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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      The forest blotted out gray clouds, except for a sharp strip of sky above the road. Sophia sat in her stolen Opel Vectra sedan, parked on the shoulder, and watched the side mirrors. In the distance, her target glinted on the horizon.

      She started her engine and pulled the sedan sharply across both lanes, then climbed out and stood on the white line. Not one, but two SUVs roared toward her, shimmering black. Neither slowed down.

      Sophia couldn’t make out the driver through tinted glass, but she knew who it was. The SUVs were nearly on her, and for a moment she thought they would go off-road and swerve around her. She stepped away from the sedan, her hands out. She wanted them to see it was her.

      The front SUV slowed to a halt about forty meters out. No one emerged from it.

      Sophia stood her ground and waited.

      Come on.

      At last, with the engine still running, Olesya climbed from the SUV and stood beside it. ‘Your car’s blocking the road.’

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

      ‘That you’re not leaving Eastern Europe, like we told you to.’ Olesya opened her gray coat for an easy draw. ‘I can see that.’

      ‘I found a kill switch in our DNA,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column put it there with our new abilities, when we were children.’

      ‘If you’ll recall, I never received those new abilities.’ Olesya gestured to the people inside the SUVs. ‘And neither did they. We have only what we were born with.’

      Sophia was expecting that answer. ‘Every operative you hunt has the new ones. That’s a lot of valuable intelligence lost. And potential allies—like us.’ She gestured to her hip pocket. ‘I have the papers for you. Proof.’

      ‘If this kill switch exists inside every Fifth Column operative, as you say it does, what’s to stop me triggering it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘You won’t trigger it,’ Sophia said.

      ‘What makes you so sure?’ A light wind ruffled Olesya’s pale hair. ‘One switch to kill all the operatives. It’d save me a lot of time.’

      ‘It would also kill an old friend of yours, Xiu.’

      Sophia could see the fear wash over Olesya, cold and ocean-blue.

      ‘If there was a kill switch, you’d be dead already,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia shrugged. ‘Someone at the Fifth Column planted the switches, but the organization itself doesn’t have access to them. It was done in secret.’

      Olesya brushed hair from her face. ‘The whole Fifth Column is secret, that’s the point.’

      ‘Have you heard of Intron?’ Sophia took a step forward.

      ‘That’s close enough.’ Olesya’s right hand twitched. ‘Drop the papers on the ground.’

      Sophia took a sheaf of notes from her pocket, nine pages joined with a paperclip, and let them flutter to the road before taking five long steps back. Olesya approached cautiously.

      ‘I can take the shot.’ Czarina’s voice was a whisper in Sophia’s ear.

      Fifty meters inside the forest, Czarina lay flat, camouflaged and holding a hunting rifle.

      Olesya picked up the papers and glanced over the first page. She removed and pocketed the paperclip, then rolled the notes up tightly and shoved them in her coat pocket.

      ‘How did you find us?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Oh, do you like your operative tracking?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya walked away. ‘We don’t need it. We don’t need you.’

      ‘You do if you want to remove these kill switches,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya paused, half inside the SUV. ‘If I see you on Russian soil again, I will shoot you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Nasira was on watch. It was early morning, so she stood on the back porch, listening to a breeze stir the forest behind the old mansion. Their infrared motion-sensitive cameras would notify her of any activity, but she liked to check anyway. Creaking floorboards alerted her to people emerging from inside.

      ‘Where are you two going?’ she asked.

      Aviary and Damien froze in the doorway.

      Damien cleared his throat. ‘Just some training.’

      ‘Yeah!’ Aviary said.

      ‘Don’t get it into your head that operative life is all exciting.’ Nasira lit a cigarette. ‘It’s a whole lot of sitting around and nothing happening.’

      ‘Nothing happening is good sometimes.’ Aviary rocked on the heels of her sneakers. ‘Do you want to come with us?’

      ‘I’m good,’ Nasira said. ‘Sophia won’t be happy you’re training her.’

      ‘I’m not either.’ Damien stepped off the porch and onto the grass.

      Nasira chuckled to herself. ‘That why you do it while she’s not around?’

      ‘Yep!’ Aviary said. ‘And if she finds out, we blame Damien!’ She launched off the porch and shoved Damien forward.

      ‘Stay close to the edge of the forest, so I can see you guys,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary walked backwards and saluted her. ‘Copy that.’

      Nasira had time to watch the pair disappear into the forest before the floorboards creaked again and Ezra stepped out onto the porch. Hélio’s bodyguard gave Nasira a sharp nod, which she barely returned.

      ‘We’re supposed to take Hélio back to Brazil tomorrow,’ Ezra said.

      Nasira drew on her cigarette. ‘Shame we couldn’t dig anything up.’

      Ezra clasped her hands behind her back. ‘I said supposed to, but—’

      ‘What she’s trying to say’—Hélio appeared in the doorway behind her, scratching his neck—‘is that I need a lab where I can run some tests on the kill switch.’

      ‘We got our answer in Budapest,’ Nasira said.

      Hélio swallowed. ‘Yeah, well I don’t trust Doctor Meresz.’

      ‘You tell me this now?’ Nasira kept her attention on Aviary and Damien as they moved between the trees. ‘You need to talk to Sophia.’

      Hélio nodded. ‘As soon as she’s back. I’ll gather my notes.’

      ‘Do that. We’ve been here too long, we’re probably going to move shop tomorrow.’

      Hélio disappeared inside and Nasira turned her attention to his bodyguard. ‘Ezra, right? You don’t have to stand at attention.’

      Ezra remained perfectly still. ‘I am simply standing.’

      ‘Can you do it somewhere else? It’s creeping me out.’

      Ezra leaned forward, both hands on the handrail, eyes on Damien and Aviary out at the forest’s edge.

      ‘You have a very odd team.’ Ezra said. ‘Did Sophia hire you?’

      ‘What?’ Nasira said. ‘Hell no, we work together.’

      ‘But she is the leader?’

      ‘Yeah. She earned that a long time ago.’

      ‘She is preoccupied with the Russians,’ Ezra said. ‘It concerns me.’

      ‘She wants more people on our side.’

      Ezra looked at her. ‘But you think otherwise, yes?’

      ‘You want to lighten up a bit? Or does Intron remove your personalities when you sign up?’ Nasira asked.

      Ezra cleared her throat. ‘When you’re on the job—’

      ‘When are you not on the job?’ Nasira asked. ‘Unless you’re an Intron employee with superannuation and paid leave. Then I guess you get time off.’

      ‘You could take a vacation,’ Ezra said.

      Nasira blew smoke in her direction. ‘Last time I went on a vacation, Intron kidnapped Jay and stole his abilities.’ She let the silence stretch out, waiting for Ezra to break it.

      ‘What is it like?’ Ezra asked at last. ‘Doing what you do? Out of … loyalty.’

      Nasira eyed her. ‘Loyalty is for Fifth Column zombies.’

      ‘So why do you do it?’ Ezra asked. ‘This little rebellion against the Fifth Column.’

      ‘If we don’t, who else is gonna?’

      Ezra’s gaze narrowed. ‘But you choose this.’

      Nasira ground out her cigarette under her boot. ‘The stuff we did, as operatives. We don’t deserve to be alive. While we are, might as well balance it.’

      ‘And are you? Balancing it?’

      ‘Ain’t really any of your business,’ Nasira said. ‘You got somebody else to harass?’

      ‘As a matter of fact, yes. I need to speak with Jay about his experience in Colombia,’ Ezra said. ‘Do you know where he is?’

      ‘Clearing his head,’ Nasira said. ‘Went for a walk about half an hour ago.’

      Ezra nodded, and headed inside. At the door, she stopped. ‘Does Jay like to clear his head?’

      ‘Which Jay?’ Nasira asked. ‘The one from Project GATE who saved my life once, by accidentally defibrillating my heart? Or the one who lost his abilities and can’t deal with it?’

      Ezra considered. ‘The one you love.’
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      ‘Why do you still want training?’ Damien stood between two large oaks and faced Aviary.

      ‘Our last lesson was months ago, in Nevada,’ Aviary said. ‘I think I need more than that.’

      ‘It’s not a requirement.’

      Aviary stared at him. ‘You don’t want to train me, do you?’

      ‘I will if you want me to.’

      She placed her hands on her hips. ‘So what’s today’s lesson?’

      ‘Awareness.’

      ‘That sounds … not exciting.’

      ‘Your awareness isn’t fully developed yet,’ he said. ‘And that’s because of your anticipation. It’s interfering.’

      ‘Is that supposed to encourage me?’

      ‘What do you think makes a good pickpocket?’

      ‘Speed.’ She nodded. ‘Real speed.’

      Damien stepped forward and grasped her elbow. She stopped breathing, looked down at her elbow. As she did, he took her phone from the other pocket and waved it in front of her.

      Her eyebrows narrowed. ‘Ha! Cheap trick.’

      ‘Distraction.’ He handed the phone back to her. ‘When you’re out in the field—and the field is anywhere—you need to spot an operative as early as possible.’

      ‘I thought you were going to teach me how to fight,’ she said.

      ‘There’s a lot more to it than fighting.’

      ‘You take the fun out of everything.’ Aviary chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘Isn’t spotting an operative really hard? I mean, the whole point of their training is to never be seen, right?’

      ‘That’s true,’ Damien said. ‘They have a range of disguises and if you know what they are, you have a better chance of spotting them.’

      ‘Oh, like in Mission: Impossible?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘No, that’s stupid,’ he said. ‘More like a spy movie.’

      ‘Right.’ She tilted her head. ‘So what should I be looking out for?’

      ‘The most effective disguise is none at all,’ Damien said. ‘The extremely ordinary person. This is how an operative blends into the baseline. Same clothing as everyone else. Same attitude as everyone else. Same movement as everyone else. They dissolve into their environment. There is nothing remarkable about them. They look—’

      ‘Boring?’ she said.

      ‘And your job is to identify boring before it’s too late,’ he said.

      Aviary frowned. ‘How?’

      ‘Intention,’ Damien said. ‘You need to learn to see their intention.’

      ‘Yeah, well I’m not Sophia. I can’t smell their emotions like some sort of bloodhound.’

      ‘You don’t need to,’ he said. ‘Even with a trained operative in a crowd, you can see their intention, if you know what to look for. And when you’re fighting them, you can feel their intention before they strike. That makes you faster.’

      ‘Sounds out of my league,’ Aviary said. ‘Are you going to teach me that? Can you even teach me that?’

      ‘Close your eyes.’

      She did so and smiled. ‘What are you going to do, huh?’

      ‘Attack you.’

      ‘Oh, right. What about your neck?’ She pointed to the wound from the Purity rally.

      ‘It’s healing, don’t worry about me. Now I want you to relax and breathe how I’ve taught you.’

      Aviary exhaled noisily through her mouth, then her stomach expanded as she inhaled.

      ‘That’s good,’ he said.

      ‘I sound like Darth Vader.’

      ‘You’re engaging your vagus nerve when you exhale,’ Damien said. ‘The same thing cats do when they purr. It will calm you, and increase your focus.’

      ‘Fine.’ She kept breathing. Damien observed her arms were rigid and her body still carried tension. That would slow her down.

      ‘Close your eyes.’ He circled her. ‘I’m going to touch you, but I want you to react with minimal energy. Don’t overthink it. Just brush me off or counterattack.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘All right, got it.’

      ‘Relax.’

      Her shoulders slumped. ‘Got it.’

      Damien grabbed her arm. She tensed, then clamped down on him with her other hand.

      ‘Minimal reaction,’ he said.

      She released her grip, and seemed about to apologize, then turned her body. The movement broke his grasp.

      ‘Good.’ He padded softly around her again. ‘Keep talking. Don’t focus on me, just let it happen.’

      ‘At the rally … Sophia saved me,’ Aviary said. ‘I could’ve died yesterday.’

      ‘And you saved me,’ he said.

      ‘Not really, she saved all of us,’ she said. ‘Especially on the roof.’

      Damien reached out to her chest, hesitated, then shifted his hand higher, placing his palm on her collarbone. She flinched, then grasped his hand firmly and turned away from him. Her shoulder pushed his arm out, locking it; just a little more pressure would break his arm.

      ‘Very good,’ he said.

      Aviary released him. ‘Did Sophia rescue you? Like the others?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Did she grab you in the middle of some black operation, then whisk you off to her secret bat cave so she could deprogram you?’

      ‘Keep contact with my arms, even when I’m not touching you. You need to feel my intent before I make my move.’ Damien moved gently around her. ’Why would she have a cave full of bats?’

      Aviary sighed. ‘Forget that bit. But everything else I just said.’

      Her fingers ran lightly across his arm. He watched as she turned with him—eyes closed and hand still on his arm. She was getting good at this.

      Gently, he grabbed her collar with one hand. She didn’t flinch this time. Instead, she slid her hand down his arm, her fingers closing over his elbow. At the same time, her other hand ran up his body. With one hand, she pulled his elbow out. With the other, she pushed his head away. He dropped to his knees.

      Damien brought a knee up to rest his arm. ‘Not quite like that.’

      ‘Did I do that wrong?’ she asked.

      He rose to his feet. ‘No, that was good. I mean I stayed with the Fifth Column for a while. Sophia didn’t abduct me or take me anywhere. So…’

      With her eyes still closed, she smirked. ‘So you were like an undercover spy?’

      ‘For a little while.’

      He shifted around her, while she maintained contact and tracked his movement. When he got behind her, he lightly pressed his fist into her shoulder blade. She yielded to his movement and turned. His fist slipped along her back, over her shoulder. She grasped it and pulled down on his arm, lightly.

      Another arm break, with the right pressure.

      ‘You’re getting the hang of it.’

      She released him. ‘I’m glad you think so, because I have no idea.’

      ‘Are you sure you want to learn this?’

      ‘You don’t want me to?’

      ‘I don’t want anything to happen to you,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, well same with you.’

      Damien hesitated; she would have felt the change in his movement.

      Her hand touched his wrist. ‘You don’t think I can handle this,’ she said. ‘Do you?’

      ‘I never said that. Right now, you’re completely aware of my intent. That means you don’t need to guess my next move. You feel it.’

      Aviary’s fingertips traveled lightly across his arm.

      Damien raised his arm to attack.

      Aviary stepped in close—eyes closed—and cut him off. ‘What if I can handle it?’ Her breath was warm on his neck.

      He leaned slightly in. ‘That’s what scares me.’

      A sharp buzzing broke the silence; Aviary’s phone. She stepped away from him, opening her eyes and reaching for the device. With his sensitive hearing, Damien could hear Nasira’s voice—both from Aviary’s phone and all the way back at the porch.

      ‘Sophia’s back,’ Nasira said. ‘You might want to get in here.’
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      ‘The Russian hunters are moving south, to Poland,’ Sophia said.

      Felix, one of Hélio’s bodyguards, placed his hands on his hips. ‘Is that a problem?’

      Czarina eyed Sophia. ‘You want everyone in on this meeting?’

      The bodyguards—Ezra and Felix—watched her carefully.

      ‘I don’t think we have time to be picky right now,’ Sophia said.

      Behind Sophia, Damien drew the blinds and checked the surveillance cameras on her phone. ‘All clear,’ he said.

      Sophia moved for the dining table, where Aviary’s laptop was resting. She checked the map to find it was still tracking Olesya’s phone, then she flattened the screen over the keyboard so everyone could see.

      ‘What did they say?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Not much,’ Sophia said. ‘That’s why Aviary has hacked the mike on Olesya’s phone and Ieva is translating what they say to English. Now we know their destination and we know their operation. And we can track their movements.’

      Aviary pointed to her screen. ‘Purity are holding a victory march in Wrocław tomorrow. Terror threat level is high, specifically in Wrocław.’

      ‘That’s ‘cause they raised it themselves,’ Nasira said.

      ‘If there’s one thing that can help Purity’s cause, it’s an act of violence against them. And all that violence has just arrived in Wrocław.’ Sophia elevated her phone; the screen showed a cluster of blips pulsing yellow: operatives on standby.

      Damien’s eyes went wide. ‘How many are there?’

      ‘Eight Fifth Column operatives. Four engaged and four in reserve.’

      Jay whistled. ‘Those Russians sure have their work cut out for them.’

      ‘The operatives’ activation time is tomorrow, midday,’ Aviary said. ‘The victory march should be in full swing by then.’

      Ezra, Hélio’s second bodyguard, leaned over the table for a closer look at the blips. ‘What do they have planned?’

      Sophia chewed her lip. ‘From what we’ve overheard Olesya saying, it’s a mass shooting,’ she said. ‘On a scale we’ve never seen.’

      ‘Do they have a projected number of casualties?’ Damien asked.

      ‘One hundred to three hundred,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Holy shit,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Is there a proxy shooter for this?’ Czarina asked.

      Sophia took a deep breath. ‘There are four proxies.’

      Aviary raised her hand. ‘And Olesya was talking about kidnapped Russian intelligence officers. Not sure how that fits in though.’

      ‘I can take an educated guess,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column are putting Russia’s fingerprints all over this.’

      ‘That’s a good reason not to be there,’ Ezra said.

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s a good reason to be there. If the Fifth Column get away with this, Purity become immeasurably powerful and there’ll be no place for people like Olesya’s team. Especially when the whole world hates them.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s already happening,’ Czarina said.

      Jay’s eyebrows wrinkled together. ‘Is it still called a lone wolf if there are four proxies? Or is it like a wolf pack now?’

      ‘What else did they say?’ Czarina asked.

      Aviary shrugged. ‘Not much. They complained about the quality of their cigarette filters, and some explosives stolen from Purity somewhere in Ukraine.’

      ‘Why don’t we just catch the Fifth Column operatives?’ Damien asked. ‘Before they start shooting. That’s the whole point of why you’re here, isn’t it?’

      Sophia shared a glance with Ieva and Czarina. ‘The operatives have been upgraded.’

      Damien’s brow furrowed. ‘Upgraded? How?’

      Czarina snapped her fingers. ‘Punch-you-through-a-wall upgraded.’

      ‘Can’t you just deprogram these jokers?’ Nasira asked. ‘Avoid the punch-on.’

      ‘We tried,’ Czarina said. ‘But they keep … killing themselves.’

      Damien scratched his trimmed facial hair. ‘Can you revise your trigger phrases?’

      ‘That takes time,’ Sophia said. ‘Right now, we need to help the Russians.’

      ‘With all due respect,’ Czarina said, ‘they don’t want our help.’

      ‘If we stand around waiting for their permission, it will be too late,’ Sophia said. ‘Whoever wants in, we leave in half an hour.’ She turned to Hélio’s bodyguards. ‘That goes for you too.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Felix said. ‘It’s not our fight.’

      Sophia nodded, and surveyed the group standing around the table. ‘All right, whose fight is it?’

      ‘Mine,’ Nasira said.

      Czarina crossed her arms. ‘Fine, I guess I’m in.’

      ‘Yeah, me too,’ Jay said. ‘If you need me.’

      ‘Just remember,’ Sophia said, ‘you don’t have your—’

      ‘I know, I know,’ Jay said. ‘No regeneration, no electrogenic ability, no infrared vision. Just plain old me. If that’s enough.’

      ‘Of course,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Count me in,’ Damien said.

      ‘Me too,’ Ieva said. ‘Please.’

      Sophia looked over her shoulder at Aviary.

      ‘Do you actually want me there?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘At a safe distance.’

      Aviary nodded. ‘Should be OK then.’

      ‘Do any of you get paid for this job?’ Hélio asked. ‘Even, you know, danger money or something?’ He looked at each member of the group. ‘You’re risking your lives like it’s nothing.’

      ‘It ain’t nothing,’ Nasira said, ‘it’s everything.’

      ‘The payoff is we survive a little longer,’ Sophia said. ‘And we come one step closer to destroying the real evil of this world.’

      Hélio wet his lips. ‘The Fifth Column. Right. So you volunteer—no money, no funds?’

      ‘We can fund ourselves,’ Ieva said. ‘If that’s what you’re asking. We skim ATMs.’

      Czarina gave Ieva a fist bump. ‘Victimless crime.’

      ‘Except … for the banks,’ Ieva said.

      Hélio frowned. ‘ATMs. But you don’t risk your lives for that. You can do it whenever you want.’

      ‘There was that one time we did a heist,’ Jay said, until Nasira put a hand over his mouth.

      ‘I know it don’t make sense to someone like you,’ Nasira said, ‘but that’s how we roll. Stopping the Fifth Column and’—she looked over at Sophia, then at Jay—‘helping each other.’

      Hélio raised his hand. ‘I … I think I want to volunteer.’

      Everyone stared at him.

      ‘I can … I could be Aviary’s assistant. I’m no expert, but I know my way around some things.’ Hélio pointed his thumb over at his bodyguards. ‘And they could help.’

      Ezra spoke through gritted teeth. ‘We don’t recommend that course of action.’

      ‘Your orders are, essentially, to do what I say,’ Hélio said. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Your safety overrides your orders,’ Felix said.

      ‘Then keep me at a distance.’ He gave Sophia a nod. ‘My orders remain.’

      ‘You’re here to find the kill switch,’ Sophia said. ‘And you didn’t. So why are you helping us?’

      ‘Because I’m not done yet,’ he said.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Sophia asked.

      He removed a USB stick from his pocket. ‘I looked through the virologist’s report from Budapest. The results of her testing.’ He set the stick on the table. ‘She forgot to change the date. It’s outdated. I compared it to the files from when Hal Claycomb learned about the kill switch. The dates match.’

      ‘Hal Claycomb?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘He’s a Fifth Column agent, I’ll fill you in,’ Nasira said.

      ‘What are you saying?’ Jay asked Hélio. ‘That she didn’t even test Nasira’s DNA sample?’

      ‘I’m saying she probably discovered the kill switch in the first place.’

      ‘The email between Hal and the scientist,’ Aviary said. ‘You think that was Doctor Meresz?’

      ‘Was her name mentioned?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘No,’ Aviary said. ‘But the email went to an Intron email address, and she had one. Actually, so do you...’

      ‘Why would I be here if it was me?’ Hélio asked. ‘Think about it.’

      ‘All right, so we go back,’ Ezra said. ‘This time we don’t ask for Meresz to do the test, we make her.’

      ‘No.’ Nasira shook her head. ‘She’s probably dead by now.’

      Sophia’s stomach knotted. ‘Explain.’

      ‘She was scared,’ Nasira said. ‘And not of us.’

      ‘Nasira’s right,’ Hélio said. ‘We need to run our own tests for the kill switch.’

      ‘We can do that back in Brazil, can’t we?’ Felix asked.

      ‘I’m not returning empty-handed.’

      ‘Fine, you can stay with us,’ Sophia said. ‘But there’s no need to put yourself at risk today.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Czarina said. ‘You don’t owe us anything.’

      ‘I said I wanted to volunteer.’ Hélio looked at Sophia. ‘Isn’t my word enough?’

      ‘Not nearly,’ Sophia said. ‘You can stay with Aviary and Damien, away from the action. I’m sure you can help them.’ She turned to Aviary. ‘Keep an eye on Olesya’s phone and the operatives in Wrocław. Can you prep a spare phone to track the operatives?’

      ‘Sure,’ Aviary said. ‘I have small, wearable cameras too, so I can see what everyone’s doing.’ She held up a small black camera the size of a coin.

      Sophia nodded her approval. It couldn’t hurt. ‘Everyone, sort your kit. We’ll take three vehicles—Hélio, you can have one to yourself with your bodyguards. Jay, we’re running pistols, but I have one modified M4 with your name on it.’

      ‘Giving me the carbine?’ He chewed his lip. ‘Are the optics magnified?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘But I can swap out the holographic for a scope.’

      ‘That can work. But are you sure?’ he asked. ‘I’m not enhanced anymore.’

      ‘You’re our best sharpshooter.’

      ‘True.’
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        Wrocław, Poland

      

      

      Olesya stretched up to the top of the supermarket shelf and selected a packet of ground coffee, all the while focusing her awareness on the person approaching from behind. The supermarket was quiet at this time of night, save for the pair of tired paramedics wandering the confectionary aisle after their shift.

      ‘Olesya,’ said the man, his voice marking him as young and American.

      She’d already drawn her pistol inside her coat and pointed the barrel under her arm. The American would see the barrel pressing against her material, and maybe think twice about trying anything.

      She looked over her shoulder at him, standing there in a jacket and faded jeans, his skin a pale olive and his stubble overgrown. A bandage on his neck made it look like he’d been attacked by a vampire, but his large nose and scruffy hair were familiar.

      Olesya held the coffee in front of her so she could still shoot him from under her arm. ‘Do I know you?’

      ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’

      She turned to face him properly, and a smirk pulled at the corner of his lips. He broke eye contact and smoothed his jacket with both hands.

      Sophia wasn’t lying, she thought. ‘Damien. You’re alive.’

      ‘To my surprise,’ Damien said. ‘Are you going to shoot me?’

      ‘Should I?’

      ‘I hope not.’ He raised his hands. ‘I’m free.’

      ‘—Lance?’

      ‘No, just free,’ he said. ‘Can we … talk somewhere?’

      ‘How did you find me?’ she asked.

      ‘Your phone.’

      ‘My phone?’ Olesya evaluated her options. ‘Sophia sent you. Is she with you now?’

      ‘She’s around.’

      ‘This is not a good time.’

      ‘Five minutes and I’ll be gone.’

      ‘Somehow I don’t believe that.’ She took a step toward him. ‘But what I do believe is you need a drink.’

      Damien didn’t object in the two seconds she gave him before leaving the aisle to pay for her coffee and bottled water at the register. The disinterested cashier, a man with rosy cheeks and an aversion to eye contact, took her cash. Damien waited patiently by the exit and, without a word, accompanied her to her vehicle, only to pause at a trashcan.

      ‘Don’t you want to dispose of your phone?’

      Ignoring the question, she turned to face him. ‘Tell me one thing.’

      Damien swallowed. ‘OK.’

      ‘Why do you follow Sophia?’

      ‘Because she won’t rest until she rights her wrongs.’ He stared at the trashcan. ‘Even then, I don’t think she’ll stop.’

      It wasn’t the answer Olesya expected, but it would do. She unlocked her car, dropped her groceries on the seat and slammed the door. Then, indicating a restaurant across the road with dimmed lights and vacant tables, she set off.

      Damien followed without protest; they crossed the road together, in silence, and entered the restaurant. Olesya chose the table farthest from the others, one where they could both keep an eye on the entrance.

      She sat opposite Damien, adjusting to his adult appearance. His round face had narrowed slightly and his hair was shorter. He had dark facial hair, trimmed short, and messy brown hair. His nose was larger now and there was a bandage on one side of his neck.

      ‘It’s really you,’ she said. ‘And you’re not a programmed operative.’

      ‘Not for a while now,’ he said. ‘You seem surprised.’

      ‘I was waiting for the day when we’d have to hunt you down.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad that day hasn’t come.’

      ‘What about Jay?’

      ‘He’s holding up.’

      ‘What happened to your neck?’

      He touched it gingerly. ‘Angry mob.’

      ‘I didn’t know you and Jay that well—I didn’t know anyone in Firebird Squad that well—but you were good to me.’

      ‘More than Ark?’

      She suppressed a laugh. ‘That’s a low bar.’

      ‘Did he make it?’

      She exhaled slowly. ‘He’s on my team now.’

      A waiter approached their table and produced menus with a flourish, then asked in English, ‘Would you like to order drinks?’

      Damien glanced quickly at the menu. ‘Green tea. And some cold water please.’

      She shot him a stare. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘You have a big day tomorrow,’ he said.

      Olesya sighed. ‘Two, please.’

      Once the waiter had gone, Damien cleared his throat. ‘There’s something you need to know about this operation.’

      ‘Operation?’ Olesya forced a smile. ‘I’m just here to see the sights.’

      Damien shrugged. ‘The victory march. That will be some sight.’

      She leaned back in her chair. ‘Is there something you want to tell me, Damien?’

      ‘Everything that happens tomorrow’—he paused as a couple of patrons stood and left the restaurant—‘will be blamed on Russia. If you’re on the ground, doing whatever you’re going to do, you will be implicated.’

      ‘If we’re on the ground,’ she said.

      Damien spoke softly. ‘Put us on the ground.’

      Olesya leaned in, her elbows on the table. ‘If the Fifth Column are going to blame me, they don’t need me on the ground. They don’t even need me in the country. One billion dollars a year in propaganda goes a long way.’ She paused, curious about the bandage on his neck. ‘Love bite?’

      Damien touched it gingerly. ‘Purity rally. I almost bled out.’

      ‘You should stop attending Purity rallies.’

      ‘We captured one of their hired rabble rousers.’ He pulled out his phone and brought up a photo. ‘He had an implant of some sort in his neck.’

      She looked the photo over. Small, rectangular. ‘It looks … like a microchip.’

      ‘Two weeks ago, I was captured at a border crossing in Guatemala,’ Damien said. ‘Purity, again. Microchip, again.’

      ‘And you think everyone at the victory march is chipped?’ Olesya asked. ‘Like pets?’

      He took his phone back. ‘Maybe the important ones.’

      The waiter returned with a pot of tea and two cups. Damien poured and added cold water.

      Olesya folded her arms. ‘Is there anything else?’

      ‘This is a big operation.’ Damien lowered the teapot. ‘And your team is five, right?’

      ‘Five trained,’ she said. ‘Very well trained.’

      Damien gave her a slight grin. ‘It’s still only five. You could make that twelve.’

      She eased back in her chair. ‘Even if I wanted to work with you, there’s no way I could get authorization on that.’

      ‘Would you need it?’

      ‘Most certainly.’

      Damien sipped his tea. ‘We both know the parameters for tomorrow. And we’re both planning to stop the shooting. We can do it separately or we can do it together. That’s your choice.’

      ‘I’m sure Sophia would prefer it wasn’t,’ she said.

      ‘You need help,’ he said. ‘You may not want it, but you need it.’

      ‘Playing hard ball, now?’ Olesya suppressed the urge to laugh. ‘You just arrive in Wrocław, out of nowhere, and expect me to trust a rogue operative? Who is dangerous, and likely a bit crazy.’

      Damien smiled. ‘Dangerous, well, sure. But I’m not—’

      ‘I’m talking about Sophia.’

      ‘Right. Well, I’m asking you to trust me,’ Damien said. ‘If that’s something you can do.’

      She pushed her tea aside.

      Damien leaned back in his seat and exhaled. ‘I guess not.’

      ‘That was easy,’ she said. ‘I was expecting a little more effort than that.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I already made my decision back at that trashcan,’ she said. ‘When I asked you why you follow Sophia.’

      ‘And you let me talk all that time?’ Damien sighed. ‘What convinced you?’

      ‘You were there for me, once. And now you seem to be here for me again,’ Olesya said.

      ‘I am. We are.’

      Predictable response, she thought. ‘I want to trust you. But that could prove to be a considerable mistake.’

      ‘I know you don’t like her, and I know why,’ Damien said. ‘She told me about Moscow, years ago.’

      ‘That’s history.’

      ‘Fine, but the programmed Sophia and the real Sophia—they’re two different people.’

      Olesya wet her lips. ‘What does she get out of this?’

      ‘Trust,’ Damien said. ‘There’s only so many people out there she can count as allies. And she doesn’t want to lose those.’

      ‘I suggest you don’t divide a bear’s pelt before you kill it,’ she said.

      Damien blinked. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘We’re not allies yet.’ Olesya placed a mobile on the table. ‘I’ll call this phone in two hours. I’ll need the names, skills and pseudogenic abilities of everyone in your team. Be ready.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia followed Olesya’s accomplice up the spiraling stairwell of a reconstructed Renaissance building. Her name was Marina and she was Central Asian in appearance, wearing a black winter coat that matched her dark ponytail. Marina spoke with a Russian accent, at least with the few words she’d spoken so far. Sophia took two steps at a time to keep up, while the rest of her ten-person team climbed the stairwell behind her.

      Marina reached the top level, pausing only to shed her coat. As she opened an iron door, Sophia noticed two bobby pins that glinted in her black tresses. Marina stepped aside, allowing Sophia and her team to set foot inside an attic. The wooden floorboards creaked underfoot and dust floated in the air, visible under a large skylight.

      Olesya’s gaze seared through her. ‘You’re late.’

      Sophia kept her hands clear of her waistband. ‘We had to be careful.’

      ‘That might be a first,’ she said.

      Olesya stood in the center of the attic, near a table covered in maps and a tablet. Her charcoal-gray coat was buttoned over her chest, no doubt concealing covert armor and a formidable array of equipment across her belt.

      Standing by Olesya, her team of operative hunters. They wielded scoped AN-94 rifles. In the corners of the attic, away from the porthole-sized windows, Sophia noticed small rucksacks, rolled up sleeping bags and bottled water.

      ‘Nice place,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Airbnb,’ Olesya said. ‘Can your radios load SD cards? You’ll need our encryption key.’

      ‘Yes, but we’re short two units, if you have any spares.’

      Olesya nodded.

