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      ‘How did you find me?’ Damien asked.

      He was standing directly behind her. He didn’t make any sudden movements, he knew she was aware of his presence.

      ‘Passport Pete, East Harlem,’ Nasira said, turning slowly, her gaze cast low. ‘Your one-stop identity shop.’

      He’d been aware of Nasira surveilling him for the best part of the morning. His morning run along the beach was the only routine he kept, and he kept it because he liked to know who was watching him, and most importantly who was trying to kill him. So far, one particularly clever, recently deceased mercenary. And now her.

      She’d waited until he’d finished his run before approaching, probably because he’d be too exhausted to evade her by then. To save her the trouble, he approached her as she left the yacht club. She had one hand in her pocket, so he kept a few paces between them. It was windy and there weren’t many people sitting at the tables outside.

      ‘Using the same supplier,’ Damien said. ‘That was a mistake.’

      Nasira raised an eyebrow. ‘Or was it?’

      ‘The first of many, I’m guessing,’ Damien said.

      ‘I bet you say that to all the girls. Which explains a lot, actually.’

      Nasira’s sudden appearance after so long didn’t bode well, Damien thought. He hadn’t even been sure she was still alive.

      ‘Thought you were killed in New York,’ he said. ‘According to the grapevine.’

      ‘Don’t believe all the hype.’

      Nasira’s arrival prickled him with anxiety. But also, he admitted, curiosity. His and Jay’s brief alliance with Nasira and Sophia had turned his world on end. Their objective to steal the Chimera vectors was achieved, but at considerable cost. Sophia lost most of her team, and Damien made a significant career change from deniable operative to top ten terrorist. Although, the more he thought about it, there wasn’t much difference to begin with.

      ‘You came all the way to New Zealand,’ he said. ‘Must be important.’

      ‘Not as far as you might think.’ She removed something from her pocket. ‘Your great-grandfather’s, right?’ She was holding a small gold wristwatch. ‘I was hoping to bring you more, but this was the only thing you had.’

      Damien remembered the possessions box from when he joined Project GATE. ‘Only thing worth keeping.’

      He carefully took the watch from her hand. The band was brown woven leather. The watch face read seven past seven. It was an old wind-up, the gold was soft and instead of quartz it ran smooth on rubies. The watch didn’t look like much but it was worth more than his car. Which was how he preferred it.

      ‘How did you find this?’ he asked.

      It was Nasira’s turn to check their surroundings. ‘You’re asking how but you’re more interested in why.’

      ‘I’m bracing myself in anticipation. This is my braced position.’

      Nasira’s brow furrowed. ‘You’re not bending over.’

      ‘Should I be?’

      ‘Sophia needs you,’ she said. ‘More specifically, she needs someone with your skill set, and Jay’s.’

      ‘I should be bending over.’ He handed her the watch. ‘Can you hold this while I assume the position?’

      She pushed it back toward him. ‘The watch is yours.’

      ‘Bribes only work if I accept the condition. But I suppose killing all the motherfuckers was your strong point.’

      ‘That can be arranged,’ Nasira said.

      ‘See, that’s the Nasira I know. Besides, Sophia can’t need me that badly if she sent you.’

      ‘She would come if she could,’ Nasira said. ‘But she’s tied up right now.’
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      Sophia was tied up right now. She pulled at the plasticuffs yet they only closed further. Her two captors, standing over her and sucking cigarettes through balaclavas, had the foresight to fasten her to a gym bench with her wrists plasticuffed to the strap tied over her upper legs. The bench was bolted to the van floor. This was going to be a little harder than she’d thought.

      The van turned a corner and the classical music started once more. She would never think of Bach in the same way again.

      One of the men laid a thin cloth over her face and held it there. Darkness. She closed her eyes, knowing what was coming. Water soaked the towel, pressing it against her face, smothering her. Water gushed down her throat. She choked. Her body writhed under the straps. She couldn’t breathe. She was drowning. Her throat burned. Her lungs burned. Her nasal passages burned. Any second now, she would die.

      The cloth peeled from her face. She coughed up water, drew in air, sucked more water with it. She coughed some more.

      Bach continued.

      The man holding the cloth shrugged. ‘Twenty seconds, better than most.’

      He shoved it back over her face. She inhaled, her mouth sucking in the cloth. Bad move. Water swelled over it, pushing the cloth into the back of her throat. All she could do was think of breathing, of trying to breathe, of water surging down her throat, filling her lungs. She was drowning and there was no stopping it.

      The van shuddered. Her body shook beneath the straps, and the cloth peeled from her face. Above her, the men flailed through the air, their bodies smashing into one side of the van. Water poured from her mouth—upward. Her stomach lurched. The van was rolling.

      Sophia was stuck, the bench bolted to the floor. The van tumbled and the two men bounced helplessly across the walls, the ceiling, past the bench. A cigarette pack blossomed cigarettes. The large bottle of water spiraled over her chest, splashing her.

      The van stopped turning. She hung from the ceiling. The two men were crumpled below, bleeding and unconscious.

      She spat the last of the water from her mouth. ‘Well, that’s good.’

      The van door opened and in walked DC, Owen Freeman’s bodyguard. At least, he had been Freeman’s bodyguard until Hurricane Stacy hit the Akhana base in Manhattan. Everyone evacuated and Freeman had assigned DC to Sophia. Now she was stuck with him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she said.

      DC began to shake his head but thought better of it. ‘Saving your ass.’

      ‘My ass doesn’t need saving.’

      In defeat, DC held up his hands. One of them clasped a Heckler & Koch MP7A1 personal defense weapon. Not quite a submachine gun, not quite a pistol. ‘I’ll leave you to it then.’

      Sophia coughed some more water. ‘I might need a … little bit of help.’

      DC raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Just some loosening up,’ she said.

      ‘Your mindset or the straps?’

      ‘The straps.’

      DC holstered his MP7 and pulled the scabbard from the magnets along his back. He drew his tachi sword and replaced the scabbard on his back.

      ‘That’s a bit overkill, don’t you think?’ Sophia said.

      Using the tip, he cut open the plasticuffs on each of her wrists. ‘You’re a bit overkill, don’t you think?’ he said.

      ‘That’s what all the boys say.’

      DC cut the straps along her legs and let her take care of the rest. She jumped down and checked herself for injuries.

      ‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

      ‘Where did you learn to intercept like that?’ Sophia said, recovering her pistol from one of the unconscious men. ‘Monster truck derby?’

      ‘It’s called saving your life.’ DC stepped out of the van. ‘Which I seem to be doing a lot of lately. You’re welcome, by the way.’

      ‘Saving my life?’ Sophia followed him onto the wharf. They were in a shipping yard somewhere on the southern edge of Tokyo, flanked by forty-foot containers and gargantuan red cranes. ‘I think you’re confusing saving lives with screwing everything up,’ she said.

      ‘Excuse me,’ DC said, as a man appeared from around the side of the van, a Heckler & Koch G36C subcarbine aimed at Sophia. DC kept his gaze on Sophia while he cut upwards, behind the man’s left elbow. The man’s subcarbine lifted to expose his throat. DC sliced his neck. The man collapsed against the van, spurting blood.

      The van’s driver jumped out of his seat, subcarbine aimed at Sophia. She shot him twice with her pistol.

      ‘You’re the one who got herself captured by a band of jacked-up mercenaries,’ DC said.

      ‘Yeah, on purpose! One of them’s ex-Fifth Column. Not these jokers. The guy back at their warehouse. He was involved in these constructions popping up all over the place.’

      The Fifth Column wasn’t actually a real name but a label used internally and by a small number of outsiders—mostly former employees and service personnel—to identify what on first glance might be mistaken for a clandestine US intelligence service. But the Fifth Column wasn’t just one service or just one nation; it was an international military and intelligence framework that sat spider-like over existing agencies and departments. It was unique in that it maintained its own ranks and structure while usurping intelligence apparatus and armed forces across the globe. Due to its heavily compartmentalized structure, there were few—even those inside—who knew every component and outfit that operated under its rule.

      DC started walking. ‘He was killed early this morning. Shocktroopers.’

      ‘Oh,’ Sophia said. ‘Well, that was a waste of time then.’

      If the Fifth Column had gone to the trouble of sending shocktroopers to wipe out her only lead, they clearly didn’t want anyone knowing about whatever it was they were building. As far as the general population was concerned, the construction sites didn’t exist. But Sophia had noticed the sudden, furious building activity taking place around the world and had discovered that it was all being carried out by just three dummy corporations, all of which led back to the Fifth Column. She didn’t know what the construction was for yet—ramping up shocktrooper production and training, expanding research and development, or something else altogether—but it seemed critically important to the Fifth Column.

      ‘Hey.’ DC gripped her arm. ‘We need to move.’

      She blinked, followed him to his motorbike.

      ‘When are you going to stop this?’ he said.

      ‘Probably never.’ She looked over her shoulder. Police cars wailed in the distance.

      He sighed. ‘At least you’re honest.’ He jumped on the bike. ‘Get on.’
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      Nasira pulled up outside Jay’s apartment block and unbuckled her seatbelt.

      ‘I’m going in alone,’ Damien said.

      Nasira suppressed the urge to draw her pistol. ‘The hell you are.’

      ‘You’ll blow your chance before you even set foot in his door,’ Damien said.

      Who the hell did he think he was? She was the one who didn’t trust Jay. She drummed the steering wheel.

      ‘Don’t even want him anyway,’ she said.

      Damien shrugged. ‘I don’t have to—’

      ‘Just do it.’

      He got out of the car and made his way toward Jay’s apartment block: a cuboid green and hot-pink building that looked like a misshapen watermelon.

      This was the last place Nasira wanted to be right now—at Damien and Jay’s doorstep asking for help. They were good at what they did, she’d give them that, but they weren’t exactly the sort she’d bet her life on. After the Desecheo Island incident, stealing the Chimera vectors, she’d been more than relieved to part ways with them. Jay was charming and he meant well, but he was also a pain in the fucking ass. If ever there was a real-life equivalent to James Bond, including the sexist quips and mommy issues, it was Jay. Of course, in real life there weren’t any tuxedos or high-end luxury sports cars. Real deniable operatives like Jay weren’t paid much, but at least it was tax free.

      She was here, she reminded herself, for Sophia. While Owen Freeman, the leader of the Akhana, might want the best for Sophia, he wasn’t around right now. He was tucked away in a Shadow Akhana base somewhere. The Fifth Column would like nothing better than to dispose of the leader of a resistance group like the Akhana, comprised mostly of former Fifth Column employees and servicemen and women. Not everyone under the Fifth Column’s employ was completely comfortable serving the psychopaths of the civilized world.

      Freeman had assigned DC as Sophia’s bodyguard, but all he seemed to do was get in the way. And he didn’t genuinely want to protect her; he did it only because he was under orders. Nasira and DC maintained a mutual respect, but it was difficult at times. Nasira was the only one who really cared about Sophia.

      Nasira almost laughed. When Sophia had first attempted to deprogram her a couple of years ago, she’d wanted to kill her. She’d wanted to separate Sophia’s head from her shoulders with a few strokes of her knife. But now Sophia was her closest friend—her only friend. Just as Damien and Jay were like brothers, she and Sophia were sisters. And now Sophia needed help. Outside help. If anyone could understand that, she hoped they could.

