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        Covert operatives are disappearing, and nobody knows why.

        

        But Olesya will put everything on the line to find out. After narrowly escaping a subway explosion she was assigned to prevent, she is too late to stop unknown assailants kidnapping her best friend.

        

        Forced away from her hunt by the Directorate, Olesya is exiled to the frozen borderlands of Kaliningrad, where she discovers a new and deadly threat that could destroy them all.

        

        This is the second episode in the new USA Today bestselling series of cyberpunk thrillers by Australian ex-recon soldier Nathan M. Farrugia. Do you like conspiracies and genetically-enhanced operatives? You’ll love this action-packed cross between Jason Bourne and Altered Carbon. Find out why readers are calling it “the most addictive action series” they’ve read.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Six years ago

        Location: Classified

      

      The door to the control room hissed open, revealing three enemy soldiers in mid-rescue. Damien sighted his first target, a masked soldier. The soldier, standing in front of the captive they were attempting to rescue, turned quickly to shoot Damien.

      Damien was quicker. He shot him and kept moving. Jay was behind him, moving and firing in tandem. Jay dropped a second soldier and Damien dropped a third. A moment later, their squad leader entered the control room and lowered her pistol.

      ‘Three down,’ Sophia said.

      Her helmet concealed most of her dark brown hair, but her gray eyes were visible through her goggles. They sent shivers through some, but reminded Damien of marbles.

      Sophia ignored the soldiers lying on the floor. Her attention was on the captive soldier they’d attempted to rescue. She sat calmly in a chair, her hands bound behind her back.

      Sophia shot her in the chest.

      Damien’s eyes widened. ‘What was that for?’

      Sophia said nothing as the soldier slipped from her chair, her arms free and a pistol concealed in one hand. ‘The idea is you don’t get shot.’

      He stared at the pistol. ‘We almost fell for that.’

      Denton, the Project GATE director, was already standing in the doorway. Fluorescent light curved over his shaved head. ‘Reset and swap.’ He paused, then spoke into his handheld radio. ‘Give Helldiver some reinforcements.’ With that, he walked out.

      The Helldiver Squad soldiers climbed back to their feet, recovering slowly from the electro-rounds. Their leader, Nasira, removed her helmet with a growl.

      Jay whistled. ‘Guess that’s a failed rescue.’

      ‘You’ll be a failed rescue in a minute.’ Nasira shouldered him on the way out. ‘Let’s see how far your Firebird Squad gets this time.’

      [image: ]

      After the Russian and Chinese recruits were withdrawn from Project GATE—rumors suggested they were disqualified for treason—Damien had noticed smaller squads everywhere. At that time, there were only four modestly sized squads in Special Operations Training, and his was one of them. The instructors still referred to them as recruits, which annoyed him.

      He still didn’t know what GATE stood for, but he knew his scholarship was part of it. He’d been told to expect military training, but he hadn’t expected anything like this. Everyone here had come from around the world; gifted children with special genes, who Denton had carefully tested and selected. Damien’s test results had come back with a green star and a gold star. The green star was for outstanding results. The gold star was for genetics.

      The gold star got you into Project GATE.

      As Damien’s squad approached the end of their Special Operations Training, Denton merged the four squads into two: Firebird and Helldiver. The rest of Project GATE’s squads were months behind schedule, still working through Combat Training; all the while newly minted squads channeled recruits through the Education Module. Denton’s plan to train recruits wasn’t a one-off project, it was just the beginning. That’s what he kept telling them at their monthly briefings.

      All of this was leading to something big, Damien could feel it. Sure, once he completed the training he could visit his family for the first time in years—and he missed them terribly, especially his mother and his dog, Primo—but then their career would begin, and with that came options. His skin prickled at the thought. What lay in store for him?

      Not much, if he failed to qualify.

      Now that the Russian recruits, Ark, Val and Olesya, were disqualified from Firebird, Jay had hoped for a promotion to squad leader. He wasn’t impressed when Denton promoted some recruit they’d never heard of: Sophia.

      Now he and Jay stood with Sophia in the loading zone. This time, they were the rescue party. Damien’s hand twitched over his holster. He couldn’t screw this up.

      There were no windows in the loading zone, just three scratched gray walls and a blast door fringed with yellow and black caution stripes. There was a flashing red light and a speaker on either side of the door. Damien ignored the red light. Above it were security cameras with wide lenses and a jeweled cluster of infrared sensors. Standing on a catwalk above them, Denton. He watched them, probably waiting for Damien to screw up. Damien’s fingers trembled, so he curled them into fists.

      Jay tapped Sophia on the shoulder. ‘What’s the go?’ he said through his mask. ‘You’re supposed to be our leader.’

      Sophia adjusted her protective goggles. The red lights flashed in silence, making her pale eyes dark and her brown hair darker.

      ‘How many are we up against?’ Damien asked.

      ‘We don’t know. I’ll go in the room alone,’ Sophia said, her voice muffled by her mask.

      Damien didn’t know whether to relax or freak out.

      Jay’s eyes looked ready to pop. ‘What?’

      ‘Otherwise they’ll seal us all inside,’ she said. ‘And then we lose.’

      The speakers made their customary boop sound. Damien’s pulse raced. On the third boop, he drew his compact pistol.

      The doors opened. Damien and Jay closed on Sophia’s shoulders. Damien checked again for the access card in his pocket. They’d need it to enter the room and rescue the detained Firebird recruit. He was breathing too fast, he had to slow it down.

      ‘If they seal me in the room,’ Sophia said, ‘count to ten and open the door again.’

      They didn’t have time to argue, Sophia was already moving down the corridor. Damien kept on her shoulder until she turned left into the next corridor. He stacked behind her, and Jay behind him. In single file, they moved for the control room.

      Damien took up position on one side of the door, Jay on the other. Sophia stood between and gave Damien a nod. He pressed the access card against the reader. It blinked green and the door slid upward.

      Sophia fired, sidestepped.

      ‘I’m counting at least four!’ she yelled over the pop of gunfire.

      Electro-rounds filled the air between them and snickered off the corridor wall.

      Jay returned fire. ‘Make that three.’

      Damien expected the Helldivers to wait until they’d rescued their prisoner, but they played their hand early.

      Sophia was already adjusting to the situation. ‘Close the door. Now!’

      Damien gripped the access card, his hand damp with sweat. He pressed it against the reader. The door slid back down. Sophia knelt in the corridor and leaned forward, her helmet to the ground.

      ‘Jay, stay where you are. Shoot anything in your arc,’ she said.

      ‘With pleasure.’

      ‘Open the door,’ she said.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Damien asked.

      She glared at him. He opened the door.

      As it slid upward, Sophia was already firing from her low position.

      More Helldivers appeared at the end of the corridor.

      ‘Behind us!’ Damien yelled, opening fire.

      The Helldivers took positions on either corner, avoiding his shots.

      ‘On me!’ Sophia yelled.

      Jay was behind her, so Damien stacked behind them, his pistol trained at the end of the corridor. Quickly and aggressively, they moved inside. Rounds cracked behind Damien from the soldiers outside, narrowly missing him. Mid-step, he swapped hands to take aim inside the control room. By then, Sophia and Jay had taken out three more Helldiver soldiers with their electro-rounds. They shuddered on the floor around them.

      Damien closed the door with his access card. ‘How many are we supposed to be fighting here?’

      ‘As many as Denton wants us to.’ Sophia marched to their own prisoner, Xiu.

      Xiu was tied to a chair, mouth covered with duct tape. Jay ripped it off her legs and then her face.

      ‘Ow.’ Xiu kicked him and almost knocked him over.

      ‘Guys, watch the door.’ Sophia moved behind Xiu and worked a flat piece of metal into her plasticuffs, then cut the duct tape from her wrists.

      The Helldivers on the floor could do nothing except remain there. Their pistols were disabled and as per the rules, they were to remain in position until the exercise finished. Damien checked each of them carefully, making sure their pistols all had red LEDs—disabled from combat.

      Damien heard the door click. The red light on the card reader started to blink.

      ‘I’m guessing that’s not a door malfunction,’ Jay said.

      ‘Locked remotely.’ Damien took a step toward it. ‘I could try my card again.’

      ‘No.’ Sophia removed her blue vest and reached for one of the Helldiver’s purple vests, pulling it over his helmet. In an instant, she was Helldiver.

      Jay went for the nearest Helldiver while Damien kept his pistol trained on the sealed door. Sophia tossed a purple vest in his direction. He caught it and, keeping a hand on his pistol at all times, pulled it on. Xiu was wearing a Helldiver vest too. With their faces still concealed by masks and goggles—no one was the wiser.

      Sophia nodded to Damien, so he tried his access card. The door flashed red.

      Denton was testing them.

      ‘Now what?’ he asked.

      ‘We play dead,’ she said.

      ‘They’re gonna talk, you know.’ Jay jabbed his thumb at the Helldivers sitting on the ground. ‘We should tape them up.’

      Sophia looked at him. ‘Good idea.’

      Jay grinned and retrieved the duct tape they’d taken from Xiu’s mouth and wrists. He sliced both pieces in half and used them to tape the Helldivers’ mouths shut, then put their masks back on. They could mumble, but they couldn’t talk very well.

      Just in time too; Damien heard an access card being swiped. Sophia gave a hand signal. All four of them dropped to the ground as though they’d been shot.

      The door slid upward.

      ‘What the hell?’ Nasira said.

      Before she could ask where Firebird were, Sophia pointed north, down the corridor.

      ‘They took eight of you down? So much for reinforcements.’ Nasira turned to the other Helldivers. ‘Go! Go!’

      Damien counted just three of them. They hurried back into the corridor, their boots taking them in the direction Sophia had pointed.

      Xiu was on her feet. ‘Nice trick, but you just sent them in the direction we need to escape.’

      ‘It’s the only direction they’ll believe. We’re not exactly swimming in options here.’

      Damien, Jay and Xiu followed Sophia out of the control room and in the direction of Nasira’s team. A corridor took them right and down into a stairwell. They stacked on Sophia and she took them to an underground parking lot. It was empty. The only exit was up a ramp and into open ground. It was a great place to get shot.

      Beyond that, a forest. And just inside the forest, a perimeter with two beacons. To complete the exercise they would need to make it through those beacons.

      ‘Their best strategy now is to wait for us in the forest,’ Xiu said.

      Damien nodded. ‘And hit us from there.’

      ‘We’ve taken out most of their team, they only have three left.’ Jay shrugged. ‘We could use Xiu as a shield and blast our way to the beacons.’ He turned to Xiu. ‘No offense.’

      ‘Xiu is our objective, that’s a dumb idea,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Fine, use me as a shield,’ Jay said.

      Sophia chewed her lip. ‘How about making a break for it? By yourself.’

      ‘I was joking.’ Jay sighed. ‘You’re going to get me shot, aren’t you?’

      ‘It’s what you wanted,’ Xiu said. ‘And since you’re going, can I use your pistol?’

      Jay gripped his weapon. ‘Not a chance. If I’m doing this, I’ll need it.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Sophia said. ‘If he’s going out there unarmed, Nasira will smell a rat. Then she’ll just dig in and wait us out.’

      Jay frowned. ‘If I get shot, it’s your fault.’

      ‘I’m comfortable with that.’

      He holstered his pistol. ‘Tell me what to do.’
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      Jay hit the ramp at full speed, pistol in hand. He shunted all his energy into both legs and made for the forest. He wanted to get close enough so he could at least get a shot. Even if he could take one of them down, he’d be satisfied.

      He sprinted across the open ground. Ahead of him, the gray sky bled color from the forest. The beacons were deep inside the trees. He watched the brush and tree trunks for movement, deciding where he would place his own three soldiers if he were setting the ambush.

      He lined his pistol on a patch of foliage and slowed his pace, giving him finer control over his aim. There: a purple vest. But he was still too far away for an accurate shot. Instead, he swapped hands and checked the other side. The other two Helldivers. He recognized Nasira and another Helldiver trying to hide in the undergrowth. They saw him too.

      Jay dived and hit the ground on his side. Before they could fix their aim, he fired his pistol through the undergrowth at the other Helldiver. Then he shifted his aim to Nasira—

      An electric current jolted through him.

      He fell onto his back, his muscles contracting. Gray sky and treetops. The current stopped and his limbs relaxed.

      ‘That went well,’ Jay said.

      He heard another Helldiver, Loren, curse to herself. At least he’d taken her out with him.

      Tilting his head back, he met Nasira’s gaze. She was behind him, lying on her stomach. She wasn’t wearing her vest at all, she’d placed it to one side as a decoy.

      With a wry grin, she tapped the end of her barrel on his helmet. It made an annoying clonking sound.

      Jay groaned. ‘Why are you doing that?’

      ‘This is my applause. My tiny applause for your tiny performance.’

      The other Helldiver, Tetsuya, was still operational. He crouched near a tree and waited.

      ‘And this is why you should wear your vest,’ Jay said.

      He arched his back, drew Damien’s pistol from where it was tucked into his waistband, and fired into Nasira’s armpit. She roared in pain. Jay arched some more, aimed at Tetsuya and fired again. Tetsuya rolled clear. Jay’s electro-round struck a nearby tree.

      Nasira elbowed his arm, knocking his aim off.

      ‘You’re not playing by the rules.’ She leapt on top of him and pinned his arms to the ground. Tetsuya grabbed his wrist and wrestled the pistol from him.

      ‘Yeah, well you know me and rules.’ Jay grinned.

      ‘Here’s a rule for you.’ She stood over him and fired Damien’s pistol into his vest.

      The electric shock rippled through him. He slobbered inside his mask and Nasira laughed. She sat back down on him again, her knees in his armpits. Her russet skin was shiny with sweat, and a single ringlet of hair brushed against her visor.

      ‘Nice try, though,’ she said.

      The forest around them cracked with electro-rounds. Tetsuya returned fire, but was hit. He spasmed to the forest floor. Nasira lurched forward on top of Jay. An electric current surged through her, courtesy of Sophia’s pistol. But then it surged through him, too. He lay under her, his body rigid as the current numbed his fingertips. Their goggles clinked and finally the current stopped.

      Jay drew breath again. ‘I don’t care. That was still worth it.’

      Nasira exhaled, fogging her goggles. ‘I hate you.’

      Sophia sprinted past them, through the beacons. Xiu and Damien were a few steps behind. They made it.

      Nasira winced, lifting herself off him.

      ‘Was it good for you too?’ Jay asked.

      She ignored him and walked off.

      [image: ]

      ‘How did Firebird Squad survive that last exercise?’ Denton asked.

      He walked the floor of the dimly lit debriefing room at a crisp pace. The room, temperature controlled to keep everyone cold and awake, smelt of stale carpet. All of the Firebird and Helldiver recruits sat in the front row, holding standard-issue pens and notebooks. Sophia didn’t really know how to explain their survival. She did what she had to for Firebird Squad, it was as simple as that. But that wasn’t really an answer. Not one Denton would accept.

      ‘Jay was technically dead,’ Nasira said. ‘They cheated.’

      Denton raised an eyebrow. ‘Did they really? Technically, they made it past the beacons. Three of them, including their prisoner. Their objective was successfully completed.’

      ‘But in the real world, Jay was toast,’ Nasira said.

      ‘In the real world, you cheat.’ Denton started pacing. ‘If that’s what gets you across the line. They broke the rules, sure. But they broke them to complete the objective. And this could all have been avoided if you did one simple thing.’ He stood in front of Nasira. ‘Do you know what that is?’

      Nasira folded her arms, wincing from the bruises. ‘No, sir.’

      ‘If you searched the enemy, as you always should, you would have found Jay’s concealed weapon,’ Denton said. ‘The secret to their success was your lack of awareness.’

      He pivoted on one heel and stared right at Sophia. She stopped taking notes and straightened in her chair. He looked down at the notes on her page—they were sparse but she’d written the important things.

      ‘Sophia, you issued two pistols to Jay,’ he said. ‘Which left only one usable weapon between the three of you. You put everything on him. That’s a big gamble.’

      Sophia looked over at Jay, who was sitting next to her. ‘Yes sir.’

      ‘Why?’ he asked.

      ‘I trust him.’

      ‘Why do you trust him?’

      ‘Because he could do it.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Once the Helldivers see Jay running through the forest by himself they’ll know he’s a decoy.’ Sophia eyed Nasira. ‘They’re smart, they’d focus on the rest of us and anticipate an attack. So I used that to our advantage. It was the only move that made sense.’

      Jay nodded and wrote something in his notebook. From where Sophia was sitting, there didn’t seem to be any writing on his page. Instead, he drew a squiggle.

      Sophia waited for Denton to explain her mistakes to everyone, but he didn’t.

      ‘Nasira, you removed your vest in the forest,’ he said. ‘It’s a small rule, but you broke it. In the previous exercise, you gave your pistol to the prisoner you were supposed to rescue. It was an attempt to trick Firebird Squad. And it almost worked.’

      Denton smiled. It wasn’t often Sophia saw that.

      Denton surveyed the debriefing room. ‘Why does it work?’

      Both squads were silent.

      ‘Deception?’ Damien asked. He was sitting next to Jay, his page was crammed with notes.

      ‘And why does deception work?’ Denton asked.

      Sophia played the scenario in her head. She didn’t know why she’d made the decisions she had, but now it was starting to make sense. ‘It exploits our preconceived assumptions,’ she said.

      ‘Explain,’ Denton said.

      ‘In the first exercise, we expected Grace to be unarmed. We did not expect her to be a threat. We expected Nasira to be using her own weapon. With all these assumptions, we almost missed what was really happening.’

      ‘But you didn’t miss it,’ Denton said. ‘For the rest of your team, the battle seemed to be over. Yet when you entered the room, you did so in a heightened state of awareness. You saw it immediately. And this is why every one of you needs to be aware at all times.’

      Everyone nodded, some taking notes.

      ‘You never switch off,’ he said. ‘By the time I’m done with you, you won’t be able to.’ He paused, in case there were any questions.

      Damien raised his hand, but Denton turned to Jay instead.

      ‘Nasira’s team expected a certain type of attack from you. So you changed your approach,’ Denton said. ‘You subverted their preconceptions. That is the art of deception.’

      Nasira glared at Jay, but he paid her no attention and drew another squiggle.

      ‘Firebird and Helldiver Squads, your Special Operations Training is now complete,’ Denton said. ‘You are no longer recruits, you are no longer soldiers. You are now specialists.’ He eyed each of them carefully. ‘The fourth and final phase of your training begins tomorrow: Intelligence Training.’

      He focused on Sophia. She refused to blink, not while he was looking at her.

      ‘And your first class for Intelligence Training will be Full Spectrum Surveillance.’ Denton cast a final gaze over the squads. ‘Dismissed.’ He walked out.

      Sophia scooped up her canteen bottle and notebook. She made for the door, but Nasira cut her off.

      ‘You won,’ Nasira said. It was more of a statement than congratulations.

      Sophia wasn’t expecting that. ‘I learned it from you.’

      ‘I’m flattered,’ Nasira said, straight faced.

      ‘I’m not sure if you’re being sarcastic or you’re only capable of two facial expressions,’ Sophia said. ‘But I guess you still dislike me.’

      Nasira stepped aside, letting her pass. ‘No, that’s one facial expression. Besides, you’re Firebird’s new squad leader. I’d have to join the line to dislike you.’

      ‘I’m just trying to qualify. Like everyone else.’

      ‘That’s what everything is, right? Qualifying.’ Nasira turned to leave. ‘See you ’round, Soph.’

      Sophia watched her go.

      Jay was suddenly beside her, arms folded. ‘Got a nice ring to it.’

      ‘Disliking me?’ she asked.

      Jay’s eyebrows creased. ‘No, you’re all right. I meant Soph. One syllable, rolls of the tongue.’

      ‘Call me that and I’ll send you into the forest without a pistol,’ she said. ‘Or clothes.’

      Damien joined them, trying not to laugh. ‘He’d probably enjoy that.’

      ‘So-phi-a. Three syllables.’ Jay shrugged. ‘That works too.’

      ‘Thanks for getting us through,’ Damien said. ‘So-phi-a.’
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        Today

        Moscow, Russia

      

      The hooded operative moved soundlessly across pink and white marble. She paused mid-step and appeared to tune into the sound. The Metro station was evacuated, but the operative knew someone was there. She drew her pistol and pivoted.

      Sophia stepped out of the shadows, already aiming. But she didn’t shoot.

      They trained their pistols on each other. Sophia wielded the same Glock as the operative, only hers was modified. She met the operative’s gaze over her pistol’s sights.

      ‘You’re quieter than most.’ The operative’s voice echoed across the subway tunnels and vaulted ceilings.

      ‘You’re sensitive,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Forty decibels, if you’re wondering.’

      ‘Hyperaudition. That’s the Pepsi gene, right?’

      ‘Prestin gene.’ The operative leaned into her pistol. ‘I have a sensitive trigger finger too, so you might want to lower your weapon.’

      ‘I was enjoying our little chat,’ Sophia said. ‘Might be cut short if I do that.’

      ‘If you’re trying to stall me, I’ve already placed the explosives.’

