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      I have no name. That died years ago, along with my soul, my hopes, and my dreams. Now all that’s left is a body and a number. Some say seven’s lucky, but it sure didn’t work out that way for me.

      Once, there were ten of us. Three died young, and sometimes when I looked back on how I became what I did, I wondered what had happened to the other six. Whether they were still alive. Out of our little group, two girls and eight boys, I’d been the smallest. Not surprising, really, considering I was only twelve when I was recruited and the next youngest was fourteen. We’d lived together for three years before we were scattered, like seeds from a dandelion, to all the corners of the world to do our masters’ bidding. From time to time, we worked together, but I hadn’t seen any of the others in over three years.

      I used to wonder how things would have turned out if fate hadn’t picked me that night. Well, not so much fate, but Pyotr, the janitor at the orphanage where I’d lived since the age of four. There was a reason Pyotr chose to work at the Vladivostok Home for Girls, and it had nothing to do with the generous wages or the luxurious living conditions and everything to do with the abundance of helpless young flesh available to him, no questions asked, no problems.

      Only that night, nineteen years ago, I made my first big mistake. I caused a problem.

      I don’t remember everything that happened, but I remember enough. Some parts are crystal clear, and I’m grateful my mind blurred out the rest.

      I do recall that it was the middle of winter, and I couldn’t sleep because the cold had seeped into my bones. The heating, meagre though it was, had been turned off hours before and the thin blanket that covered me wasn’t enough to stop me from shivering. I lay on a threadbare mattress, just one in a row of six on that side of the dormitory. All but one of the other beds were occupied. Tatiana had disappeared a few days previously, and none of us knew where she’d gone.

      That night, the light of the full moon glinted on the metal handle as the door swung open. There was no sound apart from the breathing of the girls sleeping around me because, like a good Boy Scout, Pyotr had oiled the hinges.

      The edge of my bed dipped as he sat down on it, and when I started to scream, he put his bony hand over my mouth. I could hardly breathe. The smell of engine oil and cigarettes from his filthy palm invaded my nostrils, and I gagged, bile rising in my throat.

      Then he grabbed me by the arm and forced me to walk in front of him, all the way to his room in the basement. I didn’t understand what was going to happen, but I knew it would be painful. The other girls had told me how much it stung, and when they cried, he laughed and made it hurt more. I didn’t want it to hurt.

      Pyotr unzipped his pants, and his fetid breath made me want to vomit as he forced his lips onto mine. A cluster of wiry hairs sprouting from the mole next to his nose tickled my face. Funny how you remember the small things, isn’t it? I squirmed on the lumpy mattress as he pushed me onto his bed, the dim light on his bedside table illuminating the few yellowed teeth he had left.

      Then the blackness came.

      I remember walking down the corridor in a daze, covered in Pyotr’s blood, knowing that I had to clean myself up or I’d be in trouble. A flash of his body lying on the bed. Then I cried as I scrubbed myself in the grimy shower cubicle all the girls shared, blackened with years of mould and dirt. Until that day, I didn’t know how blood could stick. How it could embed itself under your fingernails and stain your skin. The water in the shower ran pink, mixed with my tears.

      The next day, I thought it had been a bad dream. Over breakfast, I kept glancing at the door, waiting for Pyotr to walk in and show his foul temper by shouting at us for some imagined misdemeanour. But of course, he didn’t. Then the police came, their faces fierce and yet solemn at the same time, I watched through the railings at the top of the stairs as the staff were called into Matron’s office, one at a time, to answer their questions. Each time a worker left, they looked as scared as I felt.

      It wasn’t until two days later that they came for me. The little bitch in the bed next to mine told Matron who Pyotr had chosen, and they found my bloody nightshirt wadded up in the back of my locker, hidden under my thick winter coat.

      Matron fetched me with two big policemen standing behind her, and I waited for the lash of her tongue. That was the usual punishment for disobedience, along with a beating with whatever she happened to have in her hand and no food for several days, sometimes even a week.

      But when she walked into the communal room where I was mopping the floor, she didn’t have anger in her eyes. It was something else. Fear.

      That day, I left the Vladivostok Home for Girls. Left the city entirely. At first, I didn’t know where I’d been taken, but if not for all the ice, I’d have said it was hell.

      The military base was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by trees as far as the eyes could see. Miles and miles of forest. Larch, spruce, fir, and pine. Apart from some mountains in the distance, that was all there was, and despite the vast space, it somehow felt claustrophobic.

      The guards spoke Russian, and snow lay on the ground for most of the year, so I knew I hadn’t left the country, but whether I was in the north or the south, the east or the west, I couldn’t say. The only way in or out was by plane, or occasionally helicopter. I was a prisoner.

      That was where he trained me. The man who burrowed into my psyche and peeled away my fears, layer by layer, until the only thing left that scared me was him. The man who taught me to gain a mark’s confidence with a coquettish smile, or strike terror into his heart with a well-timed glare.

      “It’s all in the eyes,” he used to tell me.

      The man who showed me how to kill with everything from my bare hands, to a knife, to a scarf, to a gun, to a bottle, to a shoe, to an umbrella, to a fucking rocket launcher.

      It was where I became Seven.