      After the hurricane in New York had decimated the Akhana base they were stationed at, everyone had migrated to other Akhana bases, mostly in the US, some to Canada, others to parts of Asia, and others to Australia. Damien and Jay had long ago declined Sophia’s offer to join the Akhana, and Nasira had no idea how long they’d remained in New York, or even if they had remained there at all after they’d dropped off the grid entirely. It had taken her the best part of a month to track Damien down, and she’d only managed it because he’d left a New Zealand post office box number with Passport Pete.

      The more she thought about it, the more she was certain Damien had purposely left that loose end untied. Maybe he wanted to be found.

      [image: ]

      Jay’s vision cleared. He rubbed his nose and rolled over. Damien was standing at the end of his bed.

      ‘Um, how long have you been here?’ Jay said.

      Damien didn’t move. ‘I watch you every night.’

      Jay cleared his throat as noisily as possible. ‘Most people buy me a drink first.’

      Damien eyed the empty whiskey glass in Jay’s hand. ‘Most people don’t have to.’

      He walked out.

      Jay dropped the glass on the floor and located some clothes. His limbs were heavy and it felt like someone had emptied a bag of rocks inside his head. He found Damien in the lounge room, staring out the window of the balcony he never used.

      ‘You’re here early,’ he said.

      ‘Aren’t you normally out surfing at this time?’ Damien said.

      ‘I quit.’ Jay walked into the kitchen and filled the percolator with coffee. ‘Got bored of it.’

      Damien was grinning. ‘It’s only been three days.’

      Jay ignored him. ‘Thinking of taking up windsurfing. Coffee?’

      Damien shook his head. His hands were in his pockets. ‘We need to talk.’

      ‘Sure.’ Jay put the percolator on the stove and gestured to the couch. ‘So … is this a job?’

      ‘Didn’t you just get back from one?’

      ‘A week ago. I told you.’

      ‘Sorry, I lost track,’ Damien said.

      Jay crossed his arms. ‘So it’s not a job. Girlfriend problems? No, can’t be that. Erection problems? I mean, when you’re in front of the computer.’

      ‘Not exactly.’ Damien sat on the edge of the couch. Not a good sign.

      Jay looked around the apartment. It was almost as empty as it had been when Jay had moved in a few months ago. Decoration ended at a couch and table. He’d told Damien he hadn’t gotten around to paintings or a television or anything yet, but the truth was he couldn’t be bothered.

      Jay waited. He really needed to piss, but he didn’t want to delay this any more.

      ‘We haven’t been compromised, have we?’ he said. ‘You run the same route every morning. You know that’s stupid, right? But you keep doing it.’

      Damien shook his head. He dug into a pocket and offered him something. Jay leaned forward to find a Christian cross hanging from a fine gold chain. He plucked it from Damien’s hand and let it hang.

      ‘I’m not religious,’ he said.

      ‘Your father was.’

      Jay’s stomach turned. He was mostly sure it wasn’t the hangover. He placed the necklace on the coffee table. ‘Do I want to know where you got this?’

      ‘Nasira.’

      Jay didn’t have a response ready. ‘How do you know that?’ he managed.

      ‘I ran into her.’

      Jay licked his lips. ‘I thought they were killed in America.’ He swallowed.

      Nasira didn’t matter any more. He was happy she was alive, sure, but it didn’t change anything.

      ‘What’s she doing here of all places?’

      ‘They left America not long after we did,’ Damien said. ‘They’re in Australia now.’

      ‘They?’

      Damien shrugged. ‘Nasira, Sophia, Benito. Whoever’s left.’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Great. And how did she find you?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Bullshit.’

      Damien stood upright. ‘I let her find me, OK?’

      Jay didn’t know what to say. ‘Why? That’s my first question.’

      The percolator started bubbling.

      ‘We’re looking for work, right?’ Damien said. ‘That’s why you let me in.’

      ‘You let yourself in.’ Escaping to the kitchen, he took the percolator off the stove.  

      ‘With a lockpick.’

      ‘Keep doing that and you’ll fuck up my lock.’

      ‘Then give me a key.’

      ‘Only when you stop talking to strange women,’ Jay said. ‘That’s my job. And as far as Nasira’s concerned, I’m not going down that road. I’ve made that mistake once, I’m not making it again.’

      He poured two cups, added a little something extra to his. He turned around, surprised to find Damien at the other side of the bench. He almost spilled coffee on himself.

      ‘It’s your road,’ Damien said.

      ‘Not any more.’ Jay sipped both cups to figure out which one was his. ‘Here.’

      Damien took his cup. ‘You’re adding rum to your coffee now?’

      ‘I like the taste.’ Jay sipped his coffee and winced. He didn’t.

      ‘Seems like every time you come back from that sandpit you drink more,’ Damien said. ‘What was the job this time?’

      Jay pushed past him. ‘Security. Narcotics facility in the Stan.’

      ‘You may as well just join the Fifth Column again,’ Damien said.

      Anger bristled inside Jay. He clenched his teeth to suppress it. ‘Maybe I will. Maybe I’m done with this joint.’

      ‘There are better things out there,’ Damien said.

      ‘Like what?’

      Damien opened his mouth, but said nothing.

      Jay wasn’t even sure he knew what he wanted any more. When he was still in the Fifth Column, part of Project GATE, he’d had a greater purpose. He’d been assigned to an assortment of operations, each diverse and unique; had undergone frequent training. He knew now it was a charade, that he’d been serving the strategies of men who could hardly be called human. But at the time it’d felt good to be a part of something magnificent. Doing it all on his own was harder. He had to rely on his own devices, on his own path.

      Damien didn’t seem to have that difficulty. Sure, he was lonely, and Jay was pretty sure he hadn’t been laid in three years. But he seemed to be doing just fine as a civilian.

      ‘It’s all I’ve ever known,’ Jay said. ‘I actually liked it.’

      ‘Nasira wants to speak to you,’ Damien said. ‘To both of us.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Sophia needs help. Recon on some installations. Nothing too dangerous, just gathering some intel.’

      ‘Boring,’ Jay said. ‘Why us?’

      ‘She needs someone who can get close enough without being seen or heard,’ Damien said. ‘Not exactly many people out there who can do that.’

      ‘You’d have to be crazy even to give Nasira the time of day. She tried to kill me once. You do remember that, right?’

      ‘When a great ship is moored, it’s safe from the storms,’ Damien said. ‘But that’s not what great ships are built for.’

      Jay nodded. ‘That’s actually pretty nice. Where’d you read it?’

      ‘On a billboard on the way here.’
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      Moonshine lit the loading bay through the skylight. DC steered Sophia past a row of sleeping forklifts and into the dockside building, then over to the freight elevator. He pulled the door shut and thumbed the faded green button.

      ‘Dolph knows what you’re doing,’ he said, staring calmly ahead without looking at her.

      Dolph was the leader of Australia’s only Akhana base, and was appointed a few months ago when the previous leader resigned. Elizabeth was strong-headed and compassionate—two qualities Sophia admired. But when she began showing signs of early stage sporadic Alzheimer’s disease, she was the first to admit her leadership role was at an end and the Akhana base’s Council needed to be informed. Sophia had tried to conceal Elizabeth’s symptoms, but it soon became difficult to explain why she was starting to forget Council members’ names and recent events. Sophia had eventually given in, and had watched in silence as Elizabeth officially stepped down. Waiting in the wings to replace her was Dolph, an underqualified, inflammatory Council member who wasn’t overly fond of Sophia. He had his own ideas about how the Akhana should be run, and with the Fifth Column dismantling the Akhana base by base, everyone else—Owen Freeman included—was too distracted to pull him in line.

      Sophia suspected the Fifth Column were taking advantage of the pressure on the Akhana to cook up something unhindered. She didn’t want to find out what that was when it was too late. She needed to know now.

      ‘I’ve made no attempt to conceal my activities from Dolph,’ she said to DC.

      ‘That’s the problem.’

      The elevator settled underground and DC opened the doors. Benito was waiting for them, wringing his hands.

      Dr Benito Montoya had been the Akhana’s in-place defector at the Fifth Column’s Desecheo Island facility. He’d been instrumental in helping Sophia infiltrate the facility to access the Chimera vector codes, and she’d barely whisked him out alive. He and Nasira were Sophia’s family now; the only people other than Freeman whom she trusted implicitly.

      ‘Tension is a primary attribute of your personality so I tend to ignore it,’ Sophia said to him. ‘But you’re looking overly tense right now.’

      Benito pushed his glasses up his nose and walked with them. ‘Dolph wanted to know the minute you landed.’

      ‘And how is that different from every other time I get back?’ Sophia asked.

      ‘The Council are gathered.’ Benito looked over his shoulder at DC. ‘He requires both of you to be present.’
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      The meeting room was an old storage chamber, musty and populated with plastic chairs and fold-up tables. The place looked more like the activities room at a kids’ scout camp.

      ‘Council,’ Sophia greeted them as she entered.

      They hardly nodded in return. She decided to take a seat at the least populated end of the room so she could survey everyone present, including the security personnel who were there in larger numbers than usual. DC and Benito flanked her, but only Benito sat down.

      Dolph stirred a mug of coffee with a popsicle stick. He was an elegant man with high-planed cheeks, wide eyes and curly brown hair. He sipped the coffee, then emptied three sachets of sugar into it. Sophia waited for him to speak, but he seemed more interested in his laptop. He was making her wait. Fine, she thought. While he tapped away, she planned her responses to his predictable line of questioning. She was halfway through her first sentence when he looked up.

      ‘Thank you for joining us, Dr Montoya, DC, Sophia,’ he said. ‘Should I ask how your operation went? The one that wasn’t sanctioned.’

      ‘Not exactly best-case scenario,’ Sophia said. ‘The target was killed before I—we could get to him.’

      Dolph sniffed hard to clear his nostrils. He was trying his best to look disappointed. ‘I really don’t know what else to do. I’ve removed your command, your team. I don’t understand why you are persisting with this … obsession.’

      One of the Council members, Camila, with silvering hair and bejeweled hands, leaned forward. ‘Sophia, if you could explain everything it would really help us understand.’ Her voice was almost annoyingly gentle.

      ‘Council,’ Benito said, ‘Sophia is at your disposal.’

      ‘Sophia is capable of speaking for herself,’ Dolph said. ‘As she has demonstrated many times.’

      ‘Dr Montoya is right,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m at the Council’s disposal. But one operative—’

      ‘Former operative,’ Dolph said.

      Sophia exhaled. ‘Isn’t enough. I’m more valuable to the Council as part of a team. A team of former operatives.’

      ‘As was clearly the case with Desecheo Island.’ Dolph stood and leaned on the table’s edge. ‘Because we all know how that turned out. You cost us two bases—Belize and Manhattan.’

      After Sophia’s escape from the Desecheo Island facility, she had returned to the Akhana’s Belize base with Benito and Nasira to meet defected Fifth Column scientist Cecilia McLoughlin. Cecilia had been instrumental in helping Sophia succeed in snatching the Chimera vectors from Desecheo Island, but Sophia was unaware that Cecilia was playing the Akhana and the Fifth Column against each other for her own purposes. She’d manipulated Sophia into releasing one of the Chimera vectors worldwide, supposedly to wipe out the psychopathic gene in humans by rendering sterile any woman who carried the dormant gene—women who would unknowingly give birth to monsters. The anti-psychopath Chimera vector did render women sterile as Cecilia had promised, but she had conveniently failed to mention the side effects. The vector had triggered multiple organ failure in more than four hundred million women. Over the following months, they had died slow, painful deaths. Sophia and the Akhana had become responsible for the greatest genocide in modern history. Not exactly Sophia’s finest moment.