      Sophia raised an eyebrow. ‘If you’re trying to detonate them, I imagine you’ll want to get clear first.’

      ‘I never mentioned they were here.’

      ‘I can smell your fear,’ Sophia said. ‘And it’s not the fear of my pistol, or me.’

      There was the slightest twitch around her left eye. ‘You’re Sophia, aren’t you? The te—’

      ‘Terrorist,’ Sophia finished for her. ‘I also go by the title of insurgent and traitor. And occasionally the person who stops people like you from detonating explosives in Russian train stations and killing a whole lot of people.’

      ‘Not long ago, you were the one doing our killing,’ the operative said. ‘Just down the passageway, right?’

      ‘A long time ago,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m not on your side anymore. You could say I’m reformed.’

      ‘I’m curious,’ she said. ‘How can you smell my fear when you don’t even have an ability? You’re useless.’

      ‘I was a late bloomer,’ Sophia said. ‘These days, I smell pheromones. It really messes with your appetite, by the way.’

      ‘Depends on which appetite.’

      ‘So we’re a hundred feet underground and your anxiety is steadily building,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m guessing the explosives are on a timer.’

      ‘Don’t waste your last few minutes trying to brainwash me,’ the operative said. ‘If you even try to turn me into one of your zombies, I won’t be able to tell you where the explosives are.’

      ‘That’s a problem, because Moscow’s Special Rapid Response will be crawling through this station any minute now,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column don’t have much control over Russia these days. They might have a hard time pulling you out of custody. In fact, they’ll probably just cut their losses and leave you there. That’s the whole point of a deniable operation, right?’

      ‘You should know. You were like me, once.’

      ‘Once,’ Sophia said. ‘If we’re caught—’

      ‘If we’re caught, I’m the one with valuable intelligence to trade and you’re the terrorist mastermind caught in the act.’

      ‘Tell me where the explosives are and I’ll get you out unscathed,’ Sophia said. ‘Relatively speaking.’

      ‘With me as your prisoner.’

      ‘Better than being dead.’

      ‘It’s me or the explosives,’ the operative said. ‘You can’t have both.’

      ‘Actually, there’s a third option.’

      Someone new had appeared from behind the operative. Fluent English, Russian accent. No uncertainty in her tone. That bothered Sophia the most.

      The newcomer moved from behind a column, her calcite-blue eyes focused on Sophia more than the operative. She was noticeably taller than the operative, and she wore a charcoal gray coat that ran seamlessly from her neck to her legs. Frost blond hair touched her shoulders and her black boots were laced with paracord.

      Operative.

      That could only mean one thing: the Fifth Column. The covert multinational agency that had once trained Sophia. And yet Sophia had never seen this woman before. Perhaps she was deprogrammed? Perhaps she too was a rogue?

      The newcomer aimed at Sophia with some sort of Russian pistol, difficult to identify at this distance. But her blue eyes locked onto Sophia, her nose and cheeks flushed pink and her lips, almost as white as her face, chapped and slightly parted. She breathed heavily. She must have sprinted here.

      ‘I can drop you both without even calling for backup,’ she said. ‘If you want out of this alive, then I suggest you slowly point your weapons to the ceiling and remove your magazines.’

      Neither Sophia nor the operative broke their aim.

      ‘Listen to me,’ Sophia said. ‘This operative has placed explosives on the platform.’

      The operative spoke in Russian, which Sophia roughly understood.

      Don’t listen to her, I’m the one stopping her.

      ‘Last chance.’ The newcomer watched them with a measured glance. ‘Both of you: aim your pistols at the ceiling.’

      Sophia made the first move. Slowly, she turned her barrel upwards, her finger out of the trigger guard. She released the magazine. It didn’t drop so she shook it from the well and it clattered on the patterned marble. She still had one round in the chamber.

      ‘Who are you?’ the newcomer asked.

      Sophia wondered if this woman had heard of her. Was she Sophia the terrorist or Sophia the freedom fighter? There was only one way to find out.

      ‘My name is Sophia. You might have heard—’

      ‘No, I haven’t.’

      Sophia didn’t know whether to be relieved or offended, so she spoke to the operative. ‘Your turn.’

      The operative kept her aim on Sophia.

      ‘Remove your magazine!’ the newcomer said, speaking to the operative.

      The operative’s trigger finger shifted.

      ‘Children three that nestle near,’ Sophia said quickly.

      The operative’s trigger finger relaxed.

      ‘Eager eye and willing ear, pleased a simple tale to hear,’ Sophia said.

      The operative twitched, seemed to stare through her and then refocus. ‘Access permitted.’

      The newcomer stood there too, her interest growing. The command hadn’t worked on her, so she couldn’t be an operative. She didn’t even recognize Sophia’s name. That didn’t leave many options, but Russian intelligence was one of them.

      ‘Ask her again,’ Sophia said, this time in the best Russian she could manage. ‘She will obey basic commands.’

      The newcomer kept her aim on the operative for now. ‘Point your barrel to the ceiling, remove your magazine and clear the chamber.’

      Without hesitation, the operative did as instructed. The magazine bounced across the marble floor. She stared blankly ahead.

      The newcomer spoke in English now. ‘How did you do that?’

      Sophia aimed at her. ‘It’s a long story.’

      The newcomer covered her. ‘You only have one round.’

      ‘I can work with that,’ Sophia said. ‘Who are you? GRU? SVR?’

      ‘FSB. Maybe that was your third guess.’

      Sophia knew she was lying. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Speaking of threes, how many of you are there—here in Moscow?’

      ‘You tell me,’ Sophia said.

      Using her supporting hand, the newcomer touched the pressel switch on her jacket collar. ‘I have two operatives.’

      ‘You have one of them.’ Sophia nodded to the operative nearby. ‘And it’s not me.’

      She glared, unblinking. ‘You’re one of them. I remember you.’

      Sophia felt her anger. The newcomer was losing control.

      ‘Whatever you think I’ve done, that wasn’t me,’ Sophia said. ‘I can explain.’

      The newcomer’s finger curled over her trigger. ‘Give me one good reason why I don’t shoot you right now.’

      ‘Because I’m not like them,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Why should I believe anything you say?’

      ‘I’m not programmed. Not anymore.’

      The newcomer shook her head. ‘That’s not possible.’

      ‘Then how would you explain what I just did?’

      Holding down her switch, the newcomer said, ‘Unreadable, say again.’ Her expression shifted. She took her phone from her pocket and answered. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Let me guess,’ Sophia said, ‘you have to run?’

      ‘My team know exactly where we are. If you were to make the wrong move.’

      ‘Understood,’ Sophia said.

      The newcomer lifted her finger from the trigger. She wasn’t interested in shooting Sophia. Although there was really only one way to be sure.

      Sophia lowered her pistol. ‘I take it you want me to disarm the explosives.’

      The newcomer holstered her weapon. ‘Whatever you do with that operative, do it fast.’

      Without another word, she broke into a run. Past Sophia, to the southern entrance of the subway station. She raced up the escalator and disappeared.

      ‘Well, that makes things simpler.’ Sophia adjusted her aim to the operative. ‘Where is the detonator?’

      ‘I do not know,’ the operative said.

      ‘You placed the explosives, where is the detonator?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘This information is not accessible.’

      Sophia cursed. ‘Execute parapsyche designation Lycaon.’ Slave mode.

      ‘Command not recognized.’

      ‘Fine.’ Sophia didn’t have time to dig around the operative’s programming. She had to bring her back and ask directly. ‘Execute parapsyche designation Ares.’

      ‘Ares loaded.’ The operative blinked, then focused on Sophia. Her face contorted with anger. ‘How long have I been out?’

      ‘Where’s the detonator?’ Sophia asked.

      The operative spotted her unloaded pistol near her foot. She had to know she couldn’t get to it in time. ‘There is no detonator. How long have I been out?’

      ‘Almost five m—’ Sophia said.

      The explosion tore through the northern end of the subway, shearing stone columns and raising the station platform in a seismic wave of undulating marble. Sophia hit the ground behind the nearest column, protecting herself from the blast cloud and debris. She crawled to her hands and knees, collected her pistol, and noticed her earpiece roll past. She caught it, blew the dust off and shoved it back into her ear. She heard the concerned calls of her own team: Czarina and Ieva.

      ‘I’m here.’ Her own voice sounded dull, underwater.

      Pistol in hand, Sophia checked around the column for the operative. She was standing right there, pistol aimed, magazine missing.

      Sophia didn’t raise her pistol. Like her, the operative had a round in the chamber.

      ‘Weapon down,’ the operative said.

      Sophia laid her pistol on the marble.

      ‘Slide it over.’ The operative kept checking the southern end of the subway, her eyes wide.

      Sophia heard it too. Special Rapid Response making their way down the stairs, perhaps accompanied by a specialized demolition team. Any moment now they could approach from the southern entrance, trapping Sophia and the operative inside.

      Neither had much time.

      ‘Slide your pistol over!’ the operative said.

      Sophia looked her in the eyes. ‘No.’

      The operative broke into a run. Off the platform, into the subway tunnel.

      Sophia went for her pistol. ‘Operative is gone.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Czarina said in her ear.

      ‘Any other detonations?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Negative,’ Ieva said. ‘We have only the one. Are you hurt?’

      Sophia patted herself down, feeling for anything wet. No blood. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Get out of there,’ Czarina said. ‘I see a team moving from the south.’

      Sophia picked herself up. Her head spun, then things sharpened around her. Boots hit the staircase on the south end. She ran for the platform’s edge and leapt onto the tracks. Moving along the rocky surface, she kept low, heard the boots of more Special Rapid Response arriving. She crouched, keeping her head under the lip of the platform.

      They moved swiftly past her. Once they were far enough behind her, she slipped into the darkness.
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        Barranquilla, Colombia

      

      ‘No one can escape their destiny,’ the lead shooter said.

      Three masked gunmen aimed suppressed carbines at Damien and Nasira. There was nowhere in the underground parking lot to run; the shooters had blocked the ramp to the surface. Behind Damien and Nasira, the vehicle bay led back to the facility, now swarming with more shooters who seemed intent on burning the place down.

      The leader stood ten meters in front of Damien, too far to close on him unarmed. Damien was on his knees, desperately packing Jay’s wounds to stem the blood loss. Jay was pale and barely conscious. Damien wanted to roll him onto his side, but it was too late.

      Over the sound of the idling engine, Damien’s enhanced hearing picked up on a new pair of footsteps. Feather-light across concrete, moving around the 4x4. For a moment he thought he imagined it.

      ‘Fire,’ the leader said.

      A ribbon of blood spilled from the leader’s neck. Something moved past him, slashed open another shooter, who collapsed on his side. An artery squirted blood into the air.

      The driver opened fire—seemingly at nothing—drilling small holes through the windshield. Nasira rolled left to avoid the shots. The third shooter tracked her with his sights, but Damien saw the glint of a blade. The gunman dropped to his side, bleeding onto concrete.

      All three masked gunmen—their necks cut.

      The leader clutched his throat, his carbine hanging from its sling. He finally dropped to his knees, face to face with Damien.

      The driver opened his door and stepped out. He aimed over the hood at Nasira. Damien was on his feet, running. He reached the kneeling leader and grasped the hanging carbine. He twisted the weapon on the driver, who ducked behind the vehicle’s door. Damien punched three rounds through the door and the driver slumped.

      ‘Go!’ Nasira yelled.

      Damien saw the third gunman, bleeding from his neck and lying flat on his stomach. He tried to aim his carbine, but Damien finished him off.

      Behind the door, the driver stirred; he’d collected the rounds in his armored vest. Damien charged toward him and kicked the door. It struck the driver in the head and he sprawled onto his back, out cold. Damien checked for the unseen intruder but saw no one. He ran back for Jay.

      Nasira reached over a dead gunman and cut his sling with a knife. She slid the carbine out from under his chest. ‘Get him in!’ she yelled, her barrel sweeping the parking lot.

      Damien slung one of Jay’s arms over his shoulder and lifted him to his feet. Damien dragged him to the 4x4. As they approached the side, he saw movement behind the vehicle.

      ‘Look out!’ Nasira yelled.

      Damien saw the unseen intruder. ‘Nasira, stop!’

      The intruder was gone.

      ‘Who the hell was that?’ she asked.

      The skin on Damien’s neck prickled. ‘Someone we owe our life to.’

      He opened a rear door and lifted Jay onto the seat, resting him on his side. Jay’s skin felt clammy. This 4x4 might be traceable and the unseen intruder might be hostile, but right now Damien didn’t care.

      Nasira pivoted on her knee, firing through the parking lot as more shooters poured from the facility and took cover behind concrete pillars.

      Shit.

      He snatched the driver’s carbine and fired through the open door, covering Nasira as she ran for the vehicle. She threw herself across to the driver’s seat and took the wheel. Damien took the back seat, beside Jay.

      ‘Keep shooting!’ she yelled.

      Damien fired from the back seat, through the windshield. The shooters returned fire.

      Nasira reversed the 4x4 up the ramp, her foot to the floor. Rounds punched finger-sized holes in the windshield and Damien ducked. He checked himself, then Jay for wounds. Nasira whipped them up the ramp so fast they went airborne. Damien held onto whatever he could. They hit the ground again and she lined up their escape.

      ‘Are you hit?’ Damien asked.

      With one hand on the wheel, Nasira checked herself.

      ‘I’m good.’ She accelerated.

      Damien gripped his carbine and inspected their path ahead. Four 4x4s and two vans were stationed outside the front entrance. Nasira drove right through. Damien kept his barrel trained on the vehicles as they passed, but no one stood guard. All the shooters were inside the facility—where the action was.

      Once they hit the open road, Damien remembered to breathe again. Nasira kept watching her mirrors while Damien kept an eye on Jay. He’d lost consciousness and his pulse was fast and erratic.

      At least it was pumping blood, Damien thought.

      He inspected the exit and entry wounds. The gauze was still packed in and Jay wasn’t bleeding through. That was something, at least. But Jay had already lost a lot of blood, and then there was the damage he’d taken from the round, which Damien hoped hadn’t fragmented inside his chest.

      A moment later Nasira pulled to a stop on cracked asphalt. Their own vehicle—well, their own stolen vehicle—was right where they’d left it, three blocks from the facility: a gray Daewoo sedan. Yet another vehicle that could be traced.

      He quickly searched the 4x4 for medical supplies and salvaged a small first aid kit littered with bandages and tape. Jay was going to need a little more than that.

      Nasira helped him transfer Jay to the back seat of the Daewoo, then took the wheel again. She put as much distance between them and the facility as possible.

      Jay was in shock and he needed blood now.

      ‘We have to find a hospital,’ Damien said. ‘Jay needs a transfusion.’

      Nasira ignored him. She took another corner and swerved to avoid an oncoming car. ‘Too dangerous.’

      They could report the shooting as loosely connected to the raid on the facility. They would be questioned by police, but at least it’d give Jay time to be patched up by surgeons.

      ‘He’s dying,’ Damien said.

      ‘He won’t die,’ Nasira said.

      ‘His pseudogenes are gone.’

      She accelerated harder. ‘What? What do you mean gone?’

      ‘They’re switched off,’ Damien said. ‘He told me.’

      ‘He told—shit.’ She shook her head. ‘How much blood has he lost?’

      ‘Before I packed the wounds, one, maybe two liters.’

      ‘How much?’ Nasira yelled. ‘Exactly?’

      ‘I don’t know!’ Damien yelled back. ‘They were going to shoot us, I wasn’t—’

      ‘He won’t make it,’ Nasira said.

      ‘But you just—look, he has to.’

      Her fingers were white on the steering wheel.

      ‘You have Jay’s Brazilian passport,’ he said. ‘We can buy him enough time at the hospital until he’s stable.’

      ‘Those people will come searching for us. If we go to the nearest hospital they’ll find us there and kill us all.’

      ‘That’s what we have to do,’ Damien said.

      ‘You want to get us all killed?’ she asked.

      ‘We go for one further away. One they won’t look in immediately. Buy us a little time.’

      She tossed her phone at him; her way of agreeing. He switched to maps and ran a search for hospitals, then chose a hospital beyond the nearest one.

      Nasira hit her horn and swerved around another vehicle. ‘Found one?’

      ‘Twenty minutes out,’ he said.

      ‘Twenty, my ass.’ Nasira looked over at the phone. ‘I’ll do it in five.’

      Damien navigated for her. ‘Five hundred meters, take a left.’

      Nasira risked a glance over her shoulder. Tears streaked her face. ‘How’s he doing?’

      Damien felt Jay’s pulse. ‘Still out. Still in shock.’

      ‘Hang in there,’ she said. ‘Just a little longer.’

      They tore through the night.

      [image: ]

      Nasira kicked the emergency doors open. Together, they hauled Jay inside.

      ‘He’s been shot!’ Damien said in Spanish.

      A pair of nurses ran from behind the glass. Another nurse pushed a stretcher toward them. They laid Jay on it and wheeled him away. Damien let them go.

      ‘They’ll call the police,’ Nasira said quietly.

      By the time another nurse could question them, Damien had settled on a new story. They’d heard gunshots at a nearby factory, then Jay was on the ground. Damien struggled with his Spanish, so Nasira explained why they’d stuffed Jay with combat gauze.

      The nurse left them in emergency. Damien stood, unmoving, aware of people watching him. Nasira pulled him by the arm, picking a spot in the corner to sit. He didn’t feel like sitting but she locked his arm and forced him down.

      Finally, Nasira spoke. ‘They’ll be putting blood into him now.’

      Damien swallowed. ‘Do you think the surgeons can save him?’

      Nasira’s hands were trembling. ‘They got to.’
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        Moscow, Russia

      

      Shadows darkened Illarion’s face, under his eyes and aquiline nose. The lines in his face were deeper today. He stared down at the briefing room table, at their notes and photos, barely acknowledging Olesya and Ark, and ran a hand over his shaved graying hair.

      Olesya inspected their world map on the table. It was peppered with photos of Fifth Column operatives, each of them pinned to their last known location. Many were located in Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia; the rest were outdated, still children in their photos. These were pinned to the edge of the map, unknown and untracked. Olesya checked each of them with Ark, trying to identify new operatives. They did this after every encounter, but this time she took a bit longer than Ark.

      When she finished, she took notes in her notebook, something Illarion always encouraged.

      Ark didn’t bother with that. ‘What’s the point? They could look like anyone now.’

      ‘Just to be sure,’ she said.

      Of all the children pinned to the side of the map, none were called Sophia. It probably wasn’t even her real name. But her manipulation of that operative’s programming seemed very real.

      Who was she? And how could she do that?

      Olesya’s gaze always came to rest on Xiu’s face, but never for too long. Today her gaze rested on a new face, an adult face. Val’s. She wasn’t supposed to be on the map, and seeing her there made Olesya’s stomach turn.

      ‘Olesya?’ Illarion was watching her. His silver whiskers were cropped shorter than usual. ‘Is there anything else you have to share, or is that all?’

      There was something. ‘Maybe I’m not good enough.’

      Illarion let out a slow breath. ‘Is that what you believe?’

      Ark started to talk, but Illarion raised his hand. He wanted her to answer.

      She swallowed. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘It’s not what I believe,’ Illarion said.

      That will change soon, she thought.

      Illarion checked his papers. ‘Val is the third hunter to go missing this week.’

      ‘Wait, there were two others?’ Ark blinked back tears. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

      ‘Because it doesn’t concern you,’ Illarion said evenly.

      ‘It does now,’ Ark said.

      Illarion met his stare. ‘Would you like to run operations? Shall I take my leave and promote you in my stead?’

      ‘No.’ Ark brushed a curl of hair from his face.

      ‘Then until I do, this concerns me,’ Illarion said. ‘You have your own responsibilities and they are burden enough. As of now, you both carry tracking devices. On and off duty.’

      Olesya’s gaze wandered to the photo of Xiu, with her brown eyes and ink-black hair.

      ‘In the event you are captured, we will be able to track and recover you,’ Illarion said. ‘Is that clear?’

      Xiu wasn’t smiling in her photo—no one was—but Olesya remembered her smile. She wondered if Xiu was still alive and where she might be.

      ‘Olesya?’ Illarion said. ‘Is that clear?’

      She looked up to find he was watching her.

      ‘Very clear.’ Olesya closed her notebook.

      From the table, she picked out the only piece of evidence they had. A business card she’d found on the man who she’d knocked off the van. He was dead by the time she’d reached him, and he was clean except for the card.

      She held it up so both Illarion and Ark could see. It was white on both sides with a small logo on the front. It looked like two arrows intersecting each other, but there were no contact details. Illarion and Ark had seen it already, and no doubt Illarion had looked into it.

      ‘So who are these people?’ Olesya asked. ‘Are they a Fifth Column proxy or do we have a new player in town?’

      ‘Previous incidents point to the Fifth Column.’ Illarion cleared his throat. ‘This is the first time another faction or group has been implicated.’

      ‘Isn’t that obvious?’ Ark said. ‘Fifth Column proxy.’

      ‘The men in the van weren’t Fifth Column operatives or soldiers,’ Olesya said. ‘This isn’t some Fifth Column proxy like the Islamic State. These people were totally different.’