      Damien and Jay moved either side of Sophia and lowered their slim, ten-liter rucksacks to the floor. Damien was wearing fingerless tactical gloves and Jay carried a disassembled carbine in his ruck.

      Jay stepped forward, ignoring the rifles aimed in his direction. ‘Ark, is that you?’ He stuck out his hand.

      Ark stared at it, then at him. ‘After all this time, you want to shake my hand?’

      Jay lowered his hand. ‘It’s cool, whatever.’

      Ark laughed, then pulled Jay in for a hug that almost lifted him from his feet. Then Ark did the same with Damien.

      ‘This is Andrey,’ Ark said, introducing them to the hunter with the shaved head. Andrey nodded, but didn’t shake hands. ‘And this is Nika.’

      Nika had pale skin and strawberry blond hair. Holding her AN-94 rifle, she used her supporting hand to shake Damien’s, and then, with a smile, she shook Jay’s. ‘Thank you for your assistance.’

      ‘I wouldn’t thank them just yet,’ Marina said, closing the door behind them.

      ‘And you know Marina,’ Ark said. ‘Public relations.’

      ‘We’re somewhat acquainted,’ Sophia said.

      The rest of Sophia’s team assembled around her, crowding the attic. ‘You know Damien and Jay. This is Nasira, Czarina and Ieva. Former operatives, all deprogrammed.’

      ‘Supposedly,’ Nika said, watching them with a steady gaze.

      ‘Hélio is the bioengineer I told you about.’

      Olesya pointed to Aviary. ‘Who’s the Asian girl with red hair?’

      ‘I’m Aviary,’ she said. ‘Tech support.’

      Olesya raised an eyebrow. ‘You are not an operative.’

      ‘She’s the reason we can track operatives to begin with,’ Sophia said.

      ‘So she does Google Maps. We don’t need that.’ Marina pushed past Aviary and Sophia to join her group.

      Aviary stared Marina down. ‘I can override your phones, steal your cars and hijack your satellites.’

      ‘We don’t use satellites,’ Marina said. ‘And we have getaway cars and bikes ready. How would you help?’

      ‘I can crack anything.’ Aviary said. ‘Well, most things.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ Olesya checked her watch. ‘We have seventy-five minutes. I want everyone briefed on their roles and in position within fifteen minutes. Does everyone have fresh vehicles today?’

      Sophia nodded. ‘We do.’

      ‘Fine.’ Olesya reached for her tablet. ‘Sophia, over here.’

      Onscreen, a grid of camera footage. Most of them were corridors, but some were alleys outside. Beside the tablet was a notepad that listed Sophia’s team, and a printed satellite map of the market square, the operatives’ positions and Olesya’s proposed positions.

      Olesya’s focus was on the market square, classified as a pedestrian zone. The square comprised four cobblestoned streets—north, south, east and west. In the center was a large block of buildings, including the old and new town hall.

      ‘Your fancy operative tracking has confirmed what our surveillance picked up,’ Olesya said. ‘The operatives have selected several apartments and attics suitable for taking up their firing positions; we have the precise locations for all except one, who we weren’t able to pinpoint on short notice.’ She indicated to the first row of cameras on her tablet screen, covering alleys and a foyer. ‘We know the building, but we don’t know the level or room.’

      Sophia offered her phone, its map sprinkled with red dots. ‘You do now.’

      ‘That won’t help with which level they’re on,’ Marina said quickly.

      ‘As long as we have the position covered, we will know soon enough,’ Olesya said. ‘While you were sleeping soundly last night, we sourced our own four locations; north, east, west and central. By the looks of it, we won’t need the south strip.’

      Sophia glanced at the map. ‘Because the operatives are focused on the north.’

      ‘Correct,’ Olesya said. ‘We have an office on the top floor of the town hall and we have three apartments—north, east, west. One is vacant, and two have residents. One of the residents will be at work. A couple in their thirties are in the other apartment and are likely to be home when you enter. Restrain and sedate until we’re done.’

      Olesya’s team nodded.

      ‘You’re planning to breach their positions?’ Sophia asked. ‘Simultaneously?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘One of us per upgraded operative? That’s not a good idea. Instead, we plan to shoot them from a distance.’

      With a pencil, Olesya drew lines between her people’s positions and the positions of the operatives. Once the operatives were in place to shoot the crowd below, Olesya’s team would have clear lines of sight to take them out first.

      ‘We can work in pairs now,’ Sophia said.

      ‘One shooter, one spotter,’ Olesya confirmed. ‘I have a list of backup locations—apartments and attics—that we can breach on all four sides of the market square, in case we need them. Most of them are occupied, so you will have to take care of the people on entry.’

      ‘If you give us the addresses, Aviary can mark them on our phones,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I have written them down for you,’ Olesya said. ‘But I also want some of you on the ground. The operatives will do most of the shooting, but the proxies are more damaging to us. The moment they draw a weapon on that crowd, the Fifth Column’s operation is an instant success.’

      ‘I care more about the people getting shot,’ Sophia said. ‘Even if they are Purity Party members.’

      Olesya reached for the list of names. ‘Sophia, you can interpret emotions, correct? What’s the range on your … smelling?’

      Now probably isn’t the right time to tell everyone I can see emotions.

      ‘Twenty meters or so,’ she said.

      ‘We can use you on the ground to spot the proxies. Nasira, too.’ Olesya kept her eyes on her papers. ‘Your magnetoception can be used to detect an explosive charge, yes?’

      ‘I’d have to be real close,’ Nasira said.

      ‘You can’t put her on the ground,’ Sophia interrupted.

      ‘Why not?’ Olesya and Nasira asked in unison.

      ‘Her skin color,’ Sophia said.

      ‘We have makeup,’ Olesya said. ‘And she can keep to the sidelines until we need her.’

      Ark raised his hand. ‘I can do it. I have the same ability.’

      ‘We need you on a scope,’ Olesya said. ‘Unless you would prefer to be on the ground surrounded by Purity supporters.’

      ‘That didn’t work out last time,’ Ark said. ‘I’ll stay where I am.’

      ‘Put me on the ground,’ Nasira said.

      Sophia glared at her. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘You want us to help, right?’ Nasira asked. ‘I’m helping.’

      ‘The best-case scenario,’ Olesya said, ‘is we identify the proxies before they start shooting. If you’re on the ground, you can get to them in time and we can end this quickly and quietly. If we do that, the operatives never take their positions.’

      ‘I doubt we’ll be that lucky,’ Ark said.

      ‘This has nothing to do with luck,’ Olesya said. ‘But regardless, you need to move in fast and strip them of identification. They will likely be Russian.’

      ‘ID doesn’t matter. The Fifth Column will still make sure they’re identified as Russian,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Perhaps, but I’m not going to make it easy for them,’ Olesya said. ‘The rest of us, in our positions overlooking the market square, should be ready to engage both the operatives and the proxies. As soon as we identify each proxy, we need at least one shooter on them, ready to take the shot.’

      ‘In a crowd,’ Sophia said. ‘That won’t be easy.’

      ‘You’ll need more than four shooters,’ Jay said.

      ‘Well, we have four rifles,’ Olesya said. ‘If we need more than that, we’re in big trouble.’

      ‘We already are.’ Sophia slipped the ruck from her shoulders. ‘This is a lot of shooting to stop all at once.’

      Olesya stared. ‘If it’s too hard for you—’

      ‘We have enough ammunition for our pistols.’ Sophia peeled the front of her ruck to reveal three spare magazines, nestled above her lockpick set and a coil of paracord threaded with carabiners. ‘And we have one carbine with a scope.’

      Without instruction, Jay unzipped his ruck and removed its interior wall to expose a field-stripped M4 carbine with the stock folded and the barrel and rail separated.

      ‘Is that all you have?’ Ark asked.

      From deeper inside the small ruck, Jay unearthed a black cylindrical device—a stun grenade—and tossed it to Ark. ‘Better than nothing.’

      Ark weighed it in his hand. ‘If I need to use this, things have gone very wrong.’

      ‘Jay, I’ll put you on the north with Andrey,’ Olesya said. ‘It’s our widest vantage point, ideal for two competent shooters.’

      Jay nodded. ‘You got it, Captain.’

      ‘Don’t call me captain,’ Olesya said. ‘I have duct tape and shade cloth to conceal your positions. Make sure you cover all the windows in your room, we don’t want to attract suspicion.’

      ‘The operatives will use shade cloth too,’ Sophia said. ‘Do you have any infrared scopes?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘No, but our monoculars have infrared. Is that M4 all you have?’

      Sophia gestured to her hip. ‘The rest of us are running pistols.’

      Olesya took her pencil and drew lines between the names on her list. ‘If you have any questions, now is the time.’

      Outside, a crowd cheered. Both Ark and Jay peered out of the porthole-shaped windows.

      Ark tilted his head, craning his neck. ‘They’re starting.’

      Sophia moved over to see. Below them, the south street. A crowd already swelled under the Gothic façade of Wrocław’s old town hall.

      Olesya checked her watch. ‘The operation is scheduled for twelve-hundred hours, assuming a variance of fifteen minutes either side. This time of day will yield maximum collateral damage.’

      Aviary offered Olesya a smartwatch and phone. ‘We brought a couple of spares.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Olesya leaned over, inspecting the smartwatch. ‘What does it do?’

      ‘A lot of things,’ Aviary said, ‘but mostly it can track operatives. Same as the phone.’

      ‘Is there another country or unit assigned to stop the Fifth Column?’ Sophia asked. ‘Aside from your team?’

      All up, they only had twelve people—fifteen if they counted Hélio and the bodyguards, which Sophia didn’t. Would it be enough?

      ‘No. We stand alone,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia shed her jacket. ‘Not today, you don’t.’
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      Aviary stood at the attic table and watched the cluster of green dots on her tablet. Each dot had a name, so everyone knew where everyone else was located.

      Right now, Sophia and Nasira were on foot, on the outskirts of the Purity supporters as they gathered on the south street. The victory march would take them on a circuit around the market square before moving onward. On the map, the green dot tagged as Sophia waited on the south street.

      Olesya and Nika were also on foot and moving through the town hall to their position where they’d cover the center. Jay and Andrey were holed up on the north side, while Czarina and Ieva were on the west. Ark and Marina were taking the east.

      Not all the Russians were tagged—Aviary had enough cameras but not enough phones or smartwatches to cover everyone. She’d issued what she did have to Olesya, Ark and Nika. Between them, that was enough for Aviary to keep tabs on every pair, as long as they didn’t split up.

      The watches were handy for checking the map without having to reach for a phone, and they detected heartbeats that Aviary could keep an eye on. Sophia’s people already had all that, along with Kevlar vests and waistband holsters to conceal their pistols. Aviary wore a Kevlar vest of her own, but she figured the Russians had something a little more advanced.

      In addition to the Russian rifles, Olesya had issued non-lethal weapons to Jay and Ieva. They looked like oversized flashlights, and Jay and Ieva had stowed them in their slim, ten-liter rucks. She had also given each team a couple of sedative auto-injectors to use if anyone was home in the apartments they were borrowing. Ketamine and marzipan or something, Aviary wasn’t sure.

      The attic was now a tiny headquarters, where Aviary would stay with Damien, Hélio and his cardboard-cutout minders. Aviary had set up her tablet for the map and her laptop for the video feeds—and everything else she needed to do. She’d assigned Hélio to the map, and Olesya had given him a radio to communicate with the group. Damien was running the room, but Aviary knew she couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.

      ‘At the first sign of trouble, we leave,’ Felix said.

      ‘Um, us too,’ Aviary said, ‘I guess.’

      ‘Are you armed?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Nope,’ Aviary said.

      Nasira handed the knife to her.

      Damien wasn’t convinced. ‘We haven’t trained much with knives yet.’

      ‘Fine.’ Nasira drew her pistol and handed that over too.

      Damien waved the pistol away, but Nasira ignored him and put the pistol in Aviary’s bag anyway, securing it inside the webbing. Damien shook his head, but said nothing. With that, Nasira left, closing the steel door behind her.

      Damien reached into Aviary’s ruck, but instead of removing the pistol he added his fingerless gloves and the night vision monocular Olesya had given him.

      Everything was quiet now. Felix sat with his back against a wall, pistol in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. Every now and then, he flexed the bottle enough to make it crinkle.

      Hélio cleared his throat. ‘Off-topic, but why are you named after a bird cage?’

      ‘My parents liked birds,’ Aviary said.

      ‘This is not very wise.’ Ezra watched through the porthole windows as the number of Purity supporters swelled on the street. ‘The operation, not your name. Although it is peculiar.’

      ‘You did say you’d follow my orders,’ Hélio said.

      ‘Give me the tablet,’ Damien said.

      Aviary slid it across the table to him. ‘All yours.’

      ‘Have you repositioned their satellite?’ Damien asked.

      Aviary had cracked one of the Fifth Column’s KH-14-2 spy satellites, but she hadn’t needed to adjust it. ‘The Fifth Column already did that for us. We’re just sharing their view of the playing field.’

      Using the satellite’s ultra-high-resolution lens, he zoomed in on the middle of the cobblestoned market square, to the roof of the new town hall: a slightly skewed rectangle from which the old town hall protruded.

      ‘Positions?’ Damien asked.

      Hélio took a step back while Aviary zoomed out some more, until they could see everything on the map. Her heart pumped faster; two green dots were moving on the north side.

      ‘That’s Jay and Andrey on the north strip.’ Their names enlarged when she tapped on them. ‘And the red dot a few buildings away, that’s an operative.’

      Damien nodded. ‘All right. So once Olesya’s in position, she can cover that operative from the town hall in the center.’

      Two more green dots—Olesya and Nika—were now in the center of the town hall.

      ‘They need to get to the north end of the town hall,’ Aviary said. ‘Then we have everyone in place and ready to go, right?’

      Damien nodded.

      ‘And this is Czarina and Ieva on the west strip,’ Aviary said. ‘There’s an operative near them. Are they … going to stay that close?’

      ‘It’s a bit too close,’ Hélio said from over her shoulder.

      ‘It has to be,’ Damien said. ‘We need line-of-sight on every operative, no exceptions.’

      ‘So you’re Team Olesya now?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Yeah, her plan’s solid.’ Damien pointed to a single green dot on the east strip. ‘Why is there only one of us here?’

      ‘No, that’s Ark and Marina. But I’m only tracking Ark’s phone,’ Aviary said. ‘And there’s an operative a few buildings down from them as well.’

      ‘What about these?’ Hélio asked, his finger hovering over the screen.

      There were two stray green dots, a small distance apart, moving along the street on the east side.

      ‘That’s Sophia and Nasira,’ Damien said. ‘They’re on foot.’

      ‘Looks like that’s everyone, except us.’ Aviary pointed to the cluster on the south strip—which represented themselves, occupants of the attic. ‘Felix has a phone, Damien has a phone, I have a phone.’

      Damien glanced up at Felix. ‘Shouldn’t you give Hélio yours?’

      ‘It’s safer with me,’ Felix said.

      Aviary kept her focus on the tablet. ‘The outer ring of operatives is still in place.’ She zoomed out of the market square so Damien and Hélio could see the red dots sitting in each corner of the map.

      ‘Wait.’ Damien’s attention was still on the market square. ‘There’s movement.’

      A red dot sliding along the south street, right past them.

      ‘Is that bad?’ Hélio asked.

      ‘It must be moving to the center, that’s the only operative we’re missing,’ Damien said, looking around for Olesya’s papers.

      ‘I hope so,’ Aviary said. ‘And she took her notes with her.’

      ‘OK, let’s track this operative,’ Damien said. ‘If it gets too close to anyone, we radio it in. Got it?’

      ‘I got it.’ She cracked her fingers. ‘Let’s roll.’

      The operative crossed into the old town hall, toward the new building. Olesya and Nika weren’t too far ahead.

      Unease gripped Aviary.

      ‘I can’t see any movement on the rooftops,’ Ezra said, peering out the window through her monocular. ‘The operative must be indoors.’

      ‘Upper floors,’ Damien said. ‘They’ll be looking for a concealed shooting position on an upper floor.’

      Ezra kept her focus outside. ‘I know that.’

      ‘Damien to Olesya, watch out. The operative is coming up behind you. Not sure if he’s on the same floor.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Olesya said. ‘We should be above.’

      Aviary cycled the tags of each operative, showing their faces so Hélio and Damien would remember them. The operatives from the outer ring didn’t have photos loaded, just a blank square where their faces should’ve been.

      ‘Weird. And their IDs are still showing.’

      ‘That means no Val,’ Damien said. He’d been worried Ark’s sister would be one of the operatives they’d need to take out.

      ‘This is Jay,’ came a voice in their earpieces, ‘in position with Andrey on the north side. No occupants.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Olesya said.

      The green dots representing Olesya and Nika moved to the west end of the town hall.

      ‘This is Olesya, we’re holding on the sidelines until the operative passes us.’

      ‘This is Damien, copy that.’

      Aviary furrowed her brow. A green dot on the east strip appeared to double back on itself a few times. ‘Damien, what’s Ark doing?’

      He clicked his pressel switch. ‘Damien to Ark, everything OK?’

      ‘Just give us a minute,’ Ark said. ‘Standby.’
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      Marina climbed the stairwell two steps at a time, and reached the top just ahead of a heavily breathing Ark. The apartment they’d been allocated was up ahead and she took the corridor slow, listening hard as she approached the door.

      Swiftly, Ark took out his lockpicks. His hands trembled a little.

      ‘You’re scared?’ Marina asked.

      ‘A bit. Aren’t you?’

      ‘Not anymore,’ she said. ‘Weren’t you squad leader back in the day?’

      ‘I was.’ Ark’s eyebrows pressed together and he crouched before the lock. ‘Things change.’

      ‘Wait.’ Marina tapped him on the shoulder, put a finger to her lips.

      There was noise inside. The apartment was occupied.

      Ark put his picks away and took out his sedative auto-injector. He nodded and Marina knocked. Footsteps, then the door opened and a woman flashed a smile at her, and said something in Polish. Behind her, Marina could see a party in full swing, with presents stacked on the coffee table and kids running around with Nintendo controllers.

      Marina apologized in English. ‘Sorry! We have the wrong apartment.’

      Together, she and Ark retreated down the corridor; they had to get to their backup location.

      Same building, one level down.

      She took the stairs two at a time again, and this time made Ark wait at the apartment door while she listened. It was silent. She hoped it stayed that way.

      Ark got to work with his lockpicks.

      ‘I could use some of your bravery,’ he said.

      ‘It’s not bravery,’ Marina said. ‘I just don’t care whether I live or die.’

      Ark hesitated, then twisted the tension wrench and pick. As he did so, the door handle turned. Marina reached over and nudged the door open. Inside, the lights were off, so she tuned into her infrared vision. Stepping inside the kitchen, she checked every room.

      ‘No heat,’ she said. ‘We’re clear.’

      Ark shut the door and hit the lights. ‘Ark to Damien, we had to relocate. We’re at our backup now.’

      Sitting on the carpet, Marina checked the street-facing windows. From their new position, she could see the building on the north strip, where the operative they’d been tasked to take out was hiding. The structure was yellow and four stories high—one window in particular, the center window on the third floor, had a dark curtain over it. Marina tuned back to her infrared.

      ‘There’s someone sitting behind that curtain,’ she said. ‘Check the map.’

      Ark consulted the fancy phone they’d given him. ‘Confirmed.’

      ‘If that dot moves, tell me.’ Marina unzipped her slim ruck and reached for a pack of cheap Kaliningrad cigarettes. ‘For now, we wait.’

      Ark stared out the window. ‘There are eight operatives in this city right now. Four in the market square, and another four as reinforcements.’ He turned to her. ‘Do you want to know why I’m scared?’

      Marina sat cross-legged and lit a cigarette. ‘Why?’

      ‘None of these are my sister,’ he said. ‘How many more operatives do I have to go through before I find her?’

      Her blood ran cold. ‘Your sister was abducted?’

      Ark nodded. ‘They snatched her in a van during the Moscow bombing. Haven’t seen her since.’

      Marina recalled the patient in Belarus who’d been taken from the hospital bed by operatives. ‘She’s alive.’

      Ark looked at her. ‘Is that a better fate?’

      ‘I never said it was better.’

      ‘Odds are she’s now a Fifth Column operative,’ Ark said. ‘She’s not my sister anymore.’
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      Aviary leaned on the table and watched the map closely. Damien peered over her shoulder, close enough for her to catch the scent of his shampoo and realize it was the same as her own.

      ‘Aviary,’ Damien said, ‘can you—’

      ‘Already on it.’ Aviary pulled up a tracking map for the Polish Ministry of National Defense. ‘They have … GROM?’

      Damien nodded. ‘Polish special forces soldiers.’

      ‘Yeah, that,’ she said. ‘Are they in the Fifth Column’s pocket?’

      ‘Technically they’re now Purity controlled, but still influenced by the Fifth Column,’ Damien said. ‘Where are they positioned?’

      ‘Just south of us. Three squads on standby.’

      Damien exhaled slowly. ‘Could be worse, I guess. We’ll have to keep a close eye.’

      Aviary noticed a cluster of four more squads around two train stations in the south of Wrocław. ‘Huh. The rest of them are way down here for a training exercise. Lucky us.’ She pulled up the brief for their exercise. ‘They’ve been running scenarios all week. Looks like today’s scenario is a Russian suicide bomber on a train.’

      ‘Right. I’m a bit more worried about the squads near us though,’ he said.

      ‘They’re on standby for the Purity victory march,’ she said. ‘Says here an anonymous threat’s been made.’

      ‘How convenient.’ Damien focused on the tablet. He zoomed on a red dot in the north. ‘That’s the operative Olesya couldn’t get a lock on, until this morning. We don’t know their final location.’

      Aviary didn’t like its position. The red dot glowed above the north strip, right in the center. ‘That’s a tough angle for our teams on both sides. Can Olesya get a clear shot?’

      ‘Once she’s in position,’ Damien said, toggled his pressel switch. ‘Damien to Czarina. Do you have line of sight with the north operative? Yellow building, next to a Pizza Hut.’

      ‘This is Czarina. That’s a negative.’

      ‘Olesya to Czarina, focus on the march.’

      ‘This is Marina, we have line of sight with the yellow building. Third floor, center window is open.’

      ‘Very good, stay on it,’ Olesya said. ‘We’ll be in position soon.’

      Tension was building inside Aviary. She took a second to breathe from her stomach and exhale through her mouth. ‘This is … kind of intense.’

      ‘It hasn’t even started yet,’ Damien said.

      ‘Buckle up,’ Felix said, standing by the steel door.

      ‘Expecting the worst?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Always,’ Felix said.

      ‘All quiet on our end,’ Ezra said. ‘But if we’re exposed to any danger here, we’re moving Hélio out.’

      ‘Don’t let us hold you back,’ Aviary said.

      She watched the tablet with Hélio as Purity’s victory march churned through the north strip. She zoomed in with the satellite view and tried to pick out Sophia and Nasira in the crowd. It took her a while to find them, since they both wore black leather jackets to blend with the local population. Sophia wasn’t wearing a hood—it’d obscure her peripheral vision—but Nasira had one to conceal her face. Thankfully, their green dots helped Aviary pinpoint them.

      Aviary spotted Nasira on the edge of the crowd and Sophia a little nearer the edge of the march. They both moved with the crowd from one end of the north street to the other.

      Damien folded his arms. ‘This isn’t good.’

      ‘Because they’re standing in the middle of a mass shooting waiting to happen?’ Aviary asked. ‘Yeah, I agree.’

      ‘Can we watch their cameras?’ Damien asked.

      With a few keystrokes, Aviary pulled a grid of camera feeds onto her laptop screen. Sophia, Nasira, Jay, Czarina, Ieva, Olesya, Nika and Ark. That was everyone with a camera.

      ‘If the operatives recognize Sophia or Nasira,’ Damien said, ‘they’re toast.’
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      Jay was pleased with the apartment they’d broken into. The lock was easy and no one was home. Leaving Andrey to jam the door with a rubber stop and tape cloth to the window, Jay checked the rooms, just in case. He used the loud humming of the fridge to cover his footfalls on the wooden floors, but apart from a minor shock—when he caught sight of himself in a large mirror—it was clear he and Andrey were the only ones in the apartment.

      After checking the screen on the door intercom and confirming there was no one lingering outside in the corridor, Jay returned to the living room. Andrey had finished his window and was sitting beside his rifle on the carpet, eyes closed for a moment.

      Jay scooped up the duct tape. ‘Yoga or hard shift?’

      Andrey cracked a smile. ‘Hard drinking.’

      Jay was beginning to like this guy.

      The living room was large enough that he could choose from two other windows. He took the one on the far right and dropped the blinds over it, then got to work with his shade cloth and roll of tape. Hard to see in, easy to see out. Problem was, the operatives would be doing the same thing at their windows.

      ‘Did you know Olesya, back in Project GATE?’ Andrey asked.

      Jay carefully raised the blinds, leaving only the shade cloth in place. He tightened the tape on both sides. ‘Yeah, same squad. Ark was in it too.’

      Andrey dug out his monocular. ‘Only got one. We’ll have to share.’

      There was a time when Jay didn’t need those gadgets. ‘Yeah, sure thing.’

      Andrey rolled the monocular across the carpet to Jay. Cylindrical and about the size of a pen light, it would give him the enhanced night vision he lacked.

      Jay turned it over in his hands. ‘Huh, light as a feather.’

      ‘Russian technology.’

      Jay had to admit, he was impressed. The Fifth Column normally had all the tech a decade before it made its way into US special forces, and yet he still hadn’t seen anything like this. Switching to thermal imaging, he peered through the cloth. Slivers of human bodies showed up in the building opposite, but not in the brilliant colors he was used to with his formerly pentachromatic vision; these were bled of color, white in the center and gray on the edges, their limbs a darker gray still. It was a pale imitation of the infrared vision he once had.

      ‘I’m assuming the Fifth Column haven’t invented infrared-blocking shade cloth,’ Andrey said.

      ‘Doubt it,’ Jay said. ‘They won’t even be expecting us.’

      ‘I hope not,’ Andrey said.

      Jay scanned the windows opposite, looking for dark or shaded windows.

      ‘Can I ask you a question?’ Andrey asked.

      ‘Go for your life.’

      ‘Are you scared?’

      Jay paused. ‘I’d be stupid not to be.’

      ‘I mean, more than usual,’ Andrey said. ‘Because of your missing, you know…’

      ‘I’m trying not to think about it, but thanks.’

      ‘Do you want your abilities back? Your pseudogenes.’

      ‘What do you think?’ Jay said. ‘Yeah, be nice to get back what’s mine.’

      He kept his focus on the windows opposite. No operative yet. A quick check of the map on his phone showed the operative’s red dot was farther back inside the building; too far for Jay to see through the window.

      ‘What if there was a way to get them back?’ Andrey asked. ‘Do you think you would take it?’

      Jay paused, then resumed scanning with the monocular. ‘Depends on the catch.’

      ‘If you get your abilities back, other people die. People you care about.’

      Jay thought for a moment. ‘Don’t think I could do that. Not if my friends get hurt.’

      ‘Yes. Me too.’ Andrey cleared his throat. ‘Do you want to know my ability?’

      ‘Sure.’ Jay lay on his stomach on the floor and checked the upper levels. There weren’t many bodies that glowed a hot white.

      ‘I taste things,’ Andrey said. ‘Very sensitive. Don’t smoke, don’t drink coffee. Clear spirits. Otherwise, it is a piece of shit ability.’

      ‘Poison,’ Jay said. ‘You could taste poison, right?’

      ‘Yes. If I don’t die from it,’ he said. ‘Do you know Olesya’s ability?’

      Jay met his gaze. ‘She hasn’t told you?’

      ‘We have not worked together for long,’ Andrey said.

      ‘Simple really,’ Jay said. ‘She doesn’t have one.’
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      With her compact ruck over her leather jacket and pistol in her waistband holster, Sophia moved with the victory march across the cobblestones. The crowd turned a corner of the market square, from the east street onto the north street, funneling past vibrant, slender buildings, shopfronts and café terraces. The buildings—painted mint green, lemon sorbet and pink bubblegum—were pressed together like books on a shelf; there were no alleys between them, no means of escape. Sophia was careful to stay clear of the lemon-colored structure; somewhere in there was an operative, one who might even recognize her.

      Charcoal-gray flags rippled through the crowd, waved by a cadre of marchers. The flags bore the emblem of a white dove with wings spread in flight, the shape of the bird reminding Sophia faintly of a stealth bomber. A ruby diamond with sharp edges floated above the dove’s head like an all-seeing eye. The image sent chills through her.

      Nasira was farther back, at the corner of the east and north streets. Sophia didn’t want them too far apart. At the front of the march, orators delivered a sermon, their words carried to the crowd by Purity fanatics with portable speakers. Their words thrummed through the air, first in Polish and then in English.

      ‘We praise you, for we are fearfully and wonderfully made. Marvelous are your works, our souls know it well.’

      Sophia observed the emotions rippling from the marchers’ shoulders. Pride showed as rocky and violet, confidence was ocean-green and crashed like a wave over their heads. Tiny metallic shards appeared in there too: frustration.

      But the size of the crowd made it hard to look for indicators of a proxy shooter: Unusual movement patterns, unstable emotions or attire that seemed out of baseline. Any of them might be a precursor to the shooting.

      She slipped between the Purity members—their heads high and fists clenched—and silent passersby. Some took photos of the march, others ignored it. An old couple sat at an outdoor café and sipped coffee, their eyes emotionless.

      All around, the voices of the orators boomed on.

      ‘For who can make straight, which he hath made crooked.’

      Sophia barely heard the voice over her earpiece. ‘This is Aviary. We have a new operative moving from the outer ring.’

      Sophia felt one of her jacket cuffs, holding down her pressel switch. ‘Which way?’

      ‘Coming from the top right, fast,’ Aviary said. ‘But their photos aren’t showing a face for us.’

      ‘North-east,’ Damien said. ‘We’ll try to get a visual from the satellite.’

      Good luck with that, Sophia thought.

      ‘Hitting the square now,’ Damien said. ‘Small backpack, dark hood, shaved head. Looks Caucasian, possibly male.’

      That would be all Damien and Aviary could see from the Fifth Column satellite they were using, but it didn’t narrow things down much. Sophia moved against the flow of the march and studied the emotions burning off the backs of each supporter. They were fiery orange now, but an operative would be showing differently to a Purity supporter, and differently to a proxy.

      It wasn’t enough to scan the crowd for young men. At a Purity march, that was half the people.

      Then she saw him.

      Young male, early twenties, shaved head. He wore a navy blue hoodie with the hood down. The black straps over his shoulders suggested a backpack. Instead of orange burning off his shoulders, a blue fog lifted from his body.

      The man cut through the crowd with precision, never once bumping into anyone, effortlessly avoiding the jabbing elbows and jostling.

      Sophia made a slow turn and moved with the march. ‘Got him,’ she said into her throat mike.

      ‘This is Damien, copy that. Confirm one operative on the north street. One operative on the north street. We have another in position in the north building, a third in position on the east strip and a fourth in position on the west. And a fifth operative in the town hall, still moving, slower pace. Not yet in position, over.’

      Olesya spoke casually into her mike. ‘Nasira, can you make a pass?’

      ‘I’m on it.’

      Nasira stepped into the crowd, quick enough that no Purity supporter could observe her for too long, and brushed past the operative. Using her magnetoception, she checked for a strong electrical or magnetic field inside the operative’s backpack.

      A portable speaker blasted over Sophia’s head. ‘Every tree that bears poisoned fruit is hewn down,’ the voice bellowed, ‘and cast into the fire.’

      Calmly, Sophia moved aside and let the operative pass her.

      ‘No read on the backpack,’ Nasira said. ‘Felt a small buzz on his hip, probably a phone.’

      That ruled out explosives.

      ‘This is Olesya. Standby. Sophia, don’t lose him.’

      ‘This is Damien, can anyone see a potential proxy?’

      Epinephrine was building to a charge inside Sophia. Maybe there weren’t any proxies. Maybe the operative was the trigger. Maybe it was a suicide mission. But that didn’t make sense. The Fifth Column’s standard procedure was to sacrifice a programmed civilian, not an operative. Not a precious billion-dollar commodity.

      Sophia kept on the operative as he moved through the crowd.

      ‘All teams, find your targets,’ Olesya said. ‘Weapons ready.’

      ‘This is Jay, we have good sight here. Eyes on both the east operative and the west operative through their windows. The east operative is in the mustard-colored building on the corner. Should be right behind you, Soph.’

      Sophia double clicked her pressel switch to acknowledge. She was walking away from the east operative and right into the west operative’s sights.

      ‘And you’re coming past me now,’ Jay said. ‘We’re just above the Pizza Hut.’

      Sophia approached the lemon sorbet building, where another operative waited, right next to Jay and Andrey. She would soon be in the sight of two operatives. Not good.

      ‘This is Andrey,’ he said. ‘East operative in corner building, mustard front. Fifth floor, large windows. Clear shot.’

      ‘This is Olesya, standby.’

      ‘This is Czarina. What are you waiting for? Take the shots now.’