      But not content with mass murder, Cecilia had taken the helm of the Fifth Column and, using her insider knowledge of every Akhana base location, had begun to wipe them out, starting with Belize. Sophia had shot and killed her before she got any further, but that hadn’t stopped the infiltration. The Akhana were now under Fifth Column control; or would have been if Cecilia had known every Akhana base. Thankfully there was the Shadow Akhana.

      Sophia launched to her feet. ‘Manhattan had nothing to do with that. It was the hurricane that wiped it out.’

      ‘Cause and effect, Sophia. Cause and effect.’

      ‘How about this for cause and effect? The Fifth Column is growing more and more powerful and your best plan so far is to harass their accounting department,’ she said. ‘I’m sure they’re trembling in fear as we speak.’

      ‘We have an army of talented hackers that is being squandered.’

      ‘Some anonymous bunch of bulletin-board users is not your army.’ Sophia stepped forward and noticed the security—former Blue Berets—stiffen. That was interesting. ‘You have no idea who they are. They could be anyone.’

      ‘Therein lies their power,’ Dolph said. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, the Akhana are compromised. A dozen bases are all we have left.’

      Sophia wondered how he knew that. The Shadow Akhana bases communicated remotely, via the Akhana’s darknet, and the only person in the world who knew their numbers and locations was the resistance’s leader, Owen Freeman. And no one knew where he was, not since Manhattan. His safety was paramount and integral to everyone else’s safety. Although Sophia suspected DC might have an idea.

      ‘There’s no other way to say it,’ Dolph went on. ‘You contributed to the present conditions.’

      Camila stood and turned to Dolph. ‘Sophia was manipulated into acting as she did. Anyone in her position with the intent of doing the right thing would have done the same.’

      ‘Do you want to know the reason why we only have a few bases left?’ Sophia said. ‘Because I made a horrible mistake. I trusted Cecilia McLoughlin, and she turned out to be a psychopath. I let her right in and she took everything. And I never saw it coming.’

      She looked down to find her hands balled into fists. She released them.

      ‘If you trust these kid hackers of yours, you’re allowing wolves in sheep’s clothing to slip through. I’ve witnessed first-hand how psychopaths can worm their way into an organization and subvert it from the inside out. It’s how the Fifth Column was born, and it’s how the Akhana was destroyed. It’s why Freeman created the Shadow Akhana. Any resistance that doesn’t understand psychopaths is doomed to fail. It’s why every resistance in last few thousand years has been crushed, their existence struck from history. Do you want us to fall with them?’

      ‘We need to hit the Fifth Column where it hurts,’ Dolph said. ‘Their finances.’

      ‘That won’t work.’

      ‘I wasn’t asking for your opinion.’

      ‘Listen to me,’ Sophia said. ‘The Fifth Column is going to great lengths to conceal the fact that they’re busy constructing a whole bunch of new installations. They even have shocktroopers on guard duty. That never happens.’

      Dolph shook his head. ‘And you know this because you’re an expert on the Fifth Column, I suppose.’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘But if your crack team of hackers checked out the satellites, we might have some idea of what we’re dealing with. Until then, I need operatives on the ground—’

      ‘What do you think the Fifth Column is building?’ Dolph cut in. ‘The Death Star perhaps?’

      ‘You’re messing with the wrong crowd,’ Sophia said, ignoring the sarcasm. ‘These hackers might have good intentions, but all it takes is one man without a conscience.’

      ‘I don’t want former operatives,’ Dolph said. ‘They don’t function, they don’t socialize appropriately, they don’t cooperate outside their skewed military hierarchy. They’re broken and they’re dangerous. I hereby call for a vote to suspend Sophia’s operational capabilities and ground her to the base indefinitely.’

      ‘I try to help you and your first reaction is to lock me up?’ Sophia yelled.

      ‘It’s not my first reaction, it’s my last. I’ve given you many chances. Every step of the way you betray us, you sabotage us,’ Dolph said. ‘All those in favor.’

      Sophia watched all but three of the ten Council members raise their hands. People who had previously loathed Dolph were now ruling in his favor. Camila had raised her hand too. Sophia felt her own hands clench.

      She spoke directly to Camila. ‘Why would you stand by and let him compromise the Shadow Akhana with a gang of bedroom hackers you can’t even trust?’

      ‘Because this gang of bedroom hackers didn’t commit mass genocide,’ Dolph said. He pointed his finger at her. ‘Why should I trust someone who left for dead the only person who trusted them?’

      Sophia’s jaw clenched. Blood gushed to her cheeks. ‘And which person would that be?’

      Dolph glared at her, then finally said, ‘Doctor Adamicz.’

      Sophia went very still. Leoncjusz Adamicz had been part of her family too. For the few months they’d spent hiding in a dusty library in Italy, Adamicz had become like a father to her. He’d worked closely with Benito and Cecilia to extract her from the Fifth Column and was single-handedly responsible for deprogramming her. Sophia had slipped away from his protection to revisit her home. She knew her parents were dead, but she’d needed to see it, to make it real. When she’d returned, Adamicz was also dead, lying on the library floor in a pool of his own blood. There had been no one there to help him, no one to protect him. It wasn’t until much later that she’d learnt who had killed Adamicz. Cecilia McLoughlin. She’d sent operatives to kill him.

      Nothing else existed in this moment except Sophia and Dolph. She drew her P99 pistol, pointed the barrel at his face. She felt the aim of the security personnel on her, their rifles cocked and ready to fire.

      A ghost of a smile tugged the corner of Dolph’s mouth. ‘Don’t think they won’t shoot a woman.’

      His eye twitched, but he wasn’t as scared as she’d hoped and that annoyed her.

      ‘Even for an operative like you, one bullet in the brain and it’s all over,’ he said. ‘Don’t do anything stupid, Sophia. Lower the weapon.’

      Sophia breathed. In through the nose, out through the mouth. From the corner of her vision she could see DC had moved outward, his MP7 aimed at her head.

      ‘The Council has already made their decision,’ Dolph said. ‘Put down the weapon.’

      Sophia placed her pistol on the floor and stepped back. The security team moved around and cuffed her.
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      The bead curtain clacked as Jay entered the Pensioner, a smoky restaurant bar that had seen better days. Damien was behind him, politely declining a gram of weed from men in creased jeans and wet sneakers. Past the row of Greek gambling machines, a bizarre cross between slot machines and pinball, Jay spotted her. She was the only person not eating a bowl of cheap spaghetti. But like everyone else here, she smoked restlessly.

      Jay let Damien into the booth first, then parked himself on the end. ‘How’s tricks?’ he said.

      He caught a slight smile, but it was gone in an instant. ‘Tricks are for kids,’ she said.

      Jay gave her half a grin. ‘Damien chose the place.’

      Damien appeared nervous. ‘It was the only place in five klicks.’

      ‘The only place you can smoke in this country,’ Jay added.

      Nasira ashed her cigarette and brandished another. ‘How’d they get an exemption?’

      ‘They’re selling drugs out front, I don’t think that’s necessary,’ Jay said. ‘Anyway, he didn’t pick it for the smoking. They do killer bolognese.’ He slid the laminated menu toward her. ‘Cheap too.’

      Nasira ignored it. ‘I’ll pass on the carbs. Old habits die hard.’

      Jay grinned. ‘Right. Operative diet. Almost forgot since I’m not one any more.’

      She peered over the table at his stomach. ‘I see you already ate.’

      ‘Big breakfast.’ He quickly leaned forward. ‘You’re not doing a particularly good job at selling me your end of the bargain.’

      Nasira drew on her cigarette. She didn’t seem in any rush to answer. ‘I ain’t selling you anything, buttercup. Damien here gave you the down low. You already made up your mind but you came anyway.’ She tapped her cigarette over the ashtray. ‘That tells me you’re curious.’

      ‘You’re the only black woman here,’ Jay said. ‘I think everyone’s a little curious.’

      ‘How’s your resumé?’ Nasira said. ‘Would you like a LinkedIn testimonial?’

      ‘I’m fleshing it out nicely.’ He really didn’t want to give her more information than necessary.

      ‘We have paid work,’ she said.

      ‘I already get paid work,’ Jay said.

      Nasira drew on her cigarette. Smoke wafted over the table. ‘Not this well paid, you don’t.’

      ‘I’m not greedy.’ Jay folded his arms. ‘I earned quite enough from your last suicide mission.’

      ‘Not calling you greedy.’ She leaned forward ever so slightly. ‘Calling you a touch restless. I’m sure you’re eager to hit the sand again.’

      Jay bit his lip. ‘Itching.’

      Nasira raised an eyebrow at his crotch. ‘You should get that looked at.’

      ‘After how that last job turned out, you really think I’d be jumping at the chance for another?’ Jay said.

      Nasira didn’t answer, just watched. She was reading him. Seeing if he was bluffing.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I do.’

      ‘You know what I’ve learnt since being here?’ Jay said.

      Nasira looked genuinely surprised. ‘You’re learning things now?’

      ‘I’ve learnt the point of life.’

      ‘That’s heavy,’ she said. ‘For you.’

      ‘I travel light.’

      ‘I’m all ears.’

      Jay looked around at the patrons, twirling spaghetti on forks and circling snooker tables. ‘These people … they have a normal life.’

      ‘An incredible observation,’ Nasira said. ‘Your skills are unparalleled.’

      ‘They deal with the challenges and problems of normal life. That’s what I’m trying now. That’s what I want from this world.’

      Nasira looked bored.

      ‘And I don’t see anything wrong with that,’ Jay said.

      ‘Right back at you,’ she said. ‘Looks like these people been doing a pretty good job too. World’s falling apart and they just wanna sit around and eat the …’she glanced at the laminated menu, ‘Tuesday special.’

      Jay nodded. ‘I didn’t think you’d understand.’

      She flicked the menu aside. ‘I understand damn well. The trials and challenges of a normal life are more than enough for everyone.’ She focused on a woman and a man sitting three tables down, hunched down and eating in silence. ‘Who can blame them for not wanting to engage in an endless fight against something you can’t stop?’ She flicked ash into the ashtray, now at full capacity. ‘They’re not stubborn, they’re not delusional. They might not know the Fifth Column exists but they know they’re being lied to. They know they’re being poisoned. They know millions around the world are starving and dying.’ Her voice was almost a whisper now. ‘And they know they can’t do shit about it. So they eat bolognese.’

      Jay didn’t have a response ready.

      ‘Is that how you feel?’ Damien asked her.

      Nasira’s gaze flickered between them. ‘Sometimes. It’s a rare breed of person who burns to take on both horns—the basic challenges of normal life and the threats on a global scale.’ She extinguished her cigarette. ‘And I guess you ain’t one of them.’

      Jay watched her leave.

      ‘I think that went well,’ Damien said.

      ‘I’m not letting you do this,’ Jay said, without looking at him.

      Damien feigned surprise. ‘Do what?’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Manipulate me into this. Starving African children bullshit.’

      ‘OK.’

      Jay hammered the table with a fist. The nearby couple looked up, pasta draped from their mouths.

      Damien shrugged. ‘Actually, you can blame the Fifth Column for Africa. They proxied that place up better than Latin America.’

      Jay shook his head. ‘She has what I’m missing.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘You saw that look in her eyes—she’s got purpose. Something to fight for.’

      ‘Is that what you want?’ Damien asked.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Jay got up and walked out. Nasira was out the front, fresh cigarette in hand. Jay checked there was no one in earshot.