      Seven of Ten.
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      I sat on my bed, fidgeting from one butt cheek to the other. A bead of sweat popped out on my chest and ran between my breasts, and I rubbed it away with my sweater. Fuck. I closed my eyes for a second and let out a steady breath. This nervousness wasn’t something I felt often, but then again, it wasn’t often I tried to break out of a maximum-security military base guarded by a legion of Russian special forces and hundreds of miles from anywhere. And I’d never before attempted something so stupid with a two-year-old child in tow.

      I looked down at her, nestled against my side, and for the thousandth time asked myself whether I was crazy enough to go through with what I was planning. In sleep, with her tiny hand curled into mine, her beautiful face showed none of the tension usually present. Tension no child should ever have to suffer. I knew the answer was yes.

      It was the only chance, for both of us. It had taken years to come along, and I’d probably be dead before this sort of opportunity arose again. Then what would happen to my daughter? She’d be left alone with the monster who’d brought us here in the first place.

      With that as the alternative, death seemed like the better option.

      I ran through the plan in my head one more time. Until earlier today, when I overheard a group of the guards talking, I hadn’t been sure it was feasible. But when I ran through the logistics in my head, I decided the time window was just large enough that it could work. Not only did the guards have a potential distraction from Elizabeth and friends, the radio system had been malfunctioning all day, which meant they couldn’t call for backup. But there was no room for error on my part.

      Boots sounded on the concrete outside my cell, and I forced my shoulders to relax in case an overly vigilant guard peered through the bars. That box, twenty feet by eighteen of stark white paint and industrial carpet, had been my home for the past three years. I wouldn’t miss it.

      Deep breaths, Seven. I was as ready as I could be. I mean, it wasn’t as if I had a lot to pack. Just an extra pair of contact lenses and my daughter’s favourite toy, a fluffy rabbit she’d named Twixy after one of the more humane guards snuck her an American chocolate bar a month or so ago. As nothing was supposed to go in or out of our cell without prior approval, the poor sod hadn’t lasted long. A week later, I’d stood on my bed, watching through the bars as the general executed him in the courtyard for some perceived indiscretion. At least the mudak had done his own dirty work that day. Most of the time that fell to me.

      Gently, I lay my daughter on the bed as I stood up and bounced on my toes. No noise. Good—I hadn’t left anything loose in the pockets of the lightweight cargo pants I wore. A few stretches helped me to relax, and as I sat back down, the sense of calm I’d felt many times over the years settled through me. I wasn’t a woman anymore, not a mother or even a human being. I was a bitch, pure and simple. A robotic bitch. He’d trained me that way.

      Don’t feel, just do.

      I glanced at my watch again and took one last look around my prison. No, nothing else worth taking. The matte black Rolex I wore was the only thing of value I was allowed, probably because I couldn’t kill anybody with it. The thirty-thousand-dollar watch had been a thirtieth birthday gift from the general a year ago. By then, our relations had soured to the point that I spent my birthday dinner with my ankles shackled to the floor while his staff served up a five-course feast complete with a fucking string quartet playing in the background. I’d refused to speak to him, and when we’d finished our coffee, the drugs he’d stirred into it kicked in, and he delivered me back to my cell to sleep it off. I know what you’re thinking—why did he bother? Because he could. With the general, everything was about control.

      With that thought, I undid the strap. The bastard had probably put a tracking device inside. I’d already checked Twixy thoroughly, which was why he only had one ear now.

      Another minute ticked by.

      Please, let this work. According to the handful of books on child development I’d had access to, Tabitha was smart for her age, but would she keep to the plan? I’d always preferred to work alone because I never trusted a partner not to screw things up, but when my accomplice was two-and-a-half years old? Had I lost my damn mind?

      No, General Zacharov had stolen it, and this was my only chance to get it back.

      I pressed a kiss to Tabby’s forehead, waking her up, then put a finger to my lips.

      “Stay still,” I whispered. “Okay?”

      She stared up at me with her big brown eyes—her father’s eyes, not mine—and nodded.

      It was time.

      I took a deep breath and laid my beautiful little girl on the cold floor of our prison. She closed her eyes, a tiny smile on her lips. A smile that I mirrored. Yes, that was my daughter.

      “Help! I need help!” I injected enough panic into my voice to make the guard stationed outside come right away rather than waiting until half-time.

      He stomped up to the bars and peered through, his face screwed up in disgust.

      “What do you want? I’m missing the football game.”

      I waved over to where Tabby lay flat by the bed. “She just fell on the floor. I don’t think she’s breathing!”

      Outwardly, I projected the fear of a mother with everything to lose, but inside I willed myself to remain calm as I studied every twitch of the bastard’s face, every movement of his hands. Did I look panicked enough? I was going for scared but not hysterical. No man wanted to deal with a hysterical female.

      I increased the pitch of my voice slightly. “Help her. Please, you’ve got to help her!”

      My fists wanted to clench, but I grabbed the bars instead. Please, Tabby, don’t move. Keep your eyes closed. I’d practised this over and over with her, always at night while the guards were lax, but training a toddler to keep still was almost as difficult as teaching a new conscript to think first then shoot.

      The guard glanced through the doorway at the TV screen as it dissolved into static for a few seconds then looked back at Tabby.

      “I’ll call for the doctor.”

      He acted like he was doing me a favour, and I wasn’t sure whether his lack of compassion was passed down from his parents or instilled by the general.

