others. They were taking him somewhere.

      She had to move faster.

      She started a port scan on the backup server, then ran a script which checked for vulnerabilities she could use.

      
        
        plugbot > pmap -sS -PO -A —script=smb-check-vulns 192.168.43.133

      

      

      Aviary’s screen filled with information from her scan.

      
        
        996 ports closed

        4 ports open

        Host script results:

        06-025: CHECK DISABLED

        07-029: CHECK DISABLED

        08-067: VULNERABLE

      

      

      She had just the thing for that.

      
        
        plugbot > use exploit08_067_netapi

        plugbot > exploit(08_067_netapi) > set payload reverse_tcp

        plugbot > exploit(08_067_netapi) > exploit

      

      

      ‘How’s it looking?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Almost there. It’s connecting to the server right now.’

      Nasira gripped the steering wheel hard, making the veins in her arms pop. ‘We need him out now.’

      ‘I’m working on it, I’m working on it.’ Aviary watched the exploit’s progress.

      
        
        [*] Started reverse handler on 192.168.43.133

        [*] Automatically detecting the target…

        [*] Attempting to trigger the vulnerability…

        [*] Sending stage (752139 bytes) to 192.168.43.133

        [*] Session 1 opened

        exploit >

      

      

      She was connected.

      ‘I’m in the backup server,’ Aviary said. ‘We’re done.’

      ‘Nasira to Jay. You’re clear to get the hell out.’

      While Aviary scoured the server’s files, she waited for Jay’s response.

      Nothing.

      ‘You got the drone location?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Not yet.’ Aviary scanned the files. ‘Just a lot of things talking about a … spear? And a master key.’

      ‘That’s not helpful,’ Damien said.

      ‘Found it!’ she yelled. ‘And by it, I mean them. There’s drones at four different air bases.’

      ‘Where’s the closest one to us?’

      ‘Thirty kilometers,’ Aviary said. ‘They’re inside a large hangar.’

      ‘Can we wait for Jay?’ Nasira asked. ‘We gotta move on this now.’

      ‘I really want to wait,’ Damien said, ‘but they’ll extract him.’

      ‘They better,’ Nasira said, starting her engine and pulling them onto the road. ‘Your optimism’s not rubbing off on me.’

      ‘Aviary, is the base well-guarded?’ Damien asked. ‘What’s the activity like?’

      Gleb had given Aviary temporary access to their Russian satellites, and she used it to pull up a live view of the airbase. It was small, nestled in a forest clearing, and seemed almost abandoned.

      ‘Looks quiet to me. From above, anyway.’

      ‘First good news of the day,’ Damien said.

      ‘I don’t believe it,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary sent the base’s GPS coordinates to Nasira’s phone.

      ‘There’s … bad news,’ Aviary said.

      Damien gulped visibly. ‘What?’

      ‘We don’t have as much time as we thought before the drones take off.’

      ‘How long?’ he asked.

      ‘Two hours.’
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      ‘Roadblock,’ Sophia said.

      Marina slowed down at a small bridge, behind a line of four vehicles. On the other side, there was an intersection blocked with an armored Marauder and a cluster of Purity Guard in white riot armor. They had intercepted traffic on the bridge and were diverting it south, away from Vilnius University.

      That isn’t a good sign, Sophia thought. Marina’s ruck was between her legs, their weapons and magazines inside. She suspected they’d need them soon enough.

      One by one, the vehicles ahead of them peeled off to the left, away from the city center.

      Sophia tuned into Olesya’s channel, but it was quiet. Everyone was listening to Jay’s open microphone. There was little sound from it, except distant footsteps. No one had spoken for a while, but Jay’s heart rate was normal and he hadn’t moved from his new location inside the university.

      Sophia hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Sophia. What’s the latest with Jay?’

      She hoped they weren’t too late. They needed to get Jay out safely, then focus on rescuing DC. She just hoped they didn’t separate him from his phone and then bounce him around Europe.

      ‘This is Olesya. It sounds like he’s waiting to be seen by the chief of staff.’

      ‘Waiting to be tortured, you mean,’ Sophia said, off radio.

      ‘You are not optimistic,’ Marina said.

      ‘Ark and I are in uniform and ready to move,’ Olesya said, ‘but only if he can’t talk his way out.’

      If anyone could talk their way out of something, it was Jay, but Sophia wasn’t sure even he could get out of this.

      In front of them, the Purity soldiers stopped a vehicle entirely, bringing everyone’s slow crawl to a halt. The soldiers spoke to the driver for a minute, then ordered her out onto the pavement, where they began searching both her vehicle and body. The search concluded with one of the soldiers pricking her finger. A pseudogene test.

      ‘They do not only want to lock the city down,’ Marina said. ‘They want to trap us inside.’

      ‘Yeah, but that might be hard if we can’t get inside,’ Sophia said.

      Oblivious to the lockdown, people on her side of the bridge congregated at tables in a beer garden that overlooked the river. On Purity’s side of the river, there was little more than a stone embankment and a bronze mermaid perched inside a small alcove.

      The river below was narrow and shallow, an easy swim. Sophia thought about it: Marina’s ruck was water-resistant, but likely not waterproof, and walking into Purity headquarters with soaking wet clothes during a lockdown was not the brightest idea.

      Marina hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Marina. Is anyone near the university?’

      ‘This is Ark. I’m close by.’

      ‘This is Damien. Negative, we got out through the perimeter. We’re heading north, for the air base.’

      Jay must have pulled it off. Now Sophia hoped he wouldn’t sacrifice himself. She had enough on her conscience already. Not to mention she was useless to him if she couldn’t get inside the perimeter, especially without detection.

      Marina hit her pressel again. ‘We are stuck at a roadblock.’

      ‘Hey, this is Aviary. Let me find you a way in.’

      Behind the intersection and the roadblock, a medieval-looking cathedral was scrawled with graffiti, the crosses on its spires mangled or missing.

      ‘Purity are vandalizing churches now?’ Sophia asked.

      Marina glanced over. ‘Just the Russian ones. The others, they will convert into Purity cathedrals.’

      The line moved along, from the cobblestoned road onto asphalt. They were two-thirds of the way across the bridge and second in line now. As long as Purity didn’t do a random gene test, they’d be diverted to the left.

      ‘Aviary here, I’m using Gleb’s satellite to look around. I think there’s a way in right near you.’

      ‘This is Marina. Where do we go?’

      Tell us it’s an underground tunnel that takes us right to Jay.

      ‘There’s a small parking lot across the road from you. South-east.’

      Sophia saw it. Past a row of old dumpsters, there was a gravel entrance through a half-collapsed brick wall. Two vehicles were parked inside.

      ‘Go in there, park and get out on foot. Then walk south past the next building,’ Aviary said. ‘There’s an apartment block … um, a little west from there. Should be a tunnel that takes you into the courtyard. That’s your ticket inside.’

      The riot soldiers waved Marina through—to the left. She took her turn wide, and crossed over into the lot.

      Aside from the vehicles parked there, it looked like abandoned property. Marina pulled in beside a navy-blue sedan. She leaned forward and hesitated; no key. They’d used Sophia’s phone to start it, so Sophia used it to kill the engine.

      ‘Now we go.’ Marina took her ruck and climbed out.

      Sophia did the same, checking her footwell in case any magazines or ammunition had slipped onto the floor. She’d already stuffed the magazines with NATO ammunition in the glove box, they had no use for them.

      She shut the door and walked to the other side of the parking lot, past the broken wall. A paved strip led her across grass to a small road and a grand old hotel with iron balconies, gaping, vaulted windows and a manicured garden.

      ‘South from here?’ Sophia asked over the channel.

      ‘Yep, exactly south,’ Aviary said.

      That meant walking down a cobblestone path, between the rear of another building, and a steep embankment that was thick with grass and trees. She trusted Aviary and kept moving, maintaining a fast pace without breaking into a run. Marina was a few steps behind her, checking her phone’s map.

      ‘We will see the apartment block soon, on the right,’ Marina said.

      Just past the embankment, Sophia saw it. The building was only two stories, its tall, rectangular windows fresh with white paint but its façade, decorated with iron lamps and peeling white pilasters, more aged. Just as she hoped, there was a tunnel into the building’s courtyard.

      Large trees dotted the center of the stone quadrangle, their branches casting shade over park benches and vehicles. Sophia walked around a black two-door liftback, its missing window sealed with overlapping rows of duct tape. Apartment windows looked down on them, and Sophia felt like they were being watched.

      On the other side of the courtyard, she spotted another tunnel to the street Aviary had mentioned. As they approached, a Marauder rumbled on the road ahead, from right to left. Sophia sidestepped, taking the wall beside the tunnel to keep out of view. Marina did the same on the other side. Boots marched past: Purity riot soldiers, accompanied by a quadrupedal robot with a mounted rifle. Sophia wished she had taken out the MPX from Marina’s ruck, but the soldiers moved on by, probably, she figured, to another roadblock.

      Sophia waited there for a moment, listening. Satisfied they were gone, she moved into the tunnel. Marina was quick to match her steps.

      ‘Relax,’ Marina said.

      ‘I will once we’re done.’

      The sidewalk beyond was narrow, barely wide enough to walk single file, and the road was one-way, paved and flanked by two-story buildings.

      On the left was the distant checkpoint, with a Marauder vehicle facing south and riot soldiers presumably in front of it. That meant they were inside the perimeter, finally.

      ‘Follow me,’ Marina said.

      The building to their right was gray and cracked, but the one on the left had been painted a fresh two-tone of cream and cinnamon, its windows decorated with tiny, red flowers. A Purity flag waved above its doorway: a white dove. Or was it a drone?

      Ahead, the road continued for a while before bending slightly left. Between them and the bend, Sophia could see people walking. She counted four. In white.

      Purity Guard patrols.

      If they stayed the course and walked past the patrol, the soldiers would very likely inspect the ruck and find their firearms. That patrol had to be avoided, but Sophia and Marina were stuck on the narrow road, the courtyards they passed on either side sealed shut with padlocked iron or wooden doors. They could pick the locks but would be noticed doing so.

      ‘There’s a bar ahead,’ Marina said. ‘On the left. Its doors are open.’

      The bar had an inset facade that allowed for tables and chairs, although they were empty now. The place did look open, but getting there would mean moving closer to the soldiers.

      ‘We won’t make it,’ Sophia said. ‘Turn around.’

      ‘Fine.’