      ‘You don’t seem surprised to see me,’ he said.

      ‘You don’t seem surprised at my lack of surprise.’

      ‘Old habits die hard. But more importantly, what guns do you have?’
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      The flight to Australia was mostly uneventful. Nasira, Jay and Damien had booked separate tickets under their false identities using matching false credit cards. On the plane, Damien kept to himself and read a magazine he’d purchased at the airport. His only luggage was a carry-on messenger bag; it contained everything he needed, sans pistol. Airport security wasn’t a fan of those so he’d left it behind. Jay, carrying a daypack, had done the same. As far as Damien could tell, Nasira was also unarmed.

      The Akhana base was located in Williamstown, southwest of Melbourne, embedded in what appeared to be a maritime shipping yard. Nasira led them past a row of forklifts and into a subterranean parking lot.

      ‘Your passes,’ a wafer-thin man said, handing Damien a laminated guest pass on a lanyard. ‘You can report to the weapons assembly area.’

      It looked as though Nasira hadn’t heard him, but after a moment she nodded.

      Damien dutifully hung his pass around his neck. Jay kept his in his hand.

      ‘Around your neck, please,’ the man said. ‘Where we can see it.’

      ‘I’m good,’ Jay said.

      They followed Nasira to a freight elevator.

      ‘Put your pass around your neck,’ she said to Jay. ‘That’s the point of giving you a guest pass. So people can see you’re a guest.’

      ‘Invited or uninvited?’ Jay said.

      The elevator arrived, a little less smoothly than Damien would’ve liked. Nasira wrenched the gate open and the trio stepped inside.

      ‘On the surface, we’re a defense contractor,’ she said. ‘Beneath, we maintain the Akhana’s concealed array of helicopters, submarines and a few other … gadgets.’ She closed the gate and hit a button. ‘The helos are painted police and military, which sometimes comes in handy.’

      ‘And the Fifth Column don’t know you’re here?’ Jay said.

      ‘Sometimes the best place to hide is in plain sight. This joint has been building battle class destroyers for nearly a century. Underneath used to be a classified naval submarine base. These days we use it to do some weapons research of our own.’

      Damien already felt on edge and they hadn’t even reached the actual base yet. He wasn’t sure what to expect when they met Sophia.

      ‘If they find you, you’re toast,’ he said.

      ‘If they find us anywhere, we’re toast,’ Nasira said.

      The elevator lurched to a halt. Nasira opened the gate to reveal a white-walled tunnel. At the end he could see a curved blast door, striped yellow and black. They approached the door and it parted in two. Damien could see each side of the door was as thick as his arm span from hand to hand.

      He and Jay slipped into single file as they followed Nasira inside. The doors closed slowly behind them. An uneasy feeling settled inside Damien. He didn’t like being sealed in anywhere, even a Shadow Akhana base. On his right he could see what looked like an air conditioning or ventilation plant. They passed through another set of blast doors.

      ‘How many people here?’ Jay asked.

      ‘Hundred and fifty,’ Nasira said. ‘Not counting the forty-eight guards.’

      ‘That's a lot of guards,’ Damien said.

      On his left he noticed a small blast-protected, dome-shaped room.

      She must have caught him looking because she said, ‘It houses the charges. In case we need to blow this place.’

      ‘That’s reassuring,’ Jay said.

      They passed through a third set of blast doors and found themselves at a crossroads. There were storage bays on the left, and a narrow-gauge tramway in the center with a turntable and a small flatbed truck on it. Sealed crates filled the truck.

      ‘Are they for me?’ Jay said.

      Nasira walked past the truck. ‘Don’t touch.’

      Damien followed her. On the right he spotted more personnel – civilian – down the tunnel.

      ‘What’s down there?’ he asked.

      ‘Hospital, mess hall, recreation, living quarters.’ Nasira’s voice bounced off the tunnel’s curved surface.

      Caged bulbs lit the tunnel with pockets of warm light. They reached what must have been the weapons assembly area, although it lacked its most defining feature: weapons.

      ‘This was used to assemble nuclear warheads,’ Nasira said. ‘Now we use it for debriefs. And football.’

      She scooped up an oddly shaped football, oval, and tossed it to Jay. He caught it in his stomach.

      ‘Your balls are shaped weird,’ Jay said, inspecting the football. ‘Wait, that came out wrong.’

      Nasira pretended not to hear him and led them into an empty debriefing room. So far they’d walked past only two members of the Akhana and neither had even glanced at them. Which Damien actually preferred.

      Inside the room stood a guy with a sword stuck to his back, arms folded over a broad chest. A vein ran the length of his coal-black neck. He didn’t look happy. Beside him, Benito. They were both on the other side of a round table, backs against the wall. Benito looked well, fit, but troubled.

      ‘You have a problem,’ the man said to Nasira. ‘Who are they—new recruits?’

      Jay bounced his football. It sprang left and crashed onto a table, sending folders sprawling.

      ‘Old recruits,’ Jay said.

      Damien decided to cover Jay’s first impression by stepping forward and offering his hand. ‘I’m Damien.’

      The man looked at him curiously but said nothing.

      Benito shook Damien’s hand. ‘Good to see you again. Would’ve preferred better circumstances though.’

      Nasira had her hands on her hips. ‘What’s Sophia done this time? Oh yeah, DC, this is Damien and Jay. Damien, Jay, this is DC. Blah blah blah.’

      DC unfolded his arms. ‘The Council have placed Sophia in solitary confinement.’

      ‘She didn’t kill anyone, did she?’ Nasira said.

      DC shook his head. ‘Dolph pushed her though.’

      ‘He was doing it on purpose,’ Benito said.

      ‘Who’s Dolph?’ Damien asked.

      ‘The Shadow Akhana elder,’ Benito said. ‘He runs the show here.’

      ‘You have your own little dictator?’ Jay said. ‘That’s original.’

      ‘He can only make a decision with the Council’s approval,’ DC said.

      Nasira raised an eyebrow. ‘And how the fuck did he manage that?’

      Benito was looking at his feet. ‘Wasn’t hard. She was set up from the start.’

      ‘She’s been rubbing him the wrong way since we got here,’ DC said. ‘It was just a matter of time before he found a way to sideline her. And it didn’t help that I had to pull her from a personal vendetta in Tokyo the other day.’

      Nasira was pacing now. Damien knew things had gone bad when Nasira paced.

      ‘Another of the Fifth Column’s new installations, right?’ she said. ‘So can you talk him out of this mess?’

      DC shook his head. ‘Not this time.’

      Nasira halted mid-step. ‘Why?’

      DC looked over at the football on the floor. ‘You heard this from no one. He wants to turn her over.’

      Damien felt his insides suddenly go cold. ‘To who?’

      ‘The Fifth Column.’

      Nasira shut her mouth. Damien could see her jaws grinding under her skin. She breathed in sharply and her hands clenched into fists. He was ready for her to break a table in two, but she didn’t.

      Benito cleared his throat. ‘We think he’s using her as a bargaining chip. For the release of twenty-two Akhana prisoners from a prison camp in America.’

      He slid a paper across the table. Nasira pinned it with the palm of her hand and started reading.

      ‘Dolph’s wife is on here.’ She looked up at Benito and DC. ‘He’s using Sophia to get his fucking wife back.’

      ‘Romantic,’ DC said.

      ‘Has he made any arrangements yet?’ she asked.

      DC shook his head and pocketed the paper.

      Nasira exhaled sharply. ‘Then we need to do something, now.’

      ‘We don’t do anything,’ DC said. ‘Unless you’d like to be a part of the exchange.’

      ‘I’m not going to sit—’ She stopped as someone new entered the room.

      A woman, tall enough to overshadow Jay. She looked surprised to see Jay and Damien.

      ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I have news. The Council have made an agreement with the Fifth Column. Sophia will be transferred to another Shadow Akhana base tomorrow at eight hundred.’

      Nasira slumped on the edge of the table. She looked on the verge of tears.

      ‘Do you think maybe you left out a few details on this Shadow Akhana bunch?’ Jay said to Nasira. ‘You sold these dudes to us as the golden age of the resistance. If we could trust anyone, we could trust them. At this point it isn’t looking much better than getting worked over by Denton.’

      The bearer of bad news slipped away, leaving them in silence.

      Nasira closed on him in an instant. ‘Sophia’s about to be handed over to the Fifth Column and all you can think about is your own fucking skin!’ She was breathing in his face. ‘That’s all you ever think about.’

      DC moved to the doorway. ‘I’ve been reassigned. I’m sorry, it’s a direct order.’

      Damien, anxiety welling up inside, watched him leave.

      ‘No one can override that order except Freeman,’ Nasira muttered. ‘And we have no idea where he is.’

      Damien expected a quip from Jay, but he seemed too uncomfortable to speak. On the other side of the room Benito was busy staring at his feet. No one was saying anything. Damien tried to think this through clearly.

      ‘Can you reason with this Dolph guy?’ he asked Nasira.

      She shook her head slowly. ‘No.’

      More silence. The longer it grew, the more Damien wanted to fill the gap. But he couldn’t think of anything worth saying.

      DC reappeared in the doorway. ‘The Council would like to see you.’
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      Nasira followed DC into the helo hangar, the others behind her. The curved roof had retractable blast doors that allowed the helos to depart the base. The hangar was empty of personnel but cluttered with crates, boxes and pallets of equipment.

      ‘You have Pariahs?’ Jay said.

      She turned to see him pointing to the row of three dynamically stable quadruped robots. The Akhana had snatched a bunch from the Fifth Column in 2005. Originally designed as a packhorse for soldiers, they’d quickly evolved into reconnaissance and combat support roles. They were remotely controlled by operators, and each possessed a mount for a carbine or assault rifle.

      ‘Yeah, these are the early prototypes,’ Nasira said. ‘You should see what they’re deploying now.’

      ‘I’d rather not,’ Damien said.

      ‘I second that,’ Benito said.

      DC moved past the first helicopter and checked the stack of crates nearby.

      ‘Where are the Council?’ Nasira asked.

      ‘I’m not taking you to the Council,’ he said.

      He opened a box. Inside, Nasira could see a stack of M4 carbines and attached grenade launchers. It took a second for her to realize the implications of what he was doing.

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ she said.

      ‘It’s my job, remember?’

      Jay cracked his knuckles. ‘I don’t know what the plan is but I like it.’ He inspected the M4s, picked out one to his liking.

      ‘You’re disobeying an Akhana elder,’ Nasira said to DC. ‘You shouldn’t.’

      DC swallowed, the vein in his neck suddenly taut. ‘And why not?’

      ‘Because that’s my job.’

      ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Whether you like it or not, I’m helping you.’

      ‘I have zero reason to trust you and I’m not about to start now.’

      DC glared at her. ‘If you don’t get Sophia off this base by sunrise, you will never see her again.’

      If there was one thing she knew about DC, it was that he never talked shit. He meant what he said. And that meant Sophia was in a fuckload of trouble.

      Nasira shook her head. ‘You want us to shoot our way through fifty guards—a lot of ’em ex-Special Forces—and just walk her the fuck out?’

      ‘You have a better idea?’ DC said. He picked up an M4 with an attached grenade launcher. ‘Vortex ring gun. Portable.’

      ‘I don’t trust experimental weapons,’ Nasira said.

      ‘You are an experimental weapon.’ He handed her the carbine. ‘And this isn’t experimental, at least not any more.’

