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  To Maddy 
This one is for you






  
  One


A pulse-pounding dark techno beat drove the writhing, seething mass of bodies lit overhead by a kaleidoscope of color on the second floor of The Duplex, one of the most popular dance clubs in Prague. Which was saying something given that Czechs liked to party: Prague had more nightclubs and bars per person than London, New York, or Tokyo. Wednesday night or Saturday night made no difference. Dancing and drinking until five a.m. before stumbling into a rideshare or a taxi—alone or not—happened most nights for the city’s singles. 
It was the perfect environment for losing track of yourself.
It was also the perfect environment for assassins from Unit 29155 of the GRU, Russian military intelligence, to succeed in poisoning a target. All while enjoying a few beers and groping plenty of drunk, half-dressed women. It was their signature method for deniability while sending a message at the same time: we can get to you anytime, anywhere.
Not tonight, if she had anything to do with it.
Alžběta Černá, a captain in the Vojenské zpravodajství, the Czech military intelligence known as the VZ, had spent the last three years stalking the members of Unit 29155. 
Beta wasn’t going to let her quarry escape now.
Keen anticipation sharpened her senses and tightened her abdominal muscles. She resisted the almost overwhelming urge to slip her karambit, the wicked little hooked knife in her thigh boot, into her hand. 
Instead, she flexed her fingers, imagining sending her internal heat into the turgid air. It might have been her imagination, but the temperature in the club seemed to climb around her. A smoky tang burned her nostrils and clung to her skin, mixing with the rich, sweet scent of her perfume.
The hard-driving industrial bassline kept time with the beating of her heart and the rhythm of her stride. The erratic flashing lights illuminated the staircase to the top level. There the Russians sat on two white velvet sectionals that let them watch the dancefloor below.
Beta didn’t need the lights to see. 
Her dragon vision recognized their infrared signatures. Even if that failed—and it wouldn’t—she smelled them.
I’ve never been broken repeated an electronic female voice as she moved through the crowd. 
It could have been her anthem. 
Dancers pulled away from her, repelled by a dark invisible force, before closing in behind her and erasing her wake. Most moved instinctively, blindly as worms move away from painful stimuli. Those few aware enough to glance toward her saw an avenging angel dressed in black and stumbled, icy terror sobering them. One or two drifted in her direction, attracted to the danger emanating from her in refracted light waves like a shadowy mirage over desert sands.
She ignored them.
When she reached the top of the stairs, she turned left toward the bar. She felt the gaze from the Russian in the far sectional facing her. Even though she was more than half a dozen meters from him and surrounded by sweaty club goers who reeked of cologne, cigarette smoke, and alcohol, she scented the spike in the assassin’s pheromones. 
She saw the matching spike of white heat in his groin. 
The smile that curled the corner of her mouth didn’t reach her eyes.
Zatím to ujd. So far so good.
The men and women around her shifted to let her approach the bar. They gave her plenty of room to prop her forearms on the glossy blond wood. The bartender caught her gaze and hurried over. 
“Trebitsch,” she said. When he turned, she clamped his wrist. “Two fingers, no ice.”
He nodded. “Understood.”
A minute later he set the single-malt Czech whisky on the bar in front of her. The industrial bassline changed to dark synth with rhythmic piano chords interspersed with drum brushes on cymbal. The crowd on the dancefloor slowed and swayed, many individuals clustering in twos and threes.
She swallowed the whisky. Its silk slid down her heated throat. Lifting her chin at the bartender, whose gaze had darted toward her while he worked farther along the bar, she slid the empty tumbler toward him. This was new, this awareness of her incredible power over the attention of others. She’d always hidden in the recesses, the shadows of her assignments, but ever since she’d gone undercover on this mission, Beta had found herself growing beyond her psychic boundaries. 
It wasn’t confidence. It was something darker. Something she’d kept chained until she’d burned everything important to her to identify and gather evidence against the men who’d bombed Czech ammunitions depots and killed Czech citizens. The arrogant men who thought they were impervious to the laws of other nations, who acted with impunity. 
Beta looked in the mirror behind the bartender and watched the Russians and their guests. Only two of the infamous Unit 29155 had come to the Prague meet. 
That was wise. 