      Together, they doubled back, and Sophia hoped at this distance their movements wouldn’t be too suspicious. They retraced their steps past the courtyard, before heading up the road in the opposite direction.

      This road was narrow yet empty. Marina checked her map.

      ‘We have a problem,’ she said.

      There was a paved lot on the left, lined by tiny potted plants with white flowers, and a boom gate for entry to an old church tangled by shrubs and creeping vines. The church was small and spindly, its tower casting a shadow over them.

      Sophia’s blood ran cold.

      Purity church.

      In the parking area, a pair of Purity soldiers in white armor and red robes.

      Preservers.

      They turned their red goggles toward Sophia and Nasira, and barked orders in Lithuanian.

      Sophia’s watch wasn’t close enough to translate, but Marina seemed to understand. She stepped in front of Sophia, facing the Preservers, and extended both arms in an obvious shrug. Marina said something in Lithuanian, and they replied again, pointing to the roadblock around the corner. Now Sophia’s earpiece could translate into English.

      ‘They are telling us to leave now or they will shoot us,’ Marina said.

      ‘So I can hear. But we’re caught between them and a patrol.’

      Marina feigned confusion and looked back the way they’d come. She pointed there, as though she was lost. The Preservers pointed too and spoke again.

      They had to leave now.

      Marina spoke under her breath. ‘Unzip. I take left, you take right.’

      ‘Ready,’ Sophia said, standing behind her.

      ‘Now.’

      Sophia pulled the zips on the main compartment of the ruck. She took her suppressed MPX and kept it concealed behind Marina. Then Marina reached behind with one hand for her Balerinka, careful to keep it hidden from view behind her back.

      Marina spoke in Lithuanian again, telling the guards they would leave right away.

      Sophia stood exactly behind Marina and unfolded her stock; the MPX already had a round in the chamber.

      ‘Ready,’ she said.

      ‘When I kneel,’ Marina replied.

      Marina dropped to one knee, revealing the two guards standing in front of her: twenty-meter range, in the open. Their weapons half-raised, alert but not expecting to be fired on.

      Sophia lined her red chevron on the head of the right soldier. He raised his weapon. She put four armor-piercing rounds through his mouth.

      The MPX chattered softly. Marina’s Balerinka snapped.

      The two soldiers folded over each other, their skulls leaking blood. Empty shells clinked on the paved road. Then there was no sound except distant traffic.

      Sophia checked both ends of the street. ‘Clear.’

      ‘This was … good shooting,’ Marina said, with some reluctance.

      Sophia hurried forward, weaving through the pot plants. The church was sealed up, and she couldn’t hear anything from inside.

      Crouching over the dead Purity guards, Marina shed her ruck and stowed her Balerinka, then hauled one of them away from the blood that pooled under his head.

      Sophia reached down to help, but Marina pointed to the road.

      ‘Cover me,’ she said. ‘I hide them in this bush.’

      Sophia trained her MPX on the road and listened for footsteps that weren’t Marina’s. That nearby patrol might decide to walk past, which would be unfortunate. Either way, they couldn’t stay here for long.

      Once Marina had dragged the bodies behind a large bush, she crouched over them and thought for a moment. ‘Only their robes have blood stains.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ Sophia asked.

      A smile worked its way into the corner of Marina’s lips. ‘We change costume.’
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      ‘Drone out,’ Aviary said.

      Her Russian short-range reconnaissance drone, shaped like a dragonfly and no larger than her hand, zipped from her open window and out toward the airbase. The sky was gray, making it hard for her to spot the white drone at a distance. She hoped that would help it avoid being spotted by any Purity personnel at the airbase.

      With her thumbs on the controller’s sticks and her eyes on its video display, she pulled the drone over the forest and slowed it down until its single rotor was completely silent. Her display told her the drone was heading almost directly west.

      They’d made a quick stop at a camping store for some extra paracord and a space blanket, and then a hardware store for an extensive screwdriver set Aviary needed for the Destiny drones. She had everything else—her laptop, tablet, spare phones, extra cables and adaptors—but wanted to cover anything she might need. Once they were inside the airbase, she had to finish it.

      With Nasira driving, they had traveled a short distance along a freeway and parked off-road; the airbase was just ahead, hidden behind a forest. Now Damien was hunkered over Aviary’s laptop in the front seat, zooming in with the Russian satellite. From what Aviary saw on the satellite image, no one was lurking around—at least not visibly.

      Keeping the same altitude, she let the drone drift quietly over the treetops. Both it and the satellite would help them plan a way in, but she could use the drone to peek through windows and see if anyone was inside.

      ‘We’re chewing up too much time.’ Nasira checked her watch. ‘One hour, nine minutes.’

      ‘I can see two cameras on site,’ Damien said. ‘Assuming infrared and motion sensors.’

      Aviary leaned forward to check his zoomed-in image. The airbase was a large rectangle with a sealed hurricane fence, two runaways and three hangars—one of them super-large and the others small. Damien had zoomed in on something that looked like a tin can on a tripod.

      Nasira noticed it too. ‘That what I think it is?’

      ‘Ultrasonic Doppler,’ Damien said. ‘It sends out high-pitched sound waves that reflect back if there’s someone there.’

      ‘Damn sensitive too,’ Nasira said. ‘And it’s right outside the main hangar. East side.’

      Aviary kept an eye on her drone’s video feed. ‘That’s … not good?’

      ‘It’s not ideal, no,’ Damien said.

      ‘We’ll know more once your drone cases out those cameras for us,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Should I be careful?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Don’t crash into it,’ Nasira replied. ‘That’d be good.’

      The drone was almost at the airbase now. On the video display, Aviary saw the curved roof of the large hangar over the treetops.

      ‘OK, where should I start?’ Aviary asked.

      Damien shifted the laptop so the screen faced her, then zoomed out a bit. ‘See the bottom left corner? That’s your south-east.’

      She nodded. ‘Yep.’

      ‘We want a good look at the camera there,’ Nasira said. ‘See which way it’s looking and what sensors it’s got.’

      ‘What about people inside?’ Aviary asked.

      Damien shook his head. ‘Gleb’s infrared didn’t show much, just the transformers and the cameras … and the one Doppler.’

      ‘They could just be sitting there, wrapped in space blankets,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We can fly by the control tower,’ Damien suggested. ‘Pretty sure it’s empty though. It’s not like they need it for a fleet of self-flying drones.’

      Aviary aimed her dragonfly drone for the corner of the airbase fence. There was a metal pole near it, with a camera mounted on top.

      ‘Can you give me the feed?’ Damien asked.

      Aviary hit the button twice on the controller’s side to transmit the video on her laptop. Damien and Nasira watched intently as the drone approached.

      It looked like the camera was facing inward. Aviary hovered directly above it.

      Damien and Nasira sat in the front seat, watching closely.

      ‘Is that good?’ Aviary asked.

      Damien rubbed his hands together. ‘That’s a blind spot.’

      ‘And our entry,’ Nasira said. ‘Can you go a bit lower?’

      ‘OK.’ Aviary totally wasn’t OK with it, but nervously lowered the drone a fraction at a time, tapping the altitude joystick as lightly as possible.

      It was almost resting on top of the pole now, and they could see the camera more clearly. There was a sensor on top, and it was shaped like a golf ball, only black.

      ‘See that lens?’ Damien pointed at the image of the camera onscreen.

      ‘Wide as fuck,’ Nasira said. ‘That’s at least two-eighty degrees.’

      ‘Not that bad.’ Damien scratched his facial hair. ‘It can see everything except behind the pole.’

      ‘Can you keep the drone in the area?’ Nasira asked. ‘Park it somewhere safe.’

      ‘On it.’ Aviary had already spotted thick foliage near the treeline. She steered the drone toward it.

      ‘Right, let’s roll.’ Nasira opened her door and climbed out.

      Aviary directed the drone behind a tree and landed it gently. Damien closed the laptop and handed it back to her. She slipped it into her ruck, along with the drone controller, climbed out of the car and put the ruck on her shoulders. Her stomach knotted even tighter now.

      Damien and Nasira stowed their baby carbines—Balerinkas they were called—in their rucks with some other kit, but holstered their pistols inside their jeans. Aviary did the same with the Russian pistol they’d given her. She was still a bit surprised—and maybe flattered—they’d let her have one, even if it was only for emergencies.

      Silently, Damien headed into the forest. Nasira nodded for Aviary to follow, spacing herself between them with about twenty to thirty feet either side, as instructed. That way, Damien could work as their scout in front.

      The forest wasn’t too dense, so it was easy to walk through the undergrowth. With Nasira a measured distance behind her, Aviary followed Damien into the forest. Nasira was supposed to be keeping watch behind them, but it felt to Aviary like she was watching her instead, ensuring she didn’t make too much noise.

      Up ahead, Damien paused. Aviary quickly did the same. When he crouched, she did too. She could hear the call of strange birds over the hum of freeway traffic. It was dark in here, and strangely quiet.

      Damien had taught her how to move covertly: she stepped with the blade of her foot, then paused every few steps. The key was not to move boldly and directly, like a predator. That would disrupt the wildlife, and a trained operative could spot that disturbance from a considerable distance. At least that’s what Damien said. But he was moving more quickly now, not pausing at all.

      Aviary checked her watch—they had forty-nine minutes left.

      They reached the edge of the forest. Ahead were open green plains. A hurricane fence wrapped around the airbase, and she immediately spotted the corner with the pole and camera; Damien stuck to the treeline, moving toward it. Nasira pushed up close behind Aviary, hands free and her ruck on her shoulders. To anyone passing by, they just looked like some hikers.

      Damien halted again, then lowered to one knee beside the white drone Aviary had landed. He checked it, then gestured for them to catch up while he kept watch on the airbase. Once they were all together, he stood.

      ‘Go for the corner?’ Nasira asked.

      Damien nodded, then handed Aviary the drone. ‘Let’s go.’

      It was open, flat ground with short grass from there to the pole. Aviary hoped no one would spot them—it would be easy to—but there didn’t seem to be anyone around for miles. She kept a few paces behind Damien, carrying the drone in both hands. They reached the airbase perimeter without any alarms or movement from inside.

      That was a good thing, or so she hoped.

      Damien slipped his ruck off his shoulders and dug into it. She expected him to take out his weapon, but instead he grabbed some of their recent purchases: wire cutters and a length of coiled paracord.