      She took it and inspected the grenade chamber. ‘It works?’

      ‘Fires a modified blank round through a diverging nozzle. The cartridge itself is completely normal. The modified round shoots out the nozzle, creates a subsonic vortex ring. That’s where the party’s at.’

      ‘What sort of party?’ Nasira said.

      ‘Throws a ninety-kilo man over a hundred meters.’ He eyed Benito. ‘In civilian talk, that’s three hundred feet.’

      Nasira nodded. ‘My sort of party.’

      Jay took Nasira’s M4 by the rail.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Nasira said.

      ‘I’m helping you.’

      ‘You’re not getting paid for this. This isn’t the op.’

      ‘You saved my ass on First Avenue,’ he said.

      ‘And you brought me back from the dead on Desecheo Island.’

      Jay shrugged. ‘Yeah, but I kinda killed you to begin with, so that cancels itself out.’

      It didn’t happen often, but sometimes Jay wasn’t an asshole. She didn’t want his or Damien’s help but unfortunately she needed it. Same for DC.

      Jay smiled. The same annoying smile he’d given her yesterday at the restaurant. The same annoying smile he’d given her last year. It was annoying because it made her dislike him less.

      ‘I could use your help,’ she said.

      Jay gestured to the grenade launcher. ‘I’d like to give this a spin.’

      DC pointed to the far end of the hangar. ‘There’s a shooting range over there.’

      ‘No, I mean on real people,’ Jay said.

      ‘They have at least twenty guards between us and Sophia,’ DC said, his gaze covering all of them. ‘You’ll be outnumbered seven to one.’

      Damien blinked. ‘We’ve had worse odds.’

      DC turned his attention to Nasira. ‘Get Sophia out of here. If you can do that, I can get you somewhere safer.’

      All she cared about was rescuing Sophia. She didn’t like DC’s promises and preferred to rely on her own arrangements, but she hadn’t given much thought to where to go from here.

      She spoke to Benito. ‘I know you have some training now, but you should sit this one out.’

      ‘I can fire a grenade,’ Benito said. ‘You might need the backup.’

      Nasira chewed her lip. ‘Fine, but stay the fuck out of the way and don’t point that thing at anyone unless you have to. If I get you shot, Sophia will kill me.’

      DC handed them each an empty bandolier.

      Nasira started filling the twelve pouches with blank 40mm rounds from the box. When she was done, she shed her jacket and slung the bandolier over her head. She put her jacket back on and zipped it up. Aside from the bulkiness, the bandolier was concealed.

      ‘Vortex ring grenades are non-lethal,’ DC said. ‘Sights are on the side. If you need to kill—and I sincerely hope you don’t—then you can use the primary trigger. You can have an extra mag, but if you need that then you’re probably screwed anyway.’

      Jay took an extra mag. ‘That’s our default position.’

      Nasira loaded her grenade launcher. ‘Everyone put a round up the spout.’

      ‘That’s what she said,’ Jay said.

      Nasira elbowed him in the ribs with the butt of her rifle. ‘If you say that line one more time I’ll put a round up your spout.’

      Jay grunted. ‘I charge extra for that.’

      This is going to be a long day, Nasira thought.

      ‘Check this out, this is where they’re holding her,’ DC said. He’d closed the weapons box and spread a map on top.

      Nasira stepped in closer to see. DC’s finger was pressed over a square that read Reserve Command Post.

      ‘The Akhana use it as a holding cell,’ he said. ‘The closest thing we have to a prison.’

      ‘I don’t care what it takes, I’m getting her out,’ Nasira said.

      ‘We’re getting her out,’ DC said.

      ‘Dolph will have that place zipped up tight with guards, won’t he?’ Benito asked.

      ‘That’s the bad news,’ Nasira said.

      ‘And the good news?’ Jay asked.

      ‘The good news is there are two ways in,’ Nasira said.

      ‘He’ll see this coming,’ DC said.

      ‘And I won’t disappoint him,’ Nasira said. She turned to Damien and Jay. ‘But you will.’
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      Nasira entered the reserve command post, DC at her side and Benito a few steps behind. Their M4 carbines were already at eye level as they walked, iron sights in line with the guards’ heads. There were only two guards, but she knew there were more further inside.

      ‘Weapons down, earpieces out,’ Nasira said to the guards.

      The guards, ex-Fifth Column security, reacted calmly. They placed their carbines on the polished concrete floor, along with their earpieces and attached radios.

      Nasira moved forward, but DC blocked her. ‘Camera,’ he warned, pointing above their heads.

      The single camera was aimed toward the command post proper, concealed behind two thick walls of glass. The guards seemed just out of its range. Or so Nasira hoped.

      ‘Move in that direction,’ she said, indicating the space away from the camera’s range.

      One guard moved as ordered, but the other did the opposite, stepping right into the camera’s field of vision.

      Nasira pinned her aim on him. ‘That direction. Now!’

      He halted, right in the center of frame, and smiled confidently. ‘You won’t shoot me.’

      Nasira heard boots from the tunnel behind them.

      ‘Drop your weapons!’ someone shouted.

      She looked over her shoulder. Half a dozen security. These would be ex-Special Forces.

      ‘Shit.’ She sidestepped, removing herself from their view.

      DC did the same, stepping to the other side. The disobedient guard drew his pistol. DC fired first. The guard’s face turned crimson, then he slumped on his back.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Nasira said through gritted teeth. ‘I don’t want no one killed.’

      The security reinforcements were closer. Too many boots.

      ‘That’s a double negative,’ DC said. ‘And I’d prefer you alive over that smug son of a bitch.’
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      Jay stepped through first. Four guards. More than he’d expected.

      ‘I’m sorry sir,’ one of the guards said. ‘This is a restricted—’ He noticed Jay’s M4.

      Damien was at Jay’s side, carbine already aimed. He squeezed the secondary trigger and a hot red ring shot outward. It looked like a flaming hula hoop as it hit the guard. Jay watched as all four guards were swept clean off their feet. The glass wall behind them shattered, revealing an opaque glass room and two startled, partially deafened guards.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ Jay yelled.

      ‘Sorry,’ Damien said, ‘I was just—’

      Jay fired his own grenade launcher. Another flaming hula hoop rippled through the air. The opaque room crashed to the floor along with the two guards. Inside the room: Sophia, tied to a chair in a straitjacket.

      ‘Wow,’ Jay said as he approached her. ‘They really didn’t want you getting off that chair.’

      Sophia looked unhurt but surprised. ‘You’re here. Nasira found you.’

      ‘Twisted our arms into coming.’ Jay grinned. ‘Still deciding whether it’s good timing or not.’

      ‘Listen to me,’ Sophia said. ‘This base is compromised.’

      ‘It’s cool,’ Jay said. ‘I’m kinda used to that now.’
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      ‘Stand down, Nasira!’ the response team commander yelled. ‘Please.’

      Nasira kept her aim on the commander. She didn’t say a word.

      ‘Crunch the numbers, it’s not good,’ he said. ‘Three to one.’

      ‘Ex-operatives are worth five, right?’ Nasira smiled. ‘We’re even.’

      ‘You can’t shoot us all. Not before we drop you.’

      Behind Nasira, glass cracked. From the corner of her vision she saw Damien’s hand on the glass, heating it. It collapsed into pieces before him.

      ‘You’re right, I can’t,’ she said.

      Damien stepped through, Sophia and Jay following a step behind. Sophia was carrying one of the guards’ M4 carbines.

      Nasira smiled at the commander. ‘But they can.’

      The commander exhaled slowly. ‘We have another response team closing in behind you.’

      ‘Oh, those guys?’ Jay said. ‘Yeah, they’re down.’

      The commander spoke into his throat mic.

      ‘Dude,’ Jay said to DC, ‘these vortex guns are so freaking awesome.’

      DC glared at him.

      Suddenly, a vortex ring whipped past Nasira, flinging the entire response team down the tunnel like marionettes.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jay said. ‘Negligent discharge.’

      ‘That’s what he said,’ Nasira said.

      Sophia and DC exchanged a nod, then she turned to Jay. ‘Did you really take down another team? Other than the ones guarding me?’

      Jay shook his head. ‘Totally bluffing.’

      ‘In light of that, now would be a good time to move,’ Damien said, aiming his rifle behind them.

      Nasira could hear the response team clearing the reserve command post behind them. Damien fired a vortex ring into the debris for good measure.

      Sophia nodded her approval. ‘We’re definitely taking these weapons with us.’

      Nasira handed over Sophia’s pistol. ‘Thought you might need this.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said.

      Nasira checked the tunnel they’d entered through. Midway down, the response team were climbing back to their feet. She fired a vortex ring of her own, sending them sprawling further. ‘OK, let’s go.’

      DC was striding down the tunnel already. She followed him, hugging the left side. Behind her, Benito and Sophia. Damien and Jay covered them with a center peel: one by one, they dropped into a crouch, fired a short burst from their M4 carbine to keep the advancing response team pinned down, then moved to catch up with the team, leaving the other to cover. They took turns, keeping the response team in one place while they moved out of the tunnel.

      When they exited the tunnel, DC pointed ahead. They were on a raised platform that wrapped along the left side of a larger tunnel. Beneath them was water. The wet dock. Lights hung sparingly above, wires crisscrossing from one to the other.

      Nasira caught up with DC and kept to his right as they advanced. She could make out tiny figures ahead of them, pacing alongside a dark hulking shape in the water. As soon as she saw it, she knew what DC had planned.

      Three engineers in orange overalls and five security personnel in navy blue jackets zipped to the collar. They carried a variety of firearms: two M16s, two M4s and a single Remington shotgun. All were raised cautiously as DC and Nasira approached.

      DC slowed his pace to a walk and lowered his carbine. Nasira did the same, spacing herself so the rest of her team had clear vision. The security personnel—two women and three men, one of them a little too young—seemed nervous. She didn’t like that. At least one woman and one man looked well trained, possibly ex-military or law enforcement. The others, she couldn’t be sure.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said the well-trained woman. She had gaunt cheekbones and dark eyes. ‘Why is she here?’

      Sophia’s presence had definitely registered with them. Sophia said nothing. They raised their weapons a little higher.

      ‘We’re taking the submarine,’ DC said.

      The woman shook her head slowly. ‘I’m afraid you can’t.’ She glared at Sophia. ‘She’s supposed to be detained.’

      DC pressed his carbine to his cheek, aimed at her. ‘Not any more.’

      Nasira snapped her carbine up. Everyone followed suit. Each covered a different target, five on five.

      ‘Lower your firearms,’ the woman said. ‘We don’t want to hurt anybody.’

      DC didn’t budge. ‘I don’t have time. All I will say is this: you will lower your firearms because you trust me.’

      ‘I don’t trust you,’ she said. ‘You’re Freeman’s personal bodyguard and I respect him. But that doesn’t mean I trust you.’

      ‘You trust me more than you trust your elder. You trust me more than you trust your Council,’ DC said.

      ‘You don’t know that.’ Her fingers shifted over the trigger guard.

      Nasira eyed the other security personnel. They looked edgy.

      ‘I’m Sophia’s bodyguard now,’ DC said. ‘And by God I will protect her.’ He breathed deeply, controlled. ‘If it means I have to put a round through your head, then I will. I won’t like it, but I will. Do you doubt that?’

      She shook her head again. ‘I don’t. But I won’t let you. And I won’t let you take her anywhere.’