      Either way, his suggestion wouldn’t work. “The doctor’s on the other side of the base.” I collapsed to my knees beside Tabby and forced the tears to match my broken voice. “She’ll die before he gets here. Please, I need help with CPR. If she dies, I can’t go on without her.”

      He knew that. They all did. From the procedures the general had put in place, anyone with half a brain could work out that he used Tabby to control me. Without her alive, I had nothing to lose but the general did.

      If anything happened to my daughter, the young guard in front of me would have to explain to General Zacharov why he no longer had his favourite assassin under his thumb to do his dirty work. And the general was definitely the type to shoot the messenger.

      A step backwards, a step forwards. I could see the indecision on the guard’s face and in his movements as I pretended to give my daughter mouth-to-mouth.

      “Stay still, Tabby,” I whispered.

      Come on, open the door. I willed the guard to make the right decision. Well, the right one for me. He knew as well as I did Dr. Kurkov would take at least ten minutes to arrive, and that was a long time to go without a heartbeat. I knew what was going through his mind—he was weighing up the general’s wrath against the harmless-looking woman before him. Sure, he’d heard the stories about me, legends, if you like, but in the three years I’d been in this room, neither he nor any of the other guards had seen for themselves why General Zacharov insisted they follow his security procedures to the letter around me.

      Patience? It was one of the few things I had left, and I knew how to use it to my advantage. Zacharov had taught me well in that respect.

      The rules were strict. When I came back from a job, I was drugged, stripped naked, and searched. Everywhere. Before I woke up, they threw me back into my cell, and only once the door was securely locked did they fetch Tabby and put her into the small room next door. Then the door between the rooms opened, and she came through to join me. Eleven times over the past two and a half years I’d woken from a groggy sleep, aching from work I was no longer fit enough to do, violated by the guards’ rough fingers, to find my daughter curled up against my side.

      And every time I saw the fear etched into her face, my resolve to kill each and every one of those fuckers intensified a little more.

      But how? When I went out on a job, the procedure was reversed. I wasn’t allowed to leave my cell with Tabby, ever, and everything that came in had to be approved by the general and checked by three separate guards, just in case I’d managed to corrupt a couple of them. I wasn’t even allowed a fucking pencil, and my cutlery was the cheap plastic kind that snapped if I tried to eat anything of substance.

      Guards sat in an ante-room twenty-four-seven, with checks done at irregular intervals just to keep me on my toes, and even left to my own devices, there wasn’t much I could do with a foam mattress and a beanbag chair.

      My new best friends became patience and revenge.

      I didn’t cause trouble, I didn’t talk back, and apart from the occasions I was alone with the general, I never challenged an instruction.

      Tick tock, tick tock. The second hand on my overpriced watch swept around tirelessly.

      Today’s guard was young, new. Yevgeny. Yevgeny liked football, ran three miles every morning, and had a weakness for his mama’s chicken pie. But I didn’t care about any of that. All I cared about was how much pressure it would take before his neck snapped like a dry twig.

      Yevgeny chewed his bottom lip as he considered his options.

      I thought back to the man I’d lost, Tabby’s father, and the events that led me to this hellhole, and let out a quiet sob. “She’s going to die,” I whispered.

      Mind made up, Yevgeny eyed me warily as he reached for the lever that opened my door.

      “You stay seated.”

      His hand touched the pistol on his hip in an unconscious gesture. Nervous, and so he should be.

      “Please, just hurry.”

      The door slid to the side with a muffled thunk, and Yevgeny scurried across the room and knelt next to me. Tabby twitched as his shadow loomed over her, and I willed her not to move. We were so damn close.

      “I’ll do the chest compressions,” Yevgeny said.

      My daughter’s beautiful face was the last thing he ever saw. He may have been bigger than me, but I’d discovered many years ago that it didn’t take much more effort to break a big man’s neck than a small man’s. It was all about the angle.

      However, it did take more effort to drag him over to our bed and squash him under the blankets.

      Tabby opened her eyes as I stood back to admire my handiwork. Yes, anyone taking a quick glance would assume we were asleep. They didn’t get paid enough to check properly.

      I’d liberated Yevgeny’s pistol before I tucked him into bed, and now I stuck it into my waistband. Its cool bulk comforted me, although all hell would break loose if I fired it.

      “You did well, sweetie,” I whispered to Tabby, and her eyes flicked to the lump on the bed.

      Damn the fucking general for putting me into this position. No child should have to witness their mother kill a man.

      The sound of a shampoo commercial drifted over from the ancient television as I hefted Tabby onto my left hip, leaving my right hand free for my weapon. The two hours I spent working out every day meant I’d kept some of my strength, even if my operational effectiveness was somewhat rusty.

      “We’re going to take a little walk, okay, katyonak?” I’d nicknamed Tabby kitten when she was a baby because her name reminded me of the old tabby cat we’d had when I was her age. “You remember our game? We stay quiet, yes?” 

      She nodded, and I hoped she understood. Luckily, she’d never been a chatty child, probably because she didn’t have anybody to talk to but me and Olga, the old battleaxe who took care of her when I was forced to work.

      Extra sweater, extra socks, a blanket… I bundled my daughter up, ready for the cold. At the beginning of October, temperatures in southern Siberia hovered around zero. Another month and I wouldn’t even attempt this.