      ‘And what tells you that? A stupid scribble on a bit of paper?’ Ark said.

      Illarion raised his voice only a fraction. ‘Gleb has already identified the logo.’

      ‘That was quick,’ Olesya said.

      ‘That’s because they aren’t hiding,’ Illarion said. ‘Intron Genetics Incorporated has been around for a long time, with a long line of respectable accomplishments in genetic engineering. If it’s a proxy, then it’s a very well established one.’

      ‘And with a unique interest in Val’s DNA,’ Olesya said.

      Ark grunted. ‘Or the Fifth Column is framing them.’

      ‘There are many possibilities,’ Illarion said. ‘And I will be exploring all of them.’

      ‘We can help.’ Ark pushed off the balls of his feet. ‘Assign us to search, we can find them.’

      ‘I can’t spare you for that,’ Illarion said. ‘We have too many Fifth Column operatives crawling the region and you’re our last line of defense.’

      ‘Then how do we find her?’ Ark’s fists struck the table. He looked down, barely aware of the impact.

      ‘Arkadiy,’ Illarion said sharply. ‘You need to control yourself or I’ll have no choice but to pull you from service. And trust me, I don’t want to do that.’

      Ark retreated from the table, his eyelids red. ‘You can’t afford to do that.’

      Illarion’s eyes glimmered in the dull light. ‘We have specialists assigned to find the missing hunters, your sister included.’

      Ark swallowed. ‘Are they hunters, or are they—’

      Illarion’s deep voice stopped him mid-sentence. ‘They are experts in their field. We’re all upset and we all want her back. But you need to remain focused.’

      Ark muttered an apology.

      Olesya tried to think of a solution, something Illarion had trained her to do. But nothing came to mind. Not this time.

      ‘Mark my words,’ Illarion said. ‘We will get them back. But until then you two continue working. Right now, the most important thing is making sure you don’t become the next victims.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘Understood.’

      Ark mumbled the same.

      Illarion walked to the door. His assistant, Gleb, was standing patiently outside, his head visible through the glass.

      ‘What happens if they are Fifth Column? They’ll interrogate Val and the others?’ Ark asked.

      ‘This has always been a risk,’ Illarion replied. ‘And that is why I limit your operational knowledge. The less you know, the less you can reveal.’

      ‘But what happens after that?’ Ark asked. ‘They just kill her and move on to the next hunter?’

      ‘They won’t harm her,’ Olesya said. ‘Think about it. Val is a highly trained weapon with unique genetics. Either way she’s more valuable alive than dead.’

      ‘Until we know more, there is little point in theorizing,’ Illarion said. ‘Right now I’m afraid we have graver concerns.’

      Illarion opened the door and motioned Gleb inside. The intelligence officer hugged a folder of print-outs and a tablet to his chest.

      ‘OK, so Eastern Europe.’ Gleb said, stepping inside.

      ‘Eastern Europe?’ Ark said.

      Gleb opened his folder and cleared his throat, but Illarion spoke first.

      ‘A large number of Fifth Column operatives are shifting east. What does that tell you?’

      ‘They’re coordinating—’ Gleb said, before Illarion waved his hand.

      Gleb fell silent and let Olesya and Ark answer.

      ‘For something larger,’ Olesya said. ‘Something in Eastern Europe.’

      ‘Those other hunters were abducted from this region,’ Illarion said. ‘We’re relocating there to assist. Gleb will brief you.’

      Illarion stepped out and closed the door behind him, leaving his assistant to take over.

      Gleb handed out papers, which Olesya skimmed quickly before folding and inserting them into her notebook. The Fifth Column were far more active in Eastern Europe than she thought. Not that she paid much attention; the operatives moving through Moscow were enough to keep her busy.

      ‘You can just tell us,’ Ark said. ‘We screwed up and we’re being transferred out.’

      ‘Read the brief, Ark,’ Olesya said. ‘They need us out there.’

      ‘It’s your fault we’re going there.’ He threw the papers on the table. ‘How am I supposed to find my sister if I’m in some backwater oblast?’

      He got to his feet. Gleb stumbled over a response, but Ark was already opening the door and walking out.

      Olesya leaned on the table. ‘We’ve had a rough day.’

      ‘It’s not your fault.’ Gleb blinked. ‘What he said, it’s not your—’

      ‘And why do you think that?’ she asked.

      ‘This was a coordinated capture,’ Gleb said. ‘Just like the other two. Even if you were both there when she was taken, you may not have been able to prevent it.’

      ‘OK. So who do you think is responsible?’

      ‘I don’t know, but I don’t think—’ Gleb paused and cleared his throat again.

      ‘You don’t think it was the Fifth Column?’

      ‘I’m not in a position to give an opinion on that.’

      ‘Then what’s your position?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ve been tasked with monitoring new operatives as they enter Eastern Europe.’

      ‘Have you heard the name Sophia before?’ Olesya asked. ‘She’s a Fifth Column operative.’

      Gleb looked at the map. ‘Is she one of the children in those photos?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘I just heard the name. It’s probably nothing.’

      ‘Nothing is nothing,’ Gleb said. ‘You should tell Illarion.’

      ‘He has enough on his plate. You’re new in this directorate, aren’t you?’

      ‘I was assigned this week from Analysis. It seems very stressful—’

      ‘I think you’re doing an excellent job so far,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Thank you, but we still need to go over—’

      ‘Already read it.’ Olesya opened her notebook to reveal his brief neatly folded inside.

      Gleb stepped forward to inspect her notes further, but she closed them quickly.

      ‘We all fly out in the morning,’ she said. ‘Ark and I deploy the very next day with a new batch of hunters. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he pulls together. You can trust us both.’

      ‘Yes, I know that I can, but the operation is in—’

      ‘Poland.’ She picked up the white card with the logo and flicked it across the map. It landed near his tablet. ‘So Illarion has assigned you to look into Intron, I’m guessing.’

      Gleb blinked. ‘No, I have other responsibilities, but I’m sure—’

      ‘He doesn’t think it’s Intron, does he?’ she asked.

      Gleb’s gaze fell to the map. ‘We’re focusing on the Fifth Column.’

      ‘Sorry if that’s out of your’—Olesya let the word linger—‘range.’

      Gleb inspected the card. As he did so, she carefully placed her notebook over Xiu’s photo.

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t dedicate any time to this without authorization. You’ll need to speak to Illarion.’ Gleb paused. ‘Do you think Intron abducted Val?’

      ‘That’s something I’d like to find out.’ She collected her notebook and held it against her chest. ‘I want her back.’

      ‘So do I.’ Gleb cleared his throat. ‘I mean, we all want her back.’

      Olesya thought for a moment. ‘Illarion won’t give you authorization.’

      ‘Perhaps not.’ Gleb pocketed the card. ‘If I come across something, I’ll let you know. And Ark too.’
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        Taganga, Colombia

      

      Jay woke to the distant sound of gridlocked taxis and a barking dog. He was lying in a hammock, wearing his hospital pants and a t-shirt he didn’t recognize. He tried to move but a sudden stabbing pain in his chest made him grasp for a phantom blade. It took him a moment to catch his breath and figure out where the hell he was.

      The hammock was tied between two posts on a wooden balcony. Through the gaps in the railing he could see a bay of aquamarine water peppered with thin fishing boats, and a gritty beachfront strewn with plastic, garbage and people sprawled across beach towels. Some sort of sleepy fishing town. The water was calm and the distant voices were Spanish.

      There was a strange noise beneath him. He peered over the hammock to see a very dirty duck who cast a disapproving look in his direction before waddling past. It took a wide circle around a short-haired dog chewing on a plastic cup.

      ‘Where the fuck am I?’ Jay said under his breath.

      ‘Somewhere no one can find you,’ Nasira said.

      He looked in her direction but his chest flared with pain again. The hammock rocked slightly in the breeze. ‘How’s tricks?’

      ‘Tricks are for kids.’ Nasira stepped into view. The Colombian sun shimmered over her bronze skin. ‘How you feeling?’

      ‘I feel … alive,’ he said.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off him and he wondered how awful he looked after being trapped in that facility as their guinea pig. He swallowed and felt his throat stick.

      ‘You noticed, huh?’ Nasira said.

      ‘Highly trained ex-operative at your service.’ He attempted a salute and wobbled in the hammock. ‘Wait, how long have I been out?’

      ‘Two days, five hours,’ she said. ‘Roughly.’

      ‘How did you—’

      ‘You’re not gonna shut up until I tell you everything?’ Nasira said. ‘You got yourself shot, remember?’

      ‘Yeah, I won’t be forgetting that anytime soon.’

      ‘Someone attacked those armed crazy people, then we got out of there,’ she said. ‘Took you to a hospital under your Brazilian passport. They did what they could. But—’

      ‘But what, I died?’

      ‘Clinically.’ Nasira moved closer. ‘And then you kicked in again. No brain damage. Uh, no more brain damage.’ She forced a smile.

      Jay touched where he’d been shot. Under his t-shirt the entry wound was stitched and dressed.

      ‘How did I make it?’ he asked. ‘I don’t have the pseudo things anymore.’

      ‘Remnants, maybe. Hell if I know,’ she said. ‘Enough to rebuild your lung by the look of things. I ain’t complaining.’

      ‘You and me both.’ Jay smiled, but felt it dissolve. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Nasira crossed her arms. ‘Don’t be.’

      ‘You found me.’

      ‘You didn’t think I would?’

      ‘Only thing that got me through,’ he lied.

      He wasn’t about to tell her he’d given up on anyone coming for him.

      Nasira reached forward and took his head in her hands. He’d seen her rupture someone’s ear drums with the same motion, but this time she was relaxed, her fingers moving through his matted hair. She pressed her forehead against his and was silent for a moment, as if making sure he was real and he wasn’t going anywhere. When she let go, he wished she’d held on a bit longer.

      ‘It’s my fault,’ he said. ‘I walked into a trap. I’m better than that, I shouldn’t have—’

      ‘Don’t matter. Not anymore.’ Her voice was soft. He wasn’t used to that and it made him feel worse.

      ‘Yeah, but I screwed up. And I almost didn’t come back.’

      ‘We almost didn’t find you,’ Nasira said. ‘There were these … mercenaries, dunno what they were but they were coming at us. Wanted us dead. I thought they were Fifth Column, you know, so they could reprogram and use us again—but they don’t seem to be Fifth Column at all.’

      ‘We need to find their headquarters,’ Jay said.

      ‘The mercs?’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘The people who abducted me, stole my suede jeans.’

      ‘Pseudogenes.’ She let out a slow breath.

      He hauled himself upright. ‘Right, whatever.’

      ‘You’re not going in there half cocked.’

      Jay laughed nervously. ‘They didn’t touch that.’

      His chest burned in protest but he swung his body around and lowered his feet to the wooden floor.

      Nasira stopped him. ‘Slow down, you ain’t exactly in peak condition right now. You’re not going anywhere.’

      ‘I woke up like this,’ Jay said. ‘I’m flawless.’

      ‘The hell you are.’ Nasira held him down by his shoulders. ‘For a dead guy, you—’

      ‘Say I look so good tonight,’ Jay said.

      Nasira’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you quoting Beyoncé?’

      ‘No.’ He sat back in the hammock. ‘Look, I’ve been out of it a while. And they played a lot of music.’

      ‘You’re not going anywhere.’ She helped him recline. ‘We got time.’

      ‘No, we have a duck,’ he said.

      Nasira looked down to see the duck waddling between her legs. It quacked angrily at her, then continued on its way.

      ‘These people who took me,’ Jay said. ‘I think their headquarters are in Rio.’

      Nasira ran a hand through her dark coiled hair. ‘Why you telling me that?’

      ‘They turned things off inside me. That means they can turn it back on.’

      ‘So you wanna go to Rio?’ she asked.

      Jay shrugged. The movement made his chest burn. He winced and breathed slowly. ‘I was supposed to go there to confess my sins. Now I guess I have two reasons to go.’

      Nasira folded her arms. ‘You were going to Rio?’

      Jay swallowed. ‘I was thinking about it. A little.’

      ‘Those people who took you, you even know who they are?’

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘You know where in Rio exactly?’

      ‘No.’

      Her shoulders dropped. ‘Great. How we supposed to find them?’

      Damien appeared on the balcony. ‘I know someone who can help.’ He flashed a goofy smile. ‘Oh hey, you’re alive.’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Everyone’s so surprised.’

      ‘At least it’s a good surprise, unlike everything else right now,’ Damien said.

      ‘So who can help us?’ Jay asked.

      Damien ran a hand through his scruffy hair and sidestepped the duck underfoot. ‘I know someone. And she knows computers.’

      Nasira didn’t blink. ‘You want to bring her into this?’

      ‘What other option do we have?’ Damien asked.

      Nasira thought for a moment. ‘Fine, but she’s still in America. You really think she can help us find these people?’

      ‘Whoa, hold up,’ Jay said. ‘There’s no way I’m going back to America.’

      ‘Why not?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Because I’m like the most wanted terrorist in the United States,’ Jay said.

      Nasira snorted. ‘You’re top ten if you’re lucky.’

      Damien counted his fingers. ‘And we’re kind of top ten in every country, so—’

      ‘Where she at now?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Las Vegas,’ Damien said.

      ‘Vegas?’ Jay cleared his throat. ‘We could … yeah, we should definitely go.’
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      ‘Where’s the operative?’

      Sophia ignored the question and put the kettle on the stove. But Czarina wasn’t going anywhere. She pulled up the collar on her ruby red jacket and slid a chair out, but she didn’t sit.

      ‘She got away, didn’t she?’ Czarina’s eyebrows were barely visible under the sharp edge of her bangs. ‘You haven’t said a word since we got back.’

      ‘That’s because you keep talking,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina sighed loudly. ‘It works better when you talk back.’

      Sophia’s mind was elsewhere. She thought of the Russian intelligence agent who’d confronted her in the Moscow subway station. How much did that agent know? She wasn’t Fifth Column, Sophia knew that much. But she was something. And that something seemed very well trained.

      Ieva joined them in the kitchen and took a seat. She carefully placed her modified Glock on the table and rested a hand on each knee. ‘Don’t mind me.’ Unlike Czarina, there was no sarcasm.

      ‘See, we both want answers.’ Czarina offered a stick of gum to Ieva, who politely declined.

      ‘It was one or the other,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column operative or the explosives. I didn’t have time for both.’

      ‘You really need to stop blowing up subway stations.’ Czarina popped gum between her wine-red lips.

      ‘That’s not funny,’ Sophia said.

      ‘We stopped the other one for you!’ Ieva smiled and tucked a lock of ash gray hair behind her ear. ‘But we didn’t have time to adopt an operative. Sorry.’

      ‘No, it’s best you leave that to me,’ Sophia said. ‘For now.’

      ‘You are training us, yes?’ Ieva asked. ‘So we can do it ourselves!’

      ‘It’s dangerous,’ Sophia said.

      The kettle whistled in agreement.

      ‘You don’t have to capture and deprogram every operative who crosses your path, you know,’ Czarina said. ‘Takes too long anyway.’

      ‘If I didn’t deprogram anyone, you wouldn’t be here,’ Sophia said.

      Normally, Czarina was grateful Sophia had rescued her in New York last year, but sometimes she needed a reminder.

      Sophia plucked the kettle from the stove and poured boiling water into three mugs of tea. She added a touch of cold water to Ieva’s because she didn’t like to wait. Sophia carried their mugs to the table. Czarina took one and sat beside Ieva. Although compared to Ieva’s upright posture, it was more of a slouch.

      ‘Here’s an idea.’ Czarina chewed her gum loudly. ‘These operatives shooting at you … maybe shoot back? Trying to deprogram them with all your fancy codes and phrases, that’s just—’

      Sophia raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’

      Czarina mumbled now. ‘Dangerous.’

      Ieva wrinkled her small nose. ‘But she didn’t try to deprogram anyone. Sophia was stopping them from blowing up the station.’

      ‘Yeah, and look how that worked out,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia looked out the kitchen window. Behind the old Lithuanian mansion, the backyard disappeared into a centuries-old oak forest. There was something about that Russian agent, but Sophia couldn’t put her finger on it.

      ‘I should’ve started teaching you how to deprogram earlier,’ Sophia said. ‘We’re behind schedule.’

      Czarina grunted. ‘I don’t think I want that responsibility just yet.’

      ‘I do!’ Ieva raised her hand. ‘You can teach me. I wouldn’t be as good as you though.’

      Czarina pressed her chewing gum against the side of her mug.

      ‘That’s gross,’ Ieva said.

      ‘You are.’ Czarina left the gum there. ‘Maybe we just need a Plan B.’

      ‘This is Plan B,’ Sophia said.

      ‘So what was Plan A?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘A tropical island.’ Czarina slurped her tea. ‘That was my Plan A.’

      ‘I don’t like tropical islands,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina lowered her lipstick-stained mug. ‘So let me get this straight. One Fifth Column operative wants to shoot another Fifth Column operative, and you care because…?’

      ‘Because one wasn’t Fifth Column,’ Sophia said.

      ‘How do you know that?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘She thought I was Fifth Column.’

      ‘OK, now I’m confused,’ Czarina said.

      Ieva’s nose twitched in disapproval. ‘Then what is she?’

      Sophia thought for a moment. Czarina and Ieva were former Fifth Column operatives. Like her, they’d spent most of their lives in Project GATE. American accents aside, they still spoke their native languages.

      ‘Czarina, do you speak Sri Lankan?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘I’m from Sri Lanka, but I speak Sinhala.’

      ‘Right,’ Sophia said. ‘And Ieva, do you speak Lithuanian?’

      Ieva nodded. ‘And Russian and German and—’

      ‘Yes, but my point is that a lot of us speak English in addition to our first language. And the Fifth Column never squandered that. We were all deployed to our home countries for operations because we could blend in and operate best there.’

      Ieva nodded some more. ‘I was here in Lithuania when you found me.’

      ‘Exactly. So have you ever had a run-in with a Russian operative?’ Sophia asked. ‘Light blond hair, pale blue eyes?’

      ‘You just described half the population on the largest supercontinent in the world,’ Ieva said. ‘But no, I haven’t seen any Russian operatives. Not here.’

      ‘Why didn’t you just take a photo of her?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘She had me at gunpoint.’

      ‘That’s what they all say,’ Czarina said. ‘You’re trying to tell us that you had a Fifth Column operative at gunpoint, and then some blond girl just swishes in, takes over and then leaves. And you let her?’

      ‘She was very careful,’ Sophia said. ‘The circumstances made it hard for me to stop her. And besides, she ran really fast.’

      ‘Made it hard for you to stop the station from blowing up,’ Czarina said.

      Ieva sipped her tea. ‘Mayakovskaya was a lovely station too.’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘The thing is, I put the Fifth Column operative into slave mode right in front of this Russian, and she didn’t even blink.’

      ‘So she’s Fifth Column then,’ Czarina said. ‘Maybe a diversion. And it worked, you lost both of them.’ She leaned over her mug of tea. ‘Now the Fifth Column knows we were in Moscow. Something I’m not all that cool with.’

      ‘What are you trying to say?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘All I’m saying is less talking’—Czarina mimed a gun with her finger—‘more action.’

      ‘I wasn’t going to shoot them in the back,’ Sophia said. ‘And neither will you.’

      ‘You know they won’t hesitate to do the same to you, right?’ Czarina shrugged. ‘Better you shoot first, I say.’

      ‘She didn’t shoot me,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Not this time.’

      Ieva elbowed Czarina. ‘Grumpy pants.’

      ‘I told you not to call me that,’ Czarina said.

      Sophia allowed herself a smile. Outside, the forest grew dark, the treetops fringed with silver from the moon.

      ‘They’re programmed to believe we’re the enemy,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s not their fault.’

      ‘It doesn’t change the fact they can shoot you.’ Czarina turned to Ieva for support. ‘Right?’

      Ieva looked down at her tea. ‘Um, I guess.’

      ‘I’ve killed enough operatives.’ Sophia tapped her phone and pulled up a map of Eastern Europe with various dots, each representing a live operative. Thanks to her friend who was very good with computers, Sophia had secret access to the Fifth Column’s satellites.

      ‘So?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘It’s about time we start saving them,’ Sophia said.

      ‘That’s not working out so well. I mean’—Czarina glanced at Ieva—‘no offense, we have Ieva now. But that’s three of us. And the rest of your little gang is on the other side of the world somewhere.’

      ‘Is there anyone on the radar for us?’ Ieva asked.

      Sophia nodded. ‘We have three operatives moving west.’

      ‘Three?’ Czarina said. ‘We can barely handle one.’

      ‘So we isolate and take one operative,’ Sophia said. ‘Play it safe.’

      ‘Does your map say their destination?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘Berlin. We leave tonight.’

      Sophia’s phone chirped.

      ‘Proximity sensors.’ Czarina drew her pistol from the holster in the waistband of her jeans.

      On her phone, Sophia opened the video feed for one of her IR cameras. Someone walked through their front yard with a high posture and crisp stride she’d recognize anywhere.