      Sophia spoke for the first time. ‘We don’t have time to negotiate. I know you don’t believe in what I’ve done. But I know you believe in why I did it. I did it because I believed we could save humanity. Not many people around here think like that any more. You’ve already chalked this game up as a win for the psychopaths. I can see it in your eyes.’

      The woman blinked. Her lips parted but she said nothing.

      ‘Response team,’ Jay said. ‘On our six.’

      From the corner of her vision, Nasira tracked six figures in the distance, running toward them.

      Sophia lowered her carbine slowly. ‘It’s not over. It doesn’t need to end here.’

      The woman’s gaze flickered between Sophia and DC. She shook her head quickly. ‘Get the hell inside,’ she said. ‘You’ll find the crew to be more sympathetic than I’ll ever be.’ She lowered her weapon, glaring at DC. ‘But I guess you know that already.’

      The other four security personnel said nothing and lowered their weapons.

      Nasira exhaled. ‘Jay, Damien, you better make that response team dance.’

      She watched DC pull Sophia across the ramp to the submarine. Sophia was firing her carbine, mostly to keep the response team’s heads down so they wouldn’t advance too quickly.

      Judging by the sounds of the vortex rings, the boys weren’t hesitating to send some fire down range.

      The response team thinned out as Sophia’s rounds struck around them, taking cover behind beams spaced across the tunnel. One of them sent a burst of live rounds her way.

      ‘That’s not good.’ Nasira pushed Benito in front of her. ‘Get inside.’

      The ramp took them to the top of the submarine’s sail, where they found the hatch open. Benito stepped inside, while she crouched behind the sail and sent a burst of rounds toward the advancing response team. She didn’t want to shoot them so she shot at the metal beams instead.

      Damien and Jay were moving for the ramp. The response team crawled closer. Jay fired off another vortex ring but it didn’t catch anyone. Damien was on the ramp, running toward her. The security personnel guarding the submarine had pulled away. They didn’t fire at anyone and certainly didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire. How they would explain their behavior, Nasira wasn’t sure. But she appreciated it all the same.

      Damien was almost on her so she switched her M4 to safe, slung it over her shoulder and ducked through the hatch and darted for the vertical ladder. She held the M4 upright so it wouldn’t get snagged in the hatch as she slid down. With both arms and legs on the outside of the ladder, she controlled her descent through the submarine’s sail, dropping past a row of external stowage lockers until her feet hit the ground. She looked up to see sonar computers surrounding her on one side, combat systems on the other. She’d dropped right into the command and control center.

      Sophia, Benito and DC were already there, talking with the command crew. They were busy working the computers and preparing to depart. It looked like DC already had them on side.

      Damien landed right behind Nasira.

      ‘Where’s Jay?’ she asked.

      Damien pointed up. She moved closer to the ladder and saw Jay closing and locking the hatch.

      ‘We’re clear!’ he yelled.

      The crew heard him and one of them, the captain Nasira supposed, said, ‘We’re dropping under the surface now. We’ll be out of this tunnel soon enough.’

      Jay landed beside Nasira. ‘When you convinced us to come down here, this wasn’t what you had in mind, was it?’

      ‘No.’

      Sophia turned to DC. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘The nearest Shadow Akhana base we can trust. I’m taking you to Freeman.’

      Jay raised a hand. ‘Does this submarine have a masseuse? I have a real knot in my shoulder.’ He collapsed to his knees.

      Nasira noticed blood running down his back. She kneeled beside him, holding him. ‘Medic!’ she yelled.

      It appeared to be a clean shot, in the back and out the front. She used both hands to apply pressure to the wounds. Jay yelled in protest, gritted his teeth, then collapsed against the wall.
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      Jay opened his eyes to find Nasira sitting next to him. He was lying on a hospital bed in a room the size of a toilet cubicle.

      ‘Where am I?’

      ‘The infirmary,’ Nasira said. ‘You took a round through your trapezius.’

      ‘My what?’ Jay sat upright. His neck burned. ‘Yeah, OK, never mind. Got any morphine?’

      ‘Hospital corpsman already gave you a dose. You’ll have to wait awhile.’ She blinked at his stomach. ‘If you lie flat no one’ll know you been smashing the bolognese.’

      Jay tried to inspect the dressing wrapped around his neck. It was rubbing against the fresh stubble under his chin so he tried to readjust it. ‘How long have I been out? A day?’

      ‘Half an hour,’ Nasira said. ‘Here.’ She leaned in and folded the edge of the dressing under his neck.

      Jay smelled a mix of her scented shampoo and his sweat. It wasn’t the best combination. She was too close for him to look at her, so he stared across the infirmary. It was barely large enough for one bed and a chair.

      When she was done, she leaned back slightly. ‘I know you don’t want to be here.’

      Jay shrugged. It hurt, and he grunted in pain. ‘I wasn’t exactly planning an underwater adventure.’

      A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. ‘But you do like adventure. Or I never could’ve convinced you.’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘Played me like a fool.’

      She stood suddenly. ‘No. Just a soldier of fortune.’

      ‘What made you join Sophia?’ he said. ‘I mean, from the beginning and all.’

      She paused in the doorway. ‘And why would you want to know something like that?’

      ‘I just need to know.’

      ‘My whole life, I’ve been lied to. Sophia was the first person who dared show me the truth.’
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      Sophia entered the command room. Half a dozen crew were monitoring sonar and weapons, including the man who commanded the submarine.

      ‘Captain.’ She nodded at him.

      He had a broad face with pale weathered eyes, silvering eyebrows and a wide lower lip that pulled into a smile.

      ‘Just call me skipper,’ he said. His southern accent was deep and slow, with a twang from under the Mason-Dixon Line. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes.’

      ‘Thank you for taking us,’ Sophia said. ‘Not many would.’

      The skipper shook his head. ‘I’m not going to judge you for what you’ve done. I don’t have that right.’

      ‘A lot of people would disagree with you there.’

      Including herself sometimes. The more the mainstream media decried her crimes against humanity, the more she was starting to believe it. Lately, it had been wearing her down. In her dreams she was becoming the monster she had been painted. She injected all those women with the Chimera vector and watched them die. Nasira was there too, and the rest of her deceased team. Adamicz as well, the kind old man who had rescued her from the Fifth Column and deprogrammed her. The man who had given her freedom. He watched as she injected the women. The look of disappointment on his face broke her every time.

      ‘DC saved my life once,’ the skipper said, pacing the narrow gap between the computers on both sides. ‘There aren’t many real heroes left these days. They’re ground to dust before we even know they exist. This world has no place for them.’ He lifted a mug of coffee to his lips and slurped thoughtfully. ‘I’m happy to help good people, Sophia. If I can look back on today and say, I helped those people and they went on to do something good for this world, then I consider myself a lucky old son of a bitch.’

      Sophia shook her head. ‘I’ll level with you, skipper. I don’t know if there’s any more good I can do. You might just spend the rest of your lives smuggling me around the world, hiding me from the Fifth Column.’ She picked dirt from under her thumbnail. ‘And somewhere along the line, my ticket comes up.’

      The skipper frowned. ‘Well, maybe you’re right. And maybe you’re wrong. We’ll just have to see what destiny has in store for you.’

      Sophia shifted uncomfortably on her feet. ‘How did you know we needed to escape so soon?’

      ‘It’s how we do things. Prepare for the worst, hope for the best. We knew from back when the Council pulled you across the hot coals that things weren’t looking rosy. We prepared for the worst, and by damn that was the card we got dealt.’

      Sophia heard footsteps down the narrow corridor behind her. She turned to see DC, Damien, Nasira and Benito assembled behind her. She introduced them all, except DC, to the skipper.

      Damien took the skipper’s hand when he insisted, enduring what looked like a bone-crushing handshake. ‘Nice to meet you, Captain.’

      ‘Skipper,’ the man said, shaking Nasira’s hand equally as hard. Nasira didn’t wince. ‘Welcome aboard the Perseus,’ he went on, ‘the Akhana’s only nuclear-powered fast attack submarine.’

      Nasira nodded her appreciation.

      ‘Thank you,’ Benito said.

      ‘I hope our medical officer is taking good care of your friend.’

      ‘She did an excellent job,’ Nasira said. ‘Give him a day and he’ll be on his feet and as irritating as always.’

      ‘You have some serious sonar equipment here,’ Damien said, looking around.

      The skipper beamed. ‘That we do, son. Our sonar officer and his assistants here watch everything that comes in.’ He pointed to an array of screens that looked like something from The Matrix. ‘The key here is to listen passively. My people watch the acoustic data and can eavesdrop from miles out. The Perseus is covered head to tail in sonar arrays. We even tow one behind us to watch our blind spot.’ He nodded as he watched the sonar computer displays. ‘She’s a beautiful thing, bless her.’

      ‘How long is our trip to this other base?’ Damien asked.

      The skipper opened his mouth but DC jumped in first. ‘Seven days, give or take two. Depends on what other craft we encounter along the way. We need to travel unnoticed and avoid anyone else’s sonar, so that means taking a time-consuming arc around anything in our path.’

      The skipper moved between Damien and Sophia, coffee mug in hand. ‘Since you’ll be stuck for a week with us sons of bitches, pardon my language, it would be remiss of me not to give you a tour. Come through. It won’t take long.’ He laughed at his own joke.

      Damien echoed with some nervous laughter that almost made Sophia laugh.

      The skipper ferried them into what looked like a small diner. Sophia counted eight booths, one counter and two fire extinguishers. Only one of the booths was occupied with crew members.

      ‘This here’s the crew’s mess,’ the skipper said. ‘Did I mention we have excellent food? Four meals a day: breakfast, lunch, dinner and midrats.’

      ‘Are you eating rats?’ Benito asked.

      ‘Midnight rations,’ Nasira said.

      ‘You can fit everyone in here to eat?’ Damien said.

      ‘You bet. This shindig usually runs on shifts, but since we’re now a skeleton crew and we’re not fitted for weapons, we clock in at less than half. Forty-two crew.’ He grinned. ‘You can squeeze ’em all in here at once if you have the need, but we run on eight-hour shifts, three cycles a day.’

      He moved back into the narrow corridor, with DC following first, then Damien, Nasira and Benito. Sophia fell into line behind them, smirking to herself when a hatch pried DC’s sword from the magnets on his back.

      Above the crew’s mess was the sleeping quarters, which the skipper referred to as ‘berthing’. Bunk beds lined the walls, stacked three high and concealed only with blue curtains. The corridor through the bunks was so narrow Sophia had to walk sideways so her shoulders wouldn’t hit the beds.

      ‘We have over a hundred berths,’ the skipper said. ‘Only half are taken, just make sure you pick an empty one. There’s a locker under each mattress.’

      Sophia pulled the curtain back on one bed, and found a man sleeping, his mouth agape. One hand was curled around a copy of the Akhana’s survival guide for humans, which Owen Freeman had written several years ago. The book contained much of his research on psychopathy but was only ever disseminated to the Shadow Akhana. She closed the curtain slowly.

      ‘Everyone onboard, you can trust,’ the skipper told her. ‘As much as you trust DC.’

      Sophia smiled. ‘No offense, skipper, but I’ll take that with a grain of salt.’

      ‘Whatever keeps you alive, ma’am.’ He turned around so everyone behind him could hear him clearly. ‘I have clothes for y’all to change into. You’ll find them on the bunks at this end. They’re comfortable and you’ll thank me for it later. Shoes are in the trunk at the end—help yourselves, we have all sizes. Dinner in fifteen, don’t be late.’
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      Wearing his new one-piece blue overalls and white sneakers, size twelve, Damien squeaked into the mess. It was already full of crew. Judging by the conversation, the crew seemed to be a mix of Australian and American. He knew that many of the Americans were transfers from the Manhattan base after the hurricane had hit.

