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        Mustek Metro Station, Praha 1

      

      

      Olesya was surrounded.

      The red dots blinking on her watch were closing in, and she could hear footsteps echoing through the vestibule and down the escalator. Marina was ready, watching the corner of the subway platform, eyes on the moving stairs, but the two of them would be no match for the number of Purity Guard pushing toward them.

      Both of them were wearing Purity uniforms and armor, and Marina still wore her helmet. Olesya reached for hers and wondered if their appearance meant they might talk their way out of this. Her Czech was limited, and Marina’s wasn’t any better. Her phone could translate into English through her earpiece, but that wouldn’t help Olesya if she needed to say something herself. Aviary had scrubbed their faces from Purity’s network, but even the slightest suspicion would see them all captured.

      Something stirred behind her.

      It was Xiu. Slumped against a pillar, she was moving again. Her hands trembled and a strange shiver of color moved across her face. Something was wrong with her adaptive camouflage.

      The kill switch.

      ‘You’re still here,’ she said.

      ‘We’re going to get you out of here, OK?’ Olesya answered.

      Xiu managed a weak smile. ‘Are you convincing me or yourself?’

      ‘We need to go through the tunnel,’ Marina whispered from the corner. ‘Can she walk?’

      Xiu tried to push herself upright, but didn’t get far. Olesya would help her walk if she had to. They couldn’t be here when the Purity Guard arrived.

      A breeze cooled Olesya’s face. That was either very good or very bad.

      ‘Train,’ she said.

      Marina turned. ‘Talk or shoot?’

      Olesya checked her watch: Gleb, Aviary and Andrey were close, but their location was jumping around. That meant they were between stations and struggling to transmit a signal. Olesya hoped they were on the train coming through the tunnel right now.

      She hit her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Gleb, are you here?’

      No response.

      The train whipped into the station, slowing as it pulled up to the platform.

      Olesya put her helmet back on. ‘Olesya to Gleb. How do you say “friendly” in Czech?’

      No response.

      She crouched behind another pillar, her Balerinka mini-carbine in one hand, phone in the other. Beside her, Xiu was only partly concealed; it was too late to move her. As Xiu grasped for her Vector submachine gun, her knuckles rippled with the color and pattern of the pillar.

      The carriage doors opened.

      There was movement through the window. Three soldiers. But was that all of them?

      Talk or shoot first?

      She had to make the call now.

      She drew her coat back, took out her NetGun and fired around the pillar.

      The web shot through the open carriage doors just as the trio of Purity soldiers stepped off. The tensile net wrapped them in a tangled heap, dropping them to the platform and shocking all three with a mild electric current.

      Marina rushed from the corner to a closer pillar, her weapon trained on the open doors of the other carriages. She fired, her shots echoing across the platform.

      ‘Go!’ she yelled.

      Olesya was on her feet, pulling Xiu up.

      She could jump down onto the tracks on the other side, but the train with Gleb and Andrey aboard still hadn’t arrived, and it would be coming down that tunnel. She didn’t fancy being hit by it, so that left only one place to go.

      Up the escalators.

      Behind them, more gunfire. Purity were shooting back through the carriages, their rounds ricocheting off pillars and cracking past Olesya.

      The armor on her leg hardened suddenly, and she almost tripped, taking Xiu down with her.

      She’d been hit.

      Marina was running up behind her, smoke from a grenade billowing in her wake, buying Olesya enough time to recover. She hauled Xiu to the top of the escalators and into the vestibule. Marina, still on the steps a few paces behind, was watching the smoke for evidence of movement.

      But Olesya was more concerned with what lay ahead.

      Purity Guard were rushed through the vestibule, right toward them.
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      The Purity Guard spotted them immediately.

      ‘Friendly!’ Olesya yelled in English, raising her arms. It was better than nothing.

      Marina had reached the top of the escalator now, her smoke grenade dispersing on the platform below. They were pinched between two attacking forces of Purity Guard with no cover or firepower.

      A high-pitched whistle echoed through the vestibule, from behind the soldiers.

      ‘No enemy!’ Olesya yelled. ‘Stand d—’

      They opened fire.

      The impact on Olesya’s chest knocked the air from her, rounds striking her Purity armor and hardening her own liquid armor beneath it. She fell to her knees, gasping.

      The noise behind the soldiers had become a chorus of louder whistles now, reverberating off the tiled walls, mixing with the deafening crack of gunfire.

      The banks of fluorescent ceiling lights flickered.

      Xiu collapsed, whether from her afflicted state or from gunfire, Olesya wasn’t sure.

      Then the soldiers began to fall too, toppling forward.

      Olesya drew her arm up, protecting her head with her liquid armor. Behind her, Marina was aiming over her back. But she didn’t shoot.

      Three—now four—soldiers slumped forward, jagged metal protruding from their backs. The whistle became a buzzing roar, almost drowning out the soldiers’ screams.

      ‘Get down!’ Marina yelled.

      Olesya lay flat on the ground, her arms covering her head and her ears ringing from the chaos around her. Marina lay over her.

      The vestibule filled with an inhuman, high-pitched shrieking, and there were shouts from the thinning smoke on the platform. In amongst the noise, the sound of soldiers stomping up the escalator from the other side—

      Something howled overhead, barely missing them. A soldier slumped over her, rolling onto his side. Something had struck the man and now Olesya could hear him gurgling to his death.

      She risked a glance in his direction: blood was running down the sharp, metal edges of an arrowhead drone embedded in his neck.

      Up ahead, bodies were strewn across the tiled floor, bloodied and crumpled, while another wave of Purity soldiers was being shredded by a seemingly endless swarm of small, razor-edged drones.

      They flew over Olesya’s head and pitched down the escalators, seeking more soldiers. Down below, the sound of screams and bodies hitting the platform.

      There was no one left standing in the vestibule, so Olesya wriggled forward, pulling Xiu with her until they were out of sight of the escalators. Marina shuffled along with her, crawling over a dead soldier.

      ‘Andrey to Olesya, do you read?’

      Finally.

      She tried to speak, but she could barely draw breath.

      Marina responded instead. ‘Marina here,’ she yelled over the noise of the last few arrowheads. ‘Where are you?’

      Olesya watched another half dozen shoot past, disappearing down to the platform.

      ‘We’re just arriving now. Where are you?’

      Down on the tracks, another train rumbled into the station. Olesya checked her watch: two green dots blinked almost on top of her own.

      ‘We’re up the escalator,’ Marina said.

      Quickly, Olesya checked her body for injuries. It was difficult to tell what had penetrated her armor, but when she brushed her fingers over her face, neck and hands, she didn’t find anything wet.

      She moved to check Xiu: no exit wounds on her back, but when Olesya rolled her over she found not only was the Chinese operative unconscious again, now one side of her face was mottled silver: her malfunctioning camouflage was mimicking the escalators.

      Andrey appeared at the top of the escalator, Balerinka aimed into the vestibule. He lowered it when he saw all the soldiers on the floor; most were dead, but some still moaned from their devastating injuries. A moment later, Gleb caught up and moved straight to the motionless Xiu.

      ‘Is this her?’ he asked.

      ‘She’s … dying,’ Olesya said. ‘I think we’re too late.’

      Kneeling before Xiu, Gleb opened his fist to reveal a syringe filled with white liquid. He removed the cap.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Olesya asked.

      Gleb took Xiu’s arm and pulled up the sleeve of her coat. ‘Purity had the cure for the kill switch all along. Intron made it for them and they tested it on Jay.’ He pushed the needle into Xiu’s arm. ‘It’s an inhibitor that deletes the kill switch virus. That deletes everything.’

      Olesya stared at him. ‘She’ll lose her abilities?’

      ‘A small price to pay.’ Gleb pushed the white liquid into Xiu’s bloodstream, then turned to meet Olesya’s gaze. ‘Now we must pray the symptoms of this kill switch virus don’t kill her first.’
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        The Powder Tower, Purity Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia woke in a cage, her thoughts dragging as she recovered from the potent sedative.

      She was lying on a wooden bench, and slowly sat upright. Her earpiece was gone, along with all her belongings. She was still wearing her original clothes, including the lightweight liquid armor Olesya had given them, but she’d been stripped of her jacket, belt, holster and sneakers.

      Nasira sat on a bench opposite her, hands on her knees and head down. Next to her, Jay looked up to reveal a bruised face crusted with trickles of dried blood.

      ‘Starting to think you weren’t gonna wake up,’ he said.

      ‘Where are we?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Best guess is we’re under the Prague Castle,’ Nasira said. ‘Underground.’

      ‘Where’s Damien? Did he make it to the train?’

      If Denton was telling the truth—and that was a big if—then the cure for the kill switch was on that train. Their survival depended on it. Just as Denton intended.

      ‘No way to know,’ Nasira said.

      ‘If Purity captured him,’ Sophia said, ‘he would be here, with us.’

      ‘You think he passed out somewhere, got back up and made it clear?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Don’t matter,’ Nasira said. ‘How’s he going to get in here?’

      He can’t. We have to get out.

      ‘How long have we been here?’ Sophia asked. She was hot and shivering at the same time.

      Nasira shrugged.

      Jay was busy examining himself with both hands. ‘Is my face or neck … burned?’

      Sophia and Nasira exchanged a glance.

      ‘No,’ they said in unison.

      Jay gestured to his rear. ‘And does my ass look big in this?’

      Nasira’s silence spoke volumes.

      ‘I’ll take that as another no.’

      ‘You were burned before this?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I think so,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s leftover Regen. I feel fine, except … a bit … floppy.’

      ‘Like the opposite of that HAC bullshit you injected?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Pretty much. What about you?’

      ‘Dizzy. Feels like I don’t know which way’s up anymore.’

      Jay took her hand, then looked up at Sophia. ‘How you holding up?’

      She wiped sweat from her forehead. ‘Like I’m dying.’

      ‘That’s ’cos you are,’ Nasira said. ‘Guessing someone decided to flip the kill switch.’

      ‘So … are we going back for DC or what?’ Jay asked, changing the subject.

      ‘We can’t,’ Sophia said. ‘Not until we figure out a way to contain him.’

      ‘What they do to him?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Purity must have injected him with something.’ Sophia swallowed. Sweat dripped from her nose. ‘He’s not DC anymore. They turned him … into a goddamn psychopath.’

      ‘Seriously?’ Jay said. ‘Shit. I see why you didn’t let him out.’

      Sophia wiped her face again. ‘I didn’t want to leave him there, but I didn’t … have a choice.’

      Boots sounded outside their cages: Purity were coming to start their questions. They had no idea Sophia had an expiry date.

      But when the visitors appeared, Sophia was only a little surprised to see Denton and two of his operatives, all in standard Purity uniform.

      Where is Xiu?

      ‘Well, you don’t look so flash,’ he said. ‘Maybe you should try escaping, like us.’

      ‘You come to gloat?’ Nasira asked.

      Sophia couldn’t see any kind of color around Denton, not even the black hole she’d seen last time. It drained inward, becoming a dull haze. Her abilities were fading. At least, everything except her Regen.

      ‘Am I right to assume you never made it back to the station?’ Denton asked. His hand jingled something metal in his pocket.

      ‘What do you think, genius?’ Jay answered.

      ‘That’s the nicest thing you’ve called me in a while.’

      ‘You don’t look sick,’ Sophia cut in. ‘Not like us.’

      Denton pulled a tube from his pocket and dangled it before them. There was a catheter on the end. ‘We came prepared. Sadly, I don’t have any to spare.’

      Can he still read our minds?

      Nasira gripped the bars. ‘If you’re going to kill us, get it over with.’

      ‘If I wanted to kill you, I would simply leave you here and make my timely escape before the Purity Guard realize we’re not in our cells.’ He checked his watch. ‘I’d hate to estimate how long you have left.’

      ‘Let’s go with “not much”,’ Nasira said.

      Denton focused on Sophia. ‘I was asking Žofie Novotný.’

      ‘You saw what they did to DC,’ she said. ‘Is there a cure?’

      ‘I doubt that’s high on the Fifth Column’s priorities, but it stands to reason one could be created. I’m no scientist, mind you.’

      ‘Why are you still here?’

      ‘For a start,’ Denton said, ‘I’d like you to survive this unfortunate predicament. You’re worth hundreds of millions a piece and you’re likely the only ragtag bunch of misfits left in Europe who can stop this annoying cult.’

      ‘I guess we weren’t as prepared as you,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Then perhaps you should be.’

      ‘I’m not in control anymore. And as much as you’d like to believe otherwise, neither are you.’

      ‘You’re still worth more to me alive than dead,’ Denton said, drawing something else from his pocket: a ring of keys.

      ‘Right. So where were you when we were saving Europe from a nuclear holocaust?’ Sophia asked.

      He smiled. ‘I can assure you, those warheads were harmless. Inert.’

      Nasira snarled. ‘That was you, wasn’t it? You son of a bitch.’

      Sophia stepped in front of her. ‘Is that true?’

      Denton took a measured step away from the cage door. ‘The truth is, I needed you in the fight. Both you and Olesya.’

      Anger flared inside Sophia, but she extinguished it quickly. ‘And you thought deception was the way to get it done?’

      He smiled. ‘It exploits our preconceived assumptions. You told me that yourself, once upon a time.’

      Sophia glared at him. ‘You almost got us killed. For a clever man, you took a stupid risk.’

      ‘A calculated risk. I needed you committed.’

      ‘Have you forgotten? We don’t work for you anymore.’

      Denton dropped the keys at the door. ‘I’ve taken the liberty of disabling the cameras in this tower. There are two dead guards outside this room. I hope you find them before anyone else does.’

      ‘What’s the catch?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Make a left, then make a right,’ he said, ignoring her. ‘There is a tunnel beneath the old Royal Palace that will take you to the other end of the hall. You will find it up the stairs and inside the arch. It’s not used for much, but it will get you out of the castle and into the Great Ball-Game House.’

      ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

      ‘The catch is that you need to stop Purity. If you fail … well, then I won’t need to kill you myself.’
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        The Impluvium, Purity Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      Olesya lowered her Balerinka. The Impluvium was empty.

      Under the white cupola and circular skylight, a fountain lay dormant, no water splashing from it. There was not a sound from anywhere.

      On either side of the fountain were two black marble stands bearing old gold vases. Beyond their polished surfaces, more rooms branched off, antique rugs and wooden floors visible beyond deep archways. Past the fountain, a set of white double doors stood ajar.

      Xiu steadied herself against one of the stands, breathing slowly. She could walk now, and her skin wasn’t affected by the glitching camouflage. It seemed her viral symptoms were easing.

      Andrey, still dressed as a Purity soldier, closed a hatch in the floorboards and concealed it with a rug while Marina, also still in Purity uniform, checked the entrance to the Impluvium behind them.

      ‘The quarters are just ahead, yes?’ Gleb asked.

      Xiu nodded. ‘This was our entry, in case our target came here.’

      ‘Your target?’ Andrey said. ‘And who was that?’

      ‘The General of the Fifth Column.’

      Andrey swallowed. ‘Huh.’

      Xiu had guided them here through the High Priest’s network of escape tunnels. The passageways had been here for as long as the castle itself, and made an ideal covert entry point into Purity Headquarters … and into the High Priest’s rooms.

      Olesya aimed her weapon at the double doors and gave a nod.

      Marina and Andrey approached from either side, opened the doors and aimed inside from their extreme angles. But it was Olesya who could see most of the High Priest’s quarters from where she stood.

      In the center of the room, the High Priest lay on his back, one eye open, the other completely gone. His fleshy cheeks were dotted red and blood pooled around him, leaking from the side of his neck and deeper behind his collarbone.

      Olesya paused just long enough for Marina and Andrey to stack behind her. Once she felt Marina’s elbow on her back, she rushed inside, weapon raised.

      They went with her, aiming in opposing directions: the corners were clear. They kept moving until every part of the quarters had been checked, including the walk-in robes and behind the dead priest’s desk.

      Olesya’s phone vibrated in her pocket. At first, she thought someone was calling her, but Andrey and Marina reached for their phones too. They all had the same message.

      SPEAR BREACHED.

      It referred to the Spear: the arcology building in the center of Prague with the transmitting tower at its core, beaming Purity messages to everyone with a chip. Someone had unlocked the Spear’s blast door. Which meant they could now get inside.

      ‘That could’ve saved us the trip,’ Marina said.

      ‘The question is, who did it?’ Andrey asked, glaring at Xiu. ‘Denton? Or our good friends, the Americans?’

      ‘They are not our friends,’ Olesya said.

      ‘And I’m no longer in contact with Denton,’ Xiu said. ‘My radio is…’ Her gaze fixed on Olesya ‘…gone.’

      That came as no surprise to Olesya, who had thrown it onto the train tracks in the subway. Which meant Xiu no longer had any way of knowing Denton’s current whereabouts. But if he had the cure, he’d still be out there somewhere, and if the opportunity presented itself, Olesya would do to him what he’d done so effortlessly to her parents.

      Gleb stepped into the room and grimaced at the sight of the High Priest. ‘Oh. Wonderful.’

      Olesya glanced at her watch and was surprised to find more green dots on the map than before. She opened the phone’s larger map to check their position … but they were gone.

      ‘The master key is missing from around his neck,’ Marina said.

      ‘They took it and opened the blast door,’ Andrey said. ‘That door stays open, right?’

      ‘For twenty-four hours,’ Olesya said. ‘But whoever stole it is going to be in there too.’

      ‘And who might that be?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘Something tells me we’ll find out who that is soon enough,’ Andrey said, stepping into the walk-in robes. ‘Hey, there’s a safe in here.’

      ‘Find out what’s inside,’ Olesya said, crouching over the High Priest’s body. As well as stealing the master key and mutilating his face, his killer had severed one of his fingers. ‘One eye and one finger...’

      ‘Retina and fingerprint scan?’ Gleb suggested.

      ‘They don’t need that to breach the Spear,’ Olesya said.

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘They need it to use the Spear.’

      It made sense. Without Aviary’s skills at their disposal, Sophia or Denton or whoever else had done this would need direct access to sabotage the Spear.

      Olesya turned to Xiu. ‘Is it possible Denton could use the Spear to turn everyone into his loyal followers?’

      ‘That would take months of imprinting,’ Xiu replied. ‘And both a government and a Fifth Column willing to allow it to happen.’

      ‘Also, he’s smarter than that,’ Gleb said. ‘He would piggy-back his own loyalties on Purity.’

      Xiu agreed. ‘Denton’s aspirations don’t lie with the Spear, I can tell you that much.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’ Marina asked. ‘He left you for dead.’

      ‘That doesn’t change how he thinks.’

      ‘What if he’s inside the Spear right now?’ Olesya asked her.

      ‘Then I cannot guarantee your safety,’ Xiu said.

      ‘Good. If you had, I’d have been very suspicious.’ Olesya turned toward the walk-in robe. ‘Andrey—how long until you get that safe open?’

      ‘Another five minutes,’ he called out.

      ‘Marina, turn the lights out, then stay and guard him,’ Olesya said. Purity Guard weren’t issued with night vision as standard, so the darkness would give them an advantage. ‘We’ll clear the tunnel.’

      Marina nodded, her fingers drumming the grip on her carbine. As Olesya led Gleb and Xiu back to the secret tunnel entrance, she looked back at her.

      ‘Don’t let him take too long,’ she said.
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        The Powder Tower, Prague Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia stepped out of the cell.

      Sweat collected in her eyebrows and under her arms. Every muscle in her body ached, and her skin burned. She didn’t know how much longer she had left.

      Denton was long gone, leaving them barefoot and unarmed. Sophia wanted to recover their phones, and hopefully their shoes and belts, but that would take time they didn’t have.

      ‘Soph, a little help,’ Jay said. ‘I’m feelin’ dizzy.’

      Nasira had collapsed in his arms, her groans the only noise in the tower. Now Jay was hauling her across the stone floor, gritting his teeth in pain. He was going nowhere fast.

      We won’t make it.

      ‘Hate to say it,’ Jay said, ‘but maybe we needed Olesya.’

      ‘It’s too late for that now,’ Sophia said.

      ‘What about the train? If we can make it there...’

      She couldn’t read his emotions anymore—her ability was all gone—but she could feel them. Jay didn’t want to die here. But despite her rapidly declining health, Sophia herself felt strangely calm. Her best strategy would be to leave both Jay and Nasira behind and find the train alone.

      That was the kind of thinking she’d expect from … Denton.

      ‘Soph?’ Jay said. ‘We gotta find our weapons.’

      Sophia propped up against the door. ‘No time. We go straight for the tunnel.’

      Jay helped Nasira along, but was using all his energy doing so. Braced against each other, the pair of them seemed able to walk. Just.

      Sophia listened outside the door, but heard only distant footsteps as soldiers moved around the headquarters. She turned to ask Nasira to reach out with her magnetoception and build an internal map of the place. But Nasira’s abilities were gone too, leaving her with only confusion and distress.

      Sophia felt them too, slowing her thoughts while making her heart race.

      She opened the door and moved quickly. With no escape route mapped out, she had to rely on Denton’s directions. She turned left, Jay and Nasira stumbling behind her as carefully as they could.

      The tower was surprisingly bare, with white stone walls and the occasional decoration in the form of claw-like iron lamps. The brick floor was cold against the soles of her feet.

      Up ahead, a dead Purity soldier lay against the wall, her white uniform stained red. Denton’s work, and fortunately unnoticed until now. Sophia took the soldier by her leg and dragged her back to their cell. It took almost all her remaining energy to do so, and left a smear of blood across the floor—she had to hope any soldiers would misinterpret it as the blood of Purity’s prisoners.

      Denton and his operatives had stolen their uniforms from somewhere, which meant there were probably more dead soldiers in the tower, perhaps killed less brutally and with less blood to stain the gear. Sophia hoped they wouldn’t be discovered anytime soon.

      Jay and Nasira’s shuffling footsteps echoed down the corridors behind her. The walls were now a mismatch of large and small bricks, and the place felt like some kind of labyrinth. She reached a T-intersection, listened for a moment, then stepped around the corner to the right. If she spotted anyone, she hoped they’d be close enough for her to take them down quickly—if she could even manage that. Her fast walk was becoming less of a fast walk and more of a wobble.

      Her expiration date was coming up.

      The corridor led to a set of seven steps, each only an inch high but long enough that she needed several strides to reach the next one. She climbed to the top, entering a medieval hall the length of a commercial airliner, and completely empty. The ceiling was high and vaulted, with dark tracery that curled and weaved around it; three chandeliers hung low over old, polished floorboards, their orange glow casting the Gothic hall in a sinister light.

      From somewhere in the distance, there came shouting.

      Jay and Nasira caught up with her, their breathing ragged; Nasira was a shade paler, her forehead beaded with sweat. ‘I think they found a dead body,’ she said, almost choking on the words.

      ‘Where’s the tunnel?’ Jay asked, his words slurred.

      In the wall at the other end of the hall was an archway, another row of steps beyond. If Denton were telling the truth, the tunnel would be through there.

      ‘Just keep moving,’ Sophia said. ‘I’ll go ahead and open it.’

      With the last of her energy, she ran across the hall, her bare feet quiet on the floorboards. But as she reached the archway, she stopped in her tracks.

      Emerging from inside it, no fewer than six Purity Guard, their weapons leveled at her.
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        The Impluvium, Prague Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      ‘Andrey, hurry!’ Marina said.

      He was still busy in the High Priest’s walk-in robes, and with Purity on high alert, they needed to move now. Olesya was already moving back through the secret tunnel with Gleb and Xiu, and they were supposed to be only moments behind.

      Andrey had been busy though. He was kneeling in front of the safe he’d cracked and searched through. The floor was sprawled with papers, old photographs and gold bars. He tossed a red velvet whip at her feet. ‘The High Priest had interesting tastes…’

      She scowled, and he shrugged, producing a small armored case and popping it open for Marina to see inside. It was filled with syringes sealed in plastic and vials of liquid that looked just like those Jay had given the bioengineer to test—Argonautes. Except the liquid inside these were black.

      Andrey grinned. ‘Not so pure, right?’

      ‘What are you doing with that?’

      ‘You mean what is he doing with that? Or was.’

      Marina noticed now one of the vials was empty … and there was an exposed syringe next to him.

      ‘You … you didn’t,’ Marina said. ‘You could not wait until we leave?’

      ‘This is the Regen, Marina. This could be the only reason we can leave.’ He plucked another vial from the case and offered it to her. ‘Do you want to survive this or not?’

      Marina shook her head. ‘It could be bad for you.’

      ‘If it was bad, he would not hide it in his safe.’ Andrey stuffed the case into his ruck. ‘And you know what? I don’t feel angry anymore.’

      ‘Angry? What is in those vials, I do not know, but you can’t be sure it’s the Regen.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said, standing upright.

      Marina checked her watch. The map showed red dots everywhere, and they were inching closer. It was only a matter of time before Purity soldiers got here, and she didn’t want to be around when they did.

      ‘I’m leaving,’ she said. ‘Are you coming?’

      He smiled, a jagged grin that fit his face poorly, as though he’d forgotten how to wear it.
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        The Old Royal Palace, Purity Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      Sophia was caught.

      One of the Purity soldiers advanced to push her down, but she saved him the trouble by collapsing onto her back. She couldn’t stand anymore, and darkness was creeping into the corners of her vision.

      Her body was shutting down.

      The soldier spoke in Czech, but without her gear to translate, his words remained foreign. She guessed it was something along the lines of, ‘Stay down or I shoot’.

      Behind her, Jay had also slumped to the ground. Nasira crouched over him, her pupils wide; too wide. Another soldier circled around and struck her in the back with his carbine, knocking her to the floorboards.

      With so many weapons trained on them, Sophia needed a plan to get out of this. But she had none, not even with one of the soldiers standing right over her. Under any other circumstance, that would be a costly mistake. A vulnerability. She would be able to disarm him, use him as a temporary shield…

      She willed herself to grab his weapon…

      …but her hand never moved. Her body ignored her wishes.

      Instead, the soldier struck her with his boot, the blow catching her in the side, above her hips.

      She couldn’t absorb the impact properly and took the full power of his strike. Pain exploded through her, sharper than usual. She tried to resist curling up, but her body had other plans.

      Hard plastic connected with bone, and Nasira roared in pain. Sophia heard her roll past, then Jay was grunting as he received a boot, too.

      She felt burning anger, like a raging furnace.

      The soldier lifted his visor and looked down on her with disgust.

      It’s not my anger, it’s his...

      I can feel his emotions.

      ‘Do prdele!’ the soldier said.

      Splitting her legs, Sophia knocked him off balance. He stumbled, making another soldier laugh at his carelessness; they weren’t expecting resistance.

      Turning onto her back, she kicked the soldier’s leg out. This time he fell.

      Sophia got to her feet as quickly as she could, but she was still painfully slow. Two soldiers had time to rush her, while another pair aimed their carbines. She stepped between them, ruining their aim, and instead they reached for her arms; she relaxed and dropped to her knees. With one elbow behind a soldier’s knee, she pulled the other closer and they collided, shoving each other off as they tried to get to her.

      She threw herself clear, her fingers grazing a weapon but failing to grip it. She landed on her back, keeping her chin to her chest, watching as the soldiers recovered. She’d made a mistake, putting distance between them and her in open ground. The other soldiers aimed their weapons.

      Somehow Jay was standing, charging at a soldier. The soldier reacted quickly, firing into Jay’s chest before they collided and hit the floor. The soldier pushed Jay off her and got to her feet. Jay didn’t move.

      Sophia wriggled back across the floor as two Purity soldiers ran toward her, their weapons steady. The soldier on her left slammed his carbine stock at her; she saw it coming and rolled to one side, wrapping her arms around the other soldier’s leg before kicking his other leg out. He struck with his elbow, but she deflected it with her own and pulled his head back. He lost his balance and stumbled onto the floorboards.

      Darkness crept into her vision again. The last of her energy was trickling away. The left-hand soldier came in behind her—she kicked, but he sidestepped, moving out of range and taking aim.

      Sophia stared down his barrel again.

      This time, it would end quickly.
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        Location unknown

      

      

      ‘Those who cleanse themselves become instruments for the greater good.’

      Damien’s earpiece faithfully translated the words to English. Not that he needed it—what his captors were saying wasn’t exactly helpful.

      He pulled at his bonds, but was strapped down tight. The Purity Guard had tied him firmly to a cold surface, some sort of table or platform that rested at waist height. He couldn’t even look down because another restraint of some kind pinned him under his chin. The straps felt like leather, and wouldn’t take long for his ability to burn through, but for now all he could do was glance to the side or stare upward.

      From what he could see, the chamber was inside some kind of historical building—a museum or cathedral. The ceiling was an old, hand-painted dome with jagged strips carved from it, the only illumination from discs of light on tall iron stands. It was cold, too, chilling him through his jacket. On his left there was a wrought iron balcony that split off into a double staircase, its curved stone steps spilling down to a lower level he couldn’t see. On his right, between the soldiers, the marble statue of a tormented corpse, a snake writhing inside its rib cage.

      That’s comforting, he thought.

      Six Purity soldiers gathered around him, weapons slung across their backs. They stood calmly, with their fists held inside their palms.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Damien yelled. His voice echoed off the stone walls and dark wooden beams.

      One of the soldiers removed her mask and leaned over to unzip his jacket. She had oil-black eyes and lips that pulled into an impossibly wide grin. She lowered a knife to his neck.

      ‘You have pretty eyes,’ she said, her words translating in his ear. ‘But they lie.’

      She moved the blade down, cutting the collar of his t-shirt and slicing through. She ripped the Velcro on his liquid body-armor vest and peeled it to one side, exposing his chest.

      Damien clenched his fists harder, focusing on heating his leather binds. But they weren’t even warm. Instead, his hands shivered.

      As the knife’s tip bore down on him, he realized his thermogenesis was gone.

      ‘Wait!’ Damien said.

      She blinked fast, like a lizard. ‘What?’ she said in English.

      ‘Your Spear! It cured me!’

      She pushed his head to one side. ‘You have not been marked. A Night Witch cannot be cured.’

      Damien pulled at his restraints. ‘I’m telling you! I can’t … my abilities are gone.’

      That part was true, at least.

      She checked his bound wrists. ‘You overestimate yourself.’

      ‘I’m not a Night Witch. You’re wasting your—’

      She spoke over him, loudly and in Czech. ‘We, who have clean hands and hearts, who do not place our trust in a graven image, will bring forth a cleansing fire.’

      But there was no fire. Damien felt only cold, his nose and fingertips numb with it.

      He hadn’t felt that in a long time.

      The soldier withdrew her knife and holstered it, coming back into view with something else instead: a needle on a syringe of clear liquid.

      ‘What…’ he asked, his teeth beginning to chatter, ‘…what’s that?’

      ‘Not your witch potions.’ She lined the needle up with a blue vein on his arm. ‘This is to calm you before we begin.’

      ‘Begin what?’

      She pushed liquid into his vein. ‘Your sacrifice.’
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        The Old Royal Palace, Purity Headquarters, Praha 1

      

      

      Olesya opened fire.

      The first soldier crumpled over Sophia as Xiu split off and shot at another, her pistol rounds punching through his helmet.

      The other two soldiers pivoted, aimed—

      Jay took one down with his legs.

      Olesya changed direction, shooting the last soldier in the visor, red blossoming behind it.

      Xiu reached the soldier Jay had tripped and shot a quick, devastating burst into her helmet.

      All four down.

      Olesya waved for Gleb to come out. He emerged from the archway, gripping his pistol tightly.

      ‘Relax your right hand,’ she said.

      Gleb shook his arms out. ‘I was going to help, but—’

      ‘Now we help.’

      Sophia, Jay and Nasira lay on the floor, in bad shape. Coming here to get them wasn’t the best tactical decision; Olesya had made it against her better judgement, and hoped she wouldn’t regret it.

      The rest of the hall was empty, but footsteps echoed in the distance. The Purity headquarters was on alert now, and more soldiers would arrive in no time. They needed to get out of open ground and into the tunnels, where they could rejoin Marina and Andrey and escape.

      While Gleb helped Jay and Xiu pulled Nasira to her feet, Olesya got Sophia upright; the woman’s cheeks were flushed red and her neck shiny with sweat. Now there were six of them, yet only two were able to defend the group.

      Sophia wiped sweat from her lips. ‘You’re helping us.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you to die. You need the inhibitor.’

      ‘How did you know we were here?’

      ‘The world is cramped, after all. And Aviary turned your tracking back on, so I knew you were just around the corner.’

      ‘The Spear is unlocked,’ Xiu told them.

      Sophia glanced over at her, as if registering her presence for the first time, but if she was suspicious or hostile, she didn’t show it. ‘Denton escaped,’ she said.

      ‘And … set us free,’ Jay added. ‘Kinda weird.’

      ‘Not weird by any means. He wants you in the game.’ Xiu finished unlacing the boots on a Purity soldier. She pulled them off, removed the socks, and handed both to Sophia.

      ‘Thanks.’ She pulled on the socks—she didn’t really want to wear someone else’s, but blisters were the last thing she needed right now—took the boots and, with Olesya’s help, put the boots on over them.

      Olesya took the smartwatch off her wrist and gave it to Xiu. ‘This tracks Purity movement—and ours.’

      Xiu hesitantly took it, shoving it in her pocket.

      Olesya gripped Sophia’s shoulder. ‘I need your help.’

      ‘I need … we need the inhibitor first,’ Sophia said through cracked lips.

      ‘Then we best get you to the train,’ Gleb said.

      Sophia’s pupils were large and unfocused. ‘Train … where?’

      ‘Subway station, four … five hundred meters north.’ he said.

      Footsteps crunched beyond the archway.

      Olesya aimed her Balerinka … as Andrey appeared, the visor raised on his Purity helmet. He had one hand on his carbine and the other on Marina’s non-lethal foam gun.

      He was blinking, his eyes red. ‘What happened?’ he asked.

      ‘Long story,’ Olesya said, dropping her carbine on its sling to help Sophia walk in her ill-fitting boots. ‘We’re taking them to the train. Where’s Marina?’

      Andrey swallowed. His eyes were rimmed with tears.

      ‘Is she…?’

      ‘It was my fault,’ Andrey answered. ‘I took too long.’

      The news dropped like a lead weight in Olesya’s stomach. She checked her phone, and sure enough Marina’s green dot was now gray, her heartbeat zero.

      ‘Did they follow you here?’ Olesya asked.

      Andrey wiped his face. ‘I misdirected them, but we won’t have long.’

      More footsteps from the other end of the hall; Purity were sweeping the area.

      ‘Go!’ Olesya said, taking Sophia by the crook of the arm and directing her to Andrey.

      Andrey took a smoke grenade from his ruck and tossed it to Olesya. She pulled the ring and rolled it into the center of the hall. It wouldn’t stop the soldiers, but it would make them nervous enough to slow their advance until they passed through the cloud and had visibility again.

      Xiu led the way, taking Jay hastily by his arm and funneling him back through the archway to the escape tunnel. They couldn’t enter the tunnel through the High Priest’s quarters anymore, but there were other ways in that most Purity soldiers wouldn’t be aware of.

