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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Jay woke suddenly.

      One of the soldiers who’d guarded him was slumped against the wall in a pool of blood; the other was face-down on the floor. The doctors tasked with operating on him lay at the far end of the room, their bodies still.

      Dead, all of them.

      The sedative—whatever amount they’d managed to inject—had left the roof of his mouth dry and stuffed his skull with cotton wool, dulling the fire alarm that bellowed through the university building. His vision wasn’t great either; the walls around him looked soft and fuzzy.

      How long have I been out cold?

      He stood, unsteadily at first, then widened his stance to stabilize himself. He was still dressed only in his jeans and sneakers, all now stained with the soldiers’ blood. He took a pistol from one of the soldiers. The chamber was empty, so he fed a round in before searching the bodies. He took a second magazine from another soldier, but decided not to bother stealing a uniform—they were all soaked in blood.

      Wait, that could work … an injured Purity Guard stumbling out...

      Something twinged at the back of his neck. The bandage was still in place, but was damp to the touch, and when he checked his back he felt half-dried blood. Maybe that’s why he felt weak; it wasn’t the sedative at all but blood loss.

      He opened the door to reveal a large, wide hall, lined with floor-to-ceiling bookcases and artifacts in glass displays. It reminded Jay of a fancy museum. There was a staircase that ascended to the second floor—the hall was clear of Purity personnel, at least for now, but he hoped upstairs would have less chance of foot traffic.

      Gunfire rang out, loud even over the clanging alarm. Somewhere, Purity Guard were shouting at each other in Lithuanian, followed by more distant shooting. Jay looked down at his half-naked body and the pistol he’d stolen from the soldiers. For once, he wished he had something a bit larger.

      On the wall next to him was a framed map of the university. By the looks of it, he wasn’t far inside the maze of campus buildings; all of them were connected to a central hub like the blades of a throwing star. If he wanted to get back to Ark and the others, he’d have to go through the gunfight he could hear ahead. Plus he couldn’t stay here anyway; he had to move.

      The room in front of him, with its fancy high ceiling and marble floor, was called the Rector’s Hall.

      That name rings a bell.

      The High Crackpot had said something about it...

      Jay remembered the metal briefcase and the High Crackpot asking one of his red-goggled Preservers to take it to the … Rectal Orifice? He peered closer at the map. The Rector’s Office, right above him, on the third floor.

      Pistol in hand, he climbed the stairs. More gunfire rang out below, and the fire alarm was giving him a bad headache. He swept the second floor with his pistol. No one.

      He moved up to the next flight of stairs. Clear again.

      By now the gunfire had stopped altogether. He didn’t know whether that was a good or a bad thing.

      Ahead of him, the hall on the third floor was lined with two rows of square pillars large enough to mount oil paintings of weird, old people wearing beards and blouses. Jay walked between them until he found himself under a fancy white archway. On either side of it, wooden and glass display cases showed off some really old, yellowed handwritten papers. Overhead, golden chandeliers dangled like frozen spiders. The sedative and blood loss were really messing with his head.

      He checked a window, with an old telescope beside it. Outside was a neat courtyard of trimmed grass and cobblestones. No one in sight.

      Where are all the Purity dudes at?

      He kept moving to the end of the hall, where he found a large, polished wooden desk; it looked like someone had cut down an entire hundred-year-old tree just to carve out furniture for their king. As he approached, it became clear the lavish desk had been used recently. Cables were strewn across it, and he counted three laptops, a tablet and a half-eaten takeout lunch, its cardboard packaging proudly declaring VEGANAS! in bold yellow print. Beside it, papers had been stacked in orderly piles and a map of Europe had been spread out on the top-left quarter of the desk’s surface.

      But what really drew Jay’s attention was the black metal briefcase. He walked around the desk, checking behind the last pillars with his pistol before giving the case his full attention. It was sealed with a small tumbler lock, not too difficult to defeat, so he laid his pistol down within easy reach, and felt around the back of his jeans, locating an incision he’d made in the denim. He slid out a small lockpick and tension wrench and slipped the pick into the lock, taking a brief moment to steady his hands.

      Reflected in the glossy surface of the case, he noticed movement.

      Someone behind him.

      ‘Slowly raise your hands and take three steps back.’

      Southern accent, late forties. Jay didn’t know this guy, but this guy certainly seemed to know him.

      Raising his hands slowly, Jay stepped away from the briefcase and his pistol.

      ‘Go on, turn around now,’ the man said.

      Jay turned to see a suited man with a pistol, although he wasn’t even bothering to point it at Jay, keeping it aimed down instead. He had half-squinting eyes and a narrow face to match, with a crinkled forehead and a slightly off-center nose.

      He seemed happy with himself for finding Jay.

      Accompanying him were two operatives dressed in plain clothes and long, dark coats. The one on the right seemed familiar.

      Guessing my cover’s long past blown now.

      ‘If you don’t mind my saying,’ the suited man said, ‘you’re looking a little lost there. How about you go ahead and get rid of those do-hickeys.’

      Jay dropped his tiny lockpick and wrench. They bounced on the marble.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked.

      ‘My name’s Hal. You almost run me over in Las Vegas. You don’t remember?’ He frowned. ‘You must be Jay.’

      The young operative smirked. And Jay remembered.

      The attack on the old mansion.

      This operative had killed Sophia’s new recruit and almost killed Sophia too. Jay clenched his fist; he wouldn’t mind returning that favor. Problem was, his pistol was three paces away and both operatives were aiming at him.

      ‘You don’t have to worry about those Purity fruitcakes no more,’ Hal said. ‘You’re with us now.’
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      ‘I’m fine,’ Damien said.

      But he didn’t look fine to Aviary. He was sitting at the end of the workshop inside the airbase hangar, splattered in blood, wincing as he pulled himself upright.

      Nasira finished wrapping his slashed hand with a bandage from Aviary’s bag, and collected her weapon. She still looked on edge, even though the hangar was finally safe, littered with destroyed quadrupedal drones—Damien called them Good Boys—and Purity soldiers.

      But the flying drones they’d come here to stop were gone.

      While Nasira moved from body to body, checking their pulses, Damien crouched over a dead soldier, and wiped his bloody fingers on the man’s uniform. He gestured with his uninjured hand to the Good Boy beside him. ‘You did that?’

      ‘I had to,’ Aviary said.

      ‘We were meant to stop the Destiny drones,’ he said.

      And if I had, I couldn’t have stopped the Good Boys. ‘It was about to kill you.’

      Damien stood, unsteadily. ‘I had it under control.’

      ‘Under control?’ she yelled. ‘You were RIP!’

      Nasira looked up from examining a dead soldier. ‘She’s got a point.’

      Damien exhaled. ‘I’m just saying, we screwed it up.’

      ‘No, you’re just saying I screwed it up’.

      Aviary’s earpiece crackled.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary.’

      ‘I’m here,’ Aviary said. She could barely make out Olesya’s voice—wherever she was in the university, there was an alarm blaring in the background.

      ‘I found Jay’s phone and watch … in the pocket of a dead doctor,’ Olesya said. ‘There are some dead guards here and a lot of blood. I’m guessing he escaped before I got here.’

      ‘Do you need security camera feeds?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Yes, there’s a camera in the hall just north of me.’

      Aviary rushed to the other end of the workshop and scooped up her laptop from the floor. She put it back on the table and opened it, but her quick attempt to log back in proved useless. Just as she’d suspected, stopping the Good Boys had locked her out of the Purity system, including access to the cameras in their HQ. She could get back in again, but that would take hours—time Olesya didn’t have.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I can’t get access right now. We … we didn’t stop the drones.’

      ‘Understood,’ Olesya said.

      She didn’t sound disappointed, but she would be. Aviary couldn’t blame her—they’d needed this. And they’d come so close. But she’d blown it, and now Jay was lost in Purity headquarters for nothing.

      Another voice joined the conversation. ‘Sophia to Olesya, we’re inside the perimeter. Hold tight, we’re coming.’

      Aviary checked the map on her laptop. It showed Olesya’s position inside the university … almost right on top of Jay. They were so close, but maybe on different levels. Meanwhile, Ark was a bit north of the university, while Sophia and Marina moved up from the south.

      ‘Aviary to Olesya, I’m going to try to get access to the cameras through your phone.’

      But Olesya wasn’t answering.
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      Olesya took aim at the High Priest of Purity.

      Dressed in white robes that flowed to his feet, trimmed with crimson and decorated with a pattern of small black doves, he was unarmed, and stared back at her with large eyes, impossibly calm.

      She stepped out into a hall with a high ceiling and square pillars, and was immediately confronted by a much larger number of people. Six Purity Preservers were now in full view, their staffs and carbines leveled at her. And she’d walked right into them.

      Next to the Priest, there was a suited man half his age with a skewed nose and a bemused smirk. In one hand, he held a pistol down at his side; in the other, an armored black carry case. Two operatives flanked him, their pistols aimed at Olesya. If she had to guess, she’d say they were the Fifth Column’s upgraded HAC operatives.

      Olesya kept her weapon trained on the Priest.

      ‘Welcome, Olesya,’ the suited man said. ‘My name is Hal. That’s with an a, not an e l l.’

      A mix of dread and relief washed through her as she spotted Jay over by the stairs. He was shirtless and painted in blood—she hoped it wasn’t his own.

      ‘Why are you naked?’ she asked.

      Jay glanced down. ‘I’m wearing pants.’

      One of Hal’s operatives shifted his aim to Jay. The other moved off to the side, keeping his pistol on Olesya. He was young, like her, with short, blond hair and pale-blue eyes. He seemed familiar but she couldn’t place him.

      ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ the operative asked, as if reading her thoughts. His voice had a trace of a Russian accent. ‘Of course, I was only a boy back then. Now I’m all grown up.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      He smiled. ‘Hello, sestra.’

      He couldn’t be.

      ‘Zakhar?’ Her pistol quivered, her aim on the High Priest faltering. ‘You’re lying.’

      ‘You should be on this side, standing with me.’

      ‘I came back for you,’ she growled. ‘I didn’t—’

      ‘Your war is over, Olesya,’ Hal interrupted, his voice echoing through the hall. ‘NATO is mobilizing troops to support Purity in Prague, and the leaders of the free world call for your blood.’

      ‘I don’t know about the “free” part.’

      Hal’s eye twitched. ‘That don’t amount to a hill of beans. What matters is they’re on our side. Not yours.’

      ‘Then I’ll have to show them the truth.’

      ‘And how will you do that? Are you going to kill all of us with your one pistol?’

      ‘You will die trying, sestra.’ Zakhar had a clear shot at her now. ‘I don’t want that.’

      ‘Don’t get us wrong, there will be a considerable amount of dying,’ Hal said, ‘just not today.’

      ‘May their souls rest in peace,’ the High Priest said, Olesya’s smartwatch translating from Lithuanian.

      Hal smiled thinly. ‘Well, maybe some today.’ He pointed his pistol at Jay.

      ‘Take that shot and you won’t leave this place alive,’ Olesya said.

      ‘And if you take your shot,’ Hal replied, ‘you’ll start something you can’t stop.’

      She kept her sights on the Priest, but focused on Hal. ‘That might be a good thing.’

      Hal gestured to a camera on the ceiling above. ‘Bless your heart, would it be a good thing for the world to see a Russian operative executing the High Priest of Purity? The fallout from that … well, I’m sure you can use your imagination.’

      ‘The fallout has already begun,’ she said.

      Her finger tightened on the trigger. She could finish the High Priest right now, even if it meant going down with him. She was prepared to do that. She just wanted all this to stop.

      ‘You’ve got gumption, kid, I’ll give you that. But trust me, this isn’t how you want it to shake down.’

      Six Preservers, two HAC operatives and a smug Fifth Column agent against her and a half-naked, unarmed Jay. She’d had better odds. And Hal knew it.

      ‘Drop your weapon,’ he said.

      Her earpiece crackled. ‘Sophia to Olesya. You might want to get behind cover.’

      She heard something else, a rumbling behind Sophia’s voice … like a large vehicle.

      Olesya tossed her weapon, letting it slide toward one of the square pillars, and took a step back. ‘So what now?’

      ‘Now you come with us,’ The High Priest said, his voice soft and careful. ‘I wish to learn all about you and your Night Witches.’

      Hal nodded. ‘There will be plenty of time—’

      Behind the Preservers, the wall exploded.

      Olesya threw herself across the floor, sliding on marble and snatching up her pistol. Plaster and debris showered the hall, obscuring her vision as she rolled and came to her feet.

      Zakhar launched through the cloud, straight at her. ‘Sestra!’ he yelled over the noise.

      She hooked her boot under his leg, pulling him in, and kneed him in the side. He gasped and toppled, losing his weapon; she kicked it across the marble floor, away into the dust and rubble. But when she whipped around to face Zakhar, he was gone, rolled away into the corridor she’d emerged from.

      The dust settled around her, revealing the hazy shape of an armored vehicle—a Marauder. Someone was in place operating the M2 machine gun on top; she guessed Sophia or Marina.

      The High Priest and his Preservers were scattering, seeking cover. Olesya dashed for the nearest pillar, just as 50-caliber rounds tore through a pair of Preservers like they were made of paper.

      Despite the suppressing fire, Olesya and Jay were surrounded. Jay was still out in the open, and in seconds he was flanked by Preservers.

      One was close to Olesya, turning his staff on her. She slid out from behind cover, on her knees, and deflected the staff with one arm, her pistol lining up nicely with the bottom of the Preserver’s chin. She fired.

      As the man sagged, she noticed Jay duck, the other Preserver aiming her staff at Olesya now.

      The staff fired and Olesya pushed up against the dead Preserver as she fell back onto the marble. The corpse shielded her as the vortex-ring grenade struck it, slinging the dead man right over her. The broken body rolled across the marble to where Zakhar was reentering the battle, and he stumbled over it.

      Jay elbowed his Preserver in the neck, pried her staff away and fired again, narrowly missing Olesya. Zakhar took the hit, and went flying back through the corridor behind them.

      Scrambling clear of the machine gun’s fire, Jay used the side of the large staircase as cover. He was crouching beside the armored carry case Hal had been carrying.

      Olesya sought out Hal in the confusion, saw him retreating up to the top of the stairs. Sure enough, one hand held his pistol, the other was empty.

      The High Priest was out of sight, must have found cover somewhere, but another Preserver was maneuvering around a pillar to fire at her.

      He was shattered by a volley of 50-cal.

      Olesya dashed for Jay, but only made it halfway to the staircase when someone opened fire on her. Her liquid armor went rigid under the impact, knocking her off her feet, taking Jay with her.

      Zakhar.

      She rolled, her armor yielding, and fired back, but he was gone. As soon as she was back on her feet, she found herself face to face with a HAC operative … and he was aiming right at her.

      Jay clamped the man’s arm and thrust his shoulder in to break it—but the operative countered. Jay punched him in the ribs: a triple crack.

      The operative flew across the hall and into the far wall.

      Olesya stared at Jay. ‘How did you—’

      ‘I’ll explain later!’ he said.

      Marina’s voice filled her earpiece: ‘Let’s go!’

      Jay picked up the carry case and she pushed him to the Marauder, which was now sitting in the middle of the hall. On top of the armored vehicle, Marina was hosing the pillars with her machine gun. Any operatives and Preservers hiding behind them weren’t going anywhere.

      Olesya and Jay crossed to the Marauder, using it as cover. The rear hatch was open and Jay jumped in the back. The courtyard was exposed behind them and Olesya could hear Purity Guard calling out as they rushed to catch up. She turned to cover him, but Ark was already there, carbine out and firing as the first Guards appeared in the distance.

      Olesya climbed in, Ark right behind her, shutting the hatch.

      ‘Go! Go!’ Ark yelled, Marina standing on the machine gun platform, raining hell on Purity.

      In the driver’s cabin, Sophia was checking over her shoulder. She eyed Olesya, then lurched the Marauder into reverse. They tore out of the hall, under a low archway, and into a large cobblestoned courtyard.

      Marina climbed down from the machine gun and glared at Jay, who had put down the case and grabbed a weapon.

      ‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

      ‘Why do people keep asking…? Oh, right. Not my blood.’

      Through the small bullet-resistant windows, Olesya saw Purity Guard collecting on both sides, sheltering under the arches of the building facades. They sprayed the Marauder with gunfire, a sound like hailstones on the side of the armored vehicle, and doing about as much damage.

      On a nearby mounted screen, the feed from one of the Marauder’s cameras showed exactly where Sophia was driving them. They roared across the courtyard, smashing through rows of decorative pot plants, then took a hard right at a large Purity church and circled the bell tower.

      ‘You knew that operative?’ Jay asked.

      More than I care to admit. ‘A long time ago.’

      Quickly whipping left, Sophia steered them for the exit, an archway with open iron gates. It was narrow. Too narrow.

      ‘Are we going to fit through that?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Buckle up,’ Sophia yelled.

      Swearing, Olesya holstered her pistol and reached for her four-point harness, securing it over her body. Marina was doing the same beside her, as were Ark and Jay in the seats opposite. Jay clamped the carry case between his feet.

      Olesya closed her eyes and gripped her harness as the Marauder ripped through the archway, its armor scraping the iron gates and tearing through the rendered arch. The vehicle shuddered, throwing Olesya around inside her harness. When she opened her eyes again, they were through, and Jay’s carry case was sliding around on the floor between them.

      The Marauder was still moving at high speed. Olesya twisted her buckle, releasing the harness, and made her way to the cabin.

      ‘Do you need a way out?’ Olesya asked.

      Sophia focused ahead. ‘I have one.’

      She drove down a small road, clipping an entire row of parked cars, then made a right at the T-intersection.

      It was a straight run ahead until, in the distance, she could see a newly set-up Purity roadblock. Flanked by three-story buildings, half of the roadblock was made up of another Marauder, parked broadside to them. Its M2 machine gun swiveled.

      Olesya pushed back into the rear cabin, climbing up through the portal and onto her own Marauder’s gun platform. She swung her machine-gun around and stared down the iron sights, directly at the Purity gunner.

      They both fired, filling the street with the sound of thunder, each shot vibrating through her body.

      Sophia jerked the Marauder to the side, and the shots from the roadblock went wide, cracking past Olesya’s ear. Cafe tables and chairs spiraled into the air as the rounds smashed into them. Olesya held her aim and trigger, her shots tearing a flying cafe table in half before ripping into the Purity gunner.

      She held onto the machine gun for a moment longer, but as the Purity Guard scattered from behind the Marauder, she spotted pedestrians behind them. She held her fire.

      The Purity Guard did not.

      Gunfire struck the Marauder around her. She ducked, retreating down the ladder.

      ‘Get secure!’ Sophia said.

      Olesya threw herself into the nearest seat, clipping on her harness.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, do you read?’

      The reply was quick. ‘Aviary to Olesya, we’re still alive.’

      ‘Good,’ Olesya said. ‘Can you wipe the university cameras?’

      ‘Can do. One hour good enough?’

      ‘Good enough. Thank you.’

      While she was up on the gun platform, Jay had retrieved the loose carry case and was now strapped in again, holding it to him.

      ‘What’s in that thing?’ Olesya shouted.

      ‘I got my suspicions,’ he yelled back. ‘Did we stop the drones?’

      Olesya didn’t have the heart to tell him they’d failed. At least not yet. ‘We’ll debrief when we get back.’

      Sophia steered them off the road and onto the sidewalk. Through the window above Jay, Olesya saw they were inches from the buildings beside them. On the screen, the Marauder’s camera showed Sophia’s view: ploughing right for a narrow gap between the building and the parked Marauder. Another tight squeeze.

      Olesya closed her eyes again, and braced.

      The sound of metal on metal, but this time it was just an iron streetlamp bouncing off Sophia’s windshield.

      They’d made it through.

      Olesya remembered to breathe.

      The Marauder screeched into more sharp turns, weaving through narrow streets to lose any pursuit.

      ‘What happened to DC?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘We were ambushed,’ Marina said. ‘They took him quick and then … gone.’

      ‘Seriously?’ Jay asked. ‘How’d they get the jump on you?’

      ‘They knew we were coming,’ Sophia cut in.

      ‘Who are they?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Not Fifth Column,’ Sophia said. ‘Some kind of Purity force.’

      ‘Yes,’ Marina said. ‘Well-trained and well-armed. Not your typical Guard.’

      Sophia spoke again. ‘I’m guessing we want an escape vehicle that’s less … conspicuous.’

      She was right. They’d never lose their pursuers if they stayed in this tank on wheels.

      The Marauder lurched to a halt by a small dirt parking lot, nestled between two buildings and walled off by tin sheets covered in colorful graffiti. One panel showed a mermaid emerging from what looked like a chess board, but Olesya could only see her brother’s face. Or the face he had now: nothing about him was familiar, except his voice. It reminded her of everything she’d lost.

      ‘Hey,’ Ark said, slapping her shoulder. ‘You OK?’

      Without a word, she released her harness and stepped out of the rear hatch.

      Sophia was already out and picking the lock of an old Yugoslavian liftback. It wasn’t a great choice for a getaway car, but they weren’t exactly spoilt for choice.

      Olesya checked the street behind them. It was eerily empty but, in the distance, engines rumbled. Purity would catch up soon, and the Marauder would be sitting here, easy to spot.

      Climbing inside the liftback, Sophia threw her ruck in the footwell and took out a screwdriver. Marina slid in beside her while Ark jumped in the back.

      When he shut the door, part of the bumper fell off.

      ‘Seriously?’ Jay stared at their choice of getaway vehicle. ‘Looks like it was assembled at gunpoint.’

      Sophia started the engine with her screwdriver, then got out, lifting her seat forward so Jay could crawl through. ‘I’ll assemble you at gunpoint in a minute. Get in!’

      Jay shook his head and climbed in. Olesya followed next to him, then Sophia pushed the seat back and got behind the wheel. When she hit the gas, the liftback went nowhere fast.

      ‘Is it even in gear?’ Jay asked.

      Gradually, the car gathered speed and Sophia lurched them out of the lot. The vehicle handled badly—Olesya could feel it with each turn—but as long as it got them out of there before Purity descended on them, that was all that mattered.

      Something else rattled and fell off.

      ‘Uh, I hope that wasn’t anything important,’ Ark said.

      Sophia took a hard corner and Jay squished into Olesya with a grunt.

      As the car straightened up, Olesya checked behind them. Clear.

      Sophia slowed to a normal speed and nestled in behind a bus that was moving at a moderate pace in one lane.

      ‘You’re welcome, by the way,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya ignored her sarcasm. ‘Thanks for getting Jay out.’

      ‘And getting you out,’ Sophia said, making eye contact in the mirror.

      ‘I had it under control.’

      Sophia smiled. ‘Sure. You were outnumbered ten to one.’

      Marina raised her hand. ‘Until I evened the odds. You are welcome.’

      ‘Hey, I was there too,’ Jay said. ‘Where’s my kudos?’

      ‘Do unarmed, half-naked people count?’ Ark asked, grinning.

      ‘They do when they punch people twenty meters,’ Marina said.

      ‘So,’ Jay said, ‘what about those drones?’
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      Sophia heard him.

      DC called out for her.

      She was trapped in the passenger seat of the overturned vehicle, and he was just out of reach. Gloved hands slithered around his neck and pried him away, and he disappeared, his door left open. Through it, she saw drones swarming in the sky above.

      Denton’s voice whispered in her ears.

      ‘Anything can be circumvented.’

      She woke with a jolt, still in a passenger seat, but with Jay driving, not DC. Thankfully, he was dressed now: they’d plucked an ill-fitting sweater off a clothes line when they’d swapped out the rickety Yugoslavian liftback for two new vehicles. Jay was keeping their new Fiat wagon a generous distance behind Ark’s sedan.

      She tried to smooth over her jolt with a yawn, but Jay had already noticed.

      ‘When’s the last time you slept?’ he asked.

      ‘Sometime … this week.’

      Her mouth was dry. She sat upright and checked her ruck, wishing she’d bothered to make room for water. They had to be inside Russian territory by now, which made her feel a little safer at least.

      ‘I know you were trying to help,’ she said to Jay, ‘but that could’ve ended badly back there.’

      ‘Trying? I nailed it, Soph. I got Aviary into Purity’s computers and I got that metal case too.’ He checked over his shoulder, as if making sure the case was still there. ‘And I’m willing to bet that’s packing my abilities. So it’s win-win.’ He shrugged. ‘Except the part where we didn’t win.’

      Sophia rubbed her eyes. ‘Olesya’s mission was reckless. She shouldn’t have risked your life like that.’

      ‘You risk my life all the time.’

      ‘It’s not the same.’

      ‘Because it’s her mission, not yours?’ Jay grinned. ‘Is that it?’

      ‘No.’ Sophia paused. ‘Fine. A bit.’

      Jay followed Ark along the winding forest road to their Kaliningrad base. As they pulled in, the sun was setting, melting the last of the snow and revealing short crops of grass and well-worn dirt paths.

      Ark, Marina and Olesya climbed out of their sedan, leaving it just outside the hangar. Olesya had her Preserver uniform folded over one arm now, and was wearing a brown jacket she’d pinched from the same clothes line as Jay. The roller door opened before them and soldiers wandered out to speak with Ark.

      Sophia took her ruck, her MPX submachine gun folded snugly inside, and shut her door.

      ‘Get everything out of the vehicles,’ Olesya said to them, ‘our soldiers will take them out and abandon them far from here.’

      ‘You don’t want us to do it?’ Jay asked. ‘We can do it, you know.’

      ‘We don’t have time.’

      Sophia knew the drill. The base likely had a collection of civilian-registered vehicles that could be used discreetly, but they were never to be taken across the border. Operating procedure was to swap with a stolen vehicle first, leaving their original vehicle within range for safe collection.

      Olesya turned to her as she walked past.

      ‘Thank you for extracting us,’ she said. ‘I know you were doing it for Jay, but I appreciate it.’

      ‘I don’t leave people behind,’ Sophia said. ‘Even those with a death wish.’

      They were alone outside the hangar now—everyone else had moved inside, to be greeted by Gleb, who seemed only marginally less exhausted than they did.

      ‘I take full responsibility for today,’ Olesya said. ‘Even DC.’

      That caught Sophia off-guard. ‘Well, OK. But DC … that wasn’t your fault.’

      Olesya faced her. ‘If I could have sent myself in place of Jay, I would have.’

      ‘Doesn’t change the fact you manipulated Jay to get him there.’

      Olesya’s calcite-blue eyes narrowed, just a fraction. ‘He is quite capable of making his own decisions.’

      ‘And you took advantage of that. You offered him a mission you knew he couldn’t back down from.’

      Olesya took a step toward her, speaking low. ‘Of course I did. That’s why you wanted me on your side. To take advantage.’

      ‘That’s different. I thought we could work together.’

      A light breeze blew pale blonde hair over Olesya’s face. ‘We can. I have a new plan.’

      ‘Does it involve throwing Jay to the wolves again?’

      ‘No. It involves throwing all of us there.’

      So Olesya still needed her; it made Sophia equal parts uncomfortable and compelled. She shoved her hands in her jacket pockets to warm them.

      ‘Before that, you should know my decision regarding Czarina,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia’s stomach knotted. ‘You’re keeping her alive,’ she said. ‘Otherwise, you wouldn’t tell me now.’

      ‘You’re correct. But she will be transferred to a prison in Siberia, where all of our captured operatives are processed.’

      Sophia chewed her lip. ‘Is that better than death, or worse?’

      ‘It’s humane, but it is still prison. It will not be an easy sentence for her.’

      Czarina had killed one of Olesya’s hunters in the field. Olesya wouldn’t forgive that, and Sophia knew she shouldn’t either. But it didn’t make this any easier.

      ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Sophia replied. ‘Can I see her one more time?’
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      If Olesya’s plan to send Jay into Purity’s headquarters was bad, this one was worse.

      She’d spent the last hour at the briefing table with Aviary. It still wasn’t enough, but it was late and they needed to rest, so she called everyone in.

      Sophia was the first to enter. Olesya had agreed to let her visit Czarina after this briefing, but only under the condition that Ark accompanied her. Sophia’s conversation would remain private, but Ark would watch through the cell’s transparent wall, for everyone’s safety.

      Even now, Olesya wasn’t sure she had Sophia on her side. She could have strung out Czarina’s fate until they were done, but that would have done more harm to their alliance than good, and she hoped Sophia would respect a more honest, direct response.

      Respect was one thing though, trust was another.

      Sophia sat at the other end of the briefing table, in the same seat she always took, as Gleb entered, followed closely by Ark and Marina. Damien arrived a moment later, with Nasira and Jay in tow. Jay brought with him the black armored carry case he’d stolen from Purity. Damien closed the door behind them and took a spot next to Sophia. Everyone else found their customary seats.

      There were three absentees. Hélio was currently working in his new lab while his surviving bodyguard, Ezra, was being held in a cell until Olesya could decide whether she could be trusted. Andrey, was also confined for the time being; counting Czarina, that made three operatives locked up. Not quite how Olesya had planned things.

      Aviary handed Jay his phone and watch, which Olesya had recovered from a dead Purity doctor. He thanked her, then turned to Olesya.

      ‘You could use this,’ he said, sliding the carry case toward her.

      He’d already picked the lock, so all she had to do was open it.  Inside, three vials nestled in firm foam padding, each a different color—amber, red, and clear with a slight pink tinge—and each labelled in Spanish.

      Ark leaned over and whistled. ‘Are those what I think they are?’

      ‘Purity attacked an Intron facility in Colombia when we pulled Jay out of there,’ Damien said. ‘They had a case just like it.’

      ‘I want Hélio to test the contents,’ Jay said. ‘I’m pretty sure at least two are legit Argonots.’

      ‘Argonautes,’ Damien said. ‘If the labels are right, those two match Jay’s abilities.’

      One said Cinco—five in Spanish—which Jay guessed meant Pentachromacy, the name they gave his infrared and ultraviolet vision. The other read Electrogénico.

      ‘You mean the abilities I used to have,’ Jay said. ‘Before Intron, you know, neutered me.’

      ‘I don’t think that means what you think it means,’ Nasira said.

      ‘But these Argonautes are everything Purity stands against, right?’ Aviary asked. ‘Why do they want them?’

      Olesya peered more closely at the three vials. Two of the labels were torn; they’d been opened. ‘There’s a small amount missing from two of them.’

      Gleb leaned over to inspect them. ‘Perhaps Purity was using them to trial its blood testers, making sure their detection rates were high enough.’

      Olesya looked up at Jay. ‘Why are you giving them to me?’

      ‘Because of this one.’ He pointed to the vial of amber liquid. ‘There’s no label, but I’ve seen that color before.’

      ‘Regen,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya stared at it. ‘That isn’t supposed to—’

      ‘Exist,’ Sophia said. ‘I know.’

      ‘That would mean Intron have been successful in synthesizing it when no one else has,’ Gleb said.

      Olesya pushed the armored case back to Jay. ‘If they test positive, you need them.’

      ‘You want to unite the Sixth Column, or whatever you call it,’ Jay said. ‘You need them more than I do.’

      ‘That was one arrangement, yes,’ Gleb said.

      Olesya frowned. ‘One arrangement? And what were the others?’

      He cleared his throat. ‘I don’t think—’

      ‘I’m not asking again.’

      ‘The other arrangement was the Snow Maiden,’ he said. ‘You. The Chinese Sixth Column wanted you.’

      ‘When were you planning on telling me this?’

      Gleb held her gaze. ‘Never.’

      ‘So why didn’t you give them my ability?’

      ‘I … you would have to ask Illarion.’

      ‘That might be difficult now, given he’s being questioned in Moscow,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you just tell me?’

      Everyone at the table fell silent. Olesya didn’t care if they were witness to this. She wanted answers.

      ‘It would mean risking your life,’ Gleb said. ‘The testing they had in mind is likely to damage your motor center and render you at least partially paralyzed. As far as Illarion was concerned, that was a deal-breaker.’

      ‘It wasn’t his choice to make,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, it was.’

      ‘Is that why my blood samples are missing?’

      His hand twitched, just a little. ‘A precautionary measure against the Fifth Column. As far as they know, the Snow Maiden does not exist.’

      ‘I see. And now we might have the Regen,’ Olesya said. ‘Of all things.’

      ‘China would find this acceptable for the alliance,’ Gleb said. ‘We should have Hélio test it immediately.’

      Sophia stared across the table at her. ‘Do you trust China with that?’

      ‘I’m not sure I even trust myself with it.’ Olesya closed the case.

      Nasira shifted in her seat. ‘If that’s Jay’s Regen, he should stick it right back where it was: in his body. No offense.’

      Sophia gestured at the black case. ‘We don’t even know if that’s Jay’s Regen until Hélio tests it.’

      ‘Yeah, look, I just want something good to come out of today,’ Jay said, looking down at his hands. ‘It’s … not been great for us.’

      That’s an understatement, Olesya thought. Jay’s contact, Birute, had been executed by the Purity High Priest, right in front of him. It wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t used her to get into Purity’s network, and while he hadn’t said a word about it since, Olesya knew he felt responsible.

      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But we’re all in this together.’

      Jay cleared his throat. ‘Look, there’s something else you should all know.’

      ‘That seems to be the theme today,’ Sophia said.

      ‘OK, so there’s no other way to say this … I injected myself with HAC abilities,’ Jay said.

      Nasira turned to him slowly, mouth open. ‘Are you shitting me?’

      Sophia was just as stunned. ‘Jay … those abilities have a kill switch. The Fifth Column can use it to end you.’

      ‘Well, now we’re all in the same boat,’ Jay said. ‘And I didn’t really have a choice.’

      ‘What, you were forced at gunpoint?’ Damien asked.

      ‘No, when they hauled me in to see the High Priest, it was the only thing I had on me. If I was going to get out alive, I had to use whatever I had. And that’s what I had.’

      ‘Where did you get it?’ Sophia asked.

      This is not going to be good, Olesya thought. She’d driven Jay right to his secret meeting with Denton, where he’d exchanged the blood samples of Olesya’s hunters for what turned out to be that very HAC syringe. If Jay revealed their meeting with Denton, all bets were off. Sophia wouldn’t hesitate to leave, and their joint team would be terminated. Forget the alliance with China, Olesya couldn’t even manage this one.

      ‘Xiu gave it to me,’ Jay said, ‘when I found her in the cathedral in Lithuania. Or she found me. Anyway, it wasn’t meant for me. She wanted me to give it to you guys … so you could test it for the kill switch or whatever.’

      That’s a half-decent cover story. Not bad, Jay.

      ‘But I hung onto it,’ he went on. ‘I needed something, you know, in case it all went wrong.’

      ‘You ever stop to think Xiu could be lying?’ Nasira said. ‘What if it wasn’t HAC?’

      ‘I punched a Preserver into the air,’ Jay said. ‘Pretty sure it’s HAC.’

      ‘And you just shot it into your bloodstream?’ Sophia asked. ‘Without even thinking?’

      ‘Yeah, I thought about it,’ Jay said. ‘I thought about it in the one-and-a-half seconds I had before they marched me out to my death. And, you know, in the end, after some real careful consideration, I thought, to hell with it.’

      Sophia nodded. ‘I understand where you’re—’

      ‘Do you?’ Jay yelled. ‘’Cause they caught me. I was dead either way. So fuck it, I thought. I got this super-powered syringe, might as well give it a spin! And hey, it worked. I’m alive! Chalk one up to Jay and his reckless impulsive decision-making.’

      ‘Well, it did work,’ Aviary said, drawing glares from both Sophia and Nasira. ‘I mean, I’m not saying there aren’t dangers there, but now we have someone who can go toe-to-toe with those HAC operatives.’

      ‘Yeah, one person,’ Nasira said. ‘We’re gonna need more than that. A lot more.’

      ‘No one else is taking a HAC dosage,’ Sophia declared.

      ‘That’s something we can agree on,’ Olesya said.

      Jay took a breath. ‘Look, bottom line, I have abilities again, and I don’t want the Chinese turning you into some guinea pig, OK?’ He pushed the case toward Olesya. ‘So you’ll need those more than me. Give ’em to the Chinese. Make your damn alliance.’

      Olesya stared at it for a moment, then collected her thoughts. ‘That would mean a stronger force to fight the Fifth Column.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jay said. ‘And you know what? That’s worth more than me getting my shit back.’

      ‘Gleb.’

      Gleb closed the case carefully. ‘And what of our comrade, DC?’

      ‘His phone’s stopped transmitting a signal, but his smartwatch is going strong,’ Aviary said. ‘He’s right in the center of Prague.’

      Sophia swallowed. ‘I’m sure Purity and the Fifth Column will be keen to get him talking.’

      ‘Do you plan to rescue him?’ Olesya asked. ‘While you have the chance.’

      ‘I want to try,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Don’t make the same mistake we did,’ Ark said. ‘We were too late with my sister.’

      Sophia sat upright. ‘Is that why you called us all here? To find DC?’

      ‘Partly. But there’s more to it than that,’ Olesya said. ‘In our last briefing, I told you stopping the drones was our final chance.’

      ‘And we screwed that up,’ Marina said.

      ‘Yes, but I think we have one more shot,’ Olesya said. ‘When Aviary hacked Purity’s closed network earlier today, she found some interesting things about their new headquarters. Things that could help us.’

      Aviary hit a button on her laptop, and her screen was projected on the whiteboard behind her. Now everyone could see an image of a skyscraper, a jagged shard of dark glass, tall enough to overshadow the high-rises that surrounded it.

      ‘This is the Spear,’ Aviary said, ‘Purity’s new permanent headquarters in Prague. Half empty at the moment, but it’s intended to be the centerpiece of an arcology—’

      ‘A what-now?’ Jay asked.

      ‘A self-contained human habitat, residential, commercial, agricultural, surrounded by five skyscrapers. They were built last year in Prague, not long after Purity took government in the Czech Republic. The Spear is mostly commercial, with offices on the outside, but there’s a massive antenna on the inside. What I found out from the closed network is that the antenna connects to an array of Fifth Column geostationary satellites in low Earth orbit.’

      ‘So it’s Fifth Column, not Purity?’ Jay asked.

      ‘It’s kinda both. The Fifth Column satellites connect to Purity’s swarm of Destiny drones, which they purchased from Intron. That means free internet for everyone in Europe … and free mind control. Spear to satellite to drone to microchip.’

      Marina tapped her fingers on the table. ‘So how does that help us?’

      ‘We thought the drones were the original source of the transmissions,’ Olesya said. ‘They’re not: it’s the Spear. We failed to stop the drones sending out their signals, but now we can go further up the chain and stop what’s transmitting to them.’

      Sophia leaned forward, her elbows on the table. ‘And how do you propose to take out an entire skyscraper in Purity territory?’

      ‘Explosives?’ Nasira asked. ‘Could be fun.’

      ‘You would need a controlled demolition to accomplish that,’ Olesya said. ‘Not to mention Separatist attacks in Prague have the whole city under lockdown. So, we have something else in mind.’

      ‘Wait, there’s a resistance against Purity in Prague?’ Ark asked.

      Olesya nodded. ‘It’s nice to have some good news for once.’

      ‘Demolition isn’t the answer, anyway,’ Aviary said. ‘I want to keep the antenna working.’ Several faces looked at her blankly. ‘The Spear manages millions of communications and it needs a specially configured, dedicated, billion-dollar quantum computer to do that.’

      ‘And…?’  Jay asked.