      “Ready?” I asked, more to myself than her.

      She looked up at me, eyes soft. She may have got her father’s facial features, but her personality was all mine, and she set her tiny jaw as she curled her fingers into the collar of the jacket I’d just put on.

      The TV was back to football as we slipped out the door, and I closed the cell door behind us. A quick check around the guard’s room garnered me a chocolate bar and a metal pen. Useful—I could take a man’s eye out with that. So far, so good. Now for the second part of my plan, the part that wasn’t so much a plan as a prayer.

      On a normal day, even if I escaped from my cell, I’d have no way to get off Base 13. The nearest city, Tayshet, was a four-hour drive away, and despite the base’s isolation, General Zacharov’s paranoia meant the perimeter of what had become his own private playground was well-guarded. Supplies and personnel went in and out by plane.

      Sure, there were jeeps used for transport within the base, but even if I could sneak out in one, I didn’t rate my chances on the rutted road that led to civilisation. The general’s helicopter was loaded with a 30mm automatic cannon plus twelve anti-tank missiles, and he knew how to use them. For years, I’d fantasised about stealing a plane, but the rigorously maintained counter-air defences and Zacharov’s twitchy trigger finger ensured I wouldn’t get far.

      But today? Today was different.

      Because for the past four days, a team of international weapons inspectors had been touring the base, part of the Russian president’s attempt to appease NATO following a small hiccup with a bunch of terrorists and an escaped super virus. Far from being worried, Zacharov had been his usual arrogant self as he’d told me about it over dinner a couple of weeks back—him on one side of the bars, eating veal orlov off a bone china plate, me on the other with the same meal and disposable utensils.

      “More wine, Seven?”

      “Fuck you.”

      He leaned back in his seat and sighed. “That attitude is why we can’t have a proper meal together anymore. It saddens me.”

      “You’re the one who locked us up like animals.”

      “Only when you got a crazy notion to quit in your head. I didn’t spend sixteen years training you so you could play housewife with some American dropout.”

      “Well, you got your wish when you had him killed, didn’t you?”

      “I’ve told you many times, that was an accident.”

      Accident, my ass. Like his apartment just happened to explode. I stabbed at a piece of veal with my fork, and two of the plastic tines snapped. Zacharov passed me another through the bars, and I resisted the temptation to break his fingers.

      “You need to eat, tigryonak.” Little tiger. He’d been calling me that for years. “I have another job for you in a few weeks, after the inspection team has been through. Those fools,” he added under his breath.

      “What’s happening with that, anyway?”

      “The American president is stamping his feet again, and our ministers are prostituting themselves to please him. But no matter, they can look all they want. They won’t find anything.”

      “You’ve moved the weapons?”

      “No need. They’re hidden well enough. They want Likho, and it’s in the same place as it’s always been.” His face clouded over as he sprinkled more salt on his dinner. “But if I ever catch the traitor who told of its existence…”

      I maintained my impassive mask as I forked up slimy mushrooms, but inside I was laughing. Me. I’d told the Americans about Likho. Back when I wasn’t tethered by my daughter, I’d given up a number of Zacharov’s secrets to the other side, although it took them forever to act on the information.

      “Whoever it was is probably dead, anyway. Your staff don’t have a long life expectancy.”

      “That’s because most of them are imbeciles. But you, Seven, you’re the one with talent. You shouldn’t let it go to waste.”

      He locked me in a cell for most of my life, and I was the one wasting my talent? I bit back a snarky comment and chewed so hard I risked cracking a tooth. The general didn’t tolerate sarcasm well, or humour in any form, and I’d long since dialled mine back. His recruits could literally laugh themselves to death.

      Anyhow, as Zacharov foretold, the inspection team hadn’t got lucky. He’d played the congenial host, showing them around all the areas he wanted guests to see and evading their questions while plying them with lies.

      “Idiots!” he’d told me the night before last. “They couldn’t find their own zad with two hands and a map.”

      I’d heard the guards talking too. Those guys gossiped worse than mothers at a school yard. The inspection team consisted of twelve people—six inspectors and six bodyguards. The bodyguards did nothing but stand around, and the inspectors did nothing but ask stupid and pointless questions. Apart from one of them, it seemed. Elizabeth was a woman with an extremely ample chest who not only asked stupid and pointless questions, she tripped over a lot and provided the guards with a source of entertainment too. And they didn’t get much of that on Base 13, believe me.

      And today, when Yevgeny relieved Igor, they’d lamented her imminent departure. The inspectors would be flying out at eight o’clock this evening, one hour from now.

      Which gave me a deadline, perhaps the most important one of my life.

      One hour until freedom.

      Or death.
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      I plucked Yevgeny’s black woollen cap off the table and pulled it down over my own head. My hair might have been the colour of the night, but I didn’t want it shining in the lights that illuminated the base between the hours of dusk and dawn. He’d left a half-drunk glass of water too, and I spilled some on the floor then rubbed the dirty paste over my face.

      With the grey woollen blanket covering Tabby, we’d blend into the shadows. We had to—this was all or nothing. Either we’d escape, or we’d be dead.