      Nasira’s hand hovered an inch from the wire fence. ‘Not feeling any current.’

      Damien pocketed the paracord for now and got to work with the wire cutters, snipping one link after another. Aviary kept an eye on the forest behind them, and when she checked his progress again he was about done. He’d cut an L-shape in the hurricane fence. Peeling it back like the corner of a page, he let her crawl through first, followed closely by Nasira.

      Aviary kept the small drone in her hand. Her heart was racing, but she made sure to look calm while she waited for Damien to climb through. After he did, he laced up the corner of his incision with a length of paracord, concealing their entry to passers-by. Later, a quick snip would give them an easy exit.

      In front of them now was the pole with the camera. Aviary checked her phone, relieved to find Damien’s and Nasira’s were the only other devices in range. Maybe they were really alone out here.

      ‘Can you hack the camera?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Not from down here,’ she said. ‘It’s not wireless. Sorry.’

      ‘It’s all good,’ Damien said, turning to Nasira. ‘You want to climb it or—’

      ‘Hell no,’ Nasira said.

      Taking a roll of duct tape from her ruck, Nasira cut three lengths with her knife, and stuck them to Damien’s arm.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, uncertainly.

      With an exaggerated sigh, he put his ruck over his shoulders, keeping it unzipped, then walked over to the metal pole. With his hands gripping the pole and arms partly bent, he placed the ball of one foot on the upright pole, bringing his knee almost to his chest. Aviary watched him carefully, hoping to learn how he’d perform what looked like an impossible task.

      Damien launched up, placing his other foot directly above the first. With his upper body close to the pole and his legs bent, he put one foot directly above the other, moving surprisingly quick and nimbly to the camera. He paused.

      ‘Glad that’s not me,’ Nasira said, surveying the airbase.

      Damien hugged the pole, wrapping his legs around it. Without wasting time, he reached for the bits of duct tape that dangled from his arm and stuck them to the side of the camera. Once he was done, he reached behind his head and pulled out a space blanket from the ruck. It was folded, but he shook it out with one hand and draped it carefully over the camera. He held it there for a moment, then with the same hand peeled a piece of duct tape off his arm and fastened the blanket securely in place. He repeated this with the other two pieces, then shuffled down the pole a bit. Now the camera would be blocked from seeing the body temperature of anyone running in front of it, including them.

      ‘Won’t you covering it up with a space blanket trigger a sudden temperature change?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Nope,’ Nasira said. ‘Not when the temperature drops like it will with a space blanket.’

      Damien jumped down beside them. ‘How long?’

      Aviary checked her watch. ‘Thirty-four minutes.’

      Past the camera was another patch of open ground. They were one small hangar, one runway, an orange windsock and a radar tower away from the main hangar.

      ‘Circle around the Doppler?’ Damien said. ‘South side?’

      ‘Done.’ Nasira moved first, walking casually.

      ‘We’re not running?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Not if you don’t want to look like trespassers about to sabotage their drones,’ Damien said, walking beside her.

      ‘Do you think … Jay’s going to make it out?’ she asked.

      He thought it over. ‘Olesya and Ark are there. And Sophia and Marina should be able to help.’

      ‘Yeah, I just hope they can get to him.’

      ‘Me too. But stay focused, OK?’

      She nodded.

      ‘How confident are you about this drone virus?’ he asked.

      She shrugged. ‘Ninety percent.’

      Damien was a shade paler. ‘That’ll have to do, I guess.’

      She stowed the drone in her ruck, and together they followed Nasira, who had already crossed the runway, veering left around the radar tower and avoiding the Doppler in front of the hangar. Aviary traced her exact path, desperate not to trip any alarms. Damien fell in behind her.

      The orange windsock fluttered. She dug her hands into her pockets as she crossed several lanes, each of them painted with white solid lines and marked with the permitted speed in kilometers. A moment later she was on grass again, the radar tower just ahead, a spindly thing with a ladder and two reflective orange lights.

      Damien was about twenty paces behind her now, carefully watching their sides. Aviary figured she should probably do the same, but she just wanted to get to the hangar as quickly as possible. She resisted the urge to run and forced herself into a generous arc around the radar tower and toward the hangar.

      Aside from the squeak of her footsteps on the short grass and the soft wind in the forest, the airbase was silent.

      They seemed to be alone.

      Finally reaching Nasira, she kept close to the metal wall of the hangar and waited for Damien. He didn’t look anywhere near as stressed as she did, but she knew he had to be feeling it too.

      Once they were all together, Nasira moved ahead. She approached a small, single door on the side of the hangar and waved her hand slowly over the jamb, feeling for something, maybe a sensor of some sort. She nodded at Damien.

      ‘We can use your drone,’ he said, speaking softly in Aviary’s ear.

      She took the little machine out again, and Damien pointed to the top of the hangar. There, she could see a row of windows. The drone would be able to look in and hopefully not be seen. She laid it on the grass and reached for her controller.

      It came to life with a soft hum, then lifted into the air with its whisper-quiet rotor. She took it up and over to the far-left windows. Once she reached the corner, she nudged the drone higher, inch by inch. Damien was looking over her shoulder, his breath light on her neck. On the controller’s screen, they could see the far wall of the hangar, then the floor.

      No people.

      Instead, row upon row of large, slender wedge-shaped drones. Their wingspan alone was longer than a minibus.

      The Destiny drones.

      ‘Looks clear,’ Damien said. ‘No cameras inside.’

      Nasira took a knee at the door and picked the lock. Aviary could hear her scratching and clicking, then some mild swearing. A minute later, she had the door unlocked. But instead of opening it, she secreted her lockpicks and took her carbine from her ruck.

      Aviary kept the drone hovering in place, watching onscreen in case there was any movement inside. But all was still.

      Damien joined Nasira, standing offside with his own carbine. They’d positioned themselves on either side of the door, ready to enter. Aviary realized she should probably do the same, so she took up a safe position behind him and kept an eye on the drone’s camera feed.

      It was still all clear.

      A chill crept up her spine.

      Nasira opened the door, and she and Damien aimed their weapons at different angles. Without saying a word, Nasira walked a quick arc outside the doorway. Then it was Damien’s turn, except he stood in the doorway. Nasira moved behind him, giving Aviary a signal with her open hand that she assumed meant stay the hell out here.

      She stayed the hell out here.

      It was still clear on the drone’s camera.

      ‘I’ll take left,’ Damien said.

      ‘Go,’ Nasira replied.

      While Aviary remained against the wall, they entered the hangar, one after the other. Silence, except for their soft scuffles on concrete.

      While she waited, she checked Jay’s heartbeat. It was still going strong, if a little fast. Sophia and Olesya would be doing everything to get him out safely.

      They had to be.
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      ‘Wake up, Jay.’ The words were spoken in accented English. ‘We must untangle the madness of your mind.’

      Jay’s vision cleared. He was tied down in a chair, his wrists and ankles fastened with a generous amount of duct tape. The Preservers had put him in some sort of weird observatory with a blue domed ceiling and bookcases on every wall. His phone was gone; he could no longer feel its shape against his leg.

      A pair of red-goggled Preservers stood before him, holding their nasty staffs. They flanked someone he recognized. And that person was not the chief of staff.

      ‘You are here, I presume, because you believe you are the cure,’ said the High Priest himself. ‘But you are the disease.’

      There was Birute, standing off to one side, looking … freaked out? She was hard to get a read on. Or maybe he couldn’t think straight. His head felt like he’d gone ten rounds with a concrete block.

      What the hell did Denton give me?

      It wasn’t the HAC he’d claimed, that was for damn sure. The son of a bitch was probably laughing to himself right now, thinking Jay was just an idiot who’d taken it hook, line and needle.

      And he would be right.

      Hold up … the High Priest?

      He stared down at Jay with large eyes and a heavyset frown. His fleshy neck folded over the collar of his robes, below which he wore a necklace with a dove-shaped ornament. Or maybe it was drone-shaped. Not far behind him, on a tiled floor that looked like a giant chess board, sat a familiar black armored carry case. The curve on the edges, the pattern on the front ... Jay had seen it before, not long ago.

      Colombia. Bleeding out in the facility that had held him prisoner, while it burned around him. Nasira shouting, Damien beside him. He remembered it all, clearer now. In that chaos, he’d seen the armored case.

      They hauled it out.

      They were Purity.

      Purity had taken his genes.

      And now here he was. Back where he started.

      ‘Why are you here?’ the High Priest asked.

      I’m as good as dead now.

      The problem with being interrogated by the High Priest was that there was no one higher up. No one knew more than him. But maybe there was someone lower down, someone who could have hired Jay on the side. That was his Plan B: an unauthorized, off-the-books hire.

      ‘I needed the money,’ Jay said.

      The High Priest paced before him, eyeing Jay’s elbow: the puncture from his HAC needle. ‘For your addiction?’

      Jay could play this. He nodded, did his best to look ashamed.

      ‘Under Purity’s guiding principles, we reject all vices,’ the High Priest said.

      ‘I’m trying to stop.’

      The High Priest smiled thinly. ‘But you do not stop. Why?’

      Jay swallowed.

      What bullshit does he want to hear?

      ‘I … I’m looking for something more, you know?’

      ‘I don’t speak of your drug addiction. I speak of why you’re here. Why you are really here.’ He approached Jay, but kept a safe distance. ‘I know who you are, Jay.’

      Whatever, might as well get to the point.

      ‘What’s so special about that case over there?’

      Purity’s top man clasped his hands. ‘I thought we could pray together.’

      He nodded to one of his crimson-robed Preservers. The red-goggled guard walked over and thrust her staff into Jay.

      The electric current knocked the breath from him in a scream. Then it was over.

      The Preserver withdrew, standing near Birute, who said nothing.

      ‘I know your true identity, Jay,’ the High Priest said. ‘You are not who you say you are. And behind that facade, you are certainly not who you think you are.’

      Jay shot Birute a confused glance, but she just glared back.

      They know.

      ‘I have seen people delivered from unimaginable pain.’ The priest’s words were soft through drawn lips. ‘I have myself been delivered from such pain. I know what it feels like to be right where you are, Jay. To face the trials. To face yourself.’

      Saliva leaked from Jay’s lips. His muscles finally relaxed. ‘I don’t think you do.’

      ‘I prayed for purity; I prayed for our God to save me. And he came.’

      ‘Praise him,’ the Preservers said.

      ‘In that moment, I faced the trials and was made pure again. I see you now, and I know you are hurting. But the answer is here.’