      ‘And theirs is embedded a fair way underground. Courtesy of the Fifth Column. We could blow up the Spear, but the computer would survive, and getting to that is kinda hard and that’s not by accident.’

      ‘But destroying the antenna would stop the signal,’ Damien said. ‘The computer would be useless.’

      ‘For a while. But if you can get me into the Spear, I can get into their quantum computer. Get control of it. I can send a blast of new messages out to everyone with an implant.’

      ‘Which is why you need the antenna.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘The messages’d be just like the normal Purity transmissions: simple text, flashed with the host language. The implant turns those words into voices, like something between your own thoughts and the voice of God. The difference is, mine would be anti-Purity. Give everyone some doubt about their favorite cult.’

      ‘And then you destroy the Spear?’ Marina asked.

      Again, she nodded. ‘After I send my signals, my virus will scramble the very expensive quantum computer, but we need to disable the outgoing transmissions first, or it won’t just be the computer that gets fried. We could end up fritzing everyone with an implant too.’

      ‘That’s a lot of pressure on you,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Yeah, but if I don’t do it, who will?’

      No one had an answer.

      ‘Won’t they be able to fix this quantum computer eventually?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘It would be totally unsalvageable, which is exactly what we want,’ Aviary said. ‘Rebuilding the Spear would take months, but finding a replacement quantum computer of that specification and then calibrating it? Much longer. A year, maybe two. That’s plenty of time for us to undo their damage. When the computer is scrambled, my virus can overheat the Spear and then it’s pretty much toast. But you don’t wanna be too close to when that happens.’

      ‘Define too close,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Not in the Spear, for starters.’

      ‘So then what,’ Jay asked, ‘everybody just wakes up?’

      ‘Not like right away,’ Aviary said. ‘Even with my anti-Purity mail-out, it could be days, could be weeks. I don’t know.’

      ‘But long enough for people to start thinking clearly again,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Exactly,’ Olesya replied. Sophia didn’t sound skeptical this time—at least no more than usual—but she’d want equal control over the planning and execution of their operation. And this time Olesya was prepared to give that to her. She had to.

      ‘Right. So how we getting in there exactly?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I can manufacture IDs and keycards for everyone that will give you full clearance,’ Aviary said. ‘But the problem is they might recognize some of your faces now.’

      ‘Didn’t you wipe the cameras at the university?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Yeah, but there’s sketches of you and Olesya are doing the rounds inside their network.’

      ‘We’ll have to be careful,’ Olesya said. ‘And you might need to conceal us on entry.’

      ‘How do you plan on getting into Prague while its under lockdown?’ Damien asked. ‘Not going to lie, that worries me a little. A lot.’

      ‘Everything worries you a lot,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I grew up in Prague, I know the city well,’ Sophia said. ‘But it won’t be easy.’

      ‘I have an idea,’ Olesya said. ‘But you’re probably not going to like it.’

      ‘Say it like that and I’m definitely not going to like it,’ Sophia said. ‘Are we Purity Preservers again?’

      ‘No. This time we’re corpses.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Corpses?’ Jay asked. ‘Like, dead?’

      ‘Yes,’ Olesya said. ‘Gleb speaks Czech—’

      ‘Passable Czech,’ Gleb corrected.

      ‘And he’s going to drive a morgue truck to deliver our bodies to a medical center. We’ll stow our clothing and equipment in the transport and gear up once we’re inside the blockade.’

      ‘I’ve heard some weird ideas, but that’s gotta take the cake,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I’ll assume that’s a compliment,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia’s gaze was focused on the armored case. ‘How do we get inside the Spear?’

      ‘With great difficulty,’ Olesya said. ‘And in disguise.’

      ‘We stole a bunch of uniforms back at the airbase,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Because you’re starting a collection?’ Jay asked. ‘Outfits of the Mad and Dangerous?’

      ‘’Cause they were there, and ‘cause you never know,’ Nasira said with a scowl. ‘Someone’s gotta plan for contingencies.’

      Jay smothered a smirk.

      ‘We got armor and helmets too,’ Nasira went on. ‘But they’re … they need to be cleaned.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘We’re getting as many of the stains out as we can.’

      ‘What about Purity-issued firearms?’ Sophia asked. ‘They’re coded for authorized personnel only, right?’

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘Creating fake Purity identities for all of us to use their weapons would draw too much attention.’

      ‘Plus, we didn’t bring any weapons back,’ Damien said.

      Olesya shook her head. ‘No need. We can carry our own and claim they’re newly issued by NATO.’

      ‘Would that inconsistency hold up to closer scrutiny?’ Gleb asked. ‘If you end up in the position of being scrutinized.’

      ‘No, it won’t,’ Olesya said. ‘But by that point we plan to be inside the Spear already, with keycards made by Aviary that give us access to the freight elevators.’

      Aviary called up a new image. The Spear’s blueprints appeared, including its many underground levels. There was a concourse with a large terrace, but Aviary had highlighted the freight elevators instead, which were accessible from underground. Running up through the core of the Spear, they made an ideal point of entry.

      ‘The bottom exterior levels of the Spear are low-security government and commercial tenants, so of no use to us,’ Olesya said. ‘We need to access the inner core of the arcology and its upper levels, which means limited and highly secure access from underground.’

      ‘What if they raise the alarm before we get inside the elevator?’ Gleb asked.

      Aviary switched to an image of the freight elevator doors. They were larger than typical elevator doors and parted horizontally. She zoomed in on a small rectangular metal box mounted to the wall beside the elevator.

      ‘Then we need to gain access fast,’ Olesya said. ‘And that means using a lockpick gun to open the box and release the doors manually.’

      Aviary raised her hand. ‘Uh, also they’ll probably freeze the elevator cars. I’m fairly confident I can get control of them, but if I can’t then we’d need to climb at least two levels to make it inside. You have a grappling hook or something?’

      ‘No,’ Olesya said. ‘But we will pack the appropriate climbing gear and rope, and then if we have to, we climb two levels and take the stairs in uniform. Next image.’

      Aviary clicked. ‘So here’s where we would plant the virus.’

      Diagnostics, level 45. It was only a small section of the level, but the plans showed it was cluttered with narrow corridors and banks of servers, along with plenty of ventilation. Olesya recalled the first time Aviary showed her this floor—her immediate concern had been that listening for threats would be a problem if the vents were pumping air.

      ‘Next.’

      Aviary switched to level 89: the Nexus.

      ‘This is where we can control the Spear directly,’ Olesya said. ‘Once we get through the corridors, at least.’

      The floor was a labyrinth, leading to a blast door, through which there was a circular chamber with a catwalk wrapped around its outer edge. In the center of it was the Spear’s antenna, tall enough that it ran from the ground floor to the very tip of the skyscraper, hidden in plain sight.

      ‘We plant the virus on 45, then initiate it on 89, on this catwalk,’ Aviary said. ‘Only problem is, once it starts doing its thing, the chamber will lose integrity.’ She caught Jay’s uncomprehending gaze. ‘It will tear itself apart. And there’s another catch. If Purity even smell us coming, they can totally lock down the Spear and seal all their underground entrances before we even make it there. If that happens, we’re pretty much screwed because there’s only one other way inside.’

      She clicked to the next image: a photograph of the High Priest at a Purity rally. She zoomed in enough to show them a pixelated view of the drone-like pendant around his neck.

      ‘The master key from around the High Priest’s neck. Unfortunately, the only way to override the lockdown.’

      Everyone stared at the whiteboard in silence. Even Jay looked worried.

      Marina shook her head. ‘That means going to their headquarters on the other side of Prague, inside a fortified castle.’

      ‘And getting cozy with the most well-guarded person in Purity,’ Nasira added.

      ‘You know, I like the first plan better,’ Jay said.

      Aviary nodded. ‘Plan A’s the ideal scenario, because right now there’s no lockdown. That means we can just walk right through in our uniforms.’

      ‘Their entry points will still be well-guarded,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m sure we’re going to be screened heavily. Maybe even blood tested.’

      ‘I don’t think I’d pass one of those now,’ Jay said. ‘Just want to point that out.’

      ‘Can you disrupt the surveillance cameras, Aviary?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I could take them offline.’

      ‘Good. Then we can deal with the guards.’ Olesya turned to Sophia. ‘Together. What do you think?’

      ‘I think it’s insane,’ Sophia said. The room was silent. ‘I also think you’re the last line of defense between Purity and the rest of the world. You’ve been working twenty-hour shifts across half of Europe. You’re exhausted, traumatized, dehydrated, on the verge of collapse.’

      ‘It’s a long drive,’ Olesya said. ‘We will rest on the way.’

      Sophia stood. ‘And when you get there, Purity will be only hours from winning. Then it’s just a few of you against a hundred, a thousand, maybe more. But you do have two things going for you right now.’ She pushed her chair back under the table. ‘One, you’re unrelenting, even in the face of certain failure. Two, you have us.’
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      ‘Wasn’t sure I’d see you again,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia closed the grille on the door so Ark couldn’t hear. He leaned against the wall outside, his attention seemingly elsewhere.

      Czarina sat on the edge of her bed, her bandaged arm now without a sling. Her lips were pale and her hair had grown enough to cover her eyebrows.

      ‘Olesya told you what’s happening to me?’ she asked.

      Sophia nodded. The colors—the emotions—she could see flowing around Czarina were like the ocean at night.

      ‘I know that look,’ Czarina said. ‘You’re blaming yourself, like you always do.’

      Sophia paced the room, barely making it to the far wall before stopping. ‘I was so focused on finding new allies, I didn’t notice the ones I’d already lost.’

      ‘I guess it just didn’t work out,’ Czarina said.

      ‘Didn’t work out?’ Sophia asked. ‘If I was half the person—’

      ‘You did what you had to do. And I still disappointed you. I did the wrong thing. It’s what I do.’

      ‘I should’ve seen that earlier.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      Czarina stood, moving slowly so that Ark didn’t see her as a threat and burst in. She gestured to her bed.

      ‘Relax. You look like you need it.’

      Sophia was too exhausted to argue. She was tired, angry and dispirited—not a good mix. She lay down as Czarina sat cross-legged on the linoleum floor opposite her.

      ‘Ieva used to sit like this,’ Czarina said. ‘In her pajamas.’

      ‘Purity took DC,’ Sophia said, almost choking on the words.

      Czarina cursed. ‘Is he alive?’

      She nodded. ‘Too valuable to kill. For now.’

      ‘Are you going to get him back?’

      Sophia shook her head. Her vision blurred as tears spilled down her face. ‘You say that like it’s easy. Like I can do anything.’

      ‘You came for me in the middle of a storm once.’

      Sophia met her gaze. ‘You’re still in it.’

      Czarina looked away. ‘I didn’t pan out how you wanted, we both know that. But the others, they need you. And maybe that freaks you out.’

      Sophia sat upright and wiped her face. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t come here to talk about myself.’

      ‘You never talk about yourself. That’s the problem.’

      Sophia swallowed. ‘Has Olesya told you where you’re going after this?’

      ‘All this stuff you’re telling me now … only one reason you’re doing that.’

      ‘Because I won’t see you again.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Czarina relaxed from her cross-legged position, stretching out her legs. ‘I know where I’m going, and I’m at peace with that.’

      ‘We failed our operation today. Risked Jay’s life twice. Olesya is desperate.’

      ‘Did anyone die?’

      ‘No, we got out.’

      ‘Then you didn’t fail.’

      ‘We need more people,’ Sophia said. ‘That’s why I was so focused on…’ Finishing the sentence seemed pointless. She wasn’t sure what she was trying to do now.

      ‘You have everything you need,’ Czarina said.

      ‘If that were true, the Fifth Column would be extinct.’ Sophia stood, and walked to the door. ‘And Purity wouldn’t be taking over Europe.’

      ‘Maybe. There’s still tomorrow, right?’

      ‘But you won’t be around to see it,’ Sophia said. She paused at the door. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      Outside, Ark stood with his arms folded, watching with mild interest, but unable to hear them. Fortunately, his inherent ability involved magnetic fields, not enhanced hearing.

      Sophia opened the door. She didn’t know how to say goodbye, so it was better not to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hélio was busy at work in the purpose-built laboratory Olesya had authorized for him. Earphones in both ears, he was hunched over a contraption that reminded Jay of a waffle iron, only thicker and with more dials, and had no idea Jay and Olesya had entered the room.

      Jay put the case down on the bench, next to the waffle iron.

      Hélio spun to face them, pulled an earphone out.

      Jay cleared this throat. ‘E aí?’ What’s up?

      ‘Right. Um, I’ve made some progress on the kill switch.’ He gestured to what looked like a fishing-tackle box on another benchtop.

      Olesya toggled her pressel switch and spoke over the radio. ‘Sophia? We need you, Damien and Aviary in the lab.’

      Sophia took a second to respond. ‘On our way.’

      Olesya opened Jay’s carry case. ‘Do you recognize these?’

      Jay, who was standing beside her, already knew what the labels said, but Hélio would know the colors better than most. With latex gloves, the young scientist turned the red vial over and, without even reading the label, said, ‘This is an Argonaute. Pentachromacy.’

      ‘And the pink one?’ Olesya asked.

      Without hesitation, he said, ‘Electrogenesis. It stacks specialized electrocytes in parallel down the palm of your hand to generate a powerful electric current. Of course, it also encodes for structural proteins to insulate you from shocking yourself.’

      ‘So that’s how it works.’ Jay’s right hand twitched. ‘Good to know.’

      Hélio returned the vial to the case. ‘These were from your DNA, weren’t they? From our Barranquilla facility.’

      Jay pointed to the amber one. ‘What about that one?’

      Hélio looked the amber vial over. There was no label, so he had only the color to go by. ‘I can only guess.’

      ‘How long would it take you to identify it?’ Olesya asked.

      He stared at the vial for a while longer. ‘I can use the nanopore sequencer. A few minutes.’

      Olesya gave him a nod, and he carried the vial to a small, silver contraption. The sequencer was no larger than a bookmark and no thicker than a phone, and was connected to Hélio’s new laptop by a thin cable.

      Jay watched over his shoulder as he flipped the sequencer open, revealing fancy circuitry and a snaking flat tube that looked like a Pac Man maze.

      ‘What’s the squiggly thing?’ Jay asked.

      ‘The sensor array.’

      Both lab doors parted and Sophia walked inside, Aviary and Damien in tow.

      ‘We’re here,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya nodded. ‘Hélio has some news regarding the kill switch, but first he’s analyzing the amber vial for us.’

      ‘Isn’t he meant to be under guard?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya pointed to cameras in two corners of the room. That seemed to satisfy Sophia, a task in itself.

      ‘What’s the discovery?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Just give me a moment,’ Hélio said.

      He attached a plastic-like needle to the tip of what looked to Jay like a large turkey baster, then poured in a small amount of the amber liquid. Using the pointed tip, Hélio squeezed a few drops onto the sensor, the liquid moving over the array until it was coated. With that done, he closed the lid and tapped away on his laptop to start his analysis.

      Leaving it to work, he turned to Jay and the others.

      ‘The kill switch … I have some good news and some bad news.’

      ‘Hit us with the good news,’ Jay said.

      Hélio walked to another benchtop, where he had a row of different vials with liquid inside. ‘I have been successful in removing the kill switch endotoxin from the Argonautes,’ Hélio said. ‘These are the original samples.’

      ‘Seriously?’ Jay said. ‘That’s awesome.’

      Sophia moved past Jay to inspect them. ‘Are they safe to administer?’

      Hélio nodded. ‘They work just the same as before, only stripped of the endotoxin and the kill switch that triggers its activation.’

      Jay couldn’t believe it. Even Damien looked impressed. Only Aviary seemed distracted, watching a pair of soldiers patrol the corridor outside.

      Jay took a step toward Hélio. ‘Thanks for doing this, man.’

      Hélio was speechless for a moment. ‘I hope it makes up for pretending to be your brother. I’d hate it if someone did that to me.’

      ‘I’m cool with it,’ Jay said. ‘So … what’s the bad news?’
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      Ark waited patiently.

      Once Sophia finally left the cell block, he was right where he wanted to be. He left Czarina in her cell and walked over to another cell. He unlocked and slid open the door, then stepped inside.

      ‘We have unfinished business,’ Ark said.

      ‘That’s where you’re mistaken,’ Andrey said. ‘You have unresolved issues.’

      Ark slid the door shut and sealed the grille; Andrey’s cell was soundproof now, and with the camera off, no one would be able to watch them either.

      ‘Then let’s resolve them,’ Ark said. ‘Now is your chance to confess.’

      ‘I’ll pay for my crimes,’ Andrey said, lifting his arm, with its heavy cast, onto his lap. ‘But not by your hand.’

      Ark took the pistol from his holster and aimed. ‘You killed my sister and you’re sorry. Say it to my face.’

      ‘You know I didn’t kill her.’ Andrey pointed to the camera in the corner of the cell. ‘And what are you going to do? They’re watching.’

      ‘Are they?’ Ark put his finger on the trigger.

      Andrey hung his shaved head and chuckled. ‘You’re still hung up on that deal I had with Intron, aren’t you? Like you think I had a choice,’ he said. ‘Intron were going to kidnap us, whether we liked it or not.’

      ‘That’s bullshit and you know it,’ Ark said. ‘We could’ve stopped them together.’

      ‘I tried that. It didn’t work out.’

      ‘Because they flashed those fancy Argonautes in your face and you changed your mind.’

      ‘No,’ Andrey said. ‘They told me I couldn’t stop them. And they were right. They’ve taken hunters from Moscow to Bucharest to Tokyo. What makes you think you’re so special?’

      Ark lined up his pistol sights on the man’s face. ‘Because I would at least try.’

      Andrey stood, slowly. He faced Ark square on, a fraction taller and with arms that could outreach Ark’s. ‘Are you looking for vengeance? Is that why you’re here?’

      Ark didn’t know the answer. Did he want to kill Andrey, or just make the hunter beg for forgiveness?

      He holstered his weapon. ‘All those hunters you betrayed, you might as well have been pulling the trigger yourself.’

      Andrey cocked his head. ‘That’s a stretch.’

      ‘You’re right. You are too much of a coward.’

      Andrey’s teeth flashed. Ark wanted him to attack, but he didn’t move from where he stood.

      ‘Last I checked, that Hélio guy works for Intron,’ Andrey said. ‘Why don’t you go rough him up? Maybe you’ll feel good. Make you feel like a real hunter.’

      ‘Tell me you’re sorry for what you did.’

      Andrey ran a hand over his scalp. ‘I’ll answer for it either way. So why do you care?’

      Ark took a step forward. Just enough of a threat to make the two-faced hunter think twice. ‘Would you do it again?’

      ‘Does Olesya know you’re down here, threatening me at gunpoint?’

      ‘Answer my question. Would you do it again?’

      ‘You want me to say yes?’

      Ark closed the gap fast, grabbing the collar of Andrey’s t-shirt and throwing him against the wall. ‘I want you to pay. I’m just not sure how much.’

      Andrey reached under Ark’s arms. In one quick movement, he pulled Ark’s elbow in, trapping both arms and turning him around.

      Ark relaxed and went with the motion, taking Andrey’s plaster cast over his shoulder, ready to break the man’s arm in another place. But Andrey relaxed too, slipping free.

      The blow from the cast hit Ark’s face like concrete. He slammed back against the wall, and Andrey came for him, but Ark kicked down, knocking his leg out before cracking the hunter across his skull with a well-placed elbow. He clenched the back of Andrey’s collar with his fist, then wrapped the material of the t-shirt around his neck, to the front. Andrey gasped for air, then rolled to one side.

      Ark could roll with him or release his grip.

      He released.

      Andrey was standing at the cell door, Ark’s pistol in hand.

      Shit.

      Ark had miscalculated. He straightened up, tasting blood from his gums. ‘Think very carefully about what you’re going to do.’

      ‘Because you took your body armor off?’ Andrey spat pink-tinged saliva. ‘If you want to outlive everyone, you sleep with that armor on.’

      Andrey turned to walk out of the cell; he was going to trap Ark inside.

      ‘You won’t make it far,’ Ark said.

      Andrey paused. ‘Weren’t you the leader of your squad, back when you were kids? What happened, you couldn’t handle the responsibility? Maybe you’re the coward.’

      ‘Wasn’t me who sold my friends off to Intron.’

      Andrey smiled. ‘Should we tell Olesya about this little attempted execution?’

      ‘I wasn’t going to execute you.’

      ‘I’m not Denton, I don’t read minds,’ Andrey said. ‘If I felt threatened, maybe I had to fire in self-defense.’ He raised his pistol. ‘Bet you wish you’d left that camera rolling.’
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      ‘You did it,’ Olesya said. ‘I’m … surprised. In a good way.’

      ‘Uh, thanks,’ Hélio replied. While his laptop was analyzing the amber liquid that Olesya hoped was the Regen, he was explaining more about his work on the kill switches. ‘Doing it with these vials is straightforward enough,’ he said. ‘But figuring out the best way to remove the kill switch from a living operative is going to take time.’

      ‘We need a way,’ Olesya said. ‘Not the best way.’

      Sophia stood beside her. ‘How much time are we talking?’

      ‘It could take me weeks, and that is me being optimistic.’

      Behind them, a pair of the base’s resident Zaslon special forces soldiers had arrived outside the doors. One knocked on the polycarbonate, and Olesya raised her hand—she’d get to them in a moment.

      The laptop beeped; the test on the amber liquid had finished.

      Hélio turned to inspect his findings. ‘I don’t believe it. Intron … how did I not know about this?’

      ‘What is it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘It’s a match.’

      ‘It’s the Regen?’ Damien asked. He’d been pacing the lab floor, impatiently waiting for the results.

      Jay grinned. ‘Told ya.’

      ‘That’s excellent news,’ Olesya said. ‘Now, we need to focus on removing the kill switch. We can send you a team from Russia’s research center of virology and biotechnology to speed up your progress. Can they help you?’

      ‘Any help would be appreciated,’ Hélio said. He couldn’t take his eyes off the data on his screen. ‘This is fascinating.’

      ‘Why?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘It was … this was made a long time ago.’

      Behind them, the polycarbonate doors opened and the Zaslon soldiers stepped inside. Olesya turned to greet them.

      Their carbines were aimed—at Hélio.

      In an instant, Olesya’s pistol was clear of her holster, leveling on them. Sophia drew beside her, just as fast, but they were both too late. The soldiers opened fire. Rounds tore through Sophia and she fell.

      Olesya wasn’t hit—the shots went past her, into Hélio. His body jerking, he slumped to the ground.

      The lab was crowded, but Olesya had no immediate cover or concealment. The soldiers ducked behind a bench while she tried to move sideways, arms out and pistol up. Ahead of her, Damien rolled toward the soldiers, taking fire as he did so. Jay dropped onto his back, also firing. Aviary ran to the rear of the lab for cover.

      Olesya reached the lab bench, ducked behind it and raced along its edge. One of the soldiers popped around the end of it and aimed at her, but she was close enough to kick his leg out. He stumbled, pulling the trigger of his carbine as he lost balance. Rounds punched into Olesya’s chest, striking armor. She brought her knee to his chin, but he moved quickly to avoid it.

      Face-to-face with the soldier now, she recognized the man underneath the helmet and mask.

      Her brother.

      Zakhar pulled away, aiming his carbine. Olesya closed the gap, moving around his barrel, but he flashed a hand toward her, releasing his weapon and drawing the Kizlyar knife she kept sheathed on her hip. She twisted, contorting enough to pull a throwing knife from her boot, but Zakhar was already slashing across her neck. She pulled back to avoid the blade’s arc, then went low, her own knife slicing the back of his knee.

      He stumbled, silent despite the wound.

      On the periphery of her vision, Jay was up and moving, and Damien and the other soldier were rolling out through the door, grappling. But more soldiers were rushing the corridor now—the Fifth Column operatives had reinforcements inside the base.

      Damien pushed up just as the new arrivals opened fire, forcing the man he was struggling with into the path of their rounds, a human shield.

      Olesya switched her attention back to Zakhar, who was coming at her again with his stolen blade, only for Jay to throw himself forward, deflecting the blow.

      ‘Jay, get down!’ she yelled.

      Two more soldiers charged into the lab, shooting as they came. Their rounds cracked overhead, then tore through the bench, narrowly missing Olesya.

      Out in the corridor, one of the reinforcements seized Damien, and threw him into a wall with incredible force.

      He didn’t get back up.

      HAC operatives.

      Zakhar sliced Jay’s arm, then, his carbine lost, reached to draw a pistol. Jay sidestepped the weapon and drove a fist into his body. The air shot from his lungs as he went flying into the window behind them. He bounced off the polycarbonate and landed face-down.

      That should slow him up.

      With Zakhar out of the line of fire now, the soldiers turned their aim on Jay. Olesya had a clear shot at them, but no weapon—it was on the ground close by. She threw herself down, slid toward it, hand outstretched.

      Gunfire clattered and one of the soldiers stuttered in place, then fell onto Damien.

      Sounds like our own reinforcements are here.

      The remaining soldier, suddenly flanked, returned fire, then dropped something to the tiles: a grenade, belching white smoke. He retreated, firing again to suppress the newcomers, until Olesya lost sight of him in the cloud.

      Olesya got to her pistol just as the smoke roiled through the laboratory’s open doors. She could see Jay hitting the tiled floor near her, clawing for his own pistol, then springing back to his feet. But he didn’t fire, and whatever he was aiming at, she couldn’t see it.

      From out of the smoke, Zakhar appeared, right in front of her, his pistol leveled.

      Shit.

      She dropped onto her side, aiming up.

      They both fired.
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      Something was wrong.

      Ark watched as Andrey paused in the cell doorway, stolen pistol in hand.

      Boots echoed nearby.

      Without saying a word, Andrey slid the door closed, holding it in place so it didn’t quite lock.

      A soldier stormed the prison block, his carbine sweeping the hall as he checked the occupied cells.

      Andrey stood with his pistol aimed at Ark but out of sight of the corridor. Farther back in the cell, Ark remained quiet, hands at his sides. The soldier saw them both in the small room but didn’t stop, continuing deeper into the cell block.

      Andrey lowered the pistol. ‘That must be some emergency.’

      ‘Something doesn’t add up,’ Ark said.

      There was the unmistakable crack of gunfire from the direction the soldier had gone in.

      Andrey opened the door completely, and peered in the direction of the shot. Ark wondered what he was planning. There was a button on the wall outside, white with a red ring around it, that could unlock all the cell doors. It was exactly the kind of distraction Andrey could use to get away from here. How long he’d last before he was caught, Ark didn’t know, but that was the move he’d make if he was in Andrey’s shoes.

      Andrey lingered only for a moment, then rushed toward where the soldier had appeared. He didn’t even close the cell door behind him.

      Ark expected the buzzing noise that signified Andrey had hit the release button and opened the cells on the way out, but it didn’t come. Instead, Andrey had just seen his chance and gone.

      Ark was left inside the cell with nothing to protect himself except his fists. Should he go help the soldier, or run the other way? He wanted to investigate, but he couldn’t with no weapon or body armor. Plus Andrey was still out there somewhere with his pistol.

      Ark was standing in the doorway, contemplating his next move, when the prisoner in the next cell shouted out, her voice muffled through the walls.

      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ she asked.

      Czarina, one of Sophia’s rogue operatives.

      He could see a small portion of the corridor ahead, but not much. If he waited any longer, he might lose his chance to get out.

      He listened again. Silence.

      Then the sound of boots on concrete.

      The soldier was coming back.

      The footsteps were close now. Careful not to make a sound, Ark stepped back and pulled the transparent door across on its runners so it was not quite closed.

      He had to time this right.

      The soldier was almost at the cell now.

      He appeared in front of Ark, glancing at him as he strode past. With dark, insectoid eyes and a bony nose, he looked too young to be posted at this base. Most of the soldiers here were special forces or with at least ten years’ service.

      Ark remembered Illarion’s catalog of operative’s faces, and his mind ran through the photographs. This soldier was one of them.

      The operative hesitated as he met Ark’s eyes, perhaps sensing the recognition. Ark used that moment to open the door and seize the end of his carbine.

      The soldier ripped it away and kicked through the doorway.

      Ark caught the impact square in his stomach and was thrown backward. He landed face-down, his feet touching the back wall. Pain blossomed when he inhaled and, through a blur of tears, he saw the operative approach.

      No, not just any operative. HAC.

      He aimed his carbine at Ark.

      Outside, more footsteps. The operative heard them at the same time as Ark … and spun, his carbine coming up to fire once through the open doorway, then again through the translucent wall of the cell.

      It was Andrey, he hadn’t left.

      The hunter dodged the shots and kept moving through the corridor, firing Ark’s pistol with one hand, his other pressed against his chest to balance his shots.

      But none of them made it through.

      It seemed the walls weren’t just containment-grade polycarbonate but bullet resistant polycarbonate—neither the operative nor Andrey took hits as their rounds smacked into the impenetrable barrier.

      Ark took the opportunity to make his move.

      He launched into the operative, who rammed the stock of his carbine down onto him. The blow glanced off the side of Ark’s head and struck his shoulder. His hand went numb, but he used it to slam the operative’s hip, spinning him enough that the carbine came within reach. Ark found the mag release and unseated the magazine. It dropped from the weapon as he took a sudden knee to his chest. He hit the wall hard, the air knocked from his lungs again.

      As Ark struggled to his feet, the operative drew a bead on him. There was still one round left in the chamber...

      Where the hell is Andrey?

      An alarm blared through the cell block.

      The operative risked a glance behind him, just as Andrey was peering round the door frame. The operative snapped off his last remaining shot, and Andrey ducked back out of sight, but it was enough for Ark to take his chance. He crashed into the HAC soldier and they both rolled to the floor. The operative kicked him off, sending him tumbling toward the cell door, and immediately drew a pistol.

      Ark rode the blow, springing to his feet and diving out the door as the operative squeezed the trigger ... but he was clear, shielded by the cell’s bullet resistant polycarbonate walls.

      Out in the open now, lungs burning and head spinning, he looked down and saw his leg glistening with blood.

      He’d been shot. Multiple times.

      He almost buckled where he stood. He was just a few steps from the door. Andrey was pressed against the wall on the other side of it, taking cover from the gunfire.

      If Ark could make it to the door before the operative did, he could lock the bastard inside. Ark took his first step, then collapsed.

      From the other side of the corridor, Andrey lunged for the door, sliding it across and slamming it.

      But the operative saw this coming, shoved his empty carbine through the gap between the door and the frame. Andrey tried to shove it up and back in, but the operative held it firmly in place, wielding his pistol with a free hand.

      Andrey couldn’t hold the door like that. He was going to get himself killed.

      Ark crawled across the ground, slipping in his own blood. On the wall nearby, there was the large white button with the red outer ring.

      The cell release.

      Maybe if he released everyone, it would cause enough chaos and distraction to work in their favor. He pulled himself up the wall, stretched out … and hit it.

      All the cell doors retracted sharply, making the operative and Andrey stumble. Ark’s blood-slick hand slipped from the button and he collapsed against the wall.

      Andrey recovered first, and slammed the carbine down on the operative’s pistol, disarming him, only for the operative to rip the weapon free and catch Andrey across the head with its rail.

      Staggered from the blow, Andrey fired back with Ark’s pistol. But the operative walked through the shots, their impact absorbed by his armor, and thrust his boot into Andrey’s stomach. Andrey flew down the cell block corridor. Unarmed and defenseless, he lay there as the operative stepped outside and reloaded his carbine.

      Why did Andrey stay? Ark thought. It’s going to get him killed.

      Ark dragged himself toward the operative’s pistol. If he could get there in time, there was a chance...

      The operative turned on the spot and shot Ark with the carbine.

      A knife-like pain stabbed into his unarmored chest.

      No.

      He collapsed.

      The operative’s boots echoed on the concrete as he went back for Andrey.

      Ark’s vision narrowed, shock washing away his pain. He was almost certain he saw Czarina step out of her cell and collect the pistol he’d been trying to reach.

      Without a word, she aimed down the corridor and fired.

      The slump of dead weight.

      With enormous effort, Ark moved his head to see the operative lying on his side, bleeding, eyes blank and empty.

      Then Czarina was striding past him to the exit. She called out as she went.

      ‘You’re welcome.’
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      Firing into the smoke, Olesya missed her target—Zakhar’s face. But while her brother’s shots also went wide, her rounds at least hit something: there was a grunt of pain, and the sound of the operative stumbling to the floor.

      By now the smoke had smothered everything in front of her. Gunfire echoed through the corridor outside, followed by shouts from Marina and Nasira. Their sudden arrival had caught the fake Zaslon soldiers off guard—and just in time.

      Olesya trained her pistol on the smoke where she’d last seen Zakhar, but he was gone.

      Carefully she advanced through the smoke, collecting a dead operative’s carbine on the way, and shouted, ‘Call out!’

      ‘Sophia.’ She was right behind Olesya, right hand leaking blood, left hand gripping a pistol.

      ‘Jay.’ He was beside Sophia, helping her along.

      ‘Damien,’ came a voice from the corridor directly ahead. Olesya could only just make out his shape in the smoke.

      ‘Nasira.’

      ‘Marina.’

      ‘I’m moving.’ Olesya stepped out into the corridor, past Damien. With Marina and Nasira behind her, she knew the surviving operatives could only have gone ahead, and as the smoke thinned, she caught a glimpse of them. Zakhar and three others, in full uniform and moving fast. They were heading in the direction of the hangar—that had to be their escape plan.

      No one would think fast enough to stop them. No one except her.

      ‘Marina!’ Olesya yelled. ‘Tell them to lock the hangar down. Shooters are dressed as Zaslon soldiers.’

      That would spark chaos and paranoia among the troops at the hangar, but there wasn’t any other way.

      She broke into a run. Sophia was behind her, keeping pace and leaving a trail of blood behind her.

      ‘You need to stop!’ Olesya yelled over her shoulder.

      She didn’t.

      If she was quick enough, she could intercept them at the hangar. She sprinted through the battalion offices and the gymnasium, their lemon-toned walls and silver doors a blur. Bursting through the door to the hangar, she was just in time to see two vehicles peeling away. She’d closed the distance, but not quickly enough.

      She aimed her carbine—

      An explosion tore through the hangar entrance, sending a wave of dust and debris toward them. Olesya flew back, not from the force of the explosion, but from Sophia grabbing her and hauling her back through the doorway, clear of the shockwave and debris. They landed together on the corridor floor, a sharp pain in Olesya’s ears.

      She checked herself for injuries, finding only tears in her clothing and a shallow cut on her hand. When she stepped back into the hangar, she found the entrance blackened by the explosion, the nearby vehicles with their windows blown out and wheels shredded. Beyond that, the helicopter had been split in two, its rear propeller lying on the helipad.

      The operatives had covered their escape quite thoroughly.
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        * * *

      

      Jay checked the bodies. Two Fifth Column operatives. No pulse.

      Hélio was lying right where he’d been standing a moment ago. Sadly, he hadn’t survived. Jay didn’t know how to feel about that: the young man had pretended to be his brother, but somehow it still hurt to lose him. Jay left him there and checked the other side of the lab.

      He found Aviary, lying in a pool of blood. A large pool.

      Fuck.

      ‘Damien!’ he yelled. ‘Gauze! We need … we need gauze!’

      He rushed toward Aviary, sliding through the blood. She’d taken hits in her body armor, but one round had torn through her throat. She looked up at Jay, her breathing weak, and while her mouth moved, she couldn’t speak.

      Damien and Nasira ran up, Damien taking a knee beside Aviary, his eyes glazed. He was in shock.

      Jay kept applying pressure to Aviary’s wound. She trembled under his touch, staring blankly at the ceiling. This was bad; she’d lost way more blood than he’d lost in Colombia, and he damn near died from that.

      Marina appeared, ripping open a sachet of gauze. She already had nitrile gloves on, so Jay let her pack the entry wound in Aviary’s throat with gauze squares, then turned the injured girl slightly so she could do the same to the exit side.

      As she worked, Jay took out his phone and dialed Sophia. ‘You’d better get back here. It’s Aviary. It’s bad.’

      ‘We need to carry her,’ Marina said.

      Without waiting for a response from Sophia, Jay hung up and got his hands under Aviary’s armpits. Damien was on the other side, crouched and facing the other direction, ready. He hooked his arms under her knees and together they lifted.

      The packed exit wound was still oozing blood down her neck, but Jay just wanted to get her to the infirmary; he wasn’t going to stop and repack it. He didn’t know how far the infirmary was from here, or what kind of medical attention the Russians could give Aviary in a base like this. He didn’t know if Aviary would even be alive by the time they got there.

      Carefully, he stepped through the blood and out of the lab, into the corridor. Nasira was right behind, carbine in both hands to protect them.

      ‘Faster,’ Damien called from the front.

      Jay moved with him, almost at a jogging pace. Aviary’s chin rested on her chest, bobbing with each movement. She was unconscious.
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      Olesya finally made it to the infirmary with Sophia … and almost collided with Jay as he rushed out past them.

      ‘Stay here!’ he yelled at them. ‘I’m going to get the Regen!’

      They watched as he sprinted away, then, without a word, Sophia pushed through the door. Olesya followed.

      The infirmary was swarming with combat medics, some in uniform, others off-duty, all tending to wounds. All the patients were soldiers, except one: Aviary.

      Eyes closed and body soaked in her own blood, she lay on a hospital bed. Her skin was pale and her breathing slow, a line feeding her saline and a field dressing wrapped tightly around her neck and under her arm. Damien was already there, barely registering Sophia as she rushed to the bed.

      The lead medic—a woman with bloodshot hazel eyes and a sweating freckled brow—turned to Olesya. Her nametag read Evgenia. ‘Her airways are unobstructed,’ Evgenia said in Russian. ‘We’ve stopped the hemorrhaging and given her the best we have—hypertonic saline with a viscosity enhancer—but she’s lost almost half her blood.’

      ‘Half her … OK, what can we do about it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘We need to transport her to better emergency care.’

      Olesya nodded. The Baltic Fleet Military Hospital was a ten-minute flight away. Except their helicopter was now in two pieces.

      Evgenia caught sight of Sophia’s blood-soaked hand and helped her shed her jacket. The liquid body armor covered their arms, but unfortunately had left their hands and necks exposed.

      Olesya licked her dry lips. ‘Sophia … what Jay said … would the Regen work on her?’

      ‘Once upon a time I was bleeding out on the floor of a secret Fifth Column base in the Australian desert,’ Sophia said, wincing as the medic bandaged her hand. ‘Jay saved my life by injecting Regen into my arm.’

      ‘A minute later she got up and killed someone,’ Damien added. ‘So yeah, it’ll work.’

      Olesya looked down at Aviary. ‘Were you hurt this bad?’

      ‘No. But the injection accelerated my red blood cell production when I needed it most,’ Sophia said. ‘We can try it with Aviary, but…’

      ‘But?’

      ‘You’ll lose your Regen sample.’

      ‘Do you want to save her?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘More than anything.’

      The infirmary door burst open, and the last person Olesya expected to see crashed through it. Andrey had his arm around Ark’s shoulder, holding him up. Like Aviary, Ark was drenched in blood.

      Olesya sprang into action, helping Andrey lay Ark onto a vacant bed. Ark gasped, and each time he struggled to breathe there was a hissing sound.

      The fool wasn’t wearing body armor.