      ‘Standby,’ Olesya said.

      As she listened, Sophia kept eyes on her operative.

      Where is he going? Is he relocating or is he a distraction?

      ‘Olesya to Ark, do you have the north operative yet? Yellow building?’

      ‘This is Marina, negative,’ Marina said. ‘All windows clear.’

      ‘This is Damien. You need to get Nasira off the street.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Nasira said quickly.

      ‘She’s right,’ Olesya said. ‘We could still have multiple proxies on the ground. We need Nasira there.’

      Even with her team helping Olesya, Sophia was worried it wouldn’t be enough.

      ‘Shit,’ Aviary said. ‘The north operative has moved! He’s changed buildings. Behind a billboard advertising drones. He’s on the left—the west side of the billboard.’

      ‘This is Damien. The operative has a clear view of the strip below. Window on the far left of the billboard, we’re guessing the third floor.’

      ‘This is Marina, can’t make it from this angle. Billboard’s in the way.’

      ‘This is Olesya, stay right where you are. Keep your eyes on the march and cover Sophia while she’s still in your range.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Marina said.

      Sophia took a small amount of comfort from having the two hunters cover her with a scope. What they really needed was a clear shot on the operative behind the billboard.

      In her head, she did a mental refresh of who was covering who.

      Center: Olesya and Nika were inside the town hall. No operative.

      East side: Ark and Marina. One Russian rifle between them. No operative.

      West side: Czarina and Ieva. They had the other Russian rifle. No operative.

      North side: Jay and Andrey. Jay had eyes on the east operative, using Sophia’s carbine. Andrey had eyes on the west operative—

      ‘This is Jay, I’ve lost my target,’ Jay said. ‘East side.’

      It’s all going horribly wrong.

      ‘Copy that,’ Olesya said. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘This is Damien, our tracking just froze for a second. Wait one.’

      ‘Shit,’ Sophia said under her breath. ‘What about the one in the center?’

      ‘Still waiting for them to reach their window,’ Jay said.

      ‘This is Damien. The operative in the center is still moving through the town hall.’

      ‘Olesya to Czarina, can you make that billboard from your side?’

      ‘This is Aviary, the billboard has a white drone over a blue sky.’

      ‘Not a chance, that’s too far out,’ Czarina said. ‘We need to move to our backup position.’

      It was too late for them to move now.

      An uneasy feeling took hold inside Sophia. Until now, she’d remained calm and focused while embedded in the crowd of Purity supporters. But now the crowd seemed overwhelming, trapping her. She felt uncomfortably warm and short of breath.

      Olesya’s voice was distant in her ear. ‘Can you make it into the center with us, Czarina?’ she said. ‘Come from the south and you’ll be clear. We need someone covering the west operative now.’

      Sophia focused on the voices in her ear while she moved with the crowd.

      ‘Fine. You’re the boss,’ Czarina said.

      ‘This is Jay, what about the one sitting next to us? The north one.’

      ‘It’s mine,’ Olesya said.

      ‘This is Jay. We’re right next door, we can ambush the north operative.’

      ‘You’ll be killed,’ Olesya said quickly.

      ‘There’s two of us,’ Jay said.

      ‘Stay in position, Jay,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Yeah, gotcha,’ he said. ‘It’s your call.’

      Sophia wiped sweat from her neck and focused on the operative’s backpack. Was he carrying a carbine or submachine gun inside? Maybe another one of those UMPs. The operative was halfway across the north street when Sophia started to see his emotions. Orange embers drifted from his shoulders.

      Shit.

      ‘He’s getting ready,’ Sophia said into her mike. ‘He’s getting ready.’

      ‘To do what?’ Olesya asked. ‘Is he going hot?’

      Panic stirred inside Sophia. She breathed—slow—but it didn’t help. Under her jacket, she was burning up. She focused on the operative, watching as he lit up white-hot. In an instant everyone in the crowd did the same, her enhanced vision showing them searingly bright. She was trapped in a sea of human light bulbs. Her own body crackled white and ice-blue.

      Not again. Not now.

      ‘Olesya!’ Damien said. ‘Center operative is moving. Coming right for you!’

      ‘This is Olesya, I’m moving—shit.’

      Sophia stumbled, almost lost her footing. She regained her balance and kept walking.

      ‘Sophia,’ Nasira’s voice spoke in her ear. ‘You good?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Nasira was beside her, seizing her arm and pushing her out of the crowd. In her mind, voices and colors bled together … then Nasira was dumping her onto a chair under a café canopy.

      ‘You nearly passed out,’ Nasira said. ‘What the hell happened?’

      Ark spoke in her ear. ‘Olesya! Operative on you!’

      Everyone started to transmit over each other. Sophia hit her pressel but a dull tone sounded in her earpiece. Only one transmission at a time. She released the switch and caught the tail end of Czarina’s words.

      ‘—movement in the town hall, windows on the west side,’ Czarina said. ‘I see them.’

      ‘Shit,’ Ark said in her ear. ‘We’re on the wrong side.’

      ‘I’m staying here,’ Czarina said. ‘I repeat. I’m staying on the west side. I can take the shot.’

      Sophia stood, but dizziness rushed over her. She fought it and searched the crowd. She caught sight of the operative again. He was slightly ahead of them, still going with the surge of people. The entire crowd still glowed a ferocious white, some brighter than others. Filtering them out, she tracked him as he moved to the edge of the crowd. He took the backpack from his shoulder, then unzipped the main compartment.

      Sophia took a step forward and wavered, suddenly unsteady.

      ‘He’s there.’ She indicated to the operative on the edge of the crowd.

      Nasira spoke over the radio. ‘This is Nasira. Hold your fire, I’m going for him.’ She took off, sprinting toward the operative.

      A nearby speaker blared. ‘You have planted wickedness. You have reaped evil!’

      Sophia heard the crack of a single round.

      The speaker-bearer’s throat exploded.
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      Nasira was almost on the operative when the sound of a cracking whip made her duck. The noise echoed off the buildings around her; a finger-sized hole had appeared in the window above Pizza Hut. She hoped it was Jay shooting an operative and not the other way around. Around her, the crowd screamed. Everyone broke formation and pushed outward. Shoulders crashed into her and people changed direction once, twice, three times. They collided with each other, screaming and yelling. Somewhere in there, the operative with the shaved head vanished.

      ‘I got the east operative in the window,’ Jay said. ‘Son of a bitch took a shot.’

      ‘We’re moving for the town hall,’ Ark said.

      ‘Take the shots!’ Sophia yelled in Nasira’s earpiece.

      A small group inside the crowd seemed to press together as one uniting front, unyielding to the fear. They wore white armbands and white bandanas.

      Purity zealots.

      One of them locked eyes on Nasira and shouted to his friends. She diverted, moving for the edge of the crowd. People were running everywhere, yelling and screaming. But the zealots cut through the crowd, right for her. Three, then six, then ten of them, pointing and shouting as they ran.

      ‘Ark to Nasira, get the hell out. They think you’re the shooter!’

      No shit.

      Nasira ran, around some confused bystanders and past a sushi bar. The zealots shoved their way after her as she fled along the storefronts, reaching a Pizza Hut. Somewhere above her, the north operative would be taking shots at the crowd. Thankfully, he wouldn’t be able to see her from this angle.

      More gunshots echoed, bouncing off the building fronts. People dropped.

      Nasira vaulted over the tables outside the restaurant, sliding over someone’s meal as the patrons fled the market square. Zealots closed behind her, shouting. Something sharp hit her back and a bottle shattered. Flames splashed her boots. Reaching for her knife, she remembered.

      She’d given it to Aviary.

      Nasira crouched near the tables, watching the march disperse in a frenzy. The back of her neck felt warm, sliced from fragments of the bottle that had broken on her. There were no more shots. Police sirens shrieked in the distance, but they were drowned out by the voice from a portable speaker that had been dropped on the cobblestones. Unaware of the chaos at the rear of the march, the orators continued their sermons.

      ‘Who shall change our vile body? That it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body?’

      Then a trio of Purity zealots were upon her, leaping between decorative hanging flowers with knives and tire irons. She hurled a chair at one, then flung a tray—complete with half a pizza—at the others. As they recovered, she seized another tray. Three more zealots came at her from behind.

      Sophia was somewhere far behind her and Jay was somewhere above, but there was no time to hit her pressel switch and call for help.

      One of the zealots circled around her, then all three charged at once. To her left, she deflected one with her pizza tray, then cracked the tray’s edge into the neck of the man on her right. At the same time, she kicked out to her rear, striking the third zealot below the knee before he could reach her. He tumbled, and she sidestepped, watched him crash into the right-hand attacker. She flung the pizza tray at the one on the left; he ducked and it flew on like a Frisbee and to hit a new pair of zealots as they came at her. They crashed unceremoniously into a row of potted plants.

      Nasira slammed her heel down on the table next to her. It flipped, sending wine glasses and knives into the zealot to her left. On her right, a fanatic lunged with her knife, stabbing from high over her head. Nasira stepped under it and plunged a fork into her soft belly. Nasira pressed her own body against the zealot and shoved her inside the Pizza Hut main entrance, jabbing fingers in her eyes. The woman stumbled, howled and her grip on the knife loosened. Nasira plucked it from her grasp, spun her and shoved her back out the door, into her friends.

      One managed to sidestep her, making it through the doorway with his tire iron. Nasira ducked before it shattered her jaw. She kicked a table over, and he tumbled onto it.

      At last, she could key her pressel switch. ‘I need—’

      The windows on both sides of the shopfront shattered and zealots poured through. Nasira took what she could from the nearest table: a fork and a butter knife.

      In her earpiece, Jay was yelling. ‘Nasira? Where are you? How many you up against?’

      ‘Twelve.’

      A zealot ran at her, frothing. ‘You will burn for your sins.’

      He lashed out with his tire iron. Nasira shifted, guided his arm over her shoulder and pulled down, breaking his elbow. She dropped her fork in favor of his tire iron. With her other hand, she thrust the butter knife under his jaw, through the carotid artery.

      ‘Eleven.’
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      Olesya aimed her pistol, elbows tucked into her sides. Nika’s shoulder was pressed into her back. Together, they moved through the town hall. Nika covered the left while Olesya stepped out onto the marble floor of a mezzanine level. The lower floor was on her right, over a balustrade. On her left, tall, ornate windows gave glimpses of the march below.

      An explosion thundered from afar, like a mortar dropping. Before Olesya could act, the operative they were hunting launched from the doorframe, knife out. Olesya rolled clear; Nika pivoted and aimed, but the blade cut her hand and she dropped her pistol. The operative slashed for Nika’s neck, missed narrowly.

      A young male with trimmed facial hair, shaved sideburns and curly hair on top, focused on Nika with large eyes. Then, sensing Olesya behind him, spun with his knife. His blade slashed at Olesya as he kicked behind him, catching Nika in the stomach and propelling her back into the air.

      HAC operative, Olesya thought. The upgraded Fifth Column operatives that Illarion had told her about. They were all HAC operatives.

      She retreated from the knife.

      The operative approached her fast, blade slicing the air in front of her.

      You can do this, she told herself. You’re trained to do this.

      She weaved from the blade’s arc, then pushed in, found an opening, grasped his wrist lightly. She pulled his wrist over her chest. Broke his arm. The knife dropped.

      But his other hand was fast. It formed a fist and caught her mid-breath. The blow shuddered through her and she flew back, the marble floor rushing underneath. She crashed and slid, inhaled painfully and reached for her NetGun.

      Ahead of her, the operative smiled. He was holding her NetGun.

      So much for that.

      With his other hand, he threw a knife at Nika. The blade cut through her jeans and embedded in her thigh. She fell to her knees, roaring in pain as she reached for her own knife.

      The operative aimed the NetGun at Olesya and fired. A lightweight steel net shot through the air and wrapped her in a sticky web, binding her arms to her body and, with five tiny adhering plates, pinning her to the floor. There was no time to struggle before the voltage surged inside her. She screamed.
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      Jay checked the north-facing windows of the town hall with his monocular, but saw no one. ‘Great.’

      Behind him, a door opened. There was a gasp, and the sound of cans and bottles hitting the floor. Jay peered through the doorway to find the owner of the apartment arriving home; standing with her mouth open and her bag of groceries dropped at her feet.

      ‘I’ll take care of it,’ Andrey said.

      He left Jay at the window and pulled a fake badge. ‘Ma’am, I’m with the Internal Security Agency.’

      The owner spoke in accented English. ‘Why are you in my home? You have no right to be here.’

      While Andrey dealt with the owner, Jay checked the street below. The parade had become a stampede of Purity supporters and onlookers as they fought to get clear of the shooting, even though none of them knew who or where the shooter was.

      Jay knew; he’d just killed one.

      ‘Ma’am, it’s not safe for you to be in the building,’ Andrey said. ‘Right now, there is a shooting taking place in the market square. You need to leave the building from the north side as quickly as possible. Can you do that now?’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere until you tell me exactly what’s going on.’

      Jay’s earpiece crackled. ‘This is Czarina, Olesya is down but alive.’

      Sophia responded. ‘On my way.’

      ‘Czarina to Sophia, you need to stay clear. There’s a whole bunch of soldiers just entering the first floor.’

      ‘I’m not leaving her,’ Sophia said.

      Jay could still hear the apartment owner and Andrey in the kitchen.

      ‘I don’t care about any kind of danger, you need permission to be here!’ the woman yelled.

      Jay heard her body hit the floor. Andrey had dispatched her with his auto-injector sedative.
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        * * *

      

      Damien counted off the operatives.

      The outer ring of three was still holding. That left five in the market square.

      Jay had shot and killed one on the east strip, but not before that operative had fired into the crowd and sparked panic on the street. That still left the operative inside the town hall with Olesya and Nika, the west operative, the north operative and the one on the street Sophia was tracking. He was entering the town hall right now.

      ‘That’s weird,’ Aviary said. ‘Where are the proxy shooters? They were meant to shoot first, right?’

      ‘They should’ve,’ Damien said. ‘Operatives are expensive, they wouldn’t sacrifice even one on something like this.’

      ‘You got that right,’ Hélio said from over Aviary’s shoulder. ‘Too expensive, I say.’

      ‘Pretty sure your friends have sacrificed a few of them so far,’ Felix said.

      Damien tracked Sophia by her green dot and video feed. She was pursuing the operative through the scattering crowd. Sophia’s movement seemed slow and unsteady.

      ‘Damien to Sophia, have you been hit?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, barely audible over the sound of nearby screaming.

      On her camera’s feed, Damien caught a glimpse of the target’s head and backpack as he slipped into the town hall. Damien switched to another feed.

      Nasira’s camera was a blur of blood and movement. Damien expanded her feed to full screen, seeing a dozen crumpled and bleeding bodies at the Pizza Hut. He could also make out something in Nasira’s hand; a spoon. Damien didn’t want to know what she’d done with that.

      As she moved outside, Damien caught a glimpse of the north street; save for a few scattered bodies, it was deserted.

      From their position on the rooftops, Czarina’s and Ieva’s feeds showed the march finally dispersing. The Purity supporters reached a newly formed cordon of riot police who, from what Damien could see, were keeping everyone in the square and checking them for concealed weapons. He switched to satellite view on the laptop and realized there were now cordons at every corner of the market square.

      ‘This is Damien, we have police cordons in all corners of—’

      ‘Crap!’ Aviary jammed her finger at the tablet, cutting him off. ‘How long has that been there?’

      On the screen, a red dot was wavering over top of Jay.

      ‘Jay!’ Damien said into his throat mike. ‘You have an operative right on top of you!’

      He waited for a response. Nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Olesya’s yells distorted through Czarina’s earpiece.

      Czarina checked her rifle scope. From the small window in the restaurant attic where she was holed up with Ieva, she had an unrestricted view of the entire west strip, from the Purity supporters as they fled for the police cordons, through to the western face of the town hall.

      ‘What do you see?’ Ieva asked.

      ‘Olesya’s down,’ Czarina said. ‘Some sort of net.’

      ‘I see it,’ Ieva said, turning her own binoculars on the sight. ‘Operative to the right. He’s going to kill both of them.’

      Far below, Nika was getting to her feet. She sidestepped a kick from the operative.

      ‘I’m going over there,’ Ieva said, a cylindrical weapon in one hand.

      ‘You’re going over there with what? A pistol and that useless Ejaculator gun?’ Czarina asked. ‘Stay put, I got this.’

      She lined her scope on the operative, taking aim. He was a moving target, trading blows with Nika.

      ‘Nika!’ Czarina yelled into her mike. ‘Get out of there!’

      ‘Damien to Czarina, you have an operative right on top of you. I repeat, right on top of you.’

      Not now.

      Czarina tracked Nika as she rammed her knife into the operative’s neck. It embedded there, but no blood fountained from the wound; she hadn’t cut an artery. Nika stepped behind the operative and held the knife in place. The operative’s hand clamped over hers, and she slipped her other arm under his armpit and behind his head, locking him up.

      ‘Nika, get out of the fucking way!’ Czarina yelled.

      The operative pried Nika’s hand from the knife. She struggled to hold him.

      ‘This is Czarina. I have the shot,’ she said into her mike. ‘I repeat. I have the shot.’

      Above her, on the roof, the sound of footsteps.

      ‘Take the shot!’ Sophia yelled.

      Czarina fired.

      The round travelled over the parade on a thunderclap. It punched a hole through the window and tore through the operative’s head. The operative collapsed face-down. Behind the operative, Nika’s face blossomed crimson. Dead, she slumped onto her side.

      ‘What did you just do?’ Ieva asked.

      Czarina lowered her rifle. ‘What she couldn’t.’

      Above them, the skylight exploded. Glass showered over Ieva and a small, black ball rolled past Czarina’s feet.

      Stingball grenade.

      Ieva dived clear.

      Dropping her rifle, Czarina threw herself behind a wooden beam and wrapped her arm around her head to protect her ears and eyes. It wouldn’t save her, but it would help.

      Even with her eyes closed, the blinding flash destroyed her vision and the accompanying noise deafened her. Rubber pellets blasted the room, stinging her arms. She had to fight the urge to curl into a ball. Blindly, she drew her pistol, hoping Ieva hadn’t moved.

      She fired twice, rolled across the floor and opened her eyes. Her vision was still seared white, but was clear enough to see the operative who had dropped into the attic. The woman staggered forward, her shoulder leaking blood, pistol weak in her grasp. Behind her, Ieva uncurled and trapped the operative’s ankle with both legs. The operative stumbled forward, lost her pistol. As she went down, she tucked into a roll, unfurling close enough to Czarina to kick her in the face.

      Czarina rolled with the blow and came up on one knee. Her vision was doubled, but her flash-blindness had cleared. She searched for her pistol. It was no longer in her hand, now lying between her and the operative. The operative had spotted it too.

      They both lunged for the weapon.

      The operative grasped the pistol. Czarina crunched her knee down on the woman’s knuckles. The operative reacted, punching her in the throat. Czarina shifted back off her knee, gasping for breath and allowing her adversary to take aim.

      At the last second, the operative shifted her aim—she’d seen something on her side.

      Ieva.

      Before the woman could fire, Ieva fired her Ejaculator. Sticky foam shot into the operative’s face and over her arm.

      The operative wiped it from her face quickly, but seemed unable to squeeze the trigger. It looked like the foam had hardened over the trigger and most of the pistol.

      Furious, the operative slammed the pistol toward Czarina’s face. Czarina dodged, but the foam covering the pistol had hardened like cement. The blow knocked Czarina into the window, cracking the glass.

      The operative came at her. Czarina ducked under the next blow, rolled, and collected the rifle she’d dropped when the grenade detonated.

      ‘Ieva, fire!’ Czarina yelled.

      ‘I’m trying!’ Ieva said, depressing the trigger on the Ejaculator.

      The operative swung her arm, rock-solid with hardened foam. Czarina ducked and slammed the stock of her rifle at the operative’s head. The layer of foam that had crusted on the woman’s face cracked, and Czarina slammed the rifle at her again. The operative collapsed onto her back.

      Czarina aimed her rifle.

      ‘Don’t,’ Ieva said, in a tone Czarina had never heard her use before.

      ‘Fine.’ Czarina took the Ejaculator and fired into the operative’s mouth. The foam hardened. ‘She can suffocate instead.’

      Ieva looked away, but said nothing.

      Czarina lowered her carbine and spoke into her mike. ‘This is Czarina, two operatives down,’ she said. ‘That’s west operative and town hall operative down.’

      ‘This is Damien, copy that. Total of three down.’

      Czarina looked through the broken window. The Purity crazies accumulated in the nearby corner of the town square, blocked by the police cordon, frantic and panicked.

      ‘Can you check if Olesya is OK?’ Ieva asked.

      Czarina peered through her scope. ‘She’s pinned down by that net, but she’s alive.’ She shifted her gaze. ‘Wait.’

      There was more movement down there, past Olesya, over the balustrade. Hustling across the town hall’s first floor: a string of black-uniformed men, all armed and armored.
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      On the laptop screen, Jay’s feed went dead.

      Damien stared at it, aware of Hélio behind him, fidgeting with nerves.

      Thumb on his pressel switch, he said, ‘Damien to Jay, are you with us?’

      No response.

      Aviary switched to her tablet, which displayed the map of Wrocław market square.

      ‘Jay’s still alive,’ she said. ‘The watch I gave him is transmitting his heart rate.’

      But for how much longer?

      Damien enlarged one video, shrinking the others to thumbnails, then cycled through until he found Jay’s camera again. It was dark. Maybe he was lying face down, his camera lens covered. His heart rate was elevated.

      For all Damien knew, Jay was bleeding out.

      ‘Not again.’ He clicked his pressel switch. ‘Damien to Jay. Do you read? Jay, talk to me!’

      ‘This is Nasira. On my way.’

      Damien switched over to Nasira’s feed. She was climbing the stairs to Jay’s apartment, her hands shiny with blood.

      The thumbnail of Jay’s camera feed flickered. Damien switched from Nasira’s camera. Jay had rolled over, and his camera auto-focused on an operative. She was standing near Jay and checking the chamber of her pistol. Her lips moved as she spoke to him.

      ‘Jay’s going to get shot!’ Damien said. ‘As soon she gets info out of him.’

      ‘No, he ain’t,’ Nasira said. ‘Talk me in.’

      ‘Through the kitchen, clear.’

      On Jay’s feed, the operative was aiming just above the lens, at Jay’s head.

      Nasira kicked the door in, pistol aimed.

      On Jay’s feed, the operative paused, registering the crash.

      ‘Living room ahead. Corner-fed room, left. Operative on the right,’ Damien said, telling her she would enter the room from the left corner and only need to cover her right.

      ‘Nasira!’ Aviary yelled. ‘Check your watch!’

      Nasira’s feed showed her glancing at her watch, to which Aviary was now feeding footage from Jay’s camera. Knowing what was up ahead now, Nasira ran straight through the kitchen. Damien caught sight of Andrey on the kitchen tiles, in a pool of his own blood. Jay’s camera displayed the operative aiming through the wall, tracking Nasira by sound.

      ‘She heard you,’ Damien said. ‘She’s aiming at the—’

      Nasira saw Jay’s video of the operative and fired through the wall. Four rounds; Damien heard the tinny pop of each.

      Jay’s camera caught the operative taking a round in her chest. She buckled where she stood. Nasira entered low, under her aim. On her feed, Nasira fired rounds through the operative’s head. Blood sprayed the shade cloth draped over a nearby window.

      Nasira rushed to Jay, checking his body for injury and then embracing him tightly.

      ‘This is Nasira, north operative down. I repeat, north operative down. Andrey is injured, but alive.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Damien said. ‘Be advised, four operatives down and one active.’

      Damien watched Nasira helping Jay to the kitchen. Andrey had propped himself up against the fridge, one hand pressed hard over his shoulder and pistol in his other hand. He dropped his pistol and reached for a pack of powdered gauze.

      ‘Patching Andrey up,’ Nasira said over her mike, taking the gauze.

      ‘Two hits, one missed the vest.’ Andrey winced. ‘I was out for a bit.’

      ‘Damien to Jay, are you hurt?’

      ‘This is Jay. Surprisingly, no,’ Jay said. ‘She asked me a bunch of questions about a train,’ Jay said.

      ‘Wait,’ Aviary said. ‘What about the train?’

      Something on the satellite map caught Damien’s attention. More red dots. He hit his pressel switch. ‘I have movement from the outside ring. All three operatives are moving in. I repeat. All three operatives are moving in.’

      ‘This is Jay, copy that.’

      ‘This is Czarina, we copy.’

      Damien’s stomach knotted. ‘Damien to Ark, can you get to Olesya?’

      ‘No can do,’ Ark said. ‘Shit. I think we’re surrounded.’

      Damien checked Aviary’s map. No operatives near Ark. ‘By who?’

      ‘Police, maybe military,’ Ark said. ‘Wait a second.’

      ‘Talk to us,’ Damien said.

      ‘Looks like they’re raiding the buildings, we have to move now,’ Ark said. ‘We’re going for the roof.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Damien said. ‘Everyone, extract right now! Extract right now!’

      Damien zoomed in on the satellite view. A line of black figures moved around the edge of Ark’s building. He focused on a Land Rover, black and parked nearby. GROM.

      ‘What about Olesya?’ Aviary asked. ‘We can’t just leave her there.’

      ‘You might not have a choice,’ Ezra said, watching from the window.

      Damien glanced at the map. Sophia’s green dot was pursuing the last operative’s red dot into the town hall.

      ‘Damien to Sophia,’ he said into his mike. ‘Watch out for counter-terrorism soldiers inside.’

      Sophia double-clicked her pressel in silent acknowledgment. But on the map she wasn’t turning around.

      ‘This isn’t going so well, is it?’ Up until now, Felix had stood by the door, silent.

      ‘You’re welcome to volunteer,’ Damien said.

      ‘We will remain here.’

      ‘Damien to Sophia, what’s your status?’

      ‘I’m going for Olesya,’ she said, out of breath.

      ‘With the operative in the way?’

      Sophia’s green dot inched painfully slowly toward Olesya. The Russian operative hunter hadn’t moved in some time; she must still be trapped in the webbing.

      New movement on the satellite imagery caught Damien’s attention.

      GROM soldiers, preparing to breach the east building, where Ark and Marina had been hiding. At the same time, another cluster of men was preparing to breach the north building. Jay, Andrey, and Nasira were still inside.

      ‘Damien to Nasira, you have GROM preparing to breach the first floor. Get out.’

      ‘Copy,’ Nasira said. ‘We’ll take Andrey to the roof. Any snipers?’

      ‘This is Czarina, negative on west side.’

      ‘This is Ark, GROM sniper setting up on the north. I have sight.’

      ‘Damien to Ark, you have soldiers in your building too. Get out!’

      ‘Ark, this is Sophia. Can you keep that sight? Where’s the shooter?’

      ‘I got the operative already. East side,’ Jay said.

      ‘Damien to Ark, you don’t have much time. They’re about to move in.’

      ‘Do they know where we are?’ Ark asked.

      ‘They knew Jay’s building and they know yours,’ Damien said. ‘That’s suspicious already.’

      ‘This is Sophia. I’m chasing an operative into the town hall, might be going for Olesya. Can anyone assist?’

      ‘Uh, Sophia,’ Aviary said. ‘You’re not alone.’

      Aviary zoomed in on her tablet. Two more squads were active, each dividing into two. Half a squad pressed against the western face of the town hall, another half took the eastern. And there was a half of the second squad in position on the southern face. Aviary didn’t know where the other half was.

      ‘Damien to Sophia!’ he said, a little too loudly. ‘You have two GROM squads preparing to enter the town hall. East, west, south. Only your north is clear.’

      ‘Czarina to Sophia, get out of there! We’re on the roof and we can see soldiers inside, near Olesya. They’re running serious gear.’

      ‘Olesya’s still there,’ Sophia said.

      ‘You’re chasing an upgraded operative into a closing trap,’ Czarina said.

      Czarina was right. Damien was torn; he wanted Sophia to withdraw, but didn’t want to abandon Olesya.

      ‘What happens if those soldiers grab Olesya?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Purity control Poland now.’ Ezra said from the window. ‘She could become a prisoner of Purity for a very long time.’

      Felix shook his head. ‘Or GROM silently hand her off to the Fifth Column and reprogram her.’

      ‘We won’t let that happen,’ Damien said.

      He found the other half of that GROM squad. They closed on the western building with Czarina and Ieva still on the rooftop.

      ‘There’s more,’ Aviary said.

      ‘They knew we were coming,’ he said. ‘Damien to Czarina, half a GROM squad coming right at you.’

      ‘Copy that, we’re bailing.’

      Damien switched to Nika’s video feed. Through the dead woman’s ultra-wide lens, he could see all the way from one end of the mezzanine floor to the other, including the dead operative’s body and, on the far left of shot, barely in view, Olesya lying on her back and pinned by her NetGun’s thin tensile net.

      Aviary’s voice was whisper-quiet. ‘Sophia won’t get there in time.’

      ‘She’ll make it,’ Damien lied.

      Aviary squeezed his hand.

      Nika’s feed showed the GROM soldiers climbing the stairs, black carbines in gloved hands. They wore goggles, masks and helmets, and moved in well-oiled formation.

      ‘We’re too late,’ Damien said.
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      Lying on the roof with a Russian rifle in hand, Czarina knew they were out of time. They’d relocated from the apartment, but the rooftop still wasn’t safe. She compacted the stock on her rifle and slipped it into her rucksack.

      Ieva crouched beside her. ‘What are you doing? No one else can cover Olesya.’

      ‘Neither can we,’ Czarina said. ‘You heard Damien, GROM’s coming up right now. We can’t be caught on the roof.’

      Ieva’s cheeks flushed. ‘We can’t just leave Olesya there.’

      ‘We don’t even know her.’ Czarina got to her knees and zipped her ruck.

      Ieva took hold of the bag, preventing Czarina from closing it completely. ‘No. We’re not leaving.’

      ‘If we don’t leave, we die.’

      Ieva gripped the half-zipped ruck harder, pulled the zip down. ‘Fine. I’ll take the rifle.’

      Czarina said nothing, just let Ieva remove the rifle. Ieva lay down by the edge of the roof’s gutter, telescoping the stock and wedging it between her shoulder and chest.

      ‘She’s not worth us dying over,’ Czarina growled. ‘Don’t be stupid!’

      ‘We came here to help.’ Ieva peered through her scope, watching the soldiers pass the windows. ‘That’s what I’m doing.’

      ‘Pick your battles,’ Czarina said. ‘She’s not our friend.’

      ‘What about Sophia?’ Ieva said. ‘Is she your friend?’

      ‘Of course,’ Czarina said. ‘She’s all we goddamn have left. But friends don’t mean much if you’re dead.’

      ‘Wrong.’ Ieva rested her finger over the trigger. ‘They mean everything.’
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        * * *

      

      Inside the town hall, Sophia closed a large wooden door and leaned against the wall, under the tall archway, breathing hard. She was hot and anxious, like she had some sort of fever. In truth, she was scared. She didn’t understand why the marchers had become luminous or what that meant for her. But now that she was inside and away from the interrupted march, the effect had faded and her vision was returning to normal.

      ‘This is Sophia. I’m nearly there,’ she whispered into her throat mike. ‘Czarina, do you have sight?’

      Ieva answered instead. ‘No, this is Ieva, I can see them moving for Olesya now. I’m counting eight.’

      Sophia checked her watch. Its small screen gave her the operative’s coordinates just ahead, his red dot zig-zagging on her map as he climbed the stairs. Sophia cleared the first flight. She’d need to beat the operative to Olesya without a direct encounter. And then there were the GROM soldiers to get past.

      ‘Ieva, talk to me,’ Sophia said.

      ‘GROM are crossing the mezzanine now, toward Olesya,’ Ieva said. ‘I can engage them from here. Just say the word.’

      At the second floor, Sophia opened the glass door off the stairwell—office space. This must be the town hall’s administration area.

      ‘The soldiers are reporting what happened on the mezzanine floor,’ Ieva said. ‘I think they’re waiting for orders.’

      ‘I’m nearly there,’ Sophia said.

      She passed a thin cubicle wall and stopped. An older man with square glasses and a gray mustache was crouched there, hiding.

      ‘English?’ she asked.

      He nodded. ‘Shooting! There is a man with gun outside, you have to leave.’

      Sophia gripped his arm. ‘Have you seen my friend? A young man, shaved head, gray hoodie. With a backpack.’

      ‘Sorry, no!’ He pulled himself free, and Sophia let him run for the door. The operative could’ve walked right past the man and he wouldn’t have noticed. Most people weren’t very observant.

      She moved on, watching for shadows in cubicles, any suspicious movements.

      Ieva’s voice crackled in her ear. ‘Oh shit, they’re aiming at Olesya.’

      ‘Shoot them!’ Sophia yelled.

      Ieva’s shots rang through her earpiece, tinny and hollow.

      ‘One down, two down.’ Ieva’s voice was shaky. ‘We have to get out of here.’

      Sensing movement, Sophia turned.