      He raised his hand, and the Preserver shocked Jay again, longer this time. Jay tore against his restraints until he could no longer hear his own scream.

      Then it stopped. He wasn’t sure when, just that his muscles weren’t seized up and he was silent. He remembered to breathe again.

      The High Priest spoke softly. ‘The only path forward for you is the Ritual of the Corrupted. Only then will your tongue speak all that is true.’

      ‘Yeah … speaking of truth, what’s in that case?’ Jay asked.

      The priest turned to his other Preserver. ‘Take it to the Rector’s Office, third floor.’

      The Preserver picked up the armored case and departed the observatory, leaving Jay with Birute, the High Priest and a single Preserver.

      He flexed against his bonds but without a dull edge to tear through his duct tape, he wasn’t going anywhere.

      ‘You are a Night Witch,’ Birute said, her eyes burning through him. ‘You’re disgusting.’

      ‘And you let him walk into our headquarters,’ the High Priest said.

      ‘Your Eminence, I contained him. I didn’t let him do anything.’

      ‘No one can escape their destiny,’ the High Priest said. ‘He’s one of us now.’

      The hell I am.

      ‘And you’—the priest gestured to Birute—‘you will be delivered.’

      The remaining Preserver swung her staff across Birute’s legs. She fell to her knees. The staff thrust into the back of her neck, and Birute trembled from the electric shock, then collapsed. The Preserver withdrew, like this was just business as usual.

      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Jay said.

      ‘You will be delivered, willing or otherwise.’ The High Priest gave the Preserver an order, a single word in Lithuanian.

      The Preserver drew the pistol from her holster as Jay heard the translation in his ear.

      Shit.

      ‘I have long suspected Birute’s betrayal of Purity,’ the High Priest said. ‘But her tampering with our closed network confirmed my suspicions.’

      Jay thrashed in his chair, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it as the Preserver took aim.

      And shot Birute in the head.
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      Aviary walked among the Destiny-class drones.

      Shaped like giant wedges, their bodies weren’t much larger than a single-seat fighter aircraft, but their long, spindly wings spread ten times their width, their undersides white, and their topsides covered in solar panels to keep them permanently aloft.

      She’d studied the files she had leached from Intron back in Brazil, so she was familiar enough with their design to know they carried rechargeable lithium-sulfur batteries, a single raised fin—antenna—for satellite transmissions on its topside, and a laser transmitter on its underside. Each wing had a hole large enough for a single vertical rotor that allowed the drone to take off and land vertically. That meant no long run-up; they could simply taxi out of this hangar and then up they would go.

      She was running out of time.

      Peering in close to the laser transmitter, she found the ground control panel, flush with the drone’s white hull. The panel was screwed shut, so she fished inside her ruck for her new screwdriver set, snapping on the correctly sized attachment, and getting to work. Once the panel was open, she found the manual power switch and flipped it. The electronics hummed and the drone came to life, dormant and awaiting instruction.

      ‘You did that, right?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Yeah, chill,’ she said. ‘I need it running before I can overheat it.’

      She found the micro USB port and plugged in her own cable, running it to the floor, where she perched her laptop on top of her ruck. Sitting cross-legged on the concrete, she put aside her drone controller, keeping the tiny machine hovering high above the hangar. It had another twenty minutes of battery; more time than she had to stop these drones taking off.

      Standing over her, Damien watched the controller’s video display. She did the same through a little window in the corner of her laptop screen, switching the drone’s camera to its widest angle, showing half the perimeter and the forest beyond.

      Nasira paced around them. ‘How long you need?’

      ‘Just going to test this one,’ Aviary said. ‘If it cooks, then we’re, um, cooking.’

      ‘Then we can cook all of ’em, right? All the airbases?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Yep. That’s the plan.’

      She was connected to Purity’s drone control station now, but that wasn’t enough; she needed administrative control. She checked for vulnerabilities, starting with the same one that got her into the closed network to begin with.

      
        
        08-067: VULNERABLE

      

      

      And just like that, she had what she needed.

      ‘We got seventeen minutes,’ Nasira said, pacing around her drone in an endless circle.

      ‘Plenty of time,’ Aviary said, running her exploit.

      ‘You sound confident,’ Damien said.

      ‘Fake it ’til you make it. And we’re doing a lot of faking right now.’ She exhaled slowly. ‘OK, I have full control.’

      ‘That sounds like good news,’ Damien said.

      ‘Yeah, what he said.’ Nasira shrugged. ‘Good, uh, work.’

      ‘Well … there is one problem.’

      They stared at her.

      ‘We only have one shot at this,’ Aviary said. ‘As soon as I send my virus to all these Destiny drones, I’m going to get locked out. And if I need to get back in, that’s gonna take a while.’

      Nasira and Damien exchanged a glance.

      ‘Relax. I’m testing it on an isolated drone first. Need to make sure my virus actually works before we unleash it on the whole network. I’m not doing all of this for nothing.’

      ‘Right.’ Nasira resumed her brisk patrol of the hangar, inspecting the windows of a self-contained workshop.

      Aviary cut the drone’s connection to the control station. Now, it was just her and the drone, tethered by a single cable. All she had to do was shoot her virus through that cable to the drone’s internal drive.

      She did exactly that.

      Then watched for the virus to report its activity back to her. Each line onscreen told her its progress. First, it flashed the drone’s firmware and then disabled its thermal emergency procedure. Aviary breathed a sigh of relief. That meant there was nothing stopping the drone from overheating. So far, so good.

      Her virus issued its final command to the drone.

      
        
        root@0x66eff62: # ./prime.sh 2^57885161

        Generating Prime Numbers Up To 257885161

      

      

      A nice, effectively infinite equation to warm it up. She set her watch to count from zero, wanting to time the process, then kept an eye on her laptop.

      ‘OK. Now we wait and see.’

      Damien blinked. ‘Is it going to explode?’

      ‘Look, not everything explo—’

      The control panel exploded.

      Aviary rolled over on her back, into a sitting position. Damien almost fell over, but kept his footing. They were fine, but the drone’s panel hissed angrily.

      Nasira rushed up the aisle. ‘The hell was that?’

      Aviary pulled her cable from the panel. It was undamaged.

      ‘Success,’ she said. ‘Forty-eight seconds.’

      ‘Good, ’cause we got some company.’ Nasira pointed down at Aviary’s laptop.

      The video feed in the corner showed a group of armed soldiers slipping out of the forest and moving for the airbase perimeter. Carrying stubby carbines, they wore white armor with black helmets, and black masks with white skulls painted on them.

      ‘Looks like ten of the bastards,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I’ve seen them before,’ Damien said.

      ‘Girl, you better be releasing that virus now,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary picked up her laptop and cable, then scrambled underneath another drone. She’d forgotten her screwdriver, but Damien picked it up and tossed it. She caught it and got to work.

      ‘Hold up,’ Nasira said, running around the drone with Aviary’s controller in one hand. ‘You check the other side of the hangar with this? I don’t want a blind side.’

      ‘I’ll do it.’ Damien took the controller, his thumbs over both joysticks.

      Aviary unscrewed the drone panel and plugged in her cable. As she did so, Damien clumsily banged her dragonfly drone against the wall outside. The sound inside the hangar was small, but it echoed.

      ‘Watch what you’re doing!’ Nasira growled.

      ‘I didn’t … it did that by itself!’ Damien said.

      Aviary stood up beside them. ‘Give it to me.’

      She took the controller and steered the drone to the other corner. Fixing it there, she turned its camera to face the other side of the airbase.

      She couldn’t see anything in the compound or on the open ground beyond. Handing the controller back to them, Aviary crouched before her laptop and connected to the drone, then to Purity’s drone control station. From there, she ran the same exploit and found herself with full administrative privileges.

      Hell yes.

      Now she needed to power up all the drones. She ran the command and around her the machines hummed softly. Onscreen, the word INITIALIZED appeared above every single unit. So far, so good.

      ‘Nasira, where are you?’ Damien called out.

      Nasira used her throat mike to talk back. ‘Door, north side. It’s our only way out without those psychos spotting us.’

      Damien was packing Aviary’s bag for her. He put her screwdriver in there, followed by the drone controller—then hesitated as he saw its screen.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ he said. ‘Nasira! Don’t open the door.’

      ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘I’m cutting the lights.’

      The hangar went dark.

      Aviary switched to her own video feed and saw what he was looking at. Creeping out of the control tower were five black, four-legged creatures. At first, she thought they were guard dogs stalking through the grass, but when she zoomed in, she recognized their erratic movements.

      Shaped like skeletal jaguars, their heads were tiny—smooth and angular, like their normal ones had been removed and replaced with snake heads.

      ‘That’s not good,’ Aviary said. ‘That’s the opposite of good.’

      Creeping forward, their knees unnaturally inverted, they looked like they were walking in reverse. They had metal segmented tails that seemed to help with their balance, and a narrow abdomen that was little more than a metal spine and rib cage. On their backs, she noticed slender barrels, longer than the weapons Damien and Nasira carried.

      ‘Uh, is that another Intron purchase?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Quadruped drones,’ Aviary said.

      She ran a quick search on her Intron emails. It didn’t take long to find a diagram on the construction of a drone exactly like them.

      ‘Redeemer class. But they’re not remote controlled … those things are running on artificial intelligence.’

      Nasira spoke through their earpieces. ‘They look like killer dogs. Can we outrun them?’

      She scanned through the notes. ‘Not when they go full speed and skewer us with their metal tails.’

      ‘Oh,’ Damien said.

      ‘Non-linear tendons, carbon-fiber reinforced legs, multi-physics sensors, mounted precision rifles,’ she said. ‘These drones are state-of-the-art.’

      Damien looked down at Aviary’s hand, and the implant she sometimes used to deactivate Purity weapons. ‘Can you disable them with your implant?’

      She shook her head. ‘They’re drones, they don’t need weapon retention systems.’

      ‘Well, shit.’

      Onscreen, the four-legged drones closed in on the hangar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Wearing the crimson robes of a Preserver, Olesya stood watching the university through red goggles. The patrols had increased, but not by much. They had Jay, so they weren’t looking for anyone else.

      She hit her pressel switch and spoke. Ark, Marina and Sophia were all on the private channel, so they would hear her.

      ‘Marina, how far out are you?’

      ‘Twenty minutes from the university.’