      Olesya stepped back, allowing the medics to attend to him. They cut his t-shirt apart with shears, revealing a small wound that bubbled with blood. Evgenia applied a chest seal, then fastened three sides of it to his chest with thick, wide tape. In a hospital, they’d be doing something very different—and the hospital was where both Ark and Aviary needed to be right now.

      ‘What was he shot with?’ Olesya asked Andrey.

      ‘Russian pistol,’ Andrey replied. ‘An operative.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘There were others. We took two down, the rest escaped.’

      Both the Zaslon and the normal soldiers stationed here were issued with either the GSh-18 pistol or Olesya’s favorite, the Gyurza. Both pistols used costly armor-piercing rounds, which, when striking an unarmored target like Ark, left a small wound channel without the yawing or fragmenting of a hollow- or ballpoint. That was a small blessing for Ark, Olesya thought. He could’ve been hit with something far more devastating.

      She returned to Aviary’s bed. ‘Can we split the Regen dose? For two people?’

      Sophia frowned. ‘It’s a single dose designed for rapid expression in one adult. A smaller dose is … risky. Could take days, even weeks, for systemic activation in their DNA.’

      ‘They’d be dead by then.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I wish I had a better answer.’

      Olesya looked down at Aviary, whose neck bandage was stained scarlet now.

      Andrey stood between both beds, shaking his head. ‘What the hell went down here?’

      ‘They came for Hélio,’ Olesya answered, ‘either to stop his work on the kill switch or because he had the Regen.’

      ‘And did they…?’

      ‘He’s dead.’ She paused a moment. ‘Why are you out of your cell? What happened down there?’

      ‘Ark was … he was grilling me. He was angry. Then a soldier came for us … I mean, an operative. We fought him off.’

      Olesya’s gaze fell on Ark. He was just lying there, sucking oxygen through a mask. ‘Did the operative escape?’

      Andrey shook his head. ‘Czarina killed him, but I’m pretty sure he found Hélio’s bodyguard and murdered her in her cell.’

      They came to clean house.

      ‘Shit,’ Sophia said. ‘Is Czarina OK?’

      ‘More importantly, where is she now?’ Olesya asked.

      Andrey shrugged. ‘Long gone, I would say.’

      Olesya could feel Sophia’s eyes on her, but right now Czarina wasn’t a threat, let alone a concern.

      Evgenia made her way to them—she’d been talking earnestly with a soldier at the door. ‘One of our helicopters was damaged,’ she said, her words fast and sharp. ‘But we have another returning from an operation—it should land in a few minutes. We need to prepare both of these patients for transport.’

      Jay slammed through the door. He held the vial of amber Regen carefully in both hands, and as he handed it over to Olesya, he spotted Ark in the bed next to her. He swallowed. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Operative shot him,’ Olesya said. ‘It doesn’t look good.’

      ‘Can we … we can split the Regen between the two of them, right?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘There’s a very real chance they’d die before a split dosage could take effect. If anyone has a chance at surviving, I have to choose who.’
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      ‘The helicopter is ready,’ Evgenia said urgently. ‘We need to move them now.’

      ‘Wait.’ Olesya gave her the Regen vial. ‘Can you prepare this in a syringe?’

      Evgenia examined the amber liquid. ‘What is it? It’s my responsibility to know.’

      ‘Sophia, can you tell her what’s inside?’

      ‘An adeno-associated virus programmed to target and switch on particular genes in someone’s DNA,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya started to translate, but Evgenia stopped her; she could understand Sophia’s English well enough.

      ‘This one is called Regen because it targets pseudogenes in human DNA that were also identified in the Axolotl salamander’s genome,’ Sophia went on. ‘These genes code for aggressive regeneration and cellular repair.’

      ‘I’m not injecting an untested, potentially dangerous substance,’ Evgenia said, handing the vial back to Olesya. ‘Not unless you want me discharged for gross negligence.’

      ‘It’s not untested.’ Sophia stepped between them, ripping off the dressing from her hand. The blood had dried, but Olesya still could see that the exit wound had already closed over, leaving only a fresh scab to mark its presence. The entry wound, too, was almost healed.

      Evgenia stared.

      Sophia wiggled her fingers.

      Olesya offered the vial again. ‘If you want one of these people under your care to survive, you need to prep this.’

      Evgenia swallowed. ‘Officially, you forced me at gunpoint. Will that be a problem?’

      ‘Not if you do it.’

      ‘Fine.’ Turning to the other medics, Evgenia said, ‘We’re wheeling them out now, let’s go.’

      While her staff unlocked the wheels on Ark and Aviary’s beds and placed their saline bags on the beds, Evgenia took the vial to a benchtop. With a fresh pair of gloves, she drew the amber liquid into a syringe.

      ‘Wait, what’s the plan?’ Damien asked.

      Olesya massaged the bridge of her nose. ‘The Regen goes in one of them before they take off.’

      ‘Who?’ Jay asked.

      ‘I haven’t decided.’

      She wished her commander, Illarion, was here to help her figure that out. But this would be her choice alone.

      She went with Evgenia and the medics, rushing alongside Ark’s bed with Damien, Sophia and Andrey following behind. They wouldn’t let either Aviary or Ark out of their sight.

      As they hurried through the corridors, Ark reached out and weakly grasped her hand. His voice muffled through his oxygen mask, he said, ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What for?’ Olesya asked.

      He withdrew his hand, his gaze still on her. ‘Resented you … from … moment you joined my squad.’

      ‘That was a long time ago.’

      ‘Open the doors!’ Evgenia shouted to the soldiers up ahead.

      Cold air chilled Olesya as they stepped out onto the pavement. It was dusk and the sun had disappeared over the Baltic Sea. In the darkness, a black helicopter was waiting, its rotor blades slowing to a standstill. Weary soldiers jumped out, giving Olesya and the combat medics room to wheel the wounded across the helipad.

      When Olesya reached the helicopter, she made her choice. She helped fold up the legs of Ark’s bed and slide him inside. His eyes were closed now, his chest seal still bulging with each breath.

      Olesya touched his arm, but he didn’t respond.

      Don’t give up.

      Evgenia passed the IV bag to Olesya, who passed it into the helicopter to a crew member. The hypertonic saline was still feeding into Ark’s bloodstream to replenish and thicken his blood supply.

      She hoped he’d make it to the hospital alive.

      Turning to Evgenia, she pointed at Aviary. ‘Give her the Regen.’

      Evgenia took the cap off the syringe, exposing the needle.

      Aviary opened her eyes. Barely.

      Damien leaned in, brushing red hair from her face. ‘You’re OK,’ he said. ‘We’re going to inject you with something to help.’

      She tried to speak, but no words came.

      Evgenia pushed the Regen into Aviary’s IV line.

      Aviary trembled, then bucked, her back arching off the bed. She gave a gurgling cry, then fell limp. Her neck dressing was blotted with fresh blood.

      ‘What just happened?’ Damien yelled. ‘Is she dying?’

      Evgenia checked her vitals. ‘No pulse … no breathing.’ She turned to shout at her staff. ‘Get the defibrillator and oxygen now!’

      Sophia stood over Aviary, her fingers interlocked, and at a nod from Evgenia, she started chest compressions.

      Evgenia’s eyes narrowed at Olesya. ‘This was at gunpoint, remember?’

      ‘Can we send her in the helicopter?’ Damien yelled.

      ‘She won’t survive it!’ Evgenia said. ‘Stand clear.’

      As if on cue, the helicopter’s rotor blades spun into action, roaring in Olesya’s ears. A moment later, it lifted off and slipped into the night sky with Ark.

      Sophia, still giving compressions, called out to Jay. ‘Are you sure that was the Regen?’

      ‘Hélio said so!’ Jay yelled. ‘On the screen it was a match, I swear on it.’

      Damien stumbled, breathing deeply. Jay put an arm around him, keeping him steady.

      Suddenly, Aviary’s hands moved on their own, like she was possessed, clutching, clawing.

      Confused, Sophia hesitated—‘She’s still not breathing!’—then resumed compressions, keeping the blood pumping—and the Regen along with it.

      Then Andrey was beside her, carrying a red case by its handle, with one of the medical staff clutching an oxygen mask and bag.

      ‘The military hospital is sending a helicopter for her,’ Andrey said as he handed over the defibrillator.

      ‘Good, thank you,’ Evgenia said.

      She took the defibrillator out of the red case and powered it on. In Russian, a synthesized voice said to connect the electrodes. Olesya already had the pads in both hands, and while Sophia continued the compressions, she reached around and firmly adhered them to the skin of Aviary’s chest, one on her right side, next to her bra strap, and the other on her left.

      The defibrillator charged with a sound eerily like a slowed-down police siren. Sophia stopped compressions and stood clear.

      Evgenia hit the shock button.

      Aviary jolted, her head turning slowly to one side, then Sophia put her hands back over Aviary’s chest and resumed.

      ‘Aviary!’ Sophia yelled. ‘You’re not leaving!’

      Olesya put her hands over Sophia’s. ‘Let me take over.’

      Sophia stepped back and Olesya started up quickly, only to stop when Aviary twitched, exhaled forcefully, and opened her eyes.

      Damien was barely holding it together, Jay supporting him, uncharacteristically quiet. All they could do was watch as Evgenia checked Aviary’s pulse.

      ‘Aviary, it’s us,’ Sophia said, leaning over. ‘Sophia … Damien, Jay, we’re here.’

      Aviary blinked. Evgenia leaned in to place an oxygen mask over her mouth, but she pushed it away.

      ‘You can relax,’ Olesya said, taking Aviary’s hand and gently lowering it to her side. ‘It’s just oxygen.’

      Aviary finally allowed the mask to be fitted; it was attached to a bag and valve, the bag self-filling with air to give her a supply.

      ‘She back with us now?’ Jay asked.

      Evgenia turned Aviary’s bed around and began wheeling it off the helipad. ‘For now.’

      Olesya watched as everyone retreated inside. She couldn’t do this by herself; she needed Illarion. She needed someone to tell her the right thing to do.

      Sophia held the door open for her. ‘Ark will make it, I promise.’

      No one can promise that, Olesya thought, and stepped inside.
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      Damien was just leaving as Olesya arrived at the infirmary. He’d been by Aviary’s side non-stop since she was brought back from the helipad. Now the patient was awake and breathing by herself, he was finally calm enough to take a break.

      Olesya approached the bed, Aviary’s ruck in one hand and a plastic drinking bottle in the other. ‘How are you?’ she asked.

      ‘Wondering how I ended up here,’ Aviary said, her voice dry. ‘What’s in that?’

      ‘It’s a high-calorie shake.’ She put the bottle on the table beside her. ‘Sophia insisted your healing comes at a high caloric cost. And I suppose she would know.’

      Aviary stared at the bottle, but didn’t touch it.

      ‘It’s chocolate flavor.’

      Aviary smiled, but only briefly. ‘What’s the latest?’

      ‘The base is on high alert and we’re searching it thoroughly for any operatives. Although I don’t expect we’ll find any.’

      Olesya put Aviary’s ruck down on the next bed over. ‘Your gear is in your ruck, in case you want it,’ she said. ‘But you’re here because you need to rest.’

      Aviary stared at the end of her bed. Her eyes were unfocused, likely from the opiates in her body.

      ‘Wasn’t long ago I was skateboarding with my friends up Fifth Avenue all the way to Grand Central Station,’ she said, ‘yelling “hack the planet” at the top of my lungs.’

      ‘I have no trouble imagining that,’ Olesya said.

      Aviary laughed, then coughed. ‘Don’t know how I ended up here. Guess I took a wrong turn somewhere.’

      Olesya shrugged. ‘Or a right one. You have been … quite helpful, you know.’

      ‘Thanks. I just … feel like I shouldn’t be alive right now,’ Aviary said. ‘Like I cheated death.’

      ‘Welcome to my world. You’re a victim of chance.’

      ‘You’re going to Prague without me, aren’t you?’

      ‘You don’t look in a position to be moving around.’

      ‘Oh yeah? I’ve seen Sophia bounce back real fast,’ Aviary replied. ‘Give me a few hours and—’

      Olesya smiled. ‘We’ll see.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Aviary said.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For not stopping the drone launch. You wouldn’t have to do any of this if I’d released my virus like I should’ve.’

      ‘You saved your team,’ Olesya said. ‘And yourself.’

      Aviary blinked. ‘Was that the right move?’

      ‘No, it was selfish. And I would’ve done the same.’

      ‘Huh. That makes me feel a tiny bit better.’

      ‘Thank you for what you’ve done,’ Olesya said. ‘I should have said this earlier, but you have been crucial to our survival.’

      ‘Is that why you gave me the Regen? Damien told me … you had to choose.’

      ‘Ark’s at the military hospital now, undergoing surgery,’ Olesya said, avoiding the question. ‘I don’t know if he’ll make it, but I hope he does.’

      Aviary was silent for an awkward moment. ‘Hey, listen,’ she said, ‘I looked into Xiu’s background.’

      Olesya swallowed. ‘And what did you find?’

      ‘She was assigned to some kind of diplomatic service eight months ago. Ongoing.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘Undercover operation.’

      ‘Yeah. But it said she failed to report in. Five months ago.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘China lost contact with her. They’ve marked her status as unknown.’

      The infirmary door opened. Gleb.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

      ‘Alive,’ Aviary answered. ‘Guess that’s more than some. How many people were killed?’

      ‘Sophia didn’t tell you?’ Olesya asked. There were three soldiers still being treated with moderate injuries, but the infirmary was in nothing like the chaos it had been before.

      Aviary frowned. ‘I wanted to see if your answer was different.’

      Gleb stood at the end of Aviary’s bed. ‘Hélio was killed, and his bodyguard, Ezra. Also two of our soldiers.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Aviary said. ‘Sophia said Czarina was missing…’

      ‘We have checked every room and every face,’ Gleb said. ‘She is no longer accounted for.’

      ‘Did you get the operatives who did this?’

      ‘Two are dead,’ Olesya said. ‘The others escaped. One of them … I had the chance, but I didn’t take it.’

      ‘You’ve got that look in your eyes,’ Aviary said.

      ‘What look?’

      ‘Sophia had the same one, right after the mansion burned down.’

      Olesya remembered. She’d arrived just in time to rescue Sophia’s team from the Fifth Column attack on their compound in Lithuania. It was a night that Aviary was unlikely to forget.

      Gleb’s gaze was still on Olesya. ‘You didn’t take the shot? Would this be your brother?’

      Not much got past him. Unfortunately.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I should have taken him down, then you wouldn’t be hurt like this.’

      Aviary smiled, weakly. ‘Hey, I’m still here, aren’t I?’ The smile faded. ‘Is that why you really chose me? You felt guilty?’

      ‘No, the guilt just comes with it,’ Olesya said. ‘But Ark’s strong. I hope he’ll make it.’

      ‘I hope so,’ Aviary said. ‘I don’t want him dying because of me.’

      ‘There is always hope,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Yes, until they bring us to the cemetery,’ Olesya said. ‘And bury us.’

      ‘Huh,’ Aviary said. ‘That’s very Russian.’

      ‘You’ve been shot,’ Olesya said. ‘You should rest.’

      ‘Soon,’ Aviary said, and nodded to the bed with her gear on it. ‘First, I want you to look in my ruck and find that Purity implant.’

      Olesya dug around in the bag and retrieved the chip. ‘What do you need it for?’

      ‘I've modified it. And now I need you to do me a … pretty big favor.’

      Olesya exchanged an uneasy glance with Gleb.

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘I want you to put it in my neck.’
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      ‘Don’t you think that’s a discussion for when we’re all present? Or are you going to make the decision for us again?’

      All eyes went to the infirmary door. Sophia stood there, her face expressionless.

      Gleb stepped away from the bed.

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘I shouldn’t have to remind you that I’m in command of my team.’

      ‘Yes, as you’ve told me many times now,’ Sophia said.

      ‘And if you work with me, you’re on my team. That means my rules.’

      ‘Hey,’ Aviary said, ‘we’re all in this together, right?’

      ‘Aviary, I can’t let you insert a Purity mind-control chip into your neck,’ Sophia said. ‘That’s insane.’

      ‘You don’t even know my plan. I’m not a child.’

      Sophia walked to the foot of Aviary’s bed. ‘You’re not doing it. You’re lucky Olesya hasn’t got you killed already.’

      Olesya’s mouth hung open. ‘How do you figure that?’

      ‘Operatives came into your base and shot her.’

      ‘And you believe that’s my fault?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘She’s on your team, right? You’re responsible.’

      ‘Just like you’re responsible for Czarina?’

      Sophia took a step closer. ‘You locked her up, and you know what she did? She saved Ark’s life. And Andrey’s. She could’ve left them for dead, but she didn’t.’

      ‘You seem so sure of that. Have you seen the security footage?’

      ‘You know she could’ve left them for dead, and it pisses you off that she didn’t.’

      ‘Whatever she did today doesn’t make up for what she’s done before. Nothing will.’

      ‘Listen.’ Sophia pointed at Aviary. ‘She is not an operative, she’s a kid caught in the crossfire.’

      ‘I’m not a kid!’ Aviary exclaimed.

      ‘You know what I mean,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ Aviary said. ‘You think I’m younger than you, and I don’t have your worldly experience or your super-ninja training or anything like that. But I do know this stuff.’ She held up the chip Sophia had pried from a zealot’s neck in Latvia. ‘Like those phones I gave you—no one in their right mind who’s trying to hide from the Fifth Column would carry an iPhone, but you trusted me to modify it, make it yours so you could use it in your world, with your rules.’

      ‘You can’t compare that to a propaganda chip,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You still haven’t heard my plan. This is my chip now. My rules. What if instead of this chip taking orders, it gives them? What if I can control Purity’s drones with a chip in my neck? All it needs is a transmitter to send them back out … on Purity’s closed network.’

      ‘That means coming with us,’ Olesya said. ‘I don’t like that.’

      ‘Well, that’s a change,’ Sophia said. ‘Look, Aviary, I get what you’re trying to do, but that’s still a hastily reverse-engineered chip sitting right near your brain.’

      ‘You don’t believe I can do it?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I know you can do amazing things—I’m not doubting that—but I’m not risking your life again for a few bells and whistles in the field.’

      ‘It isn’t bells and whistles. And it isn’t your risk.’

      ‘Fine,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s still not worth an experimental brain implant.’

      ‘I was supposed to stop the drones and didn’t,’ Aviary said, her voice growing louder. ‘Let me make this right.’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said.

      ‘It’s not your decision,’ Olesya said. ‘She’s on my team, not yours. She’s not your child, and the last thing she needs is a neurotic, overprotective mother for a leader.’

      Anger burned inside Sophia; Olesya was turning Aviary against her. ‘Considering you have one remaining active member on your team, you probably aren’t the best person to give advice on that.’

      ‘Your team is not your replacement family, Sophia.’

      ‘You don’t get it, do you? They are family. And maybe that’s the difference between us.’

      ‘I guess Illarion was right all along,’ Olesya said. ‘We shouldn’t be working together.’

      ‘If you say so. We leave as soon as Aviary has recovered,’ Sophia declared. And without another word, she made for the door.

      Aviary cleared her throat. ‘I’m not leaving.’

      Sophia stopped dead. ‘You’re telling me you want to stay behind?’

      ‘I’m telling you I want to stop Purity.’

      ‘What about the kill switch, and saving DC?’ Sophia asked. ‘What about us?’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Aviary wiped her eyes. ‘But I want to do this. And I’m sick of being told no.’
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      Marina walked the Kaliningrad streets alone, snow crunching underfoot. In the distance, smokestacks on the Baltic coast poured white streams across the gray afternoon sky.

      She chose an alternative route through a park, rarely taking the same path twice. She circled a toppled basketball ring with a blue-painted backing board, passed barren and dark trees that obscured the old A-frame houses lining the road ahead.

      Her parents lived on a quiet, safe street with pavement on one side and grass on the other. The houses here were mostly two-story, old but in good condition, with iron gates out the front, sometimes brick walls. It wasn’t the wealthiest district, but Marina liked it, and her tax-free danger pay helped with the bills. The Directorate was paranoid but generous.

      Today, a portion of the street was clogged with police and paramedic vehicles. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen them here, but this time she froze on the sidewalk.

      The vehicles were outside her house.

      The paramedic van was closed, and by the time she crossed the road to the house, it had pulled away, without sirens.

      Police officers were speaking to the neighbors. One must have recognized her, because she adjusted her large glasses and said, ‘Is your name Marina?’

      ‘No,’ she said.

      The police officer turned to her. ‘Do you live here?’

      ‘No, I just walk past here sometimes. What happened?’

      She dreaded the answer.

      The neighbor spoke first. ‘There was a robbery, and the poor people here were…’ She shook her head, wiping an eye under her glasses. ‘They seemed lovely.’

      Marina’s lower lip trembled, and she kept her face tight to make it stop. Her worst fear had come true. The Fifth Column had finally tracked her parents down. They would have interrogated them for her whereabouts.

      It’s my fault this happened.

      The officer cleared his throat. ‘If you saw anyone near this property who looked out of place—’

      Marina shook her head and kept walking. She had to keep going. There was no turning back now. She focused her eyes on a parked white van and forced herself to walk until she reached it; she couldn’t think about anything else.

      Once she made it behind the van, she vomited.

      The snow melted in the gutter, and she watched it, her eyes filling with tears. Her family was all she had.

      And now they were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Marina entered the grounds alone, her pace slow and uncertain. She reached for a cigarette, her fingers fumbling inside the packet, then she gave up and shoved it back in her coat.

      At first, Olesya thought she might be drunk, but her balance seemed fine. Was she injured?

      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

      Marina’s nose was wet, and her red eyes looked straight through Olesya in a thousand-yard stare. Then, just as Olesya reached her, she collapsed. Olesya caught her, kneeling and holding her by both shoulders to keep her steady.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘I am sorry,’ Marina whispered. ‘I should have taken responsibility. My mother and father…’

      ‘Marina, what did you do?’

      ‘I lied to the Directorate. About everything.’ Finally, she looked at Olesya with tear-rimmed eyes. ‘I let my … my parents are dead.’

      Olesya relaxed her grip on her shoulders. ‘You don’t need to explain.’

      ‘You have to … I shouldn’t be here anymore.’

      ‘Listen to me,’ Olesya said. ‘Do you want to know why the Directorate keep our families far away from us?’

      ‘To protect them. I know this.’

      ‘I went back too,’ Olesya said. ‘And my parents died. I’m the reason we have this rule.’

      Marina’s gaze drifted. ‘What do I do now?’

      Olesya held her as she wept, and said nothing.
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        Bartoszyce, Poland

      

      

      Sophia drove into the night.

      In the vehicle behind them, Jay drove with Nasira. While Sophia had picked out a new silver Hyundai SUV, Jay had chosen something less practical: a bright blue Renault Alpine sports coupe. When running stolen cars—which was usually all the time—they kept under the speed limit, although Jay often broke that rule. But tonight he wasn’t in the mood and instead trailed behind her at an unusually sensible speed.

      Damien sat beside her. He hadn’t said a word since they’d left the Russian base. The color around him was deep blue. She knew it well. He’d tried to convince Aviary to change her mind, unsuccessfully.

      He was staring out his window and rubbing facial hair on his chin. Like her, his right hand was bandaged, but he was a natural left-hander. Not that it mattered, they’d been thoroughly trained to shoot ambidextrously.

      Sophia’s hand was still healing from the gunshot she’d sustained in Hélio’s lab. The round had passed through mostly tissue and nerves, missing bone and arteries, but it would’ve taken someone without Regen microsurgery and six months of recovery to get back to normal. At least she’d regained control of her fingers within a few hours. Still, she drove the automatic SUV mostly one-handed. The drive was long, without many corners.

      With her high beams on, she took the road south, their false passports holding up to inspection at the Polish border. It was mostly farmland and the occasional forest on this side, needing to slow only for the occasional small town. At this time of night, there were hardly any other vehicles on the road. She liked it that way.

      Switching her injured hand to the wheel, with her good one she checked her phone quickly, confirming DC—or at least his watch—was still in the same position: unmoving, and inside Prague.

      She looked up from her phone in time to see the headlights illuminate a single person standing in the road.

      Czarina.

      She barely had time to react, braking so hard that the SUV shuddered violently to a halt. Jay did the same behind them, almost hitting her rear.

      But when she looked again, the figure was gone.

      ‘What is it?’ Damien asked.

      ‘You didn’t see anyone on the road, did you?’

      ‘No.’

      Sophia sighed, then opened her door and got out, leaving the warmth of the vehicle. The night sky was shrouded in thick cloud that blocked out the moon and the stars. With her pistol in her good hand, she carefully grasped a small flashlight in the other, and lit the side of the road.

      Nothing.

      No passing vehicles, no people, just undeveloped land on the right and a 24-hour currency-exchange store on the left, its Russian ticker-tape and fluorescent lights burning in the night.

      Behind them, Nasira got out of the coupe and approached her.  ‘You OK?’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘I’m tired.’ She wasn’t, but it was the best explanation she could give them.

      Next to the currency exchange was a grocery store with a cartoon ladybug as its logo. Its doors were shuttered, but a 24-hour bankomat poked through a window and, right above that, a security camera was mounted to the wall.

      They were short on cash, and in a small town at this time of night, a bankomat was the perfect target. She returned to her Hyundai and dug through her ruck in the back seat, finding what she needed: her skim card and beanie. The beanie itself was black wool; nothing special, except that she’d stitched a string of small IR LEDs around the edge of it, powered by a hidden nine-volt battery. The skim card was Aviary’s design. She’d originally made it so Sophia would stop fencing stolen vehicles and start stealing from banks instead. Morally, Aviary was a lot more comfortable with that. It meant more frequent hits in smaller amounts, but Sophia appreciated the convenience. It was as close as she’d get to the cash flow of a civilian who wasn’t being hunted by a secret government agency.

      ‘Want me to drive?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Sure,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m just going to make a withdrawal.’

      Switching the IR LEDs on, she peered through her iPhone’s front camera and saw the edge of her beanie now shining with purple light. Adjusting it on her head, she trudged to the grocery store with the cartoon ladybug. To any passers-by, she would look like any other bank customer, but in the security camera’s lens, and the smaller lens of the bankomat, the IR LEDs would be so blinding that her face was concealed.

      She inserted her skim card, entered 0000, and selected her amount to withdraw. The bankomat spat out her card, then a moment later dispensed 2,000 złoty in hundreds. She slipped the bills into her wallet and walked away.

      Back at the Hyundai, Damien was already behind the wheel. Sophia took the back seat this time. Damien locked the doors and took to the road, Jay following close behind.

      Sophia folded her jacket into a makeshift pillow and tried to get some sleep. Her thoughts wheeled between DC, Aviary and Olesya, but eventually she drifted off.

      It didn’t feel like long before her phone vibrated. It was Jay. She checked behind them. The Renault coupe was still there and he looked fine, still driving.

      She answered. ‘Everything OK?’

      ‘Kinda,’ Jay said. ‘I just got a phone call. Or encrypted call or whatever it is.’

      ‘Who was it?’

      ‘Denton.’

      A chill washed through her. ‘OK. And what did he say?’

      ‘He wants to meet you.’

      Denton wanted something. And no doubt he had something lucrative to offer in return. Or seemingly lucrative. ‘What’s he selling?’

      ‘The exact location where DC is being detained.’
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        Outskirts of Prague, Czech Republic

      

      

      ‘He’s entering the train yard,’ Nasira said in Sophia’s earpiece.

      Sophia stepped inside the hangar, closely followed by Damien and Jay. There was no need to conceal here; they ran their Glocks outside, on their rigger’s belts. But that didn’t comfort Sophia much.

      The hangar roof was slanted, fragments of it peeled away to reveal the noon sun. Below it, old Polish trains rusted and faded to peppermint green and lavender. Foliage crept in, weaving through windows and popping through cracks in the concrete.

      Nasira had hidden herself inside the second story of a disused building, watching through a large gap in the roof. She was covering them from there with a Russian carbine, a parting gift from Marina that Olesya likely didn’t know about.

      ‘I have visual on Denton and two escorts,’ she said. ‘About fifty ahead of you.’

      ‘Copy,’ Sophia replied. It seemed Denton was keeping out of range, which also meant he was too far away to read Sophia’s mind.

      What is he getting out of this? she thought. More importantly, can I live with it?

      He appeared from behind an old locomotive, its black and red color flaking off and its Soviet star encrusted with moss. Over his suit, he wore an overcoat that hung to his knees. Since leaving the Fifth Column, he’d stopped wearing a tie.

      Flanking him were two operatives. There would be more, perhaps more than Sophia could handle, but for now, it was just this pair. She recognized one of them.

      Xiu.

      ‘I took the bait,’ Sophia said.

      Denton smiled thinly. ‘And now you’re waiting for the trap to spring.’

      She focused on the trio’s emotions. The operatives weren’t giving off much in the way of color, except for a prickly yellow. They had places to be, and standing here was slowing them down.

      But Denton was different. There was no color around him, only a hollow darkness, his body shivering with a kind of black vortex. The more she focused on him, the stronger it became, threatening to draw her in. The colors of a psychopath, it seemed. She refocused, letting the darkness fade away to his gaunt face and unwavering stare.

      ‘I got eyes on two more operatives,’ Nasira said in her earpiece. ‘They’re waiting by their vehicles. South side of the yard.’

      Sophia took a step toward Denton, her good hand resting over her holstered pistol. ‘Let’s hear it then. What do you propose?’

      He clasped his hands behind his back. Confident, even for him. ‘Firstly, my condolences for your losses yesterday. I have intelligence assets inside the Fifth Column who informed me after the attack. Media blackout, naturally.’

      ‘We didn’t lose anyone,’ Sophia lied.

      Denton’s thin smile returned. ‘You have lost DC. We have intelligence inside Purity too. Not as comprehensive, since you killed our best source yesterday.’

      ‘Who was it?’ Jay called out from behind her. ‘Your source?’

      ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Sophia said. ‘Can you confirm DC’s location?’

      ‘He is currently being held at Purity’s refugee processing center.’

      ‘Why are you helping us?’ Damien asked, taking a step forward.

      ‘Because DC knows something he doesn’t,’ Sophia said. ‘And he wants it.’

      ‘Naturally,’ Denton said. ‘Are you surprised?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      Denton brought his hands to the front and cracked a knuckle. ‘I am looking for Sievers Wolfram, the General of the Fifth Column. He has answers to questions of mine. Burning questions. And I believe DC can help me locate him.’

      ‘That’s it?’

      ‘A couple of questions from me, a few answers from DC.’

      ‘And what if he doesn’t give up what you need?’

      ‘He has no reason to conceal it. We both would very much like the General dead, and my intention is to kill him. Eventually. Unless, of course, you have a moral objection.’

      ‘With the General of the Fifth Column?’ she said. ‘No.’

      ‘Needless to say, then, it would benefit you to help me. And, of course, you can supervise my conversation with DC. I have nothing to hide.’

      ‘Hold up.’ Jay shifted his stance. ‘You want to come with us, don’t you?’

      ‘That's correct. Thanks to your somewhat stimulating terrorism in Lithuania, three sectors in Prague are currently under lockdown, including the refugee processing center and Purity’s new headquarters. Not to mention they are now anticipating an attack from the fabled Night Witches.’

      ‘We’re trained to get past lockdowns,’ Damien said, bristling. ‘Why should we work with you?’

      ‘Because with me, you won’t need to sneak around. I can officially escort you inside the lockdown. And into the refugee processing center.’

      ‘And how do you propose to do that?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Simple. We become DC’s transfer team.’ He slipped his hand into a coat pocket, slowly opening a wallet to reveal a badge she recognized. ‘Different name, same access.’

      ‘National Clandestine Service,’ Damien said.

      ‘This one’s out of date,’ Denton said, ‘but I have new ones being prepared.’

      Sophia knew it well. A Fifth Column-controlled splinter of the CIA.

      ‘With us as your escorts, no one will question you,’ Denton said. ‘You won’t have to fire a single round to rescue your beloved friend. This is what I offer.’

      ‘Have to admit, that’s a good way in,’ Damien said quietly.

      ‘If you want to get there before the real transfer team acquires DC, then I’m the only way in.’

      He was right. With careful preparation and exploitation of Purity’s weaknesses, it was possible for Sophia’s team to pull this off without him. The only problem was, she didn’t have Aviary, and she certainly didn’t have the time she needed to plan such an operation.

      Denton’s way was the only one.

      ‘I have one more condition,’ she said.

      ‘I would be a fool if I weren’t open to negotiation.’

      Sophia cleared her throat. ‘You help us neutralize the kill switch.’

      Denton’s lips peeled back to reveal white teeth. ‘That’s quite a condition.’

      ‘If the kill switch in our abilities is triggered, we all go down,’ she said. ‘You don’t seem concerned by that, which I find interesting.’

      ‘My dear Sophia, I’m not concerned. Because I can do better than neutralize the kill switch.’

      She kept a hand over her holster. ‘Define “better”.’

      ‘I can give you the cure.’
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        Charles Bridge, Praha 1

      

      

      Gleb crossed the point of no return.

      He was driving a small truck through thick fog, from one end of a seemingly infinite medieval bridge to the other. It was barely dawn and his truck was the only vehicle on the road. Lanterns burned orange to light the way and, ahead, Prague was waiting with its warren of cobblestoned streets, rooftops and spires. Gradually, they turned golden as the morning sun slipped higher.

      On either side, Baroque statues of saints leered at him. A long time ago, the leaders of a revolt were decapitated here and their severed heads were used to decorate this bridge. If Purity got their hands on him, Gleb wondered if he’d arrive at a similar fate.

      In his side mirror, he could see the west bank and the castle, now Purity’s headquarters. But that wasn’t where he needed to go. Directly in front of him on the east bank was a spiky medieval bridge tower, a cluster of Purity Guard standing in its archway, their uniforms an untarnished white. As he pulled up, they moved to block his approach.

      His hands shivered on the steering wheel. His polymer Strizh pistol was stashed under the seat, but if he needed it, getting into Prague was going to be a whole lot more difficult.

      He kept his hands on the wheel and reminded himself that he wasn’t just doing this for Olesya. He was doing it for Val.

      One of the guards approached, carbine in both hands.

      ‘No entry from here,’ she said in Czech. ‘You need to turn around.’

      ‘I have a delivery for a medical center,’ Gleb replied. He wore no uniform, just a navy-blue shirt and jeans, and a badge Aviary helped him put together.

      ‘You need to turn around.’

      Olesya had told him this would happen. She instructed him to be impatient and firm, but not aggressive. It was a fine line, and he had only one chance to get it right.

      Gleb cleared his throat. ‘I have bodies that need to go on ice immediately. Organ donations for the Purity Guard. This is an urgent delivery, I can’t turn around.’

      He was ready to show his transporter’s license, but the guard simply said, ‘Open the back.’

      Another soldier joined her as they moved to the rear of his vehicle. Taking a deep breath, Gleb climbed out. He’d been told to expect this too. So he walked to the back of the truck and unlocked the roller door.

      The guards raised their weapons, and for a panicked moment, he thought they were aiming at him; instead, they were preparing for whatever might jump out and surprise them.

      ‘Open it,’ the soldier said.

      Gleb did as she instructed, raising the door to reveal two rows of black body bags. The second soldier climbed inside and walked between them, poking one with his boot, while his companion unzipped one of the bags.

      Olesya lay there, eyes closed and not breathing.

      The soldier leaned in, unzipping the bag down to Olesya’s collarbone. She was pale, and Gleb knew she would be cold to the soldier’s touch, but his heart still raced. One wrong movement or breath and they were all screwed.

      At the far end of the cargo space, the second soldier retched suddenly. Inhaling sharply, he stomped past them at surprising speed and leapt onto the bridge, almost vomiting on the cobblestones.

      ‘Disgusting … close it!’ he said.

      Gleb’s hidden bag of rotting pig entrails had done the trick.

      The first soldier wrinkled her nose and stepped out too. ‘Get moving.’ The male soldier was now leaning over the side of the bridge, spitting into the river.

      Gleb shut the roller door, then returned to the truck’s cab. But before he could close his own door, the first soldier raised her hand to stop him.

      ‘Wait,’ she said.

      Gleb sat still, his right hand within reach of the pistol under his seat.

      The woman held out a pen-shaped device. ‘Procedure. Praha 1 is under strict lockdown. You must be tested to enter.’

      Gleb remembered to breathe. He offered his fingertip and the soldier pushed the device’s tiny spike through the skin. Gleb waited while it analyzed his blood.

      The device blinked green, and the guard waved him on.

      Gleb shut his door and started his engine. Finally allowed to proceed, he drove under the bridge tower. He’d memorized the route: follow Karlova and turn right at Husova.

      Cafe tables and decorative flowerpots crowded the pavements—there was even a sign beside the road shaped like a giant ice-cream cone, advertising twenty flavors—but with central Prague mostly evacuated, the streets were apocalypse-level empty. He steered carefully past the sign and the nearby outdoor furniture, and from there he passed an old library and a theatre, their entrances contoured arches from which hung the occasional Purity flag.

      He drove south-east, toward a rising sun that slipped between buildings, almost blinding him, and he had to flip the visor down to shade his eyes. His route was leading to the other side of Praha 1, and a real medical center that did in fact accept organ donations. To get there, he passed two Purity patrols on foot and, scything overhead, a swarm of tiny, arrow-shaped drones.

      Just before reaching the medical center, he circled the block and found a particular underground parking lot, stopping outside. The streets were empty here, no patrols.

      Opening the glove box, he pushed aside Andrey’s monocular and took Olesya’s flashlight, which had been wrapped with duct tape. Peeling the tape from it, he fixed the light to the dashboard so it pointed outward, and turned it on. The beam was modest in the morning light, but as he drove the truck down the ramp and into the parking lot, it lit up his path with several thousand lumens—enough to conceal his face from CCTV.

      He reversed the truck most of the way into a parking spot, leaving room between the roller door and the wall. Fishing in the glove box again, he collected Andrey’s monocular and switched it on. With thermal engaged, he checked the parking lot for anyone who might be hiding. Everything appeared blue and purple—not even the heat signature of a recently warmed engine, let alone someone watching him.

      Satisfied, Gleb pocketed the monocular and jumped from the cab. He walked to the rear of the truck, paused and listened, then opened the roller door.

      ‘You’re clear,’ he said.

      Olesya was the first to unzip her body bag and sit upright. The bags had low-profile tears along the seam, allowing air to flow inside and keep them ventilated, but even so it couldn’t have been a particularly pleasant ride.

      Andrey and Marina unzipped next, followed by Aviary.

      Olesya walked, completely naked, to the back of the cargo area, long-healed scars clearly visible on her back and old shrapnel punctures on her legs. She pried a section of wall away, exposing a stash of neatly wrapped garbage bags; inside were their uniforms, armor and other gear. The first thing she did was find Aviary’s phone and hand it to her.

      ‘Hey, CCTV is down,’ Aviary said, covering her chest with her body bag while she checked the screen.

      Next, Olesya snatched the bag of entrails and walked it back over to Gleb. The smell of the entrails almost made him vomit, but didn’t seem to affect her at all. Andrey, however, paled noticeably, sweat breaking out on his face.

      Gleb took the bag and, averting his gaze from the various naked bodies on display, headed for another part of the parking lot to dispose of it. The best he could do was to deposit the bag on the concrete between two parked vehicles. Perhaps the repulsive scent would keep patrolling soldiers away.