      The operative stepped around a cubicle wall and opened fire.

      Sophia sidestepped and pushed the wall. Mounted on casters, it rolled into the operative, catching him in the shoulder. He twisted and fired, his rounds punching through the partition.

      Sophia dodged. Through the holes in the thin wall, she saw the operative take aim. She wasn’t going to get clear in time. Instead, she kicked the wall, hard. The whole thing toppled toward the operative, who rolled backwards to get clear, losing his grip on his weapon.

      Sophia drew her own pistol, but he was on his feet already. He twisted the gun from her grasp, almost breaking her index finger. She brought her knee up, cracking his forearm, but her pistol went flying.

      Gunshots echoed from elsewhere in the hall.

      ‘Taking fire!’ Ieva yelled over the radio.

      GROM had to be exchanging shots with Ieva in the west building.

      Sophia landed a blow in the operative’s neck. He recovered, his fist driving into her chest.

      The incredible power of the HAC operative’s blow sent her through the air and onto a desk. It collapsed in two, and Sophia hit the wooden floorboards. The operative drew a knife and threw at her.

      Sophia grabbed a keyboard, raised it just in time to stop the blade. The point went through the plastic device, stopping a fraction short of her face.

      Then the operative was on her again, cracking the keyboard in two with his boot. The over-powered kick struck Sophia’s chest and she slid back across the floorboards, crashing through two more cubicle walls. Coming to her feet, she saw her pistol and dived for it. Grabbing it from the floor, she aimed at the operative.

      He was gone.
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      Through Nika’s camera, the mezzanine looked like a war zone to Damien. The GROM soldiers had taken cover and were firing through the windows at Ieva on the western rooftops, and Damien was so focused on them he almost missed the movement. Something bumped the discarded NetGun.

      He maximized the video to full screen, thumbnailing the others, and watched the weapon roll across the floor.

      ‘What the hell is that?’ Aviary noticed it too.

      Damien studied the left side of the frame; there was a slight shift in the mezzanine, something moving unseen toward the GROM soldiers.

      He’d seen that before. In Colombia.

      ‘Someone’s cloaked,’ he said.

      Breaking off from shooting at Ieva, a GROM soldier turned his weapon to Olesya.

      ‘Sophia!’ Damien yelled. ‘Where are you?’

      The GROM soldier fired.

      Something rippled beside the soldier. The round ricocheted off the mezzanine floor, missing Olesya by a meter.

      As if of its own accord, the soldier’s head wrenched the wrong way.

      One by one, the GROM soldiers were being picked off, twisted like plastic figurines. Panic flared, the soldiers shooting in all directions, yelling at each other. One ran straight into the invisible assailant, dropping instantly.

      ‘Crypsis,’ Hélio said. ‘Adaptive camouflage. This is very rare.’

      ‘No kidding. But who is it?’ Damien hit his pressel switch. ‘This is Damien, we have a cloaked shooter engaging the soldiers.’
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      Ten meters in front of Sophia stood two GROM soldiers, their backs to her. On her right, the mezzanine gave way to a lower level of office partitions, and on her left were tall windows that overlooked the market square, now mostly empty as the Purity supporters clogged the police cordons.

      ‘Aviary to Sophia. I think we have a problem.’

      Yeah, and I’m solving it.

      She fired twice into each soldier, avoiding their armor and striking their necks. They fell, and she kicked their weapons clear. Pressing forward, she spotted Olesya on the ground ahead … and someone standing over her.

      Wearing a hooded coat—different clothing to the operative Sophia had chased in here—and at a distance, the figure couldn’t be identified beyond slender, and perhaps female. The figure seemed to be watching her.

      Sophia clicked her pressel switch. ‘Damien, are you seeing this on my camera?’

      ‘Seeing but not believing,’ he said. ‘Whoever it is, they’re not tagged on our map.’

      She stepped closer, hoping to get a read on the figure’s emotions, only to watch as the figure jumped off the mezzanine, to the floor below. Sophia ran to the balustrade and looked over. Whoever it was, they were gone.

      Olesya was her priority now. ‘Ieva, cover me!’

      She scooped up the NetGun and applied it to the central plate on the net covering Olesya. The NetGun beeped, deactivating the motion-triggered current. Olesya could move again.

      ‘I have Olesya,’ Sophia said, her heartbeat racing. ‘I repeat. I have Olesya.’

      ‘Get her out!’ Ark yelled.

      Olesya peeled the net from her face and body, and grabbed the NetGun from Sophia.

      Sophia let her have it and checked her phone. The small red dot she’d tracked in here—the operative she briefly fought—was moving out of the town hall. Had the mysterious hooded figure scared him off?

      ‘Aviary to Sophia. We have a problem.’

      Olesya rolled her eyes at Sophia, and pressed her NetGun over the deployed steel mesh. She thumbed a button and the net retracted into her weapon for re-use.

      ‘Where are the soldiers?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘East squad coming in now,’ Aviary said in her earpiece. ‘I have two getaway cars unlocked just outside for you.’

      ‘Which ones?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Um, the GROM ones outside,’ Aviary said. ‘Land Rover Defenders. They’re totally yours now.’

      Olesya wasn’t moving. She was looking back at her comrade’s body, slumped opposite the dead operative. ‘They killed Nika.’

      ‘We have to go,’ Sophia said.
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      Damien switched to Sophia’s video feed in time to see them rush down the stairs.

      ‘I’ve remotely wiped Nika’s phone.’ Aviary slid her laptop to Hélio. ‘You want to help us? Now’s your chance.’

      Hélio nodded. ‘I’m in.’

      ‘Use these earphones and track Sophia and Olesya,’ she said.

      ‘You got it, ma’am,’ Hélio said, slipping in an earbud.

      On Damien’s screen, through Sophia’s video feed, GROM soldiers had spotted Sophia and Olesya, and opened fire.

      ‘They’re getting cut off,’ Damien said.

      ‘They’ll make it,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Better be quick about it,’ Damien said. ‘The market square’s going to be locked down tight.’

      ‘We need to leave,’ Felix said.

      Damien met his gaze. ‘We move once they’re clear.’

      ‘Hey.’ Hélio was focused on the laptop. ‘What’s with the other GROM squads?’

      ‘‘Don’t worry about them. They’re on a training exercise,’ Aviary said.

      Hélio pointed to his Ministry of Defence map, showing GROM deployment. ‘They just moved to another pair of train stations.’

      ‘Like I said, it’s a training exercise, they’ve been doing it all week. They’re searching for…’ Aviary’s voice faded off.

      Damien risked a glance at the map. Three squads, split, were moving around the market square, while four more squads were fixed at train stations a few kilometers south.

      ‘What?’ Hélio asked Aviary. ‘Searching for what?’

      Sophia’s video feed showed her and Olesya racing through the town hall, narrowly avoiding GROM soldiers as they invaded the building.

      Aviary shoved her tablet in Damien’s face. ‘Look at the remaining operatives.’

      Five red dots were moving away from the market square.

      ‘They’re evacuating,’ he said.

      Aviary shook her head. ‘They’re all moving south. To those train stations.’

      ‘You don’t know that.’

      ‘Damien, where are the proxy shooters?’ she asked. ‘Weren’t they meant to start firing by now?’

      A chill rippled through Damien. ‘What are you saying? That all this is a decoy?’

      ‘I’m saying we’re covering the wrong operation.’

      He swallowed. ‘Hélio, pull up the exercise briefing.’

      ‘Got it. “Russian suicide bombers steal a train and take it south to a busy station in central Wrocław. At precisely thirteen hundred hours, they arrive at the station and detonate their explosives.”’

      ‘So you’re thinking … a terrorist attack under the cover of a training exercise?’

      ‘What if it’s not a briefing?’ she said. ‘What if it’s a plan? I mean, we’re not supposed to be reading it, are we? We hacked it. And it says Russian suicide bombers. That’s exactly what the Fifth Column want.’

      ‘I can’t believe we missed this. But something like that won’t be easy to stop.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Aviary took over the laptop, her fingers raced across the keyboard. ‘Here. All the trains heading south that are in the city at one in the afternoon, five minutes either way.’

      Damien saw the map onscreen refresh with sixteen new, blinking dots. Sixteen trains. ‘We’d need to narrow it down.’

      ‘That’s as narrow as I can get it,’ Aviary said.

      Hélio cleared his throat. ‘There’s one way you could do it.’

      Damien didn’t expect much. ‘How?’

      ‘All the train carriages have CCTV for security, right? They’ll relay images back to the main terminal. You can check the feeds, sweep the passengers and look for anyone suspicious.’

      ‘That’s a lot of carriages…’ Aviary said.

      Damien looked at his watch. It was already half past noon. ‘Do it.’

      Using her laptop, she began connecting to one CCTV after another, checking the carriages on each train. From what Damien could see, everything looked normal. Some were packed with people, other trains carried just a few. Nothing seemed out of place. Certainly no one wearing a bulky jacket stuffed with explosives.

      ‘Should we tell Sophia and Olesya?’ Aviary asked.

      Damien focused on the tablet, watching the operatives move south. ‘Wait until we have something. If we have something.’

      Felix paced the room. Damien had the impression he was more impatient than worried. ‘Look, whatever this is, the Russians will take the fall. You might have to let them carry the blame.’

      No one dignified him with a response.

      It took a second for Aviary to pull up each camera. By now she was on to her seventh train.

      Black screen. Busy carriage. Black screen. Half-full carriage. Black screen. Empty except for a cyclist and his bike. Black screen. Black screen. Carriage with a pram and three men in suits. One sitting with a seeing-eye dog.

      ‘You missed one,’ Hélio said.

      ‘It was loading,’ Aviary said.

      Hélio peered over her shoulder and pointed to her laptop screen. ‘No, that camera didn’t load at all.’

      Aviary went back to it. Black screen.

      ‘Try another carriage,’ Damien said. ‘On the same train.’

      Black screen. ‘Not loading,’ she said. ‘But I think I can look at previous hours.’

      She scrubbed through the last hour. Suddenly, the black was replaced by real footage of an empty train carriage. Two men stepped inside, wearing jackets and walking in single file.

      ‘Stop,’ Damien said. ‘Track those men.’

      Aviary hit pause, then scrubbed through to the next carriage. The men walked through it, then one disappeared from view. Aviary switched to the driver’s cabin in time to see the other man shoot the driver in the side of the head. He pulled the driver from her seat and took control of the train.

      A moment later, the feed went black.

      Hélio took a step back. ‘Holy shit.’

      ‘Um,’ Aviary said, ‘I think we found it.’

      Damien hit his pressel switch. ‘This is Damien. We have a big problem.’

      Czarina’s voice filled their earpieces. ‘This is Czarina, what is it?’

      ‘This is Aviary. We have another Fifth Column terrorist attack to worry about.’

      On the tablet’s satellite view, Damien spotted a GROM squad entering the south building. Their building.

      ‘The main attack isn’t a shooting. That’s why there are no proxies,’ Aviary said. ‘It’s really a couple of suicide bombers on—’

      Damien touched Aviary’s hand. ‘We have an even bigger problem.’

      Felix strode over to them. ‘What is it?’

      Aviary saw the tablet. ‘Oh, great,’ she said. ‘They’re coming for us.’

      Felix drew his pistol while Ezra looked up at the skylight. She’d already thought out the same escape route as Damien.

      ‘This was a foolish idea,’ Felix said. ‘We should never have accompanied you.’

      ‘And you shouldn’t be abducting operatives and stealing their genes, but hey, we can’t have everything, right guys?’ Aviary said.

      ‘Aviary,’ Damien said. ‘Mark that train and put it on everyone’s phones.’

      She worked the keyboard while Damien shoved the tablet into her ruck and slipped it over her shoulders.

      Hélio was panicking. He’d retreated to the back wall, breathing quickly, and now sank down onto a sleeping bag. Ezra pulled him upright, leaning him against the wall for support. Then she took a tall, metal stool and raised it above her head.

      ‘Get away from the skylight,’ she said. ‘Cover your eyes.’

      Damien and Aviary were already clear, and shielded their faces with their arms. Glass shattered and there was a thud as the chair landed hard on the floorboards. Damien lowered his arm to see Ezra crunching over the fallen shards, pushing Hélio toward a wooden beam.

      ‘Climb!’ she yelled.

      ‘I have the train’s possible routes mapped,’ Aviary said. ‘Sending to my phone.’

      Damien slipped her laptop into the Kevlar-lined compartment against her back. He zipped it up in time to see Hélio climbing off Ezra’s shoulder and up the wooden beam. The top of the beam had a diagonal support that Hélio clung to, crawling up to the skylight. Felix was scrambling up another beam. He beat Hélio to the slanted roof above, then reached down to help him up.

      Aviary was looking around, checking the table.

      ‘Go,’ Damien said.

      She unzipped her ruck, removed Nasira’s knife and shoved it in her pocket.

      Damien scaled the beam Felix had climbed. Aviary wasn’t far behind, climbing after Ezra. They reached the skylight together and Damien paused. The roof was steeper than he’d expected. One wrong step and he’d slip off the six-level building and hit the sidewalk below. Even his Regen wouldn’t help him survive that.

      Felix was already at the roof’s apex, straddling it. He caught Damien’s gaze, and Damien wasn’t sure if he was waiting for them or just deciding where to go next. Ezra helped Hélio over the crest and carefully down the other side, then Felix followed.

      Leaning forward, Damien walked up the tiles beside the broken skylight. Opposite him, Aviary carefully did the same. They reached the crest together and looked over.

      Hélio and his bodyguards were already at the bottom of the steep roof, climbing the next one, a slope so steep they could barely manage it. There were two more roofs after it, each with sharp gradients.

      ‘How do we get down?’ Aviary called out.

      Damien took a deep breath. ‘We slide down.’

      ‘Oh. Great.’

      He held out his hand, but she refused it and shuffled forward. She slid down the tiles, fast, landing with both feet in the narrow drainage channel between the rooftops, hands out to brace herself and both knees bent to absorb the impact.

      Footsteps rose up from the attic below Damien. GROM were here. He pushed off and slid down the roof, but it was bumpy and he was soon out of control. He tried dragging his heels to add resistance, but the tiles were slippery. He couldn’t control his descent, and the channel rushed at him. He bent his knees and hit the channel, hands up to stop his face from smacking the roof in front.

      ‘Hurry up!’ Aviary was already ascending the next roof.

      Carefully Damien worked his way up the slope, at least a seventy-five-degree incline. He scrambled faster until he reached a rectangular chimney, then hurled himself in front of it. With his back pressed against the smoke stack, he gave himself a moment to check his pistol’s chamber, then he started up the second half of the roof.

      Boots clattered on tiles behind them. He risked a glance back; three GROM soldiers emerged from below the crest, their carbines pointed in his direction. He was completely exposed.

      Damien let go.

      He slid down the roof and slumped into the chimney. Rounds blasted the tiles in his wake, making his ears ring, chewing through brick. One made it through and smashed into his lower back, but his vest absorbed the impact. Ahead of him, Aviary peeked over the rooftop, next to a small skylight. They could escape through it…

      Suddenly the skylight popped open and an arm seized Aviary’s ankle.

      Operative.

      Damien aimed his pistol at the operative’s arm, blinking to clear his vision, but Aviary’s leg was in the way. He couldn’t take the shot. Then Aviary pitched over the crest of the roof, hanging head-first toward Damien. She was scrambling with the zipper on her ruck, and it spread open—Nasira’s pistol fell clear and skittered down the roof.

      Damien reached out to grab it, but he wasn’t close enough. The pistol bounced down into the drainage channel between the rooftops.

      The operative’s head emerged from the skylight—ginger hair and a sharp chin. He noticed the GROM soldiers and disappeared back inside, almost dropping Aviary.

      Damien planted his feet in the gap between the chimney and the roof as Aviary kicked the operative in the face and tore free. She slid down the roof tiles, arms out. Damien stretched, caught her fingertips and seized her hand. She gripped his forearm and held tight, but her momentum took her right past him.

      Damien held tight.

      He lost his footing, slid on his stomach. His ribs crunched against the chimney and his pistol somewhere above his hip, jutting into him.

      Aviary was hanging from Damien, the right way up now, with Nasira’s pistol in the channel below. She let go and slid down the tiles. Her fingers closed on the weapon and—

      The operative with the ginger hair slid down the roof toward her, past Damien, and landed in the channel. He rose a short distance from Aviary and aimed his pistol at her.

      She pressed the inside of her palm.

      A piercing, high-pitched whine attacked Damien’s sensitive range of hearing. A wave of dizziness seized him and he slipped from the chimney, losing his own pistol. His vision went dark and he fell from the roof.
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      Nasira stepped from the building’s courtyard and into a side street. Gray, featureless buildings rose on either side of her, funneling the daylight. Around her, residents and employees from nearby buildings evacuated, assisted by police and GROM.

      Still unsure on his feet, Andrey was being helped along by Jay, but still struggled to keep from tripping on the uneven cobbles.

      ‘Move with the crowd,’ Nasira said to him. ‘We’ll get you out.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Andrey said. ‘Just take me to one of our getaway cars.’

      ‘Not a chance.’ Nasira looked ahead.

      GROM soldiers, dressed in black, were directing civilians from the courtyard.

      ‘Way too many soldiers, we’ll find another ride.’ She changed direction, pulling Jay and Andrey away from the soldiers.

      On the corner ahead, a police vehicle pulled up to the curb and officers stepped out. Beyond them, ambulances parked at a distance, ready to tend to any wounded.

      ‘They won’t know our faces,’ Jay said, now walking beside her.

      His amber-brown complexion was flushed red, sweat coating his face. He had Andrey’s arm over his shoulder; the wounded man’s pale, shaved head was low, his free hand pressed over the clump of powdered gauze Nasira had packed inside his shoulder wound. His t-shirt and jeans were covered in blood and he grunted with each step.

      ‘They’re raiding the exact buildings we were in,’ Nasira said. ‘I think they know more than you give ’em credit for.’

      She tucked in behind a pair of startled office workers. They wore crumpled business shirts and silver watches, and moved erratically, almost tripping over each other. Still in shock, no doubt. Nasira mimicked their actions, looking around frantically and using the movement to check her surroundings. A pair of police officers stood at the small intersection and guided traffic.

      ‘Just act confused and scared,’ Nasira said.

      Andrey laughed, the sound turning into coughing. ‘Act?’

      Nasira spoke quietly into her throat mike. ‘Nasira to Olesya, what’s going on?’

      No response.

      ‘What’s going on with this other attack?’ Jay asked.

      She shook her head. ‘They haven’t finished telling us.’

      Andrey winced. ‘They might be in trouble.’

      ‘Let’s just get out of this first, yeah?’ Nasira asked.

      They approached the police officers. One of them, a woman with short-cropped white hair and a square chin, raised her hand and stepped in front. Nasira stopped, her heart racing. After her encounter with those Purity zealots, she knew she looked like shit. But she was ready to intercept the officer’s draw, take her down and close the gap with her partner before he could react.

      The officer’s tired, blue eyes gave her the once over, narrowed, and then she reached for—

      Jay spoke loudly, exaggerating his American accent. ‘He’s been shot, we need the hospital!’

      The officer grabbed her radio, spoke in Polish, then pointed to the ambulance farther down the street. ‘Walk to there,’ she said in English. ‘Watch for cars.’

      The officer went back to directing people, so Nasira continued walking. Jay and Andrey were behind her, Andrey starting to moan. The pain from his gunshot wound was kicking in.

      She led them down the first alley, abandoning their path to the ambulance ahead. At the end of the road, she saw a police cordon blocking one of the entry points to the market square. She wasn’t going to take them back in there.

      ‘Can you get the morphine from my ruck?’ Andrey asked.

      ‘Not until you get out of here first,’ Nasira said.

      They reached a small courtyard with a children’s playground beyond a wire fence, and a horseshoe of trees surrounding a row of small parking spaces. Most of them were filled with vehicles Nasira could steal, even without Aviary’s help. One in particular caught her eye.

      She located the vehicle jiggler keys in her ruck, noticing Andrey linger on the sidewalk. He was fixed on the police cordon at the far end of the street. Two police vans covered the corner with sirens flashing silently. A trickle of civilians was allowed through, but only after a thorough inspection by officers.

      ‘We need to get back in there,’ Andrey said.

      ‘You’re not going anywhere near there,’ she said. ‘You need to sit this out.’

      ‘Nasira.’ Jay opened the door to a silver Mercedes sedan. ‘Unlocked.’

      She threw her keys back in her ruck and took Andrey by the arm. ‘That’s your ride.’

      Jay spoke into his throat mike. ‘This is Jay, we’re out of the market square. Damien, Aviary, what’s going on?’

      Damien’s voice sparked in their ears. ‘Hold on.’

      That was it? No explanation?

      Andrey pulled from Nasira’s grasp. ‘Olesya and Nika are trapped in there,’ he said. ‘We can’t leave them.’

      Nasira shared a glance with Jay.

      ‘Andrey,’ she said, ‘Nika’s dead.’

      He stared at the police cordon. No words came.

      ‘You have to get clear. Now,’ she said.

      ‘Nika’s trapped inside. I can’t leave her.’

      Nasira reached for his arm. ‘It’s too late. Sorry.’

      Andrey’s eyes welled with tears. ‘We’re too weak.’ He released the hold on his entry wound. The gauze had staunched the blood flow. ‘I’m too weak.’

      ‘The hell we are,’ Jay said. ‘Look, whatever this other terrorist thing is, we’re gonna stop it … as soon as we, you know, find out what it is.’

      Nasira grabbed Andrey and marched him to the Mercedes. She took the small ruck from his back and helped him into the driver’s seat.

      Andrey sat in the car, staring ahead until Nasira passed him his ruck so he could override the ignition.

      ‘Right.’ Andrey placed his ruck on the passenger seat. ‘Jump in.’

      ‘We’re not coming,’ Nasira said.

      She walked over to the vehicle she’d spotted earlier—an off-road bike, half-hidden in a parking spot between a sedan and an SUV. It was old enough that she didn’t need Aviary to decode the ignition for her, but obscure enough that her jiggler keys weren’t the right cut. She unzipped her own ruck and picked out a length of wire.

      Andrey wiped his eyes and started the Mercedes’ engine. ‘What about you?’

      ‘Just get clear,’ Nasira said. ‘Whatever Aviary and Damien have found, we’ll take care of it, with the rest of your team.’

      ‘But they’re stuck inside.’

      ‘Marina and Ark are already clear, and Olesya’s with Sophia. They’ll find a way out together.’

      Andrey nodded. ‘Fine, I get it.’ He started the engine. ‘But call if you need me.’

      ‘You got it,’ she said. ‘And no morphine until you got a hiding spot.’

      While she talked, Jay had disconnected the ignition wires for her. Taking her length of wire, she used it to bridge the ignition plug. The indicator lights flashed green on the bike’s display, and she climbed on, Jay behind her.

      Andrey reversed the Mercedes, pulling up beside her. His eyes were swollen and hands smeared with blood. ‘Thanks for getting me out.’

      Nasira nodded. ‘You’d do the same, right?’

      Without another word, Andrey reversed onto the street and went north.
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      Damien climbed up onto the channel between the angled rooftops. He clawed for his pistol, but it slipped from his grasp. Aviary was standing nearby, frozen, watching him.

      What did I teach you about awareness?

      ‘Look out!’ she yelled.

      The operative with the ginger hair and dirt-smeared face was behind him, aiming right for him.

      Oh.

      From the left-hand roof, a GROM soldier slid down the tiles.

      The soldier landed behind the operative, his carbine stock hitting the operative in the shoulder. The operative growled and turned to the soldier. He pitched back, his boot striking the soldier under his chin strap. The soldier did more than reel from the blow: he rocketed back up the roof. Tiles tore in his wake and he disappeared over the edge.

      These HAC operatives pack a punch, Damien thought, dazedly.

      The operative turned to him and smiled thinly.

      ‘Get down!’ Aviary yelled.

      Aviary aimed her pistol over his head as another GROM soldier slid down the roof. He landed between Damien and Aviary, his carbine knocking the pistol from her grasp.

      Damien went for him, but the operative lunged, punching. Damien guided the fist into the soldier behind him—Aviary ducked just in time as the soldier sailed over her—then Damien pulled his elbow back, into the operative’s neck. Aviary stepped closer to Damien.

      Back to back, they each faced an opponent.

      ‘Now what?’ she asked.

      ‘Don’t think,’ he said.

      The operative closed on Damien and delivered a volley of precise attacks. Damien weaved his body, avoiding and deflecting, so close the operative’s breath was hot on his face. Behind him, the sounds of scuffling, the clatter of roof tiles and breathing, Aviary’s and the soldier’s as they traded blows. Damien’s hearing had properly returned.

      Another soldier slid down to join them in the channel. He landed behind the operative, and attacked with his carbine. The downside of working in black operations—not much official support.

      The operative dropped into a crouch to avoid the blow.

      In the corner of his vision, Damien saw Aviary deflect her soldier’s arm. Softly, she drew his limb across her body; the break was crisp, like splitting a celery stalk.

      The operative kneed his soldier in the ribs; the GROM man went flying, tumbling down and slumping into the drainage channel. Stepping off the soldier’s inert body, the operative launched at Damien.

      Aviary was backed right into Damien. If he avoided the blow, Aviary would collect it instead. He stepped between her feet, entangling her and throwing both of them to one side.

      Suddenly exposed, Aviary’s soldier took an elbow from the operative, followed by a knee to the chest. The soldier’s ceramic plate shattered, and he was propelled across the roof. He would’ve fallen off if a comrade hadn’t dropped into the channel in time to save him.

      Damien braced against the slanted roof and cut low at the operative with a kick. He regretted the move as soon as he made it. The operative absorbed the blow and caught his ankle, slinging him aside. Damien crashed to the tiles and slid down the roof again. The operative was now between him and Aviary, and behind her, a total of three soldiers. Damien looked up at the crest they’d escaped from. And three more.

      The soldiers shouted at them in Polish.

      The operative drove a fist deep into Aviary’s chest. The force threw her backward, slamming her into all three GROM soldiers, stacking them together. Taking the full impact, the trio tumbled off the end of the channel and over a gutter.

      Damien picked up a discarded carbine—a Heckler & Koch HK416—and, stepping over its crumpled former owner, rammed the short fourteen-inch barrel behind the operative’s knee. The operative kicked. Damien absorbed the blow in his shoulder, but it still pinwheeled him across the channel. Suddenly he was off the roof entirely and in the air. His fingers closed hard over the last thing he could reach—the very edge of the roof.

      His right hand, slippery with blood from the knife wound, lost purchase. He hung there from one hand, the courtyard six levels below.

      He focused on the sounds of combat above him. A knife sliding from its scabbard, slicing through fabric, tearing threads. Plunging deep into wet flesh, muscle tissue.

      He hoped it wasn’t Aviary.

      With one arm, he hauled himself up, scrabbling with his wounded hand to find grip. His strength was ebbing. He raised his knee up to his chest. The swing of his leg gave him enough leverage to wrap an elbow over the edge. He almost had it. Another elbow over. Then his knee. He crawled over and slid into the channel again. The operative was up ahead, crowded by three new GROM soldiers.

      ‘Damien!’

      Aviary was barely visible behind the group. Damien approached the soldiers, who blocked his path, their attention focused on subduing the operative. Damien kicked off one soldier’s back and launched onto the inclined roof. He sprinted across it, circumventing the group, then slipped to his knees, down the roof and into the channel. A single soldier remained before him; looking down at fingertips clinging to the edge of the gutter.

      ‘Get me up!’ she yelled, hanging from the edge.

      The soldier spun, knife in hand, and attacked Damien in rapid stabbing motions. Damien evaded the first thrust, deflecting it slightly to the right. The soldier quickly adjusted for his second thrust, but Damien was in a better position and trapped it between his knee and hand, pulling the soldier’s arm across his knee and breaking it. The knife hit the roof tiles. Damien moved his hand up to the soldier’s neck and rammed the edge of his hand into the soldier’s carotid artery. The soldier stumbled and collapsed. Damien stepped around him, inhaling a lungful of cheap aftershave. All his senses were back, but from this stench he almost wished they weren’t.

      He knelt down to help Aviary.

      The fingertips hanging onto the gutter weren’t hers.

      A soldier hung from the edge, and Aviary hung from his boots.

      ‘Hold on!’ Damien shouted.

      While the operative attacked the other soldiers behind him, Damien dropped into a seated position and braced his feet on the exposed bricks on both sides of the gutter.

      One of the soldier’s hands slipped, disappeared from the edge.

      Shit.

      Damien lodged his heels firmly, leaned and clamped both hands on the soldier’s wrist. Then, using the strength in his legs—the only strength he had left—he pulled the soldier up.

      The soldier’s head cleared the edge of the roof, and his eyes went wide as he looked at Damien. No, not at Damien, over his shoulder.

      At the operative.

      A carbine stock came rushing down toward Damien’s head. Damien let go of the soldier, catching the stock with both hands. The soldier screamed and vanished back over the drop. Reflexively, the man’s fingers closed on the gutter again, arresting his fall.

      As Damien held onto the carbine stock, the operative shifted his knee and pressed it into his neck. Between his own legs, Damien saw the soldier’s grip slipping. The operative pinned Damien down on his back and drew his knife. He pushed the blade to Damien’s neck, into his dressing. Damien pushed against it with his own hands, but the tip of the blade pierced his old wound and pain surged through. The operative was aiming for his artery.

      Straining against the knifeman, Damien caught a glimpse of a new soldier on the crest of the roof, aiming his Heckler & Koch carbine down at them.

      Was that soldier still in Aviary’s range when she disabled—

      The soldier on the rooftop opened fire.

      Guess not.

      The round narrowly missed them, splintering the operative’s carbine and obliterating a roof tile beside them. Instinctively, Damien shut his eyes. The impact sounded like a whip cracking across his face. And felt like it too, with tiny fragments of polymer and roof tile cutting his skin. But the force with which the operative was pushing the knife at him had disappeared. Damien opened his eyes and saw the knife bounce between the operative’s legs and across the channel.

      The stock of the carbine splintered, and the operative shielded his face, losing his balance. Damien drew his own knees to his chest and kicked up—into the operative’s face. He fell back.

      ‘Aviary! Disable weapons!’ Damien yelled.

      Up above, the soldier was taking aim.

      ‘I can’t!’ Aviary called out from over the edge. ‘It needs … to recharge!’

      Damien dived forward, the splintered carbine in his hand. ‘Grab this!’ he shouted.

      The soldier lost his grip, falling with Aviary into the street.
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      Sophia ran for the town hall’s south end, Olesya a couple of paces behind her. They made it down to the second floor before the GROM squad cut them off at the flight of stairs.

      ‘The windows!’ Olesya said between breaths.

      Sophia took hold of a sash and slid it upwards. Outside the window, a narrow alley divided the new town hall from its predecessor; at the end of it was the Land Rover Defender that Aviary had marked for them. They were close.

      Sophia looked down; directly below, large marquees sheltered patrons from the weather.

      ‘They won’t break our fall,’ Olesya said

      ‘No, but they’ll slow us down some,’ Sophia said.

      Sophia expected Olesya’s protest; instead she leapt. Behind her, the GROM squad was closing in.

      Sophia jumped.

      Down two levels and straight through the marquee. The material caught her legs and tore, wrapping over her limbs. She crashed into a table, landing roughly on her hips, rolled off and recovered her balance.

      Olesya had landed more neatly through the marquee beside her, and was running, using the canopies for concealment. Sophia sprinted across the pavement to catch up. Ahead of them, the alley ended in an archway, through which the rear half of the Land Rover was visible. They both slowed as they reached the arch, and together, they checked their corners. The market square was open ground, and it looked like the victory march had mostly moved to the police cordons in both corners.

      Sophia pointed to the Land Rover Defender.

      ‘Armored?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Let’s find out.’ Keeping low, Sophia tested the door handle. It was locked.

      ‘Aviary!’ Sophia whispered into her throat mike. ‘Land Rover is locked.’

      No response.

      ‘Sophia,’ Olesya said, her voice urgent. ‘Up there.’

      Above the square, a soldier was hanging from the roof of a building. Clinging to him: Aviary. The soldier was losing his grip, trying to kick Aviary off, but Aviary wasn’t letting go.

      Sophia tilted her head back, looked above the struggling pair. Damien was fighting for his life against a man with ginger hair and a knife. An operative. An operative who was winning.

      ‘Anyone near Damien and Aviary?’ Sophia asked over her mike. ‘They’re on the roof near the attic.’

      ‘The soldiers will be on us any second,’ Olesya said to her.

      ‘I know,’ Sophia said.

      Her earpiece crackled. ‘Dammit, this is Czarina. We’re cut off on the west side, coming around the long way, but will take a while.’

      ‘We’re a long way out east,’ Ark said. ‘Moving as fast as we can.’

      High above, Aviary and the soldier dangled helpless. ‘They won’t make it in time,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia tried the car door again and cursed.

      Then Aviary’s voice came through her earpiece, breathless and panicked. ‘Try the driver’s door!’