      ‘What about Jay?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Still no comms.’ Olesya checked her smartwatch. ‘His heart rate’s normal again.’

      In fact, it was low, but she didn’t mention that.

      ‘I’ve already lost DC to a kidnapping,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m not losing Jay, do you understand me?’ Her voice became a growl. ‘I’m not losing him.’

      Neither am I.

      Olesya switched through to Ark privately.

      ‘Talk to me,’ he said.

      ‘I’m going in.’

      ‘Wait, I’m still on the other side of the university, can you give me ten minutes?’

      ‘We don’t have ten minutes,’ Olesya replied. ‘I’ll meet you inside.’

      Before he could protest, she ended the call and dialed Aviary. If she was going in there, she’d need Aviary to trigger the fire alarm.

      There was no answer. Olesya canceled the call and switched to Aviary’s private channel—currently populated with Nasira, Damien and Aviary.

      ‘Aviary, are you there?’ she asked.

      The reply was quiet, like a whisper. ‘This really isn’t a good time.’

      ‘I need you to trigger the fire alarm at the university,’ Olesya said.

      ‘When?’

      Olesya stepped off the sidewalk, the material of her uniform light on her arms and concealing her liquid armor. ‘Now.’

      ‘Hang on … give me a minute,’ Aviary said softly. ‘You’ll hear the alarm.’

      ‘Thank you.’ She switched back to her own channel with Ark, Marina and Sophia, then crossed the road.

      She walked through the parking lot, past a cluster of Purity Guard accompanied by a four-legged drone with a carbine on its back. Fortunately, it ignored her.

      She stepped inside Purity’s temporary headquarters. She knew roughly where to find Jay; she had his longitude and latitude, but not which floor they’d taken him to. That meant she needed to check several floors.

      In the hall ahead, two Purity soldiers stood by the metal detector and baggage X-ray: a woman with a square chin and a man who appeared bored out of his mind. They stared at her, but only for a moment. Her uniform was holding up, for now.

      She strode through the hall, purposely ignoring them. Neither seemed too interested in her until she walked past the metal detector, when the woman called out. Olesya’s watch translated in her ear.

      ‘Your identification please.’

      Olesya reached for it quickly. The soldier glanced at the ID but didn’t scan it. Instead, she asked another question.

      ‘Where are you from?’

      ‘Latvia,’ Olesya said, giving her a good reason for not speaking Lithuanian. She reached out to take her ID back, but the woman kept hold of it.

      The man touched his holstered weapon. ‘Latvian Russian?’

      ‘Ne,’ Olesya said.

      The woman inspected the ID for longer than necessary before handing it back, then reached for her radio. There was no one else in the hall, just the three of them. Olesya’s hand hung close to her Glock 17—Purity’s standard-issue—holstered with a round in the chamber.

      Then the fire alarm sounded.

      Aviary did it.

      The alarm was loud, echoing through the historic building, and as the woman looked up at the sound, Olesya drew her Glock and shot her. The dead soldier dropped to the floor as the other guard reacted. He cleared his holster, but Olesya shot him too, and he slumped over the X-ray’s conveyor belt.

      She checked her smartwatch. Jay’s heart rate was still going. She tapped the watch face, revealing Jay’s dot. It wasn’t far, and it seemed to be inside the same building. She just had to figure out how to get there in one piece.

      She holstered her Glock and kept moving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The quadrupedal drones stalked close by, lithe and alert, like robot dogs.

      Inside the dark hangar, Damien lay face-up across the top of a Destiny-class drone, its surface—he hoped—blocking him from the quadrupeds’ detection. He, Nasira and Aviary were trapped by the robots in here and the Purity fireteam outside.

      Tiny reversed legs clicked on the concrete floor as a quadruped walked past him.

      Turning his head slightly, he checked on Nasira. She was lying on the drone opposite him. She held her Balerinka carbine across her stomach, its short barrel between her legs, and looked slightly more confident than he felt right now.

      Aviary had retreated behind a desk inside a workshop that ran the length of the hangar, separated from the drones by a half-wall with polycarbonate windows and a locked door on either side.

      Damien knew that she could destroy the quadrupeds with her virus, but that would kick her from the closed network before they could stop the Destiny-class drones.

      So they had to deal with the quadrupeds another way.

      Aviary’s voice whispered in his earpiece. ‘I have an idea. I’m going to make a small change to their threat assessment, get them to target the Purity team. Hopefully I can do that and still stay in the network.’

      Hopefully? Damien didn’t like the sound of that.

      He wanted to respond, but even a softly spoken word might alert the quadrupeds. He didn’t know what their audio receptors could pick up, and he didn’t want to test them.

      Aviary spoke again. ‘Also, I’ve been checking the quadrupeds’ specs for weak spots. They have some crazy sniper-resistant armor I can’t pronounce, but their heads have these sensor arrays and the armor isn’t as thick. You think you can hit those?’

      Their heads are the size of an avocado.

      The doors on the hangar’s south side were flung open.

      The Purity fireteam was coming in.

      One of the metal predators flashed past the other side of his drone, feet clacking on the ground. It pounced on a soldier, throwing him onto his back. He screamed, drawing a pistol and firing into its underbelly, but the drone’s skeletal tail coiled, then speared around its body, through his neck. His scream became a gargle.

      A grenade clattered across the floor.

      It had to be non-lethal. It had to be a stun grenade.

      Please don’t be shrapnel.

      He wanted to cover his ears, but he had to resist his instincts and not make a sound. All he could do was close his eyes tightly.

      The grenade detonated.

      The sound was piercing, becoming a ring in his ears that lowered in pitch until everything sounded like it was underwater. He couldn’t hear anything after that, except for dulled shots as the soldiers took positions inside the hangar and fired—not on them, but at the quadrupeds.

      Another quadruped slinked past Damien’s drone.

      There’s a good boy.

      The barrel atop the Good Boy swiveled, snapped to position, and fired. Its rounds cracked through the hangar, echoing at a deafening volume that drowned everything out for Damien. His sensitive hearing was compromised.

      A second soldier slumped.

      And a new pair of soldiers entered. They were well-armed, but still no match for the armored Good Boys that Aviary had turned against them. The soldiers blasted the quadrupeds with their carbines, their shots lighting the hangar with small tongues of fire, revealing their locations. Damien rolled onto his stomach and painted a picture in his head of everyone’s last known position. The soldiers were all on the other side of the hangar, making enough noise to mask any suppressed shots he could take.

      He aimed through the rimless Russian red-dot sight on his Balerinka. Holding the angled foregrip with one hand, he toggled the reticle to a chevron with a stroke and horizontal bars—keeping the color red—and sighted on a soldier’s chest. The soldier ran from the Good Boys, taking refuge behind an aircraft. Damien lost sight of him.

      More gunfire cracked, but this time outside, on the other side of the hangar, reverberating off the walls and echoing through the forest. In his ears, every shot sounded like ten.

      Then a loud detonation.

      Damien shut his eyes. When he opened them again, Nasira was sliding off her drone and darting underneath it.

      Probably a good time to move.

      Damien dropped to the ground, the deafening crack of gunfire masking his movement. Or so he hoped, he couldn’t hear much except a dull roar at this point.

      The hangar’s north doors were wide open now, and another Good Boy entered, its barrel turning on the soldiers. Behind it, yet another drone dog ripped past, galloping at full speed.

      Damien froze, but it didn’t see him.

      He crept under his aircraft, matching Nasira’s movements in the next aisle. They were only two drones away from Aviary and the corner workshop.

      Outside the hangar, a soldier roared in pain. There was the soft crack of the soldiers’ gunfire.

      Damien used the distraction to move to the next drone. Concealed in its shadow, he was hidden from the soldiers but exposed to the Good Boys’ sensor arrays. He needed to get to the workshop, where the walls would smother his heat signature.

      Then a Good Boy walked in front of him—and twitched.

      It turned to face him.

      He stared into its snake-like, eyeless face. Above it, the mounted rifle swiveled, its barrel pointed at him.

      Then right behind it, something burned sudden and bright.

      An explosion ripped through the hangar.

      Damien dropped to the concrete floor, covering his head. In front of Nasira, one of the Destiny-class drones buckled.

      Soldiers poured in next to Aviary’s workshop. In unison, they opened fire on the Good Boy in front of Damien, and on another one that he couldn’t see.

      Move.

      He got to his feet, Balerinka in one hand, and ran for the open aisle. Nasira was running too, orange flames billowing around her dark silhouette, making her an easy target.

      Damien too.

      The workshop door was just ahead. Aviary was peering through windows that had been fractured by debris but were still intact. She went for the locked door, cracking it open slightly.

      Nasira was on Damien’s right. She launched over the fallen wing of a Destiny drone and reached the door, throwing her body weight into it.

      He went next. Leaping over the drone wing, he barreled through the open doorway, hit the floor and rolled, coming back up into a crouch. Aviary closed the door behind him, only to have Nasira pull her back.

      They crouched in the gloom of the workshop. He didn’t know if they’d been spotted, but right now the hangar was a war zone. Maybe they’d got lucky.

      The long workshop was mostly empty, save for a few tables with wheels, littered with pieces of drone shell and boxes of circuitry. There was a door on their end—the north side—which Nasira was keeping an eye on, and a door at the south. Under the dim light, Damien gripped his weapon and peered into the hangar, watching as soldiers moved around the dormant drones, flanked by metal predators. There wasn’t much activity near the workshop, though, giving them a slim possibility of escape.

      ‘One of the Good Boys saw us,’ Damien said.

      ‘The what?’ Aviary asked. ‘Ah, is it still alive?’

      ‘Yeah, do they share that intelligence? Will the other Good Boys know?’

      She shrugged. ‘Sorry, I don’t know. I didn’t have—’

      Nasira put a finger to her lips. Aviary was speaking a fraction too loudly. Fortunately, it was chaos outside, the sound of gunfire bouncing off the walls. The more those soldiers fought out there, the less shooting Damien would have to do later. He just wasn’t sure which he would be firing at: Purity’s special forces or Intron’s killer Good Boys.

      Aviary hid behind a table beside Nasira, blue light illuminating one side of her face. Her laptop was perched nearby on a table. She crawled toward it, but he beat her to it and shut its lid.

      ‘First, we move,’ he whispered.

      She shot him an annoyed glance, then shoved her laptop in her ruck.

      Nasira waved, getting his attention, then pointed to the south end of the workshop. If they could make it across undetected, they had a chance to escape.