      When he returned, Olesya and her team were fully dressed in their new Purity uniforms, clean and creased only where they had been folded. On top of them, they wore helmets and lightweight white armor with only the occasional faded pink stain—Gleb had made sure they were hand-washed as thoroughly as possible to get the blood out.

      Despite their Purity uniforms and deadly looking weapons, they weren’t much of a team. Ark was still in hospital and Sophia’s people were in the wind. So, with Aviary and Gleb in support, Olesya had only two active hunters: Marina and Andrey, the latter of whom was on probation and currently vomiting in the corner of the parking lot. Marina was quiet and focused, lacing her boots with paracord.

      Aviary was focused on her phone, as she seemed to be most of the time now. Even in a hospital bed for the last day, she’d found time to upgrade everyone’s phones, including a spare for everyone on the mission.

      Andrey returned to the truck, still barefoot and naked. Nonplussed, he wiped his lips and climbed back in the truck, rewarding Gleb with an unexpected glimpse of his testicles.

      ‘Andrey, please put on some clothes,’ Olesya said. She turned to Gleb and handed him a concealed holster. ‘Retrieve your sidearm.’

      Gleb unbuckled his rigger’s belt and clipped the holster inside the waistband of his pants. Then he returned to the driver’s cabin and plucked his Strizh pistol from under the seat. He took the flashlight and the monocular too, along with the two extra magazines. When he returned to the back of the truck, he was pleased to find Andrey dressed in uniform and securing his armor.

      Olesya had ripped the front of her ruck open to remove her firearm, and was now unfolding its stock.

      ‘Are we really going to need those submachine guns?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘They’re mini-carbines,’ Olesya said. ‘Balerinkas. And yes, we definitely will.’

      Olesya’s Balerinka looked neither Russian nor American. Gleb was quite happy with something simpler, his own standard-issue pistol. Under Olesya’s orders, Marina had issued him an Italian-made version of the pistol he’d trained with. She’d made him run through a few magazines back at base and seemed pleased with his grouping. So that was something.

      There were three more large, curved magazines stowed in Olesya’s ruck, along with a NetGun—her preferred non-lethal weapon—and a pair of cylindrical black grenades, two flares, a suppressor, a pistol, an emergency blanket and three spools of black nylon rope. Marina and Andrey also had a spool each, along with climbing gear for the elevator shaft.

      To free up space, Olesya shoved two of the spools and the emergency blanket into Aviary’s ruck, then produced a leather pouch, and offered it to Gleb.

      ‘Lockpick gun with a straight and curved needle,’ she said. ‘You’re our designated breacher.’

      ‘I’m good with locks. I don’t need a gun to do it for me.’

      ‘You will when you’re being shot at and epinephrine is pumping through your body, making your vision tunnel and your fingers shake,’ Olesya said. ‘Trust me.’

      Reluctantly, he took it in exchange for the flashlight and monocular, both of which she stuffed back in her ruck. Then she reached for a sealed bag with a Purity uniform inside and tossed it at him. He caught it on his chest.

      ‘That’s yours,’ she said. ‘We can look away if you prefer.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘I would prefer.’

      Olesya turned her back on him. Andrey and Aviary did the same, with Marina taking a moment to catch on. They formed a semi-circle inside the truck, talking amongst themselves while Gleb quickly untied his shoes. He hoped he wasn’t slowing them down, but he wanted to do his part.

      ‘Aviary,’ Olesya said, ‘run us through the phone upgrades again. We won’t have another chance to go over this.’

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ Aviary said. ‘So when the Spear’s blast doors open, all our phones will vibrate—loudly for five pulses. And when they close up, we get another one.’

      ‘Let’s hope we only get the first one,’ Andrey said.

      ‘The new Drone app will show you any Purity messages being beamed down to nearby soldiers with implants. That means you can pretty much eavesdrop on commands coming through the network and maybe catch an ambush before it happens. And you can still see their positions on the map as usual—red dots. When they get too close, your phone will vibrate once only.’

      Gleb dropped his pants and stepped into the white ones, wondering how long it would take before they were stained in dirt and blood—preferably not his own.

      ‘I have a question,’ Andrey said. ‘This other new app. What’s the range on it?’

      He turned his phone for Aviary to see. At the bottom of the screen was a big button with the word DISABLE.

      ‘The range is not much more than the length of this truck,’ Aviary said. ‘But every Purity implant in that range will shut off when you press it. Think of it like a stun grenade, it’ll confuse them for a moment but it won’t, you know, stop them for good.’ She considered a moment. ‘If you used your smartwatch, you could move further away from your phone and trigger it remotely, I guess. But please don’t do it near me.’ She pointed to her neck. ‘It would shut down my implant too, and I need it running.’

      ‘I can remember that,’ Marina said.

      ‘This is all very good,’ Olesya said, ‘but what about you, Aviary?’

      ‘What about me?’

      ‘Are you feeling up to this?’

      Aviary swallowed. ‘I’m scared as fuck.’

      ‘Here.’ Olesya took the knife from her belt, still inside its scabbard. ‘Thread that onto your belt. Opposite side to your pistol.’

      Aviary took it, seeming surprised by its weight. ‘Are you sure?’

      Olesya smiled. ‘I have enough knives.’

      Andrey and Marina chuckled. Gleb’s stomach knotted.

      ‘Thanks,’ Aviary said. ‘But I’m still scared.’

      ‘There would be something wrong with you if you weren’t,’ Olesya said. ‘The good news is that your Regen has given your stem cells a nice little boost. If you were to lose a critical amount of blood in the future, your chances of survival are considerably higher.’

      ‘That’s … comforting.’

      Gleb finished buttoning his shirt. ‘I’m dressed.’

      ‘Good.’ Olesya turned, tossing an armored vest down at his feet. ‘Put that on.’

      ‘So what’s it like out there?’ Andrey asked, his attention on Gleb. ‘From what you saw driving in.’

      Gleb shrugged. ‘Empty, except for the occasional patrol of Purity Guard.’

      ‘Marina, Andrey, get to the roof and check the service entrance,’ Olesya said, offering the monocular from her ruck. ‘See if it’s still empty.’

      Marina jumped down from the truck, shoving her foam gun into the front of her waistband. The foam gun was non-lethal, but it couldn’t hurt to have on hand. ‘Heading up.’

      ‘Just keep clear of any train stations and buses,’ Aviary said. ‘If they’re in use, they’ll have running cameras.’

      ‘Sure thing.’ Andrey fitted a covert earpiece, then took the monocular from Olesya. Then he and Marina walked toward the other end of the parking lot and climbed a flight of stairs.

      ‘Aviary, can you check on the drones scheduled for Germany?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Sure,’ Aviary said, her gaze fixed on her phone for a moment. ‘They’re about two-and-a-half hours out.’

      ‘This is not long,’ Gleb said. ‘How much time did you calculate for the mission?’

      Olesya wet her lips. ‘Until we either stop the Spear, or we’re all dead.’

      ‘That was not … quite the answer I was looking for.’

      ‘Our best estimate is just inside one hour,’ Olesya said. ‘We should have enough time.’

      Gleb hoped she was right.

      ‘This is Marina,’ came a voice in his earpiece.

      ‘Go ahead,’ Olesya said.

      ‘The service entrance is unattended. We can see it from the roof.’

      ‘Good. Find somewhere to conceal yourselves,’ Olesya said, releasing her pressel. She eyed Aviary and Gleb. ‘You can both stay here until we’re through the tunnel.’

      ‘Yeah, but you’ll need me to disable their cameras and guns and … well, everything,’ Aviary said. ‘If that blast door shuts, I can’t do anything from outside.’

      ‘Then you’re coming, but stay behind us,’ Olesya said. ‘And you, Gleb? If Illarion knew you were here…’

      ‘I don’t know. Are you planning to simply shoot your way to the top of the Spear? If not, you’ll need someone who speaks Czech.’

      ‘Fine,’ Olesya said. ‘So you’re both coming.’
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        Praha 8

      

      

      Denton was waiting.

      He stood in the center of the train carriage, a hand lightly gripping the orange pole as he watched the outskirts of Prague whip past. Xiu and two other operatives sat nearby.

      Sophia stepped inside his carriage, followed by Damien, Nasira and Jay. There was something unnerving about riding a train loaded with Purity reinforcements bound for their nucleus of power. But this was Denton’s carriage, and it seemed unlikely any Purity personnel would come wandering through. If they did, then Denton would surely have a cover story ready.

      Sophia turned to her team. ‘Stay on this side.’ She didn’t want Denton reading their minds; she’d told them, if he came within range, to focus on particular things that wouldn’t be useful to him.

      Without a word, they sat on the red-striped seats at their end of the carriage. Xiu approached and issued them IDs that Denton had fashioned for their visit to Prague.

      ‘They should hold up,’ Denton said, remaining where he was. ‘As always.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Sophie asked, looking down at her feet. ‘I am wearing sneakers. Not really agency issue.’

      She inspected her new ID. To her surprise, Denton had used her birth name, Žofie Novotný. The government agency’s name was different, however.

      ‘What happened to the NCS?’ she asked.

      It wasn’t long ago Sophia had been a Fifth Column-programmed operative working under Denton’s authority, assigned official identities under the guise of particular agencies or departments.

      The Fifth Column was integrated tightly with US military and intelligence through key departments—the CIA’s National Clandestine Service, the DIA’s Defense HUMINT service, and the Department of Defense’s Joint Special Operations Command—using them not only to manipulate the United States to their own ends, but as a source of useful cover identities and a healthy pool of specialists who could be recruited to work in the shadows for the Fifth Column.

      ‘Oh, their names change all the time,’ Denton said. ‘HUMINT is now the Defense Clandestine Service. They serve under the Defense Intelligence Agency, and right now they are our best play for retrieving your good pal, DC.’

      Sophia stuffed the badge into her jeans pocket. In any other circumstance, she would’ve gladly put a round through his skull. She’d be lying if she hadn’t considered it today. Between his operatives and hers, they were evenly matched. The question was, would she be willing to lose most of her surviving friends to take him out?

      And was she ready to risk DC’s freedom too?

      Denton already knew the answer. And so did she.

      On top of that, he’d tabled a supposed cure for the kill switch, something they were unlikely to get for themselves now that Hélio was dead. Then again, he was just as likely to be lying as telling truth. To Denton, lies and truth were the same, wielded without hesitation, and it was possible—no, likely—he was stacking the deck in his favor.

      ‘Last time I was here, it was the 90s,’ he said, watching the streets of Prague flash by outside.

      ‘When you recruited me,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I was on my way to your assessment when I noticed this group of protestors. They were handing out pamphlets and attracting passers-by, but their leader … now, he was something else. Passionate and ferocious, more alive than his fellow protestors. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was a priest, excommunicated for heresy.’

      ‘What kind of heresy?’

      ‘He claimed to have heard celestial voices since the age of twelve. He ran a prayer group for many years, believing himself to be the reincarnation of Saint Francis. The Church found his beliefs incompatible, and so here he was, surrounded by activists and hippies, shouting into his megaphone about genetically modified foods. And so I took the megaphone from his mouth and I told him he could become a lot more.’

      ‘I think your definition of “a lot more” was different to his.’

      Denton smirked. ‘Perhaps. But he needed the popularity and I had the numbers—everyone from vegans to Neo-Nazis. Even a few vegan Neo-Nazis. I made his protests popular, gave him ample funding to take the fight to biotech companies and governmental regulators, made him the new priest of a better movement. Something useful. He just had to do a few things for us. Nothing … too difficult.’

      ‘I’m guessing he didn’t like the catch.’

      ‘Oh, he was reasonable, in the beginning. Until he started making excuses. I wanted him to burn a cathedral down in France, but he refused. So he had to go.’

      ‘Who’d you replace him with, one of your psychopaths?’

      ‘No, one of theirs. One of those vegan Neo-Nazis; older but a real go-getter. He was smart, too. Paid a gang of Muslim kids to burn the cathedral down for him, then rebuilt it in his image, calling himself the High Priest.’ Denton paused. ‘Turns out I was the one who didn’t like the catch.’

      Outside, graffiti-covered walls and gray-brick factories with thin smokestacks blurred past. They were approaching the city now, and soon the train would enter the Prague Hlavni railway station, which was under full Purity control.

      ‘What happens when we arrive?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘We receive a warm welcome from the Purity Guard,’ Denton answered. ‘Or at least a welcome. Then I shall state my business, with your assistance in translation, and we’ll proceed to the underground prison. If we’re lucky, they may drive us there themselves.’

      Sophia glanced at Denton’s three operatives. ‘What if they recognize someone in our group?’

      Denton’s attention remained on the passing landscape as their train slipped into central Prague. ‘You’ll be surprised what you can justify when you use the word “undercover”.’

      ‘OK. So why target the General of the Fifth Column?’

      He turned to face her squarely. ‘The answer is obvious, unless you suffered brain damage on your recent adventure, in which case we might need to reconsider our arrangement.’

      ‘I know the obvious answer,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m more interested in what happens before you kill him.’

      ‘I would offer an invitation to see for yourself, but I’d rather not have an audience.’ He shot her a wry smile, if only for a moment. ‘Let’s just say there is information I and only I need to know.’

      ‘Some things haven’t changed,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Indeed. I wasn’t running the Fifth Column’s black operations on account of my old-world charm and culinary flair. Although that would be delightful.’

      The train slipped inside an expansive railway station and slowed until it reached a mostly vacant platform. Morning light streamed in through the large steel-and-glass roof that curved overhead.

      Sophia had arrived in the heart of Purity territory. Again.

      The doors chimed and opened, allowing them onto the platform. Other Purity personnel—some Purity Guard, others staff and civilian workers in and out of pearl-white uniforms—alighted from other carriages. They paid Sophia and Denton no attention.

      There were more Purity Guard waiting at the platform, but no one Denton deemed important enough to meet. With Xiu and his other two operatives, he went with the flow of the crowd as the soldiers directed them to the north end of the platform, then down the shallow escalator.

      As one group, they walked the wide corridor in silence until they reached a currency exchange kiosk. From there, they followed the corridor to the left, into a vestibule with pillars and a red ceiling. The space doubled as a small shopping mall, and they passed a newsagent, optician and a florist, all shuttered closed.

      Denton looked over his shoulder. ‘Just follow the pack.’

      Sophia checked her team. Damien appeared uncertain, whereas Nasira and Jay were too busy focusing on people in the crowd, watching for threats. Ahead, Xiu was likely doing the same to protect Denton.

      They reached an open area with arrival and departure boards, both lit but showing empty schedules. Two pairs of Purity Guard examined everyone’s identification: those in uniform breezed through the checkpoint, while those in civilian clothing were scrutinized a moment longer. Sophia looked around for a blood tester, but she couldn’t see anyone being finger-pricked.

      When it was their turn, Denton showed the soldiers his American government ID. When they tried to take it, he didn’t yield.

      ‘Are you together?’ the soldier asked in Czech.

      Before Sophia had the chance to translate, Denton answered on his own. ‘Ano.’ Yes.

      ‘No Czech, you say?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Simple thoughts, simple minds.’

      Sophia and the others flashed their IDs, also keeping hold of them.

      ‘Wait here, please.’ The soldier left Denton’s group standing at the upper concourse and marched away. His partner directed them off to one side so he could keep the line moving.

      A moment later, the first soldier re-emerged with company: six more Purity Guard, these looking like future-soldier prototypes in their pearlescent armor. They carried short carbines with white stocks and rails, and wore white helmets with reflective visors and black smocks over their faces. Each mask was painted with a white skull.

      Damien spoke under his breath. ‘Not these guys again.’

      ‘Do they know you?’ Denton asked.

      ‘The ones who know us are dead,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Good.’ Denton gave them the hint of a smile. ‘Azov Detachment, Purity’s finest special forces and trained by the Fifth Column’s best.’

      ‘That’s … reassuring,’ Damien said.

      Denton calmly observed the Azov soldiers as they approached. ‘Remember, it doesn’t matter who they are. What matters is if they can help us.’

      Sounds like the Denton I know, Sophia thought.

      ‘We have ID,’ she said. ‘Are you saying we still need them?’

      ‘I’m saying all you need do is translate for me.’

      Sophia and Denton stood at shoulder height to the Azov leader, who blocked their path as she removed her helmet. Judging by the chevrons on her shoulder, she was a sergeant. She had golden blonde hair pinned to the back, and thick eyebrows that narrowed as she looked upon them with a heavy sigh.

      ‘English,’ she said. It wasn’t a question. Her husky voice and broad shoulders suggested more anabolic steroids than an Instagram Explore page.

      Denton showed his ID. ‘We’re here on behalf of the United States’ Defense Intelligence Agency to assist in the collection of an American terrorist you’re holding for us.’

      The sergeant inspected his ID for what felt like too long. ‘Why?’

      ‘We have an arrangement with Purity to take possession of the prisoner. Can you help us with that?’

      She glared at him. ‘We are not stationed here to escort a bald man in a suit and his skinny little bodyguards.’

      ‘Actually, it’s shaved.’ Denton nodded to her carbine. ‘Is that a new Bushmaster?’

      ‘Yes.’ The sergeant glanced at her weapon. ‘Many Separatists have fallen under its might.’

      ‘In capable hands, by the looks of it,’ he said. ‘You’re holding this station against the Separatists, is that correct?’

      Sophia guessed Denton was lifting details from the sergeant’s thoughts and matching it with what he already knew.

      The sergeant turned away, speaking into her radio. Sophia listened from where she stood: it sounded like she was checking Denton’s identity with her commanding officer.

      Did Denton have a contingency plan for that?

      The sergeant waited, growing impatient.

      ‘What if we’re denied entry?’ Sophia asked under her breath.

      Denton seemed unfazed. ‘Their relationship with the Fifth Column’s many agencies would make that difficult.’

      Finally, the sergeant turned to them. ‘We’re expecting an attack on the concourse soon,’ she said. ‘The Guard will need to escort you to safety.’

      ‘We’re not going to safety and the Separatists won’t attack the concourse.’ Denton pointed to the corridor they’d emerged from. ‘They will sneak in from the tunnels on the other side of this station, unless you can cover them with soldiers.’

      The sergeant exhaled slowly, her nostrils flaring. She turned to the nearby guards. ‘Deploy the Redeemers to the other side. Hide them behind the support beams.’

      ‘Is there transport we can use?’ Denton asked.

      ‘We are not your babysitters,’ the sergeant sneered, then seemed to think better of it. ‘Follow me.’

      She marched them across the concourse with her five Azov soldiers, past vending machines and a bookstore, and into a cupola-shaped lobby, the high, domed ceiling decorated with stained glass, statues and coats of arms, each featuring castles, lions, ships and more castles.

      They must have really liked castles.

      The sergeant led them around a wrought-iron balustrade overlooking a vestibule and across the copper-and-white tiles to the front of the foyer. Awaiting them were more Purity Guard. One soldier was playing an old, scuffed piano, his music echoing through the cavernous space. The sergeant put a firm hand on his shoulder, and indicated he and one other should join her. He jumped up from the piano and collected the carbine at his feet.

      She moved on to a pair of tall double doors, pushed them open and stepped out onto the street. Her squadron and the extra attachment of Purity Guard, moved with her, their Bushmasters aimed.

      Outside, a four-lane freeway ran in both directions but here there wasn’t a moving vehicle to be seen. The bus lane in front of them was cluttered with parked vehicles, however: six military 4x4s and two large armored Marauders. There was a longer row of civilian buses farther down, abandoned during the recent lockdown.

      On the other side of the freeway, there were glass domes with dormant elevators inside. They reminded Sophia of snow globes, except the snow had long since melted away in Prague. Beyond them, a sprawling parking lot ended sharply at the boundary of a large park, its old oak trees obscuring the horizon.

      Sophia stood between metal bollards, next to Denton. ‘You can’t get inside the refugee processing center without these soldiers, can you?’

      ‘This is in the interest of efficiency and timing,’ he said. ‘Do you want to spend a minute longer than necessary inside Prague?’

      What does he know that I don’t?

      The sergeant gave two Purity Guard soldiers orders; they fished out their key fobs on a large ring, and one made for a Marauder, until the Sergeant directed him to take a 4x4 instead. Sophia would’ve preferred the Marauder, but she wasn’t in a position to be picky.

      ‘These soldiers will take you to the processing center,’ the sergeant said in a deep voice. ‘They can give you one hour—’

      Gunshots cracked through the air.

      Wheels and brakes screeched, followed by longer bursts of gunfire, and one of the soldiers sprawled on the pavement, bleeding out. More shots punctured the glass in the doors behind him, giving Sophia an idea of where the shooter was positioned: in the direction of the park. Probably firing from a distance; a marksman or sniper. Quickly, she took cover with Denton behind the Marauder, its angle keeping them hidden from the shooter.

      Xiu, too, was searching for the marksman, her head lingering in view for too long.

      Denton shouted at her. ‘Get down!’

      The operative planted herself on the other side of him and drew her pistol. ‘There’s more,’ she said. ‘Separatists.’

      The sergeant and her squadron had disappeared behind the second Marauder. Xiu was right: there were more attackers and they were just on the other side. They’d find Sophia, Denton and Xiu before they got to the sergeant and her troops.

      Sophia couldn’t see where Damien, Jay and Nasira had taken cover, but they weren’t inside the building and they weren’t out in the open. She guessed they must be with the sergeant, behind the other Marauder.

      Nearby, the dying soldier groaned, his blood staining the asphalt. His set of keys had fallen near Sophia’s sneakers. She could hear footsteps, then some shouting in Czech.

      She saw four attackers, reflected in the glass doors of the station entrance. There might be more out of range, and the marksman would surely be watching them from a distance, able to engage with another target if they offered one.

      The Separatists moved closer, almost at the first Marauder now. A few more steps and they’d be on Sophia, Denton and Xiu. From the words Sophia could make out, they were planning to clear the front of the station with grenades, but knew there would be survivors here, and were going to clear the vehicles first.

      She had to do something.

      ‘I don’t need to read your mind,’ Denton said. ‘Go.’

      The Marauder’s driver cabin was only two strides away and if they were careful, they could stay concealed until they reached it. Denton lunged past her, grabbed the keys and aimed one of the fobs on the ring at the Marauder. With all the noise, it was difficult to hear the beep-beep that signaled he’d unlocked the vehicle—he went the extra meter to the cabin door and tested the handle.

      Locked.

      While he picked out another key fob to try, Sophia grabbed her phone and opened Aviary’s car-hacking app. The screen listed the two Marauders. She didn’t know which was which, so she took a guess.

      The second Marauder’s lights flashed. Unlocked.

      That helped Damien and the others, at least.

      Meanwhile, Denton was trying another key fob, as two Separatists moved into view. They were dressed in full armor and helmets, wearing traditional fatigues with green and brown MultiCam patterning instead of the Purity white. Both were focused on the station entrance, but when they saw Denton, they swung their carbines around.

      Sophia fired from her chest, punching out to finish the first Separatist. Xiu dropped to one side, both hands on her pistol, and took out the second, who stumbled and fired into the air, then fell onto his back with a soft groan.

      Sophia went for the second Marauder and opened the driver’s side. Inside, her team were already climbing through with Denton’s other two operatives. Nasira was in the driver’s seat, but she shifted over so Sophia could climb in. The sergeant and her Azov soldiers were nowhere to be seen.

      A single round, buzzing like a beehive, passed inches from Sophia’s face.

      The marksman.

      She threw herself into the Marauder, behind the wheel. Now she was out of the line of fire, but Denton and Xiu were still trapped outside, backs pressed against the other Marauder, its armored chassis their only protection.

      ‘More are coming!’ Damien yelled from a window in the back. ‘One … no, more than one engine.’

      A few seconds later, she heard them too. They could be Purity or Separatists, she didn’t know.

      Screw the sergeant, we’ll get where we’re going ourselves.

      More vehicles pulled up on her left: 4x4s and sedans with no armor. Separatists poured out on foot, using the abandoned buses as concealment, and there were still a couple of them on the other side of Denton and Xiu. Any second now, they’d circle around and open fire.

      Sophia put the Marauder into gear and reversed, throwing them into the middle of the freeway. As she did so, a Separatist climbed over top of the other Marauder and got behind the 50-cal machine gun.

      Not even her Marauder’s armor would stop that.

      She hit the gas.

      Nasira swore, swinging herself into the rear cabin.

      ‘Hold on!’ Sophia yelled.

      Denton and Xiu saw her roaring toward them. They dived clear, and she hit the back of the other Marauder with a jarring crunch. The Separatist behind the 50-cal shuddered, arms limp and flailing.

      With her armored vehicle stacked behind the other one, Denton and Xiu now had full protection as they ran to the passenger-side door and climbed inside.

      Xiu moved through into the back with the others while Denton took the passenger seat, buckling up while Sophia reversed again, wrenching them clear of the other Marauder. Both vehicles had taken minimal damage, however … and the Separatist was back behind the 50-cal again.

      Sophia accelerated. The Separatist saw her coming and ducked for cover, disappearing inside the Marauder. Sophia swerved, missing the vehicle as gunfire clattered into her vehicle’s side armor.

      ‘Well, I did say this would be dangerous,’ Denton said.

      ‘Uh no, you didn’t,’ Damien called out from the rear.

      ‘That’s true, but you shouldn’t have assumed otherwise.’

      Sophia took a deep breath. She checked over her body, no blood. ‘Any injuries?’

      After a moment’s silence, one of the operative’s said, ‘We’re fine.’

      Denton watched the freeway ahead. ‘We’re heading north. You need to turn around.’

      Sophia swerved, taking them over the traffic island curb and through the metal barriers. As she made the turn to the south, metal rattled across the road in her wake.

      ‘Happy?’ she asked.

      ‘Enthralled, naturally,’ Denton said. ‘But you do seem stressed.’

      He was poking around in her thoughts. He’d also be sifting the minds of her team in the back. They were well within range and there wasn’t much she could do about it, except hope they remembered her instructions to think in a language other than English, if possible.

      That would give him a headache.

      She checked the Marauder’s rear camera. No one was tailing them.

      ‘How are we getting into the refugee processing center?’ she asked.

      ‘We’re not. DC is not being held there.’

      ‘You lied,’ Sophia snarled, her grip on the steering wheel tightening. She couldn’t threaten him: with her and his sharing the back of the Marauder, conflict would be messy. He knew that.

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Then where is he?’

      ‘Not in the processing center.’ He leaned over the GPS unit and keyed in an address. ‘Purity are foolish, but not that foolish.’

      Sophia hit the brakes, bringing the heavily armored vehicle to a halt on the empty freeway. ‘Answer. The question.’

      ‘He’s in an old Fifth Column detention center under the Klementinum library.’ Denton pointed to the address on the GPS. ‘For their very special guests.’

      She glanced at it. Two blocks south-west of their location. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

      ‘According to their records, he is being held at the refugee processing center. If you’d accessed them to check, what would you have believed? Purity’s database, or my word that DC is at the library? I think we both know the answer.’

      ‘So now we’re meant to trust you.’

      ‘I want to find him as much as you do. So yes, in this case you are.’

      ‘Right, so how we getting inside?’ Jay asked from the back.

      ‘That’s relatively straightforward,’ Denton replied. ‘They let us in.’
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        Praha 7

      

      

      Hal rode the hotel elevator with his trusted operative, Zakhar, and another hotel guest: a woman with curly dark hair and a red scarf. As she spoke briefly in English on her phone, her handbag slipped from her shoulder.

      The elevator came to a stop, and Hal crouched to collect the bag and offer it to her. ‘Ma’am.’

      She took it and, without a word, walked out onto her floor.

      ‘You’re welcome, Your Highness,’ he said.

      Two more floors and they’d reached their destination: the General’s new room was to the right, at the end of the warmly lit hall. Zakhar walked at his side, until they reached the door and Hal put a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘It’s best that you don’t come in. The General is … selective with his company.’

      Zakhar’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. ‘He doesn’t like me.’

      ‘He don’t trust you. Don’t take it personally now.’

      ‘Fine.’

      Hal squeezed his shoulder. ‘We’re going to bring your sister home, you hear?’

      Zakhar nodded, but said nothing.

      Hal left him outside and entered the General’s room. The door was unlocked, the rubber doorstopper kicked aside to allow visitors.

      Different week, different location. This time, the General was staying in a corporate suite in the financial district of Prague, outside the lockdown. Two operatives were with him, but the General didn’t entirely trust the programmed, enhanced sort. These were old-fashioned operatives, selected from the Fifth Column’s best special forces detachments. They had chosen their career path well and were paid handsomely.

      Most six-star Generals of the Fifth Column stationed themselves at one of the Fifth Column’s many classified OpCenters around the world. The nearest was London, but Sievers would have curled his lip at the suggestion of hiding in a place like that. He wanted to be in the heart of Europe. He wanted to be a part of history.

      Hal stepped over Sievers’ sleeping bag—strangely, he never slept in these luxurious beds—and found him working silently in the study, watching the river and the northern portion of Praha 1. Somewhere deep in that zone, Purity were fighting Separatists with firearms and drones.

      ‘General,’ Hal said.

      Sievers wore his usual ink-black uniform, and as he got up from his desk, it was taut across his broad chest and clung to his slender legs. With his hands behind his back, he wandered past the windows.

      ‘Have you severed the connection to our satellites?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, I have,’ Hal replied. ‘But it appears Purity are going direct with their Destiny drones now.’

      ‘That’s not surprising. Just a little quicker than I’d expected.’

      Hal corrected his posture. ‘It’s not the outcome I was working on.’

      ‘It took me decades to achieve what we have now,’ the General said. ‘But Purity lack patience. They have violated our agreement.’

      ‘I can take my team in,’ Hal said. ‘If you assign me all the operatives in this region, we can put down the High Priest and avoid martyring him before it’s too late.’

      If Hal was being honest, he fancied getting into the thick of it, too. Of all people, Sievers would understand that.

      The General turned slowly, making eye contact for the first time. ‘I’m granting you all operatives.’ He raised a hand. ‘But the High Priest will not be your concern. His drones are on a course for German airspace. So, your job is to destroy the Spear before they arrive at their destination.’

      ‘Destroy it? You don’t plan on—’

      ‘The technology does not matter, Specialist,’ Sievers said. ‘It is only how we wield it. You have precisely eighty minutes.’

      ‘Demolition?’ Hal asked.

      ‘However you see fit. Connect the attack to the Separatists and have the media circulate rumors that they’re funded by Russia.’

      ‘Understood.’

      Sievers frowned. ‘But before you do, make sure to extract that prisoner … the Navy SEAL known as DC. He might be of value to us.’

      ‘I’ll see to it, General,’ Hal said. ‘Are you leaving Prague?’

      ‘Not before I visit the High Priest myself. After all, we formed our alliance together.’

      ‘And you’re going to break it.’ Hal cleared his throat. ‘My apologies for the direction this has taken.’

      The General turned on his heel and studied Hal for an uncomfortable moment. ‘You have not failed yet. We were never meant to control Purity for this long. Such wishes are foolish.’

      ‘But we’re destroying everything.’

      ‘Yes,’ Sievers said. ‘Purity must collapse. And Europe with it. We will clean up the mess, like we always do.’

      ‘Of course,’ Hal said. ‘It just seems a mighty shame, that’s all.’

      Sievers kneeled before his sleeping bag and rolled it slowly and tightly. ‘When you are in a position such as mine, there is no true satisfaction. There is only momentary pleasure and the pursuit of the impossible.’

      Hal half-expected his hallucinatory Denton to appear and say something like, ‘A man after my own heart.’ But the phantom Denton was absent today, perhaps because the real one was so close.

      With his sleeping bag packed up, the General returned to his desk and plucked a stack of papers from its surface, offering them to Hal. ‘Now we replace one control system with another. One that is perhaps more articulate.’

      Breaking his stance, Hal walked over and took the papers. Each page had notes on a different political group. ‘Which one?’

      ‘That is your choice,’ Sievers said. ‘Might I recommend something compassionate? Something enlightened for the modern age?’

      Hal flicked through the pages. ‘These are all … interesting choices, but they’re all very much the opposite of Purity.’

      ‘Precisely,’ Sievers said. ‘Once you travel far enough to one side, you will find yourself on the other.’

      Hal wet his dry lips. ‘Another radicalized group to take over Europe?’

      Sievers shook his head. ‘To save Europe from the monster we created. Desperate and seeking hope, society will rush to give this new group all the power they need. If you want a strictly regulated population with strictly regulated conflict, this is how you do it.’

      ‘My apologies, General,’ Hal said. ‘I weren’t to know this was the plan.’

      ‘It is the end of the cycle, as it has always been.’
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        Moscow, Russia

      

      

      Placing his army jacket on a coat-hanger, Illarion stood by the window in his olive-green t-shirt and watched the traffic seep along the streets below. He’d been advised not to wander far from the hotel, which was a polite way of suggesting he was temporarily suspended from duty.

      A knock at the door drew his attention. When he answered, he found a hotel attendant outside.

      ‘Your order,’ he said.

      ‘I—’ But before he could deny placing any such order, his commanding officer, Colonel Isakov, stepped into view, a finger on her lips.

      Instead, he said, ‘Thank you,’ and accepted the bottle of Indian whisky. He walked back into the room and placed it on his bedside table, allowing the Colonel to enter alone behind him. She closed the door and opened her hand to reveal a jamming device. That suggested his room was bugged. He’d already suspected that.

      ‘Under any other circumstances, it would be good to see you,’ Illarion said.

      She kept her voice low as she wandered to the window, looking down at the street. ‘I have word that your operatives are in Prague, near Purity’s new headquarters.’

      He gave the bottle of whisky a closer inspection. ‘I don’t know anything about that.’

      Isakov placed her jammer on the end of the bed and turned to him. ‘Cut the bullshit. You need to tell me everything you know, and you need to do it now.’

      ‘They’ll know you’re jamming them.’

      ‘Then you better start talking.’

      ‘I’ve had little contact with my hunters since I left Kaliningrad,’ he said. ‘I know they were planning something, but I’m not aware of the details. Considering the situation, it’s best that it remains that way.’

      ‘The Illarion I know wouldn’t say that.’ She looked away, but only for a moment. ‘You’re hanging them out to dry.’

      ‘No, I’m doing quite the opposite! I’m hanging myself out to dry.’

      ‘More like just hanging yourself,’ she said. ‘There is a Separatist movement gaining momentum inside the Czech Republic. If your Russian hunters are on the ground, operating in Purity territory, we risk being held responsible for whatever happens.’

      ‘Such operating conditions are what my hunters trained for.’

      ‘Clearly. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here answering questions about the public shooting and runaway nuclear train in Wrocław.’

      ‘And what do you want me to do about it?’ he asked.

      ‘You have direct contact with someone on this team in Prague, correct?’

      ‘Possibly.’ He was in touch with Gleb, although he’d made sure to keep communication to a minimum since landing in Moscow.

      ‘Then I need you to contact them and tell them to stand down.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘Then I’m sorry, I can no longer protect you or your hunters.’

      ‘The Isakov I call my friend would.’

      The Colonel let out a slow breath. ‘I don’t want to stop you. But that is my order.’ Her eyes flicked down to her hand.

      He followed her gaze to the scrambler in her palm. It wasn’t activated. She’d never switched it on.

      They’d been listening in, and she knew it.

      ‘Please. Tell them to stand down,’ she said.

      He understood now. ‘I’ll make the call.’
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        Beneath the Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia entered the underground prison with only Denton and Xiu at her side. None of them were armed.

      They’d parked their Marauder inside the complex’s courtyard, with Damien and Jay inside. Nasira had positioned herself outside the complex, on the third floor of a building across the road. Denton hadn’t left any of his people outside, but he did station two operatives inside the centuries-old Baroque library hall. They weren’t left unattended—several of the Purity soldiers stationed in the building watched over them, while more escorted Sophia, Denton and Xiu down a flight of marble stairs to the secret prison’s control room.

      The room’s slanted windows allowed a wide view of each processing unit below. At the desk, an array of monitors showed different camera angles of heavy steel doors and patrolling guards.

      In one of those cells was DC.

      Sophia explained to the officer in charge who they were and why they were here. The officer turned to his computer and searched for their details while Xiu eyed off the patrolling guards.

      ‘We don’t have the transfer request logged,’ he said at last.

      ‘The request was approved yesterday.’

      A voice crackled over the intercom. ‘All units, last movement.’

      Down below, the guards rotated from one processing unit to another.

      Denton exhaled slowly. In English, he said to Sophia: ‘Tell him, “We have flown halfway around the world to relieve you of a dangerous terrorist, and you can’t find an email”.’ He brushed crumpled food packaging from the desk next to him. ‘Or a trash can.’

      ‘I’m not saying that.’

      ‘Trust me, word for word. Except for the trash can part.’

      She translated into Czech, and watched the officer glare at Denton, who just stood there, arms folded, and said, ‘Your Chief of Staff gave us assurances from the High Priest himself that there would not be any problems today.’

      Sophia translated, then turned to Denton. ‘I added, “We don’t want to disappoint him”.’

      ‘Nice touch.’

      The officer scratched his head, turning his attention to his computer. ‘I’ll have them take you to the prisoner,’ he said. ‘But I’ll need to locate the request before you can leave. I’m afraid that’s our protocol.’

      Sophia translated, and Denton gave him a nod.

      At the officer’s order, a single Purity soldier in white armor led Sophia, Denton and Xiu through Processing Unit B, past more patrolling soldiers. Sophia looked through the metal bars and windows in each cell door. Most were empty.

      ‘Number 14,’ the soldier said.

      They reached the cell on the far right and Sophia saw the occupant sitting on the bed inside. DC.

      Denton turned to her. ‘We need an interview room.’

      ‘No, you can chat after we get him out.’

      ‘That’s what the room is for.’

      ‘You don’t think we’ll—’

      ‘Getting in was simple enough. Getting out, we’ll have to do the hard way.’

      She understood. That officer was never going to find the transfer request, and wouldn’t let them leave without it.

      Sophia spoke to their escort and requested the interview room. Within a moment, he had delivered Sophia, Denton and Xiu to an observation room. It was divided in half, allowing two parties to watch privately through one-way windows. A small opening covered by steel mesh looked back out on the corridor, and she caught a glimpse through it of more soldiers as they shuffled DC from his cell.

      The interview room was square, with a concrete floor and walls, and a single chair in the center. It, too, was divided in half, but not for privacy—the transparent wall was made of thick acrylic layers with no tint, and Sophia noticed microphones on both sides to allow the observer and prisoner to talk.

      The door to the observation room opened and a soldier beckoned for them to follow to the interview room itself. Denton and Xiu went first, accompanied by a pair of Purity soldiers. Sophia followed them in.

      They waited on one side of the acrylic barrier, while on the other two more soldiers escorted DC inside, his legs weighed down and his wrists bound with plasticuffs. He was dressed in a red sleeveless uniform and white slippers, and seemed in good health.

      Through the acrylic barrier, Sophia couldn’t see any color around him, so she had no idea what he was feeling. Same for the soldiers. She turned to Xiu, who was now in a corner of her half of the room, and focused on her. Sophia could see Xiu’s colors without much effort: she was surrounded by a mostly blue haze—focused and calm—with sharp turquoise edges—dauntless, self-assured. The acrylic barrier must be preventing her from seeing any colors inside DC’s half of the room.