It wouldn’t do for the entire six-member team to be seen together. Which made it that much trickier for her. The 2014 bombings near the border with Slovakia had been carried out by a team of two. She’d spent the past three years building an extensive profile on the shadowy unit and tracking its missions. 
To complicate her task, Beta wasn’t the only one hunting Unit 29155 assassins. The British also wanted the Russian operatives who’d poisoned former Russian military officer Sergei Skripal and his daughter in England only a couple of months ago. 
Beta had tracked two Unit 29155 assassins traveling under the names Ruslan Boshirov and Alexander Petrov to Salisbury where Skripal lived in exile. She hadn’t realized what Boshirov and Petrov intended until it was too late. If, as her investigation suggested, Boshirov and Petrov had also bombed the Czech arms depots, the British would find themselves failing.
What would the Russian officer staring at her think when he realized that the bit of eye candy that he slavered over turned out to be the bodyguard of the arms broker they were meeting? As with everything in this murky, shifting world of espionage and hidden motives, not everyone or everything was exactly as it seemed.
The Russians would be wise to keep that fact in mind also.
The bartender set another whisky in front of her. She nodded and dropped a wad of cash on the bar. It didn’t matter whether she kept drinking or not. Her metabolism burned alcohol as if it were fuel. She never got drunk. Not even tipsy. But she didn’t need to spend any more time or money on this feint. Let her admirer wrongly assume that she’d been impaired, even a little, by the whisky.
It’s all about humanity repeated a deep male voice over the sound system as the dark techno beat picked up again. The throbbing mass below moved faster.
A faint brush of energy—like static electricity before a thunderstorm—moved across her. She shifted her gaze to the reflection of the large male Viking now standing at her side. His shoulder-length white-blond hair accentuated his massive shoulders, which only led her gaze to take in his equally large biceps and chest. She was tall and afraid of no one, but his imposing height and mass made her feel vulnerable. Yet there was also something comforting about his presence.
For a moment she recalled another large male, equally massive at more than two-and-a-half meters and over 100 kilograms. More than twice her weight. A male with wavy brown hair and eyes the color of deep space. But nothing more came to her. A sharp ache pierced her between the eyes instead. 
She shook her head. No time to think about the gaping holes in her memory. 
The Viking’s eyes focused on the mirror. Something shivered through her at their brilliant blue gleam. It was bone-deep recognition. And it terrified her. 
“What are you looking at, my friend?” she asked, letting an aggressive note sharpen her voice.
He shrugged and turned away. Relief flooded her as though God’s searchlight had moved on and left her in darkness once again. Sniffing, she rotated and leaned against the bar, propping herself on an elbow and staring back at the Russian officer. If she didn’t know better, she’d wonder if being this close to her goal had jangled her nerves. 
At that thought, Beta blew the Russian a kiss. He laid his hand on his crotch and raised his tumbler in a toast. 
Vůl. Idiot. She smiled, imagining using her karambit to slice through the waistband of his jeans. Would he be so confident then?
“Marika.”  
While she’d been engaging the Russian, a male wearing a blazer and slacks had shifted into the opening where the Viking had stood. 
That shocked her. Why hadn’t she realized that the Viking had left? Scowling, Beta shoved the thought into a dark crevice at the back of her mind. 
She looked over her shoulder and gave a short nod to acknowledge her cover identity. “Gordon.” 
Her voice sounded cool and detached. Good. She couldn’t afford to let emotion distract her.
Drew Gordon, her new employer, smiled as he signaled for a drink. “I see you’ve attracted the attention of our buyers.” He turned to address the bartender. “Chopin, neat and ice cold if you please. And leave the bottle.”
The bartender nodded and turned to pull the Polish vodka from a shelf behind him.
Beta studied Gordon’s profile as he waited. She’d heard his unfamiliar accent at their introductory meeting a week before. She thought it was American, perhaps something from the south of that enormous country, but it was new to her. As far as she could tell, however, Gordon was indeed the arms dealer that he purported to be.
“You drink Polish vodka?” she asked, truly curious. 
Gordon had told her that he was meeting with members of the Ukrainian military, who opposed Russian-backed militia in their country. His vodka choice signaled ignorance about the buyers’ true background. And intentions. 
Or not.