      ‘Ding dong, Navy SEAL calling,’ Czarina said in a sing-song voice, holstering her pistol.

      ‘He took his time,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Perhaps he knows the Russian agent?’ Ieva asked.

      Sophia thought for a moment. ‘Don’t mention her. Not yet.’

      ‘But he might—’ Ieva said.

      Czarina leaned over the table, grinning. ‘Hang on, you don’t even trust him yet, do you?’

      Ieva dragged Czarina out of the kitchen, but not before Czarina pulled the gum from her mug and shoved it back in her mouth.

      ‘Maybe this time get a room,’ Czarina said with a wink.

      Sophia shot her a glare, but Czarina was already creeping down the hall with Ieva. Sophia stood and slipped her pistol into her waistband holster. Then she changed her mind—she didn’t want to look armed—so she shoved it down the back of her waistband, hidden under her jacket.

      The floorboards creaked beneath heavy boots. A moment later, DC stepped cautiously into the kitchen. A thin pink scar on his obsidian knuckles glinted like silver under the kitchen lights.

      ‘Nice place,’ he said.

      ‘Here for a good time, not a long time,’ Sophia said. ‘Would you like to stand in the doorway and not drink the tea I’m not making for you?’

      ‘I don’t drink tea or—’ DC noticed her smile. ‘Oh.’ He cleared his throat. ‘So what brings you to this neck of the woods, still chasing operatives?’

      ‘I go where the business is,’ Sophia said. ‘And you?’

      ‘The Fifth Column is crumbling.’

      ‘That wasn’t nearly dramatic enough,’ she said. ‘You need to work on your delivery.’

      He folded his arms, his brown jacket pulling taut over his wide shoulders. ‘You don’t believe me?’

      ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’

      Still in the doorway, he remained irritatingly still. ‘They’re making a desperate push. It could be their last.’

      ‘Could be?’

      ‘This is bigger than just operatives, Sophia. I’m talking with some people. People who could help us end them.’

      ‘You know what happened last time I tried that,’ she said. ‘So you can see why I have trouble coming around to this idea. Especially when you’re pitching it.’

      DC’s gaze shifted to the floor. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You don’t need to tell me, I can smell it from the ectohormones you’re secreting through your skin.’

      ‘Huh. I bet you say that to all the guys.’

      ‘Sure, if they don’t shower.’

      His smile disappeared. ‘Look, I don’t expect you to trust me.’

      ‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘And I won’t be played.’

      ‘So you think I’m playing you?’

      ‘I hope you’re not,’ she said. ‘And I definitely don’t want outsiders involved.’ Her words came sharper than she’d intended. Maybe outsider was a bit harsh.

      ‘But that’s exactly what you’re doing.’ DC stepped into the kitchen, finally. Only a small step, it almost didn’t count. ‘You didn’t score an operative today.’

      ‘You were watching us,’ she said. ‘I knew I had a stalker.’

      ‘There will be more. You can see their movements, even now.’

      He was right. Activity was ramping up. It was why she was here in the first place.

      ‘Not all their movements,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe you should stop and catch your breath.’ He took another careful step toward the table. ‘Look at what you have around you.’

      Frustration built inside her. ‘The Fifth Column has an extensive network of operatives. I have two.’

      ‘You have two here, sure. But you also have Nasira. And you have Damien and Jay.’

      ‘They’ve sacrificed enough,’ she said.

      His scent evoked a particular combination of emotions in her that attracted and repelled at the same time. It made the hair on her arms prickle.

      ‘And you have me,’ he said.

      She smiled. ‘Not yet.’
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      ‘I would offer you a chair,’ the suited man said, taking a seat in the hotel room. ‘But you’re a spring chicken who can make do with the floor. Plus, I really must compliment you on your hair. What color do you call that, chili red?’

      ‘Scarlet,’ Aviary said.

      He wasn’t even looking at her. ‘Close enough.’

      Aviary sat near the bed, her wrists and ankles cuffed. The green-tinted window cast an appropriately radioactive haze over the man before her.

      Not long ago, this hotel was for guests. Now it was under the control of the US Marines Corps.

      The suited man was regular in almost every respect. His skin was taut around his eyes and mouth, crinkled across his forehead and scarred below his lips. His nose seemed slightly askew, or perhaps his face was slightly askew. His suit was crease-free and his hands were well moisturized. She could smell the light fragrance of his hand cream.

      He seemed in a much better mood than anyone else in this building, which wasn’t hard; the marines lingering outside were on double shifts, wavering between restlessness and fatigue.

      ‘My name is Hal,’ he said. ‘With an a, not an e l l.’

      What was his strategy? Aviary thought. To irritate people into a confession?

      He laughed to himself and removed a tablet in a hideous leather casing from his briefcase. He placed it upon the table, cracked his fingers and wiggled them.

      ‘Okie dokie, let’s get this chat rolling.’ Hal smiled at Aviary. She felt ill. ‘Now, you have been questioned a bit already. And I do apologize for that. I mean, you’re barely an adult and you’re thrown into this horrible mess. You will be relieved to know that I won’t be covering the same line of questioning as the United States Marine Corps.’

      He flopped his badge open, almost an afterthought.

      ‘I’m with the National Clandestine Service of the CIA.’ He took a moment to rub his thin nose. Even at this distance she could see the pores. ‘Make of that what you will. Now, let’s get to the meat of this.’

      Hal seemed excited by the prospect. Aviary wasn’t.

      His fingers tapped the surface of his tablet. Each tap was heavy and she wondered if the screen might break under impact. Already she was starting to prefer his talking.

      ‘All righty, so let’s get one thing super-duper clear, shall we?’ Hal said. ‘This resistance you’re part of? Not a big fan. I mean, the United States Marine Corps don’t care for them folks either. But—’

      Oh God, now he was waggling his finger.

      ‘I care a great deal less,’ Hal said. ‘You see, they keep the marines busy and all, but I’m here to have a conversation with you. A good old-fashioned conversation between a gentleman and a lady.’ He gestured to her cuffs. ‘Alas, the lady is tied up right now—’

      He rubbed his hands together and leaned forward, his gaze firmly on Aviary.

      ‘More than likely, everything I say to you will go in one ear and out the other. Chances are, you won’t be interested in what I’m yakking about,’ Hal said. ‘So I’ll keep it brief. Five minutes of my waxing lyrical. I don’t expect we’ll be talking much beyond that.’ He raised a hand. ‘However, this is always the most interesting part. For me, anyway.’

      He paused and sucked at something between his teeth.

      ‘You know the gravity of your situation. I’m sure the kind marines—while short on humor—have informed you of your status as a terrorist, subject to indefinite detention. Listen to me, talking like a politician. To put it simply, we’re not calling an alligator a lizard, are we? You know you’re going away for a very long time.’

      Aviary nodded slowly.

      ‘Excellent! I mean, not excellent. Terrible. Very terrible.’ He pursed his lips, thinking for a moment. ‘This is interesting because I can do certain things to change that.’ He held out both hands to inspect them. ‘Now, before you question my moral status, there are limits to my powers of persuasion, but they are not to be underestimated. While I can’t change the fact that you’re a terrorist and all the nasty stuff that comes with your unfortunate life choices and personal … style, I can change how we handle you.’

      He launched to his feet, almost knocking his chair over. He apologized to no one in particular, maybe the chair, and paced the narrow space around the hotel bed.

      ‘Down to brass tacks. Your best case scenario is where your value outweighs,’—he shook his fist as he formed the thought—‘gosh, your value is really valuable. That might well be enough to keep you from detention altogether.’ He halted and locked his gaze with her. ‘Now wouldn’t that be something? Wouldn’t that be something worth talking about?’

      Aviary scratched an adhesive bandage on her palm. ‘Sure, why not?’

      ‘You see, Miss Aviary Keli’i.’ His tongue tripped over her Hawaiian surname. ‘I couldn’t give two hoots about your involvement with this resistance. I mean, what started all this business anyway? A pesky nationwide firearm ban?’

      ‘Or programmed shooters,’ Aviary said. ‘Take your pick.’

      ‘That sounds a bit silly.’ Hal almost smiled. ‘You see, the resistance are not the reason I’m here.’

      Hal leaned over and tapped on his tablet. This time, he wasn’t typing. He lifted the tablet over so Aviary could see the screen. She recognized the woman in the photo.

      ‘Sophia. Born Zofia Novotný, Czech Republic,’ he said. ‘Do you know her?’

      ‘Does she still keep her surname?’ Aviary crossed her legs on the carpet. ‘Or is it just a mononym like Björk or Madonna?’

      ‘See, I was hoping you could tell me.’

      ‘Or Sting,’ Aviary said.

      ‘This is one of the many questions about Sophia that keep me up at night. Which is not that hard because you were aiming a little low there. No offense.’

      ‘Some taken,’ Aviary said.

      ‘You have three options. Option one: you tell me everything you know of Sophia’s whereabouts, activities and operational capabilities. You know, all the good stuff that people like me really love to know.’

      ‘I thought you don’t care about the resistance,’ she said.

      He smiled. ‘Sophia is not the resistance. She is not even connected to the resistance. She is merely a woman. And I want all the dirt on her. In return, you have your freedom. Under one condition: you leave this country and you never come back.’

      Aviary frowned. ‘Cher? No surname.’

      His smile faded. ‘Option two: you work with us. All the aforementioned dirt on Sophia, sure. But you become our little spy. You pretend to join her, only you’re on our side. Once she’s taken care of, we can broker a deal between the resistance and the government. Something to your satisfaction.’

      ‘My satisfaction?’ she asked.

      ‘Civil war ends and we all go back to fighting climate change. And you go back to whatever you like. Just not more terrorist stuff, because that would be awkward.’

      ‘See, I thought terrorism was your specialty.’ She smiled. ‘Awkward.’

      Hal took a seat again. ‘Bless your little heart, Aviary, but I really don’t think you’re giving this the attention it deserves.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Aviary said.

      Hal drew his pistol and placed it on the table, the barrel facing her. It was large and clunky, and there was a small red diode on the pistol grip.

      Weapon retention system.

      Even if she could get to it, she wouldn’t be able to fire it.

      Hal nodded to his pistol. ‘It’s big.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ she said. ‘You haven’t told me option three.’

      ‘Option three is you don’t play ball. And then it’s prison for a very long time.’

      ‘Listen,’ Aviary said, ‘There’s a reason why I don’t have much faith in your options. I get what you’re trying to do, but if you’re looking for the threat to our country you need only look up.’

      Hal looked up at the ceiling.

      ‘Figuratively speaking.’ She sighed. ‘I’m wasting my breath.’

      ‘You probably are,’ Hal said. ‘But please, continue.’

      ‘You want to stop the bloodshed, right?’

      He gestured with open hands. ‘It’s why I’m here.’

      ‘But you won’t. You’ll keep killing,’ she said. ‘Bloodshed is where we started and it’s where we end.’

      ‘Do you want the end?’ Hal asked softly.

      ‘The end is never the end though, is it?’ Aviary said.

      ‘All things come to an end. Even you.’

      ‘There are billions of us,’ she said. ‘And we’re all programmed to execute an infinite loop. Our conditions are never met. And so we are doomed to reset.’

      He sucked on his teeth again. ‘You might be surprised to know I have thought of this on many occasions. A little less melodramatically and without your programming lingo. But sure as God made little green apples, I’ve considered this dilemma at least once. Possibly even twice.’ He cleared his throat. ‘This infinite loop, do you want to change it?’

      ‘No, it’s the conditions that need to change,’ Aviary said. ‘They don’t account for one bug in the program. We don’t even know how to debug it. And it destroys us every time.’

      Hal smiled. ‘Are you the bug, Aviary?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’ve been the bug from the moment you were born.’

      ‘Curious.’ He clasped his fingers together, as one might to indulge a child. ‘How can you tell?’

      ‘You run a different loop,’ she said. ‘You have parameters missing.’

      ‘Are you suggesting I have some sort of brain damage?’ Hal asked. ‘That’s quite an accusation for a terrorist to make to an employee of the Central Intelligence Agency.’

      ‘It might be, except you’re not from the CIA. In case you’re wondering why I have little faith in your options.’

      He waved his CIA badge in one hand. ‘And if you’re wondering why they are options, it’s because your suspicions are correct.’

      Aviary’s heart raced.

      ‘Final boarding call,’ he said.

      ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’ Aviary released her handcuffs and launched to her feet.

      Hal took up his pistol. ‘Not so fast. Sit down this instant.’

      Aviary squeezed the palm of her hand, triggering the implant under her skin.

      A faint whining sound came from his pistol. A tiny red diode blinked on the pistol grip, above his thumb. She’d just denied him fingerprint access to his own weapon. He looked back at her and realization washed over his face.

      ‘I don’t think you’ve thought this through,’ he said.

      Aviary approached the table. ‘Three interviews. Two interrogations. What does it take to get the Fifth Column’s attention around here? I mean, come on.’

      ‘Let’s remember that you’re in a building filled with soldiers who like to shoot first and ask later,’ Hal said. ‘And my partner is due any moment. Doesn’t help you, now does it?’

      ‘Bitch, please. Doesn’t help you either,’ Aviary said. ‘And besides, you don’t even have a partner.’

      Hal stiffened. ‘Sit down this instant, or you’ll face charges for assaulting a federal officer.’

      ‘Why aren’t you calling for help?’ Aviary asked.

      Hal blinked. ‘If I call this in, there’s no going back. They’ll give you one heck of a beating.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘Shame you won’t be alive to see it.’

      ‘You don’t have combat training.’

      ‘Neither do you,’ she said.

      ‘I’m a reasonable fellow. We might just put some options back on the table.’

      Hal carefully reached for his tablet.

      She slammed her fist on his fingers. They crunched. He lashed out with his other fist. She stepped back, kicked the table into his legs. He stumbled into the wall. She vaulted over the table—narrowly avoiding a kick as Hal fought back—and jammed the edge of the tablet into his neck.

      Hal’s gasp was explosive.

      He slid down the wall, hands over his neck, trying to breathe. Aviary took his pistol from the holster. It was black and heavy.

      ‘Do you penetrate yourself with this?’ she asked.

      Hal coughed, tried to reach for it. She retreated, taking the tablet and pistol with her. She placed the tablet on the bed and peeled the adhesive bandage from her palm, revealing stitching that hadn’t dissolved yet. Under the bandage, she peeled off a strip of sticky tape and applied it to the slide of Hal’s pistol, where his supporting thumb rested. Then she—

      Hal’s elbow caught her across the face. Light sparked around her. She dropped to both knees, one hand on the carpet to brace herself. Hal took the tablet and was about to crack it across her face, then hesitated. He discarded the tablet and his fist came crashing down instead.

      Aviary narrowly dodged the blow.

      She whipped her knuckles into his ribs, but his knee caught her in the chest and sent her reeling back across the carpet. She crashed into the lamp beside the bed. Hal was on his feet, wheezing.

      Aviary struggled to draw breath. She panicked, clutched at the bedside table behind her, grasping little more than the room service menu. She slipped to the floor.

      ‘What were you saying about’—Hal coughed—‘combat training?’

      She kicked him, but he sidestepped and lowered his knee to her chest, pinning her.

      ‘You must bring so much shame to your parents.’ He loosened his tie. ‘Does that make you sad?’

      She wanted to spit in his face but she could barely breathe under the weight of his knee. He pinned one of her wrists under his other knee and grabbed her free hand. Now she couldn’t fight back.

      ‘Is it because of your brother?’ His lips twitched into a grin. ‘Because of what you did?’

      She struggled to fill her lungs. ‘Your people did that.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter who laid the trap.’ He leaned over her. ‘Because you sent him right into it.’

      Aviary tried to lift his knee from her chest, but he pushed all his weight into it. She strained to speak. ‘I didn’t … kill him.’

      Hal clamped a hand over her mouth, pushed her head against the bedside table. ‘You know the truth. You can’t lie to yourself about this.’

      She shouted, but his hand muffled her.

      ‘You’re disgusting.’ He inched closer and whispered, his breath sour. ‘You must hate yourself.’

      His hand moved to her neck and clamped hard. She writhed under him, but there was no escape. Darkness settled over her.

      She passed out.

      When she opened her eyes, he wasn’t astride her. Now, he lay next to her. The lamp’s power cord wrapped around his neck. She was holding both ends of it.

      Reeling back, she bumped into the bedside table. The lamp fell on her shoulder, its shade popping free. Hal coughed and opened bloodshot eyes. She smashed the lamp stem over him. He roared and clutched his arm. She swung the lamp again, catching him in the neck.

      He dropped onto her, spluttering. Blood stained his teeth.

      She grabbed both ends of the cord and pulled until his saliva dripped on her face, then scrambled away, across the carpet. She found his pistol. The red diode still glowed on the pistol grip.

      ‘You little bitch.’ Hal crawled to his knees. His neck was red. A vein rippled across his crinkled forehead.

      She pressed twice into her palm and the red diode on his pistol shifted to green. She aimed the pistol. ‘Back up, cowboy.’

      He growled, but raised both hands. One eye twitched.

      There was a muffled thud outside, followed by another. She listened for a moment, but there were no voices, no sudden movements.

      Retrieving the tablet, she peeled the sticky tape from the slide of his pistol and placed it over the tablet’s fingerprint sensor. It unlocked.

      Hal’s eyes swiveled between her and the tablet. ‘Put that down this instant.’

      Aviary changed his tablet’s fingerprint to her own, then disabled the remote wipe feature.

      ‘Need I remind you, I’m a federal officer,’ he said.

      She met his stare. ‘I don’t think you’ve thought this through.’
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      Olesya and Ark padded through the snow toward a young Central Asian woman. She was no older than Olesya and wore a black headscarf, watching them from outside a gray, unremarkable bunker. Olesya presumed this would be their new home for a while. The bunker probably had more levels underground than above. Set into the side of a snow-coated hill on the outskirts of Kaliningrad, it was a forgotten remnant of the Soviet Union from decades past.

      After a less than comfortable ride on a turboprop from Moscow, Olesya wasn’t looking forward to being thrown in with another bunch of hunters she’d never met. The young woman pressed a cigarette between her lips, its tip glowed hot.

      ‘New hunters?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m Olesya, this is Ark.’

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

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

      ‘It’s special because you’re trapped between the Black Sea and a sea of black operatives.’ She exhaled smoke and didn’t smile. ‘That was a joke.’

      ‘I got it,’ Olesya said. ‘It was very funny.’

      ‘Good. How many more of you?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Commanding officer and his assistant.’ Ark gestured to Illarion and Gleb, treading through snow a short distance behind them.

      Marina eyed them. ‘But how many more hunters?’

      ‘Just us,’ Olesya said.

      ‘With all the chaos the Fifth Column have been stirring up in the Middle East, I’m surprised they didn’t send you there.’ Marina inhaled more smoke. ‘That’s where they send everyone. Except us.’

      ‘How many hunters are posted here?’ Ark asked.

      Marina’s gaze drifted from his boots to his face. ‘How many were stationed here or how many are there now? Because they have very different answers.’

      Olesya could see fresh pain in Marina’s eyes. She’d lost something.

      ‘In the beginning, we had twelve,’ she said. ‘Now we have three.’

      ‘I’m sorr—’

      ‘You must be Marina.’ Illarion reached them, his hand extended in greeting.

      ‘Commander.’ Marina extinguished her cigarette and shook his hand. ‘This way, please.’

      They followed her inside, where she showed Illarion and Gleb to their offices—or office, since there was only one to share. Then she led Olesya and Ark down the hall to their quarters.

      ‘Olesya, you’re with me.’ Marina pointed to their bedroom.

      Olesya stepped inside. There was a chest of drawers with an old record player on top and a row of records held up by an ammunition box. On one side of the room there was a single bed with a long plush toy that resembled a giant fish on the bedhead.

      ‘Is that an anchovy?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Marina said. ‘His name is Frank.’

      On the other side of the room, there was a second bed and bedside table. The bed was made, and looked like it hadn’t been touched for a while. Another door led to a private bathroom.

      Ark stood in the doorway. ‘Do we get a Frank too?’

      ‘No.’ Marina folded her arms. ‘Where were you transferred from?’

      ‘West Strategic Command, Moscow District.’

      ‘I see. What’s the capital like?’ Marina asked.

      ‘Busy.’ Olesya placed her rucksack by her new bed. ‘Where are you from?’

      ‘Aralsk,’ Marina said. ‘A fishing port in Kazakhstan.’

      ‘I was born in Belarus,’ Olesya said. ‘We’re both a long way from home then.’

      ‘Not really. Home is where the work is.’

      Olesya didn’t agree, but nodded anyway. ‘Operatives.’

      Marina frowned. ‘Your—our—commander hasn’t told you?’

      ‘Told us what?’ Ark asked.

      ‘You’re not here to hunt operatives.’

      Ark blinked. ‘Uh, so what are we here for?’

      ‘You’re here to help us stop the uprising.’

      ‘Which uprising would that be exactly?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘You are Muscovites, after all.’ Marina sighed. ‘You don’t have a clue.’

      ‘I’d appreciate a hint,’ Olesya said.