      Olesya took up rear guard, a step behind Gleb. She kept her weapon fixed on the smoke cloud as it filled the hall behind them. The soldiers would be reaching it now.

      Gleb hurried across the archway and she followed, rushing down the passage into a wider gallery. They passed several closed doors, and hustled across an intersection with another corridor, almost catching the attention of nearby soldiers as they ran.

      At the end of the gallery, they arrived at the back entrance of the castle; there was an entry point to the escape tunnel here, its door discreetly worked into the wall itself. Three Purity soldiers stood close by, but Xiu and Sophia’s team quickly made it through quickly and silently, without being noticed.

      Then it was Gleb’s turn … and the guards spotted him.

      Carbines raised, they cut off his escape.

      Olesya pulled Gleb down with her, aiming her NetGun and firing to wrap all three of the soldiers. But the net didn’t cover the distance, instead attaching to the walls on either side and fixing an electrified barrier between Olesya and the soldiers; it was close enough to catch one on the arm, sending him reeling back. Olesya considered firing on all three, but there were still soldiers on her tail, and more were coming, their footsteps like an approaching army.

      She needed another way out.

      Grabbing Gleb by the arm, she pulled him back through the gallery, then opened one of the closed doors they’d passed and sidestepped through. Three steps immediately took them down to a dark corridor. There was no time to worry about where it led—they had to keep moving.
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        The Ball-Game House, Praha 1

      

      

      The garden outside looked empty. Concrete steps traced the grassy hill up to a pair of potted plants and a paved walkway; the whole space was wide open, with little in the way of bushes or trees for concealment.

      Xiu peered through the glass of the heavy wooden doors, checking for movement. The smartwatch Olesya had given her told her it was mid-morning, but there was no one around out there.

      She had propped Sophia, Jay and Nasira on a row of chairs behind her. Sophia and Jay weren’t moving much, but Nasira rocked back and forth in her seat, teeth gritted in pain. Slowly but surely, the kill switch was wreaking havoc inside them.

      They were in no condition to escape the area on foot, let alone flee Purity territory completely. And without her cloaking ability, Xiu was vulnerable too. The smart move would be to abandon them and escape.

      Did Denton do the same to me?

      Xiu didn’t rely on anyone for anything, but Denton—for all his wickedness—took care of his operatives. He had his own code; it wasn’t hers, but it kept her alive and taken care of, and she knew he wouldn’t abandon her unless she’d become ineffective. Or unless she’d become compromised in some way.

      Is that what he thought of her?

      She held her Vector in both hands and focused on the patterns of the garden outside. Green, concrete, cotton-candy flowers, winter branches naked and black against the gray sky. She looked down at her hands and was relieved to find her normal skin tone had returned. Her coat, however, which normally interfaced to the implant in her spine, remained black.

      Suddenly Xiu’s watch vibrated and flashed a message—Connection successful—and underneath it, a 15-digit number. It took her a moment to realize the watch had now linked to her burner phone and was using it as an internet connection.

      She’d figured out earlier how to look at the map on the watch screen, but it wasn’t changing in real time like it had for the others. Now it was updating, the arrangement of red Purity dots moving around. Some were closer, but not on top of her yet. Three green dots were still inside the castle: Olesya, Gleb and Andrey. They’d changed position, but registered as alive.

      Has Purity captured them?

      She had no way of knowing.

      The real question was: how long did she wait before acting?

      Waiting wasn’t going to save Olesya, and if she waited too long then Sophia, Nasira and Jay would die too.

      ‘Can this thing communicate—voice?’ she asked.

      Sophia focused on the device, taking a long time to process the question. ‘I think it needs an earpiece.’

      Xiu frowned. Made a decision. ‘Follow me,’ she said, and opened one of the doors.

      Jay was the first on his feet, pulling Nasira’s arm across his shoulder. Xiu walked over and gave her pistol to him. Now two of them were armed, at least.

      Next, she got Sophia upright and led her by the arm to the door, her free hand gripping her Vector.

      They stepped out from under the Renaissance archway of the Ball-Game House, with its strangely carved black-and-white patterned exterior, and took some concrete steps up to a paved walkway. Sophia was now able to walk by herself, albeit slowly and coated in sweat. Jay dragged Nasira with him, but they both looked ready to collapse.

      The gardens were clear, but Xiu spotted movement in the distance, right where they needed to go. She checked the smartwatch: it showed six red dots in that direction.

      The patrol was turning this way.

      ‘Back!’ Xiu whispered. ‘Back!’

      Rushing down the steps, she collected Sophia on the way, moving her into cover behind an overgrown flower bed.

      The door to the Ball-Game House was still ajar, and Jay pushed through, dragging Nasira. He lost her grip and stumbled on the marble floor as Xiu hauled Sophia in with her, closing the door after them.

      They were all out of sight, but stuck back where they’d started.

      Jay rolled Nasira over and caught his breath.

      ‘Did they see us?’ Sophia asked. She was so weak, a light breeze could blow her over.

      This was bad.

      ‘No,’ Xiu said. ‘Stay here.’

      She had to find another way out. She ran through the Ball-Game House, from one large hall to another, rushing through old tennis courts, the netting still tied to posts and old wooden rackets hanging from walls. She reached the south side—it would lead them back to the castle, but she didn’t care. She just needed to get them out without being seen.

      This end of the building lacked windows and was almost pitch black, so Xiu pulled out her flashlight with its red filter and held it in her free hand, splashing stacks of dusty antique furniture with red light until she revealed a set of dusty iron doors. She pushed a table aside, lifted the lock, and, using all her strength, she pried them open.

      More concrete steps led down to a narrow cobblestoned path between the building and a low brick wall. Over that wall, a steep hill rolled down into a winter forest, the castle visible through its spidery treetops.

      The path wrapped around the building and out of view, but a bubble-shaped white sedan with tinted windows was parked at the corner.

      If she couldn’t walk Sophia’s team out of here, she could drive them out.

      ‘Xiu?’

      She stepped back inside, her red beam of light washing across Jay’s somber face.

      ‘Nasira’s pretty messed up,’ he said.

      ‘Then we carry her out.’

      They had to move.

      Reaching the north side of the building, she found Sophia leaning weakly against a wall while Nasira lay sprawled on the marble, eyes closed and one arm twitching.

      ‘She doesn’t have long,’ Sophia said.

      ‘None of you do,’ Xiu replied. ‘I found a vehicle.’

      She handed the flashlight and Vector submachine gun to Jay, then hooked Nasira under the armpits. Sophia reached under her knees, and they carried her together.

      ‘I can unlock the car,’ Jay said, as they slowly neared the darkened room. ‘Gimme the watch.’

      Xiu held still, letting him unthread it from her wrist and buckle it on his own. As he did so, she caught sight of white armor through the windows.

      The patrol was here.

      ‘Don’t move,’ she said.

      Six Purity soldiers versus one submachine gun and a pistol. And Xiu couldn’t even cloak.

      Everyone froze in place, until the patrol had continued along the path. Then, in little more than a whisper, she said, ‘Go.’

      They made it to the dark room, Jay a few paces ahead of them, struggling with each step … then they were out onto the cobblestones at the south exit. Their path was still clear. No patrol.

      Jay headed for the sedan, his movements slow and labored. Sophia’s grip was weakening and by halfway she’d dropped Nasira’s legs completely, leaving Xiu to drag Nasira’s entire weight by herself.

      Checking over her shoulder, she saw Jay finally reach the sedan, his fingers pawing the smartwatch. The car’s indicator lights flashed, and he staggered for the driver’s side, only to collapse against the door and slide down—if the patrol came back, he’d be in full view.

      Great.

      Xiu dragged Nasira around the side of the sedan closest to the half-wall and the forest; they’d be under cover there while she tried to get Nasira into the car.

      She got the passenger door open and lifted Nasira inside, the dead weight making it difficult, then hauled the operative up onto the seat and pushed her legs into the footwell. Finally, she slumped Nasira to one side so her head wasn’t visible.

      One in, two to go.

      She took the pistol from Nasira’s waistband, then closed the passenger door as far as she could without making a noise. Circling back around to Jay, she found—to her amazement—he was now standing, albeit unsteadily. He was supporting himself with his hand on the window and mumbling something, his words slurred. She took his arm and guided him around to the other side of the vehicle, out of view.

      She was running out of time. Sophia was still a short distance away, crawling by herself, and Xiu still had to get to her before—

      The Purity patrol appeared.

      Any moment now, Sophia would be in plain sight of them.

      Xiu held up her hand, signaling to her, but she wasn’t looking. Sophia crawled with her head down, her face flushed red and dripping with sweat, and almost buckled with each movement.

      For once, Xiu hoped she did.

      Xiu risked a glance at the patrol through the sedan’s tinted windows. They were on the path ahead now, and one of the soldiers glanced in her direction, eyeing the sedan.

      He looked away.

      Xiu breathed slowly, exhaling through her mouth. Even a quietly spoken word would carry to the soldiers’ ears.

      Soon, the patrol would be out of view again, but not before Sophia finally dragged herself into full view and kept going. All it would take was one twitch in the corner of their vision and they’d spot her.

      Xiu gave her pistol to Jay and took her Vector, ready. One—maybe two—against six. Not great odds. Plus, if she opened fire, the entire patrol would return it, shredding everyone inside and outside the sedan. She needed to at least get Jay behind the half-wall first.

      Or she could leave them all here, wait for the patrol to find them and take them all out while they were distracted. That plan wasn’t much better though. Once they found these half-dead operatives, they’d be on high alert, looking for more.

      Another option was to flee into the forest without the others slowing her down. If she ran now, she could make it over the half-wall, down the hill and into concealment before they knew she was there, even without her camouflage.

      But then she’d be abandoning the others to Purity.

      She’d had already failed Denton, she wasn’t going to fail Olesya too.

      On the other side of the car, the patrol’s trudging steps fell silent.
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        Purity Basilica, Praha 1

      

      

      Aviary kicked in the door. The ground floor was empty.

      Her mouth was dry, and her t-shirt clung to her body, stained with drying blood and sweat. The basilica was littered with the bent and skewed shells of small arrowhead drones, and the bent and skewed bodies of Purity soldiers. Despite this, the place smelled of roses.

      She switched to one of her drone’s cameras, which transmitted video to her watch over a wide frequency width. She kept the drone hovering above the double staircase, watching over the bloodied bodies. Sure enough, one soldier was still alive, dragging Damien off the altar and into the corner, using him as a shield. Damien’s body was limp, but his heartbeat still pinged softly on her watch.

      Aviary stepped inside the basilica, her sneakers crunching on broken glass. Ahead, an archway led down into a crypt. On either side, a double staircase twisted to the top floor, where the surviving soldier removed his damaged helmet and gripped Damien, whose chest was bare and vulnerable to the same drone attack Aviary had used to dispatch the soldiers. The soldier had one arm wrapped around Damien’s neck and another jamming a pistol to his head.

      Aviary walked up the double staircase.

      Damien’s eyes were open—barely. Aviary’s drones hovered around her, awaiting their orders. But she didn’t trust their precision to avoid Damien’s head or chest. She had to handle this like Sophia would.

      ‘Lower your weapon,’ Aviary said, less confident than she would’ve liked.

      The drones translated for her, slightly out of sync.

      The soldier’s dark eyes twitched. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

      A new voice in her ear. ‘Olesya to Aviary.’

      Aviary ignored the transmission, focusing on the soldier. ‘What have you done? Is he poisoned?’

      ‘This man is cursed, but he will be free soon.’ The soldier removed the arm from Damien’s neck and drew a knife. ‘A pure heart can renew a steadfast spirit.’

      Aviary raised her palms. ‘If you put the knife down, I promise not to hurt you.’

      The soldier considered her for a moment, then shook his head slowly. ‘Your promises are without faith.’

      ‘Electrocute,’ Aviary said.

      Thin tensile wires sparked out from each of her drones, like fishing lines with hooks on the end. Their barbs hooked into the skin of the soldier’s neck and face, tiny, fast and, most importantly, precise.

      The soldier raised his knife, ready to sink it into Damien.

      Electricity shot through the wires and into his body. He convulsed, unable to release the knife or the pistol—and Damien’s body shuddered too, taking the current from the soldier.

      ‘No!’ Aviary yelled. ‘Stop!’

      The drones stopped, their thin wires disconnecting and falling to the ground, still attached to the soldier at the other end. He collapsed onto one side, leaving Damien to slump over him.

      Aviary’s watch beeped.

      Damien’s heart had stopped.

      She rushed over to him, but the soldier quivered underneath him. She went for his pistol, prying it from his grasp. He groaned, his grip tightening over a knife instead. Aviary pulled back, aimed for the side of the soldier’s head, and fired, the shots deafening.

      Sure, she was safe now, she checked Damien’s pulse again, then planted her palms on his chest and started pushing down. She had to get his blood pumping again or he wasn’t going to last much longer.

      ‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight…’

      Still momentarily deafened from the gunshots, she could barely hear her own words. But she kept counting until she hit thirty. She was about to give him mouth to mouth, but recalled what he’d taught her only weeks ago. Giving him more oxygen was pointless at this stage—he already had oxygen in his blood, it was simply useless if it wasn’t circulating.

      She checked her watch. Still no pulse.

      ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Come back.’

      She wiped her face, a mix of blood and tears.

      ‘Eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one…’

      Thirty compressions, but still no pulse. His skin was cold under her touch. She used her watch to quickly turn on her radio’s voice-activation, then got back to work.

      ‘Aviary to Olesya, are you there?’ she said. ‘Damien’s not breathing and I’m … I’m trying to … it’s not working.’

      Six. Seven. Eight. Nine.

      ‘Olesya to Aviary, you’re with … Damien? OK, what’s his status? Does he have a pulse?’

      ‘No! I’m doing compressions but it’s not working! I’m sorry, I think I zapped him with my drones.’

      Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

      ‘Listen, Aviary,’ Olesya said. ‘I’m on the other side of Prague and I can’t get to you. But you need to save him and then bring him to a subway station. Do you understand me?’

      ‘I can’t do that.’ Aviary’s hands trembled on his cold body. ‘He’s not breathing.’

      ‘OK,’ Olesya said. ‘Are there any Marauders nearby? Any armored Purity vehicles?’

      Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

      ‘There’s … two outside,’ she said. ‘But I can’t leave him!’

      ‘You have to. If you’re going to save him, you have to. Look for their medical supplies. They should be in an easily accessible compartment in the rear of the vehicle. You need to grab a small, rectangular device; a defibrillator.’

      Aviary stood and ran, down the stairs and through the basilica.

      Two empty Marauders were parked close by, beside a tall stone wall. She ran across the street to the first and found its back hatch already open. She jumped in and looked for anything that resembled a defibrillator.

      But there was nothing there. She spotted a fire extinguisher behind the cabin wall and a white first-aid case that she knew was too small to contain the device. She pulled it from its mount and popped it open anyway, but inside was the usual combat medical kit—half of which she already had in her ruck.

      Shit.

      ‘Anything on the rear hatch?’ Olesya asked.

      Aviary turned to the hatch, but there was only the handle and some handrails and a small square window. No storage.

      She was scratching around for something that wasn’t here while Damien was dying.

      ‘I can’t find anything!’ Aviary yelled.

      But before Olesya had a chance to reply, she noticed the seats weren’t folding; they had solid compartments underneath them with recessed handles. She dropped to her knees and pried one open, revealing a stash of helmets, radio equipment and a small green briefcase made of hard plastic. The letters on the front weren’t English, but she recognized the heart and first aid icons.

      Prying the case open, she found a square unit with a carry handle, a green and red button, and a small screen.

      ‘Found it!’ she said. ‘I found it!’

      Not waiting for a reply, she closed the case and rushed back to the basilica, hoping she wasn’t too late.

      Damien was where she’d left him, still not breathing. She dropped the case beside him and started compressions immediately.

      One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.

      She stopped at twenty and fired up the defibrillator. It started giving her instructions in Czech, translated into English by her earpiece.

      ‘Attach pads firmly as—’

      She peeled off the adhesive covers from the defibrillator pads and placed them across Damien’s body—one above his left nipple and the other sideways, under his right. Then she plugged the cable into the machine.

      ‘Come on!’ she yelled.

      ‘Analyzing rhythm. Do not touch patient. Analyzing rhythm.’

      Aviary wiped her face and focused on breathing deeply.

      ‘Shock advised. Charging.’

      The defibrillator gave a shrill alarm and flashed orange. Aviary focused on her watch, still showing Damien’s zero heart rate. He lay there, eyes closed and mouth open. His chest still wasn’t moving.

      ‘Push the shock button.’

      Aviary hit the red button and hoped for the best.

      ‘Shock delivered.’

      Damien’s body jerked and twitched like a marionette.

      ‘Analyzing rhythm. Do not touch patient. Analyzing rhythm.’

      Damien’s tongue twisted inside his open mouth.

      ‘Please work,’ she said. ‘Please.’

      ‘Check pulse. If there is no pulse, give CPR.’

      Aviary kept her eye on his chest and on her watch at the same time. No breathing, no pulse. Damien had been clinically dead for more than a few minutes.

      No.

      Aviary went back to compressions, pushing down into his chest and counting quickly to thirty. Tears ran from her face onto her arms, but she kept going. A second later, her earpiece translated.

      ‘Analyzing rhythm. Do not touch patient. Analyzing rhythm.’

      She took her hands off him quickly.

      The defibrillator delivered a second shock to Damien. His arms spasmed over his body. It wasn’t easy to watch; with voice activation on her throat mike, Olesya’s team could probably hear her sobbing.

      This time, the defibrillator didn’t recommend CPR.

      ‘Analyzing rhythm. Do not touch patient. Analyzing rhythm.’

      Damien’s body twitched again. His tongue ran across his lips.

      She knew if he needed a third shock, he was unlikely to survive.

      Then her watch lit up.

      ‘Pulse!’ she said, her mouth dry. ‘He’s got a pulse.’

      Lying before her, he started breathing. Slow, labored breaths, but they were still breaths.

      ‘Check pulse. If there is no pulse, give CPR.’

      Aviary tried to catch her own breath. She checked his pulse with her fingers, just to be sure, and it was getting stronger. But he wasn’t responding, and his entire body was cold.

      Too cold.

      She disabled voice activation, then switched off the defibrillator. It had done what it could, but now she had to dig into her ruck for her emergency blanket. It was thin, but she wrapped the foil side over Damien, reflecting his body heat.

      ‘Aviary to Olesya, are you there?’ she asked. ‘Damien’s breathing, but I don’t think he has long.’

      She kneeled in the basilica, surrounded by dead soldiers and mangled drones. She’d done all of this to save him, knowing the kill switch would finish him off anyway, like the punchline to a cruel joke.

      ‘Is anyone there?’
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      Keeping low, Xiu jumped over the half-wall behind the vehicle.

      Jay collapsed against the sedan’s wheel, his eyes barely open and fingers loose around his pistol grip. He was hidden from the passing Purity patrol, but the car offered no protection from gunfire.

      With Nasira slumped over in the back seat, that left only Sophia out in the open. Sophia crawled across ground, behind the vehicle—in full view of the Purity soldiers—then stopped and rolled onto her side.

      Have they seen her?

      Xiu’s modified Vector was loaded with armor-piercing rounds capable of punching through the patrol’s body armor and helmets, but with odds of six to one, she didn’t like being forced into an engagement.

      She peered over the wall. The soldiers were moving in quietly–they’d definitely noticed Sophia and were alert for more escapees.

      Xiu kept her head down. She heard the soldiers step around Sophia, and her grunts and the scrape of boots on cobblestones as they restrained her.

      So, at least some of the patrol were focused on apprehending her...

      Xiu wasn’t going to get better odds than this.

      She lifted her short barrel over the half-wall. Most of the soldiers were in the open, so she pinned her red dot on the face of one who was looking in her direction … and squeezed.

      The shots reverberated through the forest and the soldier toppled back into an odd seated position.

      She framed her next target and—

      Someone started the sedan’s engine.

      How?

      Xiu didn’t have time to look. She dropped a second soldier and lined up a third, but they were aware of her now, harder targets. She missed his head, her rounds catching his armored shoulder instead; he staggered, raised his carbine with a weak supporting hand.

      The sedan screeched from its parking spot, reversing and turning to avoid Sophia.

      Jay was driving.

      He crashed into the soldiers, all but two of them diving clear. The fallen men landed on the cobblestones, recovering quickly. One of them was the wounded soldier; Xiu finished him off.

      Gunshots popped from inside the sedan—Jay was firing through the driver’s window—and another soldier fell. Xiu, still in cover behind the half-wall, finished him off, then scanned the scattered and fallen soldiers for any movement.

      Two left.

      She dropped one immediately, but the other rolled in toward the vehicle and popped up behind Jay, just out of his vision. Xiu came up, stepped over the half-wall, but couldn’t get a clear shot—

      The car door opened suddenly, smacking into the soldier enough to spoil his aim. His shot missed Jay, cracking the windshield.

      It was Nasira—she had come to her senses and reacted quickly to the threat.

      The soldier turned and aimed at her.

      Xiu lined up a shot, but Nasira’s head was in the way. ‘Get down!’ she yelled.

      Nasira ducked.

      The soldier adjusted his aim to shoot down at Nasira through the door.

      Xiu fired first.

      The man wobbled, seemingly dizzy, then collapsed onto his side.

      Cautiously, Xiu approached the soldiers, finding one who was still alive and finishing him off.

      Sophia was still lying on the ground, amazingly without a scratch on her from the engagement. But even if the patrol hadn’t called it in as soon as they saw her, the gunfire had bounced off the castle walls and would have caught the ears of distant soldiers. Purity would send another patrol, and Xiu didn’t want to be here when they did.

      Jay was sitting in the driver’s seat, his head back. In the rear, Nasira was breathing but not moving. Xiu checked them both quickly for wounds, relieved when she found none.

      Her watch display blinked: Connected to Opel Mokka.

      The device had linked directly to the car.

      ‘Jay, keep the engine running,’ she said. ‘I need you in the other seat.’

      While he slowly shuffled his way to the passenger side, Xiu opened the door next to the free seat in the back and then went to retrieve Sophia. Lying beside the dead soldiers, Sophia’s breathing was weak, and Xiu had to heave her to the sedan with both hands.

      In the distance, the screech of tires.

      Not good.

      Xiu lifted the unconscious woman into the back seat, and quickly fastened the seat belt. Beside Sophia, a barely conscious Nasira dragged her own belt across and, after a few attempts, buckled it.

      Xiu could hear diesel engines now, from the west side, tearing through the gardens.

      She ran around the sedan, jumped into the driver’s seat and released the handbrake.

      There was a narrow path ahead, following the edge of the hill and alongside the greenhouse. It gave the sedan full concealment and one possible exit at the very end—a small, open gate between two stone walls—as long as the soldiers didn’t block it. The other option was to try her luck out in the open garden. They’d almost definitely be spotted, but would have more exits at their disposal.

      Both had their risks.

      Right now, it sounded like the reinforcements were still on the other side of the Ball-Game House.

      In the passenger seat, Jay was using the last of his energy to engage his seat belt, but he was losing fine motor control. She reached over and secured the buckle for him. Then she hit the gas and tore the Opel along the narrow path between the greenhouse and the winter forest.

      She focused far ahead, on the open gate, but in her rearview, she spotted the first of the Purity reinforcements. Their vehicle was small, gunmetal gray and definitely bullet-resistant.

      And judging by its increasing size in the mirror, it was gaining fast.

      She hit the gas harder. The greenhouse whipped by her in a flash of green and gray, suddenly replaced by a tall brick wall that fenced off a higher section of the gardens.

      She was almost there.

      A touchscreen next to the steering wheel lit up. A navigation app. It appeared Jay had already programmed a path to the subway station, and it was clear she wasn’t following its helpful instructions.

      ‘Head north,’ it insisted in Czech, its chirpy female voice translating into Xiu’s earpiece.

      Xiu kept going east. She had other plans.

      A glimpse at the map told her there was a large park beyond the gate, with paths that cut north into a school, another park, a hospital and a supermarket.

      That was her way out…

      …until a monstrous white 4x4 filled that gateway ahead, completely blocking her escape.

      Xiu dropped into second gear and hit the brakes, bringing the sedan to a grinding halt. Jay rattled in his seat belt, his hand hitting the touchscreen.

      ‘Recalculating route,’ the sat nav said. ‘Turn around and head west.’

      Behind them, the gray Purity car was slowing to avoid an impact.

      At the edge of her rearview mirror, Xiu spotted a wide staircase with flat concrete steps. It was meant to take pedestrians to a higher level in the gardens, definitely not for any kind of vehicle … but her sedan was lined up perfectly for it. Almost.

      Her only other option was to avoid the white 4x4 completely, and drive off the hill and down into the forest. But that was only an option if everyone could move on foot once they hit the trees.

      She knew which way she had to go.

      The 4x4’s doors opened and soldiers spilled out. Xiu didn’t give them a chance to aim. She knocked the Opel into reverse and accelerated hard.

      ‘Head west.’

      With a slight correction, she shot up the stairs, the wheels bouncing over the steps and rattling everyone inside. Below her, neither Purity vehicle attempted to give chase. Instead, the soldiers jumped back into the 4x4 and it reversed; while the gray sedan did a sharp U-turn and roared off the way it had come.

      They were going to cut her off.

      Xiu hurled the Opel to the top of the stairs and hit the brakes. With one hand at the bottom of her wheel, she whipped the nose of the car around, heading into a royal garden and a Renaissance-era palace. Beyond that, she saw a main road. That’s where she needed to get to—now.

      She ploughed the sedan through a long line of shrubs, swerving to avoid a fountain. On her right, the old palace loomed, all tall arches and aged pillars; she shot between a pair of large trees and aimed for a gap on one side of the building.

      The road was ahead, blocked off by a tall iron fence. She couldn’t drive through it; she needed to find a way around.

      Cars and an old red-and-white tram rattled past. Thanks to the nearby lockdown of central Prague, the traffic here was light.

      There was no sign of Purity yet, but she did spot a partially open gate. Good enough.

      ‘Hold on,’ she said.

      She burst the gate open, her headlights smashing into fragments that showered across her windshield.

      The Opel became airborne for a moment, collecting a school crossing pole mid-jump, the sign cracking her windshield.

      ‘Recalculating route.’

      She landed on the road, narrowly avoiding a passing van. In her rearview mirror, she spotted the gray Purity sedan. It was closing.

      Instead of taking off down the road, Xiu crossed right over it, heading for the median strip on the other side. The Opel crunched over the gutter. She put her foot down, hurtling them toward an approaching tram.

      ‘In fifty meters, turn right.’

      At the last second, she wrenched the wheel left, the tram missing them by inches.

      Her pursuers were forced to hit their brakes, and she took off down the street, turning left again, up a hill and into a tunnel meant only for pedestrians. She blasted her horn to clear the way, but there were hardly any people inside.

      Finally, she was on an actual street and heading north. The Opel’s navigation app had fallen silent now, like it approved she was on a direct path at last. She kept her speed up, weaving around the occasional civilian vehicle on the road, and glanced at her passengers in the back. Nasira and Sophia appeared safe and secure; beside her in the front, however, blood was running from Jay’s nose.

      Shit.

      Xiu crested a hill and headed for a narrow one-way street flanked by parked cars. Ahead, a black SUV was reversing out slowly. Xiu reacted quickly and took the sidewalk.

      The nav app bleeped in irritation.

      Strangely, the sidewalk was wider than the road itself, but it took her under a sky bridge to the center of a hospital complex. Ahead, a wall with a walkway on either side prevented her going on.

      She hit her brakes; she might need to go all the way around the hospital to get to her destination.

      Behind her, the gray Purity sedan had appeared.

      Now she was boxed in. She needed options.

      The nav app remained silent.

      On the right side of the wall ahead, a walkway for wheelchairs parted around a large pillar, but it was too narrow to squeeze through anything more than a motorcycle. On the left was a short flight of stairs; she could potentially drive down them, except for the big metal handrail in the center.

      To the left of those stairs, against the hospital wall, there was a small square of garden with an oversized shrub. That was her best shot … and it wasn’t a good one.

      She turned the wheel and lined up against the wall. Behind her, the gray sedan was getting closer.

      She accelerated.

      ‘Continue straight ahead for one kilometer.’

      The Opel went flying—half over the stairs and half through the shrub, a few pedestrians diving clear—and landed on the pavement, right in front of the hospital entrance.

      Now she had a clear path to the half-deserted boulevard. Spotting a gap in the lane, she cut through, scraping paint off passing vehicles.

      Reaching the median strip, she passed a glass tunnel that funneled down into the subway. Beside it were flights of stairs and an escalator too narrow to drive down.

      She kept going, crossing a railway line and under the boom gates until she reached a street on the other side. Turning left, she spotted a wider subway entrance with stairs that converged onto a lower level. It was deserted and had an opening large enough to drive a car through.

      So she did.

      ‘You have arrived at your destination.’

      There was no one in the vestibule, so Xiu took the Opel right to the end, where the escalators blocked her off. From here, they had no choice but to go on foot.

      Jay, Nasira and Sophia were breathing but motionless, eyes closed. Carrying them down to the train one by one would take too long.

      She would have to bring the cure up to them.

      ‘I’ll coming back,’ she said. No one responded.

      She took her Vector and climbed out, sprinting down the escalator. The descent was steep and long, taking her far below ground. She rushed down an empty corridor and into an aisle between two tracks. On her left would be Platform 1, with Olesya’s train and the kill-switch cure.

      Except there was no train. The platform was empty.
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      Olesya ran through the vestibule to the subway station, Gleb and Andrey a few paces behind. Xiu wasn’t answering her phone, but she was close by—Sophia’s team was, too. Olesya guessed they were underground: someone had driven a vehicle down into the station and abandoned it up ahead, its sides scraped and the windshield battered.

      She checked, but there was no one inside.

      The sound of boots coming up the escalator…

      …and Xiu appeared, her Vector aimed ahead of her.

      The operative lowered her weapon. ‘Where’s the train?’

      ‘It is … not at the platform?’ Gleb asked. ‘It should be there.’

      ‘It’s gone.’

      Olesya swore. ‘Someone took it.’

      Xiu reached the abandoned sedan and stopped in her tracks. ‘Someone took Sophia’s team as well. I left them here.’

      Olesya checked the map on her watch. Sophia, Jay and Nasira’s dots were all still clustered together, and they were close. She pinched in on the map and found them a block away … and moving.

      ‘They must be in a vehicle,’ Olesya said. ‘Purity have them.’

      ‘This is my fault,’ Xiu said. ‘I left them.’

      ‘No, you got them this far, you saved them.’ Olesya started back up the stairs. ‘Gleb, find us some transport.’ She hit her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Aviary, do you read?’

      Gleb ran to catch up, climbing the stairs and searching the street ahead for parked vehicles. He had his phone out, running a scan while Andrey escorted him, carbine ready.

      ‘I’m still at the basilica,’ Aviary said. ‘Damien’s … breathing.’

      ‘Purity just kidnapped Sophia’s team and they’re getting away right now,’ Olesya said abruptly.

      Gleb unlocked a gunmetal gray BMW sedan, and Olesya headed straight for it, Xiu on her heels.

      ‘Give me another ride,’ Andrey said. ‘That one.’

      Gleb followed his finger to a black VW Golf coupe.

      Its indicator lights flashed and it unlocked.

      Andrey sprinted for it, taking Gleb with him.

      ‘Aviary,’ Olesya said. ‘The train we left here is missing. Can you find it and send it back to us?’

      ‘Uh, I can look right now,’ Aviary said. ‘Let me get my laptop out.’

      ‘I’m looking for it now,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Thanks,’ Olesya said.

      She climbed in the driver’s seat, keeping the ruck on her back and adjusting her seat to compensate. The BMW smelled of stale fries, which was explained when Xiu jumped in beside her to find a McDonald’s bag full of empty wrappings at her feet. She tossed it on the back seat, along with a used car battery.

      She kicked a reversed into the narrow road before Andrey and put her foot to the floor.

      ‘First right,’ Aviary said.

      Olesya saw the t-intersection in her rearview mirror, but she didn’t slow down. Beside her, Xiu put her seat belt on. Olesya didn’t blame her.

      With her left hand at the five o’clock position, Olesya whipped the car around and punched from reverse into first gear. The BMW almost lined up perfectly with the road ahead. She gave it a small correction, grazing the next row of parked cars and popping out the other side next to a cafe, now closed with the nearby lockdown of central Prague. Its chairs were folded and doors shuttered.

      Olesya slowed as she entered a large intersection. Andrey was at her rear, closing the gap. She had three choices of route, each with minimal traffic but only one offered a glimpse of the Purity vehicle transporting Sophia and her team.

      It was large and armored.

      Her heart sank.

      ‘Aviary, don’t suppose you have anything to stop a Marauder?’

      ‘Um, drones won’t cut it—literally not, with that armor.’

      Olesya’s BMW, meanwhile, offered them no protection; they had only her liquid body armor and whatever Xiu was wearing.

      ‘Can you get closer?’ Aviary asked.

      Olesya accelerated.

      The road was one-way, flanked by four-story apartment buildings in various pastel colors, but her road was wider and paved. She pushed hard to catch up. Hopefully, the soldiers in the armored vehicle wouldn’t realize she was following them until she was close enough.

      Beside her, Xiu readied her Vector, her gaze locked on the Marauder. No one was operating the .50 cal on top of the vehicle, but she kept an eye on it just in case.

      Olesya pushed closer, about one car length from the Marauder. The streets here were mostly empty, so it would only be a matter of time before they noticed her—if they hadn’t already.

      ‘Close enough?’ she asked.

      ‘Just a bit more,’ Aviary replied.

      They crossed another intersection. The Marauder continued west on a leafy street with luxury apartments and wide sidewalks.

      Aviary spoke in her ear. ‘Bad news: I can’t take control of the Marauder. Good news: we can try something else.’

      ‘Feel free to share that with us,’ Olesya said.

      Suddenly, a small, menacing drone appeared outside the window beside her. Olesya drew her pistol—

      ‘It’s OK! It’s mine!’ Aviary said.

      The arrowhead-shaped drone glided next to the car.

      ‘What’s your plan?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘We use that drone to get one of your devices in range,’ Aviary said. ‘Then we can do stuff.’

      Olesya edged nearer to the Marauder, only to have a civilian SUV cut her off. She resisted the urge to hit the horn as the SUV slipped between them and moved slowly behind the Marauder.

      Olesya swore under her breath. ‘Great.’

      ‘Give me your phone,’ Xiu said.

      Olesya handed it over. ‘Why?’

      Xiu started tapping onscreen. ‘I’ll give them a boost.’

      The SUV sped up. Xiu was overriding its accelerator … it quickly caught up with the Marauder, and Olesya increased her speed to match. In the coupe behind her, Andrey did the same.

      ‘Take my drone,’ Aviary said.

      Olesya wound down her window and grabbed it by the edge of its triangular wing. She pulled it in and passed it to Xiu; it hovered in her hands for a moment, then fell onto her lap, idle.

      ‘What about your smartwatch?’ Aviary asked. ‘Can you tape it to my drone?’

      Olesya glanced over at Xiu’s wrist. She was wearing it.