She’d be a fool to think anyone operating in the international world of arms sales took anything at face value. Gordon was no exception. It had taken months of careful planning and a rock-solid legend to get the interview with him. And a job offer only after she’d defeated the other candidates in hand-to-hand combat. 
Gordon smiled at her. It was mischievous. 
“A little test, you see,” he said. 
And then she knew that he suspected who the Russians were. No self-respecting Russian would choose to drink Polish vodka when Russian vodka was available.
Beta nodded. 
Gordon tossed back his shot before grabbing the bottle of Chopin and pivoting toward the Russians. “Come, let’s introduce ourselves.”
Beta fell into step at his side, her arm linked through his as though they were on a date. She let the fingers of her free hand skim the top of her boot. The karambit fairly hummed inside its hidden sheath.
Patience, she told the part of her that wanted to swoop in and snatch the Russian who’d stared at her before dragging him off to her lair. It was getting harder and harder to keep it chained.
Gordon stopped in front of the Russians and a half dozen other men and women seated with them. Beta scanned the low table between the sectionals. She glimpsed several plastic bags filled with pills among the bottles and glasses littering its surface. All of these, the people and the drugs, were props. The Russians were entirely sober. Their glittering dark gazes sharpened on Gordon and Beta.
“A drink before we get to business?” Gordon asked, waggling the bottle of Chopin. 
Tension thickened the smoky air as the Russians looked at the Polish vodka. For a moment Beta wondered if the Russians would snarl and tell them to leave.
Instead, the bearded Russian nodded. The slight curl of his lips never made it past sneer to a convincing smile, however. The other Russian, the one whose gaze devoured her, slid over and patted the seat next to him.
Beta ignored the invitation.
When Gordon had poured everyone a measure of vodka, he raised the bottle in toast. “To new friends then. May all our transactions be as smooth as this vodka.”
The bearded Russian lifted his glass. “Na zdorov’ya.” Cheers. In Ukrainian. Though his voice was friendly, his infrared signature blazed in anger. 
Beta smiled.
And then the club exploded in chaos as thick smoke choked the air, and men in dark tactical gear erupted onto the dancefloor, sending the dancers scattering like water drops on a hot pan.

      [image: image-placeholder]A little more than a kilometer northwest of The Duplex—a fifteen-minute walk for ordinary humans—a horde of daemonia materialized on the iconic Charles Bridge over the Vltava River at the same moment the strike squad breached the packed club. 
Elioud warrior András Nagy, who’d tracked this particular nasty group of spiritual marauders from Munich, ignored the nano-origami perched in his ear tweeting at him. He didn’t need the distraction right now. 
Whatever the zonjë wanted to tell him could wait. 
He eased under the Old Town Bridge Tower, which guarded the entrance to the city’s medieval heart on the east bank of the river. He’d already shunted his internal heat into his specially designed tactical clothing, effectively cloaking his infrared signature. Now he adjusted his harmonics to match the tower’s 700-year-old stone. To all but the most perceptive angelic senses, his signatures would read as inanimate. The daemonia, who’d siphoned enough harmonic energy to escape their underworld prison, were not the most perceptive spirits. 
András grinned without humor.
Though it was almost two in the morning, old-fashioned carriage lights blazed along the 500-meter length of stone bridge in front of him. Except for the 30 statues of saints flanking both sides of the gothic structure, it was deserted at this hour. In a city that never slept, the nightlife danced and drank in modern clubs and bars instead.
András inhaled, his eyes narrowing. 
He hadn’t been in the capital of the Czech Republic for almost three years, not since he’d come on an Elioud mission to recover a stolen Caravaggio painting, The Infatuation of the Watcher Angels. 
A mission that failed, leaving him and his partner, Alžběta Černá, a Grey Elioud and friend of the zonjë, gravely wounded. András had carried Beta to safety, never leaving her side as they were transported to his lord’s estate to recover.
And then, after depleting the angelic manna stored in the Caravaggio, Beta had taken his heart and disappeared without a trace.
At that memory, András clinched his jaw and forced the spurt of heat it elicited into his boots. Miró Kos, his Elioud teammate who’d designed the boots, had guaranteed they wouldn’t melt. Instead, the graphene material converted the heat into energy stored in lithium batteries in the soles. Just as András’s tactical clothing collected his body heat and kinetic energy and transferred it to more lithium batteries sewn into the seams. The ingenious little batteries powered all of the electrical systems in his tactical gear.