      DC sat down and noticed Sophia first. There was a moment of relief on his face, until he noticed who she was with. Pushing against the soldiers, he reeled back, but the soldiers had a secure hold. They forced him into the chair and he relented, but he didn’t take his eyes off Denton.

      The guards on DC’s side retreated to the corners. In one was a small, black-shielded triangle, a camera undoubtedly behind it. There would be a hidden microphone somewhere too, in addition to the one for DC to communicate through the barrier. Without Aviary, Sophia had no way of disabling any of it. She just hoped the officer in charge didn’t have English speakers listening in. And if they did, she hoped Denton wouldn’t reveal anything that might compromise them.

      ‘Hello again,’ Denton said. ‘You know who we are, so I’ll dispense with the pleasantries.’

      DC looked somewhere between angry and worried. His attention shifted between her, Denton, and Xiu. He was reading their faces, very carefully.

      ‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ DC said to Sophia. ‘What deal have you made with this devil?’

      ‘To transfer you out,’ Sophia said quickly. ‘You should be … thankful for that.’

      ‘I’m not sure what I should be right now, seeing you two in the same room.’

      ‘I have some questions,’ Denton said, getting straight to business. ‘Your cooperation will see this process expedited.’

      ‘I don’t think my cooperation makes much of a difference here.’

      Denton turned to Sophia and indicated the soldiers on DC’s side of the barrier. ‘Tell them we are discussing classified information and they will need to leave the room.’

      Sophia translated into Czech.

      One of the soldiers approached the microphone. ‘We cannot leave the prisoner unsupervised.’

      ‘We are supervising,’ Sophia said.

      Xiu pulled something from a pocket under her coat—a folded wad of printed paper—and handed it to Denton. He smoothed the sheets out on his knee and took a pen from his pocket.

      ‘In which case,’ he said, ‘they will need to sign our papers for proper clearance.’

      Sophia translated. The soldiers shared a glance, then promptly left the room.

      DC opened his mouth to speak, but Denton held up a hand to stop him. Xiu produced a small device from her pocket, and gave a nod.

      ‘We have disabled the hidden microphone,’ Denton said. ‘Now we may talk, but our time is limited.’

      ‘What are you angling for?’ DC said with a growl. ‘I don’t have any Regen.’

      Denton neatly folded up his papers and passed them back to Xiu. ‘If you think I came all the way to Prague for something I already have, then you’re mistaken.’

      ‘Fine. Enlighten me.’

      ‘How was your recent chat with Hal Claycomb and the High Priest?’ Denton asked. ‘Were they separate visits or together?’

      ‘You can’t read my mind through that barrier, can you?’ DC smirked. ‘Huh.’

      ‘It’s not … porous. I’d prefer you use your words.’

      ‘I’ll bet,’ DC said.

      ‘Hal can’t be far from here, I know that much. And I also know the Fifth Column General can’t be far behind him.’

      ‘Sievers? If he’s even still alive.’

      Denton nodded. ‘Now you’re catching on. Seems we might be fighting on the same side after all.’

      ‘Somehow I doubt that.’

      ‘Always the sceptic. What did Hal have to say?’

      DC glared through the barrier. ‘He knows you’re coming.’

      Denton smiled. ‘And he is waiting for me.’

      ‘Not just you. All of you.’

      ‘We’re walking into a trap,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Good,’ Denton said. ‘I was counting on that.’

      ‘You’re using us to get to Sievers?’ she asked.

      ‘The General has always been a … hands-on sort of guy. He’d be close to Hal. And Hal’s even more hands-on, so I just needed to know where Hal would be.’

      ‘You put me in here, didn’t you?’ DC said. ‘You tipped Purity off because you knew Hal would come to interrogate me.’

      Denton’s emotions were dull, mostly obscured by the black hole that enshrouded him. She felt it pull at her, drawing her in. The colors, or lack thereof, of a psychopath.

      ‘Is that true?’ she asked. ‘Is DC here because of you?’

      Her energy focused into a needlepoint of anger. She wanted to draw her pistol and line it up with Denton’s face, but she’d left it—and her knife—with Damien in the Marauder. Besides, if she went for Denton, she’d have to tangle with Xiu too, and that would get messy. Not only that, she’d risk her chances of getting DC out.

      ‘You got him here, now you’re getting him out,’ she said.

      Denton shook his head. ‘I promised to take you to DC. Not to free him.’

      ‘Denton,’ Xiu said, pausing to listen to her earpiece. ‘We have incoming. HAC operatives.’

      ‘Excellent. What about Hal or the General?’

      ‘No visual on either.’

      ‘Don’t engage, maintain cover identities.’ He returned his attention to Sophia. ‘But I did promise you a cure for the kill switch. And despite what you might think, I’m a man of my word. Purity has a cargo of inhibitors aboard the train we arrived in. Intron designed them to purify their believers. As it happens, these inhibitors are quite effective at destroying the kill switch in your pseudogenes.’

      ‘But that destroys the pseudo—’

      ‘Your Regen won’t be affected, since that’s not even on its radar, so to speak,’ he said, ‘but yes. Some things come at a cost. The sacrifices we make in life, right?’

      Xiu opened the door and exited. Denton followed.

      ‘Wait,’ Sophia said. ‘What about you?’

      ‘Oh, I already have a modest supply. I’d love to share it, but that would endanger my operatives. I’m sure you understand putting your own first. And besides, you’re a resourceful lady. A hasty return to the railway station should see you right as rain.’

      He shut the door.

      On the other side of the barrier, DC had got to his feet. She had to get him out of that room and unbound—all without a weapon, and before reinforcements arrived.

      She hit her pressel switch. ‘Damien, it’s me. I have DC, but HAC operatives are coming in hot.’

      ‘Oh good,’ Damien answered.

      ‘Our cover blown?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘No, but that won’t take long. Standby.’

      DC approached the barrier, voice faint now that he was away from the microphone. ‘You didn’t have to come for me. Thank you.’

      ‘Thank me when we get out alive.’

      She went for the door. On the other side, she found only one pair of soldiers, which meant the others were escorting Denton and Xiu out of the prison.

      ‘He’s ready for departure,’ Sophia told them.

      Suddenly, the door locked behind her. The soldiers flinched as one of the radios sparked to life.

      It was the officer in charge.

      Her cover was blown.
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      Purity knew they were coming. They had to move now.

      As soon as Aviary pressed down on the implant in the palm of her hand—disabling nearby Purity carbines—Olesya stepped out from behind the train in her new Purity uniform and armor.

      Warning lights in the access tunnel throbbed red, painting the soldiers crimson, and through the orange visor of her Purity helmet, everything around Olesya—from the carriages loaded with cargo to the tunnel’s curved ceiling—became an even more vivid red.

      She rushed alongside the carriages, firing her suppressed Balerinka and dropping two soldiers.

      ‘Spear lockdown!’ Aviary yelled.

      Ahead of them, the blast door was closing.

      They had a lot of ground to cover.

      Between the red pulses, the tunnel was dark, except for the brief tongues of fire as the Purity guards returned shots. In front of Olesya, a soldier emerged from behind cover. He abandoned his now-disabled carbine and drew his pistol, but she was already on top of him, twisting the weapon in his grasp and turning his wrist back into his arm. She fired his own pistol into his neck, then kept moving along the tunnel wall.

      A short distance behind her, Marina ran with Aviary. They both wore full Purity combat gear, including helmets and hard body armor over their usual liquid armor. Somewhere on the other side of the tunnel, Andrey was pushing up too, his suppressed gunfire sounding like he was ahead of her.

      Another soldier emerged from cover at the end of a carriage. Olesya let her Balerinka hang on its sling, she drew her knife and kicked behind the soldier’s legs, before driving the blade behind the woman’s collarbone. She withdrew the blade and the soldier collapsed, her blood dark in the red light.

      A moment later, Andrey raced past.

      Keep moving.

      Just past the next train, the steel blast door was lowering quickly. Sprinting on the rocky ground beside the track, Olesya crossed the last section of tunnel. There were still more soldiers, and they hadn’t noticed her until—

      A pulse of red splashed over her, silhouetting her against the train.

      They turned their weapons on her. She had to be careful of their carbines—this far down the tunnel, they would’ve been out of range of Aviary’s disabling signal.

      One of the soldiers slumped, his head rolling across his chest. Andrey appeared on Olesya’s left again, taking aim at another soldier.

      A crack of gunfire, and Andrey went down. Olesya moved past him, saw the shooter and fired a burst into his visor. There was another, but he withdrew from sight.

      Olesya hauled Andrey out of the line of fire, kneeling for just a second to check his wounds. No blood on his body, nothing on his face. His head wobbled a bit, but he was conscious and staring at her, and he still gripped his weapon.

      ‘Go!’ he yelled.

      She checked the corner first. No visible targets.

      The blast door ahead was now three-quarters down.

      She needed Andrey on his feet and through that blast door. She needed all of them through that blast door—but at the very least Aviary had to make it through.

      Where is she?

      Olesya ran.

      She kept her weapon in front, slowing only to check the carriage corners. She was still twenty meters out.

      Footsteps behind her. She checked, spotted Marina a short distance back.

      More steps ahead. One Purity soldier, maybe two.

      The blast door was lowering fast. If she was quick, she could get there in time to slide under it. Maybe Marina could too. But that would mean leaving Aviary and Andrey behind.

      And that meant failure.

      By the time she reached the blast door, it was too late; it slid down at her feet, locking them out. She hit it, her fist spreading into an open hand, and in the wash of red light, the metal turned icy under her palm. She felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. Five times, just as Aviary had said.

      Movement behind her. Turning, she saw a soldier raising his carbine.

      Crack.

      He fell.

      ‘That was the last one,’ Marina said, lowering her Balerinka. ‘On this side.’ She checked her magazine and swapped it for a full one.

      A heavy-breathing Aviary appeared behind her.

      ‘Andrey took a round in the helmet,’ Olesya said, and quickly led them back to where she’d left him.

      He hadn’t moved at all. His gaze turned toward her, albeit slowly.

      That wasn’t good.

      ‘You didn’t make it,’ he said.

      Olesya shook her head. There was a graze on his helmet where the round had ricocheted, the energy of the impact still enough to drop him. Taking out her flashlight, she checked his pupils for dilation or different sizes. They looked normal.

      ‘They triggered the Spear lockdown before we could get there,’ Olesya said. ‘We weren’t fast enough.’

      ‘I don’t think … we alerted them,’ Aviary said, still out of breath. ‘Separatists attacked … the main railway station … and Purity are locking everything down. Including the Spear.’

      ‘They were on high alert before we even arrived,’ Marina said.

      ‘Great. How long is the lockdown?’ Olesya asked.

      Aviary leaned forward, sucking oxygen into her lungs. ‘Forty-eight hours.’

      ‘And how many hours do we have?’

      ‘A bit over two.’

      ‘And there’s no way you can open it?’ Marina asked.

      Aviary shook her head. ‘I can disable the cameras inside, but I can’t open the blast door under lockdown. Sorry.’

      ‘That’s our fault, not yours,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Is there any word on their radio about us?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Their network?’ Aviary scrolled through her phone with her thumb. ‘Yeah, one mention: a small group of Separatists dressed as Purity soldiers in this tunnel. But there’s orders flying left, right and center—I don’t see any troop movement heading for us.’

      ‘They have bigger … fish to try,’ Andrey said, his voice weak.

      ‘Fry,’ Aviary said. ‘Bigger fish to fry.’

      ‘I hope so. We are trapped in a dead end here,’ Marina said, watching the tunnel. ‘How do you say, fish in a barrel?’

      ‘Something like that, yeah,’ Aviary said.

      Andrey tried to stand, only to immediately slump back down. ‘So … Plan B?’

      Olesya helped him up onto both feet, bracing herself against the carriage. ‘Can you walk?’

      He took a step, then another, but when Olesya let him go, he wobbled. She grabbed his arms and kept him steady.

      ‘Are you feeling sick?’ she asked. ‘Don’t shake your head.’

      ‘No, I just feel rattled. And my ears are still ringing.’

      ‘That should pass.’

      ‘We need to get him out of here,’ Marina said.

      ‘These carriages can be automated, right?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Aviary’s face was illuminated by her phone. ‘But I’m locked out.’

      ‘Purity?’ Marina asked.

      ‘No, it’s like someone has locked Purity out.’ Aviary looked up at the train, her mouth open. ‘Shit. The Separatists took control.’

      Olesya turned to her. ‘If you wanted to lock Purity out of the train network, how would you do it?’

      Aviary thought for a moment. ‘The network control center at the main railway station.’

      ‘So the Separatists will be there.’

      ‘I guess … yeah, they would be,’ Aviary said. ‘So we should probably change uniforms, huh?’

      ‘First we need to get out of here and find some wheels,’ Olesya said. ‘Aviary, can you help me with Andrey? We’ll need to support him on foot.’

      Aviary pocketed her phone and hurried over. ‘Gotcha. I’m on it.’

      ‘Marina, you’re on front guard. Anyone—anyone—gets between us and the way out … shoot them.’
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        Beneath the Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia raised her hands.

      She made no sudden movements.

      Both soldiers aimed their carbines at her. One of them barked an order through the steel-mesh window to the observation room, and more men entered the interview room on DC’s side to retrieve him.

      In Sophia’s ear, Nasira said, ‘You guys got company. Looks like Azov Squadron.’

      ‘I seen ’em,’ Jay said. ‘They’re coming in the courtyard behind us. You guys gotta move.’

      I’m working on it, Sophia thought.

      ‘Turn around,’ said one of the soldiers.

      She did as instructed, turning to see through the one-way glass as DC was escorted out of the interview room. He offered no obvious resistance, but made them work hard to haul him, the job made harder by the added weights on his ankles.

      One of his guards didn’t appreciate that, and struck his arm with her baton. DC trapped it inside his elbow and squatted suddenly, pulling the soldier over his shoulder and into her partner. Entangled, they fell together, dragging a still-plasticuffed DC with them.

      Outside, the soldiers guarding Sophia saw it all through the one-way glass. One, a heavyset man with wide shoulders, reacted quickly, pushing past her to get to the interview room and help. Sophia went with the push, collapsing her shoulder forward and letting his arm slide past. With her other hand, she grabbed his wrist lightly, and as his balance shifted past her, she brought her arm down low, behind his straightened arm.

      And broke his elbow.

      She swung him around, and he rolled into the other soldier’s feet, causing him to stumble. As he fell toward Sophia, his carbine was pointing under her armpit. She clamped over it, and with her free hand, she pushed his head back so that he was looking up at the ceiling. He lost his balance and fell back; Sophia was already crouched, her knee ready, and he bounced off it with a grunt.

      Getting up, she tracked the soldier with the broken arm. He’d maneuvered behind her, snaking his good arm around her throat, a knife in his hand.

      She gripped his wrist, intercepting the blade, but not before its tip could puncture her neck with a sharp sting. He was significantly more powerful than her, so rather than oppose his strength she pinned his wrist to her chest and turned into him. Then she pushed his wrist up behind his back and dislocated his shoulder. He screamed and dropped the knife, then passed out suddenly. His body hit the ground with a thump.

      The soldier on the ground lunged for her legs.

      Sophia grabbed the knife and spread her stance, keeping in place as she cracked her elbow down on his head. She was ready to run the knife across his neck, but he was out cold.

      Sophia turned to the one-way window.

      The pair of soldiers who escorted DC were now lying on the concrete floor, unmoving. Meanwhile, DC had managed to break his plasticuffs and was sitting down again, removing his ankle weights. It would be only a moment before he would reach the observation room next to her.

      Sophia snatched up a radio from one of the soldiers, and, speaking in Czech, said, ‘The man in the suit! Stop the man in the suit! And his bodyguard. They killed four guards!’

      Beat you to the punch, motherfucker.

      The reply was immediate. ‘All units, all units,’ the officer in charge said. ‘Visitors inside the facility are hostile and potentially armed. Detain them immediately. All units, all units: American visitors are hostile. American visitors are hostile.’

      Sophia spoke into the radio again, breathing heavily. ‘They’re leaving now!’

      That would slow Denton down and buy her some time.

      Both soldiers near her were still out. She left them and turned to the small mesh window that connected to the other observation room. DC was inside now, his chest rising and falling. He was unarmed, but free of his plasticuffs and weights. He tried the door, but it was locked.

      ‘Pass me your lockpicks,’ he said. ‘Then you should go.’

      ‘Not a chance in hell,’ she said. ‘I’m not losing you.’

      ‘You came all this way just to get me?’ He paused to catch his breath. ‘No one’s … ever done that before.’

      She smiled. ‘Let’s not make a habit of it.’

      She put her hand on the mesh, and DC placed his on the other side, almost touching. She watched the colors around him, expecting stress and anxiety, but hoping for other colors too: solace, happiness, maybe affection.

      But all she could see through the mesh was a dark cloud that seemed to hang over him. Despair? Foreboding?

      No…

      A black hole that bled him of color, leaving his emotions faded and gray. It pulled at her.

      Just like Denton’s.

      ‘What did they do to you?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      She withdrew her hand, taking a step back. ‘You’re not … they changed you.’

      ‘I’m still me,’ DC said.

      She shook her head. ‘What did they do to you?’

      DC struck the mesh with one hand. ‘Nothing! What’s wrong with you?’

      Her reply was soft, barely audible even to herself. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Your pseudogenes are playing up.’ He took a deep breath and calmed himself. ‘Listen to me, you’re not thinking straight. I’m still the same—it’s me. It’s still me.’

      Tears streamed down her face. ‘I’m sorry.’

      He pushed both hands on the mesh, but it didn’t budge. His eyes flashed. ‘What are you talking about?’ he yelled. ‘If we got any chance, we need to escape together.’

      But she knew what the darkness around him was. It was unmistakable.

      In her ear, a voice spoke. ‘It’s Damien. We’re still watching the lobby. No Denton.’

      Sophia ignored him.

      DC was watching her carefully, his lower lip quivering. ‘Is Olesya here too?’ he asked. ‘Let me speak to her, she’ll understand.’

      Sophia shook her head again. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’ DC’s hands trembled on the mesh. ‘You can’t leave me here.’

      She backed away from the window, past the dead and disabled soldiers.

      DC’s face was stained with tears of his own. ‘How could you do this to me?’

      Don’t believe him. It’s an act.

      She got out of the observation room, closing the door behind her. The thick walls muffled his voice as he yelled her name, but she could still hear him as she made her way down the corridor.

      He wasn’t DC. Not anymore.
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      Damien watched through the Marauder’s windshield. The only things he could see moving beyond the library’s open doors were Purity Guard. No Denton. No operatives either—they’d quickly disappeared.

      ‘They must have found another way out,’ Jay said from the back of the vehicle.

      Then Sophia spoke in their ears. ‘I’m on my way.’

      Damien looked back at Jay. ‘By herself?’

      Jay shrugged.

      Damien took the Glock from his waistband. He still had his Defense Clandestine Service ID, but he didn’t know how useful that would be now.

      ‘Well, shit,’ Jay said. ‘Party’s arrived.’

      He was looking out the rear window, where one jeep and one Marauder had pulled up a short distance behind them. Purity special forces soldiers disembarked from the back of the armored vehicle, their white combat suits clearly marking them as Azov Detachment.

      They took aim at the Marauder and split into two fireteams.

      ‘That’s not a good sign,’ Jay said.

      ‘Got any ideas?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Yeah.’ Jay rushed to the front of the Marauder and dropped into the driver’s seat. ‘But you’re not gonna like them.’

      Damien took one of the seats in the rear cabin and buckled into a four-point harness. ‘Glad we can both be honest about that.’

      Jay checked the side mirrors. ‘They’re moving up. Both sides.’

      Damien gripped his Glock. They were outnumbered and outgunned, as usual.

      Jay started the engine, and before the soldiers could react, he hit the gas. Damien braced himself, preparing for Jay to plough forward, right into the library—

      —but he reversed the Marauder, almost running over the Azov soldiers. When he struck the side of the jeep, he didn’t stop. Metal screeched, then crunched as the jeep was rammed into an old iron lamppost, buckling and folding in on itself.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Damien yelled.

      ‘Improvising!’

      Outside, the Azov soldiers shouted and moved. No gunfire, no attempts to breach the vehicle. Through the rear window, Damien could see two of them climbing up onto their own armored vehicle. They were going for the only thing that could punch through the Marauder’s armor: the mounted 50-cal machine gun.

      Jay accelerated, making a tight left turn and crashing into the side of the Azov Marauder. One soldier dived to the side, but the other made it to the machine gun.

      Damien dropped his pistol and released his harness, almost flying into the other side of the cabin. He stabilized himself with his legs apart, then climbed the ladder through the porthole.

      Grappling the turret above, he took control of their Marauder’s machine gun.

      Both the soldier and Damien swung their barrels to face each other.

      Damien was faster. He blasted the other turret, shredding the soldier. As his machine gun burned through its belt of ammunition, the sound filling his eardrums suddenly softened, becoming muffled as though he’d slipped underwater.

      His sensitive hearing was shutting down.

      In his peripheral vision, he spotted more Azov soldiers climbing onto his roof—one on his three, one at his nine. They were almost within arm’s reach of him…

      Jay reversed again, swinging the Marauder wildly in yet another direction.

      The soldiers lost their balance, but didn’t tumble off.

      Damien held onto the machine gun to keep himself stable, wrenched his barrel to the left. It swept one soldier’s legs out from under her; she hit the roof on her side, air exploding from her lungs. Her carbine was still aimed in his direction and he pinned it down with one arm.

      The second soldier was behind him now. He fired.

      Jay jerked the Marauder into another direction.

      Shots ricocheted off metal beside Damien, narrowly missing him. Keeping the first soldier’s finger on the trigger, he lifted the carbine and returned fire. His shots missed as the second soldier dived in the other direction and disappeared off the Marauder completely.

      Now Jay had the Marauder speeding toward the library.

      Damien realized they were on a collision course with a solid rendered wall … and his head was still outside the vehicle. But as he ducked into the cabin, the Azov soldier he’d knocked down clamped her arms around his armpit and neck, pinning him in place. She squeezed, seeming not to care that they would both be smashed into the building.

      Damien reached for the pistol in his waistband—it was gone, so he grabbed what he could: the machine gun. Swinging the barrel wouldn’t do much, she was too close, so he squeezed the cover latches and popped the feed cover assembly, freeing the belted ammunition. He tore the linked ammunition from the tray and whipped it into her face. She cried out and released her grip.

      Damien dropped down inside the Marauder just as Jay ploughed into the library. The impact lifted him off his feet and slammed him into the rear of the cabin; he tried to keep his chin to his chest, but his head still struck metal, and his vision blurred, went dark.

      Another impact.

      He rolled across the cabin, disoriented and winded. He opened his eyes. Powdered plaster and debris clouded the cabin, making it difficult to see, but the rear hatch was open and blurred-looking soldiers were pouring inside.

      One of the soldiers aimed at Jay in the driver’s seat as another leveled his carbine at Damien.

      One moment the soldier was standing there, the next he was gone, smashed against the side of the cabin.

      Jay was out of his seat, dealing with the other soldier the same way he’d handled the first, striking him in his chest plate and hurling him like a rag-doll out the rear hatch.

      More Azov soldiers swarmed outside—then gunfire.

      The detachment scrambled for cover, shooting behind them as they moved. Someone was attacking their rear...

      ‘Run!’ Jay dragged Damien through the driver’s cabin and almost threw him out the door.

      Damien found himself stumbling into the debris-strewn lobby of the old library, their slightly crumpled Marauder behind them. His hearing was returning slowly, the low thrum of gunfire becoming loud snaps again.

      He was unarmed, but it was too late to go back and grab something. Peering around the front of the damaged Marauder, he couldn’t see who the Azov Detachment were focused on.

      Hitting his pressel switch, he said, ‘Damien to Nasira, is that you behind us?’

      ‘Negative!’ Nasira yelled. ‘Going for the train station, but we got a lot of Purity boots on the street and they’re gonna slow us down some. What’s your status?’

      Jay hit his pressel. ‘Fucked. Our status is fucked. We’re in the library with Azov up our ass.’

      ‘Copy, stay alive.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jay said, off-radio. ‘Easy.’

      ‘Damien to Sophia, where are you?’

      ‘North end of the complex,’ Sophia said in his ear. ‘Get out of the library now! Both of you.’

      There were flashes of movement outside. The newcomers who’d entered the complex behind Azov were dressed not in Purity armor but in MultiCam with matching boots and helmets.

      Pre-Purity uniform. Separatists.

      Vaulting over a fallen metal detector, Damien kept the Marauder squarely behind him and moved through the lobby, into the hall. He’d been expecting Purity Guard and Denton’s operatives, but now the hall was empty, except for Jay, Damien, and the huge astronomical globes lining the space.

      ‘You know another way out?’ Jay asked, two paces behind him.

      ‘No, but Aviary—shit,’ Damien said.

      Aviary wasn’t on their team anymore. It was just him now.

      He took out his phone and zoomed in close on his map. Sophia’s signal was at the north end of the complex. If there were other ways out, it was up to him to find one.

      ‘Freeze.’

      A single figure—not in Purity uniform—stood on the balcony ahead, his pistol aimed. Damien hadn’t heard any footsteps from that direction; he must’ve crouched behind the balustrade and waited until now to emerge.

      ‘Damien and Jay,’ he said. ‘Drop the pistol.’

      Damien didn’t have a pistol to drop; Jay lowered his Glock to the floor.

      ‘Kick it aside and raise your arms.’

      Jay did as instructed, and together they put their hands up.

      Damien spoke under his breath. ‘Operative?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jay said. ‘The one who shot my brother … or the guy pretending to be my brother.’

      Damien could hear the Azov Detachment behind them, exchanging fire with Separatists in the courtyard. He hoped there were enough Separatists that the fight took a while; he didn’t want to be trapped between Azov and what now appeared to be a deadly HAC operative.

      ‘I’m guessing you want us alive,’ Jay said.

      ‘I need one question answered.’ Pistol in hand, the operative jumped off the balustrade, landing on the tiled floor and rolling neatly to his feet. His aim snapped onto Jay, then shifted to Damien. He approached them across the library hall. ‘Where is Olesya?’

      ‘Afraid you’re asking the wrong guys there, pal,’ Jay said.

      The operative fired, and Jay dropped to one knee, gasping for breath as his liquid body armor took the round.

      ‘The next one will be in your head.’

      Wheezing, Jay said, ‘Go. I got this.’

      Damien shook his head. ‘No, you don’t.’

      The operative had made it halfway toward them, pistol aimed, when a nearby detonation shook the hall. The large astronomical globes rattled, some of them toppling and rolling between them like giant boulders.

      One was large enough to offer total cover.

      ‘Now!’ Jay launched to his feet and pushed the globe. It rolled in the direction of the operative like an oversized bowling ball. The operative dived clear, narrowly avoiding another loose globe, and Jay rushed forward.

      Damien had his chance. He took the stairs on his right, between decorated pilasters and walls painted with figures submerged in sea baths. The marble steps led down to a lower level passage, and from there he found another flight of stairs. He checked his position on his phone’s map—this way led up, into an eastern courtyard.

      But he couldn’t leave yet.

      ‘Damien to Jay, I’m coming back.’

      But footsteps were now echoing from that direction, and more than one pair. Definitely not Jay.

      Four Azov Detachment soldiers reached the bottom of the marble stairs. Spotting Damien, they took aim.

      Unarmed, Damien launched up the next flight, taking it three steps at a time. He made it to the surface to find an unoccupied courtyard. Sound exploded around him: gunfire echoing off building fronts in nearby streets; the menacing whine of nearby drones; distant Purity forces barking orders; the dull detonation of explosives from somewhere in the southern portion of Praha 1.

      He was in the middle of a war zone.
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      Aviary prepared herself for the worst.

      They’d split up, taking two cars from the tunnel entrance, but had lost track of each other while narrowly avoiding a Purity checkpoint.

      Now Olesya and Marina had disappeared.

      ‘They were right behind us,’ Aviary said.

      ‘So where did they go?’ Andrey asked from the back seat. ‘Can you check your map?’

      ‘Checking.’

      Gleb parked their car in an open-air lot across from the railway station. There were a handful of other vehicles there, at least.

      Gleb reached for the pressel switch on his uniform. ‘Gleb to Olesya, where are you?’

      ‘Olesya to Gleb,’ Olesya said, speaking low. ‘We got cut off by Purity reinforcements. They’re coming in strong, it might take us a while to get to you.’

      Aviary zoomed in on her map. Both Olesya and Marina were stuck somewhere far south of here. She didn’t know whether they were still in their car or on foot.

      ‘Should we wait?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘We don’t have time,’ Olesya said. ‘You need to get to the network control center.’

      ‘What about the Separatists?’ Gleb asked. ‘They could still be inside.’

      ‘Take your uniforms off and tell them you’re on their side. Simple.’

      Yeah, simple.

      ‘OK,’ Gleb said, less than convinced.

      ‘We’re switching channels,’ Olesya said. ‘If you need anything, just switch over.’

      ‘Will do. Thanks.’

      ‘Olesya out.’

      Aviary started tearing off her Purity uniform, revealing her civilian clothes underneath. ‘Wish I had thermals on,’ she said.

      ‘That’s a bad idea,’ Andrey said, slowly removing his own gear in the back seat. ‘Trust me, when you start sprinting, they have you sweating like a bear.’

      ‘You mean like a pig?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘No, like a bear. A very sweaty bear.’

      Gleb started to strip down to the civilian clothes he’d been wearing as the van driver. He tossed his Purity armor vest on the seat next to Andrey.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Gleb asked him.

      ‘A little sore and light-headed. That’s all. No nausea, no memory loss, no confusion.’

      ‘How is the ringing in your ears?’

      ‘It’s gone. Now can you hurry? You need to get in there.’

      ‘What about you?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I’ll be fine once Marina and Olesya get here.’

      ‘If you start feeling worse, call us immediately,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, just go.’

      With their pistols holstered and Aviary’s ruck on her back, they left Andrey in the car and crossed the empty freeway to the railway station. Out front were two untouched 4x4s. As Aviary approached them, she noticed scattered shell casings and drops of blood. Something had happened here recently, and it hadn’t ended well.

      Gleb was already inside the lobby when she caught up. It was empty, except for a piano, some overturned chairs and tables, and five corpses that had been hastily dragged into a corner. Two were in Purity armor, the others in forest camouflage.

      ‘This is not a good idea,’ Gleb said, echoing her thoughts.

      ‘We need a train, right?’ Aviary said. ‘Unless you wanna drive across a war zone and swim to Purity headquarters. Because I don’t.’

      ‘I don’t want to go there at all, if I can be honest.’

      You and me both, man.

      Aviary found her pressel switch. ‘Aviary to Olesya, we’re in the station. Where are you?’

      No answer.

      According to her phone, the network control center was one level above the upper concourse, at the north end of the station. She memorized the route, then circled the mezzanine and pushed through a pair of old wooden doors, into the lower concourse.

      Silence. The whole area was empty, its shops shuttered.

      Gleb kept his hands near his belt, ready to draw. Aviary on the other hand preferred to act like a civilian and be treated like one, although she wasn’t sure that would work any better. She wasn’t even sure who had control of the train station, or if anyone even did.

      ‘OK. Follow me,’ she said.

      She hoped the silence meant the Separatists had already moved on, but it was unlikely her luck was that good. Gleb kept pace with her as she moved across the wide space, under a red ceiling held up by similarly colored pillars. She listened but heard only the escalator tracks from up ahead. If Damien were there, he would’ve heard more.

      She stepped onto the escalator.

      Gleb followed, two steps behind and watching the upper concourse as they ascended. Above them was an arrival and departure board, lit up but with its characters scrambled and flickering in the bottom right corner with Unicode rectangles instead of the alphabet.

      Aviary stopped short, almost tripping on two more bodies at the top of the escalator—both Purity, with pearl-white uniform and white carbines. Both shot dead.

      Gleb prodded a rifle with his boot. ‘Magazines are missing.’

      There was a faint hissing sound from somewhere ahead. A cloud of white smoke bloomed to conceal everything beyond that point of the concourse.

      Before Aviary could react, figures emerged from the smoke, their weapons pointed in her direction. They weren’t Purity. In fact, Aviary wasn’t sure who they were: they wore a variety of helmets and vests over a mix of camouflage uniform and civilian clothes.

      ‘Are they friendly?’ Aviary asked Gleb.

      ‘Usually not, if they point their weapons at you. They must be the Separatists.’

      He raised his hands. She raised hers too.

      One of the group, presumably the leader, spoke in Czech. Aviary’s smartwatch translated in her earpiece. ‘Identify yourselves.’

      ‘I’m from a resistance group in Lithuania,’ Gleb said. ‘And this is my friend. She’s an American student.’

      ‘We don’t want any problems,’ Aviary said, exaggerating her American accent.

      ‘This place is full of problems. Why are you here?’

      ‘We just want to get out of here,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Uh … yeah,’ Aviary said, ‘and maybe a little more than that.’

      The man raised a sharp black eyebrow, his weapon aimed at her. ‘Check their ID.’

      Two others approached and, with their weapons covering Aviary and Gleb, gestured for them to slowly hand over their wallets.

      ‘You should know we have pistols inside our belts,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Keep your hands up,’ the leader said. ‘We’ll take them.’

      Aviary let one of them reach inside her jacket and remove the Glock from her holster, then take her wrists and tighten a pair of plasticuffs over them.

      ‘You’re coming with us,’ the leader said.

      Gunfire echoed through the concourse, cracking past Aviary like a whip, and the man in front of her collapsed, limbs jittering. Aviary threw herself back, landing on top of the escalator. Gleb tumbled down too, almost on top of her.

      Lying on the steps, Aviary let them carry her down to the lower level. Above them, shouts filled the concourse as the Separatists scattered … then something metal was clicking toward them. At first, she thought it was a grenade of some sort, but then she realized the noise had a rhythm to it.

      A Good Boy stalked past the top of the escalator, its titanium claws clinking on the polished floor. It seemed Purity had them in good supply.

      ‘Drone!’ someone shouted above them. ‘Get to cover!’

      Aviary kept hunkered down, not moving an inch. Gleb’s breathing was heavy, faster than hers, but the Good Boy didn’t seem to notice, focused on pinning the Separatists down.

      She hit the lower concourse and carefully got to her feet. Unlike her, Gleb’s hands were free; he took her by the shoulder and pulled her away.

      ‘Go!’ he whispered.

      ‘Untie me.’

      He drew his knife and ran the blade between her wrists, popping the plasticuffs. She ripped them off and started up the escalator.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he whispered.

      ‘I can stop it.’

      Gleb grabbed her shoulder again, holding her back. ‘Are you crazy? They took our weapons.’

      ‘I don’t need them.’

      As she stepped on the escalator again, she pulled out her phone and linked to the modified implant in her neck. Immediately, she was able to isolate the Good Boy’s signal and connect to it. The escalator deposited her on the upper level, where she had only a few seconds before she became a target herself. Using her phone to navigate the Good Boy’s interface wasn’t easy, but with a few swipes and taps, she found herself in its weapon-control system.

      She looked up to see the Good Boy stalking the Separatists, the precision rifle mounted on its back swiveling to track a new target...

      Her.

      Aviary froze, right in its line of sight—

      —as its barrel dropped slightly.

      She’d disabled its ability to fire.

      Instead, the Good Boy lurched forward, sprinting right at her.

      ‘Aviary!’ Gleb called out from below.

      She switched over to its mobility system and cycled frantically through the commands. They flew past her screen in a blur and she was vaguely aware she wasn’t using her fingers anymore: she was controlling the implant directly.

      ‘Get out of the way!’ the Separatist leader yelled at her.

      Aviary raised her hand toward the approaching quadruped, its sharp tail coiled in the air, ready to skewer her.

      It was almost in range.

      Then its front shoulders slumped, and its jaguar-like head twitched as its body slowed, front legs dragging. It halted before her, its deadly tail losing tension and dropping to the floor with a sharp ringing sound.

      Aviary lowered her hand as, with a soft hum, the Good Boy powered down.

      She cleared her throat, then spoke up so the hiding Separatists could hear. ‘It’s … uh, I shut it off.’

      Gleb arrived at the top of the escalator behind her, his hands back up in surrender.

      One of the Separatists lay on the floor nearby, leaking blood; another rushed to the body, checking for a pulse.

      ‘She’s gone,’ he said, standing up over their fallen comrade and swearing under his breath.

      The leader shook his head. ‘I thought we fried them all.’

      The other rebels emerged a little shaken, their weapons fixed on the Good Boy … and on Aviary.

      ‘How did you do that?’ the leader asked.

      ‘I know how to disrupt Good Boy systems.’

      ‘Good Boy?’ he asked.

      ‘The … it’s what we call those four-legged drones. Because they look like dogs.’

      Maybe she said it a little too matter-of-factly, because several weapon barrels snapped up and aimed at her head.

      The leader approached her cautiously. ‘Like an EMP?’

      Aviary held her phone up. ‘No, I hacked it. Also, I saved your life, so you’re welcome.’

      ‘Take her phone.’ The leader lowered his weapon. ‘And cuff her properly this time.’

      Once again, Aviary’s wrists were fastened with plasticuffs, tight enough to cut into her skin. Then Gleb was bound as well. He frowned, but said nothing.

      Flanked by the Separatists, they were led to a small lobby where an elevator was waiting for them, large enough to carry half their group at once. Gleb was among the first group, four in total; as the doors closed, he glared at her.

      What was I supposed to do? Let the Good Boy just kill them all? OK fine, that wasn’t such a bad idea.

      But now Aviary was stuck with them, alone with the leader and two other Separatists. They called another elevator and boarded it with her, making sure she stood between them.

      ‘Check her bag,’ the leader said, noticing she was still wearing her ruck.

      One of them unzipped the rucksack and rifled through.

      ‘Don’t drop anything,’ she said. ‘Please.’

      The Separatist zipped it up and retreated, covering his nose.

      ‘What is that smell?’ the leader asked.

      ‘Oh, right,’ Aviary said. ‘There were some pig entrails.’

      He stared at her, then swallowed dryly.

      The doors opened and the leader quickly stepped out, joining Gleb and the rest of his team. Gunfire echoed in the distance, but it was hard to tell how many blocks away. Aviary hoped they weren’t about to fall under attack, but the group seemed only mildly concerned as they ferried her and Gleb through the upper level of the train station.

      Finally, they reached a pair of double doors. The leader opened them and led the way into a large room.

      The network control center.

      It looked like a secret nuclear weapons command base, if a bit outdated. And without the nuclear weapons. In the middle of the room was a semi-circle of white desks, cluttered with phones and keyboards. Some were manned by Separatists. One of whom was feeding saline into the vein of another as he sipped from an unusually ugly mug.

      In front of them, space had been taken up on multiple walls to show a tangle of thick lines, each representing a single train route and coded with a unique color. Above the lines were lots of tiny LEDs: some lit red, others green. On the far-left wall was a grid of twelve monitors that showed CCTV footage of the train platforms below.

      The leader of the Separatist team who’d captured Aviary and Gleb placed their pistols, along with Aviary’s phone, on one of the desks. With his hands behind his back, he stood and gave a curt nod to a woman in white and charcoal MultiCam uniform.

      Looks like she’s in charge.