      ‘There’s a flashlight in my ruck,’ Olesya told Xiu. ‘It’s covered with duct tape.’

      Xiu reached over Olesya’s shoulder to the ruck she still wore on her back. She unzipped the main compartment and dug her hand in, finding the flashlight. Immediately, she started unwrapping the duct tape from it.

      ‘I don’t suppose you can get rid of the SUV without hurting the passengers,’ she said.

      Xiu picked up Olesya’s phone again, and a moment later, the SUV drifted off to the side of the road, slowing until it ran into a parked car with a safe but significant crunch.

      ‘Thanks,’ Olesya said, then closed in on the Marauder.

      Xiu unbuckled the smartwatch Olesya had given her, placed it on top of the drone’s flat surface, then wrapped the duct tape around it.

      ‘Watch is secured,’ Olesya said into her throat mike.

      Almost instantly, the drone powered up and hovered over Xiu’s lap. She wound down her window and the drone zipped outside, once again flying beside them. Then Aviary lifted it up, out of Olesya’s view.

      The Marauder continued west, passing more apartment buildings, only these were graffiti-scrawled and the trees grew scarce. At street level, small shops were closed and only the occasional pedestrian walked the patchy pavement.

      The Marauder slowed to a halt in the middle of the road.

      ‘I think we’re out of time,’ Olesya said.

      She jammed on the brakes behind them, leaving just enough space to maneuver. As she did so, a soldier climbed up from the Marauder’s interior and got into place on the .50 cal, swinging the turret around.

      ‘Sunroof,’ Xiu said.

      Olesya hit the button to open the panel above their heads, and Xiu released her seat belt.

      On top of the Marauder, the soldier aimed his .50 cal down at Olesya, but Xiu beat him to it. Poking up through the gap in the roof, she fired her Vector at him, its high-rate gunfire echoing off the surrounding buildings. Her rounds punctured his helmet and he collapsed over the mounted weapon, dead with his eyes open.

      The reminder for Xiu to fasten her seatbelt beeped incessantly, Olesya failed to notice: there was something else on the road ahead.

      Aviary’s handiwork.

      She’d used the combination of the drone and the vehicle controls on the smartwatch to pull nearby parked cars from their parking spaces and form a horseshoe-shaped roadblock. The Marauder was trapped.

      But not for long.

      The armored vehicle took off, slowly at first, but within seconds, it had picked up enough speed to plough through one of Aviary’s cars.

      Olesya hit the gas. ‘More!’

      ‘I’m working on it!’ Aviary yelled.

      The little drone buzzed overhead, working overtime to coordinate a long line of diagonally parked cars in front of the Marauder. Olesya counted more than a dozen, all flashing to life and reversing onto the road in symphony.

      The Marauder kept going.

      Olesya watched as it smashed into all of them, knocking them aside with surprising ease. But demolishing the cars had slowed down the Marauder’s escape, making it easier for Olesya to catch up.

      ‘Keep going!’ Olesya said.

      Xiu opened her door. ‘Slow down.’

      Olesya touched the brakes, letting the Marauder gain a bit of ground as Xiu climbed out. While the BMW rolled on, the Chinese operative jumped clear and sprinted across the footpath, using the smashed cars on one side as cover.

      ‘Aviary, I need more drones,’ Olesya said.

      ‘That might take a while. The closest drone hive is ten minutes out from you guys.’

      The porthole on top of the Marauder was open, but gaining entry meant having to eliminate the soldiers inside without harming Sophia’s team. Plus, last time Olesya checked her ruck, she had only a single stun grenade.

      ‘Can this drone here electrocute multiple targets?’ she asked.

      ‘No, just one at a time,’ Aviary replied.

      Olesya was out of options.

      With one hand, she reached over her shoulder and into her ruck. She found the stun grenade and held it between her legs. Then, after removing the secondary pull ring, she clipped it to her belt.

      And accelerated.

      Her BMW rammed the Marauder, its hood buckling … but with each new car that Aviary threw into its path, the armored vehicle was slowing a little more, losing momentum.

      Olesya checked her belt. Her NetGun was holstered on her hip and her pistol under her arm. She reached behind her to collect the car battery from the back seat, then switched the BMW to cruise control, wedging the battery over the pedal to replace her foot. Unbuckling her seatbelt, she pulled herself through the sunroof and out onto the crumpled hood. From there, she braced herself and—before the Marauder could change direction—launched onto the back of the Marauder. Careful to avoid the window in the rear hatch, she climbed up and over, onto the armored vehicle’s roof.

      Behind her, Andrey maintained a short distance behind her still-moving car. If there were soldiers inside the Marauder—and there had to be—they hadn’t made any attempt to fire on him. Or her either. Perhaps, with all the crashing into vehicles, the occupants hadn’t heard her climbing aboard.

      From on top of the Marauder, she could see Aviary’s roadblock thinning out. There were only a few remaining parked cars pulling out to smash into the armored vehicle. Beyond that, the road forked in two.

      Olesya climbed over the dead soldier, his body draped over the machine-gun and over the porthole. It wouldn’t take much to shake him loose.

      The Marauder collided with another of Aviary’s incoming vehicles, and Olesya had to grip the mounted .50 cal to stop from falling.

      Reaching under her coat, she took the stun grenade from her belt and clipped it to the soldier’s vest. Then she pushed him off the mounted machine gun, and he hung from her grip, ready to drop. Risking a brief glance below, she made sure a member of Sophia’s team wasn’t lying directly underneath.

      It was clear.

      She pulled the grenade’s ring free, then let him fall.

      The dead soldier collapsed inside the Marauder. She heard voices in Czech—momentary reactions from nearby soldiers, at least two, probably more.

      The bang echoed inside, making her ears ring.

      Olesya drew her NetGun and hauled herself inside.

      Landing on top of the fallen soldier, she took in her surroundings quickly. Sophia and her group were out cold, sitting upright and harnessed into their chairs. There were Purity soldiers strapped in too, their carbines resting across their knees.

      She counted four sitting—two already unbuckling themselves—and a fifth and sixth standing at the rear. They were aiming at where she landed, their barrels unsteady.

      They’re all blinded.

      Olesya fired her NetGun at the standing pair; the net plastered them to the rear hatch. She rolled to one side, out of view of as the Marauder’s front passenger opened fire, rounds ricocheting inside the cab.

      She seized his arm, pulled his elbow joint against the frame of the driver’s cabin, breaking bone, then drew her own pistol and punched armor-piercing rounds through the two unbuckled soldiers—

      Someone collided with her, slamming her into the wall. Her head struck metal, and she saw double.

      The front passenger. Even with a broken arm, he’d thrown his entire body weight into her. By the time her vision sharpened again, two more were standing over her with carbines aimed. She kicked the legs out from under the man with the broken arm, sending him reeling into the others.

      The driver shot her in the back with a pistol.

      She went down…

      …and Xiu landed on top of her, legs apart, sending a torrent of gunfire into the remaining soldiers. But Xiu hadn’t seen the driver.

      Olesya found her pistol on the floor beside her and laid on her back. She fired upside-down, catching the driver in his shoulder.

      The Marauder accelerated hard.

      No more impacts. Aviary was out of obstacles.

      The driver turned and fired back, but Olesya was ready, shattering his visor with another round. He slumped over the wheel, the windscreen drizzled with blood.

      Xiu stepped over Olesya, into the driver’s cabin. A moment later, the Marauder slowed to a halt.

      ‘Aviary to Olesya. Did you get them?’

      Olesya fumbled for her pressel switch. ‘We have them. What about the train?’

      ‘Looks like whoever got the master key from the High Priest stole your train and took it to the Spear,’ Aviary said. ‘Anyway, I’ve sent it back to your station, so please don’t lose it again, yeah?’

      Olesya got to her feet. Her armor had absorbed the impact of the round in her back, but it still felt like she’d taken a sledgehammer to her spine. Pain shot through every nerve, a reminder that she’d cheated death again. She hunched over and, after a few ragged breaths, dragged herself toward Purity’s latest prisoners.

      Sophia was sitting in one of the Marauder’s seats alongside Nasira and Jay. All three were secured by plasticuffs and four-point harnesses, their heads hanging down on their chests.

      Olesya checked through the rear window, pleased to see her BMW was gone and their path back to the station was more or less clear, if she didn’t count the twisted trail of vehicles the Marauder had torn through.

      ‘Are you injured?’ Xiu called out.

      ‘No,’ Olesya lied, and put a round into each of the netted soldiers pinned to the rear of the cabin. ‘Train station … now.’

      Xiu put the Marauder into reverse, scraping them back through the smashed-up vehicles. Once there was room, she slung the Marauder around and followed Andrey—only for him to speed off down the hill and disappear.

      ‘Gleb to Olesya. Andrey is driving us back to the station … very fast … so that we can retrieve the inhibitors from the train. He said we will bring them up to you.’

      ‘Acknowledged,’ Olesya said. She turned to Sophia, Nasira and Jay, still secure but unresponsive in their seats.

      ‘Hold on,’ she said, ‘we’re bringing you back.’
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      ‘Keep him alive,’ Denton said.

      He trailed the general of the Fifth Column and his special forces bodyguards in their prestigious getaway vehicle, a silver BMW X5, which Denton suspected was not only bristling with bullet-resistant glass and armor, but most probably an M-series V8 that would outrun almost any pursuing vehicle.

      Dressed as a civilian again, Denton drove a stolen Ford Focus GT. Quick, but not quick enough to catch his target. While he kept his distance, his operatives were already ahead of the general. They emerged from an intersection, hitting the brakes on their stolen red sedan—a Volkswagen Jetta GLI—blocking the general’s BMW and forcing them to halt.

      Denton’s operatives climbed out of the Jetta, clad in full Purity uniform and helmets, and carrying Purity-issued carbines. Even though their weapons were locked to fire only with Purity fingerprints, they were essential props for the disguise.

      Toby and Pavel approached the general’s driver.

      This meant they would have to resort to their pistols in a gunfight, which they’d purposely holstered on their left hips. It wasn’t their best hand, but if they did that, they’d have to carry their carbines left-handed, and that would draw suspicion from the attentive special forces soldiers protecting the general.

      Denton slowed to a halt behind them and palmed his pistol, ready. Ahead of him, the general’s driver lowered his window to speak with Toby. From here, Denton could read the driver’s mind and, unsurprisingly, found the man was thinking about ramming the Jetta and escaping, if it weren’t for Toby blocking them almost completely on the narrow street.

      The driver’s only other option was to reverse, which the driver gave momentarily thought to while he tried to stall Toby.

      Denton hit his pressel switch. ‘Get them out.’

      From where he sat, the only people Denton could read clearly were his own operatives and the general’s special forces driver.

      Toby asked the occupants to step out of the vehicle. In response, the driver seemed to show them some kind of ID—likely US government identification. Toby nodded, then said it would just be quick.

      And it would be quick.

      But the driver shook his head, claiming they needed to leave the area because of a threat to his client’s life. As he spoke, his thoughts returned to the red Jetta that blocked his path. Now he was definitely planning to smash his way through.

      ‘He’s going to ram your vehicle,’ Denton said.

      Keeping his body language relaxed, Toby took a step back and asked the driver if they needed additional protection. As he did so, he turned his hip outward—away from the vehicle and—and grasped his pistol. Beside him, Pavel was already turned outward, pistol hidden from view and ready to draw.

      Toby cleared his holster and started firing from the hip—one shot—brought it up to his chest—two shots—and punched out—three, the third into the driver’s head before he could raise his own. At the same time, Pavel shot through a headrest, killing the special forces soldier in the front passenger seat.

      Toby adjusted his aim to the soldier in the back seat, right side. The soldier had his carbine ready, but missed his chance by a fraction of a second. Toby took him out.

      That left the black-bearded general inside, hands raised.

      ‘Out,’ Toby said.

      The general didn’t budge, so Denton’s operatives opened the door for him. Painfully slowly, the general stepped outside, hands still in the air. He focused on Toby, unblinking, and showed no fear.

      ‘Where is he?’ General Sievers asked. He knew Denton was here.

      Toby kept his pistol trained on the man, but said nothing.

      Denton made his entrance. He climbed out of the Ford Focus, pistol in hand, and made his way over. The former administrator of the Ahnenerbe institute and current five-star general of the Fifth Column turned slowly and, when he saw Denton, lowered his arms.

      The general’s mind was an ocean of crashing waves. There was something beneath the surface, and Denton knew he wouldn’t let it come to the top, but Denton only needed a glimpse.

      ‘Lieutenant Denton,’ Sievers said. ‘You have made it this far, I am impressed.’

      ‘Still putting the mock in democracy, I see,’ Denton said.

      ‘Are we moving?’ Toby asked.

      ‘No,’ Denton said. ‘This won’t take long.’

      ‘I presume you have already been close enough to read my thoughts, even before now,’ Sievers said.

      ‘Most. But there is this one thing I couldn’t find out.’

      White teeth flashed through Sievers’ beard. ‘I assure you, Lieutenant, there are some things better left unknown.’

      ‘I’ll take the risk,’ Denton said.

      ‘If you plan on escaping, I suggest you do it soon,’ Sievers said. ‘My reinforcements are approaching.’

      ‘Who do you answer to?’

      Then he saw it. People, but hazy and unclear … eight shadowy figures, unrecognizable and moving in tandem. Their eyes dark, they were watching him. Or they were watching Sievers. He couldn’t be sure.

      Denton activated the voice recorder on his phone. ‘I want names.’

      Without hesitation, the general recited their full names, city of birth and date of birth. Denton saw it all. Many had lived a long time, that was no surprise. But there were no faces, only shadows. Were those addresses genuine or dead ends?

      Tires screeched in the distance. Reinforcements—either more bodyguards or Purity—were on their way.

      ‘We have to go,’ Toby said.

      Toby returned to the Jetta, while Pavel collected the Focus, driving it around them and stopping beside Denton so he could climb inside. But Denton wasn’t ready yet. He raised his pistol, lining its sights on Sievers’ face.

      ‘There are eight of them,’ Denton said. ‘You gave me seven addresses.’

      ‘If you want that, you’ll need to keep me alive—’

      Denton put two rounds into him. The general’s lifeless body slid against the car door and slumped face down.

      With that done, Denton climbed into the Focus.
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      The Marauder roared through the streets to the station, where Andrey and Gleb were waiting.

      Olesya gripped a nearby seat to keep from falling over. Driving, Xiu had her foot to the floor, but Purity would be on them in no time. Meanwhile, even though Sophia had a pulse, it was weak. The others weren’t any better.

      ‘Coming back up!’ Andrey said, his throat mike rustling as he ran.

      Olesya checked her watch. ‘We’re almost there.’

      As Xiu drove the last stretch to the subway entrance, Olesya searched the dead Purity soldiers for anything useful. Their ammunition wasn’t compatible with her carbine—the downside to using a specialized armor-penetrating caliber—but she did find a smoke grenade and a gas grenade marked OC: oleoresin capsicum, a potent incapacitant made from the capsaicin in hot peppers. Not so useful against an enclosed Purity helmet, but she shoved them in her ruck anyway.

      Xiu pulled the armored vehicle up on the pavement, braking hard. The subway entrance was much too low to fit the Marauder.

      Andrey and Gleb emerged from the tunnel, running for the rear hatch. Olesya used her NetGun to retract the net pinning the dead soldiers to the inside of the hatch, and opened it. Andrey was in first, dropping his ruck and digging his hand into it. As an out-of-breath Gleb arrived, Andrey pulled out a handful of injectors from the ruck and placed them in the middle of the floor. They’d loaded up from the supplies on the train. Olesya grabbed one and made for the nearest operative: Sophia.

      Her vein was easy to find under her pale skin. The inhibitor went straight into her bloodstream.

      Sophia’s eyelids began to twitch as Andrey injected Jay and Xiu dosed Nasira.

      ‘That’s everyone,’ Andrey said, gathering the inhibitors and throwing them back in his ruck.

      Except Damien.

      Gleb and Andrey got to work unbinding and unbuckling Sophia’s team, but they still weren’t moving by the time their restraints had been removed.

      ‘We will have to carry them,’ Gleb said.

      Olesya squeezed Sophia’s arm. ‘Sophia, can you hear me? You have to wake up now.’

      ‘Aviary to Olesya. You better hurry. I see four Marauders coming your way.’

      Olesya held Sophia’s shoulder and gave her a light shake. ‘Come on.’

      But Sophia didn’t respond.

      Andrey hauled Jay up and into a fireman’s carry. It was the only way.

      ‘Gleb, take Sophia,’ Olesya said. ‘Xiu, can you take Nasira?’

      Without replying, Xiu went straight for Nasira. Olesya helped her load the operative onto her shoulder and climb out the back of the Marauder.

      The west side of the tree-lined road was clear, and the east just as quiet, with empty streets of restaurants and white three-story buildings with terracotta roofs. For a moment, all was silent.

      Olesya grabbed her Balerinka and closed the hatch.

      Distant engines grew closer.

      To the south, she could see over the train tracks to the boulevard, and beyond the worm-shaped glass subway entrance as far as an old Soviet-era hospital. It was there that she saw more Marauders.

      The others were already inside the vestibule, slowly but surely carrying Sophia’s team. Olesya knew they were risking capture by trying to save these operatives—operatives who may not even recover.

      ‘Olesya!’ Andrey called out.

      ‘I see them!’ Olesya yelled. ‘Keep moving!’

      But he had shouted for another reason.

      As Olesya chased them into the vestibule, she noticed Gleb had almost collapsed, leaning Sophia against the sedan Xiu had abandoned at the top of the escalators. He held her up against the vehicle so she didn’t fall, but had to quickly step aside as she vomited, then stumbled to her knees.

      ‘What happened?’ Sophia asked weakly.

      ‘You’re back from the dead.’ Olesya carefully got her up on both feet again. ‘Can you run?’

      Sophia wobbled, then steadied herself on the car again. ‘No.’

      ‘They’re coming from the south!’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘Marauders crossing the boulevard.’

      The sound of their engines rumbled through the vestibule.

      Sophia stood upright, eyes bloodshot and breath sour. Her focus drifted slowly to Nasira, who was now on her feet too but with Xiu propping her up.

      Tires screeched outside as the Marauders reached the entrance.

      ‘Gleb, take her to the train,’ Olesya said. ‘Quickly.’

      He stepped around the puddle of vomit and put Sophia’s arm over his shoulder. Together, they hobbled after Andrey, who was already halfway down the escalators with the unconscious Jay over his shoulder. They were followed closely by Xiu and Nasira.

      As they headed down the escalator, Olesya dropped to one knee by the sedan. Reaching into her ruck, she took out the OC gas grenade and laid it neatly on the ground, then ran for the escalators. The sight of the grenade would slow the Purity soldiers down. Even if it only bought her a few seconds of time, it was worth it.

      ‘Olesya,’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘More soldiers are coming from the boulevard, on the other side of the station. They’re trying to cut you off.’

      Hitting her pressel switch, Olesya replied, ‘Fire up the train and have it ready for us.’

      ‘Engine idle, ready when you are.’

      Racing down the escalator, she overtook Xiu and Nasira. ‘Watch the other side!’ she called out.

      The automated train was humming on the platform and Andrey was already inside, dumping Jay on the seats. Gleb and Sophia were on the platform, heading for the same carriage. Olesya ran past them, then stopped behind a pillar and trained her Balerinka on the escalators at the other end of the platform.

      Finally, Xiu and Nasira made it to the bottom of the escalator, only for Xiu to turn and fire back up it.

      Shit.

      Olesya changed pillars and took aim, but she didn’t have sight on whoever Xiu was shooting at. Whoever it was, they’d have a clear aim at Xiu, while any soldiers advancing from the other side would have the drop on Olesya.

      They were in an indefensible position.

      Xiu pulled Nasira off the escalator and around the corner, just as rounds shattered the tiles at her feet. The soldiers were moving down the steps after her.

      Olesya dug into her ruck, fished out a smoke grenade and pulled the pin. She rolled it across the platform to the bottom of the escalators, where the thick cloud plumed up to the soldiers.

      ‘Aviary, standby,’ Andrey said.

      ‘Just tell me when,’ Aviary answered.

      Xiu and Nasira were halfway to the carriage by now, but were moving slow. Olesya turned to check the escalators at the other end of the platform. She didn’t have a visual, but she could hear soldiers coming from there too.

      There was an open carriage door right behind her. As soon as Xiu and Nasira were inside, they could leave. But Nasira couldn’t walk anymore, and Xiu was forced to drag her the last few steps. Gleb stepped out onto the platform and helped pull her onto the train.

      Olesya threw herself through the doors.

      ‘Go!’ she yelled into her mike. ‘Go!’

      She stayed low, under the windows, and crawled to the end of the carriage with the others. But as the doors slid shut, a soldier made it between them, his shoulders forcing them open as he took aim at Gleb.

      Olesya had her Balerinka ready, but dropping the soldier wouldn’t clear the doors…

      With her supporting hand, she drew her NetGun and fired. The net wrapped over the doorway, knocking the soldier back onto the platform and into the smoke.

      Obstruction clear.

      The automated train had started moving, but the carriage doors were still open.

      Switching back to her Balerinka, Olesya prepared to fire on anyone who appeared through the smoke.
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      The doors closed and the train moved through the tunnel.

      Olesya lowered her Balerinka, walked over to the doors and pressed the barrel of her NetGun against the metal plate at the center of the webbing. As the mesh retracted back into her weapon, she hit her pressel switch.

      ‘Aviary, we’re on the train. How’s Damien holding up?’

      ‘Um … he’s breathing,’ Aviary said. ‘But yeah, not great.’

      ‘He’s still breathing,’ Olesya said, so those without earpieces could hear.

      Sophia and Nasira were conscious, although still weak from fighting the kill switch virus. Jay, on the other hand, still hadn’t woken up, and that worried her. He’d been given the same inhibitor as the others but hadn’t responded half as well.

      ‘Aviary,’ Olesya said into her mike, ‘can you direct our train to the Spear and pull up short in the tunnel?’

      ‘OK,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Can you find a vehicle near our destination—something Purity, like a Marauder—so we can use it to get to you?’

      ‘You want me to stay here?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘I think that would be best.’

      ‘OK … I’ll find something.’ Aviary’s voice was uncharacteristically quiet. ‘Just get here as soon as you can.’

      ‘I will,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Olesya?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Did the inhibitor work?’

      She paused a moment. ‘It worked. Olesya out.’

      They waited in silence as the train sped to its destination. Xiu began pacing restlessly up and down the carriage, and as soon as she was out of earshot, Sophia looked directly at Olesya and said, ‘I’ll go. To get Aviary and Damien.’

      The dark tunnel flashed by outside. Olesya shrugged off her ruck and took a seat opposite her. Sophia didn’t look ready to go anywhere.

      She was about to speak when Gleb approached them. ‘There is something you need to know. Both of you.’

      ‘Go ahead,’ Olesya said.

      ‘The Separatists I encountered at the railway station are planning to capture Purity’s processing center and release all the refugees inside.’

      Sophia looked like she’d seen a ghost. ‘Everyone inside?’

      ‘That appears to be their plan. Illarion offered to take all the refugees for them, but they had … trouble believing that.’

      ‘How many refugees?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘Three-hundred thousand. They will most certainly make it to Germany by election day. Far too many for the country to handle, which we suspect is exactly what Purity wants … right before people vote.’

      ‘What do you want us to do about it?’ Olesya asked. ‘We have quite enough on our plate already.’

      ‘I don’t know, I just wanted you to be aware of the Separatists’ plans,’ Gleb said. ‘They were not particularly friendly with us.’

      ‘Then let’s hope we can pull this off. If the Spear goes down, Purity will need more than a bunch of refugees to win their next election.’

      ‘I hope so,’ Gleb said, and with that he returned to his seat.

      Olesya turned to Sophia. ‘When he said the Separatists would be releasing everyone from the processing center…’

      Sophia lowered her eyes. ‘DC is … he’s still in there.’

      ‘Do you want to rescue him? After the Spear, we could—’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘He’s not the same anymore.’

      ‘They broke him?’

      ‘No, they changed him. He’s … like Denton now. It’s best we just leave him.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Olesya handed over her pistol, along with a spare phone and smartwatch. ‘Take these. You will need them.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Do I look unsure?’

      ‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’

      Olesya nodded. Further down the carriage, Jay coughed, and she turned to find him sitting upright and breathing quickly.

      Too quickly.

      Nasira was next to him, telling him to breathe deeper.

      ‘I don’t know how he got hold of that HAC dosage,’ Sophia said, ‘but I know you had something to do with it.’

      Denton had given Jay the HAC dosage, and it had turned out to be genuine, granting Jay the same enhanced strength and power as the Fifth Column’s upgraded operatives. But the inhibitor, in saving his life, had stripped it from him, along with his other abilities.

      ‘I was desperate,’ Olesya said. ‘I used him to find Xiu again.’

      ‘You could have told me.’

      Olesya forced a smile. ‘You would never have allowed it.’

      ‘Talking about me … again, huh?’ Jay said, between breaths.

      ‘We needed to do something to wake you up,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya leaned in to her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered so Jay couldn’t hear. ‘But if there was a chance at saving Xiu, I’d do the same thing again in a heartbeat.’

      ‘And have you saved her?’

      Olesya shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘But you trust her?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Right. Well, that will have to do for now.’ Sophia shoved the pistol in her waistband. ‘Thanks for getting us out. You took some risks doing that.’

      ‘More than I would like.’ Olesya hesitated, then reached into her coat, removing some folded sheets of white paper. Normally, she would carry nothing on an operation that could tie in with their real identities, but for these she’d made an exception.

      ‘I need your help with something.’ She opened the papers and showed Sophia. ‘Do you recognize these?’

      Sophia glanced at the handwritten notes and shook her head.

      ‘Read them.’

      Leaning in, Sophia scanned the words. Her eyes widened. ‘These are my commands for deprogramming operatives. How did you get them?’

      ‘It wasn’t easy.’

      ‘You want to use them on … her?’ Sophia nodded to Xiu.

      ‘I tried that already. They didn’t work. But they might on my brother.’

      Zakhar was out there, somewhere. He had become what she’d managed to avoid: a brainwashed automaton of the Fifth Column.

      Sophia folded the papers. ‘It can’t be done. Not anymore. They’ll have updated his programming. And these notes … you’re missing commands.’

      ‘I want to try.’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘Best case scenario, it doesn’t work,’ she said. ‘Worst case, you trigger his suicide program.’

      Olesya frowned. ‘I don’t think they’ve updated my brother.’

      ‘What makes you think that?’

      ‘He had the chance to shoot me in Kaliningrad. He didn’t.’

      ‘He didn’t have that problem with me,’ Jay said.

      ‘You’re not his blood,’ Olesya said. ‘My brother is still in there. Somewhere. I know it.’

      Sophia gave her back the papers. ‘If we get the opportunity, I can try. But it could kill him. Are you prepared to take that risk?’

      ‘If it doesn’t work, we’ll have to kill him anyway.’

      ‘That scares you. Knowing you might be the one to kill him.’

      ‘A lot of things scare me. But I’m not sure what it is that scares you … the Fifth Column? Purity?’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘Losing control.’

      Outside, the rush of the tunnel walls began to slow.

      Olesya hit her pressel switch. ‘Aviary, are you there?’

      ‘Still here.’ Her voice sounded flat. ‘I found an old blueprint of the basilica, there’s a tunnel underground that I could drag him to.’

      ‘No, just leave him there for now,’ Olesya said.

      ‘OK. I’ll send you the map.’

      ‘Listen, our train is stopping,’ Olesya said. ‘How far from the station are we?’

      ‘That’s … it’s not me,’ Aviary said, anxiety clear in her voice. ‘I’m not the one stopping you.’

      ‘The hell’s happening?’ Nasira asked. She had no earpiece to follow the conversation, but it was easy to pick up on the tension.

      ‘Did the train run out of steam?’ Jay suggested.

      Gleb showed his phone to Olesya. Onscreen, there was a high concentration of Purity soldiers around them—above ground, she guessed. It didn’t look like they were coming for the train, but it still concerned her.

      ‘Wait a second…’ Aviary said. ‘They’ve locked me out. That shouldn’t be possible!’

      ‘It’s looking possible from where we sit,’ Olesya said.

      The lights in the train died, leaving only Gleb’s phone to illuminate them. Xiu was the first to draw her flashlight, splashing a red beam across the carriage.

      ‘OK, I see what they did,’ Aviary said in Olesya’s ear. ‘They just … I think they just rage-quit the whole transit network.’

      ‘Rage quit?’

      ‘I mean they shut it down,’ Aviary said. ‘They can’t use it and we can’t use it. Everyone is locked out.’

      At least the train had stopped in a tunnel and not at a subway station where Purity could easily surround them, Olesya thought. ‘What about your drones?’

      ‘I can still use them. They transmit on a very wide frequency band. Purity would have to manually shut down every one of their drone hives to stop me. Or, you know, just kill me. That’s probably easier.’

      ‘I’m not letting that happen,’ Olesya said. ‘Can you disable the cameras underneath the Spear?’

      ‘Only in the tunnel and the service elevator. Doing that now.’

      ‘OK, thank you.’

      Sophia stared at her. Like Nasira, she was only getting half of the conversation. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Purity shut down the entire transit network.’ Olesya stood upright, Balerinka in both hands. ‘Can everyone walk?’

      Sophia stood next to her, seemingly well balanced. ‘We need to rescue Damien and Aviary. We can walk.’

      ‘Can you do that by yourselves?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘If we hijack a Marauder?’ Jay said. ‘Hell yeah, we can,’

      ‘You might want to take some inhibitors,’ Olesya suggested.

      Andrey dug into his ruck and offered him a handful.

      With a grunt, Xiu forced open a pair of doors. ‘This way.’

      And one by one, they jumped onto the tracks.
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      Aviary was out of time.

      From the mezzanine window, she could see fresh Purity soldiers arriving on the street below, split in two groups out the front of the basilica. On her watch, the pulsing red dots surrounded her.

      Wrapped in her space blanket, Damien lay still. Sophia’s team were another mile away—or kilometer, or whatever they called it here—and Aviary wasn’t sure she could hold the troops off long enough for them to get there.

      With a pistol as her only other weapon, she called on a nearby swarm of drones, redirecting them from nearby patrols over central Prague. They obeyed her commands and peeled south, combining into a stream of jagged metal as they headed for the basilica. Through their wide-lens cameras, she was able to track the Purity soldiers as tiny ants, moving to the basilica’s front entrance.

      They stacked up outside, silent except for the careful tread of their boots. Aviary considered breaking a stained-glass window and climbing out, maybe landing without injury if she was lucky. But they’d hear the glass shatter and circle round to capture her. And even if they didn’t, she wasn’t going to leave Damien behind.

      She sent her drones into a sharp dive, taking them low across the rooftops and aiming their sharp noses for the soldiers. But before they reached their targets, something metallic clinked across the concrete nearby.

      At first, she thought it was a stun grenade, but there was no flash or loud bang. Instead, a sharp whine assaulted her ears. She dropped her pistol to cover them, dulling the sound only slightly, as her fleet of drones smacked into the soldiers—metal slicing into flesh and bone as bodies tangled with metal wings.

      Aviary reached for her pistol and adjusted her grip, checking her watch to see how many soldiers were still moving.

      The device was dead.

      She tapped it, but the screen didn’t respond.

      Had her custom operating system crashed?

      She reached for her phone. It was dead too.

      Crap.

      She scrambled for her ruck, sliding out her laptop and popping it open. Black screen. She held the power button, but nothing happened.

      Using the Purity implant she’d had installed before the mission, she sent out a single thought to her drones, pulling more to her location, but without her devices, she had no way of knowing if they received the order.

      Outside, the surviving soldiers were moving into the basilica, footsteps racing up the double stairs. Aviary ducked behind the altar and pressed her thumb into the palm of her hand, triggering the implant that disabled Purity weapons. But how could she be sure that was working either?

      Now might be a good time to jump out that window after all...
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      Olesya crept along the train tracks, Balerinka aimed. The blast door in the access tunnel to the Spear was open, but she could see no bodies, no blood and no shell casings. Whoever used the master key to get in, they’d faced no resistance. And now, the access tunnel was empty.

      ‘Who do you think it was, Fifth Column or Purity?’ Andrey asked, speaking quietly in her earpiece. He was behind Olesya, watching her rear and protecting Gleb. Xiu was just visible in the corner of her vision, keeping to the shadows on the other side of the tunnel.

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Are we waiting for Aviary?’ Gleb said. ‘In case the virus … doesn’t work.’

      Olesya held her pressel switch and spoke softly. ‘Can you do it without her?’

      ‘I can … she gave me instructions and the USB stick,’ Gleb said. ‘But if something goes wrong, then I have no idea how to fix it.’

      Olesya had given it some thought. She was not at all comfortable entering the Spear without Aviary at her side, but the blast door could close at any moment. And if that happened, it was all over.

      However, if Olesya entered now and Sophia’s team escorted Aviary here as soon as possible, then she would be able to help with any unforeseen complications.

      ‘If we wait, we risk losing everything,’ she said.

      ‘Copy that,’ Andrey said.

      Aviary had mapped an approximate layout for this level, but it was based on old blueprints that had likely changed. For now, it was enough to know the service elevator they needed was farther along this tunnel. While the outer elevators would take them to the exterior layer of the Spear, intended for civilian use, the service elevator would deliver them to the Spear’s nexus.

      Ahead, the tunnel seemed clear. That should’ve been a positive, but it left Olesya with a lump in her throat.

      ‘Aviary has already disabled the cameras,’ she said. ‘Until we get up to the Spear, no one can see us electronically. But all it takes is one Purity soldier to spot us and call it in, and they’ll lock all the elevators. That can’t happen until we get inside.’

      And hopefully until Aviary made it inside. They had to be especially careful.

      Olesya didn’t know how far the tracks carried through—possibly all the way under the Spear itself. Around them, the tunnel walls were illuminated at intervals with rings of small turquoise LEDs, and the tracks themselves were unused. She focused on the platform to their left: it was stacked with crates, some of them draped in blue tarpaulin and plastic wrapping.

      With her Balerinka in one hand, Olesya hauled herself onto the raised platform. A passage coiled off to their left, its concrete walls scratched where vehicles had taken wide turns. Arrows pointed to a narrow walkway on the side for pedestrians, but she ignored it and continued straight along.

      Xiu stuck close behind, peanuts of foam packaging squeaking underfoot, and Gleb grunted as he heaved himself chest-first up onto the platform.

      Olesya winced. Their entry had been mostly silent so far, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      Ahead, she spotted the service elevator they needed. The ID card Aviary had made for her would give her access, then they’d need to split into two preassigned groups. Andrey would take Team B, which consisted of Aviary and Gleb, to diagnostics on level 45. Except Aviary wasn’t here yet, so it was up to Gleb to plant the virus while Andrey babysat him. And if anything went wrong with the virus, Aviary hopefully shouldn’t be too far behind.

      Originally, Olesya and Marina had been Team A. They were to head up through the Spear, past the arcology concourse on level 65 and right to the nexus itself, on level 89. There, they would be able to access the transmitter’s control panel after Aviary’s virus had infected the Spear.