      ‘Sophia,’ Olesya said. ‘They’re here.’

      Through the Defender’s tinted glass, Sophia saw GROM soldiers hustling toward them. She gripped her pistol. It wouldn’t be enough.

      Great.

      Olesya slipped around the rear of the vehicle and tugged the handle of the hatchback. It opened, and with a look of surprise and relief, she jumped in, closed the hatch and climbed into the passenger seat. She opened the door next to Sophia just as the soldiers opened fire.

      Sophia crouched behind the armored door as rounds smacked into it, then threw herself in, behind the wheel.

      The push ignition glowed a dim green. Sophia hit it and the engine growled. She ploughed the Defender through the soldiers. They jumped from her path, all except one, who bounced over the hood. A nice bonus.

      Rounds cracked into the Defender’s windows and chassis, and even its run-flat tires, all to no effect.

      Olesya reached for her NetGun and disabled the electric charge. She pointed through the windshield at Aviary. ‘Get me closer to your friend.’
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      Sophia accelerated toward Aviary … and the shopfront of a florist. Olesya opened the sun roof, stood up and aimed the NetGun high.

      At that exact moment, Aviary fell.

      Olesya fired. Sophia hit the brakes.

      The net bloomed in the sky.

      It wrapped over Aviary, its five tiny plates adhering to the wall and, to Sophia’s amazement, holding fast.

      Aviary’s forearms came up to protect her face just in time, absorbing some of the impact as she hit the wall.

      ‘What the shit just happened?’ Aviary whispered into her throat mike.

      ‘Nice shot,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Thank you,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Can that thing hold her?’ Sophia asked, not taking her eyes off Aviary.

      ‘Capillary adhesion,’ Olesya said. ‘Those five little plates will stick until I disable the net. And I don’t plan on doing that just yet.’

      ‘Aviary, don’t move,’ Sophia said into her mike. ‘Damien, get her up! Can anyone help Damien?’
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        * * *

      

      Two gunshots rang out in succession, echoing through the market square. A hole appeared in the goggles of the soldier on the rooftop, and he tumbled down the roof toward Damien. The operative had to jump back to avoid the corpse.

      On a nearby rooftop, Felix fired again and the operative staggered, taking the shot in his vest. He slumped against the roof.

      Ezra appeared beside Felix and she opened fire too. A pistol round punched through the operative’s eye socket and splattered the roof behind him. He sank to a kneeling position and then collapsed.

      ‘This is Felix, third operative dead. Damien’s OK.’

      The soldier who had kicked Aviary off the roof lay on his back, hands raised in surrender.

      ‘Don’t suppose you have some rope?’ Aviary asked.

      Damien kneed the soldier in the stomach, and then again in his face. The soldier reeled backward. Damien anchored both his legs and let the soldier hang over the edge.

      ‘Aviary, here’s your rope. It’s a soldier.’

      ‘I can’t get out,’ Aviary said. ‘The plates are stuck and I can’t fit my hand through the net.’

      ‘This is Olesya, you need a NetGun to deactivate the plates,’ she said in his ear. ‘The end of the device has a manual release. Use it in the center of each individual plate.’

      Damien mentally searched the contents of his ruck. He didn’t have one.

      ‘I have a NetGun,’ Ezra called out. ‘Wait there.’

      Damien tapped the soldier on his leg. ‘Hey!’

      ‘Pull me up!’ the soldier yelled. ‘I’m sorry for kicking her!’

      ‘Listen, I’m going to need you to release the top plate on the net below you,’ Damien said. ‘I’m going to—’

      ‘For God’s sake, please!’ the soldier yelled.

      ‘Look, my name’s Damien and I’m trying to get to my friend here. What’s your name?’

      ‘Can you just … it’s Sławomir.’

      Damien glanced at Ezra, who was perched on the roof, searching through her ruck, then returned his attention to the soldier.

      ‘Sławomir, hi,’ Damien said. ‘We’ve gotten ourselves in a bit of a crazy situation here.’

      ‘Heads up,’ Ezra said.

      She rolled her small black NetGun down the roof to Damien. It landed by his feet. He took it and reached over the edge, holding it against Sławomir’s upper legs.

      ‘Sławomir, I need you to take this NetGun and use the other end to release the top plate,’ Damien said. ‘Can you do that for me?’

      ‘Why do I have to do that? Just pull me up!’

      Damien wiped sweat from his eyebrows. ‘Because if you don’t, I’ll drop you.’

      ‘If you drop me, you can’t get to her!’ Sławomir yelled.

      Ezra was right up behind Damien now. ‘Need a hand?’

      ‘Under control,’ Damien said. ‘Look, Sławomir, I’m not going to spend all day arguing with you. I promise I won’t kill you. Well, I won’t kill you. Someone else might, you never know your luck.’

      ‘If you release me, you’ll rot in prison for the rest of your life,’ Sławomir said. ‘Think about that!’

      ‘Don’t worry, Sławomir,’ Damien said. ‘Right now, I’ve got you. And I won’t let you down. Now take the fucking NetGun, and don’t drop it or I’ll drop you.’

      Sławomir went quiet for a moment, then said, ‘You’ll be surrounded any minute now. I’m your only hostage.’

      ‘Don’t push me, Sławomir,’ Damien said. ‘I’ve had a very tense day.’

      Sławomir reached up and grabbed the NetGun. ‘Hold your horses. And my legs.’

      ‘You got it, Sławomir,’ Damien said.

      He kept his knees over both of Sławomir’s legs and his hands pressed down, keeping the soldier in place. Ezra stepped around him and took one leg.

      ‘Top plate is released,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Now pull me up!’ Sławomir yelled.

      ‘Not yet,’ Damien said. ‘Sławomir, would you be so kind as to hang in there for a moment while Aviary crawls up your body? Just make sure she gets up here, or you won’t.’

      ‘You have got to be joking with me!’ Sławomir yelled.

      ‘Make a call, Sławomir,’ Damien said. ‘Do you want to live or die?’

      ‘For the love of God, hurry up about it!’ Sławomir said.

      Sławomir’s body jerked and pulled on Damien’s grip as Aviary crawled her way up his arms, over his upper body and up next to Damien and Ezra. Her eyes were bloodshot and she was bleeding from her nose, but she was alive and that was all that mattered right now. Damien held onto the soldier while Aviary shuffled past him.

      ‘Forget the soldier,’ Ezra said. ‘Let’s go.’

      ‘No,’ Aviary said. ‘Pull him up.’

      Damien nodded to Ezra. ‘Sławomir lives. Then we have a train to stop.’

      Together, they pulled the soldier back onto the roof, where he sat, battered and dazed. Ezra kept her weapon on him while Damien took the pistol from his holster.

      ‘Let’s go,’ Felix called out. ‘More will be here soon.’

      While Aviary started up the rooftop with Ezra, Damien slipped the soldier’s pistol into his waistband. ‘Thanks.’

      Sławomir stared at him. ‘You’re not going to kill me?’

      ‘We don’t need to,’ Damien said.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Just your neighborhood terrorists trying to stop a terror attack.’ He turned away.

      ‘Wait,’ Sławomir said. ‘Is this to do with the train?’

      Damien paused to meet the soldier’s gaze. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Purity have been making us do things, strange things.’ Sławomir winced as he rubbed his lower back. ‘Most of our squads are south of here, on a training exercise. On the same day as Purity’s big victory march. Now this is one of two things: stupid or suspicious.’

      ‘Which of those two do you think it is, Sławomir?’ Damien asked.

      ‘I think—a few of us think—they want something bad to happen. To them. And if it does, it’s going to be at the Popowice or Mikolajów train stations.’

      ‘Which one?’ Damien asked.

      ‘That depends on which direction the train takes,’ he said. ‘We don’t know, but in the exercise, the explosives have a failsafe trigger. They’re small infrared triggers, hidden near the platforms on each station.’

      Damien crouched before him. ‘Tell me everything you know.’

      ‘That’s not much, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘But the train runs through, the signal makes contact and the explosives detonate. Our squads were looking for the triggers, but now all the squads are being pulled out. The exercise will be over soon. We’re starting to think Purity want this to happen … for real.’

      ‘Trust me, they’re not pulling the strings here,’ Damien said. ‘Why are you telling me all of this?’

      ‘Because I didn’t vote for Purity,’ he said.
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      Sophia steered the Defender out of the market square, only to find the road barricaded by police filtering people through for inspection. A mass of tourists, locals and Purity supporters had collected beyond it, impeding Sophia’s escape.

      ‘The police have blocked all the exits,’ Olesya said, consulting one of the modified iPhones Sophia had given her.

      Sophia hit the hazard lights and blasted the horn. The crowd slowly peeled apart, allowing her to push forward as far as the barricade. She hit the horn again.

      ‘Let us through,’ Sophia said under her breath.

      ‘I don’t think that’s going to happen,’ Olesya said.

      Damien’s voice crackled in her ear. ‘Damien to Sophia. We’re off the roof and we’re tracking the train.’

      ‘Good. Direct us there,’ Sophia said.

      ‘The train is ten klicks north-north-east of you. Aviary added it to everyone’s maps. Keep an eye out.’

      The police officers observed her through the windshield. One of the officers said something into his radio; probably reporting to his commanding officer. Sophia waited a moment, her pistol wedged under her thigh.

      ‘What’s the plan?’ Olesya said.

      ‘Talk our way through,’ Sophia said. ‘With a heavy American accent.’

      ‘And if that doesn’t work?’

      ‘I’ll need your help shooting them all.’

      ‘This is Czarina,’ came a voice over the air. ‘We made it out.’

      ‘This is Olesya, copy that. Ark, what’s your locstat?’

      ‘This is Ark,’ he said. ‘We’re clear.’

      ‘Jay here. We’re clear too. Andrey’s gone to ground.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Olesya said. ‘Wait for your orders.’

      Sophia looked at her. ‘Do you know what those orders are?’

      ‘I will once we get out of here.’

      ‘What about the cloaked figure?’ Sophia recalled the mysterious watcher from the town hall. ‘Do you know who that was?’

      ‘I couldn’t see,’ Olesya said quickly. ‘What happened to you in the crowd back there? Sounded like you were having a panic attack.’

      ‘I haven’t even started to panic yet.’ She caught Olesya’s gaze. ‘I’m fine, seriously.’

      Olesya broke her gaze to check the side mirrors. ‘Good, because it looks like we have a problem.’

      The cluster of people wanting to get out of the square had closed behind them. But beyond them, a fresh squad of GROM soldiers moved in.

      Sophia assessed their options. They couldn’t go left or right. Both ways were blocked by shopfronts: on the right corner, a clothing store; on the left corner, a sushi bar. That left them two options: reversing into the soldiers or driving through the police. Neither was particularly preferable; both would incur civilian casualties, and not every casualty would be a Purity supporter.

      The soldiers had split into two and were moving around the Defender. One team stopped at Sophia’s nine o’clock while the other headed to the front, her one o’clock. Their angles were precise. They knew the Defender was stolen.

      Sophia checked the rear-view mirror again. Another Defender was approaching.

      ‘If you back out now, we could try another corner,’ Olesya said.

      ‘They’re all cordoned. You said so yourself.’

      ‘Whatever move you make, make it now.’ Olesya glanced at her. ‘Show me what you can do.’

      Sophia turned the wheel. ‘Oh, I will.’

      She roared the Defender left, scattering civilians and soldiers. She smashed the vehicle through the glass front of the sushi bar, then whipped them back to the right, through the store and out the other side, shattering the glass wall. They emerged onto the cobblestoned road, the cordon circumvented. Sushi rolls bounced across their windshield, collecting under the wipers.

      ‘Done,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya held her pistol with one hand and buckled her seat belt with the other. ‘Are you insane?’

      ‘It’s in my file somewhere.’

      Olesya inspected the map on her phone. ‘T-intersection ahead. There’s a main road with trams running both directions.’

      ‘I can see that. Where’s the train?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘I’m looking.’ Olesya zoomed out on her map. ‘Your fancy phone’s connection just dropped.’

      Sophia checked her mirror. The other Defender was behind them, closing fast. In the driver’s seat, she saw the man with the hoodie and shaved head that she’d been following earlier. Now he was following her.

      ‘Goddamn operative behind us,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Your kid genius did unlock all the Defenders, remember?’ Olesya said.

      The operative accelerated, running into their rear bumper.

      ‘He’ll try to spin us,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I can see that,’ Olesya said, reading something on her phone. ‘Kid genius sent through the full brief. I have the time of detonation and two potential targets. Train stations.’

      ‘What about the train?’

      ‘She has it tagged. And I think I know where our proxies went.’

      She held up security camera footage on her phone; two men walking through a train carriage, wearing bulky jackets. Sophia glanced at it for a second.

      ‘Only two of them,’ Sophia said.

      ‘They shot the driver and took over,’ Olesya said.

      ‘All while we were tied up here.’ Sophia blasted her horn and overtook a car.

      The intersection was coming up fast. Two lanes flowed right, and riding the tracks in the center, trams approached slowly from both sides. When the trams crossed in the middle, they’d effectively block Sophia off until they’d passed.

      With the operative rapidly closing, Sophia couldn’t wait. She floored it.

      ‘Do you want me to drive?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘No, but you can work the hazard lights.’

      She pushed her Defender forward, horn blasting. The operative followed close behind. Cars screeched to avoid them, and Sophia weaved in and out of their paths.

      The trams rumbled closer together.

      Sophia smacked through a row of plastic bollards; they slapped the road and drummed underneath the vehicle, then popped out in her wake. She tore toward the shrinking gap between the trams—and scraped through just before they crossed.

      Sophia checked the rear-view mirror. The operative hadn’t made it through.

      She took a sharp right off the tram tracks, steered the Defender onto the other side of the road and across the pavement. Wrestling the wheel, she narrowly avoided a pair of startled pedestrians.

      ‘Where’s the operative?’ she asked.

      ‘Can’t see. Wait.’ Olesya checked her phone. ‘Parallel to us. On our right.’

      Sophia checked her side. Through windows of the tram running alongside them, she glimpsed the other Defender. The operative was keeping pace with them, driving on the tracks in the center of the road.

      ‘There’s an intersection ahead,’ Olesya said. ‘Go left.’

      Sophia accelerated, hitting her horn to scatter more pedestrians, then shoved the Defender back onto the road, into two-way traffic.

      ‘Where’s this train?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘The opposite direction to where you’re going.’

      On their right, the tram slowed at a stop, allowing the operative to pass. He accelerated for the intersection ahead.

      ‘He will turn around,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia raced past the tram and caught up with a second one. The operative stayed level with them, on the tram’s blindside.

      ‘He’s waiting for us,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Good. We’ll give him what he wants.’

      Level with the front of the tram, she slowed. The operative did the same on the other side, anticipating her next move. If she broke away now and tried to make the turn, he’d be right on them. She knew if she was going to turn around, she’d need to slow him first.

      Olesya hit her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Damien, can you shut down the train?’

      ‘This is Aviary. I’m trying, but they’re jamming me,’ she said. ‘I think they’ve hijacked a base transceiver somewhere. I’m pinpointing it now.’

      ‘This is Damien,’ he said, interrupting. ‘My guess is this hijacked transceiver is how they plan to trigger the explosives once the train reaches its target. Our first play should be to knock it out.’

      ‘I understand, but can you confirm which station and when?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Twenty-five minutes from now, one of two stations in the center of Wrocław. Could go either way.’

      ‘Call in an anonymous bomb scare for both,’ Olesya said. ‘How do we stop this hijacked transceiver?’

      ‘Find and destroy it,’ Aviary said. ‘All right, I see it. It’s on a rooftop, I’ll send you the location now.’

      Olesya spoke to Sophia. ‘Draw out the operative.’

      ‘He’s impatient,’ Sophia said. ‘He’ll move first.’

      A car in her lane came straight for her, so she veered around it.

      ‘Aviary to Olesya. Sent you the transceiver’s location. No operatives or GROM showing in the area.’

      Olesya hit her pressel. ‘Copy that.’

      Sophia kept her eyes on the road. The operative moved in a burst of acceleration and overtook the tram. He crossed in front of it, aiming right for her.

      She was ready.

      She pulled in front of the tram too, only her turn was tighter. The operative took it too wide—Sophia was counting on that. She slipped between the tram’s nose and the operative.

      ‘Hold on,’ she said.

      As she zipped across the tracks, she clipped the corner of the operative’s Defender, sending him into a spin. But the impact slowed them too, just enough for the tram to clip their vehicle.

      They spun, the traffic smearing across her vision as their Defender whipped onto the other tram track, facing north. She’d cleared the tram.

      The operative didn’t.

      Through her rear-view mirror, Sophia saw him spin. Head to head, the tram crunched into him, pushing him back across an intersection. The tram’s emergency brakes screeched.

      ‘That was reckless,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Should buy us some time.’ Sophia accelerated along the tram tracks. ‘Guide me in.’

      ‘Keep north.’ Olesya checked her map. ‘We cross the river onto a small island. The hijacked transceiver is there.’

      Sophia held down her own pressel switch. ‘Sophia to Aviary, we need everything you can find on this train. What sort of stock, how to stop it, current speed.’

      ‘Already on it,’ Aviary said. ‘Class 380 four-car stock, temperature controlled and free Wi-Fi. Right now, it’s moving a steady sixty kilometers per hour.’

      Sophia took the Defender off the tram tracks and onto a suspension bridge over the river to the island. Another bridge that connected to the north shore of the river; somewhere out there, the train was approaching.

      ‘Stop the vehicle!’ Olesya said suddenly.

      Sophia pulled to the roadside, hitting the brakes.

      ‘It’s in there,’ Olesya said. ‘The transceiver.’

      She climbed from the Defender and ran toward a corner building. Sophia cut the engine and went after her.

      Paint peeled from the tired, six-story building, which stood out from the shiny new apartment blocks around it. A wire mesh awning sagged over the first floor, collecting junk thrown from the windows above. Graffiti and faded stencils of business names were scrawled along the facade. Olesya paused at a faded leather couch on the sidewalk, dumped in front of two doors, one blue and one red.

      The blue door led to a barber’s shop coated in months of dust. The red door was closed and, Sophia presumed, led upstairs into the building. Olesya tried the handle, it was locked. In an instant, she had a set of lockpicks in her hands. She raked the lock twice and the door handle turned.

      Lucky, Sophia thought.

      Olesya opened the door and stepped inside, her Russian pistol out and aimed ahead of her. By the time Sophia closed the door behind them, she needed a few quick steps to catch up. She placed her hand on Olesya and helped cover their entry with her Glock.

      Olesya tensed at first, then eased into their partnership. With each pistol covering a 180-degree arc, they quickly climbed the stairs and gave each level a cursory sweep. The levels were dark and empty, walls covered in graffiti and chipped plaster, the floors strewn with forgotten furniture and empty bottles. On the fourth level, they reached an open space and stopped, breath pluming in the cold air.

      Sophia opened her mouth to minimize noise while she listened for sound. A pigeon in the distance, brooding outside. No breathing, no boots. Not even a scrape. There was a scent of rust and something decidedly more metallic. No sweat, no deodorant. No one waiting for them.

      Somehow that alarmed Sophia more.

      She checked her phone. Still no operatives in the area.

      ‘Rooftop,’ Olesya said quietly.

      Sophia raised her hand. ‘Hold on.’

      But Olesya was already through the door and up the stairs to the attic.

      Sophia’s senses prickled as she moved on alone into a hall. It was dusty, most of its furniture and carpet stripped out. And then she saw it.

      The exposed floorboards were cluttered with corpses. One tied to a chair: an older man in what looked like chef’s whites, complete with hat. His head hung over the back of the chair, mouth open.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary,’ came the voice in her earpiece. ‘I’m on the rooftop and I see the transceiver.’

      ‘This is Aviary, get your phone closer.’

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, the train’s new, right? Can you shut it down remotely?’

      ‘That’s what I’m hoping for,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia let them work it out while she lowered her pistol and, by the light of the arched windows, did a quick count of the numbers. Fourteen in all, with multiple gunshot wounds to their upper bodies and heads. It looked haphazard, but she sensed a pattern in their placement.

      Her eyes settled on one corpse in particular. Male, mid-fifties, well-dressed and lying with legs together and arms by his sides.

      ‘Olesya, you need to get down here,’ she said.

      ‘Aviary’s using my phone to—’

      ‘Leave your phone there. Come down,’ Sophia said.

      She walked to the nearest window and checked the streets below for surveillance. Nothing. From the rear side of the building, she could make out a small river below, and a second building on the other side of the water. It looked abandoned and was connected to this building via the rooftop of a disused marina.

      No one was nearby. Her map confirmed that.

      Olesya’s footsteps creaked across the attic, down the stairs and across the floor.

      She stopped when she saw the bodies. ‘They’re all dead.’

      ‘You noticed that too,’ Sophia said. ‘What’s up with the old man in the chef’s hat?’

      ‘That’s not a chef’s hat,’ Olesya said. ‘He’s a High Priest of Purity.’

      Sophia regarded Olesya. Tension crackled around her, crystal-blue.

      ‘This is Aviary. I’m still working on shutting the transceiver down. I’ll need another five minutes.’

      Olesya hit her switch. ‘Copy that.’ She knelt by one of the bodies and started patting it down. ‘We need to work out who these people are.’

      One person Sophia already knew, the body she’d recognized before, the man in his fifties. His head was intact and flecked with blood, a pale, drawn expression on his face, but his ill-fitting white shirt was stained red from gunshot wounds to his chest. Around his neck, a bow tie, partly undone. A small piece of glitter in his hair, still there somehow from the last time she’d seen him, being dragged by an operative into an ambulance outside a Berlin nightclub.

      ‘Evgeny,’ she said.

      Olesya looked up. ‘He has ID?’

      ‘No, but he worked in Project GATE a long time ago,’ Sophia said. ‘Operatives abducted him last week in Berlin. I tried to stop them, but I was too late.’

      Olesya was searching the body of a woman. ‘Wait, there’s ID on this one.’

      She held up a badge for Sophia to see. Bronze, golden star with a blue globe inside. The writing across the top was Russian.

      ‘What’s that?’ Sophia walked over to inspect the badge.

      ‘The Directorate.’ Olesya wiped her fingerprints from it and put it back. ‘The agency I work for.’

      Sophia unbuttoned the woman’s shirt. Underneath, she found two entry wounds to the chest, above the left lung and tightly grouped. The blood hadn’t dried.

      ‘The wound’s fresh,’ Sophia said. ‘And the body’s cold.’

      ‘Means they’ve been on ice for some time now.’

      Sophia leaned back into a crouched position. ‘You’re right. The Fifth Column probably had them in a fridge until they figured out a use for them.’

      ‘Maybe that use is why they were captured to begin with,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia recalled Evgeny from the Berlin nightclub. And Priya.

      Put them on ice. Melt them to dust.

      Priya’s words. Sophia hadn’t been able to shake them, and now she knew why.

      ‘Melt them,’ she muttered. ‘But with what?’

      ‘What?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I don’t know. It was something that…’

      Her words faded away. Olesya was on her knees in front of another body now, and Sophia could see her colleague’s dry lips trembling. Tears rolled off Olesya’s chin, and pain crashed over her, a dark, thunderous indigo.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I tried to get you back.’

      Sophia looked down at the body, with its dark curly hair, round face and parted lips. Her eyes were open, wide and cedar-brown, gazing lifelessly past Olesya.

      ‘She was one of yours?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Val,’ Olesya said. ‘She’s Ark’s sister.’

      Through their earpieces, Aviary’s voice interrupted. ‘This is Aviary, I can’t shut down the train, but I have some good news. It runs on some fancy lithium-iron battery bank and the battery car is on the rear.’

      ‘Aviary…’ Sophia said.

      ‘Seriously, that is good news,’ Aviary said. ‘It means you can jump on the train, Mission: Impossible style, without electrocuting yourself on the power lines.’

      ‘Aviary … can you…’ Sophia said. ‘I have to board the train now?’

      ‘Um, yeah,’ Aviary said. ‘And I can still sabotage the transceiver from here, if you’ll just give me a minute.’

      ‘Aviary,’ Sophia said. ‘We’ve found something. Directorate personnel and High Priest of Purity, all dead. Looks like the Fifth Column want to frame Russia for the death of the priest.’

      ‘But how do they frame Russia if everyone’s dead?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I think GROM are supposed to raid the place and shoot everyone,’ Sophia said. ‘All they need to do is walk in here and pretend they engaged the Russians in a firefight. It’s a crime scene ready to call in.’

      ‘The transceiver on the roof,’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘They’ll blame Russia for the train explosion, won’t they?’

      ‘Exactly,’ Sophia said. ‘The world will be furious. And in their fury, they’ll support Purity.’

      Even if Sophia and Olesya burned all the bodies, Purity would still have enough evidence from the remains to run their story.

      ‘Ark to Olesya. Is there anyone there that we know?’

      Olesya, still kneeling in front of Val, couldn’t speak. She simply shook her head, tears running freely down her face.

      ‘Ark to Olesya. Are you reading me?’

      ‘This is Sophia. Negative. No one we recognize.’

      Olesya met her gaze and held it.

      ‘Copy that,’ Ark said.

      ‘We need to leave,’ Sophia said, checking the windows again. She held down her pressel switch. ‘Sophia to Aviary, how long until you’re done?’

      ‘I need another few minutes,’ Aviary said.

      She faced Olesya. ‘Leave the phone, we need to go.’

      ‘I leave when Aviary has finished,’ Olesya said. ‘You should get clear.’

      ‘We’re helping you,’ Sophia said.

      ‘And you have, more than enough. This is my battle and I don’t expect anyone else to fight it.’

      Sophia checked the map on her phone. The train was heading into Wrocław, and it would soon pass just north of here. She could withdraw her team now and avoid the blast—if Olesya failed.

      ‘It might be your battle,’ Sophia said, ‘but this is our war.’
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      Olesya took her friend’s cold, dead hand. She was supposed to find Val, but not like this. Not another discarded prop in the Fifth Column’s games.

      She wasn’t sure which was worse: being programmed to become one of the Fifth Column’s black operatives, or being killed by one. Brushing a curl of dark hair from Val’s face, she wondered of her friend’s final moments. Had she felt horror, or sadness? Or worse, loneliness.

      That scared Olesya the most.

      She imagined Val would’ve been confined to a cell, perhaps interrogated for the little information she might divulge, then—alone and far from those she loved—executed.

      Olesya released her hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Val lay before her, just a body now.

      Damien’s voice blasted Olesya’s ear. ‘Damien to Olesya! I’m seeing multiple Land Rovers crossing the bridge. Get out!’

      Olesya stood, dragging her gaze from Val to the windows. ‘Aviary, are you done yet?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Aviary said. ‘Leave the phone behind and I’ll wipe it. You have the smartwatch I gave you, right?’

      ‘Yes, I do.’ Olesya checked the device on her wrist. It showed her a map of the island. There were no green or red dots in her vicinity.

      ‘Good, that’s all you need,’ Aviary said.

      Outside, tires screeched. GROM had cut off her exit. There was only one fire escape, on the front of the building, and that was exposed to the soldiers and their vehicles below.

      She took one final look at Val. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Anger burned inside. The Fifth Column had killed Val, and they’d messed with Xiu’s head. And now, with this, they were going to destroy everything.

      Olesya’s only option was to get out of here and find the train. A long shot.

      The soldiers were climbing the stairs now, coming for the bodies. If they found her, she’d end up the freshest corpse in the pile.

      She ran to the rear of the building and checked the windows. Below her, a disused marina’s rooftop connected her building to the neighboring island, but it was a big jump for her.

      Judging by the sound of boots on concrete, the GROM soldiers had reached the second level. They weren’t stopping to clear the building level by level. They were heading straight for her floor.

      Olesya holstered her pistol and tried the window. It was locked, so she drew her knife and shattered the glass with the hilt’s glass breaker. Below her, the thudding of boots quickened.

      She cleared the glass from the window with her knife, then measured out her run-up. At the edge of her vision, she saw shadows flit. The soldiers reached her floor.

      She ran for the window, pushed off the sill and into the air. Clearing the gap over the river, she landed on the marina’s roof, rolling off her knees to come up with both boots on roof tiles. But the tiles were slippery and her legs went out from under her. She slid on her back, using the rubber soles on her boots to drag her descent. She hit the gutter, and with a creak, it fell away.

      She lay on the edge.

      Movement and voices from the window she’d jumped down from. The river was in front of her, but diving in would mean exposing herself; they’d fill her with rounds before she could make the dive. Carefully, she climbed back up the roof, around a set of skylights to the crest.

      Rounds smashed around her. One struck her in the back. Her body armor absorbed the impact by hardening the shear thickening liquid between the layers of Kevlar. It saved her life, but ruined her balance. She tumbled down the other side of the roof, oxygen blasted from her lungs. She slid on her stomach over the glass of a skylight, clawed for a grip. Held.

      Soldiers appeared in the windows of the building she’d jumped from. They took aim with their carbines.

      Olesya slammed her knife hilt on the skylight. The glass imploded and she fell through.

      She landed on both feet, but her legs gave way and she collapsed face first on the dusty linoleum floor of the marina. Light sparked behind her eyes. She had to keep moving. Breathing in damp air and diesel fumes, she coughed and picked herself up, holstered her knife for the second time and dragged herself across the dark space, aiming for a door on the far end.

      ‘Ark to Olesya, are you clear?’

      ‘Not yet.’ She reached the sealed door, and drew her pry bar from her boot. She wedged it into the seam under the door jamb. ‘I’m in the next building. Soldiers on my six.’

      It was an outward opening door, so she gave the pry bar a down and outward pull, biting the inside of the door. It cracked open from its frame.

      She drew her pistol and kept moving. Like the marina it adjoined, this building was littered with junk and unused for some time. She crossed the desolate first floor to the exit, and opened it a crack. The street outside was quiet, but she had only moments before the soldiers closed in.

      Ark spoke into her earpiece. ‘This is Ark, can anyone assist Olesya? We’re out of range.’

      ‘I can do better than that,’ Aviary said. ‘Olesya, you now have wheels.’

      Outside on the cracked concrete, a battered red Lada sedan and a Toyota GT86 two-door coupe. She opted for the sedan, knife out and ready to break the passenger side window.

      ‘No, no,’ Aviary said through her earpiece. ‘Take the Toyota.’

      ‘Too new. It’ll take too long to steal it.’

      She brought her knife hilt down on the sedan’s window, fracturing it into hundreds of pieces that sprinkled over the passenger’s seat.

      ‘You don’t need to steal anything,’ Aviary said. ‘I already got it ready.’

      Wheels screamed in the distance: GROM moving to intercept.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Olesya said.

      ‘Trust me, the coupe’s ready to drive,’ Aviary said. ‘Hurry!’

      Olesya bolted to the other car and tried the driver’s door. It was unlocked. She jumped in and immediately the engine rumbled softly.

      ‘How did you do that?’ Olesya said, closing the door and releasing the handbrake.

      ‘Got access through your watch,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Right, of course you did.’

      Olesya made a hard turn, the coupe hugging the cobblestoned road. Two Defenders tore around the corner and accelerated after her, but Olesya was a distance ahead, over the bridge and off the island. The engine made a soft rasp as she weaved between cars, turning north. She glanced at her watch’s map to check her location.

      ‘This is Olesya,’ she said into her throat mike. ‘I’m going for the train.’
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      Sophia crossed the river north and glanced at her watch, checking the details Aviary had sent through about the train. It had four cars and was silver with red livery. On her map, the train pulsed red, moving inexorably south to central Wrocław.

      Olesya’s voice came through her earpiece. ‘I’ll take it from here. I repeat. I’ll take it from here,’ she said. ‘Sophia’s team, you need to get clear.’

      Sophia reached yet another bridge. The train would pass under it.

      It was Olesya’s operation now.

      ‘This is Sophia. Acknowledged. My team is to withdraw.’

      She accelerated over the bridge and didn’t stop. Time to steal a more low-key vehicle.

      Through her side window, she saw the train approaching. Somewhere on it was enough explosives to tear apart a good chunk of the city. Just another in a long list of violent incidents on the Fifth Column’s timeline.

      Checking her watch, Olesya seemed a long way out.

      What if she can’t make it? I’m right here.

      ‘Dammit.’ Sophia hit the brakes, forcing the car behind to do the same or ram her.

      She pulled the Defender up sidelong in the middle of the bridge, stopping the traffic around her. Through her side window, she watched the train bearing toward her. In a moment, it would fly under her bridge.

      The bridge was the right height, the train roof was flat, the speed was … not ideal, but she could do it if she—

      A glint in her peripheral vision.

      Another Land Rover Defender was roaring toward her: the operative she and Olesya had shaken earlier.

      There was no time to get clear.

      The Land Rover ploughed into her, crumpling the driver’s side with a screeching boom of twisted metal.

      Darkness.
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        * * *

      

      It’s your turn to roll.

      Sophia regained consciousness, Priya’s voice lingering in her mind. Dazed, she assessed the situation. She must have only been out a few seconds; the operative’s Defender was pushing her vehicle, shrieking and groaning, across the bridge, into oncoming traffic.