      Aviary had to step back to see her properly. One arm of her uniform was sewn with the old name of her country—Czech Republic—and its pre-Purity flag of blue, white and red. There was a patch missing too, torn off. She wore a pistol holstered to her leg, but was otherwise unarmed, and had dark hair pulled into a ponytail under her camouflaged cap. Large ears poked out from under the cap, her piercings mostly closed over.

      She looked down her bony nose at Aviary. ‘You were armed,’ she said in Czech, her words translating into Aviary’s earpiece.

      ‘Yeah,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Who are you exactly?’

      ‘I’m Aviary and this is Gleb.’

      The team leader canted his head in Aviary’s direction. ‘They say they are an American student and a Lithuanian resistance member.’

      ‘We’re also ... Night Witches,’ Aviary said.

      Gleb gawked at her.

      The woman repeated Aviary’s words in Czech, then burst out laughing, softer laughter coming from others around the control center.

      ‘You don’t believe us,’ Aviary said.

      ‘The Night Witches are Purity propaganda,’ the woman said, switching to English.

      Aviary swallowed, mostly with frustration. ‘If you fight against Purity, then we’re on your side.’

      ‘Who is we? The two of you?’ She pointed to spare office chairs at the end of the control center. ‘Tie them up, gag and place them over there.’

      ‘Wait!’ Gleb said, speaking to her in Czech. ‘The Night Witches are real, but we’re not them…technically.’

      ‘So you’re lying,’ the woman said.

      ‘We’re on their team, we help them. The real Night Witches are out there, behind enemy lines, fighting Purity right now.’

      ‘Behind enemy lines? In case it escaped your attention, everyone is behind enemy lines. We’re here to take our country back, and the odds are not in our favor. Take them away.’
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      ‘Steady on there, Chrome-dome.’

      Hal was nothing if not predictable. It was his weakness, or one of them, at least. Not everyone could be as perfect as Denton aspired to be, and Hal had a long, looooong road ahead.

      Denton’s escape had been blocked in the north courtyard of the complex by Hal and his team of operatives, something Hal seemed quite pleased with.

      Denton found his pleasure amusing.

      ‘Nice of you to drop in.’ Denton threw down his pistol, his operatives doing the same. ‘I was beginning to think you didn’t care.’

      Hal holstered his pistol. ‘I’m not aiming to correct that.’

      He was dressed less haphazardly than usual, with matching off-white boots and a fitted suit. The suit’s single button was fastened over a coffee-black shirt and off-white tie; no doubt there was a bullet-resistant vest underneath.

      Hal noticed Denton looking. ‘I thought I’d dress to the nines for the occasion.’

      ‘To the nines? You look like a root beer float.’

      Hal’s operatives, in leather jackets and coats, pistols and submachine guns in both hands, outnumbered Denton’s team, plus they would have powerful HAC upgrades. Denton had to admit, Hal’s arrival had been quicker than expected, but he could work with that.

      ‘So to what do I owe this honor?’ Hal asked.

      Denton forced a smile. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m here to see you.’

      ‘You don’t say?’ Hal hooked his thumbs behind a large silver belt buckle, his posture softening. ‘This root beer float is all ears.’

      Denton was close enough to read Hal’s thoughts, filtering them from those of his operatives, and they were interesting to say the least.

      ‘Nice little number you did on DC,’ Denton said. ‘Making him a psychopath? That’s cold, even for you.’

      The corner of Hal’s mouth twitched. ‘Not my doing, I’m afraid.’ The man’s mind was an entertaining whirl of anxiety about DC, although no single thought seemed to fuse with his real fate. ‘DC is not leaving Prague. And neither are you.’

      ‘No, I expect not,’ Denton said. He took a measured step forward, his palms out in surrender. ‘But I’ll let you in on a little secret, Hal. When you turned DC into someone like me, someone who can tell lies like they’re truth, you lost any hope of getting the answers you wanted. Assuming you wanted the truth.’

      ‘I take it your interrogation with him didn’t pan out too well,’ Hal said, smirking.

      Denton could read him more clearly now, could tell the man had backup nearby. Not operatives, but ready. ‘Speaking of not panning out, how’s Purity these days?’

      Hal’s thoughts zeroed in right where Denton wanted them; he just had to drive it home.

      It felt good to be so close.

      ‘Purity’s purpose is served. You of all folk should know that.’

      ‘You haven’t squeezed the trigger yet,’ Denton said, with a half-smile.

      Hal wet his lips. ‘You’re more valuable to us alive, Chrome-dome.’

      Denton’s smile faded. ‘That’s not the trigger I meant.’
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      Nearby explosions shook the old library. Books trembled on the shelves and crumbled plaster fell from a hand-painted mural of creepy-looking winged babies who carried bows with flaming arrows.

      Jay wished he was somewhere else right now.

      The operative with the short blond hair and ice-blue eyes was coming for him, circling a large metal globe of the planet, its oceans missing. His pistol had fallen somewhere around there during the last explosion, and the operative was close to retrieving it.

      Jay was close to his weapon too. He edged toward it, between antique tables with ornate clocks that rattled inside fancy glass cases.

      ‘That’s a swarm of bomber drones,’ the operative said. ‘Purity has deployed them against the Separatists.’

      ‘Your name’s Zakhar, right?’

      The operative kept moving toward his weapon. ‘It was.’

      Jay was only ten paces from his pistol. He was tempted to dive for it, but the operative was closer to his.

      ‘Never saw you around as a kid, you know,’ Jay said. ‘Different sandpit?’

      Zakhar chuckled. ‘Oh, we had a special sandpit. A laboratory.’ He kicked over the table next to him, sending an intricately carved timepiece crashing to the floor. It broke, scattering delicate parts across the marble.

      Five paces. ‘So you were like guinea pigs?’

      ‘Denton’s personal experiments.’

      Zakhar planted his hand on another of the fallen globes. Jay couldn’t help but notice his palm was on Russia. It hissed under his skin, and when he lifted his hand, the globe’s metal shimmered, then sagged inward.

      Thermogenesis.

      ‘Have you seen him recently?’ Zakhar asked.

      Two paces. ‘Yeah, unfortunately. How many abilities they jack you up with?’

      One more step.

      Zakhar grinned. ‘You name it.’

      ‘Regen?’ Jay asked.

      The operative’s face contorted into a scowl … and he dived for his pistol.

      Jay lunged for his, sliding across the marble floor on his side, punching out with his shooting arm.

      Zakhar rolled, aiming back at him.

      But Jay skidded behind a loose globe. Using the free-rolling sphere as cover, he got to his feet, pistol in both hands, his back against the metal.

      Ready to move—

      An electric current jolted through Jay’s body, holding him in place. His hands clamped over his pistol and he shuddered against the globe’s surface, unable to break free.

      Zakhar circled the globe, his fingertips gliding playfully across the metal. ‘Medium rare or well done?’

      He lifted his fingers and the current stopped.

      Jay slumped forward, face-first with his pistol pinned under his chest. Every one of his muscles locked up. He could hardly breathe. He had no control.

      ‘Still alive?’ Zakhar rested the sole of his boot on the back of Jay’s head. ‘Yes, electrogenesis is your ability. Or was. My condolences.’

      He flipped Jay onto his back and kicked the pistol from his hands. It went flying across the library, leaving Jay to stare at the ceiling with its babies and their flaming arrows, and gasp desperately for air.

      The electric shock hadn’t killed him, but it had come damned close.

      With wide, unblinking eyes, Zakhar aimed between Jay’s eyes. ‘My sister would never know it, but I was a test subject for her.’

      ‘That’s the catch, pal.’ Jay inhaled, trembling. ‘We all were test subjects.’

      Jay lashed out with his boot.

      The kick caught Zakhar between his legs, knocking both the pistol and the breath from the operative. Jay kicked again—in the operative’s stomach this time—the blow sending Zakhar crashing down at the far end of the library.

      Jay crawled to his hands and knees, hands shaking. He had two options right now: get out of here, or put this joker down. He wasn’t in the best condition to do either.

      He got to his feet and walked around the globe, leaning on its surface for support.

      Zakhar was standing again now, one shoulder dropped. He was unarmed.

      Jay closed the gap between them and struck hard. Blood spattered from Zakhar’s mouth, and he slumped onto his knees. His pistol was on the ground at Jay’s feet. It would be fingerprint locked, so Jay couldn’t use it.

      The only thing Jay could do was remove the magazine and toss it across the library, which he did. Then he ejected the remaining round from the chamber and flicked it almost as far away. To be sure, he stripped the pistol and threw the slide one way, the pistol frame another.

      Another distant explosion. The library shuddered.

      Zakhar looked up at him, his blood-stained teeth flashing in a smile. While Jay had been busy, he’d got his feet back under himself. ‘My turn now.’

      He lunged, with a howl that echoed through the library, above its curly balconies and to the fancy domed ceiling.

      His punch would’ve put Jay through a wall, but he sidestepped it and kicked at Zakhar’s leg. The operative moved, bending his other knee and knocking Jay off balance.

      Up close, Zakhar’s breath smelled of nail polish. Jay had no time to think about this before taking a blow in the stomach, smashing the breath from him. The force of the impact carried him off his feet and sent him crashing into an antique bookcase. Old, musty books tumbled over him.

      Zakhar came in again, driving his foot down at his face.

      Jay grabbed a thick volume and used it to deflect the stomp. Zakhar’s foot went through a gap in a bookshelf, his leg straightening out. Jay slammed the spine of the book down on the operative’s knee, turned it in time to deflect a well-aimed punch, then—with Zakhar leaning over him—slammed the edge of the book into his opponent’s Adam’s apple.

      Zakhar fell onto his back, choking.

      Jay followed him down, but the operative caught him with a kick to his body. The kick connected. Jay crashed into a display case, toppling another fancy clock, then rolled across the marble floor. He landed next to the pistol frame he’d thrown across the room after stripping the weapon apart. He picked it up by the grip and got back to his feet as Zakhar closed on him with a double-edged combat knife.

      ‘You’re scared.’ Zakhar tapped his nose. ‘I can smell it.’

      Jay went for him.
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      A pair of Separatists grabbed Aviary by her shoulders and shoved her into the corner. Another pair did the same with Gleb.

      ‘Hey, what are you going to do with us?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I haven’t decided yet,’ said the woman running the show.

      ‘Why don’t you ask your little team who saved their lives out there?’ Aviary said. ‘Then we can talk outcomes.’

      The woman turned from studying her papers—print-outs of floor plans sprawled across a control panel—to the team leader who had captured Aviary and Gleb.

      He shrugged. ‘It’s true, Marcela,’ he said, his words translating in Aviary’s earpiece. ‘We lost one of our own, but she saved the rest by shutting that drone down.’

      Aviary tried to make out what the floor plans were for, but the big text labels were in Czech. Something center. She couldn’t decipher the first word.

      Gleb leaned in. ‘Processing.’

      Processing center.

      The woman—Marcela—turned back to Aviary. ‘Shutting drones down? How did you do that?’ she asked.

      Gleb was staring at Aviary; he wanted her to zip it, but she had to tell them. It was the only way they’d understand.

      ‘I hacked it with my phone.’

      Marcela’s gaze narrowed. ‘You were found slinking around the train station. What are you doing here?’

      Gleb spoke in Czech. ‘We need a train.’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘We’re hitting Purity where it hurts,’ Aviary said. ‘The large tower in Praha 2.’

      ‘The Spear?’ Marcela said. ‘It’s fortified and exceptionally well-guarded. You will not make it within half a mile.’

      ‘And you have a better plan?’

      ‘There are people who need our help,’ Marcela said.

      Aviary nodded at her papers. ‘At the processing center? Like prisoners?’

      ‘That is none of your business.’

      ‘Look, we’re on the same side here,’ Gleb cut in. ‘We just need one train.’

      Marcela studied them both for a moment, then said, ‘No.’

      ‘We’re trying to help you!’ Aviary yelled, surprised by her own anger.

      ‘Escort them to the lower concourse,’ Marcela said to the team leader, then returned to her position in the center of the conjoined desks. Without looking up from her plans, she said, ‘Do not let us catch you again. And for God’s sake, do not let Purity catch you. They won’t be so forgiving.’

      The Separatists freed their wrists and shoved Aviary and Gleb back toward the control center’s double doors. Aviary winced and rubbed her wrists … or at least pretended to. Instead, she was using her smartwatch to run a few quick commands.

      ‘So that’s it, you’re kicking us out?’

      Marcela glared at her. ‘You should be grateful.’

      ‘And what are you going to do about Purity?’

      Gleb pulled on her shoulder. ‘Enough. They’ve let us go; we should leave.’

      ‘Not until they tell us what they’re doing to stop Purity, other than freeing a bunch of prisoners.’

      ‘Refugees! Not prisoners,’ Marcela yelled.

      The team leader opened the doors behind them … and froze.

      Outside, poised and ready, three Good Boys waited in a row for Aviary’s command.

      The team leader dived clear, scrambling to draw his weapon. The others went for theirs, including Marcela, but Aviary’s shout stopped them dead.

      ‘Don’t move!’

      Marcela glowered at her. ‘You brought them here.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day.’

      The team leader and Separatists on both sides of the room aimed a mix of carbines and pistols at Aviary.

      ‘Shut them down!’ the team leader yelled.

      ‘No,’ Aviary said.

      Gleb stood near her, his eyes wide. ‘Are you out of your mind?’

      She focused on Marcela. ‘The train, please.’

      Marcela exhaled slowly, nostrils flaring. ‘For God’s sake, just get her a train. Now.’

      One of the Separatists nodded and set to work quickly on a keyboard.

      ‘You’re crazy,’ Gleb said, under his breath.

      ‘You have a better idea?’

      ‘Something that makes us fewer enemies.’

      ‘Fewer enemies and no train.’

      Gleb sighed. ‘You have a point.’

      The Separatist at the desk said, ‘Platform Two, train is ready.’

      Aviary picked up their phones and their pistols. ‘See, how hard was that?’

      ‘Disable those drones,’ Marcela said. ‘Right now!’

      ‘I will, sure. But only once we’re on the train.’ Aviary handed Gleb his pistol and holstered her own. ‘Let’s go.’

      The Separatists released Gleb, who tentatively fell into step behind her. Aviary walked between the Good Boys, leaving the revolutionaries trapped in the control center.

      Nobody dared try to stop her.
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      ‘You won’t make that jump,’ Nasira said in Sophia’s ear.

      ‘Watch me.’

      Running down the Klementinum’s slanted tiled roof, Sophia leaped over the alley. Five meters. She landed on her knees and forearms, on the very edge of a hotel roof.

      From a nearby rooftop, Nasira was reporting movement to her over the radio. According to her, Hal’s black-clad Fifth Column soldiers—Blue Berets recruited years ago from local special forces—were flowing through the streets around them. Farther down the alley, Purity soldiers in white armor were blocking one entrance to the Klementinum Complex.

      This was Sophia’s only way out.

      More drone bombings rattled nearby windows and rooftops. It rattled her rooftop too. She slipped.

      Shit.

      She reached out to grab the gutter on the edge of the roof. It rushed under her fingertips, and she fell…

      …right past a drainpipe. Her arm hooked around it, whipping her into the wall. Her face hit metal and she wrapped her other arm round the pipe, hugging it.

      It groaned, but didn’t shift.

      ‘They just spotted you,’ Nasira said in her ear.

      Below her, Blue Berets shouted in Czech, too far down for her phone to pick up their words and translate. Not that she needed an interpreter: a door thumped open and boots pounded up to the first floor. They were coming.

      ‘There’s a window open on the second floor, on your left,’ Nasira said. ‘That means you got to climb. And you’ve got more company behind you.’

      Over her shoulder, Sophia spotted a figure on the Klementinum Complex roof. He stood there, watching her hanging from the drainpipe.

      He wasn’t in uniform—he had to be one of Hal’s HAC operatives.

      Sophia pulled herself up the pipe, reaching over the gutter with one hand. She had a firm grip on it, but it buckled under her weight. It wouldn’t hold long enough for her to climb back up.

      She pressed against the wall and extended a leg out to her left. With her boot, she tapped the first window. It didn’t budge. She reached farther and tapped the other. Both closed.

      The footsteps inside told her the Blue Berets were moving to the second floor. Movement, this time from above her—

      The operative jumped right overhead.

      She hugged the pipe, not wanting to get knocked down with him if he slipped and fell, but he landed on the tiles and, after shuffling a moment, remained there.

      ‘He’s above you!’ Nasira yelled.

      No kidding.

      Checking below, Sophia considered sliding down the pipe to the second floor and taking the open window there, but Blue Berets were already there—they’d shoot her before she got a leg inside.

      ‘Damien to Sophia, where are you?’

      Nasira replied for her. ‘She’s kinda busy. Is Jay with you?’

      ‘He’s still inside the complex. I made it back to the Marauder. Where’s Sophia?’

      ‘Hanging from a rooftop,’ Nasira said. ‘Can you get to her?’

      ‘I can try. What about DC?’

      ‘I couldn’t extract him,’ Sophia said. ‘Nasira, where the hell is the open window?’

      She extended her other leg and checked the next window. Solid. She stretched a bit more and tried the next. One of the frames swung inward.

      ‘Right there,’ Nasira said. ‘Go!’

      Lowering herself down the pipe, she reached out with one hand on the pipe and the other on the window frame, pressing herself against the wall. From there, she felt with her feet until her sneakers touched the thin ledge below.

      One wrong move and she would fall backward.

      ‘Soldiers are still on the second floor,’ Nasira said. ‘Look out—drones above!’

      She spotted them as they roared overhead, as wide as large pizza pans and shaped like arrowheads.

      A screeching noise from below. She looked down, then up again at the circling drones.

      Swinging back, she held onto the drainpipe with both hands…

      …and jumped.
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      Gleb helped Andrey down the escalator.

      ‘Platform Two,’ Aviary said, speaking in the other channel to Olesya. ‘I’ve got the train ready to go.’

      Gleb breathed hard as he reached the bottom. He’d hauled the injured hunter all the way from the car where they’d left him—a long way with an almost dead weight. Nothing in his fitness regime could have prepared him for this. Although if it did, he would’ve ignored it anyway.

      ‘Come on!’ Aviary said. ‘If they figure out I’m in their transit system, they’ll lock me out.’

      She was waiting impatiently at the bottom of the escalator while they moved through the red concourse. Aviary was quicker, jumping over the disabled Good Boy and its deadly metal tail. Gleb took Andrey in an extra-wide circle around it, just to be sure.

      ‘We need to pick up Olesya and Marina on the way,’ Aviary said. ‘They’re stuck in a subway station just south of here.’

      The train was sitting at Platform Two, as promised. Aviary fiddled with her phone and the engine hummed to life. The carriage doors opened and Gleb quickly helped Andrey inside.

      His own phone vibrated. It was a direct call. He checked to see if it was Olesya or Marina calling, but it was a different number entirely.

      Aviary sealed the doors behind them. ‘Olesya?’

      ‘Unencrypted.’ His finger hovered over the answer button. ‘From Moscow.’

      ‘Sounds … important,’ Andrey said as he collapsed onto a seat.

      Gleb brought a finger to his lips, then answered. ‘This is Gleb speaking.’

      ‘It’s me.’ Illarion’s deep voice and dry tone were unmistakable.

      ‘You caught me at an inopportune time,’ Gleb said.

      ‘I’m well aware.’

      Aviary’s lips moved silently. Who is it?

      ‘Is Olesya there?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘She’s … indisposed, but if it’s important I’m sure she can call you back.’

      ‘I don’t know when I’ll be able to talk again,’ Illarion said. ‘But I have called you for a reason, Lieutenant. Is your fireteam present?’

      ‘I have Andrey with me.’

      ‘Put me on speaker.’

      Gleb did as he was asked. ‘Do you have orders for us?’

      ‘Your orders are to withdraw your fireteam from Prague,’ Illarion said, his voice now audible to them all.

      Aviary’s mouth closed. Her earpiece would be translating his words into English.

      Gleb swallowed. ‘Are they your orders?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And are you currently serving as the Commanding Officer of my fireteam?’

      ‘No.’ Illarion’s voice was low. ‘In my absence, the Executive Officer is in command of the fireteam.’

      Me.

      Gleb stood in silence, unsure what to do next, or what to say. This wasn’t a conversation he’d expected.

      ‘Are you going to withdraw from Prague?’ Illarion asked.

      ‘No. We’re going to see this through.’

      ‘Then I need to remind you the Directorate has not authorized your operation. Any record of conviction by court-martial will…’

      ‘End my career as I know it. Yes, I’m aware of that. You should know that the Separatists are aware of our interference, and they’re not taking kindly to it.’

      ‘What exactly are you interfering with?’

      ‘It seems that the Separatists are planning to free refugees from the processing center.’

      Illarion’s voice was lower this time. ‘When? Can you contact them again?’

      ‘They are not far from us,’ Gleb said, ‘but we’re not exactly on … friendly terms.’

      ‘Listen to me,’ Illarion said. There was an unusual edge to his voice. ‘You can’t let them reach that processing center.’

      Andrey spoke up. ‘Why is that?’

      ‘There are almost three hundred thousand refugees in there,’ Illarion said. ‘If the Separatists rescue them, the first thing they’ll do is put them on the next train for the nearest country with an open-door policy—a country that is already one point five million refugees over capacity.’

      Gleb’s stomach turned. ‘Germany. Right before the election.’

      Aviary stared at him, confused.

      Gleb tried to focus. ‘We can’t stop the Separatists any more than we can stop the Purity soldiers, there’s too many of them.’

      ‘Aren’t the Separatists meant to be on our side?’ Andrey asked.

      ‘This is why you need to talk some sense into them,’ Illarion said.

      ‘That didn’t go very well last time; they nearly shot me,’ Gleb said.

      ‘You said you wanted to see this through.’

      ‘Is that an order?’

      ‘I’m not your commanding officer anymore. I can’t order you to do anything. This is your decision.’

      ‘OK, I need a minute to think this through.’

      ‘That minute is likely all you have. Best of luck.’

      The call ended, leaving Gleb to stare at his phone.

      Aviary read something aloud, off her screen. ‘Since Purity have come into power across Eastern Europe, Germany has taken in one point seven million refugees.’ She looked up at Gleb. ‘That’s … not good, is it?’

      Gleb stared at his phone. ‘Not for us.’

      ‘Good for Purity though,’ Andrey said. ‘Very good.’
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        * * *

      

      Gleb stared down the barrels of the Separatists’ weapons.

      He’d helped Andrey off the train—just in case the Separatists sent it off somewhere without warning—and concealed him somewhere relatively safe inside the station, then returned with Aviary to the network control center.

      Now, hands raised, he was back facing death at the rebels’ hands.

      Part of him just wished they’d get it over with.

      ‘Impressive,’ Marcela said as she approached them. ‘You are still alive. I’m starting to think we should fix that.’

      ‘If you could delay that for a second, we need to tell you something important,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Where are your robots?’

      ‘Shut down,’ Aviary said. ‘We’re just here to talk.’

      ‘You can talk on the streets, we’ve taken back control of your train. You’re done here.’ Marcela turned to two of her men. ‘Escort them out of the station.’

      ‘Wait, you’re rescuing the refugees, right?’ Gleb asked. ‘Where are you sending them?’

      The doors to the control center closed, sealing Gleb and Aviary off from her.

      ‘Purity want you to succeed!’ Gleb yelled through the doors. ‘They’re playing you for fools.’

      Aviary shrugged. ‘That went well.’

      The doors opened again, just enough for Marcela to fix her gaze on him. Her pistol was out of its holster and she looked ready to blow his brains out.

      ‘We have higher priorities right now,’ Marcela said. ‘Why should I make time to listen to you?’

      ‘Because you’re gambling with the lives of your people, and I don’t think you can afford that.’

      ‘Neither can you.’

      ‘That’s why I’m here.’

      Aviary cleared her throat. ‘If you can just hear us out, then we’re totally gone. Promise.’

      Marcela glanced at Aviary. ‘Before setting foot inside, you’ll surrender all electronics and weapons. Is that clear?’

      Gleb gestured to his holstered pistol. One of the Separatists removed it from his waistband and retreated. Another did the same with Aviary, taking her ruck off her shoulders, and they both handed over their phones and watches—thankfully their earpieces went unnoticed. Only then, were they permitted inside.

      ‘Why are you asking about the refugees?’ Marcela asked.

      ‘You can’t free them without taking them out of the country, can you?’ Gleb asked. ‘If you leave them here, Purity will just lock them up again.’

      She folded her arms. ‘You’re making sense so far.’

      ‘So I assume you’re providing them safe passage.’

      ‘There is no humanitarian corridor, but we’ve established a secure transfer route for them. Any other questions?’

      ‘You’re taking them to Germany, aren’t you?’ Gleb asked.

      Marcela forced a smile. ‘I’m not about to divulge the details of our operation. I might as well give Purity a call and tell them myself.’

      ‘It doesn’t take a genius to work that out,’ Aviary said. ‘And besides, we’re not Purity.’

      ‘In that case, I extend my full friendship and trust,’ she said flatly.

      ‘Look, if you release those refugees, you might as well surrender now,’ Gleb said.

      Marcela walked over to Gleb, stopping only when she was nose-to-nose with him. He resisted the urge to step back.

      ‘Are you telling me that by rescuing prisoners of war—refugees who have been locked up, starved, tortured at the hands of fascist zealots—we are somehow helping Purity?’

      ‘Europe is buckling under the largest refugee crisis since our last world war. Think about that.’

      ‘Germany has offered sanctuary to over one million people fleeing Purity’s tyranny,’ Marcela retorted. ‘If you can get your head out of your ass, you will see what we are doing is a ray of hope in a world of catastrophe.’

      Gleb wet his lips. ‘You’re funneling hundreds of thousands of refugees into Germany the day before Purity runs for election … in Germany. If you want to swing German votes in Purity’s favor, this is how you do it.’

      Her smirk disappeared. ‘I’m not going to let one potential outcome in an election stand in the way of those people’s right to asylum, and I’m certainly not about to be lectured by a Purity apologist.’

      ‘We’re not Purity apologists,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Purity are controlling people’s minds!’ Aviary said. ‘Isn’t that obvious?’

      Oh, she went there.

      Marcela blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘With tracking chips,’ Aviary said. ‘They’re beaming propaganda through their drones and their satellites directly into people’s heads—all from the Spear in your city.’

      ‘You are … serious?’

      Aviary nodded. ‘Destroy the tower, stop the message.’

      Marcela’s laugh was echoed by restrained chuckles from her Separatists. ‘I think your imagination has run away with you, kid.’

      ‘I wish that was true,’ Aviary said. ‘Seriously, I do.’

      ‘Purity have brainwashed many people, but they don’t need conspiracy theory microchips to do it. They only need their words, and the fear those words inspire.’

      Gleb turned to Aviary. ‘See, this is why I didn’t tell them.’

      Marcela motioned to the Separatists by the door, who collected their phones.

      ‘Wait!’ Gleb said. ‘I work for the Russian Ministry of Defense and I can put you on the phone right now with a Colonel who will verify everything we’ve said. This isn’t a conspiracy theory. But if you are still unconvinced, we walk away.’

      Marcela glared. ‘You are Russian. So you lied to me.’

      ‘We were just trying to protect ourselves!’ Aviary said. ‘And I’m still American, for the record.’

      She shook her head. ‘Do not make me regret this,’ she said. ‘Give him the phone.’

      Gleb took the phone and called the last number Illarion had called from.

      ‘Speaker phone,’ Marcela said.

      When the call connected, Illarion spoke in Russian. ‘Go ahead, Gleb.’

      ‘I have someone who wants to speak with you,’ Gleb said.

      A moment of silence. ‘I see.’

      ‘Who are we speaking to?’ Marcela asked in English.

      ‘This is Lieutenant Colonel Illarion Tsalikov of the Russian Federation’s Ministry of Defense. And may I ask the same question?’

      ‘Marcela Krutá,’ she said. ‘Sergeant, 42nd Mechanized Battalion

      … which is now decommissioned.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Sergeant,’ Illarion said. ‘How can I help you?’

      ‘I don’t believe you can,’ she said. ‘Purity has locked away three hundred thousand refugees in their processing center and we intend to set them free.’

      ‘I respect your compassion, and your bravery,’ Illarion said. ‘However, my concern is that Purity will take advantage of your bravery to win the German election.’

      ‘Your counsel is appreciated, Colonel, but I must disagree. Purity will not win the election. And we’re not going to let anyone—including you—stop us from doing the right thing.’

      ‘I understand. But if we’re wrong and Purity does win, you won’t need to rescue three hundred thousand refugees. You’ll need to rescue two million.’

      ‘So what is your suggestion, that we stand by and do nothing in the face of evil?’ Marcela asked. ‘We’re not cowards.’

      ‘I know you aren’t. You have the ability to help a lot of people today; I want to make sure Purity don’t take advantage of you.’

      ‘What about your people here?’

      ‘They’re there to destroy the Spear.’

      ‘And you believe this will impact Purity’s influence over the people in our country?’

      ‘We have evidence that strongly suggests so, yes.’

      Marcela thought for a moment. ‘So if you succeed in your mission to destroy the Spear, you believe Purity will collapse.’

      ‘Yes, Purity—’

      ‘If that’s true, then the German election will no longer matter. I wish you good luck, Colonel.’

      ‘Wait!’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘We will take the refugees,’ Illarion said. ‘All of them.’

      ‘Do you have the authority to make that kind of deal?’

      ‘No, but I promise you I can honor it. Sergeant, I’m only asking for more time before you rescue them.’

      ‘Time is something I’m afraid we don’t have. Goodbye Colonel.’

      She reached out to Gleb and ended the call.

      ‘OK … so that went well,’ Aviary said under her breath. ‘Again.’

      Marcela turned to them. ‘Given what I have just heard, I’m willing to give you back control of the train so that you can continue your mission … under one condition. Do not get in our way again.’
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        Moscow, Russia

      

      

      The knock on the door was a single hard rap of the knuckles.

      Illarion turned his phone over and slipped it into his pocket. He knew what to expect, and wasn’t surprised to find the lemon-shaped Kazmin in the corridor, standing between a pair of armed soldiers.

      ‘Lieutenant Colonel, I’m here to inform you that you have been placed under confinement. We will need to escort you back to the Directorate headquarters.’

      ‘I see. What is the reason for my confinement?’

      ‘Your recent unauthorized actions. Do I need to go into detail?’

      ‘Yes,’ Illarion said. ‘You do.’

      Kazmin studied him with a heavy-lidded gaze. ‘That can wait,’ he said. ‘Please gather your belongings. You have precisely two minutes.’

      ‘I’m not planning on jumping out a window. What department did you say you work for, exactly?’

      ‘I didn’t.’ Kazmin breathed in heavily, making his nostrils whistle. ‘And figuratively speaking, you have already jumped out a window.’

      ‘Fine.’ Illarion walked over to his bed. ‘I would like to speak with the Major General.’

      ‘The chairman of the Directorate?’ Kazmin shook his head. ‘Given your situation, that’s a bad idea.’

      Illarion’s bag was already packed, and he didn’t care that the man could see that. He took it and walked over to Kazmin.

      ‘I disagree,’ Illarion said.

      ‘You have caused quite enough damage for one day,’ Kazmin said.

      ‘Then you’ll look even better for hauling me in, won’t you?’
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        Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia landed hard on the roof of the Marauder.

      Underneath her, Damien hit the gas, shooting the armored vehicle across the cobblestoned road and slipping narrowly between two rows of parked cars. Somewhere behind them, that operative was giving chase.

      ‘Hold on,’ he said in her earpiece.

      The Marauder took a hard turn. Sophia grabbed the machine gun, her legs slipping over the side of the vehicle. When it straightened out, she rolled forward and crawled to the turret. There was a porthole behind the weapon she could climb through.

      From out of nowhere, the operative landed behind the turret. He flashed a smile at Sophia, and before she could get any closer, he aimed the machine gun’s cannon-sized barrel at her.

      ‘Brake!’ she yelled.

      Damien slammed the pedal down.

      Sophia held onto the sides of the roof, but the sudden lurch was enough to roll her back and onto the windshield. The operative smashed into the machine gun, then slumped into the operator’s seat in the porthole, stunned.

      Sophia gripped the metal mesh over the windshield, stopping herself from sliding any farther. They needed to get back to the railway station. Locking gazes with Damien behind the wheel, she pointed to the street ahead.

      Go.

      The Marauder accelerated.

      Sophia launched over the windshield and back onto the roof. The operative was still sagged over the machine gun, but he was stirring. His hands went for the trigger.

      Seizing the machine gun barrel, Sophia pushed it around to one side. She went with it, swinging over the side of the vehicle, the tops of parked cars whipping just below her feet.

      The barrel was too heavy for the momentum to take her all the way around, but it gave her enough speed to hurl herself off it and land behind the operative.

      He turned and went for her, knife out. She shifted onto her knee, trapping the weapon—immediately, he used his other hand to draw his pistol and aim for her head.

      Damien steered the Marauder through an empty T-intersection, taking a hard right and skimming a lamppost. It clanged against the machine gun barrel, whipping it violently around toward Sophia. She flattened herself just in time and it passed overhead, knocking the operative’s pistol into the air. His knife slid past her legs, off the roof.

      The Marauder was bumping over the pavement now, obliterating street furniture as it went. Wood and metal splintered around Sophia, and a large cafe umbrella tumbled through the air, missing her head by inches.

      Damien funneled them through a narrow gap between old Renaissance buildings and into a large town square. Ahead of them, Sophia could see a Gothic church with sawtooth spires. She checked behind them and found two 4x4s giving chase. They weren’t as thickly armored as the Marauder and didn’t carry machine guns, but they were faster and full of armed soldiers.

      Blue Berets—Hal’s troops.

      ‘Sophia!’ Damien yelled.

      Shit. While she’d been watching the pursuit, the operative had gotten inside.

      Sophia climbed over the turret and into the porthole, dropping through it feet-first.

      She landed behind the operative, weaving to avoid his elbow strike as he turned to face her. She collected a fist in her stomach and slammed against the hard, metal hull, gasping for air.

      Breathe!

      The operative was heading for Damien in the driver’s cabin. She had to warn him, but she had no voice.

      Suddenly, Damien jolted in his seat, hitting the brakes. The operative went hurtling forward, tripping over Sophia’s foot. She hit the back of his knee; he faltered, but kept his footing. When he turned to kick her, she raised her arm, carrying his foot over her head, then swept his other leg away, laying him out on the floor of the Marauder.

      He deflected her next strike, but she thrust a second under his ribs. He went down, but before he did, he struck Sophia’s head with his knee.

      Vision doubling, she fell across his body, her forearm grinding his Adam’s apple and her knee pinning his pelvis to the floor. With both hands, she banged his skull on the metal.

      He tried to speak, gurgling something, then wriggled out of her hold. His knee struck again, this time her chest. She flew upward. Tucking her chin to her chest, she hit the roof and agony shot across her back like forks of lightning. She landed roughly, then rolled to avoid another knee strike.

      Coming up on both feet, she saw two operatives coming toward her, merging to become one as he struck. Hard. She crashed into the rear of the vehicle, her body sparking with pain and ready to shut down. Somehow, she remained upright and shifted her hips to avoid his next punch.

      The operative’s fist struck metal and he cried out. She turned, bringing her shoulder under his arm and levering his wrist. It would’ve broken, but he was a step ahead, turning into her and striking her neck. It was a small blow, but enough to throw her back, her windpipe taking the full force.

      She struggled to suck in air, but none came through.

      ‘Hold on!’ Damien yelled.

      Instinctively, she grasped the handle of the rear door.

      They hit something hard and bounced into the air, Sophia’s weight transferring to the handle. The door swung open just as the operative tumbled toward her … and out, onto the paved town square behind them.

      The armored vehicle landed again, jarring her. Her grasp loosened and the handle slipped between her fingers.

      Her feet hit the ground first. She tucked and rolled across her shoulder. When she came to a stop, her head was spinning and her back was bruised, but at least she hadn’t struck her elbows, knees or head.

      Cautiously, she tested her limbs and looked around. Damien and the Marauder were already vanishing in the distance. And behind her, the fallen operative was back on his feet.

      They made eye contact.
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        North Courtyard, Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Hal was finally facing the man who haunted his dreams.

      Well, not dreams exactly. Denton never appeared to him when he slept, only when he was awake. But always watching, with that sharp gaze and hooked nose. Always sowing uncertainty.

      Now the real Denton stood before him in his overly tailored suit and fancy overcoat … and the man didn’t look the least bit concerned.

      But that was all for show.

      Hal knew he was worried.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ Denton asked.

      ‘I know you’re trying to read me.’

      Denton gave him a curt nod. ‘Any questions I’ve got, I was going to ask with words. You know, the old-fashioned way.’

      ‘If you’re looking for the General, ask away.’

      ‘Well, that was easier than I’d planned.’

      Hal raised a finger. ‘You know, I have one niggling little question for you, too.’

      Denton opened his arms. ‘Be my guest.’

      ‘You’ve been a busy man, running all over hell’s half-acre, and yet I still haven’t worked it out.’

      Denton raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Your powerplay. Are you itching to snuff out the General and take his throne, or do you want to burn the kingdom?’

      Denton frowned, his gaze drifting across Hal’s operatives for the first time. ‘That’s a surprisingly perceptive question.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And I must say, I haven’t decided yet.’

      It was Hal’s turn to smile. ‘I think we both know that’s hogwash.’

      ‘What about your play, my friend?’ Denton asked. ‘What’s your next big move?’

      ‘You already know.’ Hal took out his phone.

      The number was set on speed-dial: one ring and it would connect, transmitting the kill switch signal to every Purity drone across Europe. Every operative in Purity territory would be marked for death.

      ‘Ah yes, the kill switch,’ Denton said. ‘But won’t that knock out your operatives too? That would be a little, ah, inconvenient.’

      Hal had contingencies for that, and Denton knew it.

      ‘You’re not wrong there,’ Hal said, ‘but what really has me stumped is why you haven’t tried to stop me yet.’

      Denton smiled. ‘Because I don’t believe you’ll do it.’

      ‘Well, it’s been a real treat seeing you again, but church is out,’ Hal replied.

      He hit the speed dial.
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        Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Jay ducked under the blade.

      Zakhar withdrew and struck again. With nothing to defend himself except half a pistol, Jay moved to avoid it, but then Zakhar whipped the blade back at a sharp angle, coming in for his neck.

      Using the pistol frame, Jay deflected the blade; it scraped the top of the weapon and sliced the air above his head. Now he was in close. With Zakhar’s arm overhead, Jay drove the blunt end of the pistol frame under the operative’s ribs, then into his armpit—two sudden strikes that knocked the breath from the HAC operative.

      Zakhar brought his knife back around, his elbow knocking the pistol frame from Jay’s hand. Jay closed his fist and hooked it back into the operative’s stomach, the sudden whip motion hard for Zakhar to predict.

      Jay’s enhanced strength knocked the operative across the room, and into a globe, the impact jarring him. Even with his chin to his chest, the back of his head still hit metal, and he collapsed.

      But it wasn’t over.

      He looked up at Jay and winced. ‘How did you do that?’

      ‘Denton had a half-price deal going.’ Jay flexed his hand to get some feeling back. ‘I can’t resist a sale.’

      Zakhar spat blood, then charged.

      Jay was ready, sidestepped, but he didn’t see the knife until it was too late. It sliced his arm, the sting numbed by adrenaline, then came in again, this time under his arm. Zakhar was searching for an artery.