      But Aviary needed to send the virus first. And she had no more than ten minutes to do it.

      Nasira led the way, squatting and moving as low to the floor as possible. Aviary followed her, doing the same. She wasn’t as quiet, but her sounds were masked by the mayhem out in the hangar. Damien went after them, keeping his attention on the battle. If the fight ended before they could make it to the south end, that would be a problem.

      Another soldier fell, something metal lancing through flesh and armor, striking concrete. He didn’t get back up.

      Six soldiers left. Maybe four quadrupeds.

      Damien listened for the Good Boys, but they were quiet and—even with his enhanced hearing—much harder to detect. He only knew their position when they sprinted, opened fire with their precision rifles, or impaled a soldier with their metal tail.

      Nasira was almost to the south end, with Aviary not far behind.

      More gunfire.

      A soldier mumbled, then exhaled. His body dropped.

      Five soldiers.

      Aviary was at the south end of the workshop now, opening her laptop on her lap. Kneeling to stay out of view, Nasira checked the door.

      ‘Locked from our side,’ she said.

      Good.

      Then he heard it.

      Not out in the hangar. Not near Nasira or Aviary.

      Behind him.

      The Good Boy’s spider-thin legs carried it quietly across the north end of the workshop, its joints bending backward as its tiny snake-like head scanned the room.

      Damien raised his weapon and used his supporting arm to point the barrel at his target. He lined the red chevron over the snake head, but the Good Boy locked onto him even faster, its barrel snapping to his position.

      Rounds shot past him, buzzing like angry bees—from Nasira.

      The Good Boy stumbled as it fired on Damien. It collapsed forward, its large-caliber rounds missing him by inches and punching through the window above. Bits of polycarbonate spilled over Damien’s back and scattered on the concrete.

      The Good Boy’s snake head was shattered.

      ‘Got you,’ Nasira said in his earpiece.

      Three Good Boys, five soldiers.

      Damien didn’t lower his sight. With both eyes open, he kept his chevron on the north end of the workshop.

      Suddenly, the gunfire in the hangar stopped.

      Footsteps. Outside the workshop, close by. Then a voice speaking into a radio. Damien’s smartwatch translated it to English.

      ‘Building sealed. Clear the hangar.’

      Damien risked a glance through the cracked window. He saw the shadows of soldiers, but no Good Boys. The soldiers’ footsteps were soft, but he counted three of them.

      Where are the other two?

      More light clicking. He focused on it with his enhanced hearing. There were more Good Boys outside the hangar, stalking their prey. One was on the north side, two on the east.

      Can they breach buildings?

      The soldiers went quiet.

      Damien remained where he was—between the north and south ends of the workshop—listening as the three soldiers moved around the Destiny drones, boots scraping on concrete. Then silence.

      Damien gripped his Balerinka, ready to fire on any position.

      Aviary’s implant could disable their weapons, but Damien needed the soldiers to fight it out with the Good Boys first; thin their numbers.

      Gunfire erupted again.

      The window beside Nasira and Aviary shattered; rounds tore inside. Nasira dived low, her elbows drawn close as she aimed up through the window.

      Damien couldn’t stand without making himself an easy target. He watched both ends of the room, half-expecting a soldier to breach the north end of the workshop.

      Instead, a cylindrical grenade came through the window, rolled on the ground, right past Nasira. She kicked it away, but not far enough.

      Aviary crawled quickly to escape, while Nasira had a good position and remained in place, eyes shut and ears covered. Even at his distance, Damien covered his too.

      The grenade detonated.

      His ears rang from the blast. Damien couldn’t hear anything else, and couldn’t see through the blotches in his vision. He crawled from the shattered window, keeping himself up against the wall. Finally, his senses returned, just in time for him to see soldiers crashing through the doors of the workshop.

      One pair at the north end and another at the south end, right next to Nasira, and he could hear a third pair almost on top of him. They hadn’t vaulted through the fractured windows, and they hadn’t seen him yet, their focus still on Nasira.

      He’d miscounted. There were six soldiers left.

      The pair at the north end spotted Damien and aimed—

      But as they did, the Good Boy came back to life.

      Wounded by Nasira’s rounds, it thrashed on the ground, its barbed tail puncturing the neck of one soldier, then flicking him aside. The tail whipped around as the other soldier opened fire on it. It went through the soldier’s leg and she roared in pain. Quickly forgetting about Damien, she emptied her entire magazine into its armored body.

      At the south end, Nasira unlocked the wheels of a table and shoved it across the concrete floor, right into the soldiers as they breached. It pinned one against the wall; the other jumped to one side, narrowly avoiding it.

      The pair near Damien started climbing through the shattered window, one at a time. While the first soldier quickly hauled himself over the half-wall, the second stood beside him, carbine aimed at Nasira. But she turned enough that her night-vision goggles fixed on Damien. She knew he was there now. But the stun grenade must’ve had Damien seeing double, because there weren’t two but four alien-like orange lenses peering down at him over a skull-painted mask.

      He fired first, through the wall.

      She collapsed.

      Damien kicked the other soldier as he vaulted into the workshop, striking the back of his knee, hard. The soldier dropped onto that knee, then twisted and pushed back into a seated position, facing Damien with both hands on his carbine. His goggles—they had four lenses?—seemed to give him an enhanced field of vision.

      But Damien was already moving.

      He rolled clear, moving with the soldier as he turned, and came up beside him, narrowly missing shots that blasted through the wall from the wounded soldier.

      Just ahead, Nasira defended herself against two soldiers of her own. With one pinned to the table, she closed on the other, gripping his carbine and punching the stock into his neck. She took a step to the side and—with his neck exposed—fired through it, catching the pinned soldier behind him too. Her armor-piercing rounds struck the second man’s armor; he coughed and pushed the table aside, so Nasira kicked the bleeding soldier into him. Both fell, entangled.

      Damien split his awareness between Nasira’s fight and his own. The soldier sitting next to him snapped his carbine up, ready to fire. He was smart, keeping his elbows in, but Damien slung his leg around with a kick out of the soldier’s enhanced field of view. It struck the back of the soldier’s helmet, stunning him.

      Damien shuffled in right next to him—past the weapon—and fired his Balerinka at close range through the wall, hoping to hit the wounded soldier on the other side. Then he shuffled behind the concussed soldier, aiming over his shoulder at the far end of the workshop.

      The crippled Good Boy was going for the soldier with a wounded leg. Damien’s red chevron settled on her head as she changed magazines, the Good Boy looming over her. He fired, penetrating her helmet and killing her instantly. The Good Boy swiveled to face him, only for its snake-head to shatter from Nasira’s gunfire. Damien turned his barrel on the soldier beside him and put two rounds through his helmet. The soldier slumped like a marionette.

      Close by, Nasira covered the windows while Aviary huddled in a corner between the half-wall and the table, pistol in hand.

      Damien checked over his half-wall, making sure the soldier he’d blindly fired on was dead. Her four orange lenses stared up at the ceiling.

      He remembered to check his own body. Patting himself down, he noticed the midsection of his vest was rigid. His Russian liquid body armor had taken a round from her without him even realizing.

      ‘Anyone injured?’ he asked.

      ‘One in the vest,’ Nasira said. ‘I’m good.’

      ‘Me too,’ he said. ‘Aviary?’

      ‘I’m … also good,’ she said, higher pitched than usual.

      Out in the hangar, a chorus of beeping began. Damien’s stomach sank as he realized what it was.

      The Destiny drones were powering up.

      Peering over the half-wall, he saw the large doors at the east side of the hangar opening automatically, allowing the first aisle of drones to pivot. In a perfect line, they rolled out onto the airfield.

      ‘Aviary!’ he called out. ‘They’re taking off!’

      ‘I know, I know!’ She was already punching the keys on her laptop. ‘I’m on it.’

      Damien returned his attention to the drones … and the hangar doors retracted, he saw something slip inside.
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      Purity personnel rushed toward Olesya.

      There was no turning back.

      They reached her, the fire alarm wailing behind them. She slowed to a walk as they filtered past her; in her red goggles and Preserver robes, she was dressed to blend with the baseline.

      She kept moving.

      Hitting the pressel switch on her robe’s collar, she spoke to Ark. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Fighting through the evacuation,’ he said. ‘I’m not inside yet.’

      Olesya’s smartwatch showed Jay’s heart rate was unusually low now.

      ‘Just stay out,’ she said. ‘Guide me to Jay.’

      ‘You’re serious? You need backup.’

      ‘I am the backup.’

      ‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘I’ll get the spare laptop.’

      There was shouting behind her now. Not panicked, but authoritative, and getting closer. Her watch couldn’t translate above the noise, so she picked up her pace, pushing through the people as they fled.

      The end of the corridor was just ahead, giving way to a balustrade and a lower level. She needed to make it there, and then take a left to find Jay. Hopefully he was on the same level.

      Behind and very close, someone shouted. It had to be directed at her. She still had a few heads between them, but she needed more. Weaving faster through the crowd, she increased her speed—only to come face-to-face with a pair of Purity Guard. They emerged from around a corner, pistols drawn. When they saw her, they aimed.

      Looks like my cover is blown.

      Even at the end of the corridor it was still congested, so the soldiers hesitated to fire. She took that moment to close on them, circling around the right soldier and taking his knee out with her boot. She turned his pistol into the other soldier and fired, then wrapped his arms around his neck, pulling him in close as a shield.

      Ignoring the fire alarm, the soldiers behind her gave chase, shouldering others aside and trying for a clear shot. Olesya didn’t have more than a handful of people in front of her, which meant they’d have that shot very soon.

      More soldiers emerged from a side corridor. She kept moving, straight ahead with her hostage-soldier in tow.

      ‘Olesya, keep going in that direction,’ Ark said. ‘There’s a large square room at the end. Take a left and continue to the end. Jay is there, I just don’t know which floor.’

      She hauled her hostage behind her, his ragged gasps lost in the shriek of the fire alarm. The corridor ended in a balcony ahead. Feeling around the soldier’s belt, she was disappointed to find an expandable baton instead of a knife. She took it in her free hand. Better than nothing.

      More soldiers appeared in front of her: four lining the balcony, carbines aimed.

      Great.

      She dropped into a crouch, throwing her hostage over her shoulder. He tumbled into them.

      The soldiers in front and behind her held their fire so they didn’t shoot each other. Instead, they pushed quickly into the corridor, splitting into two pairs. Each pair moved off-center, getting an angle on her.