      But Marina was no longer with them. Now Olesya was Team A in its entirety. Xiu could fill the spot, and Olesya thought about asking her, but decided it was better for the operative to help Andrey watch over Gleb instead.

      Olesya moved for the elevator, then paused.

      It lurched through the shaft, somewhere above them. The doors were closed, but the call button now blinked red. She gestured with one hand, over her shoulder for her team to see. They stopped. And a moment later, the car reached their level, grinding to a halt.

      Olesya’s heart stopped.

      She ran—her steps light and mostly soundless—for the nearest stack of crates and hunkered behind them. A second later, Xiu reached another stack. Olesya couldn’t see Gleb or Andrey, but hoped they’d found cover too.

      The service elevator door screeched open, and boots crunched on the platform. Olesya kept still, weapon down, and checked her watch.

      Four red dots. Very likely Purity soldiers.

      She inched to the left, keeping hidden while the soldiers walked right past her crates. Breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, she waited.

      The soldiers approached Xiu’s crates. Then stopped.

      Have they seen her?

      One radio transmission and her team were done.

      The soldiers moved again.

      Olesya listened as their steps faded to the end of the platform. Wherever Andrey and Gleb were, it must have been a good hiding spot.

      The cluster of four red dots on her smartwatch screen showed them moving off down the tunnel. She stepped out onto the platform and checked the service elevator. It was empty.

      She swiped her ID card. It flashed red.

      Great.

      ‘Gleb, you’re up.’

      With everyone converging on her, Gleb produced the lockpick gun he was carrying. Olesya pointed to the small metal box on the wall beside the freight elevator. He opened the compartment and got to work with his lockpick gun.

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.

      He paused. ‘I don’t know if that—’

      The elevator shifted. There was a slight pull and a thunk sound.

      Then the biparting vertical doors opened.

      ‘Everyone inside.’

      She closed the compartment, hiding any evidence of forced entry, then stepped inside with everyone. She hit the button for level 45. First stop: diagnostics. The doors slid shut and the elevator lurched upwards.

      Gleb took his phone out. It was vibrating in his hand—an incoming call from Moscow. Gleb and Olesya exchanged glances.

      ‘Hello?’ Gleb said.

      He listened, then handed it to her.

      ‘Yes?’ Olesya said.

      ‘An unaffiliated third party is watching the processing center,’ Illarion said. In the cold depths of the Spear’s elevator shaft, it was good to hear his voice. ‘The refugees are secure, for now. But this is only a temporary solution.’

      ‘How long do we have?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘How long do you need?’

      ‘An hour,’ she said. ‘By then, either the Spear will be irrecoverable, or we’ll be all dead.’

      Illarion didn’t reply.

      She checked the phone screen. As the elevator ascended, the connection had terminated.
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        Purity Basilica, Praha 1

      

      

      All the Purity soldiers were dead. Sophia’s watch showed no red dots, only Damien and Aviary inside the Neo-Gothic church, his pulse weak and hers racing.

      Who the hell are these guys?

      A soldier was standing at the top of the double staircase, her weapon barrel pressed into the back of Aviary’s head. Aviary herself was kneeling, strands of red hair stuck to her forehead with blood and sweat.

      Sophia could make out six soldiers in all, some with weapons aimed at her, and possibly more out of view. They didn’t show up on her map as any kind of dot.

      The one with her weapon on Aviary wore a white and charcoal camouflage uniform, and the insignia sewn on her shoulder wasn’t a Purity flag. Her dark hair was tied under a camouflaged cap, under which could be seen large ears and a piercing stare.

      The soldier turned to Aviary. ‘Friends of yours, I believe.’

      ‘Who are you?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘You’re the Separatists who are gonna be dead in a minute if you don’t hand over your prisoners!’ Jay called out, his weapon only half-lowered.

      ‘I’ve already saved this one’s life.’ The woman nodded at Aviary. ‘But your other friend is close to death, so I’ll make this brief.’

      Behind her, two soldiers dragged Damien by his shoulders—bound by plasticuffs—toward the front of the stairs. They stopped just long enough to show Sophia that he was alive, then dragged him back out of sight.

      Beside Sophia, Jay’s stance shifted.

      ‘If you don’t hand him over, he’ll die,’ Jay said. ‘And you’ll all go with him.’

      ‘I wouldn’t recommend threats at this point. You’re in no position to give them.’

      Jay snarled. ‘You don’t—’

      Sophia raised her hand. ‘I can handle this. Just let me.’

      Jay took a deep breath, but kept his gaze on the woman.

      ‘Damien needs medication,’ Sophia said. ‘It’s a simple injection, I can give it to you now.’

      ‘Your soldiers are holding Purity’s processing center and they refuse to release the refugees inside,’ the soldier responded. ‘Have them stand down and I’ll release your friends here. And then you can administer his medication.’

      ‘What soldiers?’ Sophia asked. ‘We’re not Purity.’

      ‘And neither are the soldiers at the center. Stand them down.’

      ‘What the fuck’s she talking about?’ Nasira said under her breath.

      Sophia recalled what Gleb had said on the train about the Separatists wanting to free the refugees, but there was no mention of any kind of team being sent to secure the processing center. Surely Olesya hadn’t diverted from the Spear to take the processing center?

      No. No way it was her.

      But that didn’t leave many other possibilities. Perhaps Denton had returned to scoop up DC, but even that seemed unlikely. Or maybe DC had somehow taken over. But that was a long shot too, and one she would really prefer not to be the case.

      Either way, Sophia had no power to call them off.

      ‘I don’t know who you think those soldiers are, but they’re not ours,’ she said. ‘We’re here to sabotage Spear, not capture buildings.’

      ‘Not yours? You’ll understand if I find that difficult to believe.’ The soldier’s finger moved inside the trigger guard.

      Jay muttered under his breath. ‘I’m thinking Plan B right about now.’

      ‘Just so we’re clear,’ Sophia called out, ‘your heart bleeds for everyone in that processing center, but you’ll leave these good people who are helping you fight Purity to die?’

      ‘Not if you make the right decision.’

      ‘It’s not my decision!’ Sophia said. ‘Don’t you understand? They’re not my people!’

      ‘I’m helping you do the right thing, do you understand?’

      ‘Marcela, stop!’ Aviary said suddenly. ‘I think I can explain.’

      The soldier—Marcela—shifted her finger off the trigger. ‘Make it quick, kid.’

      Aviary swallowed. ‘Sophia, you have to contact Gleb. He’ll know what’s going on.’

      ‘They’re his soldiers?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘I don’t know, but he can find out.’

      ‘Do the right thing … Sophia,’ Marcela said. ‘Make the call.’

      ‘Let me administer this injection first. Your other hostage isn’t of any use to you if he’s dead.’

      Marcela shrugged. ‘Then hurry up and make that call.’

      ‘Fine. I’m taking out my phone.’ With her left hand, Sophia slowly reached into the hip pocket of her jeans—the Separatists tracking her with their weapons—and pulled up Olesya’s voice channel. Olesya was in it, along with an unlabeled member—probably Xiu—and Gleb. She pressed on Gleb’s name, placing a direct call.

      ‘Yes?’ Gleb said, almost a whisper.

      ‘It’s Sophia, can you hear me?’

      ‘I’m not in a position to talk, but yes I can.’

      ‘Do you know anything about an opposing force holding the processing center?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gleb said. ‘They’re helping us, unofficially.’

      ‘Yeah, well listen, we have Separatists holding Aviary at gunpoint and Damien near death,’ Sophia said. ‘They want those soldiers—unofficial or official—to stand down.’

      Gleb said something in Russian that Sophia didn’t need a translation for, but her earpiece offered it anyway.

      ‘OK, I’ll see if we can do something.’

      ‘We don’t have much time,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I can’t promise anything, but I will call you right back.’

      Sophia ended the call. ‘Our friend is finding out whether he can help us.’

      Marcela checked her watch. ‘Tick tock.’
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        * * *

      

      Sophia led Damien and Nasira out of the basilica and around the winding road, past a shuttered restaurant and a nineteenth-century cemetery. From the twin spires of the basilica, Marcela’s Separatists would have a perfectly elevated view in all directions. That made it somewhat difficult to get the jump on them.

      They returned to their stolen Marauder. It was parked on a paved road that was barely wide enough to fit the armored vehicle, flanked by the high brick wall of the cemetery and a strip of healthy, green grass. Beyond that was another old wall. It wouldn’t stop the Marauder.

      Sophia hauled herself into the passenger seat. Nasira was already behind the wheel, staring up at the basilica’s jagged spires. She checked her smartwatch. Damien’s pulse was barely there; he wasn’t going to last.

      Her phone rang. It was Gleb.

      She answered. ‘What have you got?’

      ‘I am afraid not a great deal. My commanding officer is—well, he is quite likely under arrest—so he is no help to us right now. I have asked around, but I am afraid no one knows anything. If my commanding officer calls back, I can let you know. But whoever these soldiers are, they are not Russian, and they are not Fifth Column.’

      ‘That’s not much use,’ Sophia said.

      ‘I am sorry, I can keep trying—’

      ‘No, it’s fine. Thanks for your help.’

      She ended the call and checked the side mirror. ‘Back us up to that wooden door in the wall.’

      Nasira didn’t question her, just put the Marauder in reverse until Sophia was lined up with the doorway. It was large enough to drive the Marauder through, but Sophia had other plans.

      ‘If you lower the .50 cal and close the porthole, can you ram the basilica entrance?’

      Nasira focused on the paved road. Her grip tightened over the steering wheel. ‘Thought you’d never ask.’

      In the back of the Marauder, Jay was rifling through the storage units.

      ‘Smoke grenades,’ he said. ‘That’s all I’ve got.’

      ‘Won’t that be a problem?’ Sophia asked. ‘You know, without your infrared vision.’

      ‘Turns out Purity forgot to search my jacket.’ Jay waved a night-vision monocular for her to see, then reached for a helmet he could mount it to. ‘From Russia, with love.’

      ‘What’s the plan?’ Nasira asked. ‘We roll in and blast them to hell?’

      Sophia checked the chamber on her Balerinka, mostly out of habit. ‘That’s part of the plan. You’re the distraction.’

      Nasira took her gaze off the road. ‘What do you mean you’re?’

      ‘Aviary mentioned a rear entrance that connects underground. I can sneak through there when you breach.’

      ‘I’m coming with, right?’ Jay asked.

      ‘You need a driver and a shooter. Nasira can’t do everything … as much as she’d like to.’

      Nasira stared ahead. ‘Ready when you are.’

      Sophia took out her new phone and zoomed on the dots inside the basilica. ‘It looks like they’ve moved Aviary over to Damien on the mezzanine floor. Which means we know where they are, and we’ll know if they move.’

      ‘Got it,’ Nasira said.

      ‘Entry is simple. You breach, pop the smoke, engage everyone but them.’

      Jay swallowed. ‘You want me to kill all of them?’

      ‘As many as you can. If they try for higher ground in one of the spires, just hold them until we’re both with you. I don’t want you clearing rooms by yourself.’

      ‘I guess,’ Jay said.

      Sophia switched to satellite view and pinched in on the rear of the basilica. The cemetery wrapped around the north side, its wall high enough to keep her hidden until she was in place.

      ‘What if they run into the crypt?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Then I’ll be waiting for them. Keep a couple of smokes for the end. That’s when you’ll really need them.’

      Jay passed two of his smokes to Nasira. She took the canister-shaped grenades and clipped them across the open zipper of her jacket. Jay had already done the same with his own.

      ‘You won’t be able to get them all,’ Sophia said, shedding her jacket. ‘Damien’s dead weight, so if they need a human shield, they’ll use Aviary. Also, she weighs less.’

      ‘So don’t shoot her,’ Jay said. ‘Got it.’

      ‘Or me,’ Sophia said as she opened her door. ‘That would be good.’

      Instead of jumping down to the street, she climbed up and onto the Marauder. From there, she made the leap over to the tiled archway and climbed down.

      On the other side, she was greeted with the blank stares of a young girl and boy, accompanied by their father. Sophia wasn’t in the cemetery yet; she was standing in a large backyard behind a two-story house. The kids were playing on a swing and slide set.

      Sophia ignored them and ran along the medieval wall with her Balerinka in her hands. She bolted along the wall until she reached a wrought iron fence low enough that she could grasp the top and haul herself over the side, clearing the pointy iron tips and landing on pavement. On her right was a narrow, pillared entrance to the cemetery and the basilica, but there was nothing to stop the Separatists from spotting her through a window, so she kept moving past it, heading instead between two manicured hedges and over another iron fence.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hold on!’ Nasira yelled from the driver’s seat of the Marauder.

      And Jay knew when she told you to hold on, you held on.

      With his helmet strapped tight and four-way harness wrapped over his torso, Jay shielded himself with both arms. He was already wearing protective goggles and a helmet, the monocular attached to the front and switched to thermal. He’d flipped it up so it was less likely to break or give him a black eye.

      Nasira was going in at full speed.

      The Marauder ploughed into the basilica’s arched doorway, crunching through wood and stone, and sending anything not tied down flying around the cabin. The vehicle then crashed through a second set of wooden doors, before flinging a third set—these ones wrought iron—into the air.

      ‘Porthole open!’ Nasira yelled.

      Jay unbuckled and climbed the ladder to the .50 cal, which he pushed up over him. Nasira had smashed the Marauder through two rows of stalls inside the basilica, splintering wood and sending debris everywhere. As the dust settled, he couldn’t make out any Separatists there or on the stairs winding up to the mezzanine. They’d probably all dived for cover.

      Keeping himself inside the porthole, he ripped a smoke grenade from his jacket, drew the pin and popped it over, aiming for the double stairs.

      ‘Wait!’ Nasira said.

      Jay held onto the top rung and listened. Nothing except the hiss of his smoke grenade. He checked his watch. The dots for Damien and Aviary were just ahead, likely still on the mezzanine.

      With his monocular over one eye and thermal on, Jay risked checking the top of both staircases. No one. Just more smoke pouring from his grenade.

      With his legs on the outside of the ladder, he slid down and reached for his Balerinka.

      ‘Take the .50 cal, I’m going up there,’ he said.

      Nasira climbed out of the driver’s seat. She also wore a helmet and protective goggles, but no monocular, so there was no point arguing that she should go instead.

      Jay opened the rear hatch and climbed out. He went wide, to the left side of the basilica. White smoke was now drifting up to the high ceiling, obscuring the ornate pillars and arches. He had the concealment he needed to rush along outside the pillars and reach the wide double staircase, which curved drunkenly up to the mezzanine floor.

      He had to keep his focus up there, where Damien was dying, and Aviary was a hostage.

      He popped another smoke grenade, this time over the stairs and across to the back of the mezzanine. It hit marble and rolled. Now the entire basilica was thick with white smoke. Jay peered through the monocular.

      The thermal image of the basilica was a palette of purple and lilac. He searched for orange hot spots, or even smudges of yellow that radiated from a Separatist in hiding, but, from this angle, he couldn’t see anything. Taking the steps one at a time, his nostrils filling with the smell of sulfur from the grenades, he arrived at the top and lined up his Balerinka, ready for multiple targets.

      Only there were none.

      Lying on the altar was Damien, barely even yellow under thermal.

      Jay resisted the urge to rush for him. He checked the corners and nooks on both sides as he approached, then checked behind the altar. There was no one there but Damien.

      The Separatists had left him. They—and Aviary—were gone.
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        Nexus, Praha 1

      

      

      Olesya lowered her carbine.

      The nexus was right ahead, a control center positioned halfway up a circular chamber that ran from the ground floor to the very top of the Spear. Bathed in red light, it was sealed off by another thick, steel blast door.

      The door had a narrow, horizontal window and through it she could see the transmitter itself, a slender metal pole pointing skyward. Around it, three sides of metal framing in a triangular pattern, and around that, a circular catwalk.

      Olesya had made it to the controls for the Spear.

      But someone had got there ahead of her.

      A Purity soldier lay dead in front of the door. As she circled the body a voice came through a two-way intercom.

      ‘I was hoping you would come. Sister.’

      Zakhar, Olesya’s brother, stood on the other side of the blast door, his face visible through the window. A cut across the bridge of his nose had hardened into a scab and a bandage was wrapped around his head, stained with two dark blots where it covered his eyes.

      She reached for the intercom button. ‘You’re blind.’

      ‘A temporary inconvenience. They might even give me better eyes next time.’

      Olesya took a silent step to the right, watching as his head moved to track her. He could see her through the blast door window.

      Upgrades.

      ‘You’re welcome, by the way,’ he said. ‘That tunnel door didn’t open itself, you know.’

      She pressed the intercom button again. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Oh, I’m helping you stop Purity from taking over Germany and all of Europe. I know they’ve told you I’m the enemy, that the Fifth Column controls me. They don’t. Not completely.’

      Olesya peered through the window. Inside the nexus, there were more bodies leaking blood on the catwalk. One wasn’t a soldier; Zakhar had used someone else to operate the controls.

      ‘All personnel are in lockdown on the lower levels, and I’ve taken care of the security,’ he said.

      ‘I can see that. What have you done to the Spear?’

      Zakhar smiled. ‘I think you’ll be pleased.’ He gestured to the large transmitter behind him. ‘I’ve increased the transmission packet size so it will send more data than any microchip out there can handle … and it’s going to send over and over again. Within the hour, the chips will melt, and Purity’s mind control will end. Like I said, I’m helping you.’

      ‘Melt?’ Olesya asked. ‘What’s that going to do to the people who have the chips inside them?’

      ‘There will be some damage. It’s hard to say how much.’

      ‘Hard to say … what if it kills everyone? That’s a third of Europe!’

      Would it kill Aviary too?

      ‘That’s what we’re trained for,’ Zakhar said. ‘To do what no one else can.’

      Olesya carefully laid the Balerinka at her feet. ‘Please let me inside.’

      Zakhar shook his head slowly. ‘That wouldn’t be a good idea.’

      ‘I’m your sister,’ she said. ‘We can do this together. Or would you like to do it alone?’

      He tilted his head slightly. She knew he couldn’t really see her face, but he must be able to perceive her in some way—magnetoception or perhaps echolocation.

      Without a word, he walked away, disappearing from view.

      ‘Zakhar?’ Olesya left the Balerinka by her feet, resisting the urge to grab it. Instead, she held her pressel switch so the rest of her team could hear what she said. ‘If you let me inside the nexus, I can help you.’

      ‘No one can interfere. I’m sorry.’

      ‘I don’t want to interfere.’ Olesya raised her hands. ‘We both want the same thing, right? To stop Purity.’

      ‘So it seems.’

      ‘I’m unarmed and you have control of this situation. All I want to do is talk. To my brother.’

      Zakhar sighed. ‘If you make a move for the control panel, I will have to stop you.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘Don’t make me do that,’ he said.

      With that, he opened the blast door.

      She didn’t move, not just yet. She waited for him to emerge from the right, stepping across the catwalk, and gesture for her to enter.

      ‘Leave your pistol, please,’ he said.

      She’d expected that. Hesitantly, she placed it on the floor next to her carbine, then entered the nexus, to stand beside another dead soldier. If Zakhar drew a pistol on her, she could cover her face with her arms—use the liquid armor to deflect his shots—and close on him quickly, but that was her only means of defense right now.

      Zakhar hit a button on the wall and the blast door sealed shut again. He stood calmly, his blind stare seeking her out across the catwalk.

      ‘It’s good to see you again,’ he said. ‘Well, not so much the seeing part. Did you miss me?’

      Olesya continued across the catwalk until the transmitter divided her from Zakhar. She wanted the distance. Even though she was stripped of her firearms, she still had her NetGun on her hip, concealed by her coat. He didn’t know that, and she planned to keep it that way.

      ‘I was scared I’d have to kill you,’ she said.

      His bandaged face stared directly at her. ‘And do you?’

      ‘I hope not. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.’

      ‘It never is.’ He gripped the catwalk handrail and seemed to look down at the deep chasm below. ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t blame you for what happened to our parents.’

      ‘That makes one of us,’ she said.

      ‘Then that makes one of us foolish.’ He turned his head in her direction. ‘There’s only one person I want to pay for all of this.’

      ‘Who is that?’

      ‘Denton.’

      ‘He’ll pay,’ Olesya said. ‘But not today.’

      The control panel on the catwalk started beeping. Her brother strode over to it, listening. ‘The transmissions will begin as soon as the Spear reaches full power.’

      ‘Listen to me. We can destroy the Spear. Together.’

      ‘My commanding officer had the same idea,’ Zakhar said.

      He leaned over the control panel and pried a rectangular slab—an explosive charge—from under the control panel, then dropped it into the chasm below.

      ‘My colleagues have planted these explosives throughout the Spear. Their plan was to remotely detonate them, demolishing the entire structure. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s not a final solution.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ Olesya asked.

      Zakhar walked around the antenna and removed another explosive charge. ‘I’m talking about disobeying a direct order.’

      He dropped the charge into the chasm.

      ‘We can stop it another way,’ Olesya said. ‘I have a virus that will corrupt the quantum computer buried under the Spear. Stop it working.’

      ‘I don’t want to stop it.’ Zakhar walked over to her and extended his hand. Blood stained the creases in his palm. ‘This is our way.’

      Olesya took his hand. ‘Beyond this place of wrath and tears, looms but the horror of the shade.’

      Sophia’s deprogramming commands. Olesya had memorized them; knew every word.

      ‘And yet the menace of the years finds, and shall find, me unafraid.’

      ‘What is that?’ he asked. ‘It sounds … familiar.’

      ‘It’s a poem. To set you free.’

      He cocked his head. ‘I am free.’

      Zakhar gripped her hand tightly and pulled her in toward him, striking her firmly in the center of her chest. The blow knocked the breath from her, slamming her into the curved wall behind her before she even felt the pain.

      Vision blurring, she slumped to the ground.
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        Diagnostics

      

      

      Xiu watched the corridor pulsing red.

      Gleb was fumbling at the server nearby, Aviary’s USB stick in his functional hand.

      ‘Please tell me you know what you’re doing,’ she said.

      Gleb looked over his shoulder. ‘I’m not an especially good liar.’

      Andrey circled around the server and trained his Balerinka on the corridor behind them. ‘Then you’re in the wrong line of work.’

      Gleb pulled his sleeves up to his elbows and popped out the server’s keyboard. ‘Aviary gave me exact instructions.’

      ‘Is the virus loading?’ she asked.

      He started pacing, his footsteps soft on the tiles. ‘I don’t know, it’s still doing its thing.’

      The red pulsing stopped. The corridor went dark.

      ‘This was not me,’ Gleb said.

      None of them had night vision, so Xiu splashed the corridor with the red beam of her flashlight. No movement.

      Andrey shed his rucksack, unzipping it to find his own light source.

      Xiu caught a glimpse of the contents of his ruck; it was crammed with vials, each of them tucked neatly into the webbing inside.

      ‘Where did you get those?’ she asked.

      ‘Cracked the safe in the Priest’s wardrobe,’ Andrey said, putting the ruck back on. ‘Full of Argonautes. Turns out he’s not so pure.’

      Xiu’s smartwatch vibrated. Olesya’s heartbeat squiggled aggressively across the watch face.

      That wasn’t good.

      She hit her new pressel switch. ‘Olesya, it’s Xiu. Do you need help?’

      No response.

      ‘I don’t think we have range for comms,’ Andrey said.

      He was right; Xiu hadn’t heard a word from Olesya since she’d taken the elevator up to the nexus.

      She slipped her finger inside the trigger guard of her Vector. Footsteps reverberated around the server room, but it was only Gleb as he paced in front of the terminal.

      Then she heard something else.

      ‘Stop moving,’ she said.

      Gleb halted.

      The corridor light was red again.

      Xiu shared a glance with Andrey, who was listening intently too.

      ‘How’s the virus?’ she whispered to Gleb. Olesya couldn’t do anything until it was implanted.

      ‘It is saying the system is locked,’ Gleb said. ‘Something is wrong. I … think we need Aviary’s assistance.’
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        Outside the Purity Basilica, Praha 1

      

      

      The Purity Marauder roared toward Sophia.

      She dived across the cobblestone road, onto the pavement as it passed.

      ‘It’s the Separatists!’ Nasira said in her earpiece.

      ‘They got Aviary,’ Jay said.

      Sophia dropped to one knee, ready to fire a burst into the rear tires, but it was pointless—they were airless, made entirely of a honeycomb lattice that could take an entire magazine of gunfire and still keep spinning.

      ‘Get out here now!’ Sophia said.

      As if on cue, the wall of the basilica exploded behind her. Nasira’s Marauder punched through, out onto the narrow street and heading right for her.

      With her Balerinka in one hand, Sophia sprinted across the pavement. The Marauder overtook her, its rear hatch open and Jay leaning out, one hand extended. She grabbed it and used it to haul herself inside.

      ‘I’m on them,’ Nasira said from the driver’s cabin. ‘Heading east.’

      Sophia stumbled into a seat beside the unconscious Damien.

      ‘I injected him,’ Jay said, adjusting the strap on his helmet. ‘How long’s it take?’

      Sophia checked his pulse. ‘I don’t know.’

      Nasira didn’t slow down. She ripped through a sleepy street with parks and hedges on one side, and old frescoed two-story houses on the other. Then the road plunged into a decline, and by the time it levelled out the Separatist Marauder had disappeared from view.

      ‘I need a navigator!’ Nasira yelled.

      Sophia rushed forward, phone out and checking Aviary’s location. ‘Right at the intersection!’ she yelled. She figured the Separatists would change direction again once they found a street that could take them north, assuming they were heading into Prague and not the other way.

      Sophia’s earpiece beeped. Someone had joined their channel.

      ‘Sophia, it’s Gleb. Do you read?’

      Nasira hit the t-intersection and took a sharp right. Sophia steadied herself and buckled into the passenger seat, bringing her Balerinka around onto her lap.

      ‘Not a good time,’ Sophia said. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘We have a problem. Is Aviary OK?’

      ‘We’re working on that,’ she said, releasing the pressel switch. ‘Nasira, through the archway.’

      ‘They’re driving a tank on wheels,’ Nasira said. ‘How you plan on stopping them?’

      ‘I’m working on that too,’ Sophia said. She hit the pressel again. ‘Gleb, what’s the problem?’

      ‘The virus that Aviary gave us. I’m sorry, but it does not appear to be working.’

      ‘Have you told Olesya?’

      ‘She’s not responding at this time.’

      Great.

      ‘We’re chasing the Separatists who have kidnapped Aviary. Can you hold out for now?’

      ‘I don’t believe we have a choice,’ Gleb answered.

      They passed under a large archway encircled by two steep hills, then Sophia checked the map again. Aviary’s green dot was drifting south-east, then corrected east. Marcela and her Separatists seemed to be heading for a freeway that would funnel them north.

      She needed to cut them off before they got there.

      Nasira sped their Marauder through a small town, narrowly missing the neatly trimmed hedges and cars packed on either side. An empty garden restaurant flashed by on their left, and an evacuated elementary school on their right.

      Dense parkland appeared on their left. According to her map, it would lead them right into the paved streets and prickly spires of Prague.

      ‘Left,’ Sophia said. ‘Now.’

      Nasira whipped the vehicle around, taking them up a grassy ridge and between two trees. They tore across the ridge and weaved between more trees, forcing Sophia back into her seat.

      ‘How’s Damien?’ she called back into the cabin.

      ‘Still breathing,’ Jay said. ‘Buckled up tight.’

      Nasira crashed the Marauder through a thick hedge, dropping them jarringly onto an empty street. She yanked the wheel around to the right, barely avoiding a parked convertible.

      They were gaining ground, but slowly.

      Nasira kept her pace, only slowing to squeeze the armored vehicle down a side street. Just ahead of them was the main road with several lanes in each direction; this far from Purity’s city lockdown both lanes had some light traffic.

      The Separatist Marauder was about to pass right by them as it went north.

      They were too late to cut it off.

      ‘Prepare to make a left,’ Sophia said. ‘Against traffic.’

      Nasira reached the end of the side street and cut across the pavement, past a shuttered corner shop and through a pile of garbage bags. They exploded, showering trash like confetti.

      The main street was fenced in by old five-story apartments and storefronts.

      ‘There!’ Sophia pointed at the Separatist vehicle on the other side of the street.

      Nasira hit the gas, crossing three lanes and over the median strip, tearing through a chain-link fence. The fence tangled over their caged windshield, but it didn’t stop Nasira, who aimed them at the side of the other Marauder.

      The Separatist driver saw them coming, weaved to the right and accelerated hard. Nasira adjusted course and clipped their rear. The Marauder fishtailed but recovered fast, tires screeching across asphalt. Nasira adjusted her course, closed in right behind them.

      Sophia quickly opened the app Aviary had installed on her phone to hijack vehicles. If she could get control of the other Marauder…

      But she was locked out. Someone had already hijacked the vehicle’s controls.

      ‘The Separatists must have used Aviary’s phone to boost their Marauder,’ she shouted. ‘I can’t get access.’

      ‘You can’t override it?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘She didn’t exactly program that in,’ Sophia said. ‘Jay—the .50 cal. Can you aim for the wheels?’

      ‘On it,’ he said, unbuckling and climbing the ladder.

      The Marauder’s honeycomb tires could take most regular gunfire, but the .50 cal could penetrate Marauder armor; if anything could shred the wheels to pieces, it was that. And if Jay could accomplish that, they’d lose speed and stability, enough to either lose control or have to slow down.

      Almost as if they’d read her mind, the Separatist’s gunner was up through the turret hatch and swinging their own .50 cal around.

      Sophia glanced over her shoulder. ‘Jay?’

      Jay ducked back inside. ‘Yeah … about the .50 cal. We kinda destroyed it when we smashed our way out of that church.’

      ‘New plan,’ Nasira said, and accelerated, slamming into the back of the Separatist Marauder. At this distance, they’d stay mostly under the gunner’s line of sight.

      The Separatist Marauder juked to the left, weaving around a 4x4, then back to the right again. Nasira waited for the right moment, then rammed it again, forcing it alongside a row of parked cars, shearing off the Marauder’s side mirror. Nasira jerked back across the lanes, avoiding the same fate.

      The Separatist gunner had retreated inside, but his turret hatch was still open.

      ‘Stay right behind them,’ Sophia said, thinking fast. ‘Jay, I need a smoke grenade.’

      ‘You really are out of ideas,’ Nasira said.

      Jay stomped over, keeping his stance wide so he wouldn’t lose balance, and handed her a cylindrical grenade. She clipped it to her hip, on the outside of her belt, then opened the passenger door. ‘Keep it open for me,’ she said.

      Jay snapped the monocular back against his helmet and climbed up behind her, his foot partly extended on the door to keep her steady. While he braced the door, she climbed out and over it, the air rushing in her ears.

      Ahead of her, just out of reach, was the side of the Separatist Marauder. Its rear hatch had a window right in the center, but Sophia was currently in their blind spot. She steadied herself.

      Then jumped.

      She landed on the chamfered roof of the vehicle, nothing to cling to except the long barrel of the .50 cal.

      Both vehicles raced through the main street, their speed threatening to peel Sophia off the roof. They were in central Prague now, hemmed in by five and six-story buildings, old restored facades with cafes, bakeries and boutique clothing stores, now shuttered, on wide, spotless pavements with hardly a pedestrian in sight.

      Sophia pulled herself along the gun barrel and over to the turret hatch. Behind her, Nasira kept close with her vehicle, and Jay popped back up through their hatch, this time holding her Balerinka. He was aiming just past her at something.

      The .50 cal she was hanging on to was now manned.

      So much for the blind spot.

      The barrel turned, rolling her with it. Her hands slipped on the edge of the roof and she went over the side, flying into the air … and landing on top of Nasira’s Marauder.

      The Separatist had a target now. He aimed at Sophia and fired.

      She rolled across the roof, past Jay, who returned fire with the Balerinka, then reached out to grab her, just enough to keep her from falling. She gripped his arm and hung on.

      They were an easy target for the Separatist gunner, but abruptly he turned his aim from them down toward Nasira’s caged windshield.

      He opened fire.

      Nasira hit the brakes, and Sophia was torn from Jay’s grasp, tumbling forward over the windshield and off the vehicle completely.

      She reached out for the one thing she could see: the rear hatch of the other Marauder. Her fingers clung to the cage on the window.

      She hung there, feeling for the step underneath with her boots. Nasira drifted in behind her, the .50 cal rounds having turned her windshield white with each impact.

      Sophia hauled herself back onto the Separatist’s roof and found herself staring down the barrel of the machine-gun. One shot and her head would disintegrate—

      Gunfire cracked right past her.

      Jay.

      His rounds slammed into the Separatist, penetrating his shoulder armor, and knocking him back down the turret hatch. Hopefully for longer, this time.

      Sophia pressed herself against the roof’s surface and wriggled forward, grabbing the barrel again—now warm—and dragged herself closer to the open hatch. Then she reached for her hip and unclipped the smoke grenade—and saw something up ahead.

      An abandoned Purity roadblock made from rows of concertina wire and concrete barriers. And the Separatist Marauder was heading straight for it.

      Sophia pulled herself over the machine-gun and ripped the pin from the grenade. Below her, a new face appeared in the hatchway: Marcela.

      The Separatist leader pulled a lever and the machine-gun tipped upright, disappearing inside the vehicle. Sophia braced herself on the roof and tossed the grenade in just as the hatch door closed after it.

      She let go of her hold on the turret and slid back across the roof, until she could grab the cage on the rear hatch.

      And she hung on.

      Through the hatch window, she could see the Marauder’s interior filling with white smoke. Somewhere in there, Aviary was tied up.

      Sophia had seconds before impact.

      A few feet behind her was Nasira’s Marauder, keeping pace with the Separatists … but not for much longer.

      Sophia launched off the rear hatch, throwing herself back onto the hood. She landed like a cat on the caged windshield, but her grip didn’t hold and she tumbled over it, across the slippery roof.

      Still wearing his helmet, Jay reached up and hooked her elbow. The streets of Prague spun around her as she folded her arm and held tight, both feet hanging off the side.

      The Separatist Marauder smashed straight through the roadblock, tearing through the concertina wire and pitching wildly to one side as the concrete barriers exploded.

      Nasira jerked their vehicle to one side, narrowly missing the half-destroyed barrier as she trailed the path of destruction. Chunks of concrete narrowly missed Sophia, who had lost sensation in her hand as Jay held onto her.

      Ahead, the Separatist vehicle wobbled, only two wheels on the road; there was a metallic crunch as it rolled over on its side and came to rest under a broken lamppost.

      Nasira steered around it, then pulled to a stop. Pain shot through Sophia’s shoulders as the inertia almost pulled her out of Jay’s hold, but somehow he kept his grip until she sprawled on the roof beside him. She was battered and bruised; if she survived this, tomorrow was going to hurt.

      ‘You gotta stop doing that crazy shit,’ he said.

      Sophia coughed on wisps of smoke. ‘Open the rear hatch,’ she said as she climbed down the side. ‘Nasira, cover us.’