      ‘They call themselves Purity. As we speak, their popularity expands rapidly.’ Marina looked her up and down. ‘And if there’s one thing they don’t like, it’s those with genetic … differences.’

      ‘So what about all the Fifth Column operatives?’ Ark asked. ‘They’re crawling across Eastern Europe and stealing our hunters. We’re just supposed to let them take what they want?’

      ‘Purity are doing more damage to Eastern Europe than the Fifth Column ever could,’ Marina said. ‘Fanatics, the lot of them.’

      She walked around Ark, into the corridor. Standing outside another bedroom door, she knocked. A young man opened it immediately. Standing behind him, a young woman. They looked about Olesya’s age, barely in their twenties.

      ‘This is Andrey and Nika,’ Marina said. ‘Meet Olesya and Ark.’

      Andrey gave a curt nod and ran a hand over his shaved head. He stood taller than Olesya, with straw-colored stubble that glinted across his jawline.

      ‘Ark, you bunk with Andrey,’ Marina said.

      Nika pushed past Andrey. With amber hair and gray eyes, she was small and unassuming, yet jumped forward and shook their hands vigorously.

      ‘Hunters?’ she said. ‘We can use more of you.’

      ‘Won’t be enough.’ Andrey spoke over Nika’s head. ‘We’re screwed either way.’

      ‘How many were you expecting?’ Olesya asked.

      Andrey snorted. ‘None. They don’t give a shit about us. Sometimes I think they forget we’re here. And now it sounds like they’ve forgotten you.’

      Ark dropped his ruck by his feet. ‘They haven’t forgotten us.’

      ‘Then why are you here? To stop the operatives?’ Andrey didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Of course not.’

      ‘We’re being brought up to speed on Purity,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Purity are bringing us up to speed,’ he said. ‘They took over Ukraine last month and we can’t do a damn thing about it.’

      ‘We are doing something about it,’ Nika said, her hand on his.

      ‘Sitting around here?’ Andrey asked. ‘Waiting for a bunch of modern-day Nazis to take over the world. Yeah, good plan.’

      ‘They’re not Nazis,’ Nika said.

      ‘She’s right,’ Marina said. ‘They’re much worse.’

      ‘But now that we have more hunters and a new commander,’ Nika said, ‘maybe we can do something about it.’

      ‘What happened to your old commander?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Discharged,’ Andrey said quickly.

      ‘They took my best friend too,’ Marina said.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Olesya said.

      Marina crossed her arms. ‘Do you Muscovites know what it’s like to lose your best friend?’

      ‘They took my sister,’ Ark said.

      Marina gave a sincere nod. ‘And what have you lost in this war, Olesya?’

      ‘Everyone.’
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      Dressed as US Marines, Damien and Nasira stepped into the elevator at the MGM Grand Hotel & Casino, which was now a USMC operational base. Damien stood in the corner while Nasira hit the button for Level 26.

      Jay was their getaway driver, mostly because Nasira didn’t want him in harm’s way. Jay didn’t listen to Damien much but he listened to her. And she was right—Jay could barely breathe and walk at the same time. He was in no shape to be helping them spring someone from a fortified military operating base.

      The doors slid shut, then stopped as a hand slipped between them.

      Damien went for the USMC-made pistol in his holster.

      The doors parted and a suited man joined them. He was tall and slender, with a weathered face and graying hairline. Under his arm, his jacket bulged slightly. He gave Damien and Nasira a polite smile before making a comment.

      ‘There’s nothing worse than missing an opportunity,’ he said.

      Damien smiled, but decided to say nothing. The less, the better.

      The man turned to the gold panel near the doors and selected his floor. But Damien had already pressed it. The man withdrew his finger and straightened himself.

      ‘Now there’s quite the coincidence,’ he said. ‘Saves me the trouble.’

      The elevator doors finally closed.

      Level 6.

      The suited man’s hands, curled into fists with his thumb on the outside, an involuntary action that suggested a military background. Damien wondered what role the man filled now.

      Level 11.

      ‘Half the city on high alert and marines every which way. But folks are still out there, playing the darn slot machines.’ The man shook his head. ‘Sometimes I get to thinking we don’t deserve the lives we’re given.’

      Level 17.

      ‘Life used to be so precious,’ he said. ‘Now everyone thinks they can live forever. That they’re born to be stars.’ He adjusted his tie. ‘That we all have a great destiny waiting for us. We used to look down upon that kind of delusion.’ He looked over his shoulder at Damien. ‘Do you know what it is now?’

      Damien shrugged.

      ‘Heck, now it’s a God-given virtue.’

      Level 23.

      In the gold panel, Damien watched the warped reflection of the man’s face. It seemed to shift. Damien tensed, ready to block the man’s draw.

      ‘There’s no lessons anymore, no consequence,’ the man said. ‘Just one big spear of destiny. You hear what I’m saying?’

      Damien struggled for words, but Nasira was quicker off the mark.

      ‘There’s always consequence,’ she said.

      ‘Exactly.’ The man gave them a second glance, lingering on Damien. ‘You know, you look a mite familiar.’

      ‘You must be thinking of someone else,’ Damien said.

      Hurry up, you piece-of-shit elevator.

      Level 26.

      The doors opened, but the man didn’t budge, blocking their exit. He stepped to one side and extended a hand.

      ‘After you,’ he said. ‘Your service to our nation is appreciated.’

      Damien’s heart was pounding. Nasira thanked the suited man and stepped out. Damien followed. Nasira checked the numbers in the elevator lobby. She was quicker than he was to orient herself, which he wanted to put down to her enhanced navigational abilities—magnetoception—but she was probably just paying more attention.

      Nasira led the way. They walked in tandem across the carpeted floor, through to the north tower. The corridor continued in a straight line, so far into the distance that it seemed endless. Damien followed her lead. She checked the hotel room numbers while he kept his attention on the suited man who walked a short distance behind them.

      Ahead, there were six marines carrying carbines and pacing the same area of corridor.

      Guarding.

      Damien gave one of the marines a nod. He didn’t return it, and the others just tracked them with their eyes. Nasira kept him on course. They passed more hotel room doors on both sides. Damien still couldn’t see the end of the corridor. The walls, ceiling and floor simply converged into a distant point ahead.

      With his enhanced hearing, he listened as behind them the suited man identified himself to the marines.

      ‘Hal Claycomb, NCS.’

      An element of the CIA.

      Someone swiped an access card and he heard Hal step inside. The door closed behind him.

      ‘NCS,’ Damien said under his breath.

      Nasira kept walking. ‘My ass he is.’

      Denton often used an NCS identity while operating in the United States, and sometimes in allied countries. And Denton wouldn’t be the only one. A fresh surge of epinephrine prickled Damien’s fingers. His phone told him that Aviary’s location matched the room the marines were guarding.

      ‘I think Hal Claycomb is here to see Aviary,’ he said.

      ‘He could be here for any of those resistance people,’ Nasira said. ‘Maybe a leader. We don’t know it’s Aviary yet.’

      ‘We need to stop him,’ Damien growled under his breath.

      ‘From what?’ she asked. ‘Talking to her?’

      ‘Taking her,’ Damien said. ‘If he leaves this building with her, we lose her for good.’

      ‘Here’s how we roll,’ Nasira said. ‘We walk out of sight and then we double back. If the marines are still chilling, we keep walking. We don’t grab her until she’s out of the room. You got that?’

      ‘They’ll escort her.’

      Nasira matched his stride. ‘Better still.’

      They walked for a moment longer, then spun and started back the way they’d come. A pair of marines walked inside the room.

      ‘Faster,’ Damien said. ‘That isn’t looking good.’

      ‘You’re getting reckless, just like Jay,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Sorry, I’m just anxious.’

      ‘Not saying it’s a bad thing,’ she said. ‘But if we take them, we take them on my cue.’

      ‘What’s your cue?’

      She moved faster. ‘When you hear a bone break.’

      They drew level with the marines.

      ‘Wrong floor?’ one of them asked.

      Damien paused in front of the correct room. ‘Is this level twenty-six?’

      ‘That’s us,’ the marine said.

      Another intervened, a hand outstretched. ‘Sorry dude, we gotta keep this area clear. We have a job to do.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Nasira said, ‘me too.’ And broke his wrist.

      That would be my cue, Damien thought.

      He launched for the marine behind him, grasped the barrel of her gun and twisted it up, tangling her trigger finger. The scope broke her nose, blood spattering the door of the room.

      He kicked her legs out and took her carbine. They all had weapon retention systems—programmed to fire only with the owner’s fingerprint—so he couldn’t fire it, but he could use it for other things. Like hitting her with it.

      He whipped the stock of the carbine into the marine’s nose, then stepped behind her, carbine rail under her neck, keeping her between himself and the third marine, who was lining up a shot on him.

      Nasira twisted the carbine over and out of his grasp, whipped it back so the butt caught him on the chin. The marine stumbled against the wall, and Nasira brought the end of the carbine down, cracking it over his kneecap, then slamming it into his groin. He folded in on himself.

      Damien took the access card from the marine’s pocket and gave it to Nasira, then together they bound the marines with their own plasticuffs. One of them stirred, and Nasira banged his head against the wall, hard enough to knock him out.

      ‘Let’s roll,’ she said.
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        Berlin, Germany

      

      In the dead of the night, the Nightcrawler was a gray oppressive block that could have passed for a disused Ministry of Defense building. The bass from the nightclub’s music pulsed toward nearby factories and graffiti etched walls.

      Sophia killed the engine and stepped out onto gravel. ‘Do we have their faces yet?’

      Ieva climbed from the car, her breath visible under the street lights. ‘One of them, yes. But the other two … all I can find are photos of them as kids.’ She nodded in the direction of the Nightcrawler. ‘All three of them are outside.’

      They were somewhere among the long line of hopeful patrons in shimmering dresses and vests, wrapped in winter coats. The line was carefully funneled between temporary wire fences weighted with cinder blocks.

      ‘Maybe they’re just having a dance on their night off,’ Czarina said. ‘Operative summer break. Except in, you know, winter.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ Sophia said.

      Czarina glared at her. ‘I was joking.’

      ‘You’re always joking,’ Ieva said, offering her phone.

      Sophia took Ieva’s phone. Onscreen was a young girl, Priya, with wide eyes, thick dark hair that spilled over warm sienna cheeks, and the hint of a smirk. Sophia flicked to the next photo. Also as a young girl, Loren had a pink, pointed nose and wavy ash hair. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a start. The third photo was of Tetsuya as an adult. He had eyebrows like black feathers and a soft, rounded chin, but his dark amber eyes carried a quiet confidence. If Sophia could find him, she could find the others.

      ‘That seem weird to you?’ Czarina asked. ‘If this place was their operation, they’d take an alternate entry.’

      Their operative tracking map did just that—track the location of all the Fifth Column operatives, but it didn’t divulge any details of their operations. They had to figure that out on their own.

      ‘Cache your weapons in the car,’ Sophia said. ‘We’re lining up.’

      Czarina and Ieva exchanged a glance.

      ‘You want us to line up and go in there?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘It will be quicker than sneaking in. Do you have an objection?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Czarina leaned against the car. ‘My objection is this is a super bad idea.’

      Sophia stashed her pistol and knives under her seat. ‘Then what do you suggest, we go home and drink tea?’

      ‘Yes!’ Ieva nodded enthusiastically. ‘I like that idea.’

      Czarina sighed. ‘She was joking.’

      ‘But Sophia never jokes,’ Ieva said.

      ‘I joke,’ Sophia said. ‘Sometimes.’

      Czarina pointed to the line. ‘Us lining up out there, that’s a joke, right?’

      ‘No.’ Sophia shut her door. ‘I hope you two brought dancing shoes.’

      Czarina and Ieva stared at her.

      ‘That was a joke.’

      [image: ]

      The dance hall resembled some sort of Medieval cathedral. Looming before them, concrete walls and metal staircases with hard lines and rough edges. With their phones tagged and bagged by the cloakroom attendant, they were granted access to the depths of the Nightcrawler. The lower half of the nightclub shivered a fiery red, while the upper level pulsed a cool blue.

      ‘So,’ Czarina said into Sophia’s ear. ‘Have you ever been to a place like this?’

      Around them, the hall rippled with face-pounding electronica and dazed patrons whirling over each other. A selection of dancers and performers, elevated above the crowd, stretched and contorted on square concrete platforms.

      ‘Of course I have,’ Sophia said as they stepped through a dark curtain.

      Before them, a uniformed woman knelt behind a man wearing nothing but his mustache, and fisted him with a lubricated hand.

      ‘Maybe not quite like this,’ Sophia said.

      Ieva squeezed between Sophia and Czarina, saw the mustached man brace himself. ‘Oh. So I guess tonight isn’t Bingo night.’

      Sophia retreated from the room with her. ‘Have you seen them yet?’

      Ieva shook her head. Czarina was still watching from behind the curtain.

      Sophia pulled her by the arm. ‘Hey, are you with us?’

      Czarina looked mesmerized. ‘Uh, I think so.’

      ‘Stay together,’ Sophia said. ‘We check everyone.’

      Blending in was difficult when the crowd was a disconcerting jumble of shirtless glittering patrons dressed in a variety of uniforms. Sophia weaved around them, checking every face and evading their erratic, unapologetic dancing.

      The dance hall was large, but it trickled off into dark alcoves. She led the impatient Czarina and unwilling Ieva deep into the lower level. On a raised stage, under a lighting rig, a DJ wore bug-eyed goggles. Dancers writhed around Sophia, scented with perfume and sweat. A woman dressed as Peter Pan blew glitter into the air. Sophia felt it settle on her lips.

      The music swelled and the dance floor became a frenzy of elbows and hips. She wiped her face.

      ‘You need to start dancing,’ Czarina said.

      Czarina was already moving in rhythm with everyone, her limbs jerking awkwardly.

      If dance moves could kill, Sophia thought.

      Ieva found herself in a competitive dance-off with an energetic young man in knee socks, shorts and a red feather in his hat. His bony elbows were a blur. Nearby, Czarina joined a pair of women in suits, one with purple hair tied in a ponytail and the other with short brown hair and burgundy lips that matched the handkerchief in her breast pocket. They smiled at Czarina and parted to accept her.

      Sophia felt suddenly awkward, so she slipped to the edge of the crowd to have a better look around. In the blue level above, balconies overlooked the dance hall. Not a bad place for an operative to identify someone, but only a few people lingered for more than a moment. Smoke machines poured tangerine clouds overhead and Sophia saw nothing more from above.

      When she looked at the people around her, she was surprised to discover she could not only smell their emotions with her inherent ability—she could now see them. Color overlapped and bled from the dancers, washing over her. Their psychoactive euphoria looked to her like dusted sugar. It floated past, tasting sweet on her lips. Whatever Peter Pan had blown in her face, it wasn’t glitter. Something was messing with her enhanced senses, but it wasn’t dulling them. It was sharpening everything.

      What the hell was in that glitter? DMT?

      She tried not to panic, turned her body in increments, seeking the operatives. If they were close, she would find them. Their emotions would be different. They would shimmer with cortisol, only without the softened edge of alcohol. Standing on the perimeter of the dance floor, Sophia searched for their sharp edges. Only now she would see instead of smell it.

      There.

      Above her, two figures watched from the mezzanine. One cradled a drink.

      The music dropped low and strobe lights pulsed fiercely, making everything stutter. Sophia focused on the pallid face of a middle-aged man wearing an ill-fitted white shirt—or pale blue, she couldn’t be sure in the fluorescence—and a little black bow tie. He danced with his eyes closed, glitter smeared across his cheek.

      A pair of women in naval uniforms— blue, gold and silver—slinked around him. One was taller, her movements gentle and enchanting. She had ash brown hair, but it wasn’t wavy. Three silver stars on her shoulder made her a Vice Admiral.

      Her shorter counterpart had shortly cropped hair and short sleeves that revealed sienna arms. She danced boldly in front of Bow Tie Man, with parted lips and a gold bar on her shoulder, making her an Ensign. Sophia didn’t see a soft edge on the women, but strangely she didn’t see a serrated edge either.

      Smoke poured through the hall, obscuring the women on the dance floor. On the mezzanine above, a lone figure still watched.

      The lighting shifted and suddenly Sophia could see those weird auras again. From their heads to their fingertips, everyone was luminous at their core, half of them carrying different hues and shapes. She looked down at her own arms. Blues, oranges and purples crackled off her fingertips, and her chest quivered brightly.

      Something was wrong.

      Her awareness pushed back, and she shouldered her way through the crowd, stumbled, almost knocked someone over. Czarina.

      Her colleague held her up, mouthed the words: They’re here.

      Sophia nodded. Ieva appeared beside her. Sophia felt everything begin to congeal around her. She had her world together again.

      Smoke poured through the crowd, obscuring faces and movement. Sophia breathed, focused. They couldn’t stand here forever. She remembered the Vice Admiral and Ensign dancing with Bow Tie Man and cut a path back toward them. The women danced with him, but he barely acknowledged them.

      Ieva’s former dancing partner—the young man in knee-socks and shorts—shimmied through the smoke. He circled around Bow Tie Man, paused for a moment, then switched to the Vice Admiral and Ensign. He brushed his back against the Admiral’s, his legs lightly touching hers. Through the smoke, Sophia saw a small movement: the dancer’s hand slipped between their backs and—in the space of a single strobe pulse—removed a fold of Euro bills from her uniform pocket.

      Sophia knew a talented pickpocket when she saw one. She’d learned a few tricks herself as a kid, courtesy of the Romanies in outer Prague. The pressure between their bodies would’ve made the man’s grab undetectable, and the Admiral wouldn’t have noticed.

      Except she did.

      The Vice Admiral turned on her heel. Her arm weaved around him. The pickpocket’s mouth popped open like the mouth of a milk carton and he tumbled forward. The Vice Admiral pocketed her money, but she took a moment to apologize and help him to his feet. The pickpocket recovered and flashed her a smug grin, then disappeared—unaware he’d been pickpocketed in return.

      Czarina and Ieva appeared on either side of Sophia. Together, they watched the Admiral and Ensign resume their dancing. Their noose around Bow Tie Man constricted just a bit more.

      Up on the mezzanine, that single figure was still looking down. A drink no longer in hand, not even a pretense at moving in time with the music. He didn’t look self-conscious, just focused. Sophia tried to pick out detail in his silhouette, but all she could see was his thin jacket, which he hadn’t shed in the cloakroom.

      You only wear a jacket inside if you expect to be leaving in a hurry.

      ‘We have them,’ Sophia said.
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      ‘Damien?’ Aviary lowered her pistol. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Rescuing you?’ Damien said.

      Two marines stood in the room with Aviary, but they weren’t there to capture her. Schofield and Gunn served with Aviary’s brother in the USMC’s Force Reconnaissance, but now they were with the resistance. They stood guard over Hal, the suited man from the elevator. He was bound, gagged, blindfolded and breathing slowly. He appeared to be taking a nap.

      ‘You’re alive!’ She lunged for Nasira and hugged her. ‘So glad you’re OK.’

      Nasira closed the door behind them and shot Damien a puzzled glance. He pretended not to notice.

      Aviary released Nasira, but her eyes were wide. ‘What about Jay?’

      Damien looked over at Hal.

      ‘He’s sedated,’ Schofield said. ‘And don’t worry, we won’t kill him.’

      ‘I wasn’t worried,’ Damien said.

      ‘Jay’s here in Vegas with us,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary relaxed. ‘Good.’

      ‘You missed the party,’ Gunn said.

      Schofield slapped Damien’s shoulder. ‘Welcome back.’

      ‘Is someone going to tell us what’s going on here?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Short version: they kidnapped me.’ Aviary wiped blood from her septum ring. ‘Long version: I’ll explain later.’

      Gunn stepped behind Aviary and half unzipped the small backpack on her shoulders. It was a black military-grade rucksack Damien had modified for her when he last visited. It was water-resistant and low profile, holding a modest sixteen liters and a bombproof compartment against her back for concealing a laptop or tablet. Like most special forces medical rucks, it opened flat to reveal several rows of webbing lined with cables and devices.

      Gunn zipped it back up, leaving a small hole for a slender rubber antenna to protrude.

      ‘Before you ask, there aren’t any operatives floating around,’ Aviary said.

      ‘You don’t know that,’ Nasira said. ‘We gotta move.’

      Aviary held up a finger. ‘One sec.’

      ‘Tablet’s a bit scuffed but it’s secure,’ Gunn said.

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘Yeah, I kinda beat him with it.’

      Damien nodded. ‘Tablets are good improvised weapons.’

      ‘You get the database encryption keys?’ Gunn asked her.

      ‘Hell and yes.’ Aviary took a silver watch from Gunn and slipped it over her wrist.

      ‘You’re accessorizing?’ Damien asked.

      ‘It’s a modified smartwatch. Which controls my modified phone.’ Aviary eyed his marine uniform. ‘Says the guy constantly stealing other men’s clothes.’

      ‘Dressing up is a liberating experience,’ Schofield said, inspecting their stolen marine uniforms. ‘Right, Damien?’