Exhaling heated breath, András shrugged. Too bad he couldn’t raise his temperature enough to melt the microscopic bullet fragments near his spine. The only physical reminder he had that Beta had ever been in his arms.
His nano-origami chirped again. 
András fine-tuned the nano-origami’s harmonics to transmit audio. Perfectly matched to his own harmonics, the tuning of the microscopic bots prevented unauthorized sources from intercepting transmissions between him and the rest of the Elioud team. It was almost as secure as flashing, their preferred mode for communicating mentally, with a wider broadcast range. Not necessary around the ethereal daemonia but a definite plus in their increasing engagement with living agents of the Dark angelic forces. Hence the Elioud maintained comms discipline while on every mission.
“Go for Giant.” A hint of smoke tickled his nose as András spoke. He frowned. 
“Giant, this is Harlequin. Stop ignoring me.” The zonjë‘s voice spoke in his ear. Olivia Kastrioti, his lord’s wife, sounded irritated. “We have a situation. Do you copy?”
András locked onto the lead daemon that had come into view next to the statue of St. Francis Borgia in the middle of the bridge. 
It appeared to be the restless soul of a Dark Elioud, one who’d abjured his duty to fight on the side of the Angeli Fidelis and died unredeemed. The souls of these humans with angel blood had a particularly tormented look on their countenances. The daemon‘s gaze lifted toward the statues of two angels flanking St. Francis Borgia. It sneered.
András eased his foot forward.
“András.” The zonjë‘s authority crackled through the nano-origami. The molecular machines hummed as their harmonics responded, sending an electric jab into his flesh. 
He shook his head at the stinging sensation in his ear. Olivia was the only Elioud who’d mastered that particular technique, thankfully. The irony was that she accessed his lithium batteries to make it happen. A ‘love tap’ she called it. 
Olivia really loved him.
“A situation. Copy that.” 
The lead daemon halted, its alert gaze searching the bridge in front of it. The daemonia streamed past, oblivious to their leader’s hesitation.
András paused. This one was more sensitive than the average underworld dweller.
“Aerie Two has picked up reports of a disturbance southeast of you not far from Wenceslas Square. Blackbird’s close enough to sense significant harmonic discord.”
András kept still as the unholy spirits floated on harmonic currents toward him like malicious spectral jellyfish. 
Spectral jellyfish who would inject psychic poison upon contact with unwary souls.
Should the daemonia manage to infest anyone, they would feed on the victim’s harmonic energy. As the dark spirits fed on their victims, they would grow in power and agency.
And so would madness, mayhem, and murder.
“Convenient timing,” said András. 
He shuddered as the daemonia polluted the harmonic plane around him. 
Steady, steady, he told himself.  
His harmonics stayed anchored to the stone tower, but his voice had resonated through the daemonia’s dark chorus. As mindless as these beings were, they would still recognize the unmistakable sound of human speech.
“Fall back until we know more. The daemonia could be a distraction.”
Before András could confirm that order, the lead daemon appeared right in front of him.
Hollow eyes and a gaping maw filled his vision. And then the creature lunged, wrapping its icy hands around his throat. Mutters, shrieks, groans, and cries of an entire mob battered his ears. Discordant vibrations surged through his harmonics. For a sickening moment András feared that he’d be swamped. 
And then the lead daemon opened its mouth wider and swallowed him in a rush.
“Confirm last order, Giant,” Olivia commanded in his ear. 
András didn’t respond.
“Confirm last order, Giant,” she repeated. 
When he still didn’t respond, the zonjë gave him a love tap.
The harmonic jab jarred the daemon, who’d eagerly rushed into its human prey. Its spiritual assault wavered. Its malign intent shifted outward as it sensed something different in this human’s uneven harmonic signature. Something angelic. 
“What is this?” asked the daemon in a hollow voice, pulling back from András as if tasting something nasty. His German accent told a story about his former life.
In reply, András flared.
A brief intense lighting of the entire visual spectrum, angelic flares dazzled and confused humans and angels alike. Elioud warriors normally flared instinctively to protect the innocent and overwhelm the enemy. 