      He spotted Jay at the far end, his neck wrapped in white dressing. He was sitting snugly with the skipper, two officers and the rest of Sophia’s group, all in their new blue overalls. The only person missing was Nasira. Damien made his way past the tables. Some of the crew looked up and nodded. He nodded politely in return. One guy shook his hand vigorously, catching him off guard. Despite the fact they’d just abandoned yet another Shadow Akhana base for unknown waters, morale seemed overly high. Everyone was talking and stuffing their faces with food. And god it smelled good. He’d forgotten the last time he’d eaten.

      DC shuffled over on the seat to give Damien some room. He sat down opposite Jay and checked his G-Shock watch. It was 1920, somewhere around dinnertime.

      ‘Get stuck into some southern cooking,’ Jay said, pointing with his elbow to a large plate of fried chicken and bowls of gravy. ‘Fried chicken. Gravy’s real too.’

      ‘We use almond flour,’ the skipper said from beside Jay. ‘Gravy’s made with pan drippings, garlic and onion.’

      ‘The Shadow Akhana embraced the operative diet,’ Sophia added. ‘Almond’s about the only flour we cook with these days.’

      Damien’s mouth watered as he seized a drumstick and sank his teeth into it. Juice dripped down his chin. Jay’s plate was already littered with chicken bones that he’d picked clean. Now he was washing it all down with a plastic cup of beer. Before Damien even realized how dehydrated he was, Jay had poured him a cup of water. He filled it to the brim so Damien would spill it, just like he used to do when they were kids and test subjects in Project GATE.

      Jay grinned. Damien carefully brought the cup to his lips and drank while Jay stole one of his drumsticks.

      ‘How’s your neck?’ Damien said.

      ‘Shoulder,’ Jay said. ‘Good. Doc says the stitches come out in six weeks.’

      Damien laughed. ‘So probably tomorrow then.’

      An officer from the adjacent booth overheard. ‘You guys got super-healing or something?’

      Another officer, who Damien recognized as the sonar officer from the command room, elbowed his comrade. ‘It’s the Chimera vector, right?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Damien said.

      He didn’t really want to get into it. Last time he’d explained to an Akhana member what the Chimera vectors did, they’d started calling him Captain America.

      ‘Actually it’s two Chimera vectors,’ Benito said. ‘The healing comes from the Axolotl one. Accelerated repair and regeneration.’

      Damien wanted to stomp on Benito’s foot but he was too far away. Benito was just encouraging these guys.

      The first officer whistled. ‘Wouldn’t mind that one.’

      ‘What’s the other one?’ the sonar officer asked.

      ‘It’s the one that killed off half a billion women,’ someone else said. ‘You might’ve heard of it.’

      The room went silent. Sophia stopped eating. Damien looked over his shoulder to find the officer who’d spoken. He was sitting in a booth further down the mess, a slight smirk on his face. Past him, Damien could see Nasira standing in the doorway.

      Nasira had heard everything. She walked calmly to the officer and leaned over him, both hands on the table.

      ‘Just a question that comes to mind,’ she said. ‘Off the top of your head, how many times have you put your life on the line to protect the Akhana?’

      ‘I didn’t mean … I wasn’t trying to …’ the officer said.

      ‘To protect anyone?’ Nasira said.

      ‘I’ve served the Akhana for three years,’ the officer said.

      ‘It takes a certain quality in a person to go toe to toe with the Fifth Column on their playing field,’ Nasira said. ‘It’s called backbone. You might’ve heard of it.’

      Damien watched Sophia stare at her food a moment longer before starting to eat again. His own appetite had faded as he realized exactly what he’d gotten himself—and Jay—into. Again. If the leader of the Akhana, Owen Freeman, was the Fifth Column’s most wanted, then Sophia was their second most wanted. And as Damien had discovered last time they’d joined Sophia on an operation, hanging out with one of the Fifth Column’s most wanted usually resulted in a very bad day. One that came with its fair share of near-death experiences.
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      Sophia climbed into her cot. She didn’t bother undressing. A hand appeared from the cot below. Nasira’s. She was holding Sophia’s childhood cassette player and pocket-sized German-English dictionary rolled in papers. They were the only real possessions she had left.

      ‘I grabbed them from your quarters before we rescued you,’ Nasira whispered.

      Sophia took them. ‘Thank you.’

      She held the bundle on her chest and closed her eyes. She was tired, but that didn’t count for much because her brain wasn’t switching off. She drew her curtain and turned on the bunk’s reading light. Her thoughts went to her parents, her sister, her brother. They were nothing now. Erased. As far as anyone else in this submarine was concerned, they’d never existed. They were her imaginary family, conjured long ago.

      As a qualified and satisfactorily programmed operative, Sophia had been assigned her first operation: to assassinate a terrorist cell. This terrorist cell just happened to be her entire family. In the mind of her handler, Denton, it was some sick way of authenticating her programming and her loyalty. If she could be convinced beyond reason that her family were the enemy and she needed to kill them, and did it, she could kill anyone. She was fit for service.

      Anger sparked inside her again. She pushed it down and looked at what Nasira had handed her. The papers … she’d forgotten about them. Scanned photocopies of Adamicz’s diary that she’d attached to a string of draft emails while in Belize and later printed.

      Half in Polish and half in German, the diary documented the events throughout Project GATE that had led to Adamicz, Cecilia and Benito defecting to the Akhana. Benito had remained undercover while Cecilia faked her own death. Adamicz, somewhat less dramatically, had simply retired. Adamicz’s diary entries detailed their orchestration of Sophia’s kidnapping and deprogramming.

      Adamicz’s last entry had been made not long before his death, but it was the earlier pages that had interested her, the German ones. She’d translated those using the German-English dictionary. Benito had suggested she just scan the pages, use character-recognition software to convert the handwritten words to text and then pump them into Google Translate. While it was tempting, she had never trusted the computers under Dolph’s control. Besides, she doubted the software would recognize one word of Adamicz’s skewed, tight writing.

      This was the first time she’d read the diary entries in months. She arranged the photocopies from the beginning and found where she was up to: Adamicz’s first project with the Fifth Column. She placed her pocket dictionary on standby and got to work transcribing to her notepad.

      June 4, 1958

      Phase 1 volunteer subjects for Project Seraphim consist of thirty-two healthy, non-pregnant, pre-menopausal women and ten healthy men. Male and female participants are randomly divided into three groups. Each of the groups undergo electroencephalogram monitoring, and blood and urine sampling for two weeks (period 1—pre-exposure) before beginning exposure. When exposure begins (period 2—exposure), group 1 (n = 12 women, 2 men) and so forth are admitted to four weeks of testing.

      Exposure of subjects commences with one week of sine waves, square waves and triangle waves. Subjects are exposed to range of frequencies between 5.2 and 9.6 hertz. Results indicate sine waves produce entrainment more successfully. Following this, three weeks exclusively of sine-wave field exposure. The sine-wave output produces a rotating magnetic field where there is gradual build-up, collapse and reversal of field intensity.

      Some subjects demonstrate entrainment over wide frequency range, while others remain resistant to many frequencies. Entrainment occurs rapidly, within a quarter of second in most cases. If entrainment does not occur inside of one second, it does not at all. During entrainment, amplitude of subjects’ brain waves nearly doubles in size.

      Entrainment above 8.6 hertz is consistent, whereas below 8.6 occurs in bursts. The subjects’ brains appear to fight the frequency to maintain own frequency. I record the brain generating low-amplitude beta frequencies in the range of 15 to 20 hertz during this fight phase. The lower the exposed frequency, the more often the subjects’ brains fight the frequency. By 5.2 hertz, there is almost zero success rate of entrainment.

      Frequency range is successful in eliciting array of emotion that scales from complacency, depression and paranoia on lower end to uneasiness, frustration and agitation in mid-range, and anxiety, fear and anger on higher end. At the highest end of spectrum, a manic, uncontrollable rage is observed.

      Interestingly, subjects are unaware of any mood change. They are also unaware of the ELF field itself, whether it is active or inactive, when field is terminated or initiated. Despite lack of awareness, subjects describe a variety of symptoms during exposure. Between 6 and 7 hertz, subjects report occasional ringing in ears, flushed face, fatigue, experience of tightened chest and increased pulse. And between 8.6 and 9.6 hertz, subjects report tingling sensation in fingers, arms, legs, teeth and roof of mouth. Three subjects report a metallic feeling in their mouth. One subject reports tightness in both chest and stomach.

      Monitoring follows exposure for one week (period 3—post-exposure) and subjects are closely observed and interviewed. Effects from exposure are observed as non-residual and do not remain in effect. A later phase will see long-term testing and analysis of residual effects.

      Phase 1 has demonstrated that it is possible to alter change in subject’s brain-wave frequency and thereby alter mood and emotional state without subject becoming suspicious or concerned with the cause of alteration. I can make subjects feel relaxed with ELF exposure and I can make them feel scared with ELF exposure. Denton is satisfied with the results of phase 1 and has authorized proceeding with phase 2: transmission of coded messages through field. If successful, I will be able to make subjects believe they want to drink orange juice instead of apple.
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      When Sophia woke, the glowing tritium hands on her watch pointed to five after six and the miniature hand indicated morning. Breakfast was an hour away, but she wasn’t hungry. She rolled over, dislodging the papers covering her chest. The cassette player poked her in the ribs. She picked up the papers and reassembled them. She noticed some of the pages near the end were blank. She’d photocopied the original diary in a rush so it didn’t surprise her. What did surprise her was a page near the end with more handwriting. It looked rushed. How had she missed this?

      She skimmed the words, then sat up and bumped her head on the cot above. Cursing, she pulled the page closer.

      Project Seraphim.

      She turned the page. There was more. Five, ten, more than fifteen pages. She dug around her bed for a pen but couldn’t find one. She opened her curtains to let in more artificial light, then leaned out of her cot and hit Nasira on the shoulder.

      ‘Pen. Give me a pen,’ she said.

      Nasira grumbled and handed a pen up to her. Sophia craned forward as best she could in the confined space and started translating, scribbling the English below each line. She’d only made it a third of the way through the first page when Benito called her for breakfast. She placed the dictionary and diary entries into the bunk locker, but tore her transcribed pages free, folded them and slipped them into her hip pocket, reluctant to leave them.

      She made her way to the mess, and wasn’t surprised to see Jay among the first crew members feasting on breakfast. His plate spilled over with crispy bacon, sausages and eggs. He talked enthusiastically, food spraying from his mouth. Damien, next to him, was quiet.

      Nasira found herself a space next to Jay and slapped him on the back of the head with a metal spoon. Jay almost choked on his food. Sophia sat opposite them, unable to keep a straight face as Jay coughed to clear his throat.

      Once he was shoveling food again, Nasira grinned and started eating. ‘Aren’t you having anything?’ she asked Sophia.

      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      Her mind was on Adamicz’s diary now and it wouldn’t let go. She reached for the jug of water and poured herself a cup.

      DC was sitting next to Damien. She watched him pop two tablets and chase them with water. His breakfast appeared half-eaten. He looked up, noticed Sophia, then returned to his meal.

      The skipper appeared beside her. ‘I hope everyone slept well.’