      The corridor that led from our basement prison lay silent as one of Zacharov’s makeshift graveyards as we stole along it. Years of practice meant I didn’t make a sound as I walked. Outside, I took in my first breath of fresh air in almost three months as we hunkered down behind a storage shed, watching as the inspection team loaded the last of their equipment into the six jeeps waiting to drive them over to the runway. That trip would take almost ten minutes. Base 13 was a sprawling scar on the Siberian landscape. As I’d come to expect, the team’s bodyguards stood around, hands in pockets, while Russian conscripts sullenly carried all the bags and boxes.

      Fifteen metres away, a woman wearing a black parka trimmed with rainbow fur around the hood stood talking to a group of guards. Impractical and tasteless at the same time—that could only be Elizabeth.

      She reached out to Vlad, a sadistic bastard if there ever was one, and squeezed his bicep. “Ooh, Vlad. Your muscles are so big. Do you go to the gym every day?”

      Oh, please.

      Vlad laughed, the deep sound like a train rumbling through a tunnel, and placed his hand over hers. “No, Elizavet. I do lots of fighting and shoot the big guns.”

      “So tough! I wish the men in California were as strong as you.”

      She grinned up at him, and I swear the asshole blushed. Still, when the only female company for two hundred miles came via the porn channel, it wasn’t surprising half of the guards had hard-ons.

      “Your American men, they are weak. Russians, we are real men.”

      Vlad launched into a rambling monologue about combat training and the wars he’d fought in while Elizabeth lapped up every word. Most of what Vlad said was bullshit. Elizabeth’s bodyguard was standing next to her, and his eyes had glazed over.

      Vlad had barely closed his mouth when Elizabeth started up again, and her saccharine tones made me wish for earplugs. “Vlad, could you do me a teensy favour and fetch my cases from my room? They’re really heavy, but I’m sure you’ll hardly notice the weight.”

      “Of course, Miss Elizavet. It would be my pleasure.”

      Don’t make me throw up. Still, I had to thank her, because Vlad and the other muscle-bound waste of space with him trailed Elizabeth and her bodyguard back to the building that had served as their guest quarters, and that meant the coast was clear.

      As their voices receded into the darkness, I scuttled from my hiding place and ran to the nearest jeep. The trunk was stacked with equipment, but there was enough room at the side of it for Tabby and me to fit. I’d pulled the edge of a tarpaulin over the pair of us by the time they returned a few minutes later.

      Vlad threw a bag on top of us, and I shielded Tabby’s head, waiting for another hit.

      “That car’s kind of full, don’t you think?” Elizabeth screeched. “I don’t want the pirozhki Yulia made me getting squashed.” Another car door opened. “There’s plenty of space in this one.”

      Pirozhki? Good grief, she was taking home food as a souvenir? Vlad retreated, and thumps echoed as he shoved the rest of her luggage into the next car.

      “Would you mind if I took a couple of photos?” Elizabeth asked. “The girls back home will never believe how cute you guys all are otherwise.”

      Mumbles of agreement came, followed by Elizabeth’s instructions of “left a bit…right a bit…closer.” Then a squeal. “Ooh, here’s Oleg.”

      Wonderful, Zacharov was here, and it seemed he and the bimbo were on first-name terms. How did somebody with so few brain cells ever qualify as a weapons inspector in the first place? The general must have been celebrating from the moment she turned up.

      His footsteps sounded near the car, slow and measured. I could pick them out anywhere. Please, don’t look inside.

      “Did you get everything you needed, Miss Elizabeth?”

      “I think so, and it was so kind of you to show us around personally. Can I just get a picture with you? I’ve never been to Russia before, and this whole trip’s been quite an adventure.”

      “Of course.”

      I heard the amusement in his voice, but I figured I’d be smiling too if an inspection team had just failed to find the bunkers where all my good weapons were hidden.

      Finally, the squawking stopped, and the suspension dipped as people climbed into the vehicle. One, two, three, four times. Four occupants. Who was on board with us?

      A Russian driver—I heard him talking to a colleague out of the window. Something about lining the vodka up for when they got back. And… Elizabeth. I got Elizabeth. Fantastic.

      “Could you turn the heating up?” she asked. “It’s freezing in here.”

      Then we were off, and I forced my heart to remain steady as I counted down the ten minutes to freedom or… No, I didn’t want to think about it because that meant Tabby would have no life either.

      Elizabeth frayed my last nerve as she rattled on with a constant stream of drivel about how much snow there was, how big the tanks were, how exciting her whole entire trip had been, how strange the food tasted, and on, and on, and on. If I was the guy driving, I’d have been tempted to test my gun on her. For sure, I could have found some way to write it off as an accident.

      Just as I had that thought, I got the shock of my life, and I wasn’t an easy person to shock, believe me. I’d been there, done that, and got the T-shirt and battle scars to prove it. But when Elizabeth’s hand snaked over the back of the seat and dropped a phone into my hand, I’ll admit it nearly gave me a heart attack.

      The screen was lit up, and as she carried on with her ceaseless chatter, I read what she’d typed.

      I take it you’re not along for a joyride?

      What the fuck? She knew I was there? Why didn’t she say anything? Even now she was talking as if nothing had happened, and unless my ears deceived me, she’d just asked the driver whether there were any sabre-toothed tigers in these parts.

      I couldn’t ignore her. Her arm was hanging over the seat, fingers twitching for my answer. I didn’t have a clue what her game was, but I had to play along. I kept my reply vague and put the phone back into her waiting hand.