      ‘Yeah. Wait, what database?’ Damien asked.

      ‘I’ll explain later.’

      ‘Good to see you’re all right,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary fist-bumped her. ‘Yeah, I’m pretty pleased about that too.’ She glowered at Damien. There was no fist bump for him.

      ‘Look, it was dangerous in Central America,’ Damien said.

      Nasira sighed. ‘Colombia’s not Central America.’

      Gunn pointed to the sedated Fifth Column agent, Hal. ‘Want us to finish him off?’

      ‘No,’ Aviary said. ‘We got what we came for. We don’t need to do that.’

      ‘We haven’t got what we came for,’ Schofield said.

      ‘Represent,’ Gunn said.

      Aviary gripped Schofield’s elbow. ‘You will. We’re not leaving until you do.’

      ‘So I guess you didn’t need us then,’ Damien said.

      ‘I needed you a while ago.’ Aviary opened the door.

      Schofield and Gunn moved into the corridor, pistols aimed at the bound marines as they wriggled across the carpet. There was a protrusion across Schofield and Gunn’s shoulder blades where they carried concealed swords.

      Aviary led them down the corridor, back to the elevator lobby. She stepped inside an open elevator and called out, ‘Get in!’

      Damien stepped in beside her and Nasira, while Schofield and Gunn took the other corners.

      ‘Marines will be waiting for you on the first floor,’ Gunn said.

      ‘We’re going below ground,’ Aviary said.

      Schofield gave a sharp nod. ‘You can drop us at twenty-two.’

      ‘Special occasion?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Got some friends who need fresh air,’ Gunn said.

      Aviary nudged Nasira. ‘Part of the plan, don’t worry.’

      ‘Not worried at all,’ Damien said, worried.

      From the back of his vest, Gunn unsheathed what looked to be a dark angular sword with teeth and handed it to Damien.

      Nasira stared at it. ‘What the hell is that? A medieval chainsaw?’

      It was shorter than a broadsword and made of hardwood. Embedded in the blade, fragments of super-sharp obsidian glinted under the elevator light.

      ‘Maquahuitl sword.’ Schofield handed his sword to Nasira. ‘Aviary can take care of their firearms, but you need to do the rest. Word of advice, these are sharper than any steel blade.’

      ‘The obsidian sometimes snags on armor, though, so you can keep it in the sheath and beat them down,’ Gunn said. ‘That way no brother’s gonna die.’

      Damien slipped the sword over one shoulder to test it. He didn’t want to dismember himself as he ran, but the sheath felt firm and secure. ‘We can stay up here. Help you guys first.’

      ‘Aviary’s risked enough for us,’ Schofield said. ‘But you can help get her out of here. And if I were you, I’d do that now.’

      ‘Alive would be good,’ Aviary quipped.

      ‘See you on the other side,’ Schofield said.

      Schofield and Gunn nodded to Aviary and stepped out at Level 22. Aviary hit the button and the doors closed, then switched her attention to her smartwatch. The elevator plunged downward.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Locking the other elevators,’ she said. ‘And giving us priority movement to the basement. From there we can move to the next building. All the different buildings are connected here, so I’m thinking we can escape through a casino or something.’

      ‘That could work. We got Jay on wheels,’ Nasira said. ‘He can extract.’

      The elevator levels ticked down. ‘Are Schofield and Gunn going to be OK?’ Damien asked.

      Aviary nodded. ‘Only way I could convince them to let me be captured by the Fifth Column. So they could rescue their friends.’

      ‘Wait, you wanted to be captured?’ Damien asked.

      ‘A tablet like Hal’s isn’t easy to come by.’ Aviary turned to face him. ‘So why are you back? You rescued Nasira and Jay, you didn’t need to—’

      ‘Hold up.’ Nasira glared at Damien. ‘You told her you were rescuing me?’

      ‘I told you I’d come back,’ Damien said to Aviary, pointedly ignoring Nasira.

      ‘Yeah, but it’s not like you were serious,’ Aviary said. ‘We both know I’d slow you down.’

      ‘You should’ve brought her with you,’ Nasira said.

      ‘And do what?’ Damien asked.

      Aviary snorted. ‘I can do things.’

      ‘Nasira, you’re not helping.’ He turned to Aviary. ‘It was dangerous.’

      Nasira arched an eyebrow. ‘And this isn’t?’

      Damien held his hands up in defense. ‘I didn’t know you were going to voluntarily sacrifice yourself to the Fifth Col—’

      ‘Damien, shut your mouth,’ Nasira said, turning to Aviary. ‘We need your skills. That’s why we’re back.’

      ‘Right, so the only reason you want me is so I can crack my way through something.’

      ‘I thought that’s what you wanna hear?’ Nasira said. ‘That we need you?’

      ‘You need me?’

      ‘We do.’

      ‘What for?’

      ‘The people who took Jay,’ Nasira said. ‘They’re a company based in Brazil. They stole something from him and we need it back.’

      The elevator reached the basement, but Aviary jammed her finger on the button to keep the doors closed. ‘What did they take?’

      ‘His abilities,’ Damien said.

      ‘They can do that?’

      Damien handed Aviary his pistol. ‘Ask Jay yourself.’

      Aviary looked down at the weapon. ‘Sure you’re feeling OK?’

      ‘You might need it,’ he said.

      ‘Fine, whatever. Hold this button.’

      Damien held the doors closed while Aviary fished her phone from her pocket and checked security camera footage outside the elevator. Damien was impressed, but he kept it to himself and watched over her shoulder. There were four thumbnails onscreen. He could make out six marines.

      ‘Look at their placement. They’re ready for us,’ Nasira whispered.

      ‘I can only disable their carbines’ weapon retention systems,’ Aviary said. ‘But they can still use their pistols.’ She pressed her palm.

      ‘What are you—’ Damien clutched his ears. The whining sound cut through him, almost taking him to the ground. He steadied himself. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Forgot about your sensitive hearing.’

      Nasira unsheathed her sword. ‘I ain’t taking chances.’

      Damien kept his covered. ‘These marines are cogs in the Fifth Column’s machine, just like us. And your sword could catch on their armor.’

      ‘Spare me your idealism.’ She sheathed it. ‘But I’m only doing it because I don’t want it getting snagged.’

      Aviary took a small flashlight from her rucksack. ‘I have a plan. I hope you like it.’

      Under her breath, Nasira said, ‘What is it?’

      ‘I open the doors to another elevator, which distracts them. Then, I open our doors,’ Aviary said with a smile, ‘and strobe the crap out of them.’ She pressed briefly on her flashlight and almost blinded Damien. ‘Sorry.’

      Nasira nodded in approval. ‘You’ll need to cut—’

      The elevator went dark, lit only by Aviary’s phone.

      Damien had to admit, she was handy in an escape. Maybe he could’ve used her in Guatemala after all. ‘OK, now we just need—’

      The doors opened.

      Nasira slipped from their elevator, her obsidian sword in one hand, sheathed.

      Damien followed. He counted the silhouettes of ten marines facing the other lift, more than the six he’d seen on the feed. Hearing boots on marble at last, the soldiers turned. There were five on Damien’s side, and as he closed on the first, a thought hit him.

      What if Aviary’s disabler didn’t work?

      Behind him, Aviary’s flashlight strobed. The marines held their ground through the frenzy of rapid flashes, their carbines aimed in all directions.

      Damien cut across the first marine’s carbine with his sword, tearing it from his grasp, then brought the sheathed blade across the marine’s face. It struck him on the chin and lifted him from his feet.

      Under the aggressively flashing lights, Damien could see a stop-motion performance of Nasira tearing her way through marine after marine. She slashed their weapons clear, cracked her sword across their arms and scooped their legs out from under them.

      Damien closed on his second marine, taking out one of his legs with his sword. Then he slammed the hilt into the marine’s chest. The marine toppled backward, and Damien grabbed his carbine by its rail. He stepped toward the remaining cluster of three marines. Their muzzles tracked him in the strobing glare.

      With his sword in one hand, and carbine in the other, like an ax, Damien slipped between a pair of marines, using both weapons to redirect their barrels into each other. Ducking, he struck out with both hands, dropping them.

      The last marine he kicked in the hip, spinning her away. He swung the carbine into her shoulder. She collapsed.

      A noise behind him: one of the downed marines must have recovered. Moving from the marine’s firing line, Damien swung the sword into his knee guards. The marine dropped to his knees and, sliding behind him, Damien slammed the carbine rail into the back of his helmet. The marine splayed forward.

      Boots struck marble in the distance.

      More marines.

      ‘Aviary!’ he yelled.

      A new squad of marines appeared and opened fire. Damien lifted the collapsed marine to shield himself. Three marines closed on him, carbines aimed. Even through the strobing, they didn’t fire on his human shield.

      There was only one way out of this—and that was without the sheath.

      One of the new marines tried to pull his human shield away for a clear shot, but Damien shoved his shield into the new marine. They collapsed in a heap. The left and right marines moved in fast. Damien’s sword was free, dark and jagged. It glittered brilliantly in the strobe light.

      The right marine ran into the sword. She stopped and collapsed, bleeding on the marble. Damien whipped the sword overhead, slicing the left marine, then flicked the blade forward. The front marine was on his feet again, carbine in both hands. The maquahuitl sword went smoothly through his neck, missing the spinal column. He dropped his weapon. Hanging from Damien’s sword, his carotid artery squirted blood like a garden sprinkler.

      Aviary stopped the strobe and Damien’s eyes adjusted to the dark again. The marine’s gaze was fixed on him. There was no fear or anger, just a blank stare of disappointment.

      The marine Damien had used as a shield was moving again, scrambling for a nearby weapon. Nasira shot him in the head.

      Damien withdrew his sword from the marine’s neck. The marine stood there for a moment, then collapsed.

      ‘You’re goddamn lucky,’ Nasira said.

      He stooped, picked up a radio wire and transmitter. ‘Let’s move.’

      Aviary stood in the elevator, still, staring into space. She gave no sign she’d heard him.

      Damien strode over to her. ‘We need to go. Aviary? We have to move.’

      She blinked and focused on him. ‘Yeah, of course.’

      With Aviary moving again, she took them from the lobby and into a passageway.

      ‘Aviary, get us to the monorail station,’ Nasira said.

      She was pale in the gloom, her fingers shaking as she used her smartwatch. ‘Um, keep going, not far.’

      Nasira overtook her and led the way, taking them underground. They passed a candy store and pretzel parlor, both shuttered and dark.

      ‘Take a left,’ Aviary said.

      Nasira reached a split in the passageway and went left. There was a distant echo of boots behind them. Damien just hoped there weren’t any marines ahead as Nasira took them to the underground monorail station. He speed-vaulted over the turnstiles—one hand on a turnstile and legs out to the side.

      Nasira tucked her legs in and monkey vaulted over. Behind them, Aviary slid across the marble on her hip, under the turnstile gate. She was back on her feet and moving after them, color slowly returning to her face.

      They sprinted up the disabled escalators, emerging at last onto the above-ground monorail platform.

      Empty.

      ‘The trains won’t stop here,’ Damien said.

      ‘They will now, bitches,’ Aviary said.

      Nasira turned slowly. ‘What did you just call us?’

      ‘Glitches.’ Aviary pointed down the tunnel. ‘Look.’

      A four-carriage monorail train slowed as it reached their platform. Painted black and green, it advertised a gritty energy drink that Jay probably drank when it was too early for alcohol.

      ‘You saying you can control that with your fancy watch?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I’m saying I already am.’

      The train drew to a halt beside them, and automatic doors opened on all three carriages, aligning with the platform doors that kept people from falling onto the rail. The carriages were shaped like capsules, big enough to fit only a handful of passengers, and there were a few already seated inside. Nasira pushed her way through, clearing the doorway. Damien and Aviary stepped in after her.

      ‘Make it go,’ Nasira said. ‘Now!’

      Aviary was tapping her watch. ‘I am, I am!’

      Half a dozen marines hauled themselves over the turnstiles and sprinted for the train as the doors slid shut.

      ‘Go, go,’ Nasira said.

      The marines raised their weapons.

      Damien hit the floor, hauling Aviary with him. Nasira was beside them, pistol ready. Aviary pressed a finger hard into the bandage on her hand. No shrill frequency.

      ‘Damn, it’s out of juice,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ Damien asked. ‘How do you charge it?’

      The train moved and through the glass doors Damien watched the marines disappear. A tunnel swallowed their train. They were safe, for the moment.

      ‘Chill, it’s piezoelectric.’ Aviary shook her hand vigorously. ‘My arm movements recharge it kinetically.’

      ‘How much movement?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Walking pace, thirty minutes. Running—about ten,’ Aviary said. ‘Or I can just keep shaking my hand like this.’

      The other passengers inside the carriage—two young men, and a trio of women about the same age—were watching Aviary shake her hand. As far as they could see, a pair of US Marines had kidnapped a small woman with an implant in her hand, and dragged her on the monorail to escape. Damien eyed the men, their sizes and builds. Their shirts and fitted jeans.

      He pointed his pistol at one of them. ‘Take your shirt off, now.’

      The man looked at his shirt, a white button-down with charcoal pinstripes. ‘Are you for real?’

      ‘See what I mean?’ Aviary said, figuring out Damien’s play. ‘You’re taking men’s clothes again.’

      One of the women—tall, and wearing enough eyeliner for both of her friends—snorted with laughter.

      ‘You. Raccoon face.’ Nasira took aim at her. ‘Your jacket and top.’

      The woman quickly shed her jacket. She handed it to Nasira, who snatched it off her.

      ‘I suppose you want my scarf too?’ she asked.

      ‘No, it looks like shit.’ Nasira handed the jacket to Aviary.

      ‘For me?’ Aviary said. ‘You shouldn’t have. Now if you had something for my hair…’

      Nasira handed her a plasticuff cable tie. ‘I made it pretty for you.’

      While Nasira watched the passengers, Damien unbuttoned his uniform. The train left the tunnel and slowly ascended, following the monorail track as it snaked north through Las Vegas. The city was aglow with light, burning away the last of Damien’s night vision.

      ‘Keep the train going,’ Nasira said. ‘Don’t stop.’

      Aviary tapped her smartwatch. ‘You got it.’

      Like Nasira, Damien wore a singlet and jeans underneath his uniform. While Nasira pulled her new glittering top on, Damien took the man’s pinstriped shirt and slipped his arms through. The train passed another platform and patrons caught a glimpse of three half-naked fugitives as they changed clothes.

      Damien checked his phone. Three missed calls from Nasira. That would be Jay.

      ‘Aviary, call Nasira’s phone,’ he said.

      Aviary called him on her watch. It rang once and he picked up.

      ‘We’re on the monorail,’ Damien said immediately.

      ‘Good. Stay the fuck on it,’ Jay said.

      Nasira and Damien locked gazes. That didn’t sound good.

      ‘Why?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Marines are swarming the strip on the southern—’ Jay said.

      The call dropped out.

      ‘Jay?’ Nasira said.

      Aviary cursed. ‘I’ll get him again.’

      The train slowed as it reached the next stop: Bally’s/Paris station.

      Nasira pulled her coiled hair and retied it into a ponytail. ‘Keep the train moving.’

      Aviary tapped her smartwatch. The tiny square screen rippled with color as she accessed a variety of shortcuts she’d programmed into it. The train picked up speed again and whipped past a platform swarming with marines.

      ‘Change of plans,’ Nasira said. ‘Take us two more stops and we bail.’

      ‘What about Jay?’ Damien asked.

      ‘What about him?’ she snapped. ‘Give him a new RV.’

      ‘A recreational vehicle?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘No, RV means rendezvous point,’ Nasira said.

      The train continued along the elevated monorail track. The shimmering lights of the replica Eiffel Tower blurred past. With two more stops to go, Damien unlaced and removed his boots, then shed his digicam pants down to his jeans. Nasira did the same.

      ‘Just like real spies,’ Aviary said.

      Damien re-laced his combat boots. He could’ve stolen the man’s shoes, but he wanted something he could run and fight in, not something that would slip on polished marble or fall off in mid-sprint. He slung the sheathed sword over his head. Opposite him, Aviary pulled the hood on her jacket.

      ‘I’m the leader of the assassins now,’ Aviary said in her best deep voice.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘The assassin video game, hello? You wear a hood.’

      The topless man raised his hand. ‘I got that one.’

      ‘See, Nips got it,’ Aviary said.

      The man folded his arms over his nipples.

      ‘You know what kind of assassin wears a hood that cuts off their peripheral vision?’ Nasira pulled Aviary’s hood down. ‘A dead assassin.’

      ‘But my hair’s bright red,’ she said. ‘They’ll see me a mile away.’

      Nasira reached over and snatched the scarf from the woman in the middle, who now sat awkwardly in just her bra and jeans. Nasira used the scarf to make a bandana and fastened it over Aviary’s head.

      ‘Fixed.’ Nasira reached for her sheathed sword.

      ‘Leave them here,’ Damien said.

      ‘We can haul them,’ Nasira said. ‘Aviary, take off your ruck.’

      Aviary removed the rucksack from her back. Nasira slung her sheath over Aviary’s shoulder, then gestured for Damien’s. He understood and handed it to her. With both swords sheathed on Aviary’s back, Nasira slipped her rucksack over them, concealing all but the hilt of each sword.

      ‘Feel OK? Can you run with that?’

      Aviary shrugged. ‘I guess so.’

      Nasira nodded her approval. ‘Trying to keep a low profile, y’know.’

      The passengers remained silent as the monorail train pulled into the next station: Harrah’s/The LINQ. There hadn’t been any marines at the previous two stations and Damien was pleased to find none here either. Their luck was starting to improve. But he knew if they stayed on this train any longer, it would run out.

      The doors opened and Nasira was the first onto the platform, pistol in one hand. She ran down an escalator, Damien and Aviary close behind her.

      ‘Do you need a map?’ Aviary called out as they ran.

      Nasira paused to tap her own forehead, but gave Aviary no explanation.

      ‘Magnetoception,’ Damien said, running beside her. ‘She knows the turns before she takes them.’

      ‘How does that work?’

      ‘No idea,’ he said. ‘Like a compass in your head, I guess.’

      ‘Oh, Magneto-Girl. Cool.’

      ‘Probably don’t call her that.’

      They hit the shopping area inside The LINQ Hotel and ran past a candy store, a high-end clothing store for pets and a flashy looking sports car on display.

      Nasira stopped, and Damien drew to a halt beside her. ‘What?’

      She was peering through a glass balcony at the hotel lobby below. Past that was the casino, their way out. Now it was filling with marines barking orders, steering panicked patrons out onto the boulevard.

      Nasira cursed. ‘A minute earlier and we could’ve made that.’

      Damien rolled up his sleeves. ‘I have a plan.’

      But Nasira was already running for the display car—a blood orange Mustang with gunmetal spoked wheels. Aviary was two steps behind, tapping something on her watch. The Mustang’s doors unlocked.

      ‘Or we can go with your completely insane plan,’ Damien said.

      Nasira got behind the wheel. Aviary jumped in the front passenger seat, leaving Damien to dive quickly in the back. Aviary handed him a sheathed sword. She jammed the other one behind her ruck, both wedged in her footwell.

      ‘If you don’t want to die, get your seatbelt on,’ Nasira said.

      Damien hurriedly complied as the engine rumbled.

      Nasira looked over at Aviary. ‘How did you start the engine?’

      ‘I’m really good at touching things.’ Aviary tapped her watch. ‘Wait. That came out wr—’

      Nasira floored it.

      The Mustang crashed through the balcony, soared through the air and plunged into the hotel lobby. Damien’s fingers dug into the front headrest. Miraculously, the Mustang landed wheels down. Marines scattered. One rolled over the hood, spiraling in the air. Another snapped off a side mirror as he dived clear.

      Marines and patrons rolled from the car’s path. Nasira took the Mustang in a wide sweep across the lobby, deeper into the casino. This level was decorated to look like the streets of Paris, the ceilings painted with vanilla skies and the pathways decorated with old-fashioned street lamps.

      ‘Watch out for the lamps!’ Damien cried.

      Nasira tore through them like they were made of foam and plaster, and that’s when he realized they were.

      ‘No magnetic fields,’ Nasira said. ‘I can tell.’

      She corrected their path and grazed a row of slot machines. Patrons threw themselves clear of the speeding Mustang.

      ‘Hey, I just cracked the car,’ Aviary said.

      ‘What does that mean?’ Nasira asked. ‘Can you plot us a route?’

      ‘Hang on, I’m working on something. There.’ Aviary tapped her watch and their hazard lights flashed. ‘So you don’t hit anyone.’

      ‘Why would I need that? They have plenty of time to get out of the way,’ Nasira said.

      A man in a tuxedo tumbled over the Mustang with a trailing high-pitched scream.

      ‘Except that one,’ she said.

      Nasira weaved through the winding pedestrian path. On either side they were flanked by clusters of panicked gamblers, slot machines, blackjack tables and monstrous chrome-and-glass leviathans that promised million dollar jackpots.

      Damien checked their rear. Marines were cutting through the disarrayed crowd, but they were on foot and struggled to keep up. He reached for his sword, just in case.