      Sophia smiled. ‘Yes, thank you.’ She touched the papers in her pocket to check they were still there.

      The skipper noticed her plate was empty and immediately ordered someone to fill it for her. Before she could protest, breakfast was piled in front of her.

      ‘Are you alright with eggs, ma’am?’ the skipper asked.

      Sophia nodded. ‘Yes, fine. No problem.’

      As he left, Benito pushed his way in beside Sophia. He raised an eyebrow at her towering plate. ‘Eating small this morning?’

      ‘I don’t even know if it’s morning any more,’ she said.

      ‘I second that,’ Jay said. ‘One minute I was minding my own business in New Zealand; now I’m in a submarine at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t even know where we’re going.’

      Sophia put her fork down. The noise in the mess had picked up as more people populated the tables behind them. ‘Once we’re out of here, it’s up to you what you want to do.’

      Jay raised both hands in surrender. ‘All I’m saying is, last time we did this Nasira tied me to a urinal and then we crashed a helicopter into the UN headquarters.’

      Damien held up a finger. ‘And I was exposed to a nuclear meltdown.’

      ‘Yeah, that too,’ Jay said.

      ‘What about you?’ Sophia said, shifting the conversation to DC. ‘Radiation exposure, crashed helicopters?’

      DC shrugged. ‘I told you. Ex-military. No helicopter crashes.’

      She pulled a pair of dog tags from her pocket and slid them across the table to him. He seemed unsurprised. His hand closed around them, briefly touching hers.

      ‘I was looking for those,’ he said.

      ‘You slipped up. You don’t normally carry things in your pockets,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Actually I did, until I started bodyguarding a professional pickpocket. Or a genetically enhanced black operative.’

      ‘Former,’ she said, ‘on both accounts. Speaking of former, what’s your story?’

      ‘You just asked me that.’

      ‘And I shouldn’t need to ask again,’ she said.

      DC rolled his dog tags over in one hand. ‘SEAL Team Six. Pulled in by the CIA’s Special Activities Division.’

      Nasira raised an eyebrow. ‘Which group?’

      DC exhaled and poked at his food. ‘Political Action Group.’

      Nasira didn’t look impressed. ‘Political manipulation, psychological warfare, economic warfare,’ she said. ‘That’s only half a step from the Fifth Column proper.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘You sound a little overqualified for just any Blue Beret attachment though,’ Sophia said.

      He met her gaze, but only briefly. ‘We all have our secrets.’

      He excused himself, forcing Damien, Jay and Nasira to stand so he could slip through with his half-finished breakfast.

      ‘So do they teach you how to use tachi swords in the Navy SEALs?’ Sophia said. ‘Or was that the Special Activities Division?’

      DC discarded his plate and left the mess.

      Sophia followed him out into the narrow corridor where no one could hear them.

      ‘Project Seraphim,’ she said, stepping in front of him. ‘What is it?’

      DC halted, and checked no one was around to overhear. Another crew member came out of the mess and squeezed past them. DC waited until he’d disappeared down the corridor, then said, ‘I told you, we all have our secrets.’

      Sophia took the papers from her back pocket and shoved it in his face. ‘Not any more.’
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      Sophia followed DC into the lockout trunk, a semicircular staging chamber originally designed to deploy Navy SEALs. It was the only place on the submarine where they wouldn’t risk being overhead. At the moment, fortunately, it didn’t contain any water. There was a ladder in the center, which disappeared into a tube above her. The other side of the trunk was stacked with metal panels. Each panel had two handles, probably equipment storage for SEAL deployment.

      DC closed the circular porthole behind him. ‘I commanded Blue Berets,’ he said.

      ‘How many?’

      He glared at her. ‘All of them. Thirteen thousand.’

      His name had been mentioned in Adamicz’s entry, but without much context. She had no idea that she was questioning the former general of the Fifth Column’s personal army: thirteen thousand former Special Forces soldiers plucked from around the world.

      ‘Should I start calling you general?’ she said.

      ‘Colonel. If you’re nostalgic.’

      ‘Hardly. And you’re a bodyguard now? That’s a perplexing career move.’

      ‘The Akhana don’t have an army, you know that,’ DC said. ‘Just security.’

      Sophia shook her head at her own stupidity. ‘You’re head of Akhana security, aren’t you? I didn’t even think of that.’

      ‘What’s left of them, anyway,’ he said. ‘How do you think I got you into this sub?’

      ‘Because you trained them,’ Sophia said. ‘Just as you trained the Blue Berets.’

      An idea started forming in her head. If DC knew how the Blue Berets operated on both an organizational and tactical level, he could be more useful than she’d first thought. If only she’d known that earlier.

      ‘When the Fifth Column knew people were defecting, I was to coordinate their … disposal,’ he said. He stared at the ladder beside her, unfocused and unnaturally still.

      ‘I’m guessing your mission didn’t go as planned,’ she said.

      He sniffed noisily through one nostril. ‘I turned on my own men.’

      ‘You saved the defectors,’ Sophia said.

      ‘Not as many as I would’ve liked. Everyone I saved was crammed on this one sub.’

      ‘How many?’

      ‘Hundred and twenty-four.’ DC’s hand closed over. He was still holding the dog tags. ‘Freeman doesn’t trust a whole lot of people. He trusts me to keep him alive. And he trusts you.’

      ‘Why?’ Sophia said.

      ‘Why are you asking me that?’

      Sophia didn’t reply. She waited, watching him intently.

      ‘You want my guess? He sees a lot of himself in you, when he was younger,’ DC said, meeting her gaze. ‘You don’t give up.’

      She looked down at her white sneakers. ‘I already have.’

      DC stepped in fractionally closer. She could smell the fragrance of his shaving cream. ‘We’re not here to talk about my history, are we? We’re here to talk about someone else’s.’

      Sophia moved her head back just enough so she could see his facial expressions.

      ‘You knew of Adamicz. You knew he was working in Project Seraphim,’ she said. ‘What do you know about the project?’

      ‘What do you know?’

      There was no point dancing around the issue. He wasn’t going to cough anything up until she admitted what she knew.

      ‘Prototype soldiers,’ she said. ‘Like Project GATE. But civilians too.’

      He nodded. ‘Yeah. Project Seraphim was the Fifth Column’s second attempt to program soldiers. Project GATE was the third.’

      ‘Third?’

      She’d had no idea there was more than one project. Project GATE was all she knew. Denton had enlisted hundreds of children as Project GATE test subjects, aged mostly between six and ten, picked because of their rare, strange abilities. Damien could radiate heat, Jay could generate electricity. Some test subjects kept their innate abilities secret, Sophia included. But her secret was she had no innate ability. She’d been terrified of the other Project GATE children finding out and teasing her for being ‘powerless’.

      She shook her head. ‘Three projects. I always thought there was just one.’

      Denton had trained all of the Project GATE test subjects to become operatives. Sophia’s military training had begun during adolescence, in parallel with Adamicz’s programming. She had learnt reconnaissance, escape and evasion, tactical communication, scouting and tracking, intensive unarmed and edged weapon combat, medical training, survival training in a multitude of environments, sniping and countersniping, a wide variety of small-arms training and combat diving. Following this, each test subject had moved into further training modules such as surreptitious entry, close-quarters combat and structure clearing, surveillance, countersurveillance, agent acquisition, applied explosives techniques, tactical vehicle commandeering, interception and evasive driving.

      Once the modules were complete, Project GATE had taken a different turn altogether. The project’s lead computer geneticist, Dr Cecilia McLoughlin, had injected the test subjects turned operatives with adeno-associated viruses—harmless shells—that carried instructions for switching on pseudogenes inside the operatives’ bodies. Sophia was administered tetrachromacy—the ability to perceive hundreds of millions of colors; Damien was administered hyperaudition—perception of infrasound and ultrasound; and Jay got pentachromacy—detection beyond the visible spectrum, including ultraviolet light at one end and infrared at the other.

      The second iteration of operatives—shocktroopers—had received a much improved version of pentachromacy, which Cecilia had discovered in a test subject they’d plucked from Belarus. The test subject’s local community had hailed her as a miracle because she was able to look inside human bodies, see their organs and tissue, and identify illness and disease. Cecilia had called it hexachromacy.

      Denton’s intention was that Project GATE would forge deniable operatives with augmented abilities beyond the range of normal human capacity. It had never occurred to Sophia that perhaps this wasn’t Denton’s first attempt, that there might have been projects before GATE. She remembered something Adamicz had said when he was deprogramming her in Italy. He’d spoken of a precursor to Project GATE that began in 1991. He must have been talking about Project Seraphim.

      ‘And the first project?’ she asked.

      ‘Unsuccessful. The research was stolen,’ DC said. ‘And with Seraphim, the programming was different.’

      ‘Wait, what research? The Chimera vectors?’

      ‘Chimera vectors were decades later. The very first project was during the 1940s, ’50s, ’60s. Some sort of virus. Long before my time, I don’t know much about it.’

      ‘But the second project, Project Seraphim.’ Sophia took a step closer. ‘How was the programming different?’

      ‘The subjects were triggered remotely using extremely low frequencies. They do strange things to your behavior.’

      ‘Behavioral aberrations,’ Sophia said. ‘Neural network disturbances, altered blood chemistry.’

      DC’s eyes opened fractionally wider. ‘Well versed, I see.’

      ‘Adamicz’s diary. He mentioned a thing or two.’

      DC shook his head. ‘He forgot to mention the changes in the endocrine and immune system.’

      ‘No,’ Sophia said. ‘He covered that.’

      DC watched her for a moment in silence, then sniffed. ‘Why are you asking me questions you already know the answers to?’

      ‘I’m not so much interested in what you know but how you know it.’

      ‘Commanding the Blue Beret battalion doesn’t automatically give you every security clearance on offer,’ DC said. ‘But one can learn all sorts of things in the right places.’ He popped a pill from a plastic container in his pocket.

      She grabbed his hand. ‘What are those?’

      He didn’t pull away. ‘Antidepressants.’

      ‘I didn’t know the Akhana prescribed amphetamines,’ she said.

      ‘I didn’t know it was any of your business,’ he said.

      Sophia felt his hand tighten under hers. She released her grip. In the months that DC had been assigned to guard her, he’d always stood by her. He’d never doubted her abilities, or her reasoning. He questioned it, relentlessly, but he always trusted her.

      ‘I know what it is,’ he said softly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You choose who you allow inside. I suppose you always have. But Freeman, he just threw me in there.’

      Sophia ground her teeth. ‘What’s your point?’ she said.

      ‘That’s what annoys you, isn’t it? You didn’t choose for me to be here. Getting in your way, questioning what you do, questioning why you do it.’

      She crossed her arms. ‘Sometimes I wonder that myself.’

      He smiled. ‘Keeping you alive.’

      She snorted in amusement. ‘I think you actually have to save me before you can put that on your resumé.’

      ‘Like when Dolph wanted to sell you to the Fifth Column and we busted you out?’ he said. He reached into his pocket. ‘Just a second, I’m updating my resumé as we speak.’

      ‘I never thanked you for that,’ Sophia said. She pulled him by his overall strap and kissed him on the cheek. His stubble brushed her lips. ‘Thank you.’

      DC opened his mouth and words stumbled out. ‘Uh, that’s … that’s fine.’

      She stepped past him and out of the lockout trunk. She made her way back to her bunk, deep in thought. DC knew more about Project Seraphim. And if she was going to get to it, she needed to pull the right threads.
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