      Nasira took the hatch above, pistol trained on the Separatist vehicle, while Jay and Sophia pushed up behind it. Jay held the Balerinka, while Sophia drew the Russian pistol Olesya had given her.

      The Marauder was still pluming white smoke, some of it leaking through ventilation, and Sophia hoped Aviary had been strapped in.

      She and Jay crossed lanes, their weapons aimed at the rear hatch, which was still closed, with no sign of any movement inside.

      Now that the Marauder was pitched on its side, she had no eyes on the turret. However, the clouds of smoke pouring from the unseen side betrayed the Separatists’ movements. They had the hatch open.

      ‘They’re climbing out!’ Nasira said in her ear.

      Sophia saw heads and the barrels of weapons appear on the blind side and quickly dived with Jay against the underside of the Marauder. Scrambling noises told her they were making their escape.

      ‘Want me to move up?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Stay there,’ Sophia said quietly into her mike.

      She looked over at Jay. The monocular was still attached to his helmet.

      She pointed to his last smoke grenade, attached to his jacket. He nodded, pulled the pin and tossed it into the street.

      While the billowing smoke would give the Separatists all the concealment they needed to escape off the street and into an adjacent building, it would also take away their ability to see.

      Jay flipped his monocular down over one eye.

      Sophia followed him as he rounded the vehicle. Through the impenetrable cloud, she heard boots on concrete and glass breaking. Keeping a hand on Jay’s back, she followed him through.

      Jay opened fire. Short bursts, always moving.

      Bodies slumped as they moved through the cloud.

      Sophia held her pistol ready but there was still nothing to see except white. Jay’s shots echoed off the buildings around them and someone returned fire, but the rounds were blind, hitting the Marauder’s roof. Jay fired again.

      Another body slumped to the street.

      Keeping her hand on Jay’s back, Sophia stepped over glass and debris, following him inside the building—a grocery store—where the smoke started to thin. Now she could make out shapes as the Separatists fled down one aisle, to the back of the store. She hit her pressel switch.

      ‘Nasira,’ she said, ‘head around the back of the grocery store. We need to cut them off.’

      Jay halted, Balerinka aimed.

      ‘She’s got Aviary,’ he said under his breath.

      The smoke cleared, and Sophia confirmed what Jay saw. Marcela was standing in the deli section, behind the curved glass display of deli meat. She used Aviary as a shield, her pistol pressed to the back of the girl’s head.

      Another pair of Separatists stood offside, aiming carbines from behind shelves of eggs and croissants. Farther behind them was a pair of cash registers and an exit to the parking lot behind the building. The doors were locked, but they were mostly glass and could be shot through if necessary. But the Separatists hadn’t made it that far.

      ‘You would rather kill us—all these good people doing the right thing—than help us?’ Marcela asked.

      Sophia wanted to finish her. Instead, she fixed her pistol’s sights on the leftmost Separatist. ‘You’re the one holding an innocent civilian hostage. You tell me.’

      Marcela peered out from behind Aviary’s head. ‘And how many are you holding hostage? Thousands? Tens of thousands? Their lives matter.’

      Sophia turned her forearm over, just enough to glance at her watch. She could see Aviary’s dot, and she could see Nasira’s a short distance behind, at a slight angle. She was almost in position.

      ‘I’m sorry that we couldn’t help you,’ Sophia said. ‘I really am. But is this the best solution?’

      ‘You chose this,’ Marcela replied. ‘You chose the hard way, and that won’t end well.’

      ‘Release her and withdraw. If you hold your fire, we’ll hold ours.’

      ‘No. Lower your weapons now, or her brains decorate the deli meat.’

      Nasira spoke quietly in her earpiece. ‘I have a shot on her. Say the word listen and I’ll fire on three.’

      Sophia exhaled, partially emptying her lungs. She kept her sights on the left Separatist, knowing Jay was doing the same with the one on the right. She didn’t shift her gaze, but he knew Nasira was standing outside and aiming through the glass, past the cash registers, to the back of Marcela’s head.

      ‘Listen,’ Sophia said.

      One, two…

      The crack of gunfire.

      Nasira shot Marcela.

      Sophia fired a burst into one Separatist, then quickly adjusted her aim to the other one—only to watch him drop. Jay got him first. They fell, and cartons of eggs toppled over them, slicking the floor with yolk.

      Sophia rushed to the deli, her sights on Marcela as the woman reeled back, choking. She fell and slid across the tiles, her blood smearing them as it darkened her urban camouflage.

      Jay fired again into the other Separatists, then launched himself over the glass front of the deli display, pulling Aviary away.

      ‘You threatened to kill someone we love,’ Sophia said. ‘That wasn’t going to end well.’

      Marcela lay there, her uniform soaked the color of red wine. She pressed the palm of her hand against her neck, to stem the flow of blood.

      She grimaced. ‘You’re on the wrong side of history.’

      ‘We all are,’ Sophia said. ‘The problem is you don’t know it.’

      She shot Marcela through the bridge of her nose. The woman died with her gaze fixed on Sophia.

      Nasira appeared from the rear entrance and walked past the dead bodies and broken eggs. ‘Got any injuries?’

      Sophia shook her head. Jay did too.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Aviary said. ‘What about Damien?’

      To Sophia’s surprise, Damien appeared farther behind Nasira, propping himself against a cash register. ‘Still … alive.’

      Aviary rushed out of the deli. When she reached him, she hugged him so hard he buckled.

      Sophia turned back to Nasira. ‘Where’s our Marauder?’

      ‘Out the back, east side.’ Nasira crouched over a dead Separatist and checked his carbine. ‘They got no fingerprint system, so we can use these.’

      ‘Take everything you can. Let’s go.’

      Working quickly, they relieved the dead Separatists of their carbines, pistols and spare magazines. Then, with everyone armed—even Aviary—they made their way out the back.

      At the Marauder, Sophia took the front seat next to Nasira while everyone else climbed in the back. She turned to call back to Aviary. ‘Gleb is having problems with your virus.’

      ‘Crap. What kind of problems?’

      ‘The kind where it’s not working. Can you call him?’

      ‘My phone got smashed up in the crash.’

      ‘Where’s your ruck?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Still in their Marauder.’

      ‘We’ll drive around and pick it up,’ Sophia said, and passed her phone to Aviary.

      She switched it to loudspeaker and called Gleb directly.

      ‘Sophia?’ Gleb answered.

      ‘It’s Aviary. They rescued me and we’re OK. What’s up with my virus?’

      ‘It says “module locked, critical levels”.’

      ‘Oh.’

      Damien slumped back in his seat. ‘“Oh” as in bad?’

      ‘That depends. Is Olesya there?’ Aviary asked.

      ‘She is in the nexus, but we are out of comms range,’ Gleb said. ‘I believe it’s shielded.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Huh,’ Damien said. ‘That’s two “Oh”s now...’

      Nasira pulled them up next to the overturned Marauder. Sophia jumped out and, pistol in both hands, cleared the rear hatch: the smoke was gone and there was no one inside. Aviary’s ruck was lying there, and Sophia retrieved it, hoping the laptop inside was still intact. She ran back to their vehicle, climbing in and passing the ruck to Aviary.

      Nasira started driving again, heading north. Sophia didn’t have a destination for her yet, but it was better than staying here—the noise could have attracted attention from nearby Purity forces.

      ‘“Critical levels” means the Spear is being overworked,’ Aviary said, prying the laptop out of her ruck. She opened it, pressed the on switch and then closed it right up again. ‘Great. Purity EMPed me at the basilica. Everything’s fried.’

      Sophia unstrapped the watch Olesya had given her and handed it to Aviary, who gave Sophia her phone back.

      ‘Give her my phone, it’s in my pocket,’ Nasira said. ‘Take it.’

      Sophia reached over and retrieved it, passed it over. ‘Be careful with that, we only have two phones now.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Aviary said.

      She swiped on the phone and started inspecting something onscreen. ‘Just checking on the drones heading for Germany.’

      ‘Where are they now?’

      ‘About to enter German airspace.’

      Nasira accelerated. ‘That ain’t good.’

      ‘Unless Olesya pulls it off, right?’ Jay said.

      Aviary’s brow furrowed in confusion.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘That’s weird. The Spear is sending … different packets. But they’re larger than the chips can handle. Even larger than the Spear can handle.’

      ‘Is Olesya doing it?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘She … shouldn’t be. That’s not … not even supposed to happen.’

      ‘But it is.’ Sophia checked the magazine in her pistol. ‘And that means we need her to stop.’

      Aviary looked up at her. ‘You need to get me into the Spear.’
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      Olesya opened her eyes. She’d blacked out, but for how long, she had no idea.

      An alarm was wailing through the building, echoing down the nexus. She didn’t know who had triggered it, her own team or Zakhar, but either way it meant Purity reinforcements would be coming for them.

      ‘I’m confused,’ Zakhar was saying, his voice raised over the alarm. ‘You said yourself that you wanted to stop Purity. Was that a lie as well?’

      Olesya sat upright and blinked. His bandaged face came into focus.

      ‘You want to kill everyone with an implanted chip,’ she said. ‘How is that saving them?’

      ‘I never said I wanted to save them. Because we can’t,’ Zakhar said, pacing the catwalk that wrapped around the Spear’s antenna, keeping between her and the transmitter controls. ‘They chose those implants, they chose the mark of the beast. We can’t save them, but we can save the world, together.’

      Even with his bandaged eyes, she knew he was looking at her. Or through her. She didn’t know how exactly he was perceiving things, but he tracked her as she got to her feet and stepped forward.

      ‘I can’t let you come any closer,’ he said. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘And I can’t let you stop me.’

      He kicked out at her leg, but she shifted her weight in time to sidestep him, only for his fist to whip into her ribs, knocking the breath from her. Her back hit the handrail and she clung to it.

      ‘I won’t use a weapon,’ Zakhar said. ‘Not on you.’

      Olesya coughed. ‘Forget about Purity. What do you really want?’

      ‘Just my sister back.’

      He struck again, but this time she deflected the blow and his fist hit the handrail. He roared in pain as she held his wrist and rammed her forearm through his elbow. Bone snapped and his yell became a shriek.

      She drove her fist into his neck; he rolled his shoulder and her knuckles glanced his cheek before he seized her arm and gripped tight. He stumbled over a dead soldier, regained his footing and grinned.

      An electric current surged from Zakhar’s fingers through Olesya.

      She stood on the spot, fists clenched, unable to move.

      Fresh blood seeped from his bandages. ‘Is this what you want?’

      He plunged his knee into her stomach.

      Her liquid body armor took some of the impact, but it was enough to send her into the air and down, sprawling across metal. She came to rest with her head and shoulder off the edge of the catwalk, the deep chasm below. Across from her, Zakhar gripped a handrail.

      The electric current went through the catwalk—and through her again. She couldn’t breathe. Under her coat, her NetGun was holstered on her hip, but her hands were still tightly clenched from his electric current. She couldn’t grab her concealed weapon.

      Zakhar released his grip on the handrail and the electric current stopped. Olesya tried to force her hands open, but they remained balled up tight.

      His footsteps echoed on metal as he approached.

      ‘Please,’ he said. ‘I’m here to save you.’

      He was almost at her feet.

      Gradually, Olesya’s hand opened. ‘OK.’

      Zakhar paused. He cocked his head to one side, as though he was deciding whether to believe her.

      ‘I’m done fighting,’ she said…

      …then drew her NetGun and fired.

      The tensile web wrapped around Zakhar, dragging him down and pinning him on his back to the catwalk. He yelled in protest, his arms wrapped over his chest as he thrashed against the filaments. There was no point turning on the net’s electric shocks—Zakhar’s electrogenic genes insulated him from such currents, and the catwalk would only conduct them to her anyway.

      She staggered to her feet. Her vision was still a little blurred and her balance wasn’t great, but she had to make it to the control panel and stop whatever he’d done.

      Zakhar gripped the metal webbing and began pulling it, hard. Olesya just kept moving, passing around him and along the catwalk until she reached the control panel.

      The screen was filled with commands that whirled past at a frightening pace. The Spear had reached full power and now it was firing off messages to chips in people’s heads all around Europe, transmitting them at a greater capacity than they could handle. At best, they’d suffer brain damage. At worst … she didn’t want to think about that.

      How long before they melted?

      Zakhar had said within the hour. She didn’t know how accurate his estimate was, but it didn’t give her much time.

      The panel had a dedicated keyboard, so she tried some commands to cancel it. After a few attempts, she’d run out of ideas and the screen was still a-blur with Zakhar’s program.

      She hit her pressel switch. ‘Olesya to Aviary. Are you out there?’

      ‘They can’t hear you,’ Zakhar called out. ‘When the blast door is closed, this whole place becomes a Faraday cage. No transmissions in or out.’

      A series of twanging rips made her hesitate, then she slowly turned around. Zakhar had torn his way free of the net. He stood now on the catwalk behind her, his pistol drawn.
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      Damien braced himself against the rocking of the elevator car and took a moment to check the gear he’d looted.

      He had an old steel Czech pistol stuffed in his jeans and he carried a gray modular carbine—a CZ BREN 2 on a sling, with a short eleven-inch barrel and holographic sight. Two spare NATO STANAG magazines loaded with 7.62 rounds were shoved as deep into his hip pockets as he could manage.

      He removed the mag from his carbine, thumbed a round out and inspected it. ‘Hollow point,’ he said. ‘I guess the Separatists weren’t expecting their enemies to be wearing much armor.’

      ‘Hit them in the chest, you can still wind them at the very least,’ Sophia said.

      She and Aviary were standing beside him as the elevator carried them deeper into the Spear; Nasira and Jay stuck to the front, near the doors.

      Nasira shrugged. ‘Better yet, hit ’em in the visors. Even if it don’t penetrate, it spiderwebs. They can’t see shit.’

      ‘Not everyone’s a crack shot like you,’ Damien said.

      ‘Rusty?’ she asked with a slight smile. ‘I got your back.’

      ‘Not rusty, just … my hearing’s not too good.’ Their words sounded muffled and flat, like he had blocked ears, but he knew what he was hearing was just the normal range of human hearing, and he’d have to get used to it.

      ‘You aim with your ears now?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Cameras are still disabled,’ Aviary said, cutting into their conversation. She was checking her phone, but her finger taps were slower than usual. ‘Except that means we have no idea what’s out there.’

      ‘I’m not giving away our position,’ Sophia said. ‘Keep them turned off.’

      ‘OK. Moving us to Olesya’s channel.’

      Sophia hit her pressel switch. ‘Sophia to Gleb. We’re in the elevator now.’

      ‘This is Gleb. You need to reach Level 89 for the nexus.’

      ‘We’re almost there.’

      ‘Be careful.’

      The elevator was slowing. They had nearly arrived.

      Sophia took the other side of the elevator car, and with Nasira and Aviary now in the back corners, Damien kept his body clear, ready to fire at close range. He had no idea what to expect, so he canted his weapon slightly and aimed past his holographic sight.

      The doors opened, revealing a spacious lobby decked out in mottled tiles and gray aluminum foam-board. It was empty, but beyond a row of steel turnstiles there was a brightly lit corridor that ran straight ahead, in Olesya’s direction; her position was roughly two hundred meters ahead.

      Sophia looked at Damien. He had to shake his head before she remembered—in the past, she relied on him to hear hostiles long before anyone could see them. Now, his ability was gone.

      Without a word, she stepped out onto the tiled floor. Quietly. Nasira followed, aiming over her shoulder. Damien stacked behind her, with Jay and Aviary falling in line behind him.

      Sophia halted at the turnstiles and lowered her BREN carbine.

      ‘Weapons down,’ an accented female voice said. ‘We are authorized to use deadly force. This is your only warning.’

      Damien couldn’t see the speaker; learning her position from sound alone was more difficult now, but she was close.

      Sophia was the first to place her weapon on the floor. Nasira was next. Finally, the person giving the orders came into view.

      She stepped out from behind a pillar. Dressed in futuristic white armor and a helmet with an orange reflective visor, she wore a black smock underneath, painted with a white skull.

      Azov Detachment. A sergeant.

      Damien placed his weapon on the ground. As he straightened up, he counted the woman and five other Azov soldiers, all armed with white Bushmaster carbines. Once she was close enough, she halted and lowered her weapon. Then, with one hand, she retracted her visor and pulled the smock down under her chin.

      She was the same sergeant who’d escorted them through the train station, complete with receding hairline and an unwavering glare.

      ‘Defense Intelligence Agency,’ the sergeant said in a deep voice. She took a step closer. Her eyes were red, and flecks of blood had dried across one cheek. ‘Carrying Separatist weapons and trespassing on highly classified territory.’

      ‘We killed those Separatists,’ Sophia said. ‘Perhaps you should be thanking us.’

      ‘Step away from your weapons,’ the sergeant said, with a sudden twitch. ‘Raise your hands.’

      Damien followed the order, as did by Sophia and the others, allowing the Azov soldiers to collect their weapons, then carefully check each of them one by one, removing knives from Sophia and even stripping Aviary of her phone and smartwatch, dropping them in her ruck and taking that too. Their movements were precise, but broken by fidgeting and the occasional jerk. Damien wondered what kind of pharmaceuticals they were on.

      ‘Follow me,’ the sergeant said.

      She led them down the corridor with just one of her Azov soldiers, leaving the rest to pile the weapons together and follow, carrying them along with Aviary’s ruck. The best Damien could hope for now was a rescue, but the sinking feeling in his stomach suggested the sergeant had already captured Olesya.

      The walls ahead were coated in a white glass with a grid of LED lights that reflected many times over, giving the illusion of an infinite corridor. The sergeant’s armor gleamed as she took them through the corridor, which ran for quite a distance before they reached a blast door.

      Through its narrow horizontal window, Damien could see a catwalk wrapped around a slender transmitter, and on it were two people, staggering and exhausted. Damien didn’t recognize one, but the other was Olesya.

      The Azov sergeant walked over to an intercom on the wall.

      ‘Are you taking visitors?’ she asked.

      Olesya looked over toward the window in the blast door.

      We’re here to save you, Damien thought. Or we were.

      Whoever was with her only tilted his head at the voice. The blood-stained dressing wrapped around his eyes made Damien think he was blind, yet it was him—not Olesya—who walked across the spidery catwalk toward them. He didn’t stumble once.

      The bandaged man struck the intercom with one finger. ‘Unfortunately not. Would you like some aspirin for your headache?’

      The sergeant twitched again. ‘How about we play a game?’ she asked. ‘For every minute you do not open the blast door, I kill one of your witch friends.’

      The man approached the thick polycarbonate window. There was no way he could see the sergeant through those bandages, but he seemed to know exactly where she stood.

      ‘They aren’t my friends, they are hers,’ he said, gesturing toward Olesya. ‘And she is not in control, which means you’re trying to gain leverage from someone who has none.’

      ‘Zakhar, please!’ Olesya said. ‘Don’t let them die.’

      The sergeant stood as close as she could get to the window. ‘Are you forgetting that you’ll need to leave this chamber sometime, Zakhar? You can come out safely, or in a body bag. Your choice.’

      Zakhar tilted his head. ‘I have time. Do you? You can probably feel the effect of what I’m doing by now … so many signals being sent into your simple, little brains. How many do you think you can bear?’

      At Damien’s side, Aviary checked her smartwatch. She was blinking rapidly, he noticed, and her stance was unsteady as the sergeant stepped back and aimed her carbine at her.

      ‘Allow me to move things along,’ the sergeant said.

      ‘Feel free.’ Zakhar ran his tongue across a bloodied lip. ‘Less for me to mop up later.’

      Behind him, Olesya had closed the gap. She was planning something—subduing Zakhar, opening the door, disabling the Spear—Damien didn’t know.

      Blood was running from Aviary’s nose now, and she was repeatedly jamming her thumb into the palm of her hand. She was trying to disable their weapons, but with his enhanced hearing gone, Damien couldn’t tell if she’d been successful.

      Suddenly Aviary fell to one knee. Nasira reached for her, only for one of the Azov soldiers to aim his weapon at her until she backed up.

      Hands flat on the floor, Aviary composed herself and staggered back to her feet. Blood colored her chin, dripped to the floor. She ignored it, her focus only on the sergeant … then collapsed.

      Damien scrambled to catch her, his limbs tangled with hers as he lowered her to the floor. This time, she couldn’t get up.

      She was out cold.

      Ignoring the weapons swiveled in his direction, he rolled her onto her side, brought his ear to her mouth and then checked her pulse. It was strong, and she was breathing with no obstruction. He ran his hands over her body, then her limbs. Nothing came away wet—she hadn’t sustained any injuries.

      Suddenly, the blast door retracted.

      Zakhar hadn’t done it, Olesya had.

      The sergeant turned her carbine on Zakhar and stepped inside the nexus. ‘That was very kind of you.’

      Aviary’s hand tightened over Damien’s. ‘Get down,’ she whispered.

      She closed her eyes and focused.

      He didn’t know what she was doing … until he heard the distant buzzing.

      Zakhar ignored the sergeant’s barrel and pointed down the corridor. ‘Stop her, you idiot!’

      The sergeant was focused on Zakhar, but she did turn her head slightly, listening to the sound as it grew louder. A swarm of drones hummed in the distance, at the other end of the long corridor.

      Zakhar stepped to one side and pried something from the wall near the blast door—out of Damien’s view. Once it was in his hands, it looked like a packet of plastic explosives.

      ‘Don’t move!’ the sergeant yelled.

      The packet made a shrill beep in his hands. Ignoring the sergeant, he hurled it off the catwalk, into the chasm below.

      ‘Those frequencies could trigger—’

      But his words were lost as an explosion tore through the Spear.
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      The building shook, then tilted, turning the floor into a sheer slope.

      Damien slipped across the linoleum, his hand snatching Aviary by the hood of her jacket. He used the soles of his sneakers to slow his descent, giving himself time to grab some sort of handhold, but his fingers brushed down the wall, grasping nothing.

      He was sliding toward an archway, his only chance now to grip the frame of it as he passed...

      He flashed his arm out, snagged it. Held.

      An Azov soldier slipped by, failing to find anything to arrest his fall. Jay and Nasira slid after him, also unable to stop themselves. Nasira grabbed Aviary’s ruck, slamming it into a soldier and sending him sliding into the corridor wall. He bounced off it and tumbled through. Nasira, with Aviary’s ruck, went after him.

      Damien wanted to reach out for her, but he had one hand gripping Aviary’s hood, her body heavy and limp, and the other on the archway, holding on with just his fingertips.

      Nasira slid past him.

      His stomach lurched as the Spear tilted again, leaning even further, the slope closer to vertical.

      He caught sight of Sophia inside the nexus. She rolled across a catwalk, wrapping one arm around a handrail in time. On the other side of the transmitter, the Azov sergeant clung to another part of the catwalk. But Olesya and her brother were missing.

      A sound like thunder roared above them, metal scraping against metal. The entire nexus shook, almost tumbling Sophia off the catwalk and into the depths below, just as Damien lost his grip on the archway.

      He slid down the brightly lit corridor, now at a fifteen-degree decline, still holding tight to the unconscious Aviary’s body. The white glass over the LED lights was slippery to the touch, its edges impossible to grasp. As he slid at increasing speed, he looked for something to slow him down, but before he could find anything the corridor opened out, spitting him back into the gray lobby. There would be a very sudden end to his slide if he didn’t find something soon.

      Somewhere below he noticed a row of shiny silver sticks.

      The turnstiles.

      Rectangular steel installations with steel poles between them to restrict entry. The turnstiles themselves were too large to grab, whereas the poles were perfect.

      Except the impact would break half the bones in Aviary’s body.

      He pulled to one side, hard, rolled onto his stomach. The friction burned as he slid on his front now, but Aviary was clear of the turnstiles now, shooting right between them.

      Damien went with her, lashing out his free hand to grab a pole as he flew past. His fingers clamped over it, slipped on the smooth metal.

      The pole twisted and retracted back into the turnstile, and Damien sailed on down into the lobby.

      Shit.

      He was too far from the square pillars to his left—gray and sharp—to use them to arrest their fall. Ahead and below him he could see the end of the lobby. The building’s collapse had destroyed it. Its floor was missing … beyond that, a dizzying drop to an atrium below.

      ‘Damien!’

      He rolled onto his back, desperately trying to see who’d called him. It was Jay, braced against one of the pillars and pointing.

      ‘Grab it!’ Jay yelled.

      He glanced in the direction Jay was indicating: the wall had broken away ahead of him, forming a sudden protrusion.

      He focused as it came rushing past…

      …and grabbed the edge, swinging Aviary and himself into the wall. He smacked hard against it, but his grip held, Aviary dangling lazily in his other hand.

      It was only when his world stopped spinning and his vision cleared that he noticed she was conscious again, her fingers clawing around her.

      She reached up past her hood and seized his hand. ‘Don’t let me go!’

      ‘Swing her to me!’ Jay called out.

      He couldn’t do it; he’d need a heavy swing to be sure Aviary would clear the distance, and he was already losing feeling in his fingers. Desperately, he looked around for another option.

      Beyond Aviary’s wriggling body, he spotted someone crouched on a pillar farther down. For an instant he thought it might be Nasira, but the unmistakable white armor told him otherwise.

      The Azov soldier levelled his carbine at them.

      Hanging in the open, they were easy targets.

      Aviary clenched her fist, pressing down into the palm of her hand, trying to disable the soldier’s weapon with her implant.

      Or at least that’s what Damien thought she was doing.

      But it didn’t work.

      Instead, Jay picked up a chunk of rubble from his own damaged pillar and hurled it down at the soldier. It glanced off the soldier’s arm, making him wobble. He was precariously balanced in the corner of the pillar.

      Jay had another chunk ready, and this time he hit the soldier on his upper back. The blow knocked him flat on the pillar, and then he slid off it completely. Grasping for the corner, he cried out … and fell, sliding down the tiles, out the hole and into the atrium below.

      Damien’s muscles were screaming now, and Aviary’s struggling weight was working against his fingers. Damien couldn’t hold on anymore.

      She slipped from his grip.
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      Sophia kicked the soldier off her and he plummeted into the chasm below.

      The nexus was falling apart around them, its cylindrical walls groaning as it tilted at a slippery fifteen-degree angle. Sprawled on the catwalk, she’d lost sight of Damien, Nasira and Aviary, Olesya and her brother, too—all lost in the collapse.

      Now it was just her, the Azov sergeant and one of her soldiers.

      And the sergeant was aiming her carbine at her.

      Sophia had no cover or weapon. The only thing she could do was leap over the edge of the catwalk and cling to something underneath. And hope she didn’t slip and fall to her death.

      The entire nexus jolted, and the sergeant’s shots went wild.

      Sophia launched across the catwalk, kicking the weapon from the sergeant’s hands. As it spun away over the edge, Sophia struck her the across the face, but she took the blow, rolling into the catwalk post and recovering quickly.

      Sophia got to her feet, the footsteps of the other soldier behind her. He closed the distance slowly, and Sophia gave him a moment to commit, let him think he’d caught her off-guard.

      Once he was in close, she side-stepped and brought her foot back, catching his. She took his arm and directed him past her; he stumbled into the sergeant, who was drawing her pistol—

      The two Azov soldiers collided, loosening the handrail behind them and almost sending the sergeant to her death.

      Almost.

      Instead, the sergeant shrugged the soldier off her, raising her weapon. But Sophia was already closing the gap, moving past the pistol and taking the sergeant’s wrist. With her other hand, she gripped the gun barrel and turned it back on the sergeant.

      The Azov soldier reacted quickly, popping her elbow out and striking Sophia’s face. Sophia turned her head to avoid the blow but caught a glancing impact.

      She jammed her finger over the sergeant’s trigger finger, firing into the woman’s chest armor, the shot smashing the breath from her. Then Sophia turned the pistol and aimed again, this time at the soldier, who was still getting to his feet. A round went into him and he dropped.

      The sergeant pulled the pistol back into her body and struck Sophia hard with her elbow. This time, she connected and Sophia’s head spun.

      Before she knew it, she was stumbling into the handrail. It buckled against her weight, the wreckage-filled chasm looming below. For a split second she thought she glimpsed movement down there—a body crawling across metal.

      She hoped it was Olesya and not her brother.

      The sergeant scored another blow, this one under Sophia’s ribs, from behind. Sophia lost her breath and almost her footing too, seizing the rattling handrail for support. The sergeant would be backing away now, getting the distance to aim her pistol.

      She was out of time.

      The other soldier crashed into her from the side. They both hit the catwalk, the soldier on top of her, pinning her down. Her vision was blurred, but she recovered quickly and tore an arm free; her adversary was quick to react, clamping it to the catwalk with his knee.

      But that was enough to spread out his weight.

      She bucked with her hips, creating some air between them. With one arm free and his body high enough above her, she kneed him in the groin. He collapsed on top of her, eyes wide and mouth gasping like a goldfish.

      No groin guards for Azov soldiers, then.

      She slammed his head into the catwalk and thought momentarily about taking his pistol, only to remember it would be fingerprint-coded.

      The sergeant stood above her, pistol aimed. ‘Purity reinforcements are searching the Spear, level by level. Even if you won this fight—and you won’t—there is no way out for you.’

      The nexus rumbled again, shaking the catwalk.

      The sergeant fired as she lost her footing.

      The shot missed Sophia’s head and struck her chest. Her liquid body armor absorbed the blow, taking some of the breath from her, but not enough to stop her quickly getting to her feet, pulling the groaning soldier around and using him as a shield.

      ‘What’s your plan now?’ the sergeant asked. ‘Are you going to throw him at me?’

      Still in her grip, the soldier was recovering. He went for his knife, but Sophia took his wrist and turned the blade into his leg. He screamed. Then she shoved him into the sergeant. They tumbled together, out of the nexus and into the sloping corridor beyond. The sergeant clawed at the edge of the open blast door while the other soldier disappeared behind her.

      Sophia staggered over, ready to clamp her boot on the sergeant’s fingers. But she didn’t make it that far—the sergeant lost her grip and slid down the corridor too.

      Sophia turned. Across the bridge was the antenna and the Spear’s control panel, and even from a distance, she could see its screen was still lit and trickling with log entries.

      The Spear is still active.
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      Aviary slid helplessly down the tiled floor toward the yawning drop below.

      ‘Aviary!’ Nasira yelled.

      She lay across a pillar, reaching out with Aviary’s ruck, its shoulder straps hanging almost within her grasp.

      Aviary reached for them. She snatched at one and held, hoping she wouldn’t pull Nasira off the pillar. The sudden deceleration snapped her into the pillar, the force ripping the strap from her fingers.

      She fell, slid, then her back hit something hard, jarring her body and knocking the air from her lungs. Pain paralyzed her.

      She’d landed on the last intact pillar before the vertiginous fall beyond.

      Nasira peeked over her pillar, a Separatist carbine dangling from a sling. ‘Stay there,’ she said, lowering herself and dropping into a controlled slide to land beside her.

      Aviary could move again, but she was dizzy, her eyesight watery and her legs weak. Everything hurt, but nothing felt broken. Nasira patted her body with both hands, but no blood showed on her palms.

      ‘Look out!’ High above them, Jay was helping Damien to another pillar—and had stopped as an Azov soldier slid past them, clawing at the wall to slow his descent.

      He vanished through the hole at the end of the room, plummeting silently to his death.

      ‘Carbine!’ Damien called out. ‘One we can use.’

      One of their stolen Separatist weapons was sliding down the tiles. It bounced off a turnstile and clattered toward them. Damien held onto Jay, who leaned out to scoop it up. His fingers missed the weapon, but snagged its sling, and it dangled from his hand in the air.

      ‘We got two carbines now,’ Nasira said. ‘That’s something.’

      ‘You might want this.’ Nasira handed Aviary her ruck.

      Aviary gripped it by the shoulder strap. A sharp pain shot through her neck. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Did you do all this?’ Nasira asked, gesturing to the ruins of the Spear around them.

      ‘I didn’t mean to,’ Aviary said. ‘Someone shouted about something triggering frequencies … there must have been bombs set up somewhere.’ She moaned. ‘Shit, I’m so sorry. I almost killed everyone, didn’t I?’

      ‘Almost. But it’s the thought that counts.’

      ‘Well, at least my implant wasn’t fried by the EMP,’ Aviary said. ‘What about the transmitter? Did I screw that up too?’

      ‘You triggered explosives charges—courtesy of Olesya’s batshit crazy brother—and that snapped the top off the whole damn building,’ Nasira said. ‘So I’m betting you broke the transmitter in two.’

      ‘Great,’ Aviary said. ‘There goes our plan.’

      ‘On the bright side, you stopped Olesya’s brother doing whatever the hell he was doing. And you got rid of those Azov soldiers.’

      Jay called out from the top pillar. ‘Is Soph OK?’

      Aviary reached into her ruck and fished out her watch and phone. They were still in working order. She fastened her watch to her wrist and used it to check both Sophia and Olesya’s hearts. They registered as still beating.

      ‘She’s alive, Olesya too.’

      Using her phone, she checked the Destiny drones heading for Germany and when she saw their location, her stomach knotted. They’d entered Germany a while ago and were spreading out to cover more territory.

      OK, OK, think. It’s not too late.

      Gleb, Xiu and Andrey were still on a lower level. It was a long shot, but maybe they had access now.

      She reached for her pressel switch. ‘Aviary to Gleb, are you there?’

      ‘We are,’ he said. ‘What happened?’

      Good question.

      Aviary used her phone to locate a nearby Destiny-class drone. She found one drifting above Prague and used its in-built camera to get an angle on the Spear from above. It relayed a video feed to her watch, revealing not only the destruction of the Spear’s top, but its precarious position.

      The upper tip of the Spear had toppled over, coming to rest against a nearby skyscraper, its sharp point embedded enough to keep it from falling away completely to the street below.

      Nasira peered at the drone’s camera feed on Aviary’s phone. ‘That don’t look good.’

      Aviary sent a snapshot to everyone in their radio channel. ‘Aviary to Gleb, check your phone.’

      After a moment, Xiu spoke over the channel. ‘You did it? You destroyed it?’

      ‘I’m just checking.’ Aviary killed the video feed and opened the app she’d made for Olesya to eavesdrop on Purity communications. Commands flooded the phone’s screen. ‘No. The transmitter’s still sending packets.’

      ‘How is that possible?’ Gleb asked. ‘It must be broken in half.’

      Broken but still working.

      ‘Olesya’s, um, brother, has thrown a spanner in the works.’

      ‘Where is the spanner?’ Andrey chimed in.

      ‘Well, he has the Spear sending more packets than the implants can handle,’ Aviary said into her throat mike. ‘It’s going to … it’s going to kill everyone. So I need you to do something for me.’

      ‘That might be difficult,’ Gleb said. ‘I think we’ve been locked out.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Whatever commands that Olesya’s brother is running on the Spear, they are overriding everything else. I don’t think it can do anything. I’m sorry.’

      Aviary’s stomach turned. She looked up at Damien and said, ‘They’ve been locked out.’

      It’s my fault. Why didn’t I plan for this?

      ‘Can you insert the virus somewhere else?’ Damien called down from the top pillar, his voice echoing through the foyer.