      ‘Aviary, get back on to Jay,’ Nasira said. ‘Tell him to meet us at the Venetian.’

      ‘I’m on it, Magneto-Girl.’

      ‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.’

      Something landed on the rear of the Mustang: a man, plain-clothed, eyes locked on Damien with calm determination as he clung to the trunk.

      ‘Operative,’ Damien whispered. He scrabbled for his pistol, raising it to fire through the rear window.

      But the operative was already gone.

      Then he heard it: climbing the roof. He fired upward, the sound of each shot making his ears ring.

      The Mustang clipped another slot machine. Coins splashed over the hood, followed by a man in a blue hedgehog costume.

      ‘I think you killed Sonic,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Gotta go fast,’ Nasira muttered.

      The rear window collapsed and fell away in large pieces around the operative, clinging to the trunk. Damien took aim, but the operative caught his firing hand and held tight. He turned Damien’s wrist inward, tearing the pistol from his grasp, then aimed Damien’s pistol at him and fired. Damien ducked and the round went through the windshield.

      ‘Seriously!’ Nasira yelled. ‘I’m trying to drive through a casino here!’

      Aviary looked over her shoulder and saw the operative. ‘Oh crap oh crap oh crap.’

      Damien reached for his sword, but the operative gripped his hand and held it away from the hilt.

      ‘A little help here,’ Damien said.

      ‘Hang on.’ Aviary worked her smartwatch.

      An airbag deployed from the other rear door, doing absolutely nothing to help.

      Damien elbowed the operative in the face, stunning him. He leaned forward, unsheathed and stabbed the sword behind him.

      The operative rolled across the trunk to avoid the thrust, then clamped his knee on Damien’s wrist, pinning the sword to the trunk. The operative drove his other knee into the back of Damien’s head, but Damien raised his elbow to deflect it.

      The operative wrapped his leg around Damien’s neck and clamped hard. Damien couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get oxygen to his brain.

      A sword sliced past, cutting the operative’s leg and severing Damien’s seatbelt. Aviary was wielding Nasira’s sword from the front seat.

      That helped.

      The operative’s hold around his neck relaxed. Blood from his leg soaked Damien’s shirt. His own sword was free now. He slashed it across the trunk. The operative leapt over the blade, bounced off the trunk and disappeared. Damien gripped his sword, lungs burning for air. In the Mustang’s wake, the operative tumbled across the casino floor and slammed into a mock lamppost.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I am now.’ He sheathed his sword. ‘How about you?’

      ‘I’m having constant anxiety attacks,’ Aviary said. ‘Pretty good.’

      ‘Next stop, Harrah’s Las Vegas,’ Nasira said. ‘Hold on.’

      She plunged the Mustang down a flight of stairs, into a palace-like atrium.

      ‘What’s that?’ Aviary asked, pointing to something near Damien’s feet.

      A flat plastic donut lay in the footwell.

      The flashbang blasted to life. Unlike the standard pyrotechnic version, this device flooded the Mustang with a high-density array of LEDs, all strobing while a loud high-pitched whine filled Damien’s head.

      The Mustang shuddered and turned. Nauseated from the effects, unable to see or hear, Damien clung to his severed seatbelt. His ears rang and the world seared white. The Mustang lurched sickeningly through the air and then smashed into something hard at high speed.
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        Berlin, Germany

      

      Sophia focused on the mezzanine, on the figure watching from above. She was certain now. He was an operative.

      She tapped Czarina on the shoulder. ‘Stay on the Navy women.’

      Czarina read her lips and gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Sophia darted across the dance floor and climbed the metal stairs to the mezzanine. The operative was coming the other way when he locked eyes with her. She recognized him.

      Tetsuya matched his photo, with slightly longer hair. He wore loose denim jeans, a charcoal t-shirt and a slender leather jacket that crinkled over his triceps and shoulders. The upper level’s light glinted blue in his eyes.

      Without breaking his stride, he altered course and plunged deeper into the azure lights. Sophia followed, pushing past patrons and spilling plastic cups of vodka. She lost him in the center of the mezzanine floor, then a moment later caught the shimmering back of his jacket. He entered a small room.

      She darted for the room and stepped inside.

      No Tetsuya. A dark curtain at the end, rippling. Someone had been through.

      On her left, three faucets and three mirrors surrounded by electric blue light globes. The globes dimmed slowly, then illuminated again in a slow pulse. Opposite the faucets, cigarette smoke curled over writhing bodies. Sophia ignored them and strode for the curtain. She stood to one side and carefully pulled the curtain. Inside, she found a slender man patiently wrapping rope in a geometric Shibari style around the freckled body of an undressed woman.

      ‘You’re not in control.’ She met Sophia’s gaze. ‘Let it go.’

      Tetsuya, hiding among the bodies behind her, kicked her leg out. Sophia fell to the floor, entangled in the curtain. She got back onto one knee, but he wrapped the curtain over her head and pulled hard. She couldn’t see through the material. Instead, she inhaled through it. Yelling her programming trigger words, she couldn’t draw breath.

      Still entangled in the hanging curtain, she kicked behind, hoping to catch him. Something—an elbow?—cracked hard on her spine and the air shot from her lungs. The curtain wrapped tighter around her chest. Her feet barely touched the floor and hands closed over her neck.

      Sophia relaxed, let her body slump. Tetsuya’s hands slipped. Her feet brushed the floor. She kicked and connected with a soft part of his body. He exhaled sharply.

      She unwound from the curtain but was still blinded and entangled. Instead, she spun into it and wrapped herself further. Lifting off the ground, she kicked him. He crashed into something, startling the nearby patrons.

      The curtain tore from its rings. Sophia landed in a crouch and could see again. The man with the rope paused, then resumed his rigging. Sophia faced Tetsuya. The blue lights dimmed and the room slowly went dark. She needed a weapon, so she grabbed the nearest object she could find and brought it down on his face. He spluttered, kicked for her legs in darkness.

      The blue lights glowed again, revealing Sophia’s improvised cosh. It was a Magic Wand, a sex toy shaped like an oversized microphone, except that it was white and sported a silicone head. Tetsuya gave it a moment’s thought, then kicked low. She sidestepped and brought the wand down on his hyperextended knee, forcing him wider still. Then she coshed him with the wand. Across his arm. His face. His ribs. His neck.

      He rolled backwards, out of the splits and to his feet. He was almost in the doorway, ready to flee. She lunged, stepped on his foot, pinning him. He reacted with a barrage of strikes—open handed, closed fists, elbows—each of which she deflected with the wand.

      The wand’s silicone head suddenly buzzed to life. Tetsuya stared at it, then tried for another strike. Sophia deflected his strike and retreated. She shouted the trigger words at him, but the music rolling in from the upper level dance floor and washed them away.

      She struck him again, but he countered with a punch that should have crushed her airway. She turned from the strike—his fist only brushing her shoulder—then turned back into the joint of his elbow and coshed him under the chin. His head went back. She snapped the wand across his neck. He spluttered and fell.

      The blue lights dimmed again, and when they brightened he was still on the floor.

      From the wall of patrons, a large, bearded man in aviator sunglasses stepped carefully toward Sophia, extended an open hand.

      ‘Sind sie fertig?’ he asked. Are you finished?

      Sophia slapped the buzzing sex toy into his palm.

      She checked Tetsuya’s breathing. He was out cold, so she rolled him onto his side and plucked a pair of plasticuffs from her jeans, drawing them tight over his wrists.

      Security officers rushed past the doorway in front of her. They were heading right for the balustrade. She left Tetsuya for the moment and gave chase. As she suspected, they led her back to the lower level dance floor. Between the gaps in the balustrade, she saw the Vice Admiral and Ensign lunge across the dance floor, targeting Ieva. Their limbs were sharp and precise under the strobe lights. In an instant, Ieva was down. They hunted for Czarina next. Czarina was vicious in close quarters, but even she couldn’t engage two operatives at once.

      Sophia needed to intervene now, except the stairs were blocked with panicked patrons. Bow Tie Man was sandwiched somewhere in the middle, eyes wide. Under her balustrade was the goggle-wearing DJ and the lighting rig. She leapt over and landed on the lighting rig, then swung from it, kicking the DJ into a pillar.

      On the dance floor in front of her, the Vice Admiral and Ensign flanked Czarina, their movements furious and quick. Too many of their strikes made it through. Blood sprayed from Czarina’s smashed mouth. Strobe lights blazed red.

      Sophia cut the music and grabbed the microphone.

      ‘Children three that nestle near, eager eye and willing ear. Pleased a simple tale to hear.’

      The Ensign moved for Ieva, who was recovering on the ground, then shuddered. The Vice Admiral, wielding a knife, halted where she stood. Czarina took the knife and cut the operative’s throat.

      Sophia cursed, then leapt off the DJ’s platform. She landed on the cleared dance floor and went for Czarina, but security got to her first. Czarina released her knife and let the security officers seize her. One bent her wrist forward until she complied. She relaxed, then with her free hand she pulled her wrist back the right way. With her heel into the side of his knee, she broke his stance and he collapsed. At the same time, she straightened out the other officer’s arm and forced him head-first on the dance floor.

      When Sophia reached them, Czarina paused. She tilted her head. ‘I can hear sirens. Not police.’

      Blue light glinted off a leather jacket.

      The third operative.

      He was conscious and moving, shoved Bow Tie Man through the doors with him.

      Sophia pushed her way outside, but she was too late. The stolen ambulance tore into the night.

      In her wake, Czarina and Ieva emerged dazed and bloody from the Nightcrawler.

      ‘Are you both OK?’ Sophia rushed toward them.

      ‘We’re fine,’ Czarina said. ‘I could use a drink though.’

      Someone else slipped behind them. Sophia lunged forward and grabbed the collar of a young man with knee-high socks. He struggled, and screamed for security. She slapped both hands over his ears. Stunned, he lost his balance and slumped to the ground. She knelt beside him and searched his pockets, retrieving his earnings for the night.

      Bow Tie Man’s wallet. She flipped it open and dug out the driver’s license. Evgeny Sporyshev. He was the operatives’ target, and now they had him.
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      Aviary hung upside down.

      She shoved the airbag from her face and reached for her seatbelt. She couldn’t get to it with the airbag in the way. She punched it, but that didn’t help. Blood rushed to her head and she felt dizzy, pressure building behind her eyes. She had to think.

      The entire Mustang was upside down and her rucksack was resting below her, on the roof. She reached down and unzipped the ruck, then clawed for her multitool. She flicked the large blade open and punctured her airbag, then used the blade to cut through her seatbelt.

      She crashed down on the inside of the Mustang’s roof, her arms protecting her head. She was glad Damien couldn’t see her terrible crash-landing—he’d taught her a hundred times how to do it properly. But he wasn’t conscious, and neither was Nasira.

      Aviary’s heart pumped faster. She reached over and punctured Nasira’s airbag. Through Nasira’s window and past a large fountain, Aviary watched marines enter the atrium.

      ‘Nasira!’ she yelled, her voice dull and distant from the flashbang.

      Cutting Nasira’s seatbelt would mean Nasira would fall on her head, but Aviary had no choice: it was that or leave her for the marines. Aviary wriggled under Nasira and cut her free. She braced to absorb Nasira’s fall, but Nasira slid down slowly, her legs caught under the steering wheel. She slumped onto Aviary, pinning her there.

      Well, I didn’t think that through.

      Aviary shook Nasira. Hard. No reaction. She checked her neck. Still a pulse—strong too.

      That’s a good sign, right?

      Damien was sprawled in the back seat. His sheathed sword was lying in the center of the Mustang, the hilt resting by her knee. Damien’s chest was rising and falling, but blood was leaking from his ears.

      The marines circled the overturned Mustang.

      Wriggling her way out from under Nasira, Aviary crawled back to the passenger side, her knee pressing on the sword. That wasn’t going to help her now. She tossed her multitool back into her ruck and slipped it over her shoulders. She thought about making a run for it, but the marines were already pointing their weapons at her. Seeing she was unarmed and her friends were out cold, they closed in.

      The leading marine yelled something at her but she still couldn’t hear properly. Something about hands? The marine had two stripes so he was ranked higher than the others and was probably a Gunnery Sergeant or Sausage or something.

      ‘Hands … in front!’ Gunnery Sausage yelled.

      Her hearing was returning—she understood most of that. She reached out for the sun visor in front of her. Through the broken windshield, a figure appeared in the distance.

      The operative.

      Not a great time, dude. Seriously.

      Aviary placed one hand on the sun visor, but the other landed on something else. It was the handle to Damien’s shiny black sword. She closed her grip over the handle and felt the satisfying click as her implant transmitted a signal. That signal would be picked up by the retention systems installed on each of the marines’ carbines, disabling their own fingerprints. Finally, her implant had recharged.

      She kneeled harder on the end of the sword and drew it from its sheath. The marines fired. Dry clicks. She reacted without thinking, thrusting the sword through her window. The jagged obsidian cut through Gunnery Sausage’s vest, then stopped, impeded by ceramic. Not enough to wound him, but enough to take him off guard.

      She kicked her door open, knocking him back. She pried her sword free and climbed out of the overturned Mustang. The operative in the distance was gone.

      What the hell am I doing? she asked herself. Oh nothing, just facing a squad of marines with nothing but a sword I don’t even know how to use.

      One of the marines switched to his pistol and took aim—

      His leg buckled, the knee shattered.

      Nasira was awake and shooting. She fired more shots, hitting two marines in the face. The marine nearest Aviary drew his pistol. They all went for their sidearms.

      Shit.

      Aviary swung her sword at the nearby marine, knocking the pistol clear and slicing his hand. He screamed and dropped to his knees. A cold chill washed over her.

      She ran around the Mustang and tripped, almost toppling into the fountain. Rounds cracked over her head. She dived into the fountain and crawled behind the ornamental centerpiece. Nasira was out of the Mustang, holding a knife to the Gunnery’s throat and her pistol aimed at one of the marines. The marines converged on her, their pistols aimed. She retreated slowly through the atrium, past the fountain and Aviary’s hiding spot. Damien was still in the Mustang.

      Aviary had an idea. Nasira didn’t have Jay’s enhanced vision, but she could detect the electrical and magnetic fields of the marines. Maybe that was enough to see them. From behind the centerpiece, Aviary focused on her smartwatch. She found the power grid inside the casino and isolated a nice family of circuits.

      ‘It’s over!’ one marine yelled. ‘Lower your weapons.’

      Aviary pressed the crown on the side of her watch.

      The atrium went dark. Everyone started shooting. With loud pops, their muzzle flashes dazzled the atrium. Keeping low, Aviary grabbed her sword and waded through the fountain to the Mustang. She felt for Damien’s door—

      Something pulled her feet from under her. She hit the marble floor, her sword clanging beside her.

      The lights came back on and the atrium burned fiercely with an array of chandeliers. With short blond hair and ice blue eyes, the operative loomed over her—knife in hand and ready to strike where she’d been standing.

      Damien kicked his door open, disarming the operative. With a free hand, the operative drew his pistol and, taking a knee, aimed at Aviary. At the same time, he tossed her sword out of reach.

      From inside the car, Damien lunged for him. He pivoted, aiming at Damien.

      Aviary hit the crown on her watch and the door’s airbag deployed. It smacked into the operative’s head, knocking him sideways. He landed in front of her with a smack. Out cold.

      Nasira helped Aviary up and aimed her pistol at the downed operative, but her pistol’s slide was locked to the rear. She loaded a new mag as she moved for Damien, pulling him out of the Mustang. He was wobbly, but could walk.

      More marines poured into the far end of the atrium.

      ‘There’s more of them!’ Aviary yelled.

      Damien snatched something up from a fallen marine—a radio—then stumbled toward a flight of stairs, up to the next floor. Nasira, soaking wet, jockeyed Aviary ahead of her.

      ‘Run!’ she barked.

      By the time she caught up with Damien, he was awkwardly jamming the radio halfway into his jeans pocket and pushing an earphone into his ear.

      Nasira steered her into the cover of a maze of slot machines and gambling tables. To her surprise, this casino’s floor was still bustling with patrons and staff. Some of the patrons looked at her, their expressions shifting slowly from confusion to alarm.

      ‘Where’s Jay?’ Nasira asked between breaths.

      Aviary raised her watch to her lips and gave it a voice command. ‘Call Nasira.’

      Jay had her phone, but he didn’t pick up.

      Why wasn’t he answering?

      Nasira was gaining ground on her, and she hurried to keep up. There was a dark blood stain on Nasira’s shoulder; an exit wound that marred the silver shimmer of her top yet didn’t appear to slow her down.

      Aviary sprinted on, touching her body, arms, even her legs as she ran. Damien had taught her that she wouldn’t register pain in a situation like this, so she needed to know if she was bleeding. She wasn’t—none of the blood staining her stolen, shredded jacket was hers.

      Her call connected.

      ‘They’re locking the whole strip down!’ Jay yelled. ‘Had to turn the car around.’

      Nasira slowed to a fast walk. She took Aviary’s wrist and spoke into it so Jay could hear. And so could most of the startled patrons, but Nasira seemed past the point of caring.

      ‘Where are you?’ Nasira yelled.

      ‘North, just passing the Eiffel Tower,’ Jay yelled.

      Nasira ripped off her shimmering top, down to her black singlet. Aviary followed suit and tore off her blood-soaked jacket. Damien was beside her now. He took her jacket and flung it onto a passing roulette table. The dealer and players froze in shock.

      ‘Thirty-three black,’ Damien said, removing his own shirt.

      Aviary flushed at the sight of Damien tearing his blood-soaked shirt off with both hands, then flushed deeper at the idea that it could still have that effect given their situation. He plugged his earphone back in and caught up.

      From Aviary’s watch, Jay yelled, ‘Find a way to the strip and I’ll get you out.’

      ‘You better,’ Nasira said. ‘Don’t do anything stu—’

      Jay ended the call.

      ‘Get us out of here, Aviary,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary was generally familiar with these casinos, but panic and adrenaline had robbed her of her bearings. Now her hands trembled. ‘I don’t know where!’

      ‘Then get knowing,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary pointed. ‘OK. That way.’

      She directed them to a bridge, its two long moving walkways a quick way of ferrying patrons between this building and The Venetian next door. Aviary sprinted across, weaving around the occasional patron. Nasira and Damien fell in behind her.

      Her watch bleeped. Jay, calling again. She hit the crown to answer.

      ‘Hey!’ Jay said. ‘You’re riding me! I mean, uh, you’re right on top of me!’

      Aviary looked over the side of the walkway and spotted Jay’s getaway car beneath her. ‘Don’t go far!’ she said. ‘We’ll find a way down!’

      At the end of the bridge was a large open-air plaza. Gondolas floated under arched walkways and along canals of turquoise water. They’d arrived at The Venetian.

      ‘The fuck is this place?’ Nasira asked, slowing to a fast walk.

      ‘Can’t get through!’ Jay yelled through Aviary’s watch. ‘Security fences everywhere!’

      ‘Can you make it to arrivals at the Venetian?’ Aviary asked. ‘It’s the closest access by car.’

      ‘That’s a whole other casino,’ Damien said. ‘We won’t make it.’

      ‘Give me a map.’ Nasira extended her hand. ‘We have to make it. Are they closing on us?’

      Damien was listening to their radio. ‘Still behind, but they’re catching up.’

      Nasira took one look at the map on Aviary’s phone, then started running. She tore through the Gold Club Lounge and into the central casino. Nasira ran for a particular corner, catching puzzled glances from nearby patrons. Lungs burning, Aviary finally caught up.

      ‘Through Walgreens,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Nope, nope, nope.’ Damien was listening to his earphone.

      Nasira hesitated. Aviary saw why.

      Half a battalion of marines poured down the escalators in front of Walgreens.
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      Olesya opened her notebook and Xiu’s photo slipped into her hand.

      She wasn’t smiling in the picture, but Olesya could remember how she looked when she did, and the way she wrinkled her nose when she was concentrating.

      Even here in Kaliningrad, she couldn’t escape her feelings of loss.

      There was a light knock on the door.

      Ark stepped inside. ‘Gleb called a meeting.’

      ‘Right now? Where?’

      Ark made way, and the intelligence officer entered the room. Gleb stood awkwardly in his neatly pressed combat fatigues, hands clasped behind him. ‘Here, if that is no issue.’

      ‘There’s no room here for everyone,’ Olesya said.

      Ark closed the door. ‘This meeting’s just for us.’

      She glared at both of them. ‘What about Illarion?’

      Gleb cleared his throat. He hadn’t shaven today, which she found unusual. Now he looked his age, which she estimated only a few years more than the rest of them.

      ‘It’s best we keep this between ourselves for the moment,’ Gleb said.

      ‘I’m not sure how I feel about that,’ she said.

      ‘If you’ll hear me out, then you can make your decision.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘Then I will brief Illarion.’

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘Fine. What’s this about? And can you sit down? It’s unsettling having you both stand there.’

      Gleb sat on the very end of Marina’s bed, shifting the fluffy anchovy from under him with a perplexed expression. Ark helped himself to Marina’s chair.