      Sophia leaned into the center of the vehicle and covered her head.

      Cars swerved around her, one clipped a taillamp. The whole vehicle rattled.

      Blood leaked in her mouth. Her side window fractured, but held. Her door crumpled inward. Below her, the train barreled toward Wrocław.

      She swallowed the blood and slung her vehicle in reverse, clearing the operative’s Defender before he could react and ram her again. She checked her watch. There was another bridge half a klick in.

      She hit the gas.
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      ‘They wanted us here,’ Damien said, under his breath. ‘They wanted us to take the fall.’

      Damien sat behind the wheel of a stolen van with Aviary’s tablet on his lap, watching the pine-scented deodorizer slowly spin under the rearview mirror. He’d parked everyone in a parking lot with three exits at equal distance. Tires squeaked in the distance as someone reversed and left the lot.

      Aviary was sitting beside him with her laptop and ruck while Hélio sat with his babysitters in the back of the van.

      ‘We should find a safer location,’ Felix said.

      ‘He’s right,’ Damien said. ‘We’re at risk here.’

      Aviary’s laptop screen lit her scarlet hair and made her nose piercing glint. Her nose twitched when she was focusing on something. ‘We’re at risk, or I’m at risk?’

      Damien exhaled, feeling the last of his energy dissipate. ‘We stay on the outer edge, close enough to help. Far enough away that we won’t be wiped out.’

      ‘You might as well just get clear,’ Felix said.

      ‘No,’ Damien said, dropping the tablet on his lap. ‘We’re not getting clear until—’

      ‘Until what?’ Felix asked. ‘We find out we can’t stop it?’

      ‘Here.’ Aviary pointed to the stations the soldier had told him about. ‘Top left corner of the city.’

      ‘North-west,’ he said. ‘Which one?’

      ‘Either.’ She hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Aviary. I’ve marked the two possible train stations on your maps.’

      Olesya’s voice filled their earpieces, her coupe’s engine growling in the background. ‘This is Olesya. I’m heading for the train now, but I’m cutting it fine.’

      ‘Listen, there’s something you should know,’ Aviary said. ‘The triggers are automatic. They’ve hidden these little infrared tripwire things somewhere in the stations, near the platforms. It’s like a failsafe, in case the bombers onboard can’t detonate them.’

      ‘What happened to the bomb scares you called in?’ Ezra asked from the back of the van.

      ‘We did, but’—Aviary pulled up her own map on the laptop—‘the satellite isn’t showing any sign of evacuation.’

      ‘The Fifth Column would have pre-empted that,’ Damien said. ‘They’ll treat it as part of the exercise or some lunatic they expected would call. We can’t rely on an evacuation for this.’

      ‘Damn,’ Aviary said. ‘OK, so GROM were searching for the triggers, but now they’re pulling out. I’m thinking … maybe we finish the job.’

      ‘Are you crazy?’ Damien asked. ‘This isn’t an Easter egg hunt.’

      But Aviary ignored him and resumed speaking into the radio. ‘All you need is a monocular with infrared and you’ll see the transmitter beams light up like big white lasers.’

      ‘Olesya to Marina,’ Olesya said. ‘You can see infrared, could you make one of those stations?’

      A moment passed and Marina responded. ‘This is Marina. We can try, but we’re on the other side of town.’

      ‘Who’s the closest?’ Olesya said. ‘Tell me.’

      Aviary was quick to reply. ‘This is Aviary, and I have a monocular. We’re close.’

      Jay yelled in Damien’s earpiece, over the sound of a much noisier engine. ‘This is Jay! I have one too! We’re heading for the north station now.’

      ‘Looks like I still need you people,’ Olesya said. ‘Can you do it?’

      Aviary turned to Damien and said, off radio, ‘We’re the closest team. We should go.’

      Damien didn’t want her anywhere near a train with suicide bombers—fake or otherwise—but he knew if he protested she would only insist on it. He nodded in agreement.

      Aviary hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Aviary. We’re taking the south station.’

      ‘Listen,’ Olesya said. ‘If you can’t find the transmitters in time, get out of the station before the train arrives. You don’t need to die for this.’

      ‘But others will.’ Aviary tapped her smartwatch. ‘I’m sending estimated timers to everyone now.’

      Felix popped the van’s rear hatch. ‘We will get clear now.’

      Hélio climbed out after him. ‘Good luck, and try not to die.’

      Damien gave him a nod, then turned to Aviary. ‘We still need someone on the train to stop the bomber.’

      As the hatch shut behind them, she pointed to Olesya’s green dot on his tablet. ‘She’ll barely make the train.’

      On the tablet’s map, he noticed another green dot—Sophia—fast approaching a bridge with the train bearing right for it.

      Aviary quickly dialed Sophia on her watch. ‘Is she doing what I think she’s doing?’
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      Sophia blasted onto the next bridge, pulling up sharply on the side. She checked the map on her watch and zoomed out. Olesya was moving quickly, but she was a long way from the train. She wasn’t going to make it in time.

      Sophia’s watch flashed. Aviary was calling her.

      She covered the device with her sleeve and got out of the vehicle.

      Leaning over the railing, she could see five tracks running below the bridge. The train was surging along track four, coming right for her.

      ‘Screw it.’ She checked her watch; Aviary was still trying to get through. Sophia tapped the face to answer it.

      ‘I’m boarding the train,’ Sophia said. ‘Can you open the doors?’

      ‘What? Wait, are you sure about this?’ Aviary asked through her earpiece.

      ‘It was your idea.’ She climbed the railing and lowered herself over the tracks. ‘And no, not really.’

      She didn’t have a run-up; she didn’t have momentum. She had only timing.

      The train flashed below her.

      You can leave the Charkoni now.

      She let go.

      Narrowly missing the power lines, Sophia landed on the curved roof of the third car. Her feet went out from under her. She rolled on her back and grappled for an air vent louvre, holding on. Her body pressed flat against the roof, one of her legs dangling off the side.

      ‘Sophia?’ Aviary shouted.

      ‘Haven’t killed myself yet,’ Sophia said through gritted teeth, unsure if Aviary could even hear her over the rush of air. ‘That’s a bonus.’

      She crawled to the end of the car and peered over the side.

      ‘Now would be a great time to open the doors,’ she yelled.

      ‘Behind you!’ Aviary said.

      Sophia looked over her shoulder. The hooded operative with the shaved head and backpack was crouching on the car behind her. He crawled forward with surprising speed, crossing to her car.

      Well, shit.

      ‘I can open the doors,’ Aviary said. ‘Do you want me to open the doors?’

      ‘Open the doors!’ Sophia shouted.

      The operative reached her, knife drawn, and stabbed for an artery in her leg.

      Sophia rolled clear, across the roof, and came up on one knee, facing the operative. He poised before her, smiled, then quickly ducked as the train passed under a pedestrian bridge.

      ‘Open the goddamn doors!’ Sophia said.

      ‘—phia?’ Aviary said. ‘You lost connection.’

      She could think of a few things she’d rather be doing than fighting a HAC operative on the roof of a moving train. It was too risky to get close and break his joints; she had a better shot at disrupting his balance and knocking him off the train.

      The operative lunged for her. Sophia went under the blade and rolled past his legs. Air rushed against her and the train’s roof rattled underfoot. She came up on one knee and, with both hands, pushed his body from different angles. One hand on his knee, the other on his hip. He spun, tangled, then rolled over her and kicked as he landed.

      Sophia leaned away from the kick and found herself teetering over the edge of the train’s rooftop. She gripped the operative’s knife-hand and pulled herself upright. He turned his wrist, slicing her arm. She lost her footing and slid off the roof.

      Her fingers clawed the top of the train doors. Hanging from the protruding edge, her sneakers slipped against glass. Every breath seared. Above her, the operative loomed close.

      ‘I’m opening the doors!’ Aviary said.

      ‘No!’ Sophia yelled. ‘Keep them closed!’

      If they opened, Sophia would surely lose her grip…

      She extended one hand and shoved her fingers through an air vent louvre, used it to pull herself back onto the roof. The operative, keeping low to guard his balance, thrust his knife at her. She weaved around the blade, almost losing her balance again. He widened his stance and cut down with his knife. She reeled back, but the edge cut across her cheek and lips. The wound burned.

      ‘Open the doors!’ she yelled.

      ‘Opening doors!’ Aviary said.

      The operative closed on her, slashing. She neatly evaded the blade, only to teeter on the edge of the roof. Her arms reached out into the air. There was nothing to hold onto.

      The operative lashed his boot forward, aiming for her pelvis.

      Sophia abandoned her ruse, sidestepped and slammed her hip into his outstretched leg. He pivoted quickly to the side, but it was too late. He lost his balance and fell off the train.

      Sophia caught her breath … then tensed as the operative’s hand appeared over the edge.

      He was clinging on.

      She lunged toward him and slammed her heel down on his hand, but his other hand still gripped the knife, and he slashed at her ankle, cutting her jeans. Sophia recoiled and the operative pulled himself up, slashing both to create space and press her off balance.

      Sophia pivoted, catching his wrist in her bent arm. Using her turn, she drew his extended arm across her shoulder and broke the joint.

      Not so upgraded now, are you?

      His knife dropped and she caught it, ran the blade across his ankle, aiming for his Achilles tendon. He punched her with his free hand, but she slipped under the blow and drove her elbow under his chin. He dropped onto his back, kicking her in mid-fall.

      She caught the blow in her stomach.

      It lifted her off the train.

      She went over the edge, past the open doors. The tracks rushed beneath her.

      Something seized her wrist.

      She hung off the side of the train, her fingers losing sensation.

      Her vision blurred, she saw the head and shoulder of—

      Olesya.

      The Russian swung Sophia through the open doors, releasing her. She tumbled across the floor of the carriage and stopped herself just in time to avoid rolling out the other side.

      ‘Close the doors?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘No!’ Sophia said. ‘Not yet.’

      Holding on to a handrail, she leaned out and extended a hand. Olesya was already lowering herself down the side of the train car, her hands on the open doors and then on the frame. Sophia helped her inside.

      ‘Operative is still on the roof!’ Olesya shouted over the noise.

      ‘Close the doors!’ Sophia yelled. Her words felt strained, barely audible.

      The doors slid shut on both sides.

      Sophia checked their car. It was empty, save for a dead body propped on one of the seats, a young male with his neck cut and wearing a bulky makeshift vest filled with blocks of blood-splattered plastic explosives.

      ‘I told you to clear out,’ Olesya said.

      ‘You were too far away.’ Sophia tapped her watch to end her call with Aviary. ‘How did you get on the train?’

      ‘I jumped.’ Olesya glanced at Sophia’s sneakers. ‘Next time, wear some boots with grip.’ She hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Olesya. I’m on the train … with Sophia.’ She strode through the third car, heading for the last one.

      There was a ripping sound, behind and above them. A knife tore through the rubberized connecting membranes of the carriages, and the operative dropped into the space between cars.

      Olesya aimed and fired. Two in his chest, slowing him, then two in his head.

      He collapsed to his knees, his nose torn, then slumped onto one side.

      ‘Aren’t they carrying pistols?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Guess not.’ Sophia turned her attention to the dead body in the seat.

      In his late twenties, the erstwhile suicide bomber had pale lips and lifeless brown eyes. Sophia drew her pistol and wondered how many others were aboard.

      Olesya found the dead bomber’s ID. ‘Russian intelligence. What a surprise.’

      ‘The Fifth Column must be running low on live suicide bombers.’ Sophia hit her pressel switch. ‘Sophia to Aviary, how long do we have until we reach the stations?’

      ‘Eight minutes and counting,’ Aviary said in her ear.

      Olesya headed into the fourth car. ‘Sweep the car, I’ll take care of the explosives.’

      Sophia stepped over the operative’s corpse and entered the second car. Another dead body, again strapped with explosives. She peered closer and noticed the wires at the bottom of his vest were severed.

      Someone had done their work for them.

      ‘Sophia,’ Olesya called out. ‘Get in here.’

      Sophia rushed to the fourth car. She found Olesya flanked by crates linked with thick, black cables. The crates, containing batteries, had been arranged so there was an aisle down the middle of them to walk through, and as Sophia did so, she noticed each alternating battery looked different.

      ‘This is Aviary,’ Sophia heard in her ear. ‘The train’s camera system just came back online. It’s transmitting everything.’

      Sophia turned slightly, spotted a camera trained on her back.

      ‘And I can see you,’ Aviary said.

      Sophia approached one of the crates; it had a string of white Cyrillic words stenciled on it that had faded over time.

      ‘Don’t touch them,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia froze. ‘Why not?’

      Olesya’s forehead was glazed with sweat. She hadn’t moved an inch since Sophia walked in.

      Sophia retreated from the crate. ‘I said why not?’

      Olesya met her gaze. ‘Because we’re surrounded by Soviet nuclear warheads.’
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      Olesya wiped the sweat from her face. Sophia hoped Olesya had more knowledge about defusing nuclear warheads than she did. Because her knowledge was zero.

      The train pushed through a yard and continued on to Wrocław.

      ‘They must be the bombs that went missing in Ukraine last week,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Do you know how to disarm them?’

      Olesya glared at Sophia with ice-blue eyes. ‘You’re asking if I know how to detonate twenty Soviet nuclear suitcase bombs?’

      ‘Thought I’d cut to the chase.’

      ‘They’re linked together,’ Olesya said. ‘One detonation triggers the rest.’ She pointed to a compact antenna on the side of the metal crate, then opened the crate to one of the devices. It had a small timer on it with numbers ticking down: seventeen minutes left. ‘In case the triggers don’t work.’

      ‘So even if we stop the infrared triggers at the station, they’ll still detonate,’ Sophia said. ‘What kind of blast radius are we looking at here?’

      ‘More than I want to think about.’

      Maximum collateral, Sophia thought. ‘Can you call your people at the Directorate?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘Even if they could help us, they don’t have time.’

      ‘We don’t have time,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I told you this was my battle.’

      ‘Keep telling yourself that. So, can we disable them?’

      ‘Do you mean can I disable them?’ Olesya took a deep breath and crouched beside one of the crates. She inspected it closely, careful not to touch it. ‘We learned how to defuse Soviet suitcase nukes, but these … they’re heavily modified.’

      ‘That’s not encouraging,’ Sophia said.

      ‘No, it isn’t.’ Olesya chewed her lip. ‘The warhead itself is untouched. Plutonium and gallium alloy, shaped like a football. Two-point linear implosion.’

      Sophia wet her lips and spoke softly. ‘Is it stable?’

      ‘Until you detonate the high explosive charges on either end,’ Olesya said. ‘And then, a fusion reaction. Twenty reactions that trigger as one … now that’s a little more than a couple of suicide bombers.’

      ‘A little more?’

      Olesya stared at the crate. ‘A little more like Hiroshima.’

      ‘So we’re at the hypocenter then,’ Sophia said. ‘What about the city? Casualties?’

      ‘What city?’ Olesya asked. ‘It would wipe out the city. We’re talking close to a million casualties, with potentially millions more affected by radiation as the toxic cloud spreads across Europe.’

      ‘We can’t escape this.’ Sophia kneeled beside her, carefully. ‘So how do we stop it?’

      ‘Like I was trying to tell you, the warhead’s the same, but everything else looks electronic. I wouldn’t know where to begin.’

      ‘There has to be a way,’ Sophia said.

      In Sophia’s vision, flecks of orange sparked off Olesya. ‘There isn’t! Don’t you get it? I can defuse a Soviet weapon, but I can’t defuse a bunch of microchips. We’re screwed.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya glared. ‘For what?’

      ‘That you lost Val.’

      Olesya sat down, her back against one of the crates. The orange around her faded, replaced by shards of indigo blue. She was giving up. ‘And I’m sorry you lost … this.’

      Sophia leaned carefully against a crate of her own. ‘Fine. Humor me,’ she said. ‘If the device wasn’t so heavily modified, how would you disable it?’

      ‘I’d remove the fissile material. Then I’d saw through the epoxy casing and separate the explosive ends from the football.’

      ‘And that’s how you stop it?’

      ‘No. I was trained to…’ Olesya stood suddenly and walked out of the car.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘To stop the train.’ Olesya broke into a run.

      Sophia strode quickly after her, forced into a sprint to keep pace. They passed through the third car, to the second and then the first. The driver’s cabin was locked, but Olesya was so quick with her paperclip, Sophia didn’t even need to reach for her picks. Olesya pushed the cabin door open.

      Through the driver’s windshield, they could make out train tracks rushing underneath them, and walls lined with graffiti on either side. Inside the cabin, the train driver: a woman in her forties slumped against the side, her throat cut.

      ‘The Fifth Column don’t waste their ammunition,’ Olesya said.

      ‘We’re about to hit the city loop,’ Sophia said. ‘The question is, which way are we heading?’

      ‘Left or right, your guess is almost as good as mine.’ Olesya closed her fingers over a large black lever on the dashboard. The numbers on the sides ran from 1 to 7. The train was currently powering along at 7. Below the 1, Sophia could see a “neutral” and a negative 1 to 4.

      ‘Your computer expert, Aviary,’ Olesya said. ‘How much control does she have over this train?’

      ‘She can open and close doors,’ Sophia said.

      ‘And?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘That’s it, really.’

      The dashboard display indicated they were traveling at sixty-one kilometers per hour. Olesya lowered the lever down from seven. As she reached five, she watched the tracks ahead. The train maintained its speed.

      ‘This is Olesya. We can’t stop the train. I repeat. We can’t stop the train.’
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      Nasira pointed her bike down the ramp. Jay clung to her as she shot them into the subway station, and she weaved around the commuters to accelerate into the pedestrian tunnel.

      ‘Legs in,’ Nasira said, aiming for the turnstiles.

      She felt his knees behind hers. Hopefully her bike was narrow enough to clear the turnstiles. She aimed directly at one, shattering the plastic barrier. Metal scraped on either side, but they made it through.

      She didn’t slow until she saw the escalator ahead. She hoped it would be a flat escalator, like a moving walkway, so she could ride it all the way down. But as they approached it, she could see it was the kind with steps.

      Plan B. She hit the rear brake, bringing them to a halt at the top. The escalator carried them down, a wheel on each step, behind a string of startled commuters. Nasira dismounted, leaving the bike resting against a handrail. She stormed down the moving stairs and knocked the commuters aside. Jay was two steps behind her with his small ruck over both shoulders.

      ‘Nasira to Aviary, can you hear me?’

      ‘You’re a bit choppy, but yeah.’

      ‘What happened to the bomb scare?’

      ‘We tried again, but everyone just thinks it’s part of the exercise,’ Aviary said.

      ‘GROM have cleared out.’ Nasira arrived at the bottom of the escalator. ‘Do you know which platform the devices are on?’

      ‘Sorry, no.’ Aviary’s signal was breaking up. ‘But you have four min … the trans … Damien has eight … Sophia, are you turning yet?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Sophia said in Nasira’s ear. ‘Still … ahead.’

      Nasira checked the countdown on her watch.

      3:56.

      Less than four minutes until the train entered one of the two stations and detonated a train full of nukes.

      ‘Motherfucker,’ Nasira said, loud enough to startle people around them.

      As expected, she was looking at one platform on either side of her. What she hadn’t been ready for was another escalator that fed deeper into the station … and two more platforms.

      Jay swallowed. ‘Thought Aviary said there were only two platforms.’

      Under the subway lighting, his usual beige skin appeared ash-white. Maybe it was the color draining from him at the thought that they might not make it out of here.

      ‘We clear this first,’ Nasira said. ‘On me.’

      ‘You got it.’ Jay switched his monocular on and cycled to infrared. ‘Wait, what do I look for?’

      ‘White laser beam. Or something.’

      With that, she bolted for platform two. Her magneto-sensitive genes should help her pick up anything out of place while Jay scanned the platform.

      Around her, the subway station hummed, soft and uninterrupted. Nothing stuck out. The platform was long, so she picked up her pace, getting halfway across the platform before she noticed Jay falling behind.

      ‘Hurry up!’

      Jay slapped the monocular. ‘Night vision works but infrared won’t engage.’

      He hit the switch again, but the look on his pale face told Nasira it was still out of action.

      A train pulled in on the platform, slowed to a stop and opened its doors. Commuters flushed out around them. The monocular was shaking in Jay’s hand.

      ‘It’s OK,’ she said, closing to take the device from him. ‘Let me try.’

      She popped the batteries, checked they were the right way in, then tried again.

      Jay glanced at his watch. ‘Three minutes.’

      Nasira switched to infrared. Nothing.

      ‘That’s my thing,’ Jay said. ‘I can see infrared. I should be able to see infrared.’

      ‘We can find it manually,’ Nasira said.

      ‘How the hell—?’

      ‘Escalator,’ Nasira said. ‘We need to know which platform.’

      She doubled back, shoving people out of the way and heading up the escalator.

      ‘Nasira to Aviary,’ she said. ‘Nasira to Av—’

      ‘I read you,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Which platform?’ she yelled. ‘Our monocular isn’t working, which goddamn platform?’

      ‘Uh,’ Aviary said.

      The anger drained from Nasira. ‘We don’t have much time.’

      ‘I’m looking, I’m looking!’ Aviary said. ‘It’s not scheduled so—wait, all southbound traffic on Platforms one and two.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘I don’t know!’ Aviary shouted. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know which one!’

      Nasira clenched her hands into fists. They were going to die.

      Jay was still frantically searching the platform for any sign of a transmitter.

      ‘This level.’ She glanced at her watch.

      2:06.

      Two minutes wasn’t enough time.

      ‘Check each end of the tunnel!’ she yelled. ‘Could be in there.’

      He nodded, but said nothing. He would know this was it, just like she did.

      They separated; he went for platform one. The thought that she might not see him again tore into her as she sprinted for the end of platform two and jumped down onto the tracks. She thumbed her flashlight and painted the walls with light, saw nothing that protruded, nothing adhered to the surface.

      Headlights filled her vision; a train was barreling through the tunnel toward her.

      Not now.

      She ran for the platform and rolled clear of the tracks as the train punched through in her wake. Commuters watched her in shock. She kept running, sticking close to the platform wall. The train pushed out of the tunnel.

      Nasira’s hands reached out and touched every surface, the different magnetic fields pulling at her fingertips, rubbing against her skin. Some were prickly, others were smooth. A rolling advertisement display buzzed angrily under her fingers, but it was probably too flat to conceal a transmitter.

      ‘Ma’am,’ said a man wearing a scarf and wielding a bicycle, ‘have you lost something?’

      ‘You could say that.’ She slammed the back of her flashlight into the glass to shatter the advertisement display, then used the torch to poke around. Nothing.

      The man retreated carefully.

      She kept moving, checked the recycling bin. Nothing underneath or inside.

      Benches with people sitting on them.

      ‘Move your legs!’ She checked underneath. Nothing.

      She kept moving, touching everything. She sprinted to the other end of platform two, skipped the rest of the wall and jumped down onto the tracks again. Flashlight out, she checked this side of the tunnel.

      1:21.

      She couldn’t possibly do a thorough search in one minute. What if the transmitter was deeper in the tunnel? What if it was on the platforms underneath? She would never find it.

      Running out of time.

      More headlights washed the tunnel.

      Not again. She wondered if it was Sophia and Olesya’s train. If it was them, they were all dead.

      The train slowed as it approached the platform. That was a pretty good indication it wasn’t them.

      She hauled herself over the platform, then crossed to the other side, almost collided with a sweat-soaked Jay.

      ‘Anything?’ she asked.

      Jay said nothing.

      She put a hand on his shoulder. ‘This station has to be the Fifth Column’s backup option.’

      ‘What makes you so sure?’

      ‘It’s underground. Limited destruction,’ Nasira said. ‘If you want to drop a nuke, you drop it on the surface. More damage. It can’t be here.’

      ‘It’s a whole train full of warheads, how much difference is that going to make?’ Jay’s shoulders slumped. ‘I hope you’re right.’

      Nasira’s watch beeped in unison with Jay’s. Time’s up.

      Jay squeezed her hand. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Another train rushed behind Jay, along platform one. It didn’t slow down.

      All she could think about was how she’d never see Jay’s dumb smile again.
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      Damien darted across the tiled floor of the station’s access tunnel, shoving his way through the lunchtime crowd. Aviary moved nimbly around the clusters of backpackers and office workers. While everyone else looked down at their phones, Aviary held hers at eye level, offset enough so she could see ahead and use both sides of her peripheral vision. Above them both, beyond the exposed skeleton frame of metal beams and girders, trains eased into their platforms with a dull vibration that rattled the strips of fluorescent lighting.

      Damien followed Aviary up a flight of stairs to the surface. Both platforms were empty. There was another island on either side of them, two platforms on each.

      The infrared transmitter could—depending on the power supply driving it—be on any of the three platform islands. As the train went past, it wouldn’t even need to slow down for the device to trigger the warheads. Damien checked in his pocket for the monocular he’d need to detect the transmitter.

      ‘This is Sophia,’ came a voice in his earpiece. ‘We’re bearing south. I repeat. Our train is bearing south.’

      Aviary turned to Damien. ‘They’re coming for our station.’

      He checked the countdown on his watch.

      2:48.

      ‘That’s not enough time.’ He switched on his monocular, the infrared function already enabled.

      If he was going to place a transmitter anywhere, it would be on either end, but a train was approaching the platform on his left, interrupting his line of sight.

      He surveyed the right island.

      ‘Anything?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘Nothing obvious.’ The train was still blocking his view of the left island.

      ‘We should’ve asked Hélio and his bodyguards for help,’ she said. ‘We could’ve covered more ground.’

      ‘It’s too late now.’

      ‘Come on.’ Aviary pulled him along the platform. ‘Check from the other end.’

      Weaving around commuters, they ran past the train and to the end of the platform, where Damien could see the rest of the right island. Through the monocular’s lens, nothing glowed or blinked or sparkled.

      ‘Check the other side,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Train’s in the way.’

      Before he could respond, she grabbed his monocular and ran to the end of the train. By the time he’d caught up, she had some line of sight and was peering through the monocular at the left island.

      Soldiers in black poured from the stairs at other end of the platform.

      ‘GROM,’ he said.

      Aviary took his hand and pulled him to the platform’s edge, in front of the train. The train driver glared at them.

      Damien glanced at the time remaining.

      2:16.

      The train doors slid shut, the driver ready to leave. Aviary jumped off the platform, onto the tracks in front of the locomotive. Damien jumped after her, but Aviary was already running across the line. She climbed up onto the right island and scanned it as Damien pulled himself up beside her.

      ‘This isn’t looking good,’ he said.

      ‘You’re meant to be the positive one.’

      Damien watched through the train windows as soldiers flooded the center island. More of them were filing up the stairs from the access tunnel, and they’d already seen Aviary. ‘They’re closing on us.’

      ‘Bingo!’ She shoved the monocular into Damien’s hand, then launched herself off a nearby railing and up onto a vending machine.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Damien yelled.

      ‘It’s here!’ she yelled back, leaping from the snack dispenser onto the side of a steel column above. She climbed higher, ignoring the soldiers, and reached with one arm toward a security camera that was mounted to the column with a small bracket. She grasped something silver and shaped like a curling wand.

      Damien peered through the monocular. Everything was green except for a sharp beam of white light that blazed from the curling wand, pulsing furiously.

      The infrared transmitter.

      He returned his attention to the platform. Six of the soldiers had arrived at the end of it and were rushing toward him, yelling for the commuters to get clear. There was nowhere for Damien to conceal himself, and he couldn’t engage that many soldiers in the open. He was out of options.

      The soldiers pushed the last of the commuters clear and aimed their carbines at him and Aviary, shouting in Polish, English and then Russian, as they spread into a semi-circular formation. Damien raised his hands, glancing at his watch as he did so.

      1:03.

      He still had his pistol tucked in his jeans. They couldn’t see it, but they would find it very soon.

      ‘Is everything OK?’ Damien asked them.

      One of the soldiers shouted something at him, another repeated it in English.

      ‘Suicide bomber!’ the soldier shouted, eyes flicking to the monocular in his raised hand.

      Damien’s stomach knotted.

      They think it’s a dead switch.

      ‘Aviary, disable their weapons!’ Damien said.

      ‘I can’t!’ she yelled.

      She was reaching up for the transmitter with one hand while hanging onto the steel column with the other. It was either the transmitter or disable their weapons. She couldn’t do both.

      A pair of soldiers closed on Damien.

      ‘Raise your hands!’ one of them ordered in English.

      The soldiers’ carbines pointed at his face.

      ‘No explosives!’ Damien yelled, but they didn’t listen.

      He lowered himself carefully to his knees.

      ‘This is Olesya,’ she said in his ear. ‘We can see the station. We’re approaching now.’

      The soldiers’ fingers moved deeper inside their trigger guards.

      Aviary grunted. Her hand wrapped over the security camera and held tight. She let go of the steel column and hung from the camera bracket.

      The soldiers were at first trigger pressure.

      A little more and he was dead.

      ‘Weapons disabled!’ she said.

      Damien yelled, ‘Destroy the trans—’

      The whine rippled through him. He couldn’t walk, couldn’t think.

      One of the soldiers fell forward, absorbing a blow from behind. There was a flash of movement, and the other soldier fell. Damien saw figures dashing around the soldiers. Felix and Ezra.

      They seized the carbines—still connected to the soldiers by their tactical slings—and smashed them into their faces.

      Damien’s balance steadied. Rolling forward, he came to his feet between two more soldiers. He rammed his monocular into one soldier’s neck, kicked the other, then hooked the monocular behind the knee of the first, sending her to the ground. Felix and Ezra, meanwhile, were taking on the remaining four.

      ‘Damien!’ Aviary yelled.

      The silver-colored wand, half wrapped in black electrical tape, tumbled from the security camera and rolled across the platform. Damien dived for it, sliding across the tiled floor. He missed it by an inch, and it fell onto the train tracks below.

      The two soldiers Damien had taken out were recovering. One brought her carbine around for short ranged attack, but Damien hooked his monocular over the muzzle and scooped the weapon down, swinging its stock. It crunched into the soldier’s chin. Damien grabbed the weapon’s rail and clubbed the soldier in the chest with it. She crashed backwards into her partner, who had just gotten back to his feet.

      A new train appeared in the distance. Damien hesitated to see if it would slow; it didn’t. It was Sophia and Olesya’s train, and it was coming in to this platform.

      ‘The transmitter!’ Aviary yelled.

      The soldiers were back up. Damien sidestepped an attack and pushed down on his assailant’s knee to straighten her leg out. She flattened and toppled, and Damien ran for the edge of the platform. The transmitter was below, between the two sets of train tracks.

      Arms grabbed him from behind, wrapping around his own and crushing his torso. The soldier holding him turned her hips to one side and squeezed tighter. Damien pushed outward, but she was stronger. More soldiers closed around him, reaching for his legs, and he could see Ezra and Felix overwhelmed with reinforcements.

      Damien relaxed, just as he’d taught Aviary. Exhaled.

      He slipped down, out of the soldier’s grasp. The other soldiers reacted quickly and pinned his ankles to the platform. He slung his head back, tearing the stitches in his neck as he struck one of the soldiers in the groin.

      He seized the tactical sling of the man’s carbine and pulled, smashing his attacker into one of the GROM grunts holding him down, but another soldier knelt on Damien’s ankle, trapping him in place.

      Aviary scooped up the monocular. ‘That’s the train!’ she called out.

      The train almost reached the platform, with no sign of slowing.

      Damien swept his free leg over to the soldier on his ankle, and kicked her in the face. She spluttered blood, and Damien pushed her down, face first in front of him, before rolling over her body and onto the tracks. The train was coming right for him. He snatched up the wand-shaped transmitter—shattered and broken, the components inside exposed.

      ‘It’s still transmitting!’ Aviary yelled, monocular in hand.

      Damien dived onto the next track, the busted transmitter in hand. He pressed both hands into the circuitry, focusing his heat-generating ability.

      The train rushed past the platform.

      He pressed harder. Hot metal seared his hands, his flesh smoked, stank like barbecue. On the opposite track, the train cars whipped past. He pushed through the pain. Molten metal dripped as the circuitry softened between his hot palms.

      The train’s last car rattled past.

      ‘This is Olesya. We have cleared the station. And we’re still alive.’

      Aviary jumped down onto the tracks to reach him, followed by Felix and Ezra. Carefully, she removed the broken transmitter from his hands, its warped circuit board fused with molten globs of metal.

      The pain from the burn suddenly hit Damien in waves. Felix and Ezra hauled him onto the platform, his hands, dripping metal and scorched, useless for pulling himself up. Ezra appeared beside him with a plastic bottle and poured water onto his skin. It hissed.

      ‘We did it,’ Aviary said, almost breathless. She touched Damien’s neck and her fingers came away damp. He was bleeding through his bandage.

      ‘We need to move before reinforcements arrive,’ Ezra said. ‘And you need medical attention. And definitely morphine.’