      There is nothing joyous about this place.

      A few seconds later, as the bodyguard next to her patiently explained that sabre-toothed tigers had been extinct for millions of years, she handed the phone back.

      Our plane is waiting. Are you coming with us?

      I typed out the only answer I could.

      Yes.

      I waited longer for her next message as the jeep wove around a series of hangars near the runway.

      I’ll distract them while you get on board. Hide in the bedroom at the back.

      Well, it seemed I’d found an unlikely ally. I had no idea what she wanted or why she was helping us, but as long as we got out of this godforsaken hellhole, I’d deal with that later.

      Tabby and I slid forwards as the driver braked roughly to a halt, and cold air rushed in as the doors opened one after another. The stink of Vlad’s body odour washed over me as he wrenched up the lid of the trunk and began heaving the equipment out onto the tarmac. Whatever Elizabeth was planning, she needed to fucking hurry up about it. One more case and our hiding place would be revealed.

      “Aaah! My ankle! I think I might have broken it.”

      Vlad’s deep voice sounded from a little further away. “Poor Elizavet. Did you slip?”

      “Yes, on the ice. Could you help me up?” A sharp intake of breath. “It really hurts.”

      I peered out from under the tarpaulin and saw Elizabeth sitting on the ground a car length away with the guards gathered around. The only person facing me was her bodyguard, and he remained impassive as I gathered Tabby up and slipped out of the trunk. Elizabeth let out an anguished wail as I ran to the plane, then she burst into tears as I hurried up the stairs. The bedroom. She’d said to hide in the bedroom. It wasn’t big, just a double bed with a nightstand each side plus a narrow closet big enough to fit Tabby. I yanked open the door and evicted a flight case then tucked her into the bottom.

      “Stay quiet, katyonak, okay?” I touched a finger to my lips.

      “Yes, mama.”

      I covered her with the blanket as best I could, then crawled into the space along the far side of the bed. If somebody walked around it, I couldn’t be more obvious, but a cursory glance through the door wouldn’t reveal my hiding place. Russian voices sounded from the cabin, and I held my breath. Just a few minutes more, that was all we needed, but if they discovered Yevgeny’s body in my cell before that, the general would unleash hell.

      Footsteps came closer, closer, right up to the bed. A shadow loomed over, and Elizabeth’s bodyguard looked down at me.

      “Shhh.” He put a finger to his lips then dropped a pile of coats over the top of me. I burrowed into them, tucking my legs against my stomach.

      Outside, Elizabeth arrived in the main cabin, no doubt assisted by Vlad and his minions.

      “I can’t believe you carried me up the steps so easily. I know you said you were strong, but that was something else. Do you think I might be able to get some ice for my ankle?”

      Sure, he could just scoop some up from outside.

      Every second of the wait seemed to last an hour, but finally the Russian voices faded away, and the engines roared into life. Slowly, so slowly, the plane began to move.

      When the wheels left the tarmac, the crushing weight on my chest lifted with them. I may have been penniless with nothing but the clothes on my back, but I had my daughter, and she was worth everything to me. As the plane flew towards an unknown destination, I found myself wanting to live for the first time in three years.
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      Five minutes passed, then ten, before footsteps came into the bedroom and the coats over me were lifted away. Elizabeth looked down at me, hands on her hips and one eyebrow raised.

      “Okay, this had better be good. I’m dying to know why we just helped you to escape from General Fuckwit and his merry band of assholes.”

      The first thing I noticed was that her West Coast accent had vanished, replaced by clipped English tones. The second thing was that she wasn’t Elizabeth anymore. Well, she was, but not the giggling, irritating, simpering Elizabeth who’d been there a quarter of an hour ago. This Elizabeth was calm, self-assured, and perfectly composed. I met her gaze, and she held my eyes with an unforgiving stare.

      I fought to keep my face blank as a groan rose in my throat. Fuck. I’d fallen right into the trap I’d set for others so many times before. I’d taken Elizabeth at face value and grossly underestimated her. Inwardly, I cursed first myself and then Zacharov. Three years in that hole had dulled my senses, which was why I found myself trapped on a plane at ten thousand feet with a woman who very much reminded me of the person I’d been before my prison sentence began.

      I didn’t take my eyes off her as I reached for my gun, praying it was loaded with ammunition that wouldn’t go through the plane as well as her head should I need to fire it. In a situation like this, I’d want MagSafe, which would fragment on impact, making a nice mess of the target while leaving everything behind it untouched. Oh, who was I kidding? Yevgeny had probably never even heard of MagSafe.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      Dammit, I’d blinked, and now she had a gun in her hand. A Walther P88.

      “And I know what’s going through your mind,” she said. “Yes, it’s loaded with MagSafe, and no, I won’t miss.”

      “Shit.” The word escaped my lips as I laid my head back. Out of the fucking frying pan and straight into hell, part two.

      “Oh, for crying out loud. Get up.”

      She motioned to the bed with the barrel of the gun as I calculated angles and distances. Could I take her down safely? She stepped back a pace. No. I couldn’t. 

      She sighed. “I’m not going to shoot you, but I know you’ve got a weapon of some sort on you, and I’d rather you didn’t use it.”