      In one long stride, Olesya went for the soldier on the far left, using his body to shield her from the other three. But for just a moment, it left her open from behind. She took the risk.

      Telescoping her baton, she sidestepped him and slammed it down on his carbine, then up into his neck. As she did so, she moved behind him, into the second pair of soldiers. She kicked one soldier in the knee. But her angle was off and her kick only glanced his kneecap. Despite that, it still drove his legs apart, almost in the splits. He lost his balance. That would do.

      With the baton, Olesya struck his carbine from the side, hard enough to whip it from his hands and wrap it around his body on its sling. Suddenly without a weapon, he punched for her nose.

      Olesya moved her head to the side just in time. His fist slid past her neck. She pulled his arm down on her shoulder, snapping bone, then thrust her elbow back, catching him in the neck.

      Baton out, the second soldier jumped in and attacked. Olesya stepped around the first soldier and the baton struck him instead. She pulled him back and off-balance, crouching to avoid the next baton swipe and slamming his spine down onto her knee. He rolled off, groaning.

      The second soldier attacked using his baton again. With her other leg, Olesya kicked out low. The soldier stumbled, dropped his baton and reaching instead for his carbine on its sling.

      Olesya intercepted the movement and rammed the firearm into the man’s stomach, then pulled it over the soldier’s head, the strap taut against his neck.

      That left one soldier standing—and aiming a carbine at her. Behind him, more were coming.

      Olesya held onto the soldier she was choking, and pointed the man’s carbine at the guard ahead of her, praying Aviary had been able to put her fingerprint in the Purity system...

      The red light on the carbine’s trigger guard turned green.

      Thank you.

      She put a single round into the soldier’s head.

      Farther back, the others kept their weapons aimed but stopped advancing. Olesya used her own soldier as a shield, making sure her own head wasn’t in sight.

      ‘Put down your weapons!’ she yelled.

      They yelled back at her in Lithuanian. Her earpiece translated broken words, enough for her to know they weren’t too excited about that demand.

      Her hostage struggled against her, getting enough oxygen past the choking strap to fight back. Olesya couldn’t maintain this standoff; she had to move.

      The balcony balustrade was ten paces behind her. She inched her way back, taking the strangled soldier with her while the others around her were starting to recover.

      Five steps to the balustrade.

      At the edge of her vision, the balcony wrapped around a large, square chamber with ornate chandeliers. Over her shoulder, she checked the chamber’s ground floor. Echoing off its geometric tiles, more voices.

      Olesya pulled hard on the carbine’s sling. Her soldier choked and writhed, then fell limp. Olesya held up his body to continue using it as a shield, then stepped out of the corridor and onto the balustrade. The recovering soldiers would pursue her, and she could shoot them as they appeared, but more boots were approaching from the other side of the balcony.

      They were surrounding her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jay couldn’t feel his neck or his upper back.

      ‘Those who are cleansed will be fortified for a special purpose,’ two voices said in unison.

      A chill trickled down his spine. He was lying face-down on an operating table that was inclined forty-five degrees, leaving him peering through the headrest at the white sneakers and white polyester pants of two people, one standing on either side of him.

      Doctors, surgeons? He didn’t know, but both his arms and legs were fastened to the table and he was topless. His vision wasn’t clear, and he blinked to force the gray tiled floor into focus.

      Somewhere, a fire alarm rang out.

      ‘They are made holy and pure in heart and blood,’ the voices said.

      Something pinched the skin on his neck. A knife.

      He yelled, pulling his restraints, but there was no slack.

      More footsteps, heavy. He saw black boots on either side of him, and the white legs of uniforms.

      Purity Guard.

      There was pressure on his upper arms as they pinned him down. One of the doctors walked around to the front of the inclined table, and Jay saw the flash of a needle, a full syringe.

      ‘They trust not an idol nor swear by a false god. They will not slide into the night.’

      Blood warmed his cheeks. He felt hot, his body charging with a strange source of energy. Had his pseudogenes turned back on? Could he … zap these bastards? But he couldn’t feel the electrical charge. This was different. Weird.

      One doctor on either side, and one soldier on either side. He was surrounded.

      The syringe came back into view now, empty. One of the soldiers released his hold on Jay’s arm. What had they given him? A sedative?

      With his arm free, Jay pulled against his restraints again, hard. The binding snapped and his right hand was free. As he lurched up, Jay saw that a catheter was still attached to his hand. Whatever they’d injected was still running through it.

      The doctor who’d administered the dosage reeled back while a soldier lunged forward, seizing Jay’s free arm. Jay pulled away, bringing the soldier in close, then used the man to brace himself and pull on his left arm.

      Jay yelled at them, warning them off, his words coming out as a slurred roar, but giving him the moment he needed to break the restraints on his left arm. The second doctor leaped back, her scalpel dropping onto a tray of instruments.

      Within reach.

      Jay went for it, but a soldier on his left clamped his arm and wrapped it close. The soldier on the right was pressed in against him, trying the same. They were moments away from pinning him completely. He was overwhelmed.

      Jay withdrew his hand and reached low, pulling the stud on the soldier’s quick-draw holster and taking his pistol. No fingerprint denial; he fired into the soldier’s foot. The sound of the gunshot made his ears ring. The soldier froze in shock.

      Jay aimed under the table now, shooting the other soldier in the stomach, striking his body armor. The blow was enough to make him release Jay’s arm. Now he was free—at least his upper half was. He took the scalpel, slicing the left soldier’s neck, then threw himself backward.

      He didn’t get far.

      In just his jeans and sneakers, he flung himself onto the ground, the tiles cold against his bare back and his ankles still fastened to the inclined table. The scalpel he needed to free his legs skittered away across the floor.

      There goes that plan.

      Behind him, the doctors fled. One paused to reach for her phone. Aiming upside-down, Jay shot them both in the head, then pulled himself upright into a sitting position, only to be tackled back down again by one of the soldiers. They slid across the tiled floor together, the operating table dragging with them, the plastic catheter ripped from the back of his hand with a sharp sting.

      Not that it mattered, he’d already taken some of the sedative. He had twenty seconds to protect himself, if he was lucky.

      The soldier pressed down on his bare chest, taking the air from his lungs. Driving one forearm into Jay’s neck, the soldier fought for the pistol with his other hand.

      The second soldier—whose neck Jay had slashed—was still alive, and not bleeding as severely as Jay had hoped. He staggered by the table and drew his own pistol, his aim shaky.

      The soldiers shouted at each other in Lithuanian. There was no phone or smartwatch to translate, but at this point Jay didn’t really need it.

      The soldier atop Jay pried the pistol from his fingers with one hand while grinding the other forearm into his neck. Jay fired once, a stray round puncturing the wall.

      As the soldier wrestled the pistol from his grasp, Jay took the forearm pressed into his neck and pushed it to one side, spinning the soldier onto his back. The soldier recovered quickly, turning and straddling Jay again, this time aiming his pistol under Jay’s chin.

      His thoughts were slowing.

      The sedative was kicking in.

      Crap.

      Jay knocked the barrel to one side. The shot was loud, blasting the wall behind them. The soldier drove his forearm back into Jay’s neck, this time jamming the pistol’s barrel down on Jay’s forehead, giving him double vision.

      The soldier fired.

      Nothing.

      Jay had relinquished the pistol to the soldier, but not the magazine. He took the open end of the mag and rammed into the soldier’s eye. The soldier roared in pain and rolled over. Jay reached out for the pistol, clamping his hand over the soldier’s.

      But he didn’t let go.

      Leaving the now half-blinded soldier, he used the sharp end of the magazine to cut the restraints on his ankles and finally stand up. Or try to. He staggered more than stood, then almost collapsed as he went for the nearby wall. He touched the back of his neck, his fingers coming away bloody. The doctors had made an incision and now he was bleeding.

      Jay found the tray of instruments and inspected it. Improvised medical wasn’t his best class; he couldn’t stitch the back of his neck on a good day. Today wasn’t a good day.

      He put the pistol magazine down, unwrapped a dressing, then pressed it against his neck. Pain made his head spin, but he taped the adhesive edges to his skin and held it there, applying some pressure.

      Something crashed into him from behind.

      He hit the floor with his hands out, just enough to protect his head from smashing the titles. Then he hit the wall face-first, inches away from the almost bled-out soldier.

      It was the half-blind soldier, who lashed out, striking Jay with the empty well of his pistol. It scraped his back, making him bleed even more. His vision blurred and his reactions were slowing. Twisting around to face his attacker, Jay protected his face with his arms. They bled too.

      Jay tried to catch hold of the soldier and take his pistol, but after the partial dose of sedative, he felt heavy and slow. The soldier kept striking. Jay weaved around one of the punches, hearing knuckles strike tiles and the soldier grunt in pain. But the next blow cracked Jay across the head. His vision went dark.

      The fire alarm became a dull droning inside his skull.

      Reaching next to him, he fumbled at the belt of the other soldier slowly bleeding out on the floor. As his attacker lunged on him again, he freed the dying man’s combat knife from its sheath, and ran it across the attacking soldier’s neck.

      Blood leaked from his throat, but it didn’t pump. Bearing down over Jay, the soldier dropped the unloaded pistol and seized Jay’s wrist, fighting for control over the knife. Jay’s resistance weakened and the soldier peeled the blade from his grasp. He was out of time.

      No.

      With his other hand, he drove his fist into the soldier’s body—right into the solar plexus. Knocking the instrument tray to the floor, the soldier slid across the tiles and hit the wall, hard.

      Jay was sure he hadn’t punched the soldier that hard—he barely had the energy to strike at all. He opened his hand; it was shaking.

      Pulling himself up against a wall, the soldier held one hand over his neck, the other holding the knife he’d taken from Jay. They were far apart now, out of striking range. Jay reached for the fallen instrument tray for some kind of weapon. His fingers couldn’t grasp anymore. He pawed the tray and sent the instruments scattering. The fire alarm sounded distant now, the world around him darker.

      He passed out.
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      Leaving the carbine behind, Olesya launched off the balcony.

      She landed on the geometric tiles and rolled past a grand piano. Red robes billowing behind them, a group of deadly Preservers jumped down after her.

      The first landed and aimed his staff at her.

      With a soft whine, a modified blank round blasted toward Olesya. She dived behind a nearby pillar. The round struck the piano, creating a subsonic vortex ring that tore through the instrument, carving it in two.