In this instance, András’s flare ripped apart the lead daemon‘s harmonic energy with the force of a white phosphorous grenade. It scattered the mass of daemonia beyond the range of his angelic sonar.
Although of course his nano-origami had also recorded and transmitted it back to the local Elioud tactical operations center or TOC. 
“Giant, this is Dragon Man. We registered a flare. What is your status?” The hard voice of Mihàil Kastrioti, his commander and Olivia’s husband, confirmed that in fact his little stunt had been immediately registered. 
Mihàil’s call sign ‘Dragon Man’ came from the fact that he was part dragon. Or in other words, part angel. That’s because early humans all over the ancient world had identified Seraphim, described as fiery, winged serpents, as dragons when these high-ranking angels had dominated history. 
In Albania where Mihàil was from, demi-angels were known as drangùes or dragon men. In Mihàil’s case, his father was also a drangùe and his mother an Irim or Watcher Angel. That made him three-quarters angel and almost 600 years old. Basically, awe-inspiring in the terror-inducing sense of the word.
Not that András cared.
“Dragon Man, this is Giant. The daemonia have been dispatched and won’t be bothering anyone in Prague for some time. Over.”
“Giant, would that be because you baited a daemon? And used my zonjë to free you?“ Mihàil sounded angry. “Against my express command?”
“Affirmative.” András paused. “What’s the saying? Better to ask forgiveness than permission?”
“What forgiveness? Permission was already denied,” Mihàil began when Olivia interrupted.
“Let’s deal with this later, you two. Blackbird has arrived at Wenceslas Square. He’s confirmed that something is happening at a club called The Duplex. People are fleeing into the streets. Local authorities have received dozens of calls from people on site reporting a well-armed team in tactical gear searching the club.”
András had already begun jogging east into the Old Town. “ETA in 45 seconds.”
His focus shifted to the new threat as if nothing else mattered. Because it didn’t.
“All right, Giant, rendezvous with the team at the Můstek metro station, about a third of a kilometer northwest of the club. Aerie Two has sent building schematics and info on local law enforcement to our cellphones.”
“Copy that,” said András as he sped his harmonics so that he disappeared from human sight. 
He ignored the turn toward Old Town Square where the Church of Our Lady Before Týn loomed like something out of a dark fairytale. Even so, the twin Gothic towers that inspired the Disney castle were unmistakable against the dark night sky. If he let himself, he’d remember what Beta had said about the iconic church the night she found him in the Admiral Botel farther south on the Vltava.
Her words invaded his thoughts anyway.
“Those two”—she tilted her chin towards the towers—“are ideal sniper nests. Position two shooters there, set a team at the Bridge Tower to block escape, herd all the tourists toward the square, and then”—here she raised an imaginary sniper rifle and sighted down an invisible scope, “booomm.“ She imitated the explosive sound of a sniper shot from a large caliber gun.
Of course, the sharp-tongued, prickly Czech would talk about weapons and ambush instead of the nicknames for the towers, Adam and Eve.
András shook his head and ran faster.
The Můstek metro station popped into view on his left as he halted. Dozens of panicked people dashed pell-mell along the sidewalks and clogged the broad streets of Wenceslas Square. András scanned them, lips tight and hands fisted. All infrared signatures returned within normal ranges. No one had been shot at least. But their harmonics rippled like leaves in a wild storm.
Tires screeched followed by the sounds of crunching plastic and glass. Horns blared. Someone screamed.
Ahead heavy discord roiled the harmonic plane in Wenceslas Square, its locus centered on the distinctive glass dome of the nightclub. The timbre was all Dark Irim. Asmodeus, if András had to bet. And the fallen Watcher Angel hadn’t come alone.
Miró appeared next to András. He looked grim. 
“Have you seen the schematics?” he asked.
“Not yet.”
“The main entrance on the ground functions as a funnel toward two elevators to the club. Very few patrons can exit at a time. There is a service entrance around the corner on Jindřišská Street.”
“But not accessible to patrons. Most of them are still inside fighting their way out.”
“Yes,” Miró said, “Or being trampled.”
Olivia and Mihàil appeared on the sidewalk next to them, their faces grim. 
Mihàil’s gaze touched each of theirs. “We need to bypass the front entrance to gain access to the club. Miró, you and András clear an entry point via the Marks & Spencer building next door. Olivia, you and I will take control of the main entrance. With luck, we will be able to get everyone out of the building faster with few casualties.”