      Damien said nothing, numb to everything except the pain in his scorched hands.
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      The train raced on. Through its windows, gray apartment blocks smeared past, their windows spiked with satellites and potted plants, their walls scrawled in faded pink graffiti.

      We’ve bought ourselves some time, Olesya thought.

      She held down her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Aviary. Nice work.’

      ‘Thanks! Are you guys OK?’

      ‘For now,’ Olesya said. ‘Can you confirm the transceiver on that rooftop is destroyed?’

      Aviary spoke in her ear. ‘Confirmed, no one is controlling the train. My guess is it has a preset journey that someone programmed in.’

      ‘Can you override it?’

      ‘No, but I’m looking for a way around it,’ Aviary said. ‘Maybe get the train to stop for you.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Olesya said.

      Beside Olesya, Sophia peeled off her ten-liter ruck and leather jacket. Sweat matted her dark hair and blood trickled from a shallow cut on her cheek, staining her t-shirt. Another wound on her forearm dripped on the floor between the crates.

      ‘You’re bleeding over my nuclear warheads,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia glanced at her arm. ‘Oh.’ She plucked a dressing from her ruck.

      Olesya knelt in front of a crate and sucked in a deep breath.

      ‘Was nuke disarming part of your training?’ Sophia asked, taping the dressing over her arm.

      ‘Of course,’ Olesya said. ‘We practiced every week.’

      Sophia took a knee beside her. ‘Seriously?’

      ‘No.’ Olesya glanced at her, her gaze drawn to an old, thin scar that ran through one of Sophia’s eyebrows. ‘You shouldn’t have trusted me.’

      Sophia wiped blood from her jawline. ‘I disagree.’

      ‘That’s what worries me.’ Olesya leaned over an open crate to inspect the timer.

      09:46.

      09:45.

      09:44.

      ‘This is a long timer,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Is that a bad thing?’

      ‘No, it’s just strange.’ Olesya flexed her hands. ‘There’ll be three power sources. And those are just the ones I know about.’

      ‘So you have had training with this sort of device?’

      ‘Some. But like I said, if you listened, this is very sophisticated.’

      Each crate was loaded almost to the brim with components Olesya barely recognized. And there was an extra worry: the small antenna on the side of every crate that allowed remote detonation.

      ‘Each of these will have tamper defenses,’ Olesya went on. ‘If we try to disconnect one, it will detonate all twenty. Chain reaction, goodbye half of Poland, The Czech Republic and a good chunk of Germany.’

      ‘You can’t remove the power sources?’ Sophia asked.

      Olesya shook her head. ‘That’s where half the tamper mechanisms are installed.’

      ‘So could we remove another element to disarm it?’

      ‘The bomb is connected to the detonator, the detonator is connected to the power source,’ Olesya said. ‘And the power source is connected to the electronics module that runs the timer, or fuse.’

      ‘Right. So we disconnect that module.’

      Olesya thought back to her training. Of Illarion’s myriad lessons, she never thought she’d need this one. ‘The electronics module is likely the most exposed component, but it will have several tamper defenses.’

      ‘And the detonator?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Tamper defenses again,’ Olesya said. ‘Even on the secondary and tertiary detonators.’

      ‘OK,’ Sophia said. ‘What if—by some minor miracle—we got around all of the booby traps? If we did, could you disarm it?’

      ‘No,’ Olesya said. Frustration knotted inside her. She breathed in, slowed things down. ‘If I was making this warhead, I’d include an inertial detection element. So even if we avoided all the defenses—’

      ‘It would still know if we defused it.’

      ‘And detonate anyway.’ Olesya dropped back into a seated position. ‘I’m not good enough.’

      ‘What?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘I should never have made it this far.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’ Sophia gripped her arm and pulled her to her feet. ‘You’re not choosing now to feel sorry for yourself.’

      ‘Look at it!’ Olesya said, gesturing to the half-open crate. ‘It’s a heavily modified nuclear warhead with a dozen tamper defenses and a detonator that’s basically a computer.’ She pointed to a stubby antenna on the side of the crate. ‘And on top of that, there’s a remote trigger.’

      Sophia released her arm and stood beside her. ‘Maybe Aviary can walk you through—’

      ‘Wait.’ Olesya crouched again, inspecting the antenna. ‘Remote access. That’s how the transceiver would’ve detonated the nukes.’

      ‘What is it? You can disarm them, can’t you?’

      ‘No. But I know someone who can.’ She hit her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Aviary, we just might be able to switch off the nukes wirelessly.’

      ‘Really? Seriously? OK, I’ll use Sophia’s phone and check it now,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Don’t the tamper defenses apply to the electronics too?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Aviary said she can crack almost anything. This is almost anything.’

      ‘If these nukes have wireless access points,’ Aviary said in their earpieces, ‘they certainly aren’t broadcasting them.’

      ‘So we can’t do it?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘It doesn’t mean an access point isn’t there,’ Aviary said. ‘I’d need to scan the network, then bluff my way in. Like getting past a bouncer at a nightclub, except I’ll be convincing the bouncer I actually run the place.’

      ‘Right,’ Olesya said over the radio. ‘Can you do that now?’

      ‘Not with Sophia’s phone. I need to use my own equipment,’ Aviary said.

      ‘No,’ Sophia said to Olesya, off radio. ‘She is not coming aboard this train. She’s not an operative. And she’s sure as hell never defused a bomb before.’

      ‘There’s a first for everything.’ Olesya checked the crate’s timer.

      09:17.

      ‘If you have any other ideas, I’ll hear them,’ Olesya said. ‘Otherwise we need her onboard as soon as possible.’

      ‘And what if she can’t do it?’

      ‘Then we tried.’

      Sophia ran a hand through dark hair. ‘This is a long shot.’

      ‘Long shots don’t all work out. But some do.’ She showed Sophia the map on her watch and zoomed into the station. ‘There’s one more station Aviary can get to before this countdown hits zero.’

      Sophia looked down at the map. ‘Wrocław Główny.’

      ‘And we’re heading right for it,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia hit her pressel switch. ‘Sophia to Aviary, did you find a way to stop the train?’

      ‘Kind of,’ Aviary said. ‘I can stop it … temporarily.’

      ‘That will have to do.’ Sophia peered closer at her watch. ‘But this’ll be a tight scrape.’

      Olesya breathed slowly. ‘It always is.’

      ‘The Fifth Column will be expecting us to try this.’ Sophia’s gaze drifted. ‘I can’t do this to Aviary.’

      ‘I have operative hunters who can help,’ Olesya said. ‘Andrey might be out of action, but Ark and Marina can escort Aviary to us.’

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘No. But she’s our last shot.’
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      Marina clung to Ark as he weaved their new stolen motorbike through traffic. She looked over his shoulder and spotted a GROM Land Rover in the distance.

      Over the rush of traffic, she shouted into her throat mike. ‘This is Marina! We’re heading for the station. And we’re not the only ones.’

      ‘This is Aviary. Um, I think everyone’s heading for the station.’

      Olesya’s voice filled Marina’s ear. ‘They know it’s our last shot. You need to protect Aviary at all costs.’

      Ark steered their bike toward the Land Rover Defender. It was heading directly for Wrocław Główny station.

      ‘We can try to slow them down!’ he shouted.

      Through the vehicle’s hatch window, Marina confirmed four soldiers in the rear cabin and two in the front, the driver separated by his own bullet-resistant enclosure. The four in the cabin sat in pairs and faced each other, and while she couldn’t see for sure, she knew they would be holding their carbines. It was a shame that she couldn’t just shoot them, but the Defender would be armored, with bulletproof glass. Reaching into the back of Ark’s ruck, she found the stun grenade Jay had given him—a black cylindrical device with a hexagonal base—and clipped it to her belt.

      ‘Get me onto that vehicle!’ she yelled.

      Without questioning, Ark throttled the bike, sweeping between lanes. With his front wheel almost touching the rear step on the back of the Defender, he slowed down. Somehow, the soldiers hadn’t seen them yet. Ark leaned forward and Marina climbed over his arched back. She took hold of the spare tire mounted on the Defender’s rear hatch. The bike wobbled slightly, and Marina looked back to see Ark had drawn his pistol.

      Keeping below the window, she reached past the tire and pulled the handle on the bullet-resistant hatch. It was unlocked for quick dismounting, so she opened it to the right, forced to cling on as it swung her out to the next lane. Cars roared beside her. Her boots clipped someone’s side mirror. The soldiers looked up in surprise.

      Ark’s pistol was aimed and ready.

      He fired into the nearest soldier.

      They reacted quickly and returned fire.

      Marina unclipped the stun grenade from her belt and drew the pin. She threw it over the hatch, into the cabin.

      A truck barreled past. Marina kicked off its side, swinging back on the hatch. It clicked shut, enclosing the soldiers in bullet-resistant glass. The stun grenade detonated with a dull bang and a white flash. The Defender wobbled, but the driver—his enclosure protecting him from the blast—wrestled the vehicle inside its lane.

      Marina opened the hatch again. Her grip slipped, and she dangled one-handed, her boots grazing rushing asphalt. She hurled herself around the hatch, walked across Ark’s handlebar and dived feet first inside the Defender. She landed right between four soldiers—one dead and three incapacitated. Before they could figure out where she was and shoot her, she ran her knife through their necks.

      One. Two. Thr—

      Something zigzagged down the road behind Ark.

      Another bike, speeding to catch up. No helmet. She recognized the face from Aviary’s map, and it wasn’t friendly.

      Operative.

      In the front of the Defender, the driver focused on the road ahead while the passenger ripped his goggles off and turned around, aiming his carbine at Marina.

      She used a dead soldier’s carbine to knock the weapon away with her own. The soldier drew his pistol, smooth. She thrust the butt of her stolen carbine again, this time into his pistol. But her weapon didn’t make the distance, caught by the tactical sling wrapped around the dead soldier.

      The soldier in the passenger seat aimed right for her.

      She ducked under the pistol. He reached out with his free hand, trying to claw her. She pulled free, and ducked from view. She drew her knife and cut the sling from the dead soldier, then smashed the butt of his weapon up, into the passenger. It struck him in the forehead and he slumped back, unconscious.

      ‘Ark!’ she called out behind her. ‘Operative!’

      He looked over his shoulder.

      The operative accelerated between lanes, his pistol aimed at Ark.
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      Aviary stood on a thin strip of grass by a park bench, across from the valet entrance to a casino. The building was as squat, gray and unremarkable as the cars of its patrons were sleek, colorful and expensive. A distance from the casino, police officers shouted commands as they cordoned off the train station where Damien had destroyed the infrared transmitter.

      ‘You don’t have to do this,’ Damien said, walking toward her.

      Aviary ended her phone call before he noticed. ‘I do.’ She looked at his freshly bandaged hands. ‘Are you going to take some painkillers?’

      The dressing on his neck was blotted red again. ‘Not yet. We have to go.’ He nodded toward the van they’d stolen when they’d fled the station.

      ‘Not in that,’ she said.

      Damien hesitated. ‘Something smaller?’

      A charcoal Bentley Continental Supersports Coupe with chromed headlight bezels pulled up to the valet. It looked like some sort of Batmobile. Aviary raised her phone and waited for a break in the traffic.

      ‘No. Something faster.’ She stepped off the curb and crossed the road.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Damien called after her.

      She stopped at the valet parking and waited for him to catch up. ‘How about a V12?’

      A broad-shouldered man with a precisely trimmed steel-gray beard and round-rimmed sunglasses had pried himself from the driver’s seat of the coupe to speak with the valet. He was large enough that Aviary wasn’t sure who was the muscle and who was the client.

      ‘You want me to steal a car from someone who looks like the Sultan of Brunei?’ Damien asked.

      ‘No. I already did.’

      She approached the passenger side, in time for it to open and a huge man to step out. He towered several feet over her, one hand under his suit jacket.

      ‘Hi,’ she said.

      Damien kicked the passenger’s kneecap, dropping him to his face, then slid across the hood, knocking the driver’s legs out from under him. Aviary climbed into the passenger’s seat, throwing her small ruck in the footwell, and checked her map. The train was already far ahead of them.

      ‘Get in the—’ Damien said, stopping when he saw she was already inside.

      ‘Tick tock,’ she said.

      Damien took the driver’s seat and closed his door. ‘I have the keys, you know.’

      ‘Saved you the trouble.’

      Damien touched the gas to revive the engine. ‘You have good taste.’

      ‘The car’s not bad either,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

      Damien took the handbrake off and propelled them from the valet parking and onto the road. The engine growled softly as he overtook the cars ahead.

      Aviary pried the laptop from her ruck. ‘Time to figure out how to stop the train.’

      Damien’s eyes widened. ‘You … haven’t figured that out yet?’

      ‘Almost,’ she said, reaching for her pressel switch. ‘Aviary to Sophia, I need you in the driver’s cabin.’

      ‘This is Sophia. On my way.’

      Aviary pulled up a PDF document; the train’s manual. Six pages in, she found what she was looking for.

      ‘This is Sophia, I’m in the cabin. I thought you couldn’t override the controls.’

      ‘I can’t,’ Aviary said. ‘But I can trip the Automatic Train Protection. And once I do that, it applies the emergency brakes for us.’

      ‘Aviary, that’s excellent work,’ Sophia said. ‘We can stop at the station, unless you think you can reach us before then…’

      ‘This is Damien,’ he said, driving with one hand for a moment. ‘At this rate, we’ll be lucky to make the station.’

      ‘Listen,’ Aviary said. ‘If I engage the ATP just before the station, that should slow you down as you reach the platform. It’ll buy us some time.’

      Aviary wrote the commands on her laptop, wrapped them and sent them to her watch, ready to execute. One tap and the train’s automatic system would kick in.

      ‘Get to that station as fast as you can,’ Sophia said.

      ‘There’s one catch,’ Aviary said. ‘Once the train brakes to a standstill, the ATP will disengage and the Fifth Column will have control over the train again. Then it will automatically accelerate.’

      ‘Fine, but in case you’re late, I have some paracord we can tie to the sides, between the doors that you can grab onto, and then we can pull you in,’ Sophia said. ‘But don’t be late.’

      Damien hit his switch. ‘Copy that.’ He nodded to her ruck. ‘You’ll need my gloves.’

      Aviary reached in to find his pair of fingerless black gloves. She pulled them on and checked the satellite view on her laptop. Most of the team were south of Wrocław now. But just a bit north, she could see Ark moving steadily toward the station. His partner, Marina, was probably with him.

      Aviary zoomed out to see the positions of Hélio and his bodyguards as they fled Wrocław. She wasn’t sure if they’d get clear of the blast, but there was no sense hanging around.

      ‘Czarina to Aviary, we’ll keep your twelve clear.’

      ‘This is Aviary, you guys are awes—oh shit.’

      Damien glanced over. His neck dressing was soaked with blood. ‘What?’

      ‘The operatives!’ Aviary said. ‘They’re—’ She held down her pressel switch so everyone could hear. ‘This is Aviary, watch your maps. Watch your maps. We have operatives all over the place. It’s an operative party and we’re all invited.’

      ‘Details, Aviary,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I’m counting four,’ she said. ‘Coming from the north.’

      ‘Great,’ Damien said.

      Aviary slipped her laptop back into her ruck and switched to the map on her phone. ‘Speaking of great, we have an operative in front and behind us. They’re boxing us in.’

      Damien said nothing.

      She looked over and saw he had one hand on the wheel, another pressed over his neck. His eyelids looked heavy.

      ‘Damien?’
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      Marina sat in the rear cabin of the Defender, surrounded by mostly dead GROM soldiers and an unconscious soldier in the passenger seat, beside the driver.

      Behind the Defender, things looked worse. The operative astride the bike accelerated and closed on Ark. There was no way he could evade the operative in this traffic, and he didn’t have time to aim his own weapon. Not only that, he was too far from the Defender to leap inside.

      That left one option.

      Ark crashed his bike right into the operative.

      At the moment of impact, he jumped from his bike onto the car behind him—a gray Skoda—and tumbled across the hood and over the windshield. The operative leapt too, landing on the roof of a car in another lane.

      Ark hung onto the roof of the Skoda. Its driver swerved to avoid the fallen bike, only to find herself hemmed in from adjacent lanes. Stuck behind the Defender, she reduced her speed, and the distance between Marina and Ark grew.

      The soldier in the Defender’s passenger seat sat upright—conscious again—and went for his carbine, only this time he was clever enough to keep out of Marina’s reach. She went for the only weapon she could fire—her own pistol.

      Except her pistol was now lying beside a soldier next to him, dazed but alive. He gripped his carbine and aimed.

      Marina sliced under his arm, then across his neck—properly this time. Blood sprayed across the cabin, blinding the soldier in the passenger seat. He cried out, the blood burning his eyes. Marina rolled under the spray of blood and jammed the knife into his throat. Left the knife there and took her pistol.

      The driver hit the brakes and the Defender slowed rapidly. The blinded passenger went tumbling over Marina, knocking the pistol from her grasp. Then the Skoda caught up and smashed into the back of the Defender. Now it was Ark’s turn to tumble. He went over the Skoda’s hood and into the cabin.

      The blinded soldier elbowed Ark, who ducked under the blow. They rolled back across the cabin, the soldier reaching for his knife and Ark controlling his arm. As they tumbled, Ark’s head hung out the back, near the hood of the Skoda.

      Metal screeched; the Skoda driver was reducing speed, but the hood of her car had caught on the Defender’s rear step. She was stuck.

      In the lane next to the Skoda, the operative hung from the roof of a white Renault sedan. He thumped twice on the windshield with the hilt of his knife. The second crack caved the windshield and he aimed his pistol at the driver within. Terrified, she released her seatbelt and crawled away. The operative, steadying the wheel as he slipped into the car, took over driving. A second later he aimed over his shoulder and shot the driver.

      Inside the Defender, Ark kicked the soldier off him. The man sailed over his head, landing on the Skoda. Ark’s momentum took him over too, onto the hood of the Skoda.

      The operative steered into them. Hard.

      ‘Ark!’ Marina yelled.

      She dived across the cabin for her pistol. But she wasn’t fast enough.

      The operative slammed into the side of the Skoda, shattering the windshield and sending it fishtailing into the other lane. Its rear bounced off the side of a van—sending both Ark and the soldier over the Skoda’s roof—and came smashing back into the operative’s Renault. He swerved quickly, almost throwing the Renault in front of a passing tram.

      Marina aimed out the back of the Defender, at the operative, only for him to pull in behind the Skoda.

      On the Skoda’s roof, Ark hung onto the back of the soldier, who clung to the edge of the shattered windshield. The soldier’s grip slipped. He peeled back over the roof, taking Ark with him. Ark grasped at the hood of the operative’s car, while the soldier bounced off it. Vehicles behind them swerved to miss the soldier.

      With one hand on the wheel, the operative took aim at Ark, who saw it and hurled himself over the broken windshield, onto the roof. Marina watched as he held on, while the operative worked the wheel back and forth to shake him off. When that failed, the operative aimed his pistol at the roof and punched four rounds through. Ark slid back along the surface.

      Marina needed to finish this. She took aim again.

      Don’t you die on me. We can’t afford to lose another hunter.

      The operative saw Marina and rammed the Skoda. Ark held on with one hand, while his other hand dug around in the ruck on his back. The Skoda crunched harder into the Defender, knocking Marina’s aim off.

      Give me a clear shot, you jerk.

      With his free hand, Ark produced the foam-dispensing Ejaculator and clawed his way to the broken windshield. Beneath him, the operative used the edge of his steering wheel to pry the empty magazine from his pistol and, one-handed, load a new one.

      ‘Ark!’ Marina yelled. Her voice was lost in the rush of air.

      He lowered his nozzle through the broken windshield just as the operative looked up and saw him. The operative’s finger tightened on the trigger as Ark fired the Ejaculator. It coated the pistol, the operative’s hand and the steering wheel, fusing them into hardened foam.

      Marina fired. Her rounds grazed the operative’s ear.

      The operative tried to take his hand off the steering wheel, but it was trapped in hardened foam. Instead, he rammed the Skoda from behind, crunching it forward into the Defender. Marina fell back into the cabin and Ark tumbled off the operative’s Renault and onto the Skoda.

      Ark’s weight on the hood tore the car free from the Defender. The Skoda’s driver backed off, putting distance between them.

      ‘Jump!’ Marina yelled.

      Ark leapt.

      Marina caught his arm as he fell. For a moment, he hung from her, just above the road, then she pulled him onto the rear step and into the cabin. With her pistol, she took aim at the operative.

      The Renault swerved into the adjacent lane, ramming another car out of the way, then accelerated past the Defender.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ Ark asked, breathless.

      ‘He’s going to kill Aviary.’
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      The Bentley whipped across a side street, the vibration from the cobblestones making Aviary’s teeth chatter. Damien was alert and determined to see this out, although she didn’t know how much of that he had left in him. He took a corner, and they were back on asphalt, passing a solarium and computer store.

      His heavy-footed driving had put them a few precious minutes ahead of the train. Aviary was ready to trigger the train’s emergency brakes, but she didn’t want to do it too early. The map on her phone showed the train—with two green dots, Sophia and Olesya, onboard—roaring for the station at full speed.

      ‘We’re almost there,’ Aviary said. ‘One more block.’

      ‘One more block,’ Damien repeated, his voice barely a whisper. ‘Operatives?’

      On the map, red dots constricted around the Bentley.

      ‘Close.’ She pressed a fresh bandage over Damien’s neck, keeping it there while he drove. A cold shiver rippled through her as she looked in the rear-view mirror. Some distance behind them, a Defender pushed through traffic toward them.

      ‘Faster!’ she said.

      Damien sped the Bentley across the street, slicing between cars in both lanes. His face was pale and his grip on the wheel weakened. They drifted to one side, grazing an SUV. Aviary corrected him with her hand on the wheel, but kept her focus on the Defender. It was coming right for them. Dead ahead and not slowing down. She knew who would win in a head-on collision and it wasn’t their luxury coupe.

      ‘Go right!’ she said.

      Damien accelerated harder, clipped another car and turned right into a side street. The car thumped over something in the road. Aviary looked through the rear window and smiled. She kept her thumb on the phone, ready, and watched over her shoulder.

      The Defender made a sharp turn onto their street.

      ‘Surf’s up, bitches,’ Aviary said, pressing her thumb down.

      Four metal bollards emerged from under the pavement, the kind used to block road access temporarily, then withdrawn underground when not in use. They popped up beneath the Defender and pitched it into the air. Aviary watched, transfixed, as the vehicle slid forward, grinding on its headlamps before tipping over and sliding on its roof. Behind it, another Defender took the corner hard and slammed into the bollards. Its hood crumpled like the foil on a broken Easter egg.

      Damien’s voice was weak. ‘Good shot.’

      ‘You know it,’ she said.

      Sophia’s voice filled her ear. ‘Sophia to Aviary, we’ve cleared the bend and we’re coming for the station. We need the brakes now!’

      Aviary touched her watch. ‘Three … two … one. Engaged.’

      ‘We’re slowing down. It’s working.’

      ‘Yes!’ Aviary turned to Damien. ‘It’s work—’

      His hands slipped from the wheel. The Bentley slewed wide, clipped the headlamps and taillamps of the cars parked by the side of the road, buckling Aviary’s door.

      ‘Damien!’ she yelled.

      She wrestled for the wheel and wrenched their vehicle back into the middle of the street. But Damien’s foot was off the gas, and the car was slowing.

      Ahead of them, a T-intersection with a busy road and tram tracks. Beyond that, open ground with manicured grass and tangled walkways toward a Prussian castle-like structure.

      Wrocław Główny train station.

      ‘Nearly there,’ she said.

      The Bentley lumbered in the direction of the junction, one of the tires flat and scraping the road. She crawled over to put her toes on the accelerator, but Damien stopped her.

      ‘You’ll be quicker on foot,’ he said.

      ‘But you won’t be.’ She checked her phone. The operative in pursuit was only a block away, and closing.

      ‘They only need you, not me,’ Damien said.

      ‘I’m not an operative,’ she said.

      ‘I know.’ He reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘You’re better. Now run.’

      She jumped from the car, grabbed her ruck with gloved hands, slung it over her shoulders and ran. Beyond the busy road, through grass and trees, lay the train station she needed to get to. And she only had a few minutes to do it. She weaved around the cars, ignoring their horns, and jumped between trams.

      Then stopped.

      A pair of ink-black 4x4 Defenders blocked her path, their soldiers clustered around the vehicles with their weapons pointed directly at her. On either side of them, the traffic had come to a confused standstill.

      Well, that didn’t go so well.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, are you in the station?’

      Aviary stood motionless while the soldiers blocking the station sized her up.

      ‘This area is off limits!’ one of them shouted at her.

      Aviary backed unsteadily away, onto a tram track. With trembling fingers, she worked fast on her smartwatch’s screen.

      ‘Turn around now!’ the soldier shouted.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, do you read?’

      On the edge of her vision, a tram was accelerating toward her. This was her last moment. She could feel it.

      Don’t pass out, she told herself. And also don’t vomit.

      If the soldiers saw the tram, they ignored it. Aviary remained fixed in position. She was finished on her watch; the rest was up to the tram.

      Some of the soldiers were waving and shouting at the tram driver now, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it. The streetcar roared toward her, then struck something unexpected on the tracks.

      The tracks she’d switched.

      Jolting, the tram’s wheels launched over asphalt. The tram derailed, brushing cars aside and sending soldiers scattering. Aviary ran too.

      ‘Give me a … second!’ she said into her throat mike.

      ‘We don’t have a second!’ Olesya said.

      The tram was right behind her, ploughing through a Defender. She leapt onto the other Defender, across the hood, and over the roof onto the pavement. The Defender rolled past her, almost taking her with it. The tram’s direction shifted, picking up even more speed. It slid down the hill after her, faster and faster.

      Nope, nope, that wasn’t part of the plan.

      The tram was chewing up grass and concrete, closing the distance until it crushed her. She sprinted for the front entrance to the Wrocław Główny station.

      The tram crashed through a tree, then through an entire row of metal chairs. They bounced off the tram’s nose and rained down around her. She dodged them, running as fast as she could, but the tram’s wheels carried it rapidly across the concrete, ever closer. The screeching of metal filled her ears.

      At last, the entrance of Wrocław Główny. Running between two pillars, she pushed through the large polished doors and shoved people back with both arms.

      ‘Don’t go that way!’ she yelled. ‘Bad idea!’

      The tram punched through the doors—a terrified and helpless driver at its helm— and the crowd scattered, people running to escape. Aviary risked a glance and saw the tram scrape a pillar and then spear itself into the station, tearing large wooden doors from their hinges. Glass exploded across her neck. She elbowed a pair of police officers and sent them reeling.

      ‘Run!’ she yelled.

      They turned to chase her, then saw the tram coming at them fast, and decided to run too.

      Finally, the tram groaned to a halt, smoke pouring from under its belly. The officers were on the ground, coughing inside a fine haze of debris.

      ‘Aviary! The doors!’ It was Sophia this time, yelling in her ear.

      Aviary raised her arm and, using her watch, switched to the train controls.

      ‘Open sesame,’ she gasped.

      ‘It worked,’ Sophia said. ‘Aviary, we’re still coming in hot.’

      Aviary switched to the map and checked quickly for operatives.

      He was almost—

      The tram’s windshield shattered, an operative smashing through it with his arm attached to a … steering wheel?

      He stepped through the haze, almost soundless across on the marble floor, and confronted the pair of police officers. He smashed the steering wheel across the face of one, and kicked the legs out from under the other. Then he brought the steering wheel down under the knees of the first. They both toppled over. With his free hand, he snatched a pistol from one of the fallen officers and fired into both of them—chest, then face.

      Instinctively, Aviary reached for the palm of her hand, ready to push on her implant under her skin. But a police officer’s weapon didn’t use those weapon retention systems, so her jammer wasn’t going to disarm it.

      The operative aimed at Aviary.

      He fired.

      The round hit her in the chest, stealing her breath as she dropped to both knees.

      End of the line.
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      Damien woke to the sound of screeching tires. He was sitting in the driver’s seat of a car, his pistol held loosely in one hand, a blood-stained dressing in another. His memory was foggy … how had he gotten here? And where was Aviary?

      He looked across at the passenger seat where she should be, and his eyes locked on a red sedan surging toward him.

      Damien’s thoughts snapped into clarity.

      Operative.

      Damien hit the push-start for the engine; but nothing happened. It wouldn’t, not without Aviary around to crack it.

      He was stuck in a metal deathtrap, the operative less than a second from impact—

      A Land Rover Defender roared from nowhere, ploughing into the side of the operative’s sedan and flinging it fifty meters down the street.

      Damien popped open his door and stepped out, but his legs gave way, and he slumped back in his seat. Gunshots. Ark and Marina climbed from the Defender and ran to him.

      They darted around to his side of the vehicle, their attention focused on the other end of the street. In the distance, a Defender lay on its roof, smoke pouring from its underside. The memory returned of Aviary firing metal bollards into it. Another engine roared behind them. Pain sparked in Damien’s neck as he turned in its direction.

      ‘Easy, cowboy.’ Ark turned to Marina. ‘He needs blood or plasma.’

      A motorbike shot between the bollards and braked hard. Nasira and Jay jumped off it.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Damien groaned.

      ‘I got him,’ Jay said. ‘You guys keep going.’

      Nasira pulled the NetGun from her ruck. ‘Where’s Aviary?’

      Damien gathered his thoughts and pointed in the direction of the train station and a destroyed Defender lying off-road. ‘Follow the destruction.’
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      Crossing an elevated bridge, the train gradually slowed as the Automatic Train Protection overrode all operations. Olesya leaned out through the open doors. Ahead of her, Sophia leaned from another door and trailed a length of paracord behind. She held one carabiner while Olesya reached for the other. It clanged across the side of the train and Olesya snatched it and pulled it back inside, locking it on a handrail.

      ‘Secured,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia tied her line, pulling the paracord taut under the windows of the train car.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, we’ve run some paracord on both sides of the third car,’ Olesya said. ‘Get on the platform!’

      Olesya wasn’t going to risk Aviary missing her chance. They’d keep the doors open until she was aboard.

      ‘About two minutes before we hit the station,’ she said to Sophia.

      The train was down to a reasonable forty klicks—or kilometers—per hour. Olesya hoped they’d timed the emergency brakes right, so they didn’t undershoot or overshoot the station. Aviary just needed to get to them before the ATP handed control back over to the driver—in this case the Fifth Column, controlling the train by remote.

      Leaving Sophia to check the front of the train, Olesya returned to the rear car. She wanted to keep an eye on the countdown, but there wasn’t much she could do without Aviary.

      The train rushed under another bridge.

      Boots landed on the roof.

      Halfway down the third car, Sophia hesitated and locked gazes with her. ‘Seriously, how many low bridges are there?’

      Olesya hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Olesya, we have passengers.’
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      Aviary fell to her knees as the operative shot the police officers in front of her, first in their torsos, then in their faces. They slumped onto the marble, skulls blasted. The tram driver watched from his cabin with an open mouth.

      The operative strode for Aviary—steering wheel attached to his arm with what looked like concrete. He was ready to finish the job with another shot. The first was to slow her down, but this time he aimed for her face.

      Gunshots rang out and one of his eyes disintegrated. Marina emerged, moving and firing, her shots tearing through the operative’s face. His mouth twitched and he dropped, his arm and steering wheel cracking onto the marble with a resounding echo.

      Nausea twisted Aviary’s stomach. She couldn’t move from where she lay, could barely breathe. Shifting to her knees, she ran her fingers across her body, terrified at what she might find. There was a hole through her t-shirt, but her fingers met nothing wet.

      No blood.

      Ark pulled her to her feet. ‘Let’s move!’

      He whisked her across the train station’s main causeway, following Marina under an arched timber and stained glass roof. Dazed, Aviary’s legs carried her of their own accord. Any commuters in their way saw Marina’s pistol and parted for them in silent shock.

      ‘This way.’ Marina took them right.

      Into a cluster of GROM soldiers.

      Instinctively, Aviary pressed down on the palm of her hand.

      ‘Disabled,’ she said.

      They raised their weapons and squeezed the triggers then, baffled, quickly checked their chambers and magazines. Aviary hoped that would buy them enough time.

      ‘Not this way.’ Marina took them left instead.

      ‘This is Olesya, we’re approaching the station now.’

      Aviary wasn’t even on the right platform.

      Her chest burned as she drew breath, desperate to keep up with the two Russian operative hunters. Ahead of them, four platforms with single-lane tracks. The tracks and platforms were divided by mini-platforms, each with rows of metal columns that supported the sprawling domed roof above.

      Marina and Ark leapt onto the tracks and climbed over a mini-platform. Aviary followed, and from there, they crossed to the next track and the second platform.

      ‘Ark to Olesya, which platform are you bearing on?’

      Olesya’s voice came through Aviary’s earpiece. ‘South! The track on the south side. Hurry!’

      Aviary noticed two separate squads of GROM soldiers converging on them.

      Ark cursed in Russian. ‘Go!’

      Aviary jumped off the second platform and onto the tracks, where Ark and Marina guided her to the third platform. Commuters on the platform froze and watched, seemingly unable to process what was happening.