      Aviary tried to think. The implant was sending sharp forks of pain up the back of her neck, breaking her concentration. ‘We might be able to do it from the nexus. It’s a long shot, but we’d need to reboot the Spear first.’

      ‘Don’t tell me you’re going back up there,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary hit her pressel switch. ‘Gleb, can you still reboot the Spear from where you are? I can walk you through it.’

      ‘The terminal is destroyed.’

      ‘You won’t need it. Can you get down to level 26?’

      ‘I … think so.’

      ‘We’re moving now,’ Xiu said. ‘What’s the plan?’

      ‘There’s a substation there,’ Aviary said. ‘It should have a dedicated panel that can restrict power usage to the antenna, triggering a reboot.’

      This wasn’t Plan B, or even Plan C. What plan were they even up to now … E? And it wasn’t going to be as simple as plugging in a USB stick or wirelessly connecting. Once Gleb had triggered the reboot, she was going to have to pull the nexus control panel apart and find her way into the system. Easier said than done when all her gear was fried, and the tip of the Spear was embedded into a nearby skyscraper.

      Someone said something.

      No … it wasn’t someone on the channel. She blinked, tried to focus. The voice was inside her head.

      ‘Požadovaná posílení. Nepřátelské umístění…’

      More now, lots of them, all in Czech. Something was wrong with her modified implant. Maybe it was the EMP Purity had detonated inside the basilica, or maybe it was something Zakhar had done with the transmissions.

      ‘Hey,’ Nasira said. ‘You OK?’

      ‘No, I don’t think I am.’ Aviary hit her pressel switch. ‘This is Aviary. I’m sending everyone a new app called Implant. It should install on your phones in a few seconds.’

      With a few taps on her smartwatch, she fired it off to everyone. Well, everyone on Olesya’s team. No one on Sophia’s team had a phone or watch now, which made things a little difficult. But they could always use her own phone.

      Aviary spoke into her mike again. ‘I made this app before we set out here, just in case something goes wrong. If I pass out, someone needs to use the app to disable my implant. You need to be within twenty feet of me and keep all working electronics clear of that radius.’

      ‘This is Gleb, copy that.’

      ‘You want us to wait until you pass out?’ Damien asked, his head poking up over Jay’s shoulder. ‘Can’t you disable it now?’

      ‘And lose our only edge in this fight?’

      ‘You’ve already been useful enough,’ Nasira said. ‘We ain’t losing you.’

      ‘It’s my call.’

      ‘Your funeral too.’

      She opened her ruck. Inside was a pistol and two spools of rope Olesya had stuffed in there. Beneath that were her laptop and spare phones. But thanks to that EMP in the Purity church, they were expensive bricks now.

      Aviary looked up at the slippery angled surface of the lobby floor and wondered if she could use small arrowhead drones as programmable stepping-stones to help them climb. But the drones were too light, they couldn’t handle her own weight, let alone the others.

      With her weapon slung on her back, Nasira worked her way up to the pillar above, treading slowly and carefully on the slippery tiled floor with well-placed steps. One wrong move or shift in balance and she’d go sliding back down.

      With the ruck zipped and back on her shoulders, Aviary followed Nasira and started a slow, old-fashioned climb, but her sneakers slipped on the tiles and she slid back down.

      ‘Your shoes have worn grip,’ Damien called out. ‘Go barefoot.’

      Aviary sighed, then pulled her sneakers off, shoving her socks inside. She jammed them in her ruck, then tried again with bare feet. She didn’t want to admit it, but he was right.

      ‘Aviary, this is Xiu,’ came a voice in her ear. ‘We have incoming. Purity soldiers are moving up the stairwell in large numbers. Can you call the elevators?’

      Nasira hauled her onto the next pillar, just one below Damien and Jay, and she checked the Spear’s elevators on her smartwatch. ‘They’re out,’ she said. ‘Sorry, but the stairs look like the only way down.’

      ‘How many Purity soldiers we talking here?’ Nasira asked.

      Aviary checked her watch again. She could see a tight cluster near Xiu and Gleb, but it was hard to tell who was where, since there was no elevation data. They could all be on the same floor, or they could be stacked across multiple levels.

      ‘Looks like one, two dozen. Maybe more.’

      ‘We got no explosives,’ Nasira said. ‘We got no materials. Our best shot is to funnel those bastards to where they can’t outmaneuver us when they get up here. Somewhere we can keep ’em suppressed … and even that’s not a great plan.’

      Xiu’s voice filled her earpiece again. ‘Xiu to Aviary, we’re moving down as fast as we can, but they might cut us off.’

      ‘Aviary,’ Damien said, ‘can you by any chance commandeer one of those large Destiny-class drones? Is there one in our airspace that you could … borrow?’

      ‘Let me check.’

      She switched her watch to drone tracking and filtered by the larger drones, high above them. That Destiny-class drone was still in the sky and in reasonable distance.

      ‘You want me to crash it into the stairwell?’ Aviary asked. ‘That’s … that’s going to be tricky.’

      ‘No,’ Damien said. ‘But if we get trapped up here, we need a way off.’

      ‘I’m not getting on a giant surfboard to fly out of here,’ Jay said. ‘Unless I … absolutely have to. Still won’t like it though.’

      'Then we need to get down there and help,’ Nasira said. ‘And Damien, you need to get Aviary back up there before this whole goddamn thing collapses.’

      Aviary chewed her lip. ‘So no Destiny-class drone then?’

      ‘Can you land one somewhere?’ Damien asked. ‘Is there room on the atrium?’

      ‘I can try,’ she said.

      ‘Xiu to Aviary, we’re on level 58 and moving up,’ she said in Aviary’s ear. ‘We made it past a bunch, but they’ll be on you in no time.’

      Aviary reached for her pressel switch. ‘Um, copy that.’ Speaking off radio, she said, ‘Some soldiers are heading our way.’

      ‘Then we need to stop them.’ Nasira handed a pistol to Damien. ‘You might need this though.’

      He shoved the pistol into the back of his jeans. ‘Any more mags?’

      ‘I wish.’

      Aviary got to work on her phone, calling down the Destiny-class drone from high in the sky and steering it carefully for the atrium below. There was enough space, especially now that the Spear’s tip was half-torn.

      ‘Aviary, ruck,’ Nasira said.

      Aviary turned her back to her, allowing her to unzip and grab what she wanted: a spool of rope. She gave it to Aviary to hang onto, then took one end.

      While Aviary steered the Destiny-class drone, Nasira ejected the magazine from her carbine and fastened the end of the rope to it, giving it some weight, then slung it under the pillar. It came around beside Aviary, almost hitting her in the knee. Nasira reached over her, grabbing it with one hand., then leaned back and removed the magazine, seating it in her carbine. Then she tied the rope with some complicated knots.

      The boomerang shape of the Destiny-class drone blotted out light from the windows beside them. Aviary ignored it and focused on her phone, using it to guide it down to the atrium below, which had even more space now that the Spear’s tip was half-torn from it.

      ‘OK,’ Aviary said. ‘Drone’s in position.’

      ‘Can you tell the group?’ Nasira tapped her ear. ‘Earpiece, but no radio.’

      ‘Oh yeah, I still have this thing.’ She reached for her pressel switch, still discreetly fastened to the collar of her jacket. ‘This is Aviary. I’ve landed a Destiny drone on the atrium for a possible extraction.’

      ‘This is Xiu, copy that.’

      Nothing from Olesya still.

      Aviary handed her phone to Nasira, but she waved it off.

      ‘You need it more than we will,’ Nasira said. ‘You got anything small and heavy in that ruck?’

      ‘Yeah, all the phones that are bricked.’

      Nasira dug in and pulled out a dead iPhone. ‘Should make a nice weight then.’

      She tied the other end of the rope to it, wrapping it around the phone at various angles until it was secure. Then, holding the spool lightly, she tossed the tethered phone down toward the hole where the sergeant had disappeared. It clattered across the tiles, then bounced through the opening. Nasira’s rope unspooled until its entire length had disappeared down into the atrium. With the carbine slung on her back, she gripped the rope and began her descent.

      A moment later, Jay slid down from pillar to pillar, landing next to Aviary. He was ready to follow Nasira once she had made her way down to the atrium.

      ‘Tell ‘em we’ll hold up in the concourse,’ he said.

      Aviary unstrapped her watch and handed it over. ‘Tell ‘em yourself.’

      Jay patted his chest. ‘No mike.’

      ‘At least you can listen.’

      ‘She’s got a point,’ Nasira said. ‘Take it.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He strapped it on his wrist.

      ‘Be careful,’ Aviary said.

      Jay grinned. ‘You know me.’
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      Olesya let go of the handrail and slid down the broken catwalk to land on the platform below. Her coat was torn where a piece of jagged metal had struck her liquid body armor. It hurt when she straightened up, but she breathed through it and checked under her coat for blood. Nothing.

      She’d fallen to a lower level inside the nexus, where the catwalks had mostly held up. It wasn’t even the bottom of the chamber; she could see a dizzying drop below, through cracks in the steel platform around her. Above, through the shattered walkways, she could see a sliver of sky where part of the Spear’s exterior had caved in.

      No sound came from her earpiece. She checked her phone. The screen was cracked, but it seemed to still be working. Not that it mattered, she was stuck down here with no radio contact.

      There was something alien about this place. Maybe it was the scattered wreckage, the serpentine rubber pipes that coiled around her or the low hum that unsettled her stomach—the Spear transmitter was still active, despite being crippled.

      Zakhar sat upright on the nearby catwalk. Like her, he’d fallen from above, and like her, what remained on this level of the walkways had caught and saved him. Blood had dried on his face below his bandaged eyes, but he seemed alert and not in shock. He tilted his head, listening as she gained her footing.

      Olesya approached her brother. As she did so, his hand tightened over a piece of metal handrail, then released it. It slipped from his hand and rolled across the steel platform, coming to rest at her foot.

      ‘Did you ever wonder,’ he asked, ‘what happened to me?’

      ‘Every day,’ she said.

      The only surviving member of her family, and Denton had taken him away. And changed him.

      ‘I bet you thought you were the guinea pigs.’ Zakhar took a deep breath. ‘But I was the experiment all along.’

      ‘Denton did that?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t good enough for him. Hal was my handler.’

      ‘What did they do to you?’

      Zakhar closed and opened his fist, seemed to inspect each finger with his sightless eyes. ‘All the things they wanted to inject into you … they tested on me first.’

      ‘I should never have come back home,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be. They used me as bait to get you, I understand that now. They would have taken me anyway.’

      ‘No, I should have found a way to rescue you, but I didn’t. It was easier to…’

      ‘To assume I was dead.’ Zakhar gently touched his bandaged eyes. ‘There was a time when I would have thought the same.’

      ‘What you did to the Spear’s transmissions, was that a Fifth Column order?’ she asked.

      Zakhar shook his head. ‘I finally figured it out. The only way I could bring us back together was to destroy everything.’

      ‘Destroy everyone with an implanted chip?’

      Zakhar pressed his palm to the surface of the platform. She tensed—with his powers, he could be planning to electrocute her—but instead, he seemed to be listening.

      ‘The transmissions are still going,’ he said. ‘You want to destroy Purity? It’s happening right now.’

      ‘I didn’t want it like this,’ she said.

      ‘There is no other way.’

      Olesya took a step closer. His leg was broken.

      Sophia was right. There was no saving him.

      He grimaced. ‘I do not think I will be walking out of here.’

      Olesya placed a hand on the back of his head.

      ‘I know,’ she said.

      His skin turned blue under her touch, then blackened with frostbite. He twitched, thrashed, saliva bubbling from his lips.

      Then he was still.

      Olesya eased his head back onto the platform, then stood up, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and walked away.
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      With his helmet strapped on and carbine aimed high, Jay felt good being on level ground again. He rushed ahead, Nasira a step behind. Her breathing was softer than his, though; he probably should’ve kept up with his interval training.

      A series of balconies were visible just ahead, revealing some kind of Purity visitor’s center, all shiny surfaces, with a weird sculpture of three faithful followers reaching up toward a polygonal planet Earth, inches from their grasp.

      At least Purity didn’t believe the Earth was flat.

      Jay circled the sculpture and approached a sign marked as Level 65: Higher Education School—a one-stop shop for all your family indoctrination needs.

      He moved on from the school, heading to the south end of the concourse. On his right was the entrance to a Purity Church, lined with pillars and a podium that was positioned before a wall of glass windows, offering a panoramic view of central Prague. On his left was a short corridor with much less of a view but a lot more activity.

      The stairwell down the corridor echoed with faint boot steps. Purity Guard would be pouring through at any moment, and they’d need to be slowed down, buying Damien and Aviary enough time up in the nexus to plant her virus. Assuming Xiu, Andrey and Gleb made it to the substation without getting overwhelmed by Purity forces.

      ‘Time to pray,’ Nasira said.

      Jay checked the monocular on his helmet, then followed her to the Purity Church.

      The church was ivory-white and had two rows of pearlescent pillars extending through it until they reached one larger one at the end. Jay wasn’t sure whether Purity had deliberately recreated centuries-old stylings to make the place look as historic as Prague’s Old Town, or whether they’d just dug up some old church and hauled it up here in pieces. Both seemed possible, given how huge and expensive this whole arcology looked.

      Either way, the pillars were as wide as a boat and made for good concealment and cover. He slipped around the back of one and took a knee. Nasira posted up a few feet away, doing the same.

      ‘I can’t … feel what’s around us anymore,’ Nasira said. ‘It’s weird.’

      ‘Hey, we got this. Pseudogenes or no pseudogenes.’

      The words were more to reassure himself, but they seemed to work on her as well. She leaned in and kissed him on his lips.

      ‘In case we’re too wounded later,’ she said. ‘You know.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jay said, trying not to think of the worst-case scenarios.

      The corridor ahead offered Purity no cover. With enough suppression, he and Nasira could pin them back in the stairwell; lucky it was the only one.

      ‘Which stairwell you think they’ll come down?’ Nasira said. ‘Left or right?’

      We’re so screwed.

      He peered around his side of the pillar. He had eyes on the south end of the concourse, but he couldn’t see much around the corner right next to him. That meant if Purity pushed aggressively around it, he’d only have a few seconds to react.

      Nasira handed over two spare magazines. Both were full, but this was their entire supply.

      ‘I’m sorry for ditching you,’ Jay said. ‘Back in Guatemala.’

      She shrugged. ‘It’s fine. Whatever.’

      Yeah. Right.

      Jay swapped to lean on his other knee. ‘I just … I never said it.’

      ‘It’s all good,’ she said, her voice softer than usual. ‘I’m sorry Hélio wasn’t your real brother.’

      It was Jay’s turn to shrug. ‘Yeah. But at least it keeps things simple.’

      ‘You like it simple, huh?’ Nasira asked. ‘That wasn’t sarcasm, by the way.’

      ‘I’m not leaving again,’ he said.

      She met his gaze. ‘I know.’

      He looked back down the corridor. Those Purity soldiers should have been there by now.

      ‘Did Aviary kill the cameras?’ he asked.

      She nodded, then checked her side of the pillar. ‘It’s clear.’

      Jay heard boots. He aimed his carbine at the corner. A Purity Preserver holding a vortex ring staff walked into view.

      Jay fired. The Preserver fired.

      Jay’s shot took the man down, but the vortex ring coming back at him caught him in the chest.

      He went flying back through the church, tucked his chin in as he hit a pillar, the air knocked out of him. He fell to the ground, gasping for breath, his weapon within reach.

      He wasn’t dead, but neither was the Preserver.

      Nasira opened fire—two short bursts—and circled her pillar to shoot again. As Jay caught his breath, he watched her withdraw to him on the left side of the church, her weapon aimed.

      More Preservers were creeping around the pillars ahead, coming from both sides … and footsteps in the distance told him more Purity soldiers were rushing from the stairs.

      There were pillars behind Jay, but right now he was completely exposed. He grabbed his carbine and raised it; making sure to aim for the head, he took a shot and a Preserver on the left dropped.

      Nasira fired at another on the right. Vortex rings whipped through the air, shattering stone and winging her; she spun across the floor, sliding into another pillar and exposing herself to more Preservers.

      Even without hitting them directly, the vortex staffs could send Jay and Nasira flying … and every time that happened, the Preservers could take ground from them. Then the Purity soldiers could get eyes on them with their own weapons.

      And then they were dead.

      Keeping himself a few feet from his pillar, Jay crossed his aim with Nasira’s. That way, they covered each other, and it would be impossible for Purity to slip behind them without being seen. A metal cylinder rolled across the tiled floor, coming to rest just short of Jay’s pillar. He took cover, waited for the detonation.

      Instead, hissing.

      Smoke.

      He flipped his monocular down and took aim around his pillar, but the thick cloud was filled with flecks of hot orange, obscuring his thermal vision. He flipped it up again.

      Over the sound of the hissing smoke, the Preservers’ boots trod lightly across the church floor. He couldn’t see them, but they were coming for him.
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      Damien climbed up into the white corridor.

      A boot connected with his chest, and he lost his grip.

      He fell past Aviary and down the polished marble floor. His back hit a turnstile and he slipped through it, grasping for its edge.

      An Azov soldier was leaning over the ledge above them. But not just any soldier, the sergeant.

      Aviary—still scaling the wall—was an easy target, except the sergeant didn’t draw a weapon. Did she have one? Had she lost it in the explosion like everyone else?

      Damien pulled himself onto one side of the turnstile.

      ‘You won’t win,’ the Azov sergeant said, her voice low and measured. ‘A legion of Purity Guard are coming for you now.’

      Damien drew the Glock Nasira had given him. Seeing the look of surprise on the Azov sergeant’s face, he squeezed the trigger.

      It held firm under his finger, and the sergeant ducked out of view.

      Tilting the pistol, Damien spotted two rounds jammed at different points inside the chamber.

      Shit.

      Thinking quickly, he jumped over to another turnstile, making himself a harder target in case the sergeant did, in fact, have something to return fire with.

      Balancing precariously, he ripped the magazine from the pistol, freeing the jammed round with it. To his relief, the slide snapped forward and he slammed the magazine back in. He ran the slide again, bouncing an unused round off the turnstile next to him and letting it fall.

      The sergeant was still hidden from view as Damien reestablished his aim. Her footsteps were fading into the distance, scratchy on the glass walls.

      Crouched between Damien and the corridor opening, Aviary wasn’t in the best place to hide, so he gestured for her to come down. She let her rubber-soled sneakers slip on the slanted floor, controlling her descent and landing roughly, almost on top of him. He braced to keep them both from falling off the turnstile, then, keeping his pistol trained on the corridor above, climbed over her and pinned himself in the gap where the turnstile met the marble floor. With his palm out, he indicated for her to stay there for now, and crept carefully up the slanted floor.

      Reaching the corridor once more, he paused, opened his mouth to listen. Either the sergeant was off in the distance or extremely good at being quiet. He wished he still had his enhanced hearing.

      Could she be close?

      Climbing up, quickly and loudly, he aimed his pistol down the white corridor. It was skewed at enough of an angle for him to lean in the corner and stand upright.

      The passageway was empty.

      He moved up the slanted corridor, pistol ready. The printed glass wall panels, each laced with LED lighting, gave the impression that the corridor was infinite, making his head spin. He took each step carefully, sometimes pausing to listen for the sergeant. The corridor finally ended, peeling out into a wide hall. He climbed out—

      —and the sergeant attacked. Launching from the corner of the hall, skull mask down over her face, she wielded a sword-length piece of handrail with both hands.

      Damien brought his pistol back, firing from his chest. The rounds hit the sergeant’s armor, didn’t slow her down.

      The sergeant swung for his head, but he brought his arm up, deflecting the handrail down his arm and across his shoulder. It grazed skin and bone, sent pain shooting through his arm, but the action protected his head.

      The sergeant’s leg struck his, knocking him off his feet, back into the canted corridor to land chest-first on the glass wall.

      ‘Blessed are our blades in the night,’ the sergeant said.

      But before she could swing again, Damien slipped down the corridor—fast.
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      Damien’s slide down the narrow, brightly lit corridor stopped early, the rubber heels of his sneakers squeaking him to a halt.

      He regained his senses, just in time to spot the Azov sergeant sliding down after him. She smashed Damien with the handrail pipe, which would have rearranged his mouth if Damien hadn’t rolled clear. The handrail struck the glass wall—or was it the floor? He didn’t know which way was up anymore—which fractured into a thousand pieces, but held firm inside its protective film. The LED lights inside also remained intact, shining pure white on the Azov sergeant. Her wide eyes—one red with a burst blood vessel—fixed on Damien.

      She attacked again.

      Damien ducked under the pipe. It struck the wall and he weaved under her arm; the sergeant slashed down as he crouched, hoping to crack the back of his skull.

      He was ready.

      She swung the pipe again. But the move was just to force him to dodge; the real attack came after. He moved just in time, his head narrowly avoiding the pipe, which cracked the marble floor.

      The sergeant’s hand was bleeding, she was losing her grip on her weapon, but her next swipe still whipped back low, catching the side of Damien’s knee. He tumbled down the white corridor, the sergeant diving after him, feet-first.

      As Damien scrambled to gain footing on the glass walls, he received a heavy kick across his back. The sergeant braced herself between the floor and wall, then swung the pipe again.

      Damien did the only thing he could do.

      He rolled toward her, closing the gap.

      The pipe came down, splintering the glass under them.

      The panel held for a moment, then collapsed into a buckled sheet of laminated fragments. Some came loose, cutting Damien’s skin as he struck the sergeant’s kneepad with his palm. It did little damage, but it locked her leg and broke her balance.

      Together, they tumbled … through the broken glass and down the corridor, rolling over each other.

      The sergeant’s head struck a wall, her helmet absorbing the blow. Damien rolled over her, using both hands to protect his head. His back slammed into the wall, shooting pain from his spine to his fingertips. The corridor—searingly white—spiraled around him.

      He slowed to a halt somewhere in the corridor, his body burning with pain. The sergeant was lying somewhere below, her breathing strained, hands smeared in blood. The handrail pipe rattled away farther down the corridor.

      Damien staggered to his feet. One wrong step and he’d fall, sliding right past the sergeant. If Aviary was going to get up here alive, this woman needed to be dead.

      The sergeant got onto one knee and ripped her skull mask down over her chin. Her lips were split into an almost delirious grin, teeth pink with blood. She was almost within striking range.

      ‘We lead the lost … into purity,’ she said, breathing heavily.

      Damien’s body was laced with cuts and aching from blunt trauma, his head numb with concussion. He staggered…

      …and collapsed against a wall of printed glass. His vision doubled, then became one again. Even if he still had his pistol, he doubted he could even shoot straight.

      The sergeant reached down to her boot and freed a small blade. ‘And the pure into sanctuary.’

      The gunshot reverberated through the white corridor.

      Aviary was visible below, sitting on a turnstile with her pistol aimed. The shot had gone wide, almost hitting Damien, but it was enough to attract the sergeant’s attention.

      Damien kicked her ankle out and she collapsed on her side. But before she could recover, he launched forward and grabbed the fallen blade. He jammed it under her chin, then ran it across to her neck.

      The sergeant toppled, Damien with her, pinning himself against the glass wall to slow his fall. The sergeant came to rest above him, the knife back in her grasp. But it didn’t matter, blood coated her neck as she drew her last breath. Damien pushed her off.

      She fell through and disappeared.

      ‘You got her,’ Aviary said, perched on the turnstile.

      Damien pulled himself up onto the pillar and caught his breath. ‘You almost shot me.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I don’t feel … right.’
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      Purity soldiers poured into the lobby.

      Xiu unleashed what sounded like an entire magazine on them, the sound almost deafening as it echoed through the corridors.

      ‘They’re on you,’ Andrey whispered into his throat mike.

      Gleb was huddled next to him behind a half-wall. The pressure of Andrey’s hand on his shoulder kept him quiet and in place while the soldiers rushed past.

      Xiu’s voice came through his earpiece, mixed with the sound of boots as she raced up the stairwell.

      ‘Xiu to Jay. If you can hear me, I’m bringing the party to you.’

      Without microphones, they couldn’t reply, but hopefully they were ready.

      The last of the soldiers moved past, but Andrey kept his hand on Gleb’s shoulder. They weren’t moving yet.

      Aviary spoke next, her words slow and weak. ‘Aviary to Gleb. I’ve marked the … door and the substation, check your … check your map.’

      Then Damien spoke into her microphone. ‘Gleb, she sent you an image of the switchboard and what to press, but we don’t know where it is. You’ll need to look for it.’

      Andrey double-clicked his pressel switch in confirmation. Then, once the last soldier had disappeared, he released Gleb’s shoulder.

      Gleb ran. Past the lobby, down the east side of the Spear. Behind him, Andrey and the echo of even more boots. Another swarm of soldiers.

      Andrey stopped at a corner, pistol in one hand and phone in the other. ‘Corridor ahead: go,’ he said. ‘I’ll keep watch.’

      Gleb wasn’t the trained soldier here, so he didn’t argue. He sprinted down the corridor, heart racing, so fast he missed the door he needed. He backed up and tried the handle.

      It was locked, so he reached deep into his hip pocket for the small tension wrench and the lockpick gun, a metal device with a needle pick on the end that resembled something a serial-killer surgeon might jam into their victim’s neck.

      Gleb would’ve preferred a traditional pick set that he knew how to use, but with his hands quivering from adrenaline, he understood now why Olesya had insisted he carry this device instead.

      He slipped the wrench into the lock. Holding it with a light amount of tension, he jammed the gun’s needle pick inside and pulled the trigger hard. It made a snapping sound, the pick striking all the pins at once and driving them up into the sheer line. He pulled the trigger repeatedly, fast.

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Boots echoed in the distance. Behind Andrey? In front of him?

      Gleb kept working the trigger.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      ‘Gleb, are you there?’ Damien said in his ear.

      He kept his focus on the door. The tension wrench turned with the lock. Unlocked.

      He withdrew the needle pick and turned the handle. The door opened and he pushed into a narrow corridor lined with pipes and distant fluorescent tubes. The floor was a shiny aquamarine linoleum with not a mark on it.

      Only when he’d closed the door did he answer Damien. ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Have they seen you?’

      ‘Not yet. I’m in the substation, Andrey is keeping watch.’

      ‘OK, that’s good. That’s good news.’

      Is he convincing me or himself?

      ‘Aviary’s … she’s not in great shape,’ Damien went on. ‘I’m using her microphone, but we need to reboot the Spear right now.’

      No pressure. Just the entire operation and maybe Aviary’s life relying on him to get this done.

      ‘OK,’ Gleb said. ‘I can do it.’

      ‘I know you can.’

      Convincing himself.

      One of the fluorescent tubes flickered, making Gleb jump. He checked his phone’s map. Aviary had marked the point where he needed to go: two corridors ahead, bearing slightly west.

      He ran, the corridor filled with the sound of his shoes on the linoleum floor. The way it bounced off the ceiling and pipes, it sounded like someone was following him.

      He reached the second corridor; at the end he could see one final door. This one would be locked too, but he could pick it. And behind it should be the substation.

      He slowed, taking a moment to listen. There was a small window of glass and wire mesh. Through it, he saw large square units, dark and slightly reflective, humming low.

      Unoccupied. Good.

      Gleb pulled out his lockpick gun and tension wrench again, the wrench so deep in his pocket he had to dig with his entire hand to retrieve it.

      ‘Gleb? How are things, my good friend?’ Andrey’s voice was higher and faster than usual.

      He tried the gun, but he couldn’t get the needle pick in straight—the door’s wide, L-shaped handle was large enough that it got in the way.

      Cursing, Gleb reached into his pocket, relieved to find the small leather pocket he’d been hesitant to carry. Inside was a curved needle pick, which he swapped for the straight pick in the gun. It slipped in under the handle and into the lock. He started to work the trigger again.

      ‘I am … getting there,’ Gleb said.

      ‘Can you get there a little faster?’ Andrey whispered in his earpiece. ‘The Spear is messing with these soldiers’ heads, they’re slowing down. I can’t stay here.’

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.

      The sound of the lockpick gun echoed through the corridor.

      The tension wrench moved. The lock turned.

      Gleb opened the door and stuffed the gun and wrench back in his pocket.

      ‘OK, I am inside,’ he said into his mike.

      ‘Very good,’ Andrey said. ‘I hope you know what you’re looking for.’

      Checking his phone, Gleb pinched the image Aviary had sent him. She’d circled the unit—upper level, left corner. He stepped between a wall of pipes that curved into the ceiling, and a control unit with a glass fascia. That wasn’t what he was looking for, so he proceeded across the floor’s metal grate, past a row of fans that pushed cool air through a whole bank of fridge-shaped units.

      He padded across the grating floor, climbed two steps to a raised surface. From there he followed a row of six transformers; they were dark gray and self-contained, shaped like post boxes that had toppled over and since grown menacing fin-like protrusions. They hummed loudly as he passed.

      Gleb reached the corner with the switchboard.

      It was large enough to fill half the wall, peppered with small black control panels, yellow warning symbols and more colored lights than a Christmas tree. Some were labelled in Czech and English—fan, loading room, overload, temperature control—while others were abbreviated rather unhelpfully to one letter.

      The panel he wanted was locked, so he got busy again with his tension wrench and lockpick gun, keeping the curved pick attached.

      ‘Andrey to Gleb, I’m retreating to you,’ Andrey said. ‘We don’t have much time.’

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Unlocked.

      Inside, he found the circuit breaker for the Spear.

      Reaching for the pressel switch on his collar, he said, ‘This is Gleb. I’m in and I am ready to reset the Spear.’

      ‘Wait up, wait up,’ Jay said. ‘If you hit that … these Purity flunkies’ll get their head straight and start fighting again, right?’

      ‘They should…’ Gleb said.

      Damien cut in. ‘What’s your situation?’

      ‘Xiu is bringing an army to us and then we have to hold them off,’ Jay said. ‘And I only have half a mag.’

      Silence.

      There was a sharp hiss—not over the radio, from inside the substation.

      Foam shot over Gleb’s shoulder, expanding and hardening quickly to coat the control panel.

      Gleb launched backward to find Andrey now aimed his sticky foam gun at Gleb’s legs.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      Andrey unclipped his microphone. ‘Stopping you from making a big mistake.’

      ‘But we need to do this,’ Gleb said. ‘It is the plan, correct?’

      Andrey shook his head. ‘I’ve been doing some thinking, and you know what? Right now, the Spear is frying all those little microchips inside the head of every Purity soldier and every die-hard Purity follower—all over Europe. Courtesy of Olesya’s nutjob brother.’ He laughed. ‘He might be crazy, but he’s winning this for us.’

      ‘That’s hundreds of millions of lives…’

      ‘Oh no, all those poor Nazis.’ Andrey aimed his foam gun. ‘If only they knew right from wrong.’

      Gleb swallowed. ‘You don’t.’

      ‘But I know what will save us.’

      ‘They’re programmed,’ Gleb said through clenched teeth.

      ‘Everyone’s programmed.’

      ‘But Aviary’s virus can undo it!’ Gleb yelled. ‘That’s the whole point.’

      ‘Do you really think that’s going to work?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘I admire that,’ Andrey said. ‘But knowing how bad you are at gambling, I’m not letting you risk it.’

      Gleb reached for his pressel switch, only for Andrey to adjust his aim to Gleb’s head.

      ‘One shot and this foam will harden over your face and suffocate you. It won’t take long.’

      Gleb froze. If he died here and now, the others might never know what happened. And it would be easy for Andrey to kill him and cover it up as a Purity attack.

      He’s done it before…

      ‘You killed Marina,’ Gleb said as the realization dawned on him.

      ‘She drew on me first. And she wouldn’t back off.’

      ‘So you killed her?’

      ‘Don’t make her mistake,’ Andrey said. ‘All you have to do is take your hand away from your radio and then … do nothing. It’s very simple.’

      Gleb’s hands were shaking. He wanted to curl them into fists and lunge for Andrey, but he was no match for a trained hunter.

      On the control panel next to him, the sticky foam had hardened. He would need to crack it apart to get to the circuit breaker.

      There wasn’t much time.

      In his ear, Damien was yelling something.

      Gleb did the only thing he could. He hit his pressel switch.

      The sticky foam took him in the chest, trapping the switch and pinning his hand. Another stream of foam secured his shoes to the metal floor.

      ‘Disappointing,’ Andrey said. ‘But stay right there. I need you to do me a favor.’
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      Sophia ran across the remaining length of catwalk. Damien appeared ahead of her; he’d climbed the sloping corridor beyond the catwalk while carrying Aviary over one shoulder, and his face was red and wet with perspiration. He collapsed on the brink of the catwalk just as Sophia reached him.

      She grabbed the unconscious Aviary by her belt and Damien by his collar, but their combined weight pulled her off her feet, and she fell flat to the walkway, dragged slowly back toward the corridor—

      Then her slide stopped.

      Olesya had appeared on the catwalk behind her, both hands gripping her ankle.

      ‘Damien, climb over them!’ Olesya yelled.

      Grunting, he reached up Sophia’s arm and pulled himself higher, his feet slipping as they tried to find purchase. Sophia held onto Aviary with both hands, the dead weight weakening her grip, but then Damien was clear and Olesya was pulling them both up. At last, everyone was back on the nexus catwalk, which groaned disconcertingly under their weight.

      Sophia focused on Olesya. ‘Where the hell did you come from?’

      Olesya took a second to catch her breath, then said, ‘I climbed back up the antenna. Thanks for your concern.’

      Lying beside them, Aviary began convulsing.

      ‘Hold on, hold on,’ Damien said. He rolled her onto her side, took the phone from her pocket and pulled up the Implant app.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Olesya asked.

      Damien paused, then pocketed the phone. ‘You have a phone, right? Give me your watch.’

      ‘What for?’ Olesya unfastened her smartwatch and handed it over.

      ‘I’m disabling her implant. But it’s like an EMP I think, it’ll kill anything electronic.’

      Aviary suddenly stopped convulsing, sagging onto the catwalk.

      Sophia didn’t bother moving, but Olesya retreated across the catwalk with her phone.

      Damien took Aviary’s ruck slid it over to Sophia. ‘Just in case’

      Sophia walked over to collect it, then retreated across the catwalk to Olesya.

      ‘OK, I’m hitting it now,’ Damien said. ‘Are you out of range?’

      ‘What did she say, twenty meters?’ Olesya asked. ‘Sorry, I was fighting my brother to the death when she told us.’

      Damien nodded. ‘I think twenty, yeah.’

      ‘Except she’s American, she would’ve said twenty feet,’ Sophia said. ‘We’re fine either way.’

      ‘When you’re ready,’ Olesya said.

      Damien launched the app.

      Nothing happened.

      ‘Did it work?’ Sophia asked.

      Damien shook his head. ‘The watch has gone dark … I guess so.’

      ‘Keep an eye on her, it won’t be instant,’ Sophia said.

      Olesya paced the catwalk behind her, footsteps loud in the vast nexus chamber. ‘Olesya to Andrey, are you there?’

      No response.

      ‘What happened to your brother?’ Sophia asked her.

      ‘He’s dead.’ Olesya cleared her throat, then spoke into her mike again. ‘Olesya to Gleb, do you read?’