      She ran for the next pillar across the chamber, the Preserver tracking her with his staff. Another modified round shrieked past. The wall behind her ruptured.

      The Preservers fanned out, aiming from different angles.

      Olesya slid right into one of them. They tumbled together, into the next pillar. Olesya landed on her back, the Preserver on top. They stared at each other through red goggles.

      A vortex ring blasted the pillar, chipping fragments from it.

      On top of her, the Preserver gripped his staff in both hands and jammed it down across Olesya’s throat, choking her. She brought her hands up and slapped him on both ears, hard. The sudden change of pressure inside his eardrums stopped him instantly. His grip released and he slumped to the floor.

      Olesya got to one knee, just as two Preservers moved around the pillar and spotted her, their staffs out. They could have drawn their pistols for a more reliable shot. Neither did.

      They want me alive.

      Beyond this new pair, three more Preservers kept a safe distance and blasted the pillar with their vortex rounds, trying to clip her. The Preserver on her right came in close and swung her staff overhead. Olesya sidestepped and went low, kicking a leg out. The Preserver fell on her side, staff rolling across the tiles.

      The one to Olesya’s left thrust the end of his staff into her. She avoided it, and he attacked again, this time swinging his staff from the side, like a long sword. It was too low to jump and too high to duck, so Olesya stepped into him as he swung, grasping his wrist and avoiding its arc entirely. With her knee against his, she pushed the side of his head, tipping him over and taking his staff as he fell. She guided his head down to her knee. It struck with a clonk, and he was out cold.

      Another vortex round screamed past her. One of the distant Preservers was repositioning on the far left. This pillar wasn’t going to protect her for long. Beside her, one of the downed Preservers stirred. Olesya kicked her to the ground and then aimed at where she anticipated another Preserver would appear around the pillar. She fired, the vortex ring knocking the new arrival off her feet.

      Olesya rolled clear of the pillar and aimed her staff at another two, clustered together. One fired, but overshot. She’d counted on that, shooting back and catching him direct in the chest.

      One left standing now. He aimed his staff and—

      Olesya charged him, throwing her staff with both hands. The middle of it struck the man across the goggles. As he staggered from the blow, Olesya drew her pistol and fired over her own body, aiming at the other Preserver. The woman hit the tiles for a final time, dead.

      A staff lay at Olesya’s feet. She kicked it up into her free hand and took a step toward the last Preserver. He swung his own staff, knocking the pistol from her grasp.

      Their staffs locked.

      The Preserver she’d kneed in the head emerged from behind a pillar, recovered more quickly than Olesya had hoped. He aimed and blasted at her.

      Olesya dived to the right, using her current opponent as a barrier. He sidestepped her, however, and came down hard with his staff. She kicked it out from under him, then pulled her heel back onto his knee. He dropped, and she thrust her elbow across his face, crushing his nose.

      Just in time, as she was set upon by a Preserver in front and another behind her. Too many. She deflected their blows into each other, then whipped her staff under theirs, twisting their arms and tumbling one of them. The other had a wider stance, so she hooked his leg with her staff and pulled him forward. He did the splits. She brought her staff down on his head with a crunch. He slumped.

      The tumbled Preserver was back on his feet.

      Olesya seized his neck, letting loose with her pseudogenic ability. She watched the skin turn black as the Preserver breathed one last time, then collapsed, neck blistering with frostbite.

      Leaving two of the enemy unconscious, she made a dash for it, out of the chamber and in the direction Ark had told her: down the hall, bearing south.

      Catching her breath, she hit her pressel switch. ‘Ark, I’m close.’

      ‘Keep going, Jay hasn’t moved in a while,’ Ark said.

      She checked her watch.

      Jay’s heart rate was zero.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The four-legged killer drones were coming.

      Aviary crouched behind a table with her laptop. Gunfire rang out through the workshop.

      Nasira was hunkered down beside her. She swapped her magazine for a full one. She never usually looked scared, but her eyes were wide at the sound of the quadrupedal killers clicking nearby.

      In Aviary’s earpiece, Damien whispered, ‘Stop the takeoff!’

      She risked a glance over the half-wall and saw the first row of Destiny drones taxiing out into the runway. If they made it up into the sky, she would lose her close-range connection to Purity’s secure network. And if she was going to deploy her virus to all of the Destiny drones in Eastern Europe, she needed that connection.

      But she had to do something about the Good Boys too. There were still three of them, and they were closing fast.

      So that was her choice: deploy the virus to stop the Destiny drones or stop the Good Boys. Once she did one, the network would lock her out from doing the other. With some time and perseverance, she could find her way back in, but not quickly enough to make a difference.

      The Good Boys clacked across the hangar floor, searching for targets. She wondered if they already knew where she was and were just getting into position. Her glance at their specs had told her they had thermal vision and an impressive threat-detection system. Hiding in the workshop wasn’t going to fool them any more than a Purity soldier.

      Maybe she could make a few small changes that wouldn’t lock her out, like when she’d changed their targeting priorities earlier.

      A Good Boy smashed through the window next to her, landing right on the table. Nasira fired over Aviary’s head. The Good Boy reeled from the attack, but landed nimbly on the floor…

      …beside Aviary, its precision barrel locked on her head.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      With the tap of a key, Aviary executed a new command and dived clear of the line of fire. Gunfire punched through the metal table, deafening her as she sprawled on the floor. The Good Boy turned fast, locking onto her again. Flat on the ground, she couldn’t evade it again.

      Nasira fired, striking the mechanical beast somewhere on its body. It turned toward her and reared up on its spiny hind legs, shoving the table into her. Nasira fell back against the far wall, her weapon falling beyond her grasp.

      The Good Boy took aim at her.

      ‘Aviary, get clear!’

      Damien stood, his carbine in both hands, yelling at her as well. She was in the way of his shot.

      Another Good Boy launched through a broken window and landed right on top of Damien, knocking his weapon aside.

      Aviary searched for her laptop. It was on the floor, out of reach. Had she entered the wrong command?

      The Good Boy next to her opened fire on Nasira.

      There was a dry click. No round fed into the weapon’s chamber.

      The command had worked.

      Aviary had disabled their automatic ammo feeds. It was the only thing she could do without being detected on the network.

      Would it be enough?

      Outside, the vertical rotors of the Destiny drones started to lift them into the air.

      Unable to fire, the Good Boy launched onto the table, ready to pounce on Nasira. If Aviary could crawl to her fallen carbine, she might be able to use it before the Good Boy killed her friend. Or she could crawl to her laptop.

      Damien, meanwhile, was pinned down and defenseless.

      Aviary remembered her pistol, tucked inside the waistband of her jeans. She lifted her hoodie and pulled the weapon from her hip, wrapped her sweaty hands around it and aimed for the Good Boy leering over Damien.

      Its tail whipped in the air.

      She lined the front and rear sights, keeping a tight grip with her right hand and a loose grip with her left. One thumb over the other. Just as he’d taught her.

      Relax. Focus. Breathe.

      She only did one of those things—breathe—and fired. Once. Twice. Three times.

      The shots rang out, but they didn’t seem to hit.

      Then the Good Boy twitched and stepped off Damien. She had its attention. Now she could aim for its snake-like head.

      The Good Boy aimed its precision rifle and fired.

      It must have had a round already in the chamber.

      Aviary stood quickly, but the round hit her like a sledgehammer to the chest.

      She fell. Pain shook her, made everything cold. Couldn’t breathe. Turning on her side, she tried to get air into her lungs, but it wasn’t happening. Her chest was suddenly like granite, the liquid armor hardening over her.

      More gunfire.

      The Good Boy next to her stumbled, sliding off the table and onto the floor. Its tail twitched and thrashed, dangerously close.

      Almost dead.

      She crawled away, gasping for air. She’d been shot. She’d been shot.

      ‘Aviary!’ Nasira yelled.

      Touching her chest, she found no blood. Not yet anyway. Maybe the round hadn’t gone through her armor. Across from her, Nasira was propped up against the wall with her carbine in both hands. She’d shot the Good Boy’s head, right through its sensor array.

      Meanwhile, the second Good Boy circled back around to Damien, blocking her view.

      ‘Aviary!’ he yelled again. ‘Stop the Destinies!’

      As the Good Boy clicked across the concrete toward Damien, he wriggled away, firing into its head with his weapon, then quickly changing mags. Its tail snapped through the air and Damien screamed. His weapon flew across the workshop. There was a flash of blood.

      No! Aviary screamed silently.

      ‘Where’s the third one?’ Nasira yelled, forcing herself up into a crouch.

      A sharp tail punched through the half-wall beside her. Nasira leaped forward, but not in time. The tail spiked through the wall again, right into her back.

      Nasira fell, face-down.

      Aviary scrambled for her weapon, but the fallen Good Boy was in her way, its tail still thrashing around her.

      There was only one way to stop this.

      She dived away from the quadruped, reaching for her laptop. The command was ready to stop the Destiny drones.

      She deleted it and wrote a new one.

      
        
        root@fire: ./prime2b.sh -quadrupedal 99999999999

        Do you wish to continue (y/n)? _

      

      

      Damien cried in pain, his hands crimson. Nasira lay unnervingly still. Outside, the Destiny drones took off in waves.

      They were all going to die.

      Aviary hit the Y key.

      The Destiny drones kept going.

      So did the Good Boys.

      One of the quadrupeds caught up to Damien, its tail poised to strike. The other crawled right up to Nasira. It stared, faceless, down at Aviary and hissed.

      But it wasn’t the hiss of a predator. It took another step forward, then buckled under its limbs and froze. Something inside it popped loudly. Aviary jumped back just in time as its legs splayed. It collapsed right before her.

      At the other end of the workshop, a wounded Damien shuffled clear of another deactivated Good Boy.

      On Aviary’s laptop, her terminal read:

      
        
        Connection refused.

      

      

      She’d been locked out. But her command had worked.

      Scrambling around the two fallen Good Boys, she checked Nasira’s back. Through the hole in her jacket, the armor was damaged, but the tail hadn’t penetrated. Nasira grunted in pain, breathing shallowly.

      ‘We’re alive,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary swallowed. ‘I guess.’

      But through the hangar’s open doors, she could see the squadron of Destiny drones dotting the sky. She could’ve stopped them.

      Instead, she’d chosen to shut down the Good Boys and save her friends.

      She’d failed.

      

      
        
        THE END
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