      Marina lowered her hand and lifted Aviary onto platform three. As she did so, Ark fired his pistol at the soldiers, who took cover behind a curved information booth, unable to return fire as the booth’s glass exploded around them.

      Aviary ran across the next mini-platform, slipping between metal columns and down onto another set of tracks. Marina was ahead of her, helping her up again.

      The soldiers advanced, jumping down onto tracks behind them.

      ‘Move! Move!’ Ark yelled, running across the third platform.

      One more to go.

      A stationary train came to rest ahead of them, blocking Aviary’s path to the fourth platform. She touched her watch and the train doors on her side opened. She climbed inside, her chest still hurting from the gunshot, her every breath painful. But she couldn’t stop.

      Marina was inside the train, pushing commuters out of the way. Ark came in behind her.

      ‘Go! Go!’ Marina yelled.

      Another train was pulling into the station, but it wasn’t slowing down. That was her ride.

      ‘We’re picking up speed!’ Sophia yelled over the radio. ‘The brakes are disengaging.’

      Great, Aviary thought.

      GROM soldiers swarmed the train behind her. She halted to manipulate her watch with one hand. A few taps and the doors closed, the train leaving the station with the GROM squad still aboard.

      Bon voyage, suckers.

      Marina took cover behind an escalator wall. ‘Go!’

      Run, Aviary told herself. You have to do this.

      The train surged into the station, moving faster than Aviary had hoped. She leapt from her platform and landed in front of the train, before clawing her way up onto the south platform. Her vision narrowed, fingers trembling.

      Not yet.

      The train roared onward, its headlamps blinding.

      Sophia’s words were almost drowned by the noise. ‘Thirty klicks and increasing! We’re coming in!’

      The train thundered past.

      Aviary ran. The first car slipped past. She pushed on.

      Her lungs burned in her bruised chest and her body refused to go any faster. The train whipped beside her, the open doors flashing by. If she dared to grab one, she’d rip her arms from their sockets.

      I can’t do it.

      The second car roared past.

      Ahead of her, at the end of the platform, soldiers emerged from one of two underground staircases, their weapons aiming for her. Her implant hadn’t recharged yet.

      Tears blurred her vision, running down her face. She’d failed.

      On her right, something moved.

      Nasira.

      She launched out of the opposing staircase and fired her NetGun. From the weapon, a thin spidery net shot across the platform and collected the soldiers in a large, sticky web. They slung together and tumbled down their ramp.

      Nasira pointed to the train.

      Get on.

      Aviary pushed harder. She was going to do this. This was hers.

      The third car whipped past.

      She snatched at the paracord, grabbed it with gloved hands and kept running. The train moved faster, her hand slipping down the cord. She tightened her grip and ran with it, but it pulled her feet out from under her. She hung on as the platform rushed beneath.

      Inside the train, flashes of movement.

      Olesya and Sophia fighting someone.

      She was too late.

      The train reached the end of the platform. She held on with both her gloved hands and pressed herself flat. The platform railing sliced past her. Any moment now and she’d lose her grip. She was off the platform and clinging to the train, with no one to pull her onboard. The train left the station and raced into a tunnel. Everything went dark.

      Her fingers slipped from the paracord.
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      Olesya took aim, but the new operative was too fast. He disarmed her, just as Sophia punched him in the neck. They clashed and rolled to the floor while Olesya cast around for her pistol. Instead, she caught a glimpse through the doors at the tunnel rushing past.

      Aviary!

      Olesya leapt over and gripped the handrail. With her free hand, she reached out, at first just touching Aviary’s fingers, then further to clamp her hand over Aviary’s wrist.

      ‘Got you,’ Olesya said.

      As the train sped through the tunnel, a bank of signal lights clipped the ruck on Aviary’s back, slamming her into the side of the train, then into the tunnel wall. She bounced between the two, her wrist slipping from Olesya’s grasp.

      ‘No!’ Olesya yelled.

      Behind her something metal cracked and an instant later the operative kicked low, into Olesya’s side. She was torn from Aviary, sliding across the linoleum floor, tangling with the feet of a dead suicide bomber. Sophia was down and the operative strode for Olesya’s pistol—lying on the ground between them.

      Olesya got to her feet, she had to beat him to the weapon. A flash of red through the window—Aviary’s hair— stopped her. She was still hanging on, must have slipped back across the paracord to the next set of open doors. Olesya could grab her in time, but it would mean leaving the operative to grab the pistol.

      Sophia rushed the operative from behind. The operative spun to engage her, but Olesya dived into him too, slamming him against a pole and taking him to the ground.

      Olesya pinned him there, shouted to Sophia. ‘The paracord!’

      Sophia slid past them, to the next set of open doors and the end of the paracord. Aviary tumbled into view, still clutching on, and Sophia quickly dragged her inside.

      The operative elbowed Olesya in the face. She rolled off him, snatched up her pistol and shot him in the throat. He dropped to one knee, his hand over the entry wound.

      ‘No passengers.’ Olesya kicked him out of the doors.

      ‘That was almost me.’ Aviary tapped her watch and the doors closed. ‘I don’t want to do that again. Can I please not do that again?’

      Sophia hugged Aviary. ‘Once is enough.’

      ‘The warheads,’ Olesya reminded them.

      ‘Right. How long do we have?’ Aviary asked. ‘I’ll probably need ten minutes to figure out—’

      Olesya pointed to one of the countdown timers.

      06:39.

      ‘OK,’ Aviary said. ‘Well, it was nice to have met you.’
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      ‘I’ve connected to the bomb,’ Aviary said.

      06:13.

      She’d found a metal crate that didn’t have an actual nuclear warhead inside and sat on it, before focusing on faking authentication with the detonator’s wireless access point. Sophia and Olesya stood guard over the empty train cars while the train continued on its auto-piloted path.

      Sophia showed her watch to them. ‘The last two operatives. They’re really close.’

      ‘Up the front.’ Olesya checked her pistol magazine. ‘Must still be on the roof.’

      Aviary concentrated, ran a scan on the first bomb’s electronics module; she had to see what sort of security measures were in place before she went barging through.

      05:50.

      ‘So, uh, how do you normally disarm a bomb?’ Aviary asked, wiping sweat from her eyebrows.

      ‘You clear everyone out and you blow it up,’ Olesya said. ‘Sometimes with a robot.’

      ‘I’m the robot, huh?’ Aviary pulled the fingerless gloves from her hands. ‘OK, so looks like I can remotely control the bomb now. I guess the Fifth Column wanted to be able to do that, in case they needed to trigger it from a distance.’

      ‘You can control it?’ Olesya watched, unblinking. ‘Be careful.’

      Sophia was peering out the windows. ‘We’re heading south-east, out of Wrocław.’

      Aviary combed through the module’s processes. She wasn’t too pleased with what she saw. ‘Looks like I can decrease the timer. But I can’t increase it.’

      ‘So you can’t give us more time?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘No, not on this timer or the others—wait, why are there other timers? There’s three timers here. What the hell?’

      ‘They’re backups in case we disable the first one,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Oh,’ Aviary said. ‘Great.’

      04:19.

      ‘How about the detonator? Is there any way to disable that?’ Olesya asked. ‘Look for something called primer or primary. Knowing our luck, there’ll be more than one.’

      ‘No, but I think I know how to stop the timer,’ Aviary said. ‘It’s actually kind of easy.’

      ‘Easy? How?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I just disable it,’ Aviary said.

      Olesya shook her head. ‘If you disable one, the next one will activate. You do know that, right?’

      ‘I do now,’ Aviary said.

      Their radio crackled. ‘This is Jay. Um, I’m tracking a Hind gunship just south-east of you. About three klicks out, moving in your direction.’

      ‘This is Olesya, copy that.’ She pointed to the front of the train. ‘Sophia, can you deal with that?’

      ‘Deal with an armored gunship?’ Sophia strode into the next car. ‘Sure, why not?’

      Two thumps on the roof. Operatives, above them.
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      Sophia leapt back in time to avoid the female operative as she slashed through the rubber membrane and landed on both feet. A male operative slipped through the membrane between the cars behind her. Now she was cut off from Olesya and Aviary.

      The operative in front aimed her pistol; but Sophia was quick to disarm her, breaking her finger.

      Sophia pivoted to the male operative. ‘Welcome aboard.’

      He attacked, releasing her magazine. She fired and he absorbed the round into his chest armor. Sophia moved under his strike, her elbow catching his midsection and pulling down sharply. She dragged him by his hip, catching his chin with her elbow on the way through.

      The female operative elbowed her in the face, cracking the cartilage in her nose. The blow sent Sophia backward, spinning through the air. She hit the wall and fell.

      Her hands absorbed the fall and she rolled off her shoulder and along her back. Her pistol landed beside her with no magazine and no round in the chamber. Standing, she was faced with both operatives again. Blood poured from her nose, down her neck. Her brain felt like absorbent cotton. Mild concussion. She wasn’t going to last.

      Both operatives closed on her.

      Then Olesya was there. She went low, kicked the male as he drew his own pistol. He dropped to one knee, lost the pistol, and kicked back at her. Olesya took the blow above her own knee, and it knocked her off her feet, into the rear car with Aviary.

      The woman was attacking Sophia now, striking furiously. Sophia moved around the blows; they dented metal and fractured glass behind her. She stomped on the outside of the operative’s knee and stepped around her. The operative faltered.

      Sophia lunged back and found her magazine, only to have it kicked from her hands, into the carriage behind her. Sophia retreated quickly, taking a moment to pull her nose outward with both hands and shift the cartilage into position before it swelled.

      The operative used that time to advance.

      Over her shoulder, Sophia could see the male operative back on his feet. He walked past a fallen Olesya and, collecting his pistol, aimed at Aviary. Busy with her laptop, Aviary had her back to him.

      ‘Three minutes,’ Aviary said with an eerie calmness.

      ‘Aviary, look out!’ Sophia yelled.

      Olesya dragged herself upright and lunged for the operative, knocking him onto his side.

      Sophia retreated as the woman came at her again. She weaved to avoid the operative’s blow, but stepped into another. The strike tore muscle between her ribs and lifted her from the floor. She landed in the train’s second car, even farther from Aviary.

      Clambering to her feet, she wiped blood from her chin. Her nose was still bleeding. Her phone chose that exact moment to vibrate in her pocket. Her smartwatch showed the caller ID.

      Not a good time, DC.

      A few paces behind, her own pistol. The magazine was next to it.

      The operative saw and sprinted for it as Sophia dived, landed on her side and snatched up the weapon and magazine. She slapped the magazine into the well and fed the chamber with a fresh round. There was no point shooting the operative’s armor, so she lined the sights with her head.

      The operative threw herself past Sophia’s legs, purposely keeping low. Sophia rolled back to Aviary and Olesya, coming up on both feet and aiming.

      The operative was already on her, slicing her hand with a knife.

      Sophia dropped her weapon.

      The operative reached under and grabbed it, but Sophia brought her knee up, smashed the pistol from the operative’s grasp and out the broken window.

      The operative sliced again. Sophia traced the strike with her hand, searching for the wrist. The woman slashed again, but Sophia pinned the wrist against her body and broke the operative’s arm. The knife dropped.

      Sophia risked a glance behind her. Olesya was still caught up with the male operative. He struck her and, as she crashed back into the third car, moved quickly for Aviary.

      ‘Aviary!’ Sophia shouted.

      Aviary flinched under the operative’s lunge and ran for the end of the car. He picked up her phone and pressed the screen. All the doors on the train opened.

      With just one working arm, the female operative came at Sophia, who tried to shift from the blow too late. The punch slammed into her solar plexus and the air shot from her lungs.

      She fell through the doors and off the train.

      Catching the edge of a door with one hand, she clung on. Air rushed past, battering her as she reached out with her other hand for a better grip. The operative must have assumed she was dead, because she went for Olesya now.

      The train picked up speed. Then the doors started to close.

      No.

      Sophia pulled herself forward, to the doors sliding shut on her fingers. The gap wasn’t wide enough to crawl through. She had no other choice.

      She let go.

      Desperately she tried to grab something, anything, but the side of the train was flush and slippery. Then her hand tangled on the paracord, still attached by carabiners between both sets of open doors. But as the doors closed completely, it pulled taut. Her new safety line wasn’t about to last long.

      The doors closed.

      The paracord snapped.

      Sophia held on. One end of the cord was severed, but the other was still attached, connected to a carabiner inside the train and held firm between closed doors.

      She hung against the side of the train, the breath knocked from her. Somehow, she kept hold of the cord and, with her uninjured hand, tried to force open the doors. Inside, Olesya was holding off two operatives at once while the countdown ticked toward zero.

      Operative hunter or not—Olesya isn’t going to last.

      The train entered another tunnel.

      Holding on with one hand, she reached for her knife. There was a glass breaker on the hilt. She had it in her hand and—

      Her blade clipped the mast of a railroad signal—invisible in the tunnel’s darkness—and the knife spun from her grasp.

      Sophia held desperately to the paracord, keeping her elbows in and her body pressed to the train. The air roared between the train and the tunnel walls, deafening her. Then the train was clear.

      With one hand, she hit her pressel switch. ‘Open the doors!’

      Inside, Olesya took a hit and flew right into her door. It cracked, but didn’t break. She was barely on her feet before the female operative closed on her again.

      Sophia pulled her legs up and squatted on the lip of the door, bracing herself. Maybe she could get to the roof and slip through the rubber membrane they’d slashed through. With the paracord in both hands, she used the minimal tread on her sneakers to walk up the glass doors.

      Her grip was weakened; she slipped and fell, her head smacking the glass.

      Inside the train, one of the operatives was making for Aviary while the other kept Olesya busy.

      Sophia walked up the doors again, reaching out with one hand at the top to find something to grip. Her fingers snagged something.

      She shot a look at the track ahead. Another tunnel, looming closer.

      Letting the paracord run loose over her arm, but keeping hold, she hauled herself onto the roof of the train just as it entered the next tunnel.

      She lay flat, turning her head to one side, the tunnel’s surface roaring past her ear. The tunnel was long—so long that she wondered if they’d entered an underground station. She crawled as quickly as she could while pressed to the roof, making her way to the battery car and the slashed connecting membrane.

      The train burst from the tunnel into wide, open fields. And above them, only two klicks ahead of the train, a hulking armored helicopter tore through the sky.

      Gunship.

      It turned in the air until its double-bubble cockpit aligned with her, and fired a missile from its stub wing. The missile hammered into the ground, tearing into the rail, then the gunship peeled off.

      They were derailing the train.

      Sophia estimated the distance. At their moderate speed, they had only a few minutes.

      ‘They bombed the tracks!’ Sophia yelled into her mike. ‘Stop the train!’

      She pushed through the sliced membrane, landing on her hands and dropping softly into a roll. When she came to her feet inside, she was face to face with Olesya, whose hand was wrapped around the male operative’s throat. He was pressed against the wall, his face the color of a blueberry. One of his hands gripped her wrist, but his grip was weakening. He gurgled, his limbs trembling. Olesya squeezed tighter and his nose, blistered and swollen, turned … black.

      Whatever she was doing, it was more than choking him.

      Her attention was taken by Aviary as the woman grabbed and pushed her to the window at the end, a knife at her throat. With her other hand, she aimed a pistol at Sophia and Olesya. The operative broke the window with her knife’s glass-breaker and held a knife to Aviary’s throat.

      Around them, twenty nuclear countdowns ticked ever closer to detonation.

      00:39.

      The operative pressed a switch on her sleeve. ‘Stay away from the laptop or I—’

      A sword skewered her throat from behind, then withdrew. The operative, spritzing blood, fell face-down. Aviary was quick to leap clear.

      ‘This is the express, right?’ DC said as he climbed in through the window.

      Aviary ran for her laptop. ‘I don’t know how to stop the last timer!’ she screamed. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Aviary, engage the ATP again,’ Sophia said. ‘We’re about to derail!’

      Olesya stepped forward. ‘Which fuse is that countdown?’

      Aviary blinked. ‘The second. But the third fuse only has one second on the clock. If I switch to that, we die.’

      ‘Disable the third fuse,’ Olesya said.

      She shook her head. ‘But that’s in the wrong order, I—’ she paused. Then she typed a new string of commands into the terminal. ‘I can. There’s nothing stopping me from doing that.’

      DC glared at Olesya. ‘Are you sure about this?’

      Sophia put her hand on Aviary’s shoulder. ‘Do what she says.’

      00:12.

      Jay’s voice came through their earpieces. ‘You’re running out of track!’

      Aviary hit a key. The third fuse shifted from one second to zero.

      Sophia shared an uneasy glance with Olesya and DC.

      The second fuse was still ticking down.

      00:03.

      ‘Disable it,’ Olesya said. ‘Now!’

      ‘Well, we tried.’ Aviary hit the key, disabling the second fuse.

      With the third fuse already on zero, Sophia closed her eyes and waited for the warheads to vaporize the train.

      They didn’t.

      Aviary worked the keyboard fast. Suddenly, the train jolted. ‘ATP engaged.’

      Outside, crop fields and open ground flanked the train.

      ‘We don’t have long to get off,’ Sophia said.

      DC wiped his sword on the operative’s jacket and slipped it back into his scabbard. ‘What happened to the suicide bombers?’

      Sophia pointed to the dead body in the third car, among the dead operatives.

      He snapped his sword’s scabbard to the magnets on his back. ‘Guess they wanted a bigger bang.’

      ‘Doors open!’ Aviary called out, shoving her laptop back in her ruck and collecting the pistols from both of the dead operatives.

      As the train slowed to twenty klicks, everyone prepared to bail. DC leaped out, rolling onto the grass.

      Olesya put her hand on Sophia’s shoulder, then jumped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Łódź, Poland

      

      

      Olesya knocked on the wooden door of the former textile factory. A moment later, Paweł, a physician, opened it. Dressed in an ocean-blue suit and red tie, he looked more like a Navy Admiral than a doctor. He took one glance at Sophia and, with two fingers, smoothed his white mustache.

      ‘This will cost you,’ he said.

      Olesya put her foot in the door. ‘It already has.’

      After a moment’s pause, he stepped aside. Olesya led Sophia and her group of rogue operatives past white-painted brick walls and into a gray clinic. Windows looked out onto a courtyard with a well-tended garden and two steel towers. The room was large and sparsely furnished, just a table and a row of metal chairs on one side, by the windows, and on the other side a row of cubicles with thin, black curtains: short-term care.

      ‘My wife is irrigating your friend’s wound,’ Paweł said, referring to Andrey’s gunshot wound. ‘Does anyone else here need immediate care?’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘But we’re low on meds.’

      ‘Minor injuries. They could use a look over.’ Olesya handed him a wad of one-thousand złoty bills.

      Sophia glared at her. ‘I can pay.’

      ‘You already have,’ Olesya said. ‘Take what you need: antibiotics, morphine sulfate, oxycodone.’

      Paweł counted the wad of bills. ‘Ten-thousand. This allows for a reasonable amount.’ He swiveled on his heel to find Jay inspecting a bowl of white blister packs. ‘Those are not included. Fentanyl lollipops; eighty times more potent than morphine.’

      Jay plucked a blister pack—shaped like a pencil—from the bowl. ‘Put this on the tab.’

      Paweł nodded. ‘Side effects include diarrhea, nausea, hallucinations, hypoventilation—’

      Jay dropped the pack back in the bowl. ‘Yeah, oxy chasers are good.’

      Paweł fished a silver pocket watch from his jacket and checked it, then addressed the group. ‘Assemble yourselves in order of severity. You have one hour’s service.’

      Everyone except Sophia and Olesya moved to the row of metal seats while Paweł guided Damien to a cubicle. A moment later, a woman in scrubs stepped from another cubicle with Andrey, his shoulder patched up and his arm in a sling. He moved slowly and comfortably for the door—morphine, Olesya deduced.

      She dug into her coat pocket and handed Sophia the phone and smartwatch. ‘Good luck,’ she said.

      With that, she left Sophia and her group, then helped Andrey out of the room and to the old elevator they’d ridden up to the clinic. ‘Marina and Ark are downstairs.’

      Olesya closed the elevator’s metal cage doors, but Sophia appeared in the hall and blocked the door with her hand, still carrying the phone.

      ‘Keep it,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya reluctantly took the phone, then let Sophia withdraw her hand before hitting the button for the first floor.

      Sophia peered through the cage. ‘What exactly did you do to that operative on the train?’

      The elevator descended.

      ‘What I had to,’ Olesya said.
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        Twelve hours later

        Vilnius, Lithuania

      

      

      Sophia took a longer shower than usual, running the last five minutes with cold water. When she was done, she put a fresh dressing over the laceration on her arm and dug out a change of clothes. She left her compromised Kevlar vest on the bathroom floor. Her group didn’t have the latest Fifth Column tech, so everyone was still running outdated vests from local dealers. She didn’t need the protection as much as the others, but they’d have to buy fresh ones tomorrow. Even older generation vests didn’t come cheap.

      Sophia slipped her lockpicks into the seam of her bra, and instinctively moved her hand to holster her pistol on her hip, only to remember she’d lost the weapon on the train, and the fingerprints she’d left on it. She looked in the mirror. Her nose was patched up and still quite swollen; she wouldn’t know if it was crooked or not until the swelling went down. She checked her phone. Nothing from Hélio.

      Once they were all back at the mansion, Sophia had tasked Ieva with checking the camera logs while she sent a message to Hélio, inviting him and his bodyguards to stay with them. Now that the operation was out of the way, she wanted to take him up on his offer to build a makeshift lab and find the kill switch.

      She was hoping to hear from DC too, but there was nothing from him either. As usual, he disappeared as quickly as he appeared. She was getting tired of that.

      Emerging from the bathroom in goosebumps and fresh clothes, she was surprised to find the living room full of people and the fireplace crackling. It almost seemed like a real house.

      Everyone had pushed the furniture into a rough circle around the fire, and the coffee table was crowded with liquor bottles. Aviary’s spare phone trickled out her favorite playlist, Chillin’ w/ terrorists.

      Sophia stepped under the orange glow of the chandelier. ‘I didn’t call a meeting.’

      ‘We know,’ Nasira declared from the sofa. ‘Our oxy’s worn off, so we needed something.’

      Sophia checked her watch. ‘It’s been four hours since your last dose.’

      ‘Yeah, but I kinda found the old liquor cabinet in the reading room.’ Jay approached Sophia with a glass in each hand. ‘And there’s a bar. Why didn’t you tell me this when we arrived? That seems like an important thing to know.’

      Sophia stared at him. ‘Why would you have any reason to be in the reading room, Jay?’

      Nasira said, ‘He got lost.’

      Jay shrugged. ‘Look, I don’t know if you’ve had one of these before, Soph, but it’s called a party.’

      ‘Don’t call me that.’

      ‘Party or Soph?’ Jay shoved a glass into her hand. ‘Try this, I made it by accident.’

      Sophia peered into the murky depths of her glass. ‘You’re … poisoning me?’

      ‘Rum, Vermouth, Campari. And some chocolate liquor that I’m pretty sure hasn’t been opened in a decade.’ Jay took her glass and sipped it. ‘Tastes good though.’ He forced a swallow.

      Sophia counted eleven bottles of spirits on the table. Most were already empty. Damien and Aviary were sitting on the sofa; Damien’s neck and fingers were patched up, and Aviary had somehow avoided serious injury. Sophia observed there wasn’t much of a gap between them.

      Perched on the armrest of the sofa: Nasira with a glass in hand, and on the armchairs next to them, Czarina and Ieva. Czarina’s glass was mostly empty and Ieva’s mostly full. They’d come out of the operation relatively unscathed. Czarina was wearing her red leather jacket again, but underneath she wore a pair of Ieva’s pajamas with little gray elephants.

      ‘They’re not mine,’ Czarina said quickly, catching Sophia’s amused look.

      ‘Nice of you to join us.’ Nasira raised her glass to Sophia. ‘To a successful operation—counter-operation—whatever.’

      Everyone raised their glasses. In unison, they said, ‘Counter-operation, whatever.’

      Jay clinked Sophia’s glass and then drained his. ‘I’m guessing the Russians aren’t joining us.’

      Sophia tried her drink. It took the breath from her, but she wasn’t going to cough in front of him. ‘I think they’re still getting over the fact we wanted to help them.’

      ‘And that we actually were of help,’ Czarina said, eyebrows raised under sharp bangs.

      Jay smiled for only a moment. ‘Yeah. They lost a few, huh.’

      She nodded. ‘I’m glad we’re all still kicking.’

      ‘Kicking butt, thanks to you!’ Ieva said.

      Jay nodded to Damien and his patched-up neck. ‘Not everyone’s got super healing, right? Lucky bastards.’ He glanced at Sophia’s bandaged arm. ‘And uh, lucky you.’

      Sophia sipped her drink as two conversations resumed in the circle. Aviary was vividly retelling her mishap with the runaway tram—and to be honest the less Sophia heard about that, the better—while Damien and Czarina fired back and forth over the details of the mysterious cloaked figure who’d saved Olesya in the town hall.

      ‘It has to be the same person who saved us in Colombia,’ Damien said. ‘I saw her on one of Aviary’s little cameras.’

      Czarina laughed. ‘Colombia’s the other side of the world, dude. I’m sure there’s plenty of cloaked operatives out there.’

      ‘But rogue ones?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Whoever she was, she protected Olesya.’ Aviary brushed scarlet hair from her face.

      Damien sat upright. ‘Just like the one who protected us in Colombia. Right, Jay?’

      Jay frowned. ‘I dunno, I was dying on the concrete, so…’

      ‘I wouldn’t say protected,’ Nasira said, rubbing her elbow. ‘Right place, right time.’

      Sophia stared at nothing, deep in thought. There was something strange about those operatives.

      A moment’s silence, then Damien raised his glass. ‘To Val.’

      Standing, Jay raised his too. ‘To Val. And everyone we’ve lost.’

      Sophia’s phone beeped. She checked the infrared camera feeds that showed Hélio and his bodyguards out front. Ieva leapt to her feet and went downstairs to let them in. Sophia met them at the top of the staircase.

      Hélio gave a stilted wave. ‘What’s up?’

      Ezra handed Sophia a spare phone. ‘I believe this is yours.’

      ‘Hang onto it,’ said Sophia, and led them into the living room.

      Jay was already working on extra drinks and handed one to Hélio.

      ‘Vodka?’ Hélio asked, taking the glass.

      ‘No one else here drinks it, so yeah, have to give it to someone.’ Jay laughed suddenly. ‘I’m joking! It’s something fucked up.’

      Hélio inspected his glass uncertainly. ‘I … guess we could stick around for a drink.’

      ‘Your lab idea,’ Sophia said to him. ‘To find the kill switch yourself. Do you still want to do that?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Hélio said. ‘I can’t leave until we do.’

      But Sophia’s phone beeped again. About time. ‘We’ll talk details in a minute, Hélio. Take a load off.’

      Jay snapped his fingers at Ezra and Felix. ‘Welcome drinks?’

      Ezra nodded and Felix declined with a wave of his hand.

      ‘Good, two mystery drinks coming up,’ Jay said. ‘I mean, welcome drinks.’

      While Jay guided the Brazilian trio to the cabinet opposite the fireplace, Sophia turned to greet her new guest. She resisted the urge to smile but somehow it escaped.

      ‘Private function?’ DC asked.

      ‘Is your name on the list?’

      ‘I figure my name’s on quite a few lists.’

      Sophia handed him her drink. ‘It’s dangerous to go alone; take this.’

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘This looks … dark.’

      Sophia nodded at Jay, who had stepped back in the living room with two freshly-made drinks, spilling some on the carpet.

      ‘It’s the theme for tonight,’ she said. ‘Tonight, and eternity.’

      Nearby, Aviary was playing a video on her phone; a news report.

      ‘Polish authorities today thwarted a terror attack after raiding a hideout in Wrocław and stopping a stolen, runaway—’

      Onscreen, the report cut away to cell phone footage of Ark and Marina running through the Purity victory march, pistols in hand.

      ‘—train. The terrorists’ plans were cut short when counter-terrorism officers safely derailed the train earlier this afternoon and discovered a large number of Russian nuclear warheads onboard. The identities of the terrorists—’

      The footage changed to the camera from inside the train. Sophia and Olesya were there, inspecting the crates. Their faces weren’t visible, but it was enough to service the news report.

      ‘—are revealed to be former members of an elite Russian SVR unit known as the Night Witches. Moscow has denied any involvement and it is unclear under what grounds the former members left the agency.’

      ‘We’re … witches?’ Damien asked. ‘Did they just make that up?’

      The newsreader talked over him. ‘Washington has questioned how the Night Witches might come into possession of Soviet nuclear weapons that were not only sophisticated but completely functional, and questions possible Russian involvement.’

      ‘Um,’ Ieva said, ‘are they talking about the same terrorist attack we just stopped, or…?’

      Czarina shook her head. ‘We just did their work for them. Great.’

      ‘You stopped twenty nuclear warheads,’ DC said.

      He was right, but Sophia still felt like it was all for nothing. Olesya’s people were still being blamed for the attempted attack.

      The bulletin moved on to another story and Aviary closed the stream, placing her phone back on the table.

      Jay raised his glass. ‘Stop the nukes, save the world, and drink.’

      Everyone drank, then conversation resumed. Hélio began talking excitedly with Aviary about genetic code. And as soon as he finished his thoughts, Jay jumped in.

      ‘Did I tell you guys about our escape from Vegas?’ he asked.

      ‘Yeah! That was amazing!’ Aviary said. ‘And terrifying.’

      Hélio excused himself and, Sophia presumed, went to the restroom. She turned her attention to Nasira, who was busy arguing with the bodyguards about concealed weapons. And next to them, Czarina was topping up Ieva’s glass, despite her protests.

      ‘I think you’re greatly overestimating my alcohol tolerance,’ Ieva said.

      Czarina laughed as she poured. ‘All I heard from that was you kicked serious ass today and you wanna get crazy drunk.’

      ‘Crazy drunk.’ Ieva nodded. ‘Oh, is that what crunk means?’

      Czarina stopped pouring. ‘No.’

      Sophia stood beside DC. ‘How did you know we were on the train?’

      ‘Aviary called me.’ He turned to her, standing closer than usual. ‘You all did a great job out there. Even if no one knows it.’

      ‘Not even sure I know it,’ she said.

      ‘So people will be manipulated by the news. What’s new?’ he said. ‘That doesn’t mean you failed today. You saved their lives this time. Next time, you can save their minds.’

      ‘And maybe our own.’ Sophia took him by the arm and led him from the group. ‘You told me there were people who could help us. Did you mean Olesya?’

      ‘Not entirely, but it was both of you working together that saved the day.’

      ‘The Fifth Column could still get the war they want,’ she said.

      ‘Maybe. But they’ll have to work much harder for it,’ DC handed her glass back. ‘It’s still half-full.’

      She glared at him, then drank. ‘Idealist.’

      ‘I’ve been called worse.’ He smiled. ‘You’re not convinced.’

      ‘How do you know I’m not convinced?’ she asked. ‘Do you have pseudogenes I’m not aware of?’

      ‘I don’t need pseudogenes,’ he said. ‘Your eyebrows, they scrunch up. Especially the one with that scar.’ He reached out to touch it, and she let him. ‘That was before you got your Regen, right?’

      ‘Old scars never leave you,’ she said.

      ‘You’re angry?’ he said.

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘A little. I’ve just dragged these people through hell and back to help a bunch of other people they didn’t know and who probably didn’t even appreciate our help.’

      ‘Give them a chance.’ He smiled. It annoyed her.

      ‘That’s my problem. I give everyone a chance.’

      Sophia turned from the group, feeling a short buzz on her phone.

      ‘Are you staying here for much longer?’ DC asked.

      ‘We should move tomorrow,’ Sophia said. ‘But first, I believe you owe me an explanation.’

      ‘Your friends don’t trust me.’

      ‘Is Czarina staring at you again?’ Sophia asked. ‘She doesn’t trust anyone, so don’t take that personally.’

      Her phone vibrated again. A call from an unknown number. She ignored it.

      ‘There was a cloaked operative today who helped us,’ Sophia said. ‘And another who helped saved Jay in Colombia. Are they friends of yours?’

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ DC said.

      ‘Have you run into Olesya before?’ she asked. ‘Since we were kids, I mean.’

      He shuffled, then stepped aside as Hélio returned. ‘Not until today.’

      She leaned in and whispered, ‘I don’t like not knowing the full picture.’

      ‘You used to be an operative assigned to deniable operations,’ he said. ‘Your whole job was not knowing the full picture.’

      ‘Might be why I quit.’

      ‘You have a hell of a way of quitting,’ he said.

      ‘You have a hell of a way of flirting.’

      She deposited her empty glass beside Aviary’s phone on the coffee table. The phone flashed.

      Infrared cameras.

      Stingball grenades hit the floor. Everyone dropped their drinks and scattered. The grenades detonated, deafeningly loud, blasting the nearby windows into pieces.

      Everything around Sophia turned white.

      

      
        
        THE END
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