      Jay turned and clamped his arm down, pinning the operative’s wrist to his body. He went to break it, but Zakhar turned into him, countering the break by bending his elbow. Instead, Jay brought his knee up and struck Zakhar’s knife-wielding hand. The weapon flew across the room.

      Zakhar’s elbow connected with Jay’s left cheek; he tried to move with the strike, but the impact sent him through the air anyway. Around him, the library spun wildly, darkness took his vision and blood filled his mouth. Jay saw the marble floor coming and reached out with one hand. Rolling across his shoulders, he came up on his knees. His vision was blurred, but he could see Zakhar a short distance away, hands empty.

      He came for Jay again, this time more carefully, slamming Jay’s head against a bookcase. Books clattered on their shelves, toppling over them.

      Again and again, Zakhar cracked his head; Jay’s vision went completely black. When he could see again, Zakhar was staggering away across the library to scoop up his knife. With a nod of satisfaction, he turned back to Jay, the blade gleaming.

      Another distant explosion, dull and rumbling through Jay’s head. With his head resting against the bookcase, his dazed view of Zakhar sharpened as the operative kneeled in front of him, the knife tip aimed at his throat.

      ‘Just get it over with.’

      ‘Not yet.’ Zakhar clamped his other hand over Jay’s neck. The skin grew warm as the operative focused his heating power.

      ‘What do you want?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Tell me where Olesya is and the pain stops.’ Zakhar licked blood from his lips. ‘Very simple, even you can understand.’

      Jay struggled, kicked, but Zakhar was crouched too far off to the side. His hand burned around Jay’s throat.

      ‘I don’t … know.’

      ‘I like this ability,’ Zakhar said. ‘Thermogenesis. You can press your hand against someone’s skull and cook their brain. Just like that.’ He shifted his grip, planting his palm on Jay’s head and clamping hard. ‘And they scream, just a little.’

      Zakhar’s hand burned unbearably. Jay could smell his hair smoking, his skin charring like steak.

      ‘And then they slump,’ Zakhar said. ‘Like they were only puppets to begin with.’

      Jay felt around for a weapon, anything he could use … his fingers closed on something hard, metallic. The pistol frame. The barrel end of the frame had a sharp edge. He whipped it up and across Zakhar’s face, the jagged metal slicing his eyes.

      Zakhar screamed and released Jay’s head. Jay flopped down, the operative’s blind knife slash passing narrowly over his head. Then launching to his feet, he guided the knife back around and sliced Zakhar’s neck.

      Jay coughed hard, drawing breath as Zakhar stumbled backward, blinded and bleeding, one hand over his eyes, one at his sliced neck.

      Jay took the knife. ‘If Olesya won’t kill you…’

      Zakhar whispered something softly, voice gurgling. ‘She … already … has.’

      ‘Drop the weapon!’ a distant voice shouted.

      A line of soldiers had appeared, all dressed in black, with their carbines aimed at him. They were Blue Berets, and they couldn’t miss from that range.

      Slowly, Jay turned towards them. He dropped the knife.
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        Mustek Metro Station, Praha 1

      

      

      Olesya waited for the soldiers to move.

      Crouched at the top of the escalator inside the subway entrance, she kept low as a swarm of arrowhead drones hissed overhead. They maintained direction, and disappeared a moment later over the four-story buildings.

      The Purity activity that had kept Olesya and Marina pinned down had finally moved east, giving them a chance to slip through. But the opportunity was too brief, a small cluster of soldiers appearing just now as they patrolled the street above.

      It looked like she’d need to wait a bit longer.

      Marina watched the bottom of the stairs, her Balerinka aimed down the vestibule. Judging by the red dots on Olesya’s map, no Purity personnel had strayed into the subway station yet, but this one patrol had stopped moving.

      ‘What are they doing?’ Marina asked, speaking on comms.

      Olesya peered around the rubber handrail for a quick check of the intersection. Six white-armored soldiers stood near another subway entrance. Their attention seemed to be on a theatre, carbines aimed at it, but not at any target in particular—at least not that she could see.

      ‘They’re looking the other way,’ she said. ‘Suspected enemy.’

      ‘We could have taken the railway tracks on foot,’ Marina said. ‘We would be there by now.’

      Both Olesya and Marina were still dressed in their Purity uniforms and armor, but after their failed incursion inside the Spear’s tunnel, the presence of imposters would be well known. That meant any Purity soldier who looked out of place would be scrutinized, and Olesya wasn’t confident their disguises would get them past that group.

      Instead, she checked her phone for the Drone app that Aviary had installed. Her screen quickly filled with commands from nearby Purity soldiers, haphazardly translating from Czech to English:

      
        
        ENEMY: ALL SEPARATISTS/ALL NIGHT WITCHES//

        FRIENDLY: ALL GUARD, ALLIED FORCES V SEKTORU//

        12TARSUS 12TARSUS MIC//

        MIC GO FOR 12TARSUS//

        12TARSUS MIC ROGER/TRACKING ONE TARGET/LOSS VISUAL/DEFINITIVE STATION OF TACTICAL//

        THE MISSION COMES FIRST/ALWAYS//

        ALL 6TH GUARD/EXPECT TWO VEHICLES ENTERING PRAHA 6 ZE SEVERNI/DEMONSTRACE HOSTILE INTENT//

        MIC TO 4VERONA/THIRD VEHICLE MONITORING GONE/ENGAGE NA EASTERN/MOVEMENT V OBLASTI SHOPPING MALL//

      

      

      Olesya had no idea where the commands were coming from or who they were intended for—Aviary hadn’t had time to program all that in—but as long as nothing ordered a search of the subway station, she could stay here with Marina, for now.

      Pocketing her phone, she checked the ruck and found her monocular. Keeping only the edge of her face visible, she used its zoom to get a closer look at the six soldiers. They were fitted in white combat kit with shoulder pads and angular helmets, and mounted goggles sitting over their visors.

      Purity special forces.

      With their weapons still aimed at the windows in the front of the theatre, one of the soldiers was shouting in accented English, then again in Czech. The same soldier then quietly gave orders to her team, in a Slavic language closer to her own.

      Whoever was inside there, Olesya couldn’t see them through the reflective glass, so with her free hand, she switched her monocular to thermal.

      A new figure materialized: a slender woman stood perfectly still in front of the building. In the heat detection of Olesya’s monocular, she didn’t burn hot yellow and orange like the soldiers, but a cool blue and purple, barely noticeable against the theatre wall behind her. But she was still visible to the scope, and that meant, if the soldiers could see her too, their goggles also had thermal vision.

      Olesya’s heart drummed inside her chest.

      She looks like Xiu.

      Hitting her pressel, Olesya said, ‘Switch channels.’

      Marina nodded and they both changed back to the channel used by Aviary and the others.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary. I need your help.’

      She hoped Aviary was safe and able to respond.

      Checking outside again, she watched the six soldiers retreat a few steps. A moment later, their barely visible target shimmered into view. A lone figure in a long, hooded coat with her hands raised. Her hood was down and her submachine gun was holstered on her hip.

      The soldiers had Xiu in their sights.

      ‘Hey!’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘Um, Aviary to Olesya. Are you guys OK?’

      Olesya took a step back down the escalator and kept well out of sight. ‘Yes, for now.’

      ‘What can I do?’ Aviary asked.

      Checking her map, Olesya spotted a subway entrance on the other side of the intersection—right behind the soldiers. ‘I need a distraction. Something very—’

      ‘Distracting?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She pointed down the vestibule that Marina was covering. They needed to cover ground quickly. Marina understood the gesture with a nod, and together they broke into a run.

      ‘Gleb, can you link Aviary up to our reconnaissance satellite?’ Olesya asked as she ran.

      ‘She’s already … in,’ he said, sounding out of breath.

      Olesya ignored the escalator that led deeper into the subway station and kept moving through the vestibule with Marina. ‘Zoom in on our location and look for the south-west entrance. There should be six soldiers in white and one … person in dark clothing.’

      ‘Got it,’ Aviary said. ‘OK, I see ’em.’

      ‘Gleb to Olesya. Who is the person surrounded by soldiers?’

      Before Olesya could reply, Andrey cut in. ‘Are you crazy? Get out of there! They look like Purity special forces.’

      He must have been looking at Aviary’s satellite view on his own phone. For once, Olesya wished he was still recovering from his concussion. But now that he knew what the soldiers looked like, he’d probably figure out the person in dark clothing was Xiu.

      ‘Aviary, can you remote-control a Purity vehicle and use it to scatter them?’ Olesya asked. If she kept talking, Andrey wouldn’t have a chance to get a word in.

      ‘I can—wait—better.’

      Aviary’s signal was cutting out.

      Olesya swore, and ran faster. Would Xiu still be alive and well by the time they got to the other entrance?

      ‘Shouldn’t we lay low in the subway?’ Marina asked.

      ‘No! They’ll find us first.’

      At the bottom of the escalators, Olesya shrugged her ruck off one shoulder and unzipped it, pried her carbine from inside, and unfolded the stock before re-zipping the bag.

      Aviary’s voice was coming through clear again. ‘Are you there? I have something that packs a bit more punch.’

      God, what does she mean by that?

      ‘We’re near the south-west entrance,’ Olesya said. ‘The woman who is not wearing white—don’t harm her, is that clear?’

      ‘She’s friendly? OK, I can work around her,’ Aviary said. ‘Just tell me when.’

      Marina glared at her. Who is she?

      Olesya rode the escalator up to the higher level, Marina two steps behind. Just around the corner, she found a short flight of stairs to the surface.

      ‘Footsteps,’ Marina said quietly.

      She pointed up the stairs, to the left.

      Olesya heard them too: soldiers moving close, but she couldn’t see them. She gripped her Balerinka in both hands, aiming at the top left corner of the stairs. Marina held an angle on the other side of the vestibule, covering the top right.

      ‘Shit, they’re moving!’ Aviary said. ‘Past the stairs.’

      Olesya kept her finger off the trigger until she knew who was in her sights, but from her position she couldn’t see anything, not even their heads. And Marina would do no better.

      Olesya spoke quietly into her throat mike. ‘Tell me once they’re past.’

      ‘Almost there,’ Aviary said. ‘OK, they just walked past.’

      ‘Whatever you’re going to do, do it now,’ Olesya said.

      She crept up the stairs, her tread light and careful. Marina did the same on the other side. The soldiers’ footsteps were clearer now, but the concrete walls echoed the sound and kept them from view.

      Olesya heard something whine from above—high-pitched at first, then lowering to a deep howl, like a haunted orchestra.

      Bomber drones? No, these sound different.

      ‘Stay against the wall!’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘These are mine.’

      ‘Copy,’ Olesya said.

      She crouched against the concrete wall, her arm up to shield herself as half a dozen small arrowhead drones flew in low and shot past her. There was the snap of electric shocks, then the drones were flying high again.

      Olesya flipped her visor up into her helmet to reveal her face; she didn’t want Xiu shooting her by accident. Then, launching up from her concealed position, she took her first target—one of the two soldiers left standing. She punched a short burst into the soldier’s body, then helmet. Her target toppled to the pavement.

      Xiu shimmered out of sight, intercepting the other standing soldier. She took his legs out from under him and kicked his carbine across the pavement, down the stairs.

      The other four soldiers were climbing back to their feet, loose wire hanging from their armor, detached from the drones that had delivered electric currents at Aviary’s command.

      The shocks must have been milder than she’d hoped.

      ‘Good news and bad news,’ Aviary said. ‘Good news: I can zap them again. Bad news is the drones need recharging first.’

      Olesya aimed, her red chevron resting on the nearest soldier’s helmet. Under her goggles, the woman wore a mask with a white skull on it. Olesya adjusted her aim, but Marina fired first. The soldier shuddered, then stumbled back into a ticket booth on the sidewalk, hitting it with an empty clang.

      The surviving soldiers aimed at Olesya.

      She was out of time. Diving behind the concrete wall beside Marina, she narrowly avoided being hit.

      ‘Aviary,’ Olesya said, her fingers turning white over the pressel switch. ‘I need another run!’

      ‘On it.’

      The drones howled again like some alien bird species. Olesya didn’t hear any zaps of electric current this time, but she heard the drones smashing into something. When she checked the corner, she witnessed two soldiers hitting the pavement, knocked off-balance by the drones as they slammed directly into their helmets.

      Marina aimed and finished them off.

      But the remaining soldier was on her right, suddenly visible from behind the ticket booth. He moved past his fallen comrades and Aviary’s downed arrowhead drones, which were inanimate and battered from their divebombing.

      His barrel fixed on Olesya—she was too far from the stairs to throw herself down and into cover, and Marina didn’t have the shot.

      The soldier’s weapon snapped up, firing into the air.

      He was shooting at something else … only he was too late. Xiu materialized beside him, her elbow already in his neck, crushing his windpipe. He collapsed, liberated of his weapon.

      Olesya stood up with Marina and checked their surroundings.

      No more threats.

      Xiu drew her weapon, a compact, futuristic-looking Vector submachine gun. Aiming at short range, she fired brief, rhythmic bursts into the remaining white-clad soldiers who stirred nearby. Her rounds, much to Olesya’s surprise, punched through their armor.

      ‘Thanks,’ Olesya said.

      Xiu didn’t look at her. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’

      Olesya checked the intersection around them. Only once she was sure it was empty did she lower her carbine. ‘Because you had that under control?’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’ Xiu surveyed the dead soldiers. ‘But you weren’t obligated.’

      ‘This is her, is it?’ Marina kept her Balerinka half-raised, just in case. ‘What are you doing here?’

      The Chinese operative’s brown eyes focused on both of them. Olesya could almost see the young girl she’d known from training.

      ‘I’m getting out of Prague as quickly as possible.’ Xiu holstered her Vector. ‘And I suggest you do the same.’
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        Prague Hlavni station, Praha 2

      

      

      Aviary raced down the escalator.

      The train was ready, lights on and engine idling. Aviary used her phone to open the carriage doors, allowing Gleb and Andrey to catch up. They stepped into the carriage after her.

      ‘How do we drive it?’ Gleb asked, out of breath.

      Aviary showed him her phone—pointing to an updated version of the app she used to steal cars. ‘I’m sending you this now. Just choose your destination and the automated controls should do the rest.’

      Andrey took his arm off Gleb and walked carefully to a nearby seat. The carriage was empty, except for a bunch of crates stacked at one end—Purity supplies that hadn’t been touched since the Separatists took the station.

      He hit his pressel switch. ‘Andrey to Olesya, where are you?’

      It took a moment before Olesya answered. ‘Same place. Do you have the train?’

      ‘All onboard. Ready to move.’

      ‘Can you get to Mustek?’ Olesya asked, tinny footsteps in the background. It sounded like she was running.

      Aviary checked her phone. Mustek was a subway station to the west. ‘Different line, but the train can get us there.’

      ‘Good. Tell me when you’re here,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Got it.’

      Zooming out, Aviary checked on the Destiny-class drones again. They were still cruising steadily, close to the German border.

      ‘Why are Olesya and Marina still there?’ Andrey asked. ‘There aren’t any Purity forces nearby, they could’ve left already.’

      ‘They need to be careful,’ Gleb said.

      When Aviary took control of the drone swarm, she had seen someone on the Russian satellite’s camera that resembled a female Chinese operative. If she was around, Denton could be too, and that gave Aviary chills.

      She opened up her map to check for enemy movement—the last thing they wanted was a surprise visit by Purity or Separatists while the train was just getting moving. She couldn’t see any enemy signals, but a green dot she could not account for was blinking outside the station.

      Aviary had almost forgotten: she was still tracking Sophia, Nasira, Damien and Jay. Olesya had asked that Sophia’s team be removed from her voice channels and tracking, but they were still registering on Aviary’s.

      She tapped on the green dot. It was Damien’s phone.

      He was here, close to the train station.

      And if he was here, Sophia would be too. Probably to rescue DC. She zoomed out on the map, dismayed that she couldn’t find his signal. Hopefully they’d rescued him in time.

      She closed the map and returned to the train controls. The sliding doors beeped a warning that they were closing. Once that was done, they’d be on their way.

      Aviary’s phone chimed. An operative proximity alert.

      She opened the map again. Damien was still outside the station, but now two other red dots were converging on him.

      Two operatives.

      Aviary launched through the open doors, onto the platform. The doors rumbled shut behind her, muffling Gleb’s shouts as he called after her.

      She started running, down the platform and back into the train station. The train started to roll gently along, leaving without her.

      Gleb spoke into her earpiece. ‘Aviary, what are you doing?’

      She hit her pressel switch as she ran. ‘I need to fix something.’

      ‘You can’t go out there by yourself!’

      ‘I have to. You can steer the train without me!’

      Aviary ran up the escalator and onto the upper concourse. She was at a safe distance from the Separatists, who were holed up in the network control center toward the south end of the station. It wasn’t long before she reached the windows above Damien’s location.

      Below her was the freeway, empty, except for a parked Marauder and Damien. He crossed the empty lanes and was running for the station, two operatives in pursuit. They climbed out of their sedan and sprinted after him, drawing their pistols in mid-stride.

      He was almost at the station entrance as the operatives took aim—neither of their weapons, Aviary saw, had retention systems for her to hack. She couldn’t disable them.

      They were looking for a shot on Damien.

      She struck the window with both hands. ‘Damien!’

      But he couldn’t hear.

      He reached the metal barriers in the middle of the freeway and launched over them, then weaved around a lamppost. Behind him, on the road, the operatives pushed for a clear shot past the barriers.

      Aviary went for her phone. If she was fast enough, she could revive a disabled Good Boy and send him in to help—

      The operatives slumped on the freeway.

      At first, she thought they’d been shot, but there was no sign of blood on their bodies. It was like they’d just … passed out.

      On the other side of the freeway, Damien stood utterly still. He looked up and, for a second, she thought he’d noticed her.

      Then he, too, collapsed.
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        Above Mustek Metro Station, Praha 1

      

      

      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Xiu said.

      ‘I get that a lot.’ Olesya approached her slowly, around the dead Purity soldiers. ‘Why are you here?’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Marina said.

      Xiu swallowed, and swayed a little. It reminded her of Andrey trying to stand after his helmet took that bullet.

      Did one of Aviary’s drones hit her by accident?

      ‘I don’t have very long,’ Xiu said. ‘And I’m not sure what’s coming next.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Marina glanced at her smartwatch, then turned to check their surroundings. ‘We need to move, Olesya.’

      Olesya checked her watch as well. Red dots pinged around their location.

      They were caught in the middle of two separate advances by Purity soldiers.

      ‘The subway,’ Olesya said. ‘Let’s go.’

      Xiu took one step. Then fell.

      Olesya rushed over and checked her pulse. It was weak, but it was there.

      ‘Is she hit?’ Marina asked.

      Olesya turned her over and examined her head—no blood. She was still breathing. ‘I don’t think … no. Help me get her to the stairs.’

      Marina hesitated.

      ‘Now!’

      With an angry look, Marina let her Balerinka dangle on her sling and rushed over. Together, they hauled Xiu to the subway entrance, then carried her down and back into the vestibule.

      From up above came the sound of more boots on concrete.

      ‘I’ll carry her,’ Olesya said. It was better to have Marina on a weapon.

      She pulled Xiu up by one arm, then grabbed her by the waistband of her pants, hauling the Chinese operative over her shoulder. She steadied herself, Xiu’s weight now bearing down on her, then made her way through the vestibule.

      Marina was checking her watch again. ‘Purity Guard should be on top of us very soon. And they will see their dead friends.’

      ‘Then we get down to the station,’ Olesya said.

      ‘What about her?’ Marina asked.

      Olesya turned slowly, Xiu’s body weighing her down. ‘I’m not leaving her behind. Do you have a problem with that?’

      ‘I do if she turns on us.’

      ‘Then you won’t have a problem.’

      ‘Maybe not. But she does, and you can do nothing to fix it.’
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        Prague Hlavni station, Praha 2

      

      

      Aviary rushed down the escalator.

      She hit the ground floor running and took a sharp right to the station lobby. Through the glass doors ahead, she couldn’t see any movement—no Damien, no operatives—but she could hear an approaching engine.

      She sprinted around the balustrade and reached the doors.

      Now she could see a Marauder pulling up in the middle of the road, alongside the one Damien must have stolen. Soldiers in black poured out of it, all armed.

      Blue Berets.

      Aviary hid behind the doors, catching her breath. How could she save Damien by herself, against a squad of the Fifth Column’s Blue Berets?

      She punched a command on her smartwatch, then elbowed a door open, stepping through.

      This better work.

      The street was quiet except for the idling engine of the Marauder. The operatives, as lifeless as Damien, were being hauled by four Blue Berets into their vehicle. Two more, their carbines in slings, were rushing over to Damien.

      Then they spotted her.

      Aviary pressed deep into the palm of her hand. She heard it click as the soldiers raised their weapons.

      Stepping out onto the freeway, she drew her pistol and aimed with both hands, just as she’d been taught.

      ‘Get away from him!’ she yelled.

      A Blue Beret inside the Marauder barked an order in English to the others. Immediately, they dropped their carbines on their slings and drew their pistols.

      Aviary dived behind a gray coupe as her Good Boy burst through the glass doors and onto the freeway, targeting the soldiers. She’d marked Damien as friendly, so it ignored him and focused on the soldiers in black. Most of them scattered, jumping into the Marauder and shutting the armored doors, but the two standing by Damien didn’t flee. Instead they grabbed him by his armpits and lifted him up.

      Aviary’s hijacked Good Boy closed on them, but they were using Damien as a shield; it didn’t have a shot.

      Aviary hit her watch again. The quadruped slowed to a halt, its attention locked on the Blue Berets as they retreated to their vehicles.

      The engine roared and a soldier appeared in the turret on top, hauling the barrel of their heavy machine gun in Aviary’s direction. She flicked her wrist and the Good Boy’s mounted rifle coughed. The soldier slumped as, with a screech, the Marauder took off.

      With Damien in their possession.

      Now, the Fifth Column were probably going to throw him in a cell with DC and let them rot together.

      ‘Think … think … think.’

      On her smartwatch, she could still track Damien’s location, but for how long she didn’t know. She stood on the freeway with her Good Boy. It was motionless, waiting for her command.

      She tapped her watch once more and it slumped into a dormant position on the pavement, next to the gray coupe—a sedate looking Audi with jagged headlights and two windshield punctures from gunfire. But her phone told her its V8 twin-turbo engine was in perfect working order.

      She pointed her phone at the coupe. ‘Drive.’

      Its headlights flashed and the engine growled to life.
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        Metro tunnels, Praha 2

      

      

      Gleb gripped a pole to steady himself as the train rushed through the tunnels of the Prague subway. He kept his focus outside the windows, but there wasn’t much to see except the occasional streak of lights on the tunnel walls as they sped to Mustek station.

      Andrey sat in a passenger seat, Balerinka in both hands. He looked a bit sharper now, his concussion symptoms wearing off. ‘Should we be worried about Aviary?’ he asked.

      ‘Not if she survives,’ Gleb said. ‘Which I hope she does.’

      ‘Olesya to Gleb,’ came a voice in his earpiece. ‘What’s your location?’

      He checked the map on his phone. She could’ve checked her own, but he figured she was occupied.

      ‘We’re halfway there now,’ he said. ‘Are you inside the station?’

      ‘We … for now,’ Olesya said, her signal cutting out as the train raced underground. ‘Purity have soldiers swarming … area. We don’t … time.’

      Andrey stood quickly—too quickly—and staggered a little. ‘Olesya, we’re almost there.’

      Gleb checked his phone again. Two clusters of dots pulsed close to Olesya—their implants told Gleb exactly where the Purity soldiers were. Either they were surrounding Olesya inside the subway station or they were on the surface above her.

      ‘Are the soldiers inside the subway?’ he asked.

      ‘Not yet,’ Olesya said. ‘We have … Xiu with us. She’s … I think it got to her.’

      ‘Unreadable, say again,’ Andrey said.

      ‘Who got to her?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘…kill switch.’

      ‘So much for it not being real,’ Andrey said.

      Sophia was right all along.

      Gleb hit his pressel switch. ‘Gleb to Aviary. Can you hear me?’

      Silence.

      The train braked suddenly, unbalancing Gleb, who only stayed upright because he was clinging to the pole. Andrey wasn’t so lucky, toppling into the crates behind them.

      The lights in the carriage went out, then buzzed to life again, some later than others.

      Through the windows, Gleb could see a subway station. He checked his phone. They’d arrived at the wrong platform.

      ‘Uh … what’s with all this stuff?’ Andrey asked. He had his head in one of the crates, rifling through its contents. ‘Stimulants or steroids or something.’

      That was possible. Gleb had read about soldiers using stimulants to keep their soldiers going longer, sometimes for days. But not Purity.

      Andrey held up a vial of cloudy white liquid. ‘What does this say?’

      He tossed it to Gleb, who barely caught it. Turning the vial over, he saw the label was written in Czech.

      ‘Hey!’ A voice chirped in his ear. ‘Gleb, it’s Aviary.’

      He hit his pressel switch. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Um, following some soldiers. I don’t think they’re Purity though,’

      ‘You’re … are you OK?’ Gleb asked. It sounded like she was driving—fast.

      ‘Not really. I’m sorry for taking off like that. I have a very good reason, I promise. But I’m in the middle of something right now.’

      ‘You’re in the middle of a war between Purity and the Separatists,’ Gleb said. ‘If one doesn’t kill you, the other will.’

      Aviary didn’t respond.

      He checked his phone and zoomed out, catching her location. She was far to the north-west of them—very far, almost at the bridge where they’d entered Prague. She’d covered a lot of distance in a short amount of time.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Gleb asked. ‘If a patrol catches you, we can’t help you from here.’

      It wasn’t true—he knew Olesya would try to help—but getting Aviary back would be difficult, if not impossible. Surely she knew that.

      ‘I saw Damien,’ Aviary said. ‘These soldiers kidnapped him.’

      ‘What did they look like?’ Olesya cut in. Gleb had almost forgotten she was in the channel.

      ‘Black gear,’ Aviary said. ‘They’re Blue Berets.’

      ‘Aviary, listen to me,’ Olesya said. ‘If Damien’s in Prague, Sophia’s team can help him. He doesn’t need you.’

      ‘I hate to say it, but you’re wrong,’ Aviary said. ‘I’ve got their vitals on screen right now and … it’s not good.’

      Gleb knew what she meant. Olesya would too.

      Just like Xiu, Damien’s team had been kill-switched.

      ‘I’m the only one who can help them,’ Aviary said.

      ‘You’re not,’ Olesya replied. ‘We can help too, but you need to hold tight. Don’t approach the Blue Berets!’

      ‘I’m not losing them again. I’m sorry.’

      As Olesya and Aviary talked, Gleb’s phone vibrated: the proximity sensor Aviary had added to the map for them. A cluster of pulsing dots was edging onto his screen.

      He felt his stomach turn.

      They were moving for this subway station.

      ‘You’re putting yourself in danger with no backup,’ Olesya went on. ‘Operatives don’t do that.’

      ‘Yeah, but they wouldn’t let their friends get captured either,’ Aviary said. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.’

      Gleb hit his pressel switch. ‘Aviary, we need your help right now.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Our train’s been locked down,’ he said. ‘We’re a station short and we have quite a few Purity soldiers heading our way.’

      ‘Hold on,’ Aviary said. ‘I don’t have much time.’

      Neither do we.

      ‘OK,’ she said. ‘The command came from Purity. It’s remotely locked down all trains. Damn.’

      Gleb swallowed. This was bad.

      ‘Hang on, I’ve pulled over,’ she said. ‘I can override this, but that might take me a minute.’

      ‘Can you turn the lights off in the carriages?’ Andrey asked. ‘And open the doors on the rear carriage?’

      The carriage went dark.

      ‘Done and done,’ she said.

      A small flashlight with a red beam sparked up, and Andrey indicated a path for them to follow. Gleb fell in behind him and they moved to the next carriage.

      ‘Thank you,’ Gleb said into his throat mike. ‘How long until we have control again?’

      ‘Five, maybe ten minutes,’ Aviary said. ‘Sorry, I don’t know exactly.’

      Off radio, Andrey grumbled. ‘We could all be dead by then.’

      As they reached the final carriage, Gleb heard voices in the distance, carried down the station stairs. The soldiers were close. Andrey flashed his red flashlight at the train doors, but they were closed.

      ‘Carriage doors aren’t open,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Damn,’ Aviary said. ‘Uh … they should be though.’

      Andrey pointed his red flashlight at the door handles. ‘Either we break out of here or we hide,’ he murmured.

      ‘I’m taking control again,’ Aviary said. ‘The train should be back up and running any minute now. I’m hoping it’ll resume its route.’

      Gleb didn’t like the uncertain timetable, but there wasn’t much choice. The footsteps were close and it was too late to escape.

      Andrey lowered himself to the floor and covered his red flashlight with his fingers, letting only a tiny sliver of the beam escape. Gleb followed his lead, lying on his chest and trying to breathe slowly. The thin strip of red light shone over the vial in his hand. He hadn’t even realized he was still holding it.

      ‘I’m turning this off,’ Andrey said. ‘We need our night vision.’

      ‘Wait,’ Gleb said, turning the vial over. As well as the Czech label, there was a Spanish translation. ‘This is from Intron.’

      ‘What does it say?’ Andrey asked.

      Gleb looked up at him in the red light. ‘Inhibitor.’
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        North Courtyard, Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Hal Claycomb stood over Denton’s body.

      The once-deadly man lay crumpled and vulnerable, alongside his trusted operatives. They were all down for the count, thanks to Hal. He’d neutralized Denton all by himself, even if doing it had meant bringing down Purity’s operatives too.

      ‘Not a bad day’s work,’ he said, mostly to himself.

      He aimed his pistol at Denton’s shaved head. It would be easy to end him here, and darn satisfying too. But there were few people in the world who knew the Fifth Column’s darkest secrets, and fewer still who knew Denton’s.

      Hal enjoyed the moment, then lowered his weapon. ‘Take them and sedate them. Leave ours here.’

      Blue Berets collected Denton and his operatives, hauling them over their shoulders, through the archway and out into the street. The operatives would be bound for Purity’s headquarters—an offering that would buy Hal some time—but Denton would be taken elsewhere. Purity would never see him.

      Which left only his own operatives, and Hal had prepared for that.

      One of his soldiers handed him a small medical case made of hard plastic. He opened it; inside, there was the usual stash of bandages and morphine, but there was also his special set of vials and syringes, along with a rubber tourniquet band. He wrapped the band tightly around the upper arm of a fallen operative, then fixed one of the vials to a syringe. The white liquid swilled inside as he found the woman’s vein and injected.

      Born again.

      Each operative he dosed was carried off by the Blue Berets and strapped into a seat in their Marauder. With the white liquid coursing through their veins, they’d wake soon, surviving the kill switch.

      Until that time, he had only his Blue Berets at his disposal. And that was all fine by him, considering every operative in range was out of commission. Except the Russians, but they’d have to be bothered to make an appearance.

      His operatives attended to, he stood and dusted off his knees. With impeccably bad timing, the Azov Detachment sergeant stepped through the archway, followed closely by her white-armored soldiers. She pulled her skull mask down under her chin, revealing her face.

      ‘What is going on here?’

      Hal smiled. ‘Cleaning up your ruckus.’

      ‘The world’s most dangerous terrorists just slipped through your fingers, right here in this very building. Is this what you call cleaning up?’

      She was right. Those pesky rogue operatives—Sophia, Damien and the rest of her ragtag bunch—had slipped through his fingers, along with whoever was helping them. But that didn’t matter. Zakhar had captured Jay and Hal had captured Denton.

      ‘We already have some of them,’ he said. ‘The others won’t make it far.’

      Outside, another heavy vehicle arrived, followed by a fresh arrival of Blue Berets. One of them stepped around the Azov soldiers, his attention on Hal.

      ‘Sir, we now have Damien onboard,’ he said. ‘That’s everyone.’

      ‘Well, ain’t that fine news,’ Hal said. ‘Thank you, Sergeant.’

      The Blue Beret cleared his throat. ‘We recovered three of your own operatives too. They’re all down.’

      ‘Good work. Inject them with the inhibitors.’

      The Blue Beret fireteams were each equipped with their own medical case and syringes, ready to rescue any operatives in the field.

      ‘We’re on it.’ The Blue Beret retreated through the archway.

      The Azov sergeant cast a disapproving glance at Hal’s last operative, who lay unconscious between them.

      ‘Why do you tend to them?’ Behind her helmet visor, her eyes were bloodshot. ‘They do not belong with us.’

      ‘They’re all purified now, free of genetic engineering, if that’s your concern.’

      A pair of Blue Berets returned to pick up the final operative. Hal’s work was almost done.

      ‘The best purification is death,’ the sergeant said.

      ‘Let’s not forget who’s paying for your war.’

      She turned on her heel. ‘Watch your back out there, spook.’

      Hal stood his ground as she departed with her soldiers. She was on his side, but for how much longer he couldn’t say.

      He was alone in the courtyard now. With Denton captured, he might even be truly alone. Part of him still couldn’t believe he’d pulled it off.

      Outside the courtyard, the Marauders sped away. One was headed north while the other circled the Klementinum.

      And that’s when Aviary appeared under the archway, pistol aimed. Hal froze. His own weapon was holstered and he couldn’t draw it in time. She must have been waiting until he had no backup to confront him. Sneaky girl.

      ‘Miss Aviary Keli’i. It’s a pleasure,’ he said. ‘How did you know I’d be all by my lonesome?’

      Aviary walked toward him. She held her weapon with both hands, firm but relaxed. They’d been training her.

      ‘You’re tracking everyone, aren’t you?’ he asked. ‘How clever.’

      ‘Take your microphone off,’ she said. ‘And your radio.’

      ‘As you wish.’

      Hal unclipped the throat mike from inside his collar, then reached down, slowly, and plucked the radio from his pocket. With Aviary watching him down the sights of her pistol, he unplugged his mike, then threaded it from his shirt.

      ‘Hold onto them and turn around,’ she said. ‘Keep walking.’

      Hal did as she instructed, taking his time heading across the courtyard. ‘Shall I step into the fountain and take a bath?’

      ‘Drop the radio and mike in the water.’

      ‘You do know it’s waterproof, right?’

      ‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘Just do it.’

      She didn’t have a suppressor on her pistol. If his Blue Berets were in earshot, they’d quickly investigate. Of course, if she was tracking their movements, she’d know that for sure.

      ‘Are you going to shoot me?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t think I’ll need to.’

      Hal noticed movement over his shoulder. Turning his head slightly, he spotted a four-legged drone, a Redeemer, slinking across the courtyard behind him. Its metal tail swung restlessly over its mounted precision rifle, the barrel pointed at his head.

      ‘You hacked a tin can?’ Hal asked. ‘Impressive.’

      ‘Drop them.’

      Hal’s gut tightened. One shot from that bucket of bolts and his brain would be in the fountain too. He dropped the radio and mike in the water.

      ‘Now turn around,’ Aviary said.

      Hal did so. Her aim wasn’t wavering at all, suggesting at least some confidence and minimal training. That was bothersome.

      ‘Take your pistol from your holster with two fingers. Any more fingers and my “tin can” puts a hole through your skull.’

      Hal peeled his jacket open and slowly reached for his shoulder holster. He popped the stud and, with only two fingers, pried the pistol out by its grip. He dangled it before him.

      ‘Now what, kiddo?’

      ‘On the ground. Slow.’

      Hal lowered the weapon to the paved floor of the courtyard and straightened up.

      Aviary took another step closer, to where he’d left his medical case. Keeping her pistol on him one-handed, she popped it open. There was one inhibitor vial left inside.

      ‘What’s the white one?’

      ‘Medical supplies. Morphine, the usual.’

      She flicked her wrist and the four-legged drone crept toward him. ‘Don’t bullshit me.’

      Hal ignored the Redeemer and stared at her, deadpan. ‘It’s an inhibitor.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Oh, I think you know.’

      Aviary checked her watch, then shut the medical case and held it in one hand. ‘You injected your operatives with this to cure them of the kill switch?’

      Hal raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Where are your people taking Damien?’

      ‘To Purity,’ he said. ‘A peace offering.’ Under her armored vest, he noticed a knife on her belt. She hadn’t secured it properly—an easy steal if he could get close enough.

      ‘Did you inject him too?’

      ‘No.’

      Aviary’s lips quivered. ‘How long does he have?’

      ‘Long enough for Purity to think they have a live prisoner.’

      She checked behind her, beyond the archway. ‘Walk inside the building. Through the doors on the left.’

      ‘And what if my soldiers are waiting inside?’

      She tilted her head. ‘If they were, you wouldn’t be asking that question.’

      Moving for the doors to the Klementinum, Hal kept his pace slow and deliberate, hoping to hear a nearby Marauder. But there was nothing except the scrape of his pistol being picked up off the floor, then Aviary and her tin can following him inside. If his life ended at the hand of this snot-nosed kid, he was going to be mighty pissed off.

      Then again, if she wanted him dead, she’d have done it by now. Instead, she seemed careful enough to keep the Redeemer between the two of them as she instructed him forward.

      The corridor led up a flight of stairs to a library with a vaulted, hand-painted ceiling: the site of the engagement between Zakhar and Jay. They’d been close to tearing each other apart when the kill switch knocked them out, and his Blue Berets had since collected the both of them.

      Hal stopped in the center of the marble floor, surrounded by half-destroyed antique furniture, tumbled shelves, scattered books and a number of large iron globes, each of them indented with a map of Earth. Several had rolled free, and one particularly large sphere had come to rest by a clump of fallen books.

      As he looked over at it, he noticed something half-buried under the books. His Blue Berets had combed the building from the library down to the underground prisoner cells, recovering every fallen operative they could after he’d flipped the kill switch. But they didn’t have the luxury of a thorough search for any missing equipment, which is why he wasn’t surprised when he noticed something they’d overlooked.

      The hacked Redeemer clanked across the marble, coming to rest on his right. Aviary seemed to be controlling it with her watch—that, or she kept looking at her wrist for some other reason. Hal waited until her eyes flicked down again, then made his move.

      He dived for the pile of books and threw his body weight against the globe, rolling it out of the pile. It crashed into a bookcase, which toppled onto the Redeemer. It struggled on its side, legs kicking and tail thrashing. Hal dug into the pile of books and grabbed what his soldiers had missed: a Glock pistol.

      Aviary tracked him with her weapon, but he kept the globe between them as it rolled from the impact. He pulled the slide back just a little and peeked into the pistol’s chamber. There was a round sitting there, waiting for him to use it. He released the magazine, but it was completely empty. That was all he had.

      He stepped around the globe and fired.

      Aviary fired back.

      A round cracked past his ear, another struck his chest. His vest caught it, but the breath was torn from him. He stumbled to one side, staggering through clumps of old books. Before him, the Redeemer bucked under the heavy weight of the shelves.

      Aviary stood perfectly still for a moment, then dropped to her knees, her weapon slipping from her grasp. But she was reaching for another—his pistol, which had fallen next to her.

      Winded and sore, Hal stumbled toward her, dropped into a slide and kicked the gun from her grasp. He brought his knee down on her forearm, pinning it there.

      Her elbow came up, cracking his jaw. Light popped across his vision.

      ‘Son of a…’

      His hand closed on his pistol. He fired.