The drangùe paused and threw a look over his shoulder. When he looked back again, his face had grown harder, if possible. “Enough planning. Shots have been fired. Time to move out. 






  
  Two


The Russians shared a look, and then almost as one lunged for Gordon and Beta, dragging them backwards toward the glass door to the outside terrace. Each assassin had drawn a weapon and held it aimed toward the stairs. The rest of their group fell all over themselves trying to get up and move somewhere, anywhere away from the railing overlooking the dancefloor and the armed men. None of them followed the Russians, however. Even drunk and high, they hadn’t lost all sense of self-preservation. 
In the pandemonium, Beta realized a couple of things. First, that it’s easy to be trapped on the top floor of a club with a single elevator and an open, winding staircase in the case of a threat one floor down. And second, the Russian who’d been staring at her like a hungry wolf also had the breath and rough paws of one. She rather regretted not showing him her karambit earlier.
Oh, well. There was still plenty of time for that.
The Russians pulled them outside and away from the door.
“Quickly!” ordered the older Russian, yanking Gordon farther along the terrace.
“Let go of me,” hissed Beta at the other one, who gripped her so tightly by the upper arm her circulation had been cut off. She would have purple fingerprints later. 
He responded by whacking her across the cheek with his weapon hand.
Stars exploded across Beta’s vision. She tasted blood and ash.
“Hey! What the hell?” asked a male voice from somewhere beside them. He had an American accent. “Why don’t you try hitting someone your own size?”
Her captor spun. Beta sensed him lifting his weapon, and an instant before he squeezed off a shot she elbowed him. She heard the gun spit and then the unmistakable sound of bullet hitting flesh followed by a groan.
She was so going to enjoy teaching this animal a lesson.
“Gun!” shouted a woman in Russian.
Sounds of running feet, shoving, furniture scraping, and panicked cries filled the terrace around them.
Her captor pulled Beta so roughly she stumbled and almost fell. A moment later he jerked her to the wall next to him. She blinked to clear her eyes. The scent of smoke clung to her, but she forced herself to breathe evenly and look at her surroundings. 
The Russians had taken cover where the outside wall turned ninety degrees to create a shallow niche behind some rattan ottomans. It wouldn’t hide them for long in a concerted search, but it would keep anyone glancing through the club’s windows from seeing them. Muffled screams and crashes signaled the ongoing chaos inside. 
Unfortunately, they weren’t the only people on the terrace. Several patrons, initially curious about what was happening, had gone into the club only to return wearing terrified expressions. Beta surveyed their infrared signatures. Adrenaline had sent their temperatures soaring, and several shivered in the cool night air. A few across from them shielded the view, but Beta made out a woman kneeling. 
The two assassins leveled their weapons at the other patrons, who shifted, revealing the wounded man sprawled in a rattan club chair. Hot blood spread across his midsection even though his companion pressed a tablecloth against it. 
Beta compressed her lips and narrowed her eyes. Her would-be defender needed immediate medical attention.
“Now what?” Gordon asked the Russians. “Hope and pray that strike team doesn’t come out here?”
Beta looked at her employer, who leaned into the corner behind the older Russian. He looked calm. Catching her eye, he smiled. What was he thinking? Intuition niggled, but she said nothing. Instead, she let her hand drift toward the top of her boot. 
Muted sounds of gunfire from inside the club raised the tension on the terrace. Beta’s sensitive hearing picked out the distinct report of a shotgun among the gunfire.
That was very interesting. 
The Russians ignored him and spoke to each other in low, heated voices. They didn’t bother speaking in Ukrainian. They debated going back into the club and surprising the intruders before making a break for the stairs. 
“I don’t think you have many options,” Gordon said. His smile confirmed that he knew exactly what they were talking about.
A moment later three men wearing full helmets with visors and tactical vests burst through the door to the terrace. Two carried the Heckler & Koch HK416 battle rifle. The third carried a Benelli M3T Super 90 combat shotgun. 
Czech police special forces or URNA.