      If the situation was reversed, I wouldn’t choose to fire at that point, so I got to my knees, careful to keep my hands in view. The last thing I wanted was for Tabby to end up in the middle of a gunfight.

      “What have you got?” Elizabeth asked.

      I shrugged. At this point in time, it didn’t matter. “A Makarov.”

      She laughed. “There’s a reason why they’re cheap.”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “I guess not. Give me the mag, eject the round in the chamber, and I’ll put mine away.”

      I released the magazine while the gun was aimed at the floor and tossed it in her direction. She caught it without looking and tucked her Walther behind her back. I did the same with the Makarov. Even without the ammunition, I could use it to do a significant amount of damage to a normal person, but I had a feeling Elizabeth was anything but normal.

      A muffled “Mama” sounded from the closet, and our eyes flicked in that direction.

      “Do you mind?” I asked.

      “Be my guest.”

      I had to turn my back on Elizabeth to get Tabby, which caused my throat to tighten, but I made the effort to smile as I picked my daughter up and hugged her tightly against me. “It’s okay, katyonak,” I whispered, hating that I had to lie to her.

      When I straightened, Elizabeth was leaning against the wall by the door, a less aggressive stance than before. I followed her lead and sat on the edge of the bed with Tabby cradled on my lap.

      “You want something to eat?” Elizabeth asked. She smiled at Tabby, and the knot in my stomach loosened just a little.

      Tabby looked back and forth between Elizabeth and me, eyes wide. The only other woman she’d seen was Olga, whose position as Tabby’s de facto nanny while I went away on jobs always bothered me since it was obvious she hated kids. And now here was this smiling brunette, and Tabby’s confusion was written all over her face.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked her.

      She nodded and rubbed her stomach.

      “And you?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      She stuck two fingers in her mouth and whistled, and a few seconds later, her bodyguard cracked the door open.

      “You summoned?”

      “I did.”

      He pushed the door all the way open and peered in. “Oh, good. You haven’t killed each other yet. Did you want something other than my presence?”

      “Be a babe and bring some food, would you?”

      “Any preferences?”

      “As long as it’s not that Russian shit I’ve been eating all week, I don’t care.”

      “Not a fan of the pirozhki, then?” I asked.

      “Every time I took a bite, a rock gave up its soul.”

      The guy raised an eyebrow at me, and I was momentarily at a loss. I couldn’t remember the last time somebody asked for my preference on anything. Actually, I could. Three years and one month ago, when Tabby’s father took me out for what was to be our last meal together. Nothing expensive, just steak and chips at an American-style diner in Moscow, but because it was with him, the steak tasted like the best I’d ever eaten.

      Stop it, Seven. I couldn’t dwell on the past. Sam Jessop was nothing more than a memory now, a ghost whose image grew fainter with every passing day. Tabby was the only thing left of him, and I needed to get a grip for her sake.

      “I’ll eat anything.”

      When the bodyguard left, Elizabeth sat on the bed and scooted back until she was sitting on one pillow. “What was that about?”

      I clutched Tabby tighter. “What was what about?”

      “You disappeared there.”

      “It was nothing.” I didn’t mean to snap, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Fine, be like that. And you still haven’t answered my first question.”

      What question? Oh, right. Why was I escaping from Base 13? “Let’s just say General Zacharov and I no longer see eye to eye.”

      “That’s all you’re gonna give me?”

      “What else do you want?”

      “Are you defecting?”

      “No, I’m quitting.”

      “Quitting what?”

      “My previous life.”

      “Which is…?”

      “You don’t give up, do you?”

      She grinned. “It’s one of my better qualities.”

      “I worked for Zacharov, on…various projects. But over the last few years, he’s been more and more difficult to get along with, and the only other way to leave his employment would have been feet first. But I have a daughter now.”

      “What about her father? Will he come after her?”

      I understood her real question—did Tabby’s father work at Base 13? “Her father is dead.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The door opened again, and the bodyguard came back with an armful of packets. “Sorry, it’s all pre-processed junk until we land. You want coffee?”

      “You already know my answer,” Elizabeth said.

      I nodded. “Please.”

      “Milk? Sugar?”

      “Neither.”

      Tabby’s eyes lit up at the sight of all the colourful snacks, and I helped her to open a bag of cookies. She tried to stuff a whole one into her mouth and crumbs went everywhere.

      “Sorry. She doesn’t often get sweet things.”

      Elizabeth smiled faintly. “Don’t worry. It’s not my plane, anyway. The UN can pick up the valet bill.”

      I opened a bag of chips and helped myself to a soda. The food was far from gourmet, but compared to the fish and potatoes Olga served up for almost every meal, it tasted like a little piece of heaven.

      The bodyguard came back again with two plastic mugs, one for me and one for Elizabeth. I blew the steam away from mine and took a sip, relishing the burn as the coffee slid down my throat. My cell was so far from the kitchen, all my meals got served lukewarm, and although I had a heater, it had barely taken the edge off the Siberian winter. I’d spent the last three years freezing. Tabby had never felt the sun on her face, and the vitamin D tablets we took daily were no substitute for spending time outdoors.

      In those three years, I hadn’t dared to make any plans for the future. Doing so would have felt like tempting fate. But now I needed to think about the logistics, and I knew one thing—our final destination would be hot.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Elizabeth.