      Again, no response.

      Olesya frowned, inspecting her phone. ‘Looks like everyone has a heartbeat,’ she said.

      Sophia reached over and touched the cracked screen, bringing up Andrey’s heartbeat. ‘Does that look weird to you?’

      By itself, Andrey’s pulse didn’t look unusual. He was particularly calm. But when Sophia tapped again to return to everyone’s heartbeat, she noticed it was slower than the other operatives; Gleb’s was the highest. When she checked his recent history, it was even higher than when the Purity soldiers had almost cornered him. And right now, Gleb had no one looking for him. He was in the clear.

      ‘Gleb’s heart rate,’ Sophia said. ‘This is his fastest yet.’

      ‘And he’s not exactly defusing a bomb,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia wet her lips. ‘Listen, I saw something back at Prague Castle. When you rescued me … I’m not sure, I was pretty out of it, but there was something about Andrey—’

      ‘I know,’ Olesya said. ‘I saw it on your face.’

      ‘Saw what exactly?’ Damien asked, standing upright.

      ‘The same thing I see with Denton,’ Sophia said, focusing on Olesya. ‘He’s a psychopath.’

      Olesya frowned. ‘I’m thinking, can you steer a drone remotely?’

      ‘I don’t have a chip next to my brain,’ Sophia said.

      ‘But we have a Destiny-class drone on the atrium and Damien has a working phone,’ Olesya said. ‘That’s how Aviary controls them. Damien, you’ve seen how she does it, haven’t you?’

      Damien nodded uncertainly. ‘I guess.’

      Sophia took a deep breath. ‘So what’s your plan?’

      Olesya walked to the corridor and stood at its edge. ‘This stays off comms, but I need to finish what Gleb started.’

      ‘But we’ll need to fight through all those Purity soldiers,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Or I can climb on that drone and you can fly me down.’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘It sounds…’

      ‘Crazy?’

      ‘No, it sounds like something I’d say,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Then we’re in agreement,’ Olesya said. ‘Can you use Damien’s phone to keep trying to reach Gleb? We don’t want Andrey knowing we don’t trust him anymore.’

      ‘Can do, Damien said.

      And with that, Olesya pushed off the catwalk, disappearing down the corridor.
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      Gleb could hear everything over their radio channel. He knew Olesya, Damien and Sophia were up the top of the broken Spear with Aviary, who hadn’t spoken for a while. Gleb guessed she was unconscious.

      No one had said anything about coming here.

      His hand was hardened to his shirt, held in place by the sticky foam. Beneath the shell, however, where Andrey couldn’t see, there was just enough space for Gleb’s fingers to apply pressure to his pressel switch. He held the switch down and let it transmit.

      ‘So we’re just going to stand here?’ Gleb asked.

      Andrey was leaning against a control unit, foam gun still in his hand. He checked his watch. ‘Shouldn’t be too much longer.’

      He looked at the frustrated rage in Gleb’s eyes, and smiled. ‘You’re angrier than I thought you would be. Was Marina one of your favorites? Did you think about her at night?’

      ‘Are you going to kill me as well?’ Gleb didn’t know if Andrey’s words were loud enough to reach his throat mike, but with the pressel down anyone on channel would hear his end of the conversation.

      But if anyone had heard, they said nothing. Maybe he wasn’t transmitting. The thought that he really was on his own down here chilled him to the bone.

      Slowly, so Andrey wouldn’t notice, he tested the movement in both ankles. The foam holding one of his feet in place loosened a little. With some effort, he might also be able to slide his other foot clear of his shoe, leaving it pinned while he got free.

      With his hand secured only to his own body, not to any of the surrounding wall, if he could release both feet, he’d be able to move around the room. And if he were fast enough, he might be able to cut the breaker before Andrey could shoot him with more foam.

      ‘I don’t need to kill you, Gleb,’ Andrey said. ‘We’re saving the world. A team. You and me.’

      ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘You could say I see things clearly now. Bright as day.’

      ‘Dark as night,’ Gleb murmured. ‘That’s what I need.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Damien said in his ear.

      They could hear him.

      The substation went dark.

      Gleb launched forward, one foot breaking loose as he pulled his other from its pinned shoe. But his sock slipped on the steps and he stumbled, putting his free hand out to break his fall. He rolled, crashing into Andrey’s legs, the big man’s upper body landing on him, knocking the breath from both of them.

      The foam gun clattered across the floor, lost in the dark. Gleb’s vision was gradually adjusting; the dim glow of red lights cast Andrey as an ominous silhouette.

      He threw Gleb back, cracking his head against the linoleum, then held his free arm to the ground as he sat astride him, his breath stale in Gleb’s face.

      ‘To live with wolves, you must howl like one,’ Andrey said, and pressed his hand down on Gleb’s windpipe. ‘But you can’t howl.’

      Andrey put his full weight on Gleb’s chest, pushing the hardened foam into him as his hand tightened around Gleb’s neck. In the red light from the switchboard, Gleb saw the foam gun lying a few feet out of grasp. Any moment now and he’d pass out. And that would be it.

      He kneed Andrey in the spine, briefly toppling him. Andrey’s weight shifted on top of him, and as Gleb gasped for breath, he felt the foam around his hand crack. Then Andrey was coming in harder, wrapping both hands around his neck.

      Gleb’s vision faded, light popping over darkness. He dragged his other hand out from the crumbled foam, out from between their bodies, and groped for the only weapon he could find.

      He rammed the curved needle of the lockpick gun into Andrey’s neck.

      Andrey gasped, his grip relaxing, the weight of his body shifting as Gleb pulled the trigger.

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Andrey gurgled, gripped Gleb’s wrist, pulling the lockpick gun out and flinging it across the substation before collapsing onto one side. Gleb reached across the floor for the foam gun, his fingers closing on it.

      Andrey caught him by the back of his collar. ‘No, you don’t.’

      He pulled Gleb back, striking him across the head.

      The blow felt hollow, rattling through him. Andrey spoke again, the words like he was talking underwater.

      ‘You can’t win. You don’t have the training. You’re not a hunter.’

      Gleb gripped the gun and fired.

      Foam spat from the barrel, filling Andrey’s mouth, covering his nose. His eyes went wide as his airways closed off, choking him. He clawed at the sticky mess, but it was already hardening, coating the inside of his throat, expanding into his nostrils. Then his struggles grew weak, his eyes bulging … and he keeled over on the steps.

      Gleb got to his feet, took three long strides to the controls, bracing himself against them. Half the panel was caked with foam, so he struck it with the grip of the foam gun, breaking off chunks until it was clear.

      The circuit breaker was free.

      He hit his pressel switch. ‘I’m ready.’

      Olesya replied. ‘Do it. Now.’

      He pulled the breaker.
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      Jay hunkered down at the back of the church.

      It was a defensible position where they couldn’t be flanked—but that also meant they were trapped and couldn’t withdraw. Jay didn’t like it much, but if they had to withdraw then they were all trapped anyway.

      The mission objectives hadn’t changed: buy some time. Hold off the reinforcements until Aviary could get the virus going. But until then, with the Spear still working, the soldiers could think straight and attack properly.

      Somewhere in the distance, Jay heard a small chime sound.

      ‘Phone?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘Not ours, that’s for sure,’ Jay said.

      He had his back to the wall in one corner, with Nasira in the other. The final row of pillars ended near them, offering the only cover they had left. He watched both sides for the enemy.

      ‘Xiu to Jay, we’re on level 63 now,’ she said, breathing heavily.

      Two levels to go.

      Jay reached for his pressel switch to respond, then remembered he didn’t have one.

      Nasira swallowed, aiming her carbine between their pillars. One side of the church was glass, and beyond it were two nearby obsidian-black skyscrapers and a dull sky swirling with dark clouds.

      Jay checked his last magazine. Half-empty.

      ‘Jay!’ Xiu’s voice filled his ear. ‘You have incoming! I’m heading for the atrium!’ she said between breaths. ‘I can’t make it through to you, there are soldiers on your level already.’

      Jay exchanged a glance with Nasira.

      ‘Elevators,’ Nasira said.

      Shit.

      Nasira opened fire.

      A Preserver collapsed on the marble floor, her staff rolling toward him but not close enough for him to grab it.

      More footsteps. He didn’t know if they were just the soldiers from the elevator or the entire bunch of reinforcements that had been following Xiu. Either way, they would’ve heard the gunfire on this level, and that wasn’t good.

      Nasira aimed her weapon, breathing calmly.

      A grenade bounced off the wall behind Jay. Cylindrical, all black.

      Holding onto his weapon, Jay covered one ear and shut his eyes.

      The grenade detonated.

      His vision was gone. He couldn’t hear a thing.

      When he opened his eyes, a Preserver was firing on him with his staff. Jay took the blast and slammed into the wall, fully exposed to the enemy. He hit the ground, recovered, and aimed his weapon.

      They came from around his pillar on both sides. Jay moved quickly, firing on one Preserver, then another, and another—

      Rounds tore through him.

      He fell, his carbine sliding across marble, its rail shredded by gunfire. He breathed hard, the energy from the rounds that had struck his chest spreading over his body like hits from a wrecking ball. He tried to crawl for his weapon, but his right arm wasn’t moving. Blood dried in the crease of his elbow.

      More Purity soldiers poured around his pillar, aiming at him. Instinctively, he reached over with his left hand for the pistol in his waistband, but there was none. Earlier, Azov had stripped him of everything, even his knives.

      At the edge of his vision, Nasira was exchanging fire with more enemies. Rounds tore through the church, the white pillars spattered red. Not his blood. Not Nasira’s.

      The menacing forest-green shape of a helicopter—probably one of the rare few in the city not painted Purity-white—hovered outside the window, its twin autocannons spitting furiously.

      What the hell—

      Jay rolled back to his pillar and lay flat as the autocannons raked across the church, turning the chamber into an ear-splitting storm of pillar fragments and marble dust.

      When the noise stopped, the helicopter hung there for a moment, then lifted from sight. Staying hidden behind his mostly unscathed pillar. He didn’t know who was left alive out there, besides Nasira, who was propped against her cover, breathing heavily.

      ‘Who was that?’ Nasira called out.

      ‘No idea!’ he yelled back.

      Boots scraped against debris from somewhere in the center of the chamber. Two—no, three—surviving Purity soldiers. With the helicopter gone, they shuffled forward, advancing carefully, pillar by pillar.

      Jay reached out, wrapping his uninjured hand around a dead Preserver’s staff. It lay with the trigger at the far end, the barrel facing him.

      He pulled the staff toward him—

      Gunfire ripped across the floor, and he barely withdrew his hand in time.

      More footsteps. Closer.

      Opposite him, Nasira checked her final magazine. It looked empty or mostly empty, he couldn’t tell. There was blood on her neck and face. It looked like hers.

      A soldier rounded the far end of his pillar, weapon aimed. Jay rolled away, over his broken arm—pain shooting through him—only to see the soldier collapse, gasping. Nasira had taken him down.

      A second soldier approached from the middle of the space, opening fire. Jay rolled back over the dead man. Jay needed a weapon. He tumbled over the Preserver staff, hooked the end with his foot and lifted it up, firing right into the soldier’s chest. The vortex ring—a ripple of gas—punched the soldier out of the church, and through the broken windows. He fell out of the Spear, screaming.

      The third soldier stepped into view, taking aim, but now Jay was out in the open, his staff trained in the wrong direction.

      Nasira, now slouched against the pillar, opened fire. The working parts on her carbine locked forward as her last round crumpled the soldier.

      ‘Got him,’ she said, voice barely a whisper.

      Her empty weapon clattered on the marble.

      Jay scrambled across open ground toward her, his watch vibrating with an alert he ignored. Half of Nasira’s face was slick with red. Rounds had cut across her neck and ear; she’d lost a lot of blood.

      He hit his pressel switch. ‘Nasira’s hurt bad.’

      He reached into her jacket pocket, removed her packet of gauze and ripped it open with his teeth. She stared past him blankly while he packed the entry wound in her neck.

      ‘Jay!’ Gleb called out.

      He was in the church, standing at the other end of the massacre, approaching slowly with a pistol in his shaking hands.

      ‘I’m here,’ Jay called back as he reached around to Nasira’s exit wound, stopping when he noticed blood on the pillar, behind her head. His watch was still vibrating on his injured arm. He tapped it with a blood-stained finger, revealing the alert.

      Nasira’s heart rate: 0BPM.

      Jay tried to figure out what to do next, but there wasn’t anything.

      ‘Is she … do we carry her?’ Gleb asked.

      Tears blurred Jay’s vision. More Purity forces would push through here soon, they couldn’t stay. He didn’t have time to process any of it. All he could do was kiss her head, get to his feet, and leave.
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      Sophia clung to a handrail on the flimsy walkway that connected the Spear antenna to the nexus entrance. Or used to connect it—now it was twisted and broken in two. One side was precariously attached to a much sturdier catwalk that wrapped around the antenna and held her weight; the other was bolted to the way in. Above her, the outside wall of the Spear had split, creating a fissure through which she could see the gray sky above Prague.

      To her side, the antenna’s control panel looked intact, although she wouldn’t know for sure until Aviary tried to use it—a possibility that was becoming more remote by the second.

      At the nexus entrance, Aviary lay motionless against the wall. Damien knelt beside her, one ear over her mouth as he listened to her breathing. He checked her pulse for the tenth time.

      Sophia refused to look at her smartwatch, not because she was concerned about Aviary’s heart, but because she didn’t want to see Nasira’s flatline. Nasira was the first operative she had ever deprogrammed; she was everything Czarina couldn’t be, and this was where it got her.

      Across the broken walkway, Aviary’s arm twitched. She gasped, then sat bolt upright, gripping Damien so hard, he winced.

      ‘What’s happening?’ she asked.

      ‘We reset the Spear,’ Sophia called out.

      ‘And I cut the power in the substation and helped Gleb escape. He’s coming back up now,’ Damien said. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘I think so,’ Aviary said. ‘What happened to that Azov sergeant?’

      ‘Dead.’

      ‘Wait,’ she said, suddenly realizing. ‘You carried me all the way up here by yourself?’

      ‘You’re not as light as you look.’

      ‘You know what? You’re lucky I can’t tell right now whether that’s a compliment or an insult,’ Aviary said. ‘Scared to ask, but how am I getting across that walkway? It doesn’t look too stable.’

      ‘It’s not.’

      Sophia still had Aviary’s ruck on her side, so she pulled out a spool of rope. ‘How do you feel about climbing along this rope to the controls?’

      Aviary stared at her, perhaps deciding if he was serious. ‘Terrified.’

      She took a step across the damaged walkway.

      Sophia tied the rope to a handrail, then uncoiled it a little bit and tied the rest so it wouldn’t unravel. Damien held out his hand, ready to catch it. She tossed the half-coil under her arm, but even with that much weight it still floated and fell short of them. She reeled it back and tried again.

      ‘The longer you take, the more I freak out,’ Aviary said. ‘Just saying.’

      ‘We’ve got this,’ Sophia replied.

      She threw the coil again. This time it reached them and Damien caught it. He knotted it to a handrail that was fixed to the wall, making sure it was taut enough for Aviary to climb across.

      With the rope tied off, Sophia approached the broken end of the catwalk. She trod carefully to the edge, one hand on the rope just in case.

      ‘Hold the rope,’ she said. ‘One arm over, one arm under.’

      ‘Right, like a Barrel of Monkeys,’ Aviary said.

      ‘Like a what?’ Damien asked.

      Aviary shook her head. ‘Don’t worry, just keep me alive please.’

      ‘Careful,’ Sophia said. ‘We don’t know how much weight the walkway can hold.’

      ‘What are you trying to say?’ Aviary steadied herself and looked down. ‘OK, that’s a very long fall.’

      ‘I’m going to stay where I am,’ Sophia said. ‘Can you start making your way to me?’

      Aviary took a step forward, then hesitated. ‘Give me a … yeah, give me a second.’ She turned to Damien. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’

      She took one step after another; her side of the walkway gave a disconcerting groan.

      Sophia nodded, encouraging her forward some more. ‘Keep coming.’

      Aviary hesitated, then took another step, her gaze fixed on the gap between them. She was a few paces away, her arm over the rope and both hands touching it gently.

      ‘I just … hang from it with both hands?’ she said. ‘You know, I think it would be less scary to jump across.’

      ‘Watch your step, but try to look ahead,’ Sophia answered.

      Aviary took another step, almost at the edge. A long, continuous creak came from the walkway and a section of handrail snapped loose, falling into the chasm below. Aviary’s eyes went wide.

      Sophia didn’t wait to hear it land; with one hand on her rail, she reached out over the gap between them.

      ‘Now,’ she said.

      Aviary’s catwalk jolted, sagged downward, the edge she stood on sinking a foot below Sophia. She staggered, widening her stance to keep herself from slipping.

      ‘Hold the rope!’ Damien yelled.

      But she had let go.

      Somewhere under her, a metal post snapped.

      The walkway collapsed…

      …and Aviary jumped.

      Sophia took a giant step toward her, the catwalk beneath her squeaking in protest.

      Aviary landed with both feet, but the impact made the walkway lurch down. She lost her footing, arms windmilling—

      Sophia dropped to one knee, anchoring herself with a handrail post, and grabbed Aviary’s elbow. Her grip slipped and she snatched again, caught the cuff of Aviary’s jacket and held it in a tightly clenched fist. It was enough to keep Aviary from falling, her legs dangling over the edge.

      ‘Grab onto Sophia!’ Damien yelled.

      The walkway sagged, taking the rope just out of Sophia’s reach. Metal groaned. Sophia hung onto the handrail post with one hand and Aviary’s jacket cuff with the other.

      ‘Climb up!’ Sophia yelled.

      Aviary did as instructed, crawling up Sophia’s arm until she could reach the handrail post.

      The walkway on Damien’s side was gone. He crouched at the edge of the chasm, ready and watching. But there was nothing he could do except climb across the rope himself—and that was added weight she didn’t need right now.

      Sophia breathed slowly, the muscles in every limb on fire. She reached down to haul—

      The post snapped off.

      Sophia felt the entire walkway break free. Reaching over the edge, she grabbed Aviary’s wrist. The loose handrail plummeted into the chasm below.

      Aviary didn’t. She hung there, gripped by her wrist.

      Sophia now lay flat on the wraparound catwalk, both her hands on one of Aviary’s wrists. Then she dragged her up by the wrist and onto the catwalk beside her. The rope was still intact, which they’d need it for their escape.

      Sophia collapsed against the antenna, breathless. But Aviary only took a second to catch her breath. She moved for the control panel, her ruck off her back as she pried the case from the panel and picked through a loop of cables with shaking hands.

      Sophia exchanged a glance over the chasm with Damien.

      ‘How’s it looking?’ he called out.

      ‘Uh, it’s not completely destroyed,’ Aviary said. ‘That’s a plus.’

      From what Sophia could see, the control panel’s screen was cracked, and the keyboard underneath wasn’t working, but the terminal itself seemed to be functional.

      Aviary was busy stripping the plastic sheathing from a bunch of wires. First the black, then red, white, green and gray. Once she did that, she started tying them to the connectors on her own plug. As soon as she was done, she used it to connect to her USB stick, letting the stick dangle by its connected wires before stepping back from the exposed control panel.

      ‘Moment of truth,’ she said.

      Nothing happened.

      On the screen, the cursor blinked back at her, and that was all. Then the monitor went displayed a single line of text.

      ‘Is that good or bad?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘Not good,’ Aviary said. ‘It says the Spear is still active.’
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      Olesya found Xiu at the edge of the atrium, past the boomerang-shaped Destiny drone that Aviary had landed earlier.

      With her Vector in both hands, Xiu looked out at the city of Prague below.

      ‘Are you OK?’ Olesya asked, approaching her carefully.

      Xiu removed Olesya’s smartwatch from her wrist and gave it back, closing Olesya’s fingers over it. ‘I’m afraid this is my ride.’

      Olesya heard rotor blades, then saw a helicopter rise over the atrium. Denton was sitting in the co-pilot seat, one of his operatives at the controls. The chopper’s twin autocannons were quite capable of destroying Olesya without harming Xiu, but instead it circled and landed on the open atrium floor.

      ‘You don’t owe him anything. Leave him and work with us.’

      ‘What is us?’ Xiu asked. ‘Do you really think your government will trust me—an operative once loyal to Denton?’

      ‘Sophia was once loyal to Denton.’

      ‘And will your government work with her?’

      Olesya lowered her eyes. ‘No.’

      ‘Because they’re smarter than that.’ Xiu looked at her, gaze level. ‘It was nice to see you again. I hope it won’t be the last time.’

      The helicopter’s blades slowed and a ginger-haired, clean-shaven operative disembarked, leaving the other still in the pilot’s seat. Denton exited right behind him, adjusting his tie.

      ‘Don’t look so worried,’ he called out to Olesya. ‘I’m only here to give a helping hand.’

      ‘We don’t need it,’ Olesya said, fastening the watch over her wrist.

      ‘Jay and Nasira did. If not for me, they would be dead.’

      Olesya stood her ground. ‘Nasira is dead.’

      Denton’s smile faded. ‘She was an impeccable operative. I’m very sorry.’

      ‘No, you’re not.’

      Denton surveyed the Destiny-class drone nearby, then glanced up at the toppled end of the Spear, which had torn up half the atrium and was now resting against a nearby skyscraper.

      ‘If I may ask, where is the rest of your team?’

      ‘They’re occupied right now.’

      ‘And what about the Spear? I see you’ve put some effort into its destruction. I don’t know if you’re aware, but the antenna is on the inside of the building.’

      Olesya swallowed. ‘Thank you, we figured that out.’

      ‘If you need help sabotaging the antenna, you need only ask,’ he said. ‘Xiu, if you’re ready.’

      She walked over and stood beside him, the ginger-haired operative making his way back to the helicopter.

      Denton lingered for a moment. Olesya knew he wanted to step closer and read her mind. She wasn’t sure if he still could, but that she kept just out of range seemed to bother him.

      ‘I have heard through numerous channels that the Fifth Column has withdrawn its support for Purity,’ Denton said. ‘You did well today, Olesya. I’m proud of you.’

      ‘Let Xiu go,’ Olesya said. ‘And I’ll let you live.’

      Denton stared back at her. She waited for him to smile, but he didn’t. Instead, he took a moment to consider her demand.

      ‘I understand this is hard to believe, but I am not holding her captive.’

      ‘Xiu, listen to me,’ Olesya said. ‘Your implant has been hijacked.’

      She touched her neck. ‘I don’t have an implant.’

      ‘No, but I think your Crypsis suit does.’

      Olesya raised her hands, palms open, and carefully motioned to the phone in her coat pocket. ‘Have a look for yourself.’

      ‘Toby,’ Denton said, ‘subdue her.’

      Olesya went for her phone, but didn’t make it in time.

      The ginger-haired operative opened fire, spitting a wire net over her body and throwing her to the ground. An electric current shot through her, burning everything.

      The last thing she heard was her own scream.
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      Characters filled the control panel’s screen. Sophia had little idea what they meant, but Aviary was riveted by them. Kneeling before the control panel, she seemed fully recovered from almost having the chip in her head fried. The only signs of stress she showed were trembling fingers from crossing the chasm, and a sweat-slick forehead, to which strands of her dyed red hair now stuck.

      Around them, the Spear groaned, its structure shaking, rattling the catwalk and shaking debris loose. Sophia didn’t know how long they had before the whole platform collapsed.

      Finally, Aviary said, ‘It’s done. Anti-Purity messages are now outbound.’

      ‘What about the quantum computer?’ Sophia asked.

      Aviary checked the improvised connection with her USB stick. ‘Once the transmissions are out, it’s safe to remotely destroy the quantum computer. That’s how I designed the virus.’

      Sophia’s earpiece crackled with a scream, distorted and brief.

      ‘Sounds like Olesya,’ Damien called out. ‘Atrium.’

      He checked his phone. ‘Heart rate was high.’

      ‘Go,’ she said. ‘We’ll be fine.’

      Damien moved to the edge of the nexus, peering down the slanted corridor. Then he slid down the slope.

      Sophia returned her attention to the control panel, where Aviary watched as her transmissions were being sent to everyone in range across Europe.

      The catwalk creaked again.

      It took a moment for Sophia to register that, this time, the building hadn’t shifted first. She spun to face the noise, drawing her knife—the only weapon she had left. A figure launched over the handrail, knocking Aviary down.

      Zakhar.

      That seemed impossible, given he was dead. But here he was, blind and bandaged, one cheek swollen and blackened. His blood-stained lips parted in a guttural roar. He took a step forward and kicked hard, pinning her knife flat against her chest and knocking her across the catwalk, past Aviary. Her knife went flying and her spine hit the handrail, which snapped and gave way. With nothing to stop her momentum, she fell backward off the catwalk.

      She reached out and grasped for a post.

      And missed.

      Instead, her fingers found a piece of dangling handrail, barely connected to the catwalk. Gripping with both hands, she squeezed and held on to the very end of it. One slip and…

      ‘Sophia!’ Aviary yelled.

      Through the grille of the catwalk floor, she could see Aviary rolling clear of Zakhar, who had now turned his attention to her.

      I have to get back up there.

      The handrail hung by a thread.

      She reached up higher, found grip halfway along the rail, and pulled herself up, the metal groaning from the strain. She stretched out again, almost touching the catwalk.

      Zakhar was closing on Aviary, but moving slowly, his weight mostly on his left foot. If she got away from him, she could run around the antenna and avoid him, at least for now. But even with completely bandaged eyes, he seemed to know precisely where they both were.

      Sophia launched herself up, grabbed the edge of the catwalk, just as the handrail broke free and fell away.

      She hung by one hand. Then two.

      ‘You’re ruining … everything,’ Zakhar said.

      He had stopped pursuing Aviary and instead picked up her ruck. He hurled it over the side, into the chasm below.

      Sophia pulled herself up and onto the edge of the walkway. Zakhar was on the far side, with Aviary between them.

      ‘Aviary, get over here,’ Sophia said.

      But Aviary ignored her. Instead, she dived past Zakhar, sliding across the metal, and reached for the control panel, her fingers grasping for the USB stick.

      Not a good move.

      Zakhar was surprisingly agile, grabbing her ankle and pulling her back across the catwalk. Then he grabbed the USB stick and ripped it from the wires.

      ‘It’s too late,’ Sophia called out. ‘We stopped your overload.’

      Zakhar cocked his head slightly. ‘Then I will start it again.’

      Unexpectedly, Aviary lunged for Zakhar, but he sidestepped her, his knee pivoting to knock her legs out from under her. As she fell, he seized her arm, and brought it down softly over his leg.

      Aviary’s mouth opened in a silent scream as her arm snapped.

      Sophia rushed him.

      Through his bandages, Zakhar seemed to see her coming. From nowhere, he drew a knife, rammed it down on Aviary, behind her collarbone. The subclavian artery. If he hit it, Aviary was dead in seconds, her Regen be damned.

      And in that moment, Sophia remembered him.

      Running his knife across Ieva’s neck. Blood pouring down her body.

      Her eyes going dark.

      Aviary screamed as the knife penetrated the collar of her liquid armor and slid into her chest. Blood burst from her lips.

      Not again.

      Sophia dropped into a slide, aiming her boot at Zakhar’s kneecap.

      With no knee guard to protect him, the bone cracked.

      That’s for Aviary’s broken arm.

      He dropped the USB stick, and it bounced away, past Sophia to land out of her reach.

      Swiftly he moved to counterattack, his knee hardly slowing him down. She weaved behind him and struck at his spine. He pitched forward, past Aviary, his hand seeking the knife he’d left embedded in her. But Aviary had her own hand over the blade’s grip, keeping it in place. Zakhar’s grasp clamped over her hand.

      Sophia heard the hissing crackle of cooking flesh. Aviary screamed, releasing her hold the knife, her hand blistered and burned where Zakhar had touched her.

      With nothing to stop him, he pulled the blade from her body. Blood immediately welled from the wound, and Aviary fell onto her side. Then Zakhar was on his feet, knife dripping in his hand. He cocked his head, waiting to register Sophia’s next move.

      She looked around for a weapon, anything at all. Her hand closed on the guard rail by her side. It was loose enough to move.

      Zakhar smirked. ‘What are you waiting f—?’

      Sophia tore the rail free and struck, cracking the length of metal into his broken knee. He slipped, regained his footing. She feinted her next blow, adjusted, and struck him on the side of his head.

      It should have taken him down, but all he did was falter and take a step to the side, dropping the knife. She lashed out at him again, quickly and sharply, only this time he brushed the pole with his arm, following its trajectory and redirecting it past his head. Then he twisted. Before she could counter him, he’d snatched her weapon from her…

      …and was smashing it down toward her head.

      Sophia rolled, the bar banging on the catwalk, before he brought it sweeping up to collect her chin. She changed direction, lifted her arm to send the rail past her. It struck the antenna with a resounding clang that made her ears ring and the entire catwalk vibrate.

      Aviary’s USB stick jittered to the edge.

      Zakhar switched his grip from one end of the bar to the other.

      His powers had heated the end he’d been holding almost to melting point. He swung the rail like a baseball bat.

      She dropped under the glowing orange bar, her jacket sleeve smoldering as it passed. Sizzlingly hot, it crunched into the catwalk. His arms were fully extended now, and Sophia turned on her back and kicked, striking one of his elbows.

      Crack.

      He stumbled back a step, one arm suddenly useless, and took the rail up in his working hand.

      How is he even still upright, one knee and one elbow broken?

      He swung loosely for Sophia’s skull. She dodged to one side, hit the catwalk on her knee, and he thrust the glowing end of the bar directly into her chest. It seared her armor, pinning her against the antenna. She couldn’t dislodge it, the superheated steel gradually melting through to her chest.

      She howled in pain.

      Zakhar leaned in, blood running from his blackened lips. ‘They turned us against each other. You should know by now, it’s what they do. It stops us from turning on them.’

      ‘I … could’ve saved you,’ Sophia said. ‘Once.’

      ‘And who saves you?’

      She brought her knee up, into the handrail, his end of it slipping from his grasp and catching him in the chin, enough to daze him. Holding the middle of the bar, she withdrew the burning end from her chest.

      Her armor felt glued to her skin. It probably was. She drove the superheated end into Zakhar, forcing him back across the catwalk and pinning him to a guardrail. He gasped as metal scorched his chest. Behind him, the safety rail was starting to give way. Just a little more pressure...

      He clamped one hand over the metal bar.

      ‘You took too long,’ he said.

      An electric current snapped through her, and her hands locked around the bar. Her body was on fire—worse than if she’d had the superheated end thrust into her.

      He was killing her.

      Suddenly the current was gone, and Sophia staggered back, senses reeling. The rail behind Zakhar had bent back under his weight, tilting him back over the void and away from Sophia, pulling the bar from her hands and breaking contact.

      Zakhar scrambled for purchase on a nearby intact guard rail, taking his weight off the creaking section at his back. He dropped the glowing bar, which away rolled and fell away into space.

      He staggered forward; his head was twitching but he wasn’t stopping now. He came slowly, dragging his broken leg and broken arm.

      Sophia grabbed Aviary by the collar, dragged the young woman back toward the control panel. But Zakhar was almost on her. He lunged, only he wasn’t close enough, and stumbled to his good knee.

      It was now or never.

      Sophia pounced for the USB stick.

      Electricity zapped her through the catwalk’s metal grille. She pitched back, the air gone from her lungs as Aviary spasmed and shook beside her, arms locked and fingers clawed.

      Sophia rolled and pushed up onto both feet, the rubber soles on her boots breaking the current. As the shock subsided, she spotted her knife no more than a foot away now. She plucked it up and went for Zakhar, who still lay on the metal walkway, pumping an electric current into it through his fingers.

      She rammed the blade into his hand, skewering it to the floor.

      He grunted, tore his hand free. The knife came up with it, but she pulled it out and sliced across his arm. Again. Again. Again.

      He gripped her ankle, burning her skin through her pants. She recoiled, giving him time to roll away and up to his feet. Then he was closing on her, palm wrapped around her wrist, controlling the knife. She twisted, shoving the blade up into his windpipe. It sank in, the soft noise of its entry drowned by the gurgling in Zakhar’s throat. She pulled the blade, but he held her hand in place, refusing to let her withdraw it.

      The smell of barbecue filled her nostrils; her flesh was burning where he had hold of her. She yelped and he switched his grip, seizing her neck, closing over her arteries. The pain subsided as darkness closed over her.

      With a last effort, she hooked her free arm under his, then clamped her fingers over his forehead, pushing his head back. Still holding her knife in place, she tore a larger hole in his windpipe.

      He inhaled frantically, drawing air in through his neck. His hold on her neck relaxed, but remained.

      She pushed off the antenna at her back, kicking him in the chest. He stumbled, finally releasing her, staggering back into the fragile handrail.

      Which could no longer take his weight.

      With a screech, it sheared away, and he fell, soundlessly, into the chasm.

      That’s for Ieva.

      Sophia sucked in air, her neck burning.

      She crawled over to Aviary’s body and discovered the catwalk under her was soaked with blood. Sophia found her pulse and checked her breathing.

      Zakhar had missed the subclavian artery, but Aviary had still lost a critical amount of blood. And here, trapped inside the broken tip of the Spear, there was no way to replace it.

      Sophia’s hands shook. The pain was coming back in waves, each one almost enough that she passed out. She reached into her jacket. Aviary’s medical supplies were all in her ruck, lost over the side, and Sophia’s on-person supplies were minimal—no morphine, no bandages, just a single sachet of combat gauze.

      She ripped the packet open and stuffed one square after another into Aviary’s knife wound like an endless stream of toilet paper, until it was packed full. Using a new square, she wiped away the excess blood, then waited, watching the wound. No more blood seeped out.

      Tears warmed her cheeks. Even with Regen in her system, Aviary had lost too much blood. Sophia reached for her pressel switch; she had no phone. She was cut off from the rest of their team.

      On the screen of the command panel, text flashed:

      RESOURCE NOT FOUND.

      The USB stick.

      It was sitting there, right on the edge of the catwalk. She staggered over, carefully retrieved it between blood-coated fingers, then plugged it back into the exposed wires.

      The panel seemed to ignore it. Did she have to start the process all over again? Without Aviary, she didn’t know how. In the top right, the countdown was dutifully ticking away, now at fourteen minutes.

      Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

      At the center of the catwalk, the antenna hummed normally. The Spear was still running, its quantum computer—deep underground—likely undamaged.

      With shaking, blistered hands, she checked Aviary’s pulse and breathing one more time. She didn’t know what else to do.

      ‘Aviary, not now. Please.’

      The young woman lay on her side, motionless.

      Then coughed weakly.

      Sophia launched into action, carefully lifting Aviary into a seated position. ‘You’ve lost a lot of blood,’ she said. ‘Again.’

      Aviary turned her head slowly, her bloodshot gaze locking onto the control panel. ‘The virus.’

      ‘The screen said, “resource not found”, so I put the stick back in. Is it still going to do its thing?’

      ‘No. What’s the … countdown at?’

      ‘About thirteen minutes now.’