      The rounds hit her chest and she went rigid, her arm swinging and knocking his weapon clear.

      It didn’t matter. He simply drew the knife from her scabbard and ran it across one side of her throat.

      She gasped, grabbing his wrist and pulling it over her shoulder. With his arm extended, he almost fell into her, but got up onto one foot. She pulled down hard on his wrist. Something inside his arm snapped, shooting pain through him before his arm went numb and the knife dropped behind her.

      She went for another strike with her elbow, but Hal threw himself back, sliding across the marble. Pain shot through his arm, enough to stop him in his tracks.

      Aviary held the knife now, but dropped it, blood squirting from a small spot in her neck. Her eyes were wide as pennies, her hand pressing over the laceration.

      He’d gotten lucky. Sliced one of her arteries.

      She got to her feet again.

      ‘That’s enough of that,’ he said, catching his breath.

      Staggering until her back hit the wall of bookcases, she slid down into a seated position.

      Hal focused on his breathing as he walked over to his pistol. He took it one step at a time, watching Aviary from the corner of his eye. Using his working hand, he collected his pistol; his other arm felt like it was broken. At this rate, he’d be joining Zakhar for medical attention.

      Aviary removed her hand from her neck wound—blood squirting again—and touched her watch. The Redeemer thumped around under the fallen bookcase.

      ‘Hands off the watch, kiddo,’ Hal said, and shot her in the chest.

      Her body went rigid and her arms trembled, but she brought her shaking hand back up to her neck and clamped it over the wound. It would buy her a few minutes at most, but she was a goner. There was no sense wasting any more time with her.

      Hal holstered his pistol; the medical case was his next stop.

      Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

      Digging out a syringe of morphine, he put it to good use, right into the shoulder of his busted arm. It would take a few minutes to bring the pain down to a bearable level. Then he could focus on other things.

      ‘Today’s been one heck of a day,’ he said.

      Aviary stared, but said nothing.

      He got his phone out and called his Blue Beret sergeant.

      ‘Sir,’ the sergeant answered, ‘what’s your locstat?’

      Hal cleared his throat. ‘I’m inside the Klementinum. Have you secured our operatives?’

      ‘We have them ready for transport.’

      ‘What’s Zakhar’s status?’

      ‘They don’t think he’ll recover his vision.’

      ‘We’ll see about that,’ Hal said.

      ‘I’m more concerned about you right now, sir,’ the sergeant said. ‘Your sector is crawling with Separatists and they’re moving on your position.’

      ‘How long do I have?’

      ‘Enough time for us to get there. Can you move to the northern courtyard in five minutes?’

      ‘With pleasure.’ Hal ended the call.

      Silence. The Redeemer had stopped struggling, having switched to some sort of standby mode.

      Aviary was propped against the bookcase, a blood-soaked hand still over her neck. Her skin was sickly pale, and her wide eyes had narrowed. He knew she’d kill him, given half a chance, but in the few minutes she had left he wasn’t going to give it to her.

      Hal put the phone back in his pocket, drew his pistol and approached the young woman. ‘Now, your watch, if you will.’

      ‘If you don’t deliver Damien to Purity,’ she said, her voice almost a growl, ‘my drone won’t tear you apart.’

      Hal glanced back at the fallen bookcase, the Redeemer trapped underneath. It wasn’t going anywhere.

      ‘Now listen here, Two-Minute Steak, if that were possible, you would’ve gone and done it already.’

      Aviary swallowed, then offered her hand to him, palm up; with her other hand stemming the flow of blood, she couldn’t unfasten the watch herself. Hal would have to do it.

      ‘You gave it your best, kiddo,’ Hal said, holstering his pistol again, and crouching before her. He kept a careful distance as he undid her watchband. ‘You tried to save your friends, if we can call them that.’

      ‘You’re rounding them up like animals,’ she said, her voice strained. ‘And then what, just kill ‘em?’

      ‘That’s a good question,’ he said, pocketing her watch. ‘But that depends on many factors, you know?’

      Aviary’s neck glistened the color of wine. ‘That’s the kind of bullshit answer … Denton would say if he didn’t know.’

      ‘I’m nothing like him,’ Hal said, maybe a little too quickly.

      She chuckled, painfully. ‘You’re right. Fifth Column says bend over, you ask how far.’

      Hal took a step back. ‘This operation was mine, and a tough sell at that. I risk terminating every wholesome operative in the field, all just to lick a few terrorists like your lonesome self.’

      ‘Not … alone.’

      Hal glanced around. ‘Well now, you sure look it.’

      ‘You’re talking to … dead girl … and I’m the lonely one?’

      Hal shook his head. ‘Your friends … you know, deep down, something ain’t right with them. You just won’t admit it. They were never meant to be.’

      ‘What’s your … excuse?’

      ‘I was drunk. Hopeless. Denton assigned me to find his operatives when they went off the reservation.’

      ‘Like Sophia?’

      ‘She was his first. It was all hogwash though. Denton’s program was already falling apart. I was the one who had to clean up his mess.’

      ‘You … hated the job?’

      ‘I loved it. All I ever wanted to do was finish it. Today I did.’

      He sighed. Time to go.

      He drew his pistol. Through her skull and into her brain stem should do it. ‘Anything you’d like to say? Any last regrets?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Her hand slipped from her neck. Blood trickled into her green blazer, darkening it, and her head slumped forward.

      She was gone.

      He frowned. ‘Better luck next time.’
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        Klementinum Complex, Praha 1

      

      

      Aviary woke to find Marcela standing over her.

      ‘I’m surprised you’re alive,’ the Separatist commander said.

      Aviary touched her neck. It was bandaged on both sides. ‘Yeah, that makes two of us.’

      Marcela crouched down. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Woozy. And … discombobulated. I swear that’s a real word in English. Uh, how long have I been out?’

      ‘I do not know. We found you ten minutes ago.’

      Aviary’s neck was on fire, but the burn had been numbed by something—maybe morphine. A Separatist was kneeling beside her with a backpack of medical supplies; there was an IV line in her arm connected to what she guessed to be a saline bag.

      She was right where she’d been when she passed out, resting against the wall of an old library, only now Hal was gone. He’d left her faithful Good Boy motionless, its head blasted apart, bits of circuitry and armor shell strewn across the marble floor.

      An additional group of four Separatists entered and made for Marcela. They spoke in Czech, but Aviary listened in anyway. Hal had taken her smartwatch but missed the spare in her ruck—it was that which now fed the translation into her earpiece.

      ‘We’ve found some prisoners,’ one said. ‘There’s a small facility underneath this building.’

      Marcela nodded. ‘Get them out of here, but stick to cover when you can. Purity have anti-personnel drones in the air now.’

      The team rushed from the library, leaving only a few Separatists still with Marcela and Aviary.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Aviary asked. ‘I thought you were going for the refugees at the processing center.’

      ‘We are,’ she said. ‘But not how Purity expect us to. We are going through Prague’s subway network instead.’

      ‘That’s not what you told—’

      ‘Because I did not trust you. And after your attempt to stop us from freeing the refugees, I still do not.’

      Aviary sat upright. ‘Then why did you treat me?’

      ‘I do not leave anyone to die. Not even you.’ Marcela frowned. ‘You are alone. Where is your Russian friend?’

      ‘Regrouping,’ Aviary said, keeping it vague. ‘I got separated.’

      The bag of saline was two-thirds empty. Before the Separatist medic could stop her, Aviary ripped the tape off her catheter and withdrew the needle.

      ‘Your blood supply is still low,’ Marcela said. ‘You should not be going anywhere, and certainly not out there by yourself.’

      Struggling to keep her balance, Aviary got to her feet.

      ‘Stop!’ Marcela said. ‘This a war zone. You need to stay with us. I can offer you safe passage to Germany.’

      Aviary breathed deeply. Her cheeks burned and there was a faint sting in her neck. ‘I can’t take that offer. I’m sorry.’

      She still had her ruck on her back, so she dropped it off her shoulders, a dull echo of pain in her neck. Digging around inside, she found her spare smartwatch and strapped it on. Marcela watched her silently as she slipped her ruck back on her shoulders, her balance still a bit unsteady.

      When Aviary looked up, Marcela’s Separatists were aiming their weapons at her.

      ‘I cannot let you go back out there, not in your condition,’ Marcela said.

      ‘You have to,’ Aviary said. She peeled off the old bandage from the other side of her neck and checked the wound in the reflection of her watch. There was a pink scar where the gunshot had grazed her, but amazingly it was healed. That should’ve scared her, but it didn’t. ‘Let’s just say I’ve been through worse. You need to let me go.’

      ‘I could not live with myself if I let you walk out there,’ Marcela said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘My friends are dying and I’m the only one left who has any interest in helping them,’ Aviary said. ‘I’m not a Night Witch, I’m not an operative or a soldier, but unless you want to come with me, I’m going out there alone.’

      Marcela shook her head. ‘We have our own objective.’ But to Aviary’s surprise, she motioned for her Separatists to lower their weapons. Then, drawing her own pistol from her shoulder holster, Marcela handed it over. It was a heavy, steel weapon, coated black except for a silver trigger.

      ‘This is cocked and locked,’ Marcela said. ‘You need to disengage the safety to fire.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Aviary said. ‘Really, thanks. But I don’t need it.’ She handed it back.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘I’m very sure.’

      ‘What are you planning on doing?’

      ‘Same as you. Not leaving anyone to die.’

      She checked her watch. It showed the location of her old smartwatch, and the person still carrying it—Hal.

      I’m coming for you.
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      Hal’s Marauders approached the tower at the old bridge.

      Underneath it, a small cluster of Purity Guard stood in his path. He counted six. Sitting behind them, under the archway, a Fifth Column-supplied Purity Marauder.

      Hal paced the rear cabin of his vehicle, his broken arm now in a sling. His convoy of two armored vehicles was loaded with operatives and prisoners, all of whom he wanted to extract from Purity territory as quickly as possible. In the other Marauder, Sophia and her terrorists were tied up and sedated. In this one were the Blue Berets and his four operatives, who were harnessed to their seats with their chins to their chests. A stack of medical kits was buckled into an empty seat; they contained the inhibitors that had allowed Hal to pull off a mission that would be talked about for some time inside the Fifth Column.

      Outside, the leading Purity Guard was shaking his head. They weren’t letting Hal through, and that bothered him.

      ‘Send someone out to explain things a bit better,’ Hal said.

      The Blue Beret sergeant nodded and ordered two of his men to liaise with the Purity Guard. They opened the rear hatch and climbed out.

      Hal switched his attention to an operative strapped in opposite him, his face wrapped in white bandages and dressings, blotted red.

      Zakhar.

      He looked like a torture victim, but Hal knew the Fifth Column’s latest replacement eyes made today’s bionics look almost medieval. In the meantime, he had to take care of the wounded operative’s needs. When he had injected all four operatives with the inhibitor, wiping out the kill switch, he had wiped out all their abilities along with it. Now it was time to fix that.

      Walking over to the medical kits, he unbuckled the harness and opened the first one. Inside was an array of vials. He placed it on the lap of the nearest operative.

      ‘Sir,’ one of the Blue Berets said. ‘We can take care of that.’

      ‘Right. This kit is for those three operatives.’

      Two of the soldiers unbuckled themselves and, letting their carbines hang on their slings, moved across to take over.

      Hal opened the second kit, which contained a similar array of vials. ‘And this one is for Zakhar.’

      ‘All of those for just him?’ one of the Blue Berets said. ‘Is that safe?’

      ‘All of them. Just for him.’

      Hal supervised as they injected abilities back into the operatives, but at the same time he kept an eye on what was happening outside. The two soldiers he’d sent out were talking with the Purity Guard. And they’d been talking a while now.

      ‘Is everything OK?’ Hal asked.

      ‘If I could speak Czech, I’d tell you,’ the sergeant said, reaching for his throat mike to speak to his soldiers. ‘What are they saying?’

      One of the Blue Berets stepped away from the conversation with the Purity Guard and quietly replied to his sergeant.

      The Marauder convoy sat only a short distance from the bridge access, in a large courtyard between a church and a museum. Each of the buildings appeared unoccupied, but Hal noticed movement on the tower ahead, somewhere on the balconies under the pointed shingle spires. He watched for a while longer, but didn’t see it again.

      Still the sergeant and the Blue Beret were talking. Hal considered ramming the Purity Guard and flooring the Marauders across to the other side, but the soldiers would just radio ahead and block off the way; the bridge was long, it would take a while to cross it.

      ‘They’re not letting anyone out,’ the sergeant said at last.

      ‘Shiitake mushrooms,’ Hal growled. ‘OK, I’ll need your men to translate, I’m going out there.’

      ‘You’ll be exposed.’ The sergeant turned to his Blue Berets in the back. ‘Two on him at all times.’

      A pair of soldiers stood and opened the rear hatch for Hal, then stepped outside with him. He walked with his arm in a sling, around the front of the Marauder, and made his way to the tower. He would’ve preferred Zakhar at his side, but he’d make do with the Fifth Column’s finest special forces.

      The Purity Guard saw him coming and barely reacted. The Czech-speaking Blue Berets shifted their weight from foot to foot, their hands fidgeting over their carbines.

      Hal reached them and said, ‘Tell them we’re working with Azov Detachment to transport known terrorists out of this city.’

      They translated for him, only this time the response was shorter.

      ‘They say we’re not allowed to take them,’ one of the Blue Berets said.

      Behind the guards, the rear hatch opened in the Purity Marauder. Soldiers in white armor climbed out and approached them.

      Azov Detachment. They’d been waiting here the whole time.

      He recognized their juiced-up sergeant as she walked over, and an unwelcome chill rippled down his spine.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      ‘Thank you for your assistance,’ the Azov sergeant said, removing her mask. ‘We will take your terrorists from here. If you’ll come with me, Mr Claycomb.’

      ‘These are our prisoners,’ he said. ‘If you want them, you’ll have to speak with the High Priest himself.’

      ‘My orders are from the High Priest.’

      ‘You don’t say?’ With his good hand, Hal reached slowly for his phone. ‘I might need to check on that.’

      ‘In a moment, you can ask the High Priest himself.’ She walked right past him, no doubt enjoying the moment. ‘Open your vehicles, please. We need to inspect them.’

      ‘Steady on there. Half of those are my people.’

      She halted. ‘Are they employees of the United States government? How about your soldiers here?’

      Hal stared her down. ‘You don’t want us to fall out, sugar. Trust me on that.’

      ‘There will be no falling out, because these are not American operatives. Officially, they do not exist, yes?’

      ‘You know very well that’s not what I meant.’

      ‘Then what do you mean? Do you mean that they are no different to the terrorists you have kindly captured for us?’ She gestured to the Marauders—one containing Sophia and her terrorists, the other containing Hal’s men. ‘I’ve heard they are nothing more than street kids you scraped from the gutters of the world.’

      Hal’s hands clenched into fists. He forced them open and breathed. ‘No more than your soldiers.’

      ‘We are taking your ghosts,’ she said. ‘Those are our orders.’

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.’

      She turned her carbine on him. ‘Is that a threat?’

      The rest of Azov raised their weapons to the front Marauder and the two pairs of Blue Berets who stood near Hal.

      The Blue Beret sergeant had been right; he was exposed.

      He cleared his throat. ‘I’m offering you a deal. Take the terrorists in the second vehicle and consider it a gift. I take our other vehicle with my people over the bridge. Does that sound fair to you?’

      ‘Fair is irrelevant,’ she said. ‘I have my orders.’

      ‘Your orders will create an international incident,’ Hal said. ‘You will no longer have us on your side.’

      The Azov sergeant strode toward him, lowering her weapon. ‘Do you take me for a fool? We never had you on our side. You used us and you thought we were too stupid to realize. You underestimated us.’ She paused. ‘And now you will pay for that.’

      ‘We’re still on your side, sergeant,’ Hal said. ‘And we can keep it that way. It’s your choice now.’

      She snorted and turned her attention to Hal’s convoy, only to find his Blue Berets already out on the cobblestones, partially concealed behind the armored vehicles. Their weapons were aimed, and one of them stood in the machine gun turret with his carbine pointed down at the Azov sergeant. Only Hal’s Blue Beret sergeant and the two drivers remained concealed behind the tinted windshields.

      Hal figured this was as good a time as any to draw his pistol.

      He counted the odds: six Azov and six Purity Guard, versus Hal and his modest ten Blue Berets. But with his men only one short, the odds weren’t great for either side. It made him wonder why Azov thought they could pull this off.

      ‘We’re not doing that until we reach an agreement,’ he said.

      In his ear, his Blue Beret sergeant spoke to him. ‘Sir, they have two marksmen on the tower, both with a clear shot.’

      Fine. Maybe the odds are better for them.

      He resisted the urge to look up at the tower, but did make the effort to scan the rooftops of the church and museum. He couldn’t see anything, but if he was the Azov sergeant he would’ve placed another pair of marksmen on either rooftop, perhaps both.

      And if Azov had done that, they’d put themselves into a highly advantageous position. Hal’s only play would be to withdraw into the armored vehicles and find an alternate route.

      ‘I will only say this once,’ the Azov sergeant said. ‘Lower your weapons, spook.’
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      Illarion stood before the chairman of the Directorate. The bald, square-jawed major general ranked above Illarion’s own Colonel Isakov, who currently waited behind Illarion with the snake named Kazmin.

      The major general finished typing on his keyboard and gave Illarion a long, considered gaze. The whites of his eyes were the color of toothpaste, and his forest-green service jacket was unzipped a few inches down his broad chest, in line with his medals and ribbons.

      ‘Colonel, how long have you been aware of your hunters’ presence in Prague?’ he asked.

      ‘I confirmed it during a phone call half an hour ago,’ Illarion said. ‘And I’ve ordered them to extract immediately.’

      ‘Do you expect they will follow your orders?’

      Illarion swallowed. ‘No. And if I were in their shoes, I wouldn’t either.’

      The major general clasped his hands on the desk. ‘One way or another, this will be their last mission. Is that clear?’

      ‘Understood, General,’ Illarion said. ‘If the Separatists succeed in freeing the refugees, it will definitely be the hunters’ last mission.’

      ‘Purity outnumber the Separatists twenty-to-one,’ the major general said. ‘They are well-armed, well-funded, highly devoted and, most of all, willing to die for their cause. In all seriousness, what chance do you think the Separatists have at successfully liberating several hundred thousand refugees and evacuating them across half the country?’

      Kazmin cleared his throat. ‘If that’s a rhetorical question, General, I can escort—’

      The major general raised his hand.

      Illarion considered a moment. ‘They will succeed because Purity won’t stop them.’

      The major general held his gaze. Illarion wanted him to think about it. He wanted him to realize what Illarion himself had realized. He couldn’t be the only one who saw this coming.

      Even if Olesya’s team managed—against all odds—to cripple Purity’s ability to influence the minds of its followers, this refugee crisis could still tip Europe in Purity’s favor. And Illarion wasn’t about to let Olesya save Europe for nothing.

      ‘Until we can confirm the Separatists’ objective,’ the major general said, ‘I’m unclear on what you’re proposing we do.’

      ‘I’m proposing we stop them,’ Illarion replied.

      Kazmin’s snort was soft enough that the major general wouldn’t have heard; Illarion ignored it.

      ‘I don’t like Purity any more than you do,’ the major general said. ‘But with the exception of our humanitarian convoy to Prague, we are not intervening. And that’s final.’

      As Illarion’s immediate superior, Isakov spoke up. ‘Then perhaps someone else can?’ She gave Illarion a brief glance—she was risking her neck for him, which is not what he wanted. ‘I’m aware of Bulgarian special forces stationed on the outskirts of Prague. They could be willing to stick their neck out where we can’t.’

      ‘General,’ Kazmin said, ‘Lieutenant Colonel Illarion is under confinement, with severe restrictions. He cannot take part in any of these proposed scenarios.’

      The major general ignored him. ‘You are confined to this building with no exceptions, Colonel Illarion. What I will do is lift your restrictions. Given that you are not relieved of your duties, I suggest you use them wisely.’

      ‘Thank you, General,’ Illarion said.

      The major general turned his attention to Isakov. ‘As I said, we are not intervening with Purity under any circumstances except for humanitarian aid. When Purity inspects our convoy in Prague for medical, water and food supplies, they will not find Bulgarian special forces. Is that understood?’

      Isakov nodded. ‘Understood, General.’

      Kazmin blinked, but said nothing.

      Illarion had a shot at fixing this, and he planned to take it.

      Even if it ended his career.
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      Hal holstered his pistol. ‘Weapons down.’

      His Blue Berets lowered their carbines.

      Azov advanced across the cobblestone courtyard with their Purity Guard counterparts, passing the first Marauder.

      Their sergeant gestured to the second vehicle. ‘The keys. Now.’

      Hal wasn’t in a position to deny them. He nodded to the driver, who reluctantly climbed out and said, ‘They’re on the seat.’

      A pair of regular Purity Guard climbed inside. One started the engine while the other locked the rear hatch. Once they were satisfied, the driver lowered his window and called to the Azov sergeant.

      ‘Eight terrorists inside, all sedated.’

      ‘Take them to the castle,’ the Azov sergeant said.

      Purity’s new headquarters.

      But then she seemed to change her mind. ‘Wait.’

      She walked over to the Marauder and knocked on the rear hatch. One of the Purity soldiers opened it from the inside, revealing Hal’s catch of the day: Sophia’s gang, unconscious, and Denton’s gang, also out cold.

      They were his, but this sergeant hadn’t gotten the memo.

      ‘Remove one,’ she said.

      Hal watched the soldiers unbuckle an unconscious man and drag him out onto the cobblestones.

      Damien.

      ‘He will do.’ The Azov sergeant pointed at him. ‘Take him to the altar.’

      Two Azov soldiers carried him away and dumped him in a 4x4 that was waiting on a nearby street. Some Purity Guard were assigned to guard it.

      ‘What are you doing with him?’ Hal asked.

      ‘His sacrifice will be a warning to the others.’

      The Azov sergeant didn’t know that, without the inhibitor, Damien and all the other operatives would be dead soon. Hal would have liked to be there when she found out, but he valued his survival most of all, and kept his mouth hushed.

      With that, his Marauder was driven away under the tower’s archway and onto the bridge, taking Sophia, Jay, Nasira, Denton and his bodyguards to Purity headquarters.

      The Azov sergeant pointed at Hal’s other Marauder. ‘Tell your soldiers to exit the vehicle.’

      From inside the Marauder, Hal’s sergeant spoke in his earpiece. ‘If we make our move, we need to eliminate the two soldiers on top of the tower.’

      Hal breathed deeply. The painkillers in his broken arm were starting to wear off and Azov had thrown a real spanner in the works. Taking Sophia’s gang and Denton was one thing, but taking his own Fifth Column operatives—including Zakhar—was another. He knew what would happen to them, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      There had to be a way to outplay Azov here.

      The Azov sergeant turned to him. ‘There is nothing more to consider here. You do not have a choice.’

      Hal saw movement in the back of his Marauder. ‘You’re right. The operatives are yours.’

      He waved to the driver and his sergeant. They reluctantly climbed out of the vehicle, along with the Blue Beret in the gunner’s seat on top, allowing yet another pair of Purity Guard take over.

      But with each vehicle occupied by Purity Guard, the odds out here improved slightly for Hal. If he didn’t count those behind the wheel and inside, there were now eight Azov and two Purity Guard versus ten Blue Berets and himself. Both sides were mostly comprised of special forces soldiers, but he rated his Blue Berets higher. They were the best of the best from around the world, exceeded in capability only by operatives like Zakhar.

      As one Purity soldier started the engine, the other saw to the sedated operatives in the back. The Purity driver rolled the Marauder forward, forcing Hal to back up into the archway, against the wall. The two Blue Berets with him did the same, their weapons pointed safely to the ground.

      Hal hit his pressel switch. ‘Use the vehicle as cover.’

      It was all he had time to say, but it was enough. The Blue Berets fell in behind the Marauder.

      ‘Stay away from the vehicle,’ the Azov sergeant said. She knew something was wrong.

      Then he saw it.

      Zakhar.

      The wounded operative was in the cabin, his hand clamped over the driver’s head. The Purity man twitched. Then nothing.

      Hal knew he was dead before the Azov sergeant did.

      He reached for his pressel switch. ‘Zakhar.’

      ‘I’m here.’

      Hal met the Azov sergeant’s gaze without flinching. ‘Kill them.’

      The Marauder surged forward, Zakhar steering sharply, aiming for the Azov soldiers. They scattered, splitting into two groups of three, and as Zakhar screeched to a halt right before the tower, only three Azov and two Purity soldiers remained on Hal’s side of the courtyard. The others were now out of sight.

      In one smooth motion, Hal drew his pistol and fired.

      He caught one soldier in the back of his helmet. It didn’t penetrate, but sent the soldier stumbling, likely with a sharp ringing in his ears. The two Blue Berets by Hal were also quick to respond, weapons aimed and firing to take down both Purity soldiers.

      One of the Azov soldiers returned fire, dropping a Blue Beret right beside Hal.

      The Marauder’s cabin door opened and Zakhar stepped out. His eyes were bandaged completely—he wouldn’t be able to see a thing— but he was wielding a carbine. He aimed down the sight and opened up on two Azov soldiers.

      They fell and didn’t get back up.

      Never doubted you, kiddo.

      From the other side of the Marauder, came an exchange of gunfire between Azov and the Blue Berets.

      Hal checked behind him, across the bridge. The first Marauder was almost over to the other side, Denton’s and Sophia’s gangs inside.

      Zakhar rushed toward him, his bandaged eyes crimson-blotted and a scabbed laceration across the bridge of his nose. He moved as though he had perfect vision.

      ‘Can you drive?’ Hal asked.

      Zakhar stepped around Hal and fired inside the tower entrance. A Purity soldier Hal hadn’t even noticed collapsed, spilling blood.

      ‘Yes. Your orders?’

      ‘Our prisoners are inside the vehicle crossing the bridge,’ Hal said. ‘Kill the soldiers and bring them back to me.’

      Zakhar seemed to look toward his target, then rushed back to the Marauder. While he did that, Hal retreated into the tower, only to find Zakhar had shot down not one but two Purity men in there.

      The blind operative roared the Marauder under the archway, and onto the bridge. It was a step in the right direction, but it also took away the only cover that divided Azov and the Blue Berets.

      Hal was cautious to emerge. Stepping into the open, with a broken arm and only one Blue Beret at his side, he found himself in a suddenly silent courtyard.

      Ahead of him were the crumpled bodies of many Blue Berets. The archway blocked most of his view on the left, but there were the bodies of Purity and Azov soldiers on the cobblestones too. So far, the casualties seemed even on both sides.

      He raised a hand for his Blue Beret to hold position, only for the man to collapse where he stood, shot through his goggles.

      The Azov sergeant appeared, her carbine trained on Hal.

      His pistol wasn’t aimed anywhere near her, so he could only lower it for now. He was alone, but all of her soldiers were dead or bleeding out too, so that was something.

      As Hal stepped out from under the tower with his weapon pointed non-threateningly to the ground, he noticed three of his Blue Berets, including his own sergeant, had taken cover behind a half-wall and survived the firefight. They rose now to full height, weapons trained on the Azov sergeant.

      She ignored them.

      ‘My orders are now to escort you to the High Priest,’ she said. ‘Call your soldiers off.’

      Hal kept his pistol down; he didn’t need it. ‘I’m not coming with you. Lower your weapon.’

      ‘Call them off or your operatives die.’

      Hal shook his head. ‘You know, you really need to lay off those steroids. They’re giving you some serious mood swings.’

      Rotor blades echoed across the river. Hal looked up to see a helicopter rising above the bridge. In its path, the Marauder with Zakhar at its wheel.

      ‘Blessed are our muzzle flashes in the darkness. Blessed are our blades in the night.’ The Azov sergeant lowered her own weapon. ‘This is your last chance.’

      ‘Not today, sugar.’

      ‘Then you have sent your man to his death.’

      A rocket coughed from the helicopter and struck the front of Zakhar’s vehicle.

      The Marauder glowed a hot orange and shuddered to a smoldering halt. Black smoke rolled from its windows.

      Hal’s operatives, including Zakhar, would have been cooked alive.

      He turned back to the Azov sergeant. ‘That wasn’t necessary, now was it?’

      She stared back at him, unblinking. ‘We lead the lost into Purity, and the pure into sanctuary.’

      Hal sighed. ‘Open fire.’

      His Blue Berets shot the Azov sergeant; her armor took most of the rounds, but some made it through and she slumped dramatically onto the cobblestones.

      His own sergeant and the remaining Blue Berets walked among the massacred, checking their fallen. At least their dead hadn’t been burned alive—Hal couldn’t say the same for his operatives.

      High above, a cluster of small arrowhead drones cut through the air. Hal tensed up, ready to seek cover, but they ignored him and continued over the museum, out of view.

      ‘We’re done here,’ he said.

      ‘Sir,’ his Blue Beret sergeant said, ‘there’s another bridge south of here, but it will be guarded. We can attempt to cross it or we can lie up somewhere and call in a proper extraction. Except I’m afraid that comes with its own challenges.’

      Hal’s gaze drifted past him to someone in the distance beyond the courtyard. Someone walking toward them, alone and unarmed.

      ‘What the devil?’

      Aviary crossed the street, heading right for him. She carried no visible weapon, nothing on her except her little rucksack.

      All three of Hal’s surviving Blue Berets trained their weapons on her as she approached. Hal strode past them for a clear shot of his own, but didn’t raise his pistol just yet.

      He had to be honest, he was impressed. Somehow, the girl had survived bleeding out, and somehow she’d gathered enough energy and willpower to track him down all the way here.

      She has to be out of her flipping mind.

      Aviary reached the pavement before an old Baroque palace with shuttered doors. Her lips parted, baring her teeth, but she said nothing. Her body seemed to tremble with anger.

      No doubt about it, she wanted blood. His blood.

      Hal heard the high-pitched whine before he saw it. The wave of arrowhead drones surged back across the bridge and circled behind her, like a flock of migratory birds. She extended a hand and pointed directly at Hal.

      Retreating cautiously across the courtyard, he watched the swarm spiral into the air, their whining becoming louder and louder as the drones tightened into a tornado above him.

      She’s controlling them.

      That’s not possible.

      Aviary stood, arm still extended. Her mouth was open and, over the rising wail of the drones, she howled at him.

      And then the drones came.

      They crashed down into his Blue Berets, their sharp arrow tips cracking armor and bone as Hal sprinted across the paved road. He could hear them behind him—there had to be over a hundred—buzzing and encircling him.

      Just ahead was a cafe. One of its windows had been completely shattered in the gunfight, so he did the only thing he could do: he threw himself inside, across the cold, tiled floor.

      He landed on his broken arm, the sudden pain taking his breath away. The fragments of glass on the floor lacerated him, but he didn’t care, the blood flowing warm down his face as he crawled through tables and chairs, dragging his fractured limb.

      The drones didn’t enter the cafe; instead they circled it, taunting him as they screamed past the windows on all sides. The building’s rear exit would take him right into their path; he’d be torn to shreds.

      Resting against the countertop, Hal caught his breath. The Blue Berets outside lay moaning on the cobblestones. He focused, blocked them out. He needed to find another exit.

      Beneath the glass counter were plates of intricately decorated cupcakes in beetroot red and dark chocolate. He slid down and collapsed on the tiles. His pistol lay beside him, and he leaned forward to collect it.

      Aviary was nowhere to be seen, but he fixed his aim on the cafe’s glass door anyway. She would want to see him die, so he knew she was coming. And all it would take was one shot at the little devil to end it.

      If only he’d killed Denton when he had the chance. But Denton was more valuable alive. If only he hadn’t sent Zakhar across the bridge. But where else was he supposed to send him? If only he’d killed Aviary himself. But he couldn’t kill her like that.

      I can’t watch it again.

      ‘Sure you could,’ Denton said. ‘How many children have you put down now? Must be quite the number.’

      There he stood, Hal’s hallucination, back for an encore performance. Smug and in good working order, he looked down as Hal faced death at the hands of a deranged girl.

      Only this time, Denton wore a chef’s hat and apron.

      Hal breathed deeply. ‘It’s different … when you’re the last face they see.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Denton took a chair nearby. ‘Looks like she’ll be the last face you see.’

      Hal ignored him, watching the cafe door. Waiting for Aviary.

      ‘You took away the people she cared about,’ Denton said.

      ‘Don’t try that on me,’ Hal replied, spraying blood from his lips. ‘You don’t even think operatives are people. They were your goddamn experiments!’

      ‘Even Zakhar?’

      Hal finally met his gaze. ‘You tell me. You abandoned him.’

      ‘This is true.’ Denton leaned forward. ‘But you’re the one who let him down.’

      Hal aimed and fired. Denton slumped back in his seat, his brains spraying the glass of the cupcake display.

      ‘Shut it.’

      Drones smashed into the glass door.

      With both his broken and working arm, Hal covered his face, but the drones screamed inside and knocked the weapon from his grasp. Their sharp, pointed tips sliced into him … and then they stopped.

      When he lowered his blood-soaked hands, the drones were gliding out of the cafe, returning to a larger swarm that circled the building, ensuring he could never leave. His pistol had been cast far across the tiles now, and he daren’t go for it again.

      Aviary stepped inside.

      Blood stained half her jacket and she was no longer yelling, but her chest rose and fell with each breath, and her stare froze him to the tiles.

      Denton was gone. Now it was just him and the girl.

      ‘What do you want from me?’

      ‘My friends. Where are they now?’

      Blood mixed with saliva, dripped from his lips. ‘Purity is taking them to their headquarters over the river.’

      ‘Are you lying?’

      ‘Wish it weren’t true, but they got mine and yours both.’

      ‘Fine. I believe you.’

      Aviary raised her hand. The drones outside the cafe stopped circling. For a moment, everything was frozen in time.

      He knew what was coming.

      ‘Rats,’ he said.

      They crashed through the windows and Hal covered his face as quickly as he could, but they slammed into him again, this time in greater numbers and with greater force, breaking the skin on his arms, tearing his suit apart and striking his skull hard. A dozen of them, blood-stained, stuck between his ribs like oversized arrows, puncturing organs.

      He looked up as another wave rushed at him.

      And then darkness.
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        Mustek Metro Station, Praha 1

      

      

      ‘They are right above us,’ Marina said, checking her watch.

      Olesya took Xiu off her shoulder and propped the unconscious operative against a brown-tiled wall. A backlit advertisement for a sugary fruit juice cast a sickly glow over Xiu’s face, which didn’t make her look much better.

      Olesya checked her pulse: she was alive. But with Purity soldiers swarming the station, she wasn’t sure for how long.

      Taking out her phone, Olesya checked the eavesdropper Aviary had installed for her. She scrolled up with her thumb and skimmed the transmissions Purity was beaming to its soldiers through their implants.

      
        
        6TH GUARD/MULTIPLE DISMOUNTS FROM ARMORED VEHICLES/WESTBOUND ON SKOREPKA/FREE TO ENGAGE//

        4TH GUARD/RETENTION OF SPEAR IS CRITICAL//

        2SAZAVA TO 4SAZAVA/TRACKING THREE VEHICLES ON STANDBY/POSSIBLE NORTH BEARING/STANDBY//

        ENEMY: ALL SEPARATISTS/ALL NIGHT WITCHES//

      

      

      No specific orders connected to them or to Xiu.

      Hitting her pressel switch, Olesya tried Aviary for the third time.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, are you there?’

      She wiped sweat from her face and waited.

      ‘Olesya to Gleb. We’re heading for the platforms.’

      No response from him either.

      ‘Keep going?’ Marina asked.

      Olesya nodded and Marina helped lift Xiu’s arms and haul her back into a fireman’s carry. Olesya had one hand free, so she drew her pistol just in case.

      There was a set of escalators ahead that was still running. Olesya took the moving stairs down the steep decline of a luminous white tunnel, Marina a few steps behind.

      They reached the platform, their boots echoing off the worn tiles. The tunnel was decorated in long thick strips of green, silver and pale gold, dotted with concave and convex circles and lit by a single continuous strip of fluorescent light.

      The ticker sign above her claimed there were no services.

      Olesya wasn’t sure which side Gleb’s train would appear on. She lowered Xiu again and propped her against a pillar that had some cover from the escalators.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, can you hear me?’

      Still nothing.

      Marina crouched at the corner near the escalators, ready to fire on anyone who appeared above.

      Xiu’s hands twitched.

      ‘Xiu?’ Olesya asked.

      The Chinese operative lifted her head. Her eyes were open and bloodshot. Her words were almost a whisper.

      ‘You’re still here, you fool.’

      ‘I am.’ Olesya removed her white Purity helmet. ‘Not the fool part though.’

      ‘You shouldn’t be. After what I’ve done.’

      Olesya’s eyes were filling with tears, blurring her vision. ‘It’s the kill switch, isn’t it?’

      Xiu moved. At first, Olesya thought she was reaching for her Vector, but instead she unbuckled her belt and grasped at something under her pants. She ripped it free—a catheter with a tube attached.

      Olesya stared at it. ‘What was that for?’

      Xiu tossed it onto the tracks. ‘A placebo. Either Denton didn’t give me the cure or he got it wrong.’ She chuckled to herself. ‘I don’t think he got it wrong.’

      ‘Where is he?’ Olesya asked.

      Xiu shook her head. ‘He is untraceable. There’s no way to know where he is.’

      ‘Ask her what she’s doing here,’ Marina called out.

      ‘We were helping Sophia get to DC,’ Xiu said. ‘Denton had an arrangement with her.’

      ‘What does Denton get out of it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘He’s hunting … bigger game…’ she said, her words trailing off.

      ‘Hold on,’ Olesya said. ‘My team is on the way. We can get you out of here.’

      ‘The mission comes first,’ Xiu said. ‘Always.’

      ‘Same here, but we screwed up.’

      Xiu nodded, as though she’d expected as much. ‘You couldn’t get inside the Spear. And now you need the key from the High Priest.’

      ‘We’re going to Purity Headquarters,’ Olesya said, impressed by Xiu’s intuition. ‘But first, we need to get you somewhere safe.’

      ‘I know a way in. One of Denton’s … many plans of attack.’ Her gaze grew glassy, unfocused.

      ‘They are right on top of us,’ Marina said, checking her watch. ‘Be ready.’

      Olesya opened the eavesdropper on her phone to see if any new commands had been given. The old code from Purity orders was still there, but there was a new stream now.

      They didn’t look like Purity orders at all.

      
        
        PROTECT MY COMMANDER/HE WILL PROTECT ME//

        TRUST IN HIS JUDGEMENT//

        HE HAS ALWAYS BEEN THERE FOR ME//

        I WILL BE THERE FOR HIM//

        LOYALTY ABOVE EVERYTHING//

        THE MISSION COMES FIRST/ALWAYS//

      

      

      Olesya looked up to find Xiu’s eyes closed again.

      ‘Xiu? Don’t you go anywhere. Xiu!’

      ‘Stay quiet,’ Marina whispered, and aimed her weapon at the top of the escalators.

      Olesya ignored her and dug into Xiu’s hip pocket for her radio. It would be tuned to Denton’s channel and transmitting to a covert earpiece in Xiu’s ear. She switched it off and tossed it onto the tracks.

      Xiu’s breathing was slow and shallow now. Her pulse was so weak that Olesya could barely feel it.

      She isn’t going to make it.

      I let her die.
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