      ‘How long does it take?’ Ark asked.

      She blinked. ‘For what?’

      ‘He means deprogramming.’ Gleb clasped his hands. ‘How certain are you that it can be done successfully?’

      She met his gaze. ‘I know it can be done. Otherwise Ark and I wouldn’t be here.’

      ‘You weren’t completely programmed by the Fifth Column, is that correct?’ Gleb asked.

      Olesya raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that why you’re here? To evaluate us? Who exactly do you report to?’

      ‘Normally I report to Illarion,’ Gleb said. ‘Tonight, I report to you.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Gleb is here because we can help each other,’ Ark said.

      The intelligence officer unfastened a button on his uniform and removed a large envelope from inside, which he handed to Olesya. ‘You’re not supposed to see this. And I didn’t give it to you.’

      The envelope contained a stapled collection of papers and a small thin book—a standard firearms manual. The papers were printed with the Intron logo, the two arrows intersecting like a misaligned X.

      ‘Check the next page,’ Gleb said.

      Olesya turned over the top sheet. At the head of the page there was a code: M165.

      ‘What do you see?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘An invoice.’

      She looked closer. The buyer was obscured. Everything was in numbers except for the description of the product. Height in centimeters, weight in kilograms, eye color, hair color, nationality: Russian.

      ‘Looks like human trafficking to me.’ She looked at Gleb. ‘You haven’t shown this to Illarion yet, have you?’

      He shook his head.

      She pointed to a word on the invoice. ‘Tetrachromacy.’

      ‘Ultraviolet vision,’ Ark said. ‘The ability that Val was born with.’

      At the bottom of the invoice, she noticed the word cancelled and a date beside it. The date was recent. ‘Whoever they are, they cancelled the order.’

      ‘That date is the night when the Fifth Column raided an Intron facility in Belarus.’

      ‘What did they raid it for?’ she asked.

      ‘They abducted some of the patients,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Val,’ Olesya whispered.

      Ark nodded. ‘Exactly what I’m thinking.’

      ‘This invoice tells a story.’ Olesya wet her lips. ‘Of Intron abducting Val and conspiring to sell her. Until she was abducted.’

      ‘At this very moment, I’m tracking a new operative in Eastern Europe,’ Gleb said. ‘She is marked for an operation tomorrow.’

      ‘A new operative? So that’s our operation in Poland tomorrow?’ Olesya asked.

      Gleb shook his head. ‘Poland is running federal elections tomorrow and Purity’s political party are in the running. We have sources who suspect they might spike their popularity with something … traumatic. You’re dispatched to make sure that doesn’t happen.’ He paused. ‘However, the new operative is in Estonia.’

      Olesya handed back the papers. ‘We can’t be in two places at once.’

      ‘I have the authority to declare you unfit for duty. I can choose to classify you—both of you—as suffering from post-traumatic stress. That means temporary leave.’

      ‘You’re going to lie?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s the truth.’

      Ark leaned forward in his chair. ‘Olesya, this operative has a fresh tag.’

      ‘They’re training new recruits?’

      ‘We have no reports of that,’ Gleb said. ‘Look at the firearms manual. Please.’

      Olesya opened the book and found page after page of scrawled handwritten notes in English. Each page looked to be a photocopy, and not a great one either. She leafed through, skimming the words.

      Her heart raced. ‘This is a deprogramming manual.’

      Gleb nodded. ‘The only one of its kind.’

      ‘Where did you get it?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s best I don’t answer that.’

      She glared at him. ‘If you want us involved, I need to know.’

      ‘This stays between us,’ Gleb said. ‘This document was on the bed of the abducted patient in Belarus.’

      Olesya considered that for a moment. ‘So you’re saying that Intron abducted Val, and then the Fifth Column stole her?’

      ‘It’s possible that the abduction was a condition of the sale,’ Gleb said.

      ‘It wasn’t cancelled at all,’ Olesya said. ‘The new operative is Val.’

      ‘I have no doubt,’ Ark said.

      ‘It’s probable,’ Gleb countered.

      Or perhaps not, Olesya thought. It could be Xiu.

      ‘I know it’s a big ask, going to Estonia,’ Ark said. ‘But we can let the others take care of the election. Gleb can put us on the bench.’ He shrugged. ‘At least look like we’re on the bench.’

      ‘And then what?’ Olesya said.

      ‘I’ve already issued you with Estonian passports and driver’s insurance—that’s standard procedure,’ Gleb said. ‘But I can also book you flights.’

      ‘That’s not standard procedure,’ she said. ‘Why should we trust you?’

      ‘I just handed you a deprogramming manual that’s not supposed to exist.’ His eyes were glassy now. ‘My career is on the line. And Val…’

      Olesya watched him for a moment. ‘You care about her.’

      ‘She’s one of our hunters, it’s essential that I care about her,’ Gleb said.

      ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘It’s more than that.’

      A tear spilled down his cheek. ‘It’s foolish. I’m not—I know there’s no chance that anything could…’

      Ark stared at him. ‘What are you saying? Were you guys…’

      ‘What Gleb is saying, is we all care for her very much.’ Olesya glared at Gleb. ‘Right?’

      Gleb stood and brushed creases from his shirt. ‘And that is precisely why I’m here.’

      Ark turned to Olesya. ‘Gleb wants to help get Val back. Do you?’

      ‘On one condition.’ She closed the deprogramming manual. ‘I run this operation.’
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        Devil's Mountain, Berlin

      

      Sophia looked through the torn shell of the radar dome.

      Once an NSA spy station during the Cold War, the surface of the golf ball-shaped structure had peeled away, and was laced with graffiti. Below it, thick forest sprawled toward Berlin.

      She didn’t want to take their newly captured operative back to the old mansion in Lithuania. Not yet. This forgotten spy station was the perfect location for the first stage of deprogramming, even if it meant risking impalement by wild boar just to get here.

      She checked her phone in case DC had made contact—nothing—then turned her attention to the woman in Naval uniform. Her name was Priya and Sophia had sat her in an old red bathtub. The woman’s hands were unnaturally still, resting on the lip of the tub as she stared ahead, unfocused. She’d been locked in slave mode since the nightclub.

      Czarina and Ieva stood at a safe distance, near the ladder they’d used to climb into the dome. While they’d made it out of the club mostly unscathed, Czarina sported a cut lip and Ieva a dark bruise that swelled across her jaw. Ieva held her phone, tapping notes into the screen. Czarina hovered, eyes on the prisoner, hand over her pistol grip. Sophia felt responsible for their injuries, but it could’ve been a lot worse had she not used the DJ’s microphone in time.

      ‘Priya, my name is Sophia.’ Her voice reverberated off the dome’s interior, sounding like she was in a philharmonic hall. ‘Confirm neopsyche designation: Alcyone.’

      Priya stared through Sophia. ‘Alcyone confirmed.’ Her voice was not hers anymore. It was even and smooth. She was a world away.

      Sophia crouched in front of the bathtub. ‘Where are you, Priya?’

      ‘I’m playing Pachisi with Grandma.’ She smiled. ‘I think she’s letting me win.’

      ‘Are you safe?’

      She nodded enthusiastically. ‘You can call me Pri-Pri, like Grandma. But it’s your turn to roll.’

      ‘Sure, give me a moment.’ Sophia stood and turned to Ieva and Czarina. ‘It’s important we ground her before continuing.’

      Ieva raised her hand. ‘Question.’

      ‘You don’t need to raise your hand, Ieva.’

      ‘Which one is Alcyone?’

      ‘Alcyone is the neopsyche—her false personality,’ Sophia said. ‘Denton programmed this into each of us.’

      ‘So that lives alongside the arky … archeo—’

      ‘Archeopsyche,’ Sophia said. ‘That’s the real you. It’s always there, but it’s not in control. Only when you are deprogrammed can the real you return.’ Sophia regarded Czarina. ‘Are you taking notes?’

      Czarina tapped her head. ‘All up here.’

      Ieva grinned. ‘At least something is.’

      Czarina elbowed her, but kept her attention on Priya.

      ‘Any other questions?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘No, more of a general complaint really,’ Czarina said. ‘This stuff is hard to get my head around.’

      ‘Maybe you should write it down,’ Ieva said.

      ‘It’s not your head you need to get around, it’s Priya’s,’ Sophia said. ‘Priya, execute Alcyone, confirm parapsyche listing.’

      Priya didn’t say anything for a moment.

      Sophia knelt in front of the bathtub. ‘Pri-Pri?’

      ‘Alcyone loaded. Listing’—Priya frowned—‘unknown.’

      Sophia paused. Interesting.

      Czarina’s fingers twitched over her pistol. ‘Everything OK?’

      Sophia checked her handwritten deprogramming manual, noticed her bookmark was in the wrong place. She stuffed it in her jacket pocket and approached Priya.

      Priya’s hands were steady, her emotions simmered flat. Sophia hoped she remained that way. She’d stressed to Czarina and Ieva on many occasions that the early stages of deprogramming were often the most dangerous. For the deprogrammer and the subject.

      But Sophia hadn’t really started. Not yet. ‘Pri-Pri, I need you to answer a few questions.’

      Priya didn’t blink. ‘But it’s your turn Sophie, have you rolled your shells?’

      Sophia cleared her throat. ‘Yes, I have rolled.’

      Ieva whispered loudly. ‘You rolled a six!’

      ‘I rolled a six,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You can leave the Charkoni now.’ Priya moved the invisible piece from the center of the invisible board, her hand waving over the bathtub. ‘Your journey begins. It’s your turn again.’

      Sophia shifted closer to the bathtub. ‘Already? OK. But first, can you please tell me about your target in the Berlin nightclub?’

      ‘Evgeny Sporyshev,’ Priya said. ‘He dances funny.’

      ‘What were you doing with him?’

      ‘We took him away, Sophie. We took him far away.’ Priya tilted her head. ‘What did you roll?’

      ‘Three,’ Sophia said. ‘Where do you take him?’

      Priya sang, ‘I’m late, I’m late, for a very important date!’ She moved Sophia’s invisible piece, then said, ‘He has an important meeting in east Berlin and we can’t be late.’

      ‘What is the meeting for?’ Sophia asked.

      Priya’s gaze fell to the inside of the bathtub. ‘I don’t know, Sophie.’

      ‘Why does the Fifth Column want Evgeny?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Kill … kill.’ Priya’s fingers quivered. ‘Turn it off, please! It’s too loud.’

      ‘Turn what off?’

      ‘All of us! We’re too loud.’ Priya’s body jerked in the bathtub, limbs twitching. ‘I don’t want to play anymore.’

      Too far. Sophia raised her hand. ‘Disregard question.’

      ‘Pri-Pri is tired. Can I sleep now?’

      ‘Soon.’ Sophia stepped away from her, to where Ieva feverishly took notes and Czarina stood in silence. ‘It’s important to know the tolerances of the programmed operative. In fact it’s not just important, it’s crucial.’

      ‘What sort of tolerances?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘Truth,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s the same for an operative as any person. Our minds can only abandon so many lies at once. We can only accept so much reality.’

      ‘There’s a capacity for her?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘She can only be stretched so far,’ Sophia said. ‘And you’re no different.’

      Back to the questions, while she had the chance. ‘Priya, do you know what will happen to Evgeny now that you’ve taken him to his important meeting?’

      Priya seemed not to hear the question at first, but then, hesitatingly, her lips moved. ‘Put them on ice,’ Priya said. ‘Put them on ice and melt them to dust.’

      ‘They? How are they melting?’ Soft waves of anxiety emanated from Priya, curled around her. Sophia was pushing too hard. ‘Disregard.’

      ‘OK, Sophie.’

      Sophia spoke low to the others. ‘If you take a programmed operative too far, too close to the edge of reality, they will reject it. They’ll reject you. And they’ll reject themselves. When that happens, they become dangerous.’

      ‘To us or themselves?’ Czarina asked.

      ‘Both,’ she said. ‘Priya, do you know why there have been a lot of Fifth Column operatives in Eastern Europe recently?’

      ‘They’re planning,’ Priya said. ‘Like busy bees. It’s a very big operation.’

      Czarina and Ieva exchanged a nervous glance.

      ‘That’s some grim shit,’ Czarina said. ‘How big is she talking?’

      Sophia spoke softly. ‘Can you tell us about the operation?’

      ‘What if I get in trouble?’ Priya asked.

      ‘You won’t get in trouble anymore, I promise.’

      ‘Maximum collateral.’ Priya’s words were whispers. She gripped the edge of the bathtub.

      The serrated edge of Priya’s pain slashed at Sophia, stealing the breath from her. Her legs weakened and she dropped to one knee.

      ‘Sophia, you good?’ Czarina called out. ‘You still got this?’

      ‘I’m in control.’ Sophia moved closer to the bathtub. ‘It’s all right, Priya.’

      Priya relaxed her grip and started to breathe slowly again.

      ‘Where is the operation?’ Sophia murmured.

      Priya’s stare was unfocused again. Only this time, she shook her head. Sophia didn’t want to push through those obstacles too hard, but needed to know about this operation before it was too late.

      ‘What is the location?’ Sophia asked, more firmly than she’d planned. ‘Is there a date for this?’

      Priya’s head transitioned from shaking to nodding. Lots of nodding. She was agreeing. But agreeing to what? She muttered to herself in another language Sophia couldn’t understand, then stopped and looked at her. Not through her, at her. For a moment, Priya’s archeopsyche came to the surface.

      ‘Destiny,’ Priya said.

      Czarina took a step forward. ‘She doesn’t know shit. There’s no big operation.’

      ‘This takes time though, right?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘It’s all about the right question.’ Sophia leaned in closer. ‘What is the Fifth Column planning to do in Eastern Europe?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Sophie, I lost the game,’ Priya said.

      ‘It’s OK.’ Sophia reached out to touch her hand. ‘I’m here now.’

      ‘No. You lost too.’

      Priya launched from the bathtub, her foot clipping Sophia across her head. Sophia recovered, but Priya was running along the concrete floor and leaping through a hole in the radar dome. Czarina drew her pistol.

      ‘Don’t shoot her!’ Sophia yelled.

      ‘But she’s trying to escape!’

      Sophia jumped through a torn section of the dome. She rolled, came to her feet. Priya was on a flat rooftop, moving for the railing around it.

      She wasn’t trying to escape.

      ‘No!’ Sophia cried.

      She ran at Priya and dived, caught hold of the woman as she leapt over the railing. Sophia held onto the collar of her uniform. Pulled the struggling Priya back up, across the metal railing and onto the concrete. Priya tore out of her Navy jacket, kicked Sophia in the ribs and was running again. Sophia pulled herself to her feet. Czarina sprinted across the rooftop, cutting off Priya’s escape.

      She had nowhere left to run.

      Sophia approached her, close enough to hear Priya whisper, ‘Are you really in control?’

      Then she sprinted, back to the radar dome. Sophia gave chase. Pain flared in her ribs, slowing her down.

      Ieva ran to cut Priya off, but the woman didn’t even change course. Instead, she sprinted right for one of the torn edges of the radar dome…

      And ran her throat into a jagged piece of metal.

      The shard nicked an artery. Blood pumped from her neck with the power of a garden hose. Sophia arrived at her side, but it was too late. Covered in Priya’s blood she sensed Czarina and Ieva looking to her for orders, but she didn’t have any. She wasn’t in control.

      Pri-Pri bled out.
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        Las Vegas, United States

      

      Aviary struggled to keep pace with Nasira and Damien as they moved across the casino floor. The marines hadn’t spotted them yet, but they blocked a potential escape route through the side entrance. Now, a new cluster of marines emerged in the casino center.

      ‘Got any more tricks?’ Nasira asked.

      Aviary’s stomach coiled tightly. ‘I think I’m about to throw up.’

      ‘Now’s probably not the time.’ Nasira pulled them deeper into the crowd before they were spotted.

      ‘Wait a second,’ Aviary said. ‘Casinos use servers to program their slot machines, right?’

      Nasira glared at her. ‘You asking me?’

      While they concealed themselves in the crowd—most of whom were too distracted by slot machines to pay them any attention—Aviary used her smartwatch to comb through the servers in the building until she found the one she was looking for.

      ‘They’re covering all angles except the plaza outside,’ Damien said.

      Nasira’s gaze flickered from one direction to another. ‘Trying to flush us into the open.’

      ‘Aviary, we need that distraction,’ Nasira muttered. ‘They’re gonna see us any second now.’

      ‘Working on it.’

      ‘Call Jay,’ Nasira said.

      ‘I’m still here.’ Jay spoke through Aviary’s watch. ‘What’s the go?’

      Nasira leaned in. ‘We’re coming out the front entrance.’

      ‘Through the plaza?’ Jay said. ‘You crazy?’

      ‘Aviary?’ Damien asked.

      ‘It’s just like your lockpicking,’ Aviary said. ‘Once you’re in, you can go almost anywhere. Especially if their cyber security is basically zero. And it is.’ She tapped her watch. ‘Jackpot.’

      Around them, rows of slot machines sang triumphantly. Coins fired from dispensers. People watched in disbelief. Ignoring the marines—whose presence wasn’t that unusual these days—they went for it.

      Aviary covered her ears to drown out the discordant slot machine music and people screaming with excitement. Everyone pushed in to the slot machines, clogging the casino floor.

      A young man with a septum piercing and an aggressively tailored suit hauled a bucketload of coins in his shirt. An elderly man tripped him with his walking stick. The coins shimmered across the floor; three marines slipped on them and fell. They climbed to their feet again, only to be brutally clotheslined by a rotund lady in a vibrant floral dress.

      ‘Outta my way!’ she yelled, opening her handbag so coins could pour in from two slot machines at once. ‘It’s pay day.’

      ‘Go! Go!’ Nasira yelled.

      Aviary bolted for the glass doors. Through the frenzied crowd, Aviary saw the marines converging on them.

      ‘Oh crap,’ Damien said.

      Her thoughts exactly.

      Jay was yelling something on her watch. ‘Don’t go outside! They have the plaza surrounded!’

      ‘Damien!’ Aviary yelled.

      He kicked the door open and stepped through. Aviary lunged toward him, reaching for his hand, but someone grabbed her ruck, pulling her back into the crowd. A trio of marines secured her, holding her wrists. She tried to relax and twist from their grasp, as she’d been taught, but their grip was already solid and pistols jammed in her face.

      Two of the marines forced her wrists together behind her back and wrapped plasticuffs around them, while the third forced her to her knees. He kneed her in her ruck, knocking the air from her and driving her face down onto the floor. As she fell, she turned, wrists wrenching from their grasp. A giddy patron with handfuls of coins tripped over her, showering the marines with money. The marines scrabbled in the confusion, one marine managing to grab her ankle. She kicked him in the face and rolled to her feet, coming face to face with the guy holding coins.

      It was Sonic the Hedgehog.

      ‘Gotta go,’ she said.

      Then she was running. Through the coins. Through the feverish patrons. The marines knocked Sonic aside and gave chase, but the crowd closed between them.

      Aviary headed for the entrance, burst through … and skidded to a halt.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t Miss … Aviary,’ Hal said.

      He stood atop a mock Venetian bridge over a mock Venetian canal, arms folded in equally mock impatience. Another man in a suit—ten years younger and minus the scar tissue—stood beside him.

      He really does have a partner, Aviary thought.

      Flanking the two Fifth Column men, an entire platoon of marines were aiming at her with carbines. Damien and Nasira were already out of play, dozens of weapons trained on them. Aviary pressed the implant in her hand. It was charged enough to trigger again, taking care of the carbines. But then she glanced around and her heart sank.

      One marine operated a fold-out tripod topped by a radar dish the size of a buffet tray. It seemed oddly familiar. She thought back to all the files she’d stolen from the Fifth Column but nothing clicked. Nothing like this. It was a threat for which she had no response.

      She stepped forward again, purposely in front of Damien, her heart racing.

      ‘Did you really think you could just run away from us?’ Hal asked.

      ‘Um, I guess my hands are tied,’ Aviary said.

      Behind her back, the plasticuffs pinched around her wrists, and her skin tingled with heat. Just as she’d hoped, Damien was using his thermogenesis to melt the loop. An instant later, the tension in her cuffs disappeared.

      ‘Hands above your heads,’ Hal said. ‘You will pay for your crimes against humanity.’

      ‘What about yours?’ Nasira raised her hands. ‘You get a promotion for those?’

      Hal turned to the marine wielding the tripod dish. ‘Activate.’

      The dish hummed softly, but did nothing else.

      ‘Hey,’ Nasira said. ‘I think the sperm count’s a bit low on your toy over here.’

      ‘Don’t say that,’ Damien said.

      Aviary’s face and arms grew hotter, but it wasn’t Damien causing it. She got warmer and warmer, the sensation building until it felt like she was on fire. She howled, and behind her, Damien moaned and collapsed. Nasira fell to her knees.

      Hal nodded. ‘Give it more juice.’

      Suddenly it was like Aviary was falling into the sun itself. She collapsed, too agonized to touch her smartwatch, to see Damien and Nasira writhing beside her, even to scream.

      All she could do was lay there as she and her friends burned alive.
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