      She took a sip of her coffee. “Switzerland first to drop off the weapons inspectors, then the United States. Take your pick—Geneva or Virginia.”

      I noticed she didn’t class herself among them. “So you’re not a weapons inspector?”

      Her shrill American accent came back. “No, I was the comic relief.”

      “What were you doing at the base?”

      “A favour.”

      “Is that all you’re going to give me?” I echoed her earlier words back to her.

      She paused, considering her words. “General Zacharov has upset a few people.”

      It wasn’t a proper answer, but I couldn’t blame her for being evasive, not when she barely knew me. “General Zacharov has the finesse of a bull.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “And Vlad smelled like one.”

      “I’m not sure he ever takes a bath.”

      “It wasn’t just him. There’s a serious personal hygiene problem on Base 13.”

      “You didn’t seem to mind when you were posing for pictures with them earlier.”

      “I needed photos for my report, and it was easier to get them to pose than rely on a lapel camera. Those often come out blurry.”

      “Good call, suka.” I called her a bitch without thinking, and from me, it was meant as a compliment.

      She took it as one. “Thanks. I do try.”

      I knew at that moment I’d met a kindred spirit. My first genuine smile in years crept onto my face, and Elizabeth grinned back.

      Russians had a saying, “To smile with no reason is the sign of a fool,” but today, I had a reason.

      Then the door opened, and the bodyguard held out a phone. “Lizzie, James is on the line.”

      She made a face. “I’ve got to take this. It’ll probably be a long one. You should get some rest.”

      Once the door closed behind her, I realised she was right. All the adrenaline had seeped out of me and been replaced by a gnawing tiredness, as so often happened after a job.

      But even exhaustion couldn’t mask the tingle of elation growing inside me. The hard part was over. We’d left Base 13, and now we had the choice of Switzerland or the United States to disappear in. It wasn’t a difficult decision. My English was better than my German and my French, so I’d be more comfortable in America. Plus, Tabby’s father had come from Massachusetts, and although it wasn’t a great basis for such an important decision, I wanted Tabby to see the country he’d called home.

      With Elizabeth back in the main cabin, I rummaged through the bedroom for anything that might be useful. The closet held a few items of women’s clothing, and I quickly pulled on a soft purple sweater under my own black polo neck so it wouldn’t show, as well as rolling up a pair of leggings and stuffing them into my jacket pocket.

      The flight case was mostly empty, but I found a blank legal pad and a pen that would come in useful before hitting the jackpot in the nightstand drawer. A knife glinted up at me, and not just any knife. The Emerson CQC-6 was my tactical knife of choice, designed for one purpose: killing people. Elizabeth’s? I pocketed it, hoping it wouldn’t come in handy later. I didn’t need that kind of drama in my life anymore.

      Blood stained my soul.

      I’d hoped to find cash, but apart from a stray nickel under the bed, I came up empty. I’d need to steal money when we landed. No, my days of dancing on the wrong side of the law weren’t over yet.

      Without my watch, I didn’t know for sure how long we had until the plane landed in Geneva, but I guessed at two or three hours. Elizabeth was right—I needed to sleep. But first I wanted to write a letter, a thank you, if you like.

      Beside me, Tabby yawned, and I cleared the mess of food packets out of the way and tucked her under the blanket.

      “Sleep, katyonak.”

      Her forehead felt so soft as I pressed my lips against her skin.

      As she snuggled against me, safe at last, I leaned against the wall and began to write.
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      Through a haze of sleep, I felt something soft hit my shoulder. The knife was in my hand as I sat bolt upright, an automatic reflex.

      Elizabeth laughed at me from the doorway, and I followed her gaze to the toilet roll lying on the bed.

      “Why did you throw that at me?”

      “Because I needed to wake you up, and I don’t have a death wish.”

      She must have recognised the knife as hers, but she didn’t say anything as I folded it up and put it back in my pocket. “Are we landing soon?”

      “We’re at ten thousand feet, just waiting for a slot. You want another coffee?”

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      By the time she came back with two mugs and took a seat on the edge of the bed, I’d woken up properly. “What’s the plan? Shall we hide again while the weapons inspectors get off?”

      “You’re eight hours behind. We’re about to touch down in Virginia.”

      We were what? I never slept for longer than five hours. Even as a child, I’d broken my sleep into smaller chunks, and as an adult, I liked to check my surroundings at regular intervals. And now Elizabeth was telling me I’d slept for half a day?

      “What if I’d wanted to stay in Switzerland?”

      “You didn’t. The Swiss haven’t been too keen on foreigners lately, and less than half of women work so it would have been harder to blend in. Plus, it’s bloody cold.”

      I peered out the window, where the lights of a large city twinkled below. Rows of car headlights moved in unison along the highway. “Whereabouts in Virginia?”

      “Richmond. The state capital,” she added unnecessarily, because I already knew that.

      I might never have been there, but I’d had a detailed knowledge of geography hammered into me as a teenager. Quite literally, at one point. I thought back to the day I’d dared to disagree with my teacher over the dialect spoken in a particular part of Iraq. I was right, but that didn’t stop him from slamming my head against the desk.

      His was a tasteful funeral. A horse-drawn hearse, if I recalled correctly.

      I was drawn out of my thoughts by Elizabeth snapping her fingers at me. “Earth to... What is your name, anyway? You zoned out again.”
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