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Sarah Castile glared at the telegram. She'd agreed to take on a special assignment in Italy for a number of reasons, the foremost being the pleasant autumn weather. The rest of Europe was ghastly this time of year. And now, the remnant Allied network she'd thrown her lot in with wanted her to pack up and go to Russian-occupied Germany, of all places. Neither her German nor her Russian accents were up to snuff. She'd have to spend the journey practicing.

She’d been on the ground in Europe before the U.S. Army, but after D-Day she managed to follow them as a nurse. All the while, her family legacy of the Huntsman came with her. Her brother had inherited the mantle of the Huntsman as the men in her family had done for over a century and a half. But while he remained in Cobalt City protecting the home front, she had packed her own bow and quiver beneath layers of blankets in the supply bins for the voyage across the Atlantic. Once before, a many-times-great aunt had become the Huntsman in a time of need. If a worldwide war did not qualify as a time of need, Sarah had no idea what did. She had tried to keep her activities as clandestine as possible, but of course the war correspondents telegraphed home about the Huntsman's deeds in Europe. Speculation abounded as to how he could be two places at once, though more than a few correctly suspected there was more than one Huntsman.

With quick motions, Sarah folded the telegram as small as she could and tucked it into her handbag. The small "mg" in the bottom corner elicited a momentary smile. At least Mary had retained a position at Bletchley Park. It was nice to get less than pleasant assignments from someone so cordial.

She squinted against the bright October sun as she composed three telegrams in her head. It was simple enough to write to her father and let him know her sojourn would be extended. In many ways, she suspected such correspondence gave him great relief, not needing to worry about his errant daughter and her tradition-bucking ways. Similarly, her telegram to the command center at Bletchley Park would not require much work either—a simple "agreed" would prompt them to go forward with the next phase of their plan.

It was the third telegram that caused her the most turmoil, though she tried to convince herself it was camaraderie, not affection, that made her feel that way. The Huntsman's activities in Europe had caught not only the attention of the press but also that of a different sort of hero who had made Italy his base of operations for centuries, though without passing the helm from generation to generation. The Venetian was a vampire, who had enlisted the Huntsman's help to take out a particularly nasty nest of his kinsmen near Paris before the war ended. Since then, the Huntsman and the Venetian had traveled the Continent, fighting vampires and worse monsters. And it was the telegram to the Venetian that caused Sarah the most hesitation.

In the end, she went with a simple, unapologetic message: "Needed elsewhere. Will return soon. -H-"
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Sarah stepped out onto the platform at the train station in Leipzig, her gaze sweeping across the crowd for her contact. The Freedom Alliance Network had no designated signals to connect their agents, but each individual agent had a signature item, easily identified even among the newest agents. Sarah pulled her vivid green scarf up to cover her hair and protect from the chilly wind. As she did, she saw a woman on the other side of the station don a wide-brimmed plum hat, which stood out starkly against the black and drab colors that most of the passengers wore. Sarah picked up her small travelling satchel and slung the guitar case that carried her bow and quiver across her back in one fluid motion.

The flow of the crowd was such that Sarah could not make her way to the other agent without causing a stir, so she followed along with the other departing passengers. An elderly couple in front of her moved particularly slowly, and she took a moment to look at the buildings near the train station. A flash of bright red fabric fluttering in the wind drew her gaze back to one of the taller buildings, but whatever had been flapping around was already gone. Sarah could not recall any agents in the Network who wore red—the connections between the color and Russian Communism seemed close enough to make it taboo.

Across the platform, the woman in the plum hat appeared to identify Sarah's inability to reach her and began moving toward the street. It was not until they reached the sidewalk in front of the station that they were able to meet.

"Magda, so good to see you!" Sarah's preferred dialect was Austrian German, which meant what little accent she could manage sounded good enough for a crowded city street.

The other woman leaned in to kiss Sarah on both cheeks, and murmured, "It's Illyana, actually. You are Sarah?"

"Lizbet if you need a name to say aloud," Sarah replied, her voice low.

As the two women separated from their embrace, Illyana smiled at Sarah. "I trust your journey was good?"

"Yes, but I would like to get out of this weather." Sarah peered up at the gray sky. "Winter will be here too soon."

"It always is," Illyana said, tucking her arm through Sarah's. "Come, I am staying not far from here."

The two women walked and chatted amiably, just as two old friends might. As they did, Sarah tried to recall anything she knew about Illyana. The name was most certainly Russian, which worried Sarah, but she reminded herself that not all Russians agreed with their leaders. At any rate, unless Illyana was leading her into a trap with overwhelming odds, Sarah was confident in her ability to best the Russian woman.

Of more concern was the prickling of the hairs on the back of her neck. She had not seen any more glimpses of red on the rooftops, but she could not be sure that any tail they had was still above street level. Sarah paused in front of one of the shops she and Illyana were passing, admiring a display of hearty bread beneath a sign advertising cakes. "The war has been hard on Leipzig," Illyana said with a sigh.

"It has been hard everywhere," Sarah said. Her gaze flickered across the nearby windows, but no one stood out as an obvious threat. She leaned closer to Illyana. "I feel as though I'm being watched."

"You probably are," Illyana murmured. "Austria is ... far from here, on many levels."

"I assure you, if I were speaking Russian, I would sound far worse."

"Then let me do the talking." Illyana steered Sarah away from the window and down a side street, launching into an expert elaboration on the architecture of the buildings that lined the narrow, cobble street.

The feeling of being watched persisted, but Sarah was not in a position that allowed her to get a good glimpse of whether or not they were being followed. So she nodded as Illyana talked and limited her speech to only the simplest of German words while they remained on the street. 

Sarah let out a small sigh of relief when they arrived at Illyana's building. Inside was a cozy yet Spartan apartment.

Illyana cruised around the space, adjusting the curtains carefully. "Your scarf must be soaked," she said, helping Sarah out of it. She then carefully draped it across the curtain rod of the front window, effectively blocking anyone's line of sight into the sitting room of the apartment. "Better?"

"Much, thank you." Sarah perched on the edge of a solid wooden chair. "Now then, I expect we have much more to discuss."

"Indeed," Illyana replied, dropping into thickly accented English. "Recent intercepted communications from Mother Russia say German scientists are to be moved into Russian cities. Many do not wish to go, but it will not be possible to prevent all of them from being taken. But the Network has a list of those who must be retrieved at any cost."

Sarah frowned. "And they needed me for this?"

Illyana shrugged. "You liberated Malthausen-Gusen during the war, yes?"

"Yes, but not on my own. I had backup." And tanks.

"You have backup here too."

Sarah looked at Illyana closely. Based on their walking speed, Sarah judged the Russian woman to be more physically fit than her baggy clothing let on. But Sarah had seen no evidence that Illyana was anything more than healthy and well fed for this part of the world. "What is it that you do?"

"Many things. But for the purposes of this mission? I am on the inside. This Russian operation is much like your American Project Paperclip. And
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