      Aviary stood up slowly, winced in pain. ‘I need to start it over again. But I can … skip the transmissions and go straight for the sabotage.’

      ‘Can you do that now?’

      ‘‘We’re locked out until … the countdown finishes. Once I initiate the sabotage command, this whole chamber is going to tear itself apart. We weren’t even supposed to be in here … at this point in the plan, remember?’

      ‘I remember,’ Sophia said. ‘What’s the command?’

      Aviary’s gaze focused again. ‘No. You’re not staying here. There’s no way you’re doing it.’

      ‘I’m the only one who can,’ Sophia said. ‘You know it and I know it.’

      Aviary staggered forward. ‘I’m not leaving you!’

      ‘You stay and you’ll be dead before the countdown finishes.’

      ‘You don’t … know that.’

      ‘No, but I’m not taking the chance,’ Sophia said. ‘If you can get back across that rope right now, you can slide down and Damien will get some saline into you. But that means I have to stay and do this.’

      ‘No, it doesn’t.’ Aviary’s chin trembled. ‘I can stay.’

      ‘I won’t let you,’ Sophia said. ‘So tell me what I need to do.’

      Aviary stumbled to the part of the walkway still wet with her blood and smeared her fingers with it. Then, using the blood, she wrote across the top of the control panel’s metal frame. ‘When the countdown finishes, type this in. It’ll initiate the final stage.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Sophia said.

      Aviary wiped her fingers, then got to work restarting the virus.

      ‘I don’t know how much time after that before it … you know,’ Aviary said. ‘I would’ve written the virus differently if I knew we’d have to…’

      ‘Start climbing,’ Sophia said, ‘while you still have your fine motor functions. Use your good elbow and take it slow.’

      Aviary opened and closed her fist. She was still standing, but not for long. Sophia followed her to the rope and helped her over the handrail until she was hanging by her working arm and her knees.

      ‘I’m not saying goodbye,’ Aviary said.

      ‘If I can make it out, I will. You know that, right?’

      Aviary nodded, then started her climb across the chasm, slowed by injuries and blood loss. There was a chance she’d pass out halfway over, Sophia knew, but soon she’d be too weak to even attempt the crossing. It was now or never.

      Eventually, Aviary reached the end of the rope and slowly pulled herself onto safe ground. She’d made it. She looked back at Sophia one last time, then without a word, she pushed herself down the slanted corridor and disappeared.

      Sophia was alone.
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      ‘Toby, stop the current,’ Denton said.

      With the electricity in the net cut off, Olesya was able to gather her breath. She pulled on the wire, but even the strength of a HAC operative couldn’t break it. She had no chance. Unless…

      She gripped the mesh, focused on it.

      At the edge of her vision, she could just make out Xiu. The Chinese operative stood between her and the helicopter.

      ‘I know you think he’s controlling me,’ Xiu said. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not programmed.’

      She disappeared from sight and all Olesya could see was the gray sky and the broken tip of the Spear.

      ‘Well, it was wonderful seeing you again,’ Denton said. ‘However, we should be on our way.’

      His footsteps clacked across the atrium, accompanied by the softer tread of Xiu and Toby.

      Olesya rolled onto one side. Her phone was lying beside her, inches away. On its cracked screen, a message said:

      DISABLE IMPLANT.

      Her watch—paired to the phone—pulsed with the same message.

      She released her grip on the mesh. Her ability to control temperature had made it icy to the touch. Weakened it. Grasping either side of it, she pulled sharply. The wire snapped instantly.

      Ahead of her, Toby was boarding the helicopter.

      Reaching through the shredded net, she grabbed her phone and pried it from its protective rubber case. With her other hand, she clenched another length of wire until it froze, then tore it apart, creating a larger rip. Her body was still constricted, but she could sit upright and use one arm.

      Xiu climbed into the chopper, casting a brief glance back at her.

      Olesya cocked her arm back and threw her phone low to the ground, like skipping a stone on the water. Without the friction the rubberized case would have created, the shiny handset slid along the atrium’s floor, skimmed and bounced, to land by Denton’s feet.

      Olesya reached for her smartwatch and hit the button.

      Her watch beeped, and across the atrium her phone flashed, catching Denton’s attention.

      She’d executed the command to disable Aviary’s implant. Only it wasn’t Aviary’s implant she was trying to disable.

      Denton was controlling Xiu somehow, Olesya knew that much. But she was willing to put money—no, her life—on him using her implant to do it.

      The flash of her phone had hopefully done it, drawing Denton’s suspicion. He kicked the phone aside and drew his pistol, aiming back at Olesya.

      Still mostly wrapped in the net but sitting upright, Olesya had already drawn hers.

      They levelled their weapons at each other.

      Denton strode toward her, eyes wide, pistol up. He wanted to read her mind—to quickly figure out what she’d done.

      ‘Olesya, lower your weapon now.’

      She could kill him right here. Regen or not, she could destroy his brain, even if that meant dying herself. It was the least she could do for her family. And it would be worth it.

      But Denton’s attention shifted. Olesya followed his gaze to the stairs at the other corner of the atrium.

      Damien stood there, his own pistol covering Denton.

      ‘You should know better than that,’ Denton said as he stopped in his tracks.

      But Damien was approaching carefully now, keeping his sights on the suited man with every step. Denton’s operative, Toby, had jumped down from the helicopter and was matching Damien’s movement, aiming back at him.

      ‘We’re leaving now,’ Denton said. ‘Don’t try to stop us.’

      Xiu reached for her Vector … and pointed it at Olesya. ‘Just let us leave, Olesya. Please.’

      ‘The only thing I’m letting you do is make your own choices,’ Olesya said.

      Xiu lowered her Vector barrel, just slightly. Her focus shifted to her own weapon, then Denton. She cocked her head to one side as though she had a blocked ear.

      Without a word, Xiu circled her master, seemingly balancing out their formation with Toby.

      Denton smiled wickedly. Now she was at a better angle to shoot Olesya. But it also meant that, when she raised her Vector again, it was from a position the pilot couldn’t see.

      She aimed at Denton.

      ‘Think very carefully about what you’re doing,’ he said.

      ‘I won’t miss,’ Xiu replied.

      Denton kept his pistol trained on Olesya, the helicopter’s rotor blades whipping into motion behind them. ‘And neither will I.’

      Even if Denton’s pilot drew a weapon, it was a stalemate and he seemed to recognize that. Adjusting to a single-handed grip, Denton moved toward Toby, placed a hand on his shoulder. Together, they withdrew to the helicopter, their weapons still levelled—Toby aiming at Damien, Denton at Olesya.

      This was Olesya’s last chance to kill him.

      Denton glanced down at Olesya’s phone, still was lying near the nose of the helicopter, screen up. He considered it for a moment, then embarked, followed a moment later by Toby.

      The helicopter lifted off, Xiu training her weapon on the pilot. But rather than firing its autocannons, it pulled up and peeled away.

      Damien ran over to Olesya and pulled the net from her body. As he did so, Xiu retrieved Olesya’s phone, then walked back toward her, her Vector lowered and her gaze unfocused.

      ‘It’s OK,’ Olesya said, noticing Damien’s distrust. ‘She’s … adjusting.’

      As she pulled the last of the net off her legs and stepped free, a voice spoke through her earpiece.

      ‘This is Gleb. I’m coming up to the atrium with Jay.’

      Damien raised his hand, so she let him respond. ‘Damien to Gleb, I’m at the atrium now. With Olesya and Xiu.’

      ‘Copy that,’ Jay said.

      Olesya couldn’t tell if Xiu was angry, sad, relieved or confused. Xiu took a step closer and handed Olesya her phone.

      ‘You endangered me in front of the most notorious psychopath on the planet,’ Xiu said.

      ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to put you in—’

      Xiu hugged her. It was so sudden it took the breath from her.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said.

      Suddenly, Damien sprinted away from them, toward the other side of the atrium. There, Aviary appeared, soaked in blood and barely able to walk. He barely got there in time to catch her before she collapsed.

      As Olesya and Xiu rushed over to them, there was more movement at the stairs. Gleb and Jay stumbled into view, both splattered in blood and exhausted, although neither appeared injured. Gleb had Andrey’s ruck on both shoulders and, as they got closer, Jay pulled it from his back and unzipped it.

      ‘Shot?’ Jay asked as he dug out medical supplies from within the bag.

      ‘Knife puncture,’ Damien said, his hand over Aviary’s collarbone.

      ‘And a broken arm,’ Aviary muttered.

      Olesya stood back while Jay removed a bag of saline and an IV line.

      ‘You’ve had a rough time, huh,’ Jay said.

      Aviary nodded. ‘Where’s Nasira?’

      Damien lowered Aviary into a sitting position against a half-wall. ‘She’s … she didn’t make it.’

      Aviary seemed to stare through him, then started to sob. Jay swallowed, then stepped away from the group, breathing heavily. His fingers shook almost as much as Aviary’s.

      ‘How much pain are you in?’ Olesya asked. ‘Do you need painkillers?’

      Aviary winced. ‘Will they … spin me out?’

      ‘They can make you sleepy or nauseous. But if you need them—’

      ‘Then not yet,’ Aviary said.

      Gleb got to work administering saline into Aviary’s good arm while Damien made a sling for her broken one.

      Olesya checked her phone’s cracked screen; the little red dots denoting Purity had disappeared from the Spear and were now accumulating a short distance away. They were evacuating.

      She turned back to find Aviary crying while Damien comforted her.

      Olesya leaned over her. ‘Where’s Sophia?’

      With her good arm, Aviary pointed up at the fractured Spear tip. ‘She’s … triggering the final stage. Manually.’

      ‘That’ll kill her,’ Olesya said.

      ‘I tried to stay,’ Aviary said. ‘I wanted to do it … but she made me…’

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ Gleb said. ‘There’s already a large tear in the Spear, just above Sophia. If she succeeds, the entire nexus will fracture and collapse on her, and us.’

      ‘How long do we have?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I guess … a few minutes,’ Aviary said. ‘But my measurement of time, you know, is a little whack.’

      Olesya surveyed the atrium. There was no way to escape except for the Destiny-class drone Aviary had landed here, still unused.

      She reached for Gleb’s ruck, and removed another coil of rope from inside.

      ‘Aviary, can you take control of that drone again?’ she asked.

      Aviary wiped her face. ‘My implant’s toast … and my laptop’s at the bottom of the nexus. And, you know, my arm’s broken.’

      ‘But do you still have access to Purity’s closed network?’

      ‘Yeah … yeah, I do.’

      Olesya handed her cracked phone to Aviary. ‘Can we pilot a drone on this?’

      ‘It’s not the best way … but I can show someone.’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ Damien said, producing his phone and its intact screen.

      ‘Uh, we’re not all climbing on it together, are we?’ Gleb asked.

      ‘Yeah, I’m good, thanks,’ Jay said. ‘I’ll take the stairs.’

      ‘You’re all taking the stairs to the lower levels,’ Olesya told them as she pocketed her phone. ‘Purity look to have evacuated, so resistance will be minimal.’

      ‘Wait, what about you?’ Aviary asked.

      Olesya pointed to the top of the Spear. ‘I need you to get me up there. Now.’
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      ‘This is a bad idea,’ Aviary said in her earpiece.

      Olesya couldn’t argue with that. While the rest of the group left the atrium and made for the safety of the lower levels, she was left alone with the Destiny-class drone.

      Not wasting time, she wrapped the drone’s wing with the nylon rope until she was satisfied that it was tightly fastened, then she fixed more of the rope around both sides, attaching the remaining coil beside her with duct tape and tying off the very end with a knot.

      ‘Xiu to Olesya, are you OK?’

      ‘So far,’ she said. ‘All Damien has to do is not crash.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Damien replied on the channel. ‘No pressure.’

      Olesya gripped the rope with both hands and jammed her boots in under it, wedging them against the wing and creating taut footholds for herself.

      ‘Take me up,’ she said.

      ‘OK. Switching to open mike.’

      Now she could hear anyone talking through Damien’s throat mike. Or at least she could before the drone’s vertical rotors started spinning loudly, sending a soft vibration through her. The drone lifted with a quick jolt, then smoothed out.

      ‘That’s it,’ Aviary said in her ear. ‘Just take it easy.’

      ‘OK,’ Damien said. ‘Taking it … easy.’

      She could still hear them, barely.

      The drone cleared the atrium and continued to rise. Now she had a clear view of the Spear’s broken tip. Its exterior was almost entirely glass, most of it intact, but higher up she could see the fissure. Somewhere beneath it, Sophia was saving the world.

      To Damien’s credit, he kept the drone mostly stable as he lifted her over the glass and higher up the slanted Spear. It only took a moment to reach the fissure, where the drone hovered steadily in position.

      Olesya pulled herself over the rope, her boots finding traction on the wing’s solar panels, then wriggled past the taped down coil of rope to reach the edge of the wing. From there, she could see down through the crack in the building and into the nexus below.

      Inside, the antenna and its catwalk were still intact, more upright than the chamber itself, but the connecting walkway had been torn free. There was a length of rope that dangled under the catwalk, which Aviary must have used to cross the chasm before it had snapped.

      The rogue operative slouched against the antenna, arms limp at her sides and head down, chin to her chest. She’d shed her jacket, revealing a blood-soaked tee that was shredded with lacerations and tears. If it weren’t for her steady heart rate, transmitting to Olesya’s watch, she would’ve passed for a convincing dead operative.

      Olesya reached for her pressel switch. ‘I see Sophia. Lower me down slowly.’

      The drone jolted, bumping her feet off the wing for a moment, then started a somewhat smoother descent. She held on, the glass surface of the skyscraper looming beneath her.

      Once she was closer to the gap, she peered over the wing again. The control panel next to Sophia showed a screen flickering with text. It was unreadable from here, but Olesya hoped it meant Aviary’s virus was back in action.

      ‘Sophia!’ she yelled.

      No response.

      Olesya yelled again, at the top of her lungs, in case her voice was lost in the buzz of the drone’s rotors. ‘Sophia!’

      Reaching back down the rope, Olesya pulled the coil from the duct tape. She grasped the free end and draped it over the wing, then fed it down quickly. It slipped into the fissure.

      The glass windows around her began to tremble. There was no sound at first, but then she heard a low rumble. She paid out the rope faster, half the coil already gone. Peering over the edge, she saw its tip reaching down into nexus. But it still looked a world away from Sophia.

      The rogue operative looked up.

      Finally.

      The antenna shook, knocking Sophia onto her side.

      She slid away across the catwalk.

      ‘Hold on!’ Olesya yelled, unsure if her words could even be heard.

      Sophia hit a handrail post and clung to it, her strength almost gone.

      Has she even got enough to cling to the rope?

      The entire nexus shook.

      The catwalk around the antenna swayed, and Sophia pulled herself up against the handrail, only for it to collapse and fall away into the chasm below. Olesya watched in horror as she flattened out on the catwalk, with nothing left to hold on to.

      Olesya fed the rope faster.

      Somehow, Sophia was clinging in place.

      The Spear shuddered again, a deep tremor that rattled the windows around Olesya. Bits of metal and glass showered into the nexus.

      Three-quarters there.

      More glass shattered. Fragments rained over Sophia. She was on her knees near the control panel now, shielding her head with both arms. The end of the rope dangled near the catwalk. Close enough to reach.

      Olesya reached for her pressel switch again. ‘Just a bit lower.’

      The drone wavered, its rotors whirring right beside her. Finally, the rope was within Sophia’s grasp.

      She stood on the catwalk and reached out carefully. The antenna behind her groaned, then something deep underneath rumbled loudly.

      It was like a detonation.

      Half the catwalk broke off.

      Sophia dived back across the metal, barely making it to the intact side, her legs hanging off the edge. As she pulled herself to safety, everything shook around her.

      Shit. The rope was too far out now.

      ‘Damien, can you move me a little to the left?’

      ‘Probably not, but I’m trying.’

      Olesya clung to the drone. She looked up from the fissure … the Spear was starting to buckle. This was it. It was going to collapse.

      ‘That’s as near as I can get it,’ Damien said from the safety of the Spear’s lower levels.

      Olesya peered below. The end of her rope hung just beyond Sophia’s grasp. If she could move a bit closer, she might have a chance.

      Get up.

      Higher up the Spear, another rift had opened, metal grinding against metal. The skyscraper was breaking up.

      Sophia stood upright, braced against the antenna. The whole nexus trembled around her.

      Come on.

      The antenna groaned…

      …and cracked.

      The sound was deafening as what remained of the catwalk was torn apart.

      Sophia jumped.

      Olesya looked over the side, but the nexus was filled with a cloud of debris. There was no sign of Sophia. She was gone. Olesya hadn’t saved her in time.

      Something pulled on her rope.

      There was weight on it, and it was holding.

      ‘Pull up!’ Olesya yelled over the radio.

      The drone faltered for a moment, then Damien extracted it from the collapsing Spear.

      Olesya hung on, her body pinned hard against the wing, the air driven from her lungs. Struggling for breath, she inched forward to peer below.

      The broken Spear buckled, a large section collapsing suddenly. It disappeared with a low rumble, the building disintegrating. Then, out of the debris cloud, the end of the rope emerged, with Sophia holding onto it. She clung with both hands just above the knot in the bottom of the line, her arms fully extended.

      But it wasn’t a strong hold. And it was slipping.

      Olesya’s stomach twisted as Sophia released her grip with one hand. She was going to fall…

      Instead, Sophia used her free hand to snap the rope into the carabiner on her belt. Attached securely to the rope now, she sagged, exhausted.

      ‘Higher,’ Olesya said into her throat mike.

      The drone maintained position.

      ‘Damien!’ she shouted. ‘Take us up higher!’

      ‘I can’t,’ he responded. ‘Something’s wrong!’

      And at the exact same moment, the rotors spinning next to Olesya began to slow.
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      The drone plunged downward to the Spear, windows rushing up to meet her. Olesya braced for impact just as the drone’s belly hit the glass. It bounced, the rope holding Sophia going slack.

      ‘The phone battery’s dead!’ Damien yelled. ‘I lost control.’

      ‘Give me … someone else’s phone, quick,’ Aviary said in a feeble voice.

      Olesya barely managed to keep her grip and stay on top of the drone’s wing as it ricocheted off the building.

      ‘Shit. Shit. Shit,’ Aviary said. ‘I don’t have control yet.’

      ‘Get control!’ Damien yelled.

      ‘I’m trying!’ Aviary yelled back.

      Behind Olesya, Sophia was climbing out of the fissure, which was widening and crumbling around her with every second. The rope whistled through Sophia’s carabiner, no tension to pull her along. She planted both feet on the Spear’s glass exterior, unsure what to do next. But as the drone hurtled farther away, it started to pick up the slack.

      Any moment now, Sophia would be pulled down the Spear with Olesya. In one quick motion, Sophia unclipped the rope as it slipped past her body. She was free again, for better or worse.

      All Olesya could do was hang on, helpless as she rode the drone to her death.

      The Spear shook violently below her as the drone bumped into the air and landed again, hard. Smoke poured from the left rotor, obscuring her vision as she plunged into a speedy descent.

      ‘It’s working!’ Aviary called out. ‘Transferring now!’

      But rather than come under control, the drone continued to plummet, gathering even more speed.

      ‘I don’t get it!’ Aviary said. ‘It’s not responding on Gleb’s phone.’

      The crack behind Sophia was now a sinkhole, forcing her to move down the slanted Spear. She had no choice now.

      Sophia reached down and grabbed the knot at the end of the rope…

      …and just as it snapped taut, she clipped it back onto her carabiner.

      Olesya watched over her shoulder as Sophia was yanked off her feet and dragged down the Spear after her. Inches behind her, the Spear collapsed in on itself, swallowing the place where she had just been standing. Olesya couldn’t see anything after that, her vision obscured by smoke that poured from the drone’s left rotor.

      ‘Crap!’ Aviary yelled. ‘The controls are screwed!’

      Olesya clawed for her pressel switch. ‘The drone’s rotor is damaged!’

      Olesya turned herself around on the wing; the drone was racing right for the atrium, a giant concrete surface that would disintegrate the drone and break every bone in her body on impact.

      ‘Shit,’ Aviary said. ‘I need to divert power to … just hold on.’

      Olesya held on. The edge of the building came rushing for her. Beyond it, a straight fall to the atrium and her death. She shut her eyes.

      Her jaw hit the wing. Blood warmed her mouth, then rushed to her head as the drone pulled up out of its crash dive, taking a sharp right an instant before hitting the atrium floor.

      The Spear’s broken tip collapsed behind her, vanishing inside a cloud of debris and showering rubble on the atrium beneath.

      Olesya looked down.

      Sophia dangled from the rope, just above the thunderous crash of glass, concrete and steel. She was out cold.

      Olesya jammed a numb finger on her pressel switch. ‘Damien,’ she said, her words almost lost in the roar of the rotor blades. ‘I have Sophia.’

      ‘OK, we’re going to try to land you on the ground. Can she hold on that long?’

      ‘She’s secured to the rope,’ Olesya said.

      Beside her, smoke had stopped pouring from the left rotor. The drone levelled out, gliding through the sky. It was then that she realized both rotors had stopped spinning.

      ‘Damien, you can’t take us to the ground,’ Olesya said, yelling over the rush of air.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Both rotors are out, I’m riding a solar-powered hang-glider.’

      ‘We could try to glide you through Prague,’ Damien said.

      Ahead of Olesya, dark skyscrapers loomed. One of their rooftops was within reach.

      ‘Steer me to a skyscraper,’ Olesya said. ‘On my eleven o’clock.’

      Xiu spoke in her ear. ‘Those rooftops don’t have much room to land.’

      Olesya hit her switch. ‘Then don’t crash.’

      The drone glided to the spire, but it was going too fast.

      ‘Too fast!’ Olesya yelled. ‘Pull away!’

      ‘Pull away!’ Aviary said.

      ‘I’m trying!’ Damien yelled.

      Too late.

      The drone was heading right for the spire.

      I’m going to regret this, Olesya thought.

      She threw herself over the wing.

      Grabbing the rope and buffeted by the wind, she started to descend to where Sophia swung, unconscious.

      The rooftop was approaching rapidly. Too rapidly.

      Wincing at what this would do to her bare hands, Olesya relaxed her hold and slid down the rope.

      Friction burned the skin from her palms and she howled in pain, realizing too late that she wouldn’t be able to stop her fall in time.

      She slammed into Sophia.

      But as she did so, she hooked her elbow over the end of the rope, just above Sophia’s carabiner, stopping her dead.

      Together, they dangled from the rope under the drone, the spire coming right for them. Olesya used her free hand to grab a fistful of Sophia’s hair and shake her violently. It was enough to snap the woman back into consciousness, her limbs flailing to grab the rope. Olesya pointed down at the rooftop.

      ‘Drop!’ she yelled over the wind.

      Sophia gripped the carabiner, pulling herself up the rope to take the weight off, and squeezed. The rope’s knot released from the carabiner, and Sophia fell—

      —at the same moment the drone hit the spire with a bang, its wing shearing off.

      Olesya let go of the rope.

      As she plummeted through the air, she realized in horror that she was going to overshoot. She dropped off the side of the building.

      The drone tumbled overhead, falling with her.

      The rope was almost in reach.

      As she fell over the side of the rooftop, she snatched at the rope. Snagged it. Held as tight as her blistered palms would allow, but she was still in free-fall.

      Then the drone slammed into the rooftop, dragged … and caught. Tension snapped into the rope, and Olesya swung across the side of the skyscraper, her legs thudding into a window.

      The sound of grinding metal, and a chunk of the drone’s wing spun past her.

      ‘Olesya!’ Sophia was calling out from above, panic in her voice.

      Looking up, Olesya saw that the wing to which her rope was attached had lodged precariously over the edge of the rooftop. The loops of rope were slowly shifting to the very tip of the wing. Soon, they’d slip off entirely.

      Sophia took the strain with both hands, but her arms were visibly trembling under the weight. A nightmare vision of dried blood and burned flesh, she looked like death.

      And she wouldn’t be able to hold on for long.

      Olesya could barely feel the rope, let alone climb it, but clamping it between her boots, she began to pull herself up, inch by inch. Her triceps were burning and fingers shaking, sweat stinging her eyes by the time she reached the edge, where Sophia could at last grab her by one armpit and haul her up.

      ‘Losing track of who’s saving who at this point,’ Olesya said.

      Sophia took a deep breath. ‘I think you’re definitely ahead by now.’

      Olesya took a moment to catch her breath, then reached for her pressel switch, missing it twice.

      ‘We made it,’ she announced, before slowly getting to her feet and helping Sophia to stand too.

      Together, they stared across at the remains of the Spear. The tip had now settled on the atrium, dust rising from it in a haze. The antenna itself—and the quantum computer deep underneath—was utterly destroyed.

      ‘You lost some good people for this,’ Olesya said, ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘We both did,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m sorry about Andrey. I should’ve said something—’

      ‘If I could go back and do this all again,’ Olesya said, ‘I honestly don’t know what I would do differently.’

      ‘That reminds me of a saying we had in training,’ Sophia said. ‘“No plan survives contact with the enemy.”’

      ‘We have something like that: “There is always hope. Until they take us to the cemetery and hand us a shovel”.’

      ‘That’s…well, that’s very Russian.’

      In the distance, a fireball lit up the clouds. Then another, and another. Across Europe, from Lithuania to Germany, hundreds of Purity’s Destiny drones would be falling from the sky, just like here in Prague; the final effect of Aviary’s virus, which would carefully guide them to land in oceans, lakes and unpopulated forests.

      Olesya and Sophia watched them fall.
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        Kaliningrad, Kaliningrad Oblast

      

      

      The roller door at the back of the truck opened and Jay peered out.

      It was silent in the middle of a pine forest, and the air cold. The ground was coated in a thin layer of snow, and the tree trunks twisted weirdly into rings and spirals. Beside Jay, Xiu surveyed the area, both hands gripping her submachine gun.

      Jay climbed out, followed by Olesya, to find two banged-up old vehicles waiting for them in the clearing.

      ‘They’re good to get across the border, not much more,’ Olesya said.

      Damien disembarked next, followed by a solemn Sophia.

      Aviary remained in the vehicle. With her good hand, she pushed a small tackle box to the edge of the truck. ‘You might need these,’ she said.

      Jay flipped it open to find Argonaute vials inside. ‘We didn’t lose our Regen,’ he said. ‘You can keep that.’

      ‘But you lost everything else,’ Olesya said. ‘The things that make you who you are.’

      Jay picked out a pink vial. Eléctrica. ‘This made me who I am,’ he said. ‘Or, you know, it made Denton make me who I am.’

      ‘And now you have it back,’ Olesya said.

      Aviary sat beside the tackle box, her legs dangling off the edge of the truck. ‘No kill switches, I promise,’ she said.

      Jay nodded, then handed the pink vial back to Olesya. Reluctantly, she took it.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Olesya asked.

      Jay picked out something new. ‘Yeah. I’m sure.’

      Damien stepped forward and selected a red vial instead.

      ‘Infrared,’ Xiu said. ‘A sound choice.’

      ‘I always wanted that one,’ Damien said.

      ‘There’s still plenty to share,’ Olesya said.

      Yeah, because we lost too many people, Jay thought, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

      ‘What about you?’ Sophia asked Olesya.

      ‘I managed to get by without them before. I think I’ll keep it that way.’

      Jay pocketed his vial. ‘So what now?’

      ‘Unless you’re looking for new employment and a new identity like Aviary, then it’s best that we don’t see each again,’ Olesya said.

      ‘Probably,’ Sophia agreed.

      Olesya held out a hip flask for her.

      Sophia took it and removed the cap.

      ‘Thank you,’ Olesya said, making eye contact with all three of them. ‘I know helping us wasn’t your plan, but—’

      ‘We weren’t going to let you do it by yourself.’ Sophia took a nip from the flask. ‘We all knew that.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ Olesya said.

      Damien sipped from the flask, coughed dramatically, then handed it to Jay. He took a belt that burned down his throat with the taste of pepper and honey. But mostly pepper.

      ‘You’re a good hunter,’ Sophia said. ‘I just hope you’re not hunting me again one day.’

      Olesya took the flask and climbed back in the truck. ‘Make sure I don’t have to.’

      ‘Wait.’ Aviary jumped off the truck and walked over to Damien, then gave him the best hug she could with one arm in a sling. ‘I’d kiss you, but everyone’s watching and it’s really weird.’

      Damien’s cheeks reddened. ‘I’ll miss you, too.’

      ‘I know.’ Aviary leaned in and, hesitating for a moment, kissed him anyway. ‘I’m safe here. I hope you understand.’

      Damien nodded, but it was obvious he was lost for words.

      ‘Yeah,’ was all he could manage.

      Olesya took a swig from her flask and pocketed it. With that, she closed the roller door and banged on the roof, signaling the truck to begin its trek back to the Kaliningrad base.

      Jay watched them leave, then turned to find Sophia going straight for one of the vehicles.

      ‘I’ll see you around,’ she said, opening the driver’s door.

      ‘That’s it?’ Jay asked. ‘Where you going?’

      ‘It’s time I went for a drive.’

      Jay wasn’t going to let her just leave like that, but he felt Damien’s hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Just let her,’ Damien said.

      Sophia started the engine and took off, following a path between the twisted trees.

      Sorrow and regret sat heavy in Jay’s chest as he realized she was leaving without Nasira. It was the same feeling he’d had when he noticed Aviary had scrubbed Nasira’s tracking details from their phones. They were small things, but they felt like attempts to erase her from existence.

      He turned to Damien. ‘You can drive this time.’

      Damien pocketed his vial. ‘Sure about that?’

      Jay climbed into the passenger seat. His stomach grumbled. After a mission like this, they were going to need some serious calories.

      Damien threw his ruck at Jay’s feet and settled behind the wheel. Jay unzipped it. Inside were all their things from the Kaliningrad base and Jay couldn’t help grinning to see a bottle of liquor wedged in between some folded clothes. Hélio’s wallet was in the ruck too; he figured Olesya must’ve put it there. He flipped it open and saw a photo of two young boys standing in a street in Rocinha, the sun warming their faces. He recognized the old spiral staircase and the chipped paint on the turquoise wall behind them.

      He remembered the photo being taken.

      ‘Where to?’ Damien asked.

      Jay took the photo from Hélio’s wallet and added it to his own. Then he looked up at the snow-covered forest around them.

      ‘Somewhere warm.’
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        St Petersburg, Russia

      

      

      Olesya found Illarion on a park bench in Nevsky Prospekt. He sat opposite the monument of the Empress of Russia, hands clasped between his legs and a beanie pulled over his head. It was strange to see him in civilian clothes.

      She walked across the thawing snow, doing her best to hide her limp, and sat beside him.

      ‘I like this statue,’ he said, turning to her. ‘Any sprains or breaks?’

      ‘None.’ She touched her chest, thankful for the liquid body armor. ‘But my whole body is one giant bruise now.’

      ‘Then you are fortunate,’ he said. ‘How about Ark?’

      ‘He’s recovering. Slowly. But he’s alive, at least.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘DC didn’t make it. I know you liked him.’

      Illarion frowned. ‘There are few people I could trust in this world. He was one of them.’ He turned to her. ‘And so are you.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘For saving Europe? I think we’ll keep that off the record.’

      ‘I’m sorry for losing so many of us.’ She wet her lips. ‘And for you, taking all the blame.’

      Illarion rubbed his silver whiskers. ‘That is part of my job.’

      ‘Do you still have it?’

      He nodded. ‘I do.’

      Olesya breathed a sigh. ‘I’m … that makes me feel a lot better.’

      ‘But I am not your commander anymore.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I have been tasked with training the next generation of hunters,’ Illarion said. ‘This was my idea. Other elements of the Sixth Column—or at least what is left of them—will be doing the same. They have come to understand that the Fifth Column is not only real, but a threat to mankind.’

      ‘Do we have a chance?’ Olesya asked.

      ‘I don’t know. It’s probable that everything will never be OK, but we have to try. And one day we might see a world where psychopaths wield little power over our minds. Or, at least, one day you’ll see it.’

      ‘What about now? What happens to Purity?’

      ‘The High Priest was murdered by Separatists and the Purity Party has dissolved in the Czech Republic. Purity leaders in other countries are following suit.’

      ‘Just like that? They’re giving up without a fight?’

      ‘After the damage you inflicted in Prague, the Fifth Column seemed quite happy to throw them to the wolves. We have offered our support to all the countries previously under their control. Some will no doubt be too proud to accept our help, others will take it. We’re resettling three million refugees from all former Purity states. Europe does not have the resources to handle that number, but we do.’

      ‘So … that’s it then?’ Olesya asked. ‘What do I do now?’

      ‘You will lead a cleanup team of operative hunters to track down Purity’s sleeper cells in Russia. And assist our neighbors, should they call for your help.’

      ‘How many cells?’

      ‘Well, it’s plural, so I would say more than one.’

      Illarion smiled. She tried not to laugh, but wasn’t very successful.

      ‘That should keep you busy for a while,’ he said. ‘After that, the choice is yours.’

      Standing, he reached into his jacket pocket. ‘Before I forget, this message went out before the tower’s collapse.’ He handed her a small envelope, sealed. ‘It’s unusually encoded, but perhaps your red-haired friend can decipher it for you.’

      Olesya was tempted to open the envelope there and then, but resisted the urge and slipped it inside her coat. ‘I have one more question.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘My blood bags, in Kaliningrad. They weren’t actually mine.’

      Illarion’s gaze lingered on the snow. ‘Your blood is not stored anywhere. I saw to that.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘There was a certain subclass of pseudogenes that Denton became obsessed with during Project GATE. He was convinced he could find it among his recruits, and it took many years for us to convince him that it doesn’t exist.’

      ‘I have them?’

      Illarion looked at her, said nothing.

      Olesya stood and faced him. ‘And who’s us?’

      ‘A scientist who once worked in Project GATE, and our American friend, DC. Bless their souls.’

      ‘I give people frostbite,’ Olesya said. ‘What’s so dangerous about that?’

      ‘If Denton gets hold of your pseudogenes, he will do a lot more than simply read minds.’

      Olesya nodded. ‘I won’t … give any blood donations then, I suppose.’

      ‘That would be wise.’

      ‘So this is it?’

      Illarion offered his hand to shake.

      She ignored it and hugged him. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘For making my training a living hell … and my life worth living.’

      He smiled. ‘Well, you did that last part yourself.’

      With that, he departed, treading through the thin layer of snow until he disappeared down the street.

      Olesya sat down again. It wasn’t quite winter anymore, but she scooped up what snow she could find with both hands and pressed it together into a ball.

      She threw it.
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        A trainee spy. A washed-up operative.

        A doomsday cult with a city to burn.

      

        

      
        Xiu thinks the distress call is leading her nowhere.

      

        

      
        But when she reaches a derelict city on the Chinese border, she finds a seasoned operative.

      

        

      
        Working alone, he carries a pistol, seventeen rounds and a broken heart.

      

        

      
        Cut off from the rest of the world, Xiu and her new, begrudging mentor face an unimaginable enemy…

      

        

      
        A paramilitary apocalypse cult with room for two, and irradiation for two million.
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