URNA was a rapid-deployment unit under the authority of the Ministry of the Interior. It provided protection at Czech embassies. It also rescued hostages, surveilled national threats, and engaged in counter-terrorism. URNA trained with Czech military special forces. It also trained with foreign units such as the British SAS and German and French special police forces.
Beta’s night had just gotten a thousand times more challenging.
The two carrying the battle rifles spread out on the terrace, one going to stand near the group of club patrons nearest the door and the other heading toward the wounded man. The police officer carrying the combat shotgun stopped within a couple of meters of where they stood.
“Odhoďte zbraně.” Drop your weapons. He gestured with his combat shotgun before repeating his command in Russian.
So the Czech police had come for the Russians. Why?
Beta darted a glance at Gordon to see if he was surprised. His posture and temperature hadn’t changed. Was it just his usual equanimity—necessary in his line of work—or did it signal something more? At the very least he didn’t seem concerned that he would be swept up in URNA’s operation. 
The Russians obeyed the first law of intelligence officers everywhere: live to operate another day. They held their pistols high and visible and reached slowly for the ground, their gazes on their captors as they set the weapons down.
The lead URNA officer motioned for one of the other URNA officers to come and zip-tie the Russians, who said nothing. Another sign of well-trained operatives. Once at the police station, they would produce a card with the name of the local fixer at the Russian embassy. An embassy that all in Czechia knew was a regional base for Russian spies to operate throughout Western Europe.
“Vy dva tam,” said the lead URNA officer to Gordon and Beta, “půjdeš s námi.”
“Excuse me, I don’t speak Czech,” said Gordon in English. 
Beta knew better.
“You two there, come with us,” the officer repeated in English.
“Certainly,” said Gordon. “Though I just met these two.” He looked at Beta. “And I don’t know her at all.”
Beta could take a hint. 
“They promised me a good time.” She sniffed and touched her swollen cheek with a fingertip. “I do not think going to jail is a good time.” 
She stepped closer and reached into the jacket of the Russian who’d hit her and pulled out his wallet. “This is mine, prase.”
The Russian snarled and lunged at her, but the URNA officer jerked him back. 
“Take what is yours and give him back his wallet,” the officer said to her in Czech.
Beta dipped her chin and then pulled all of the cash from the wallet. 
Time for a little distraction. 
She riffled the bills with her other hand as though counting the amount before shouting, “Ty laciný bastarde!” and jumped on the Russian, conveniently tossing the wallet at Gordon’s feet as she did.
As the bills fluttered in the air around them, Beta struck the Russian with open palms about his face and ears. She managed to hang on for a good thirty seconds while he roared and struggled trying to dislodge her. It took both URNA officers to pull them apart. By then Beta had delivered an elbow strike to the Russian’s jaw in her “wild” flailing. The sharp weights embedded in her sleeve opened a wide cut in his cheek. As the URNA officer tugged her free, she spit in the assassin’s face. 
Her dragon’s breath meant that her saliva was hot enough to burn. Too bad she hadn’t had the opportunity to use her dragon’s claw.
Another time.
As the Russian screamed, an URNA officer dragged him away. More URNA officers had made it onto the terrace, and two came forward to escort Gordon and the second Unit 29155 assassin, who ordered his partner in harsh language to shut the hell up and act like a professional.
Gordon never looked at her as he disappeared into the club.
Beta surveyed the scene around her. Across from her, URNA medics treated the wounded American. Except for his date, most of the other patrons had been shepherded inside where they would be processed before being allowed to leave.
A moment later an invisible shockwave rippled through the night, sending the hairs on the back of her neck dancing.
And then the rumble of a detonation shook the pavement under her feet. Several windows cracked next to her.
The armed URNA officer stiffened, holding his weapon ready. He began speaking into his mouth mic. After a moment, he visibly relaxed.
Beta frowned. Whatever was going on, she was at a disadvantage on the terrace. The longer she remained here, the more likely someone was going to question her more closely. Not that she worried about her cover being exposed, but Marika Hubová wouldn’t want to be caught anywhere near Russian assassins. It would hurt the reputation that she’d so carefully built over the past three years. A reputation that she needed to succeed in her mission.
She glanced at the medics, who’d finished stabilizing the American. She touched her cheek. It was still swollen, but the blood had dried. No matter. She could fix that. 
Taking her karambit from the top of her boot, she slid it open with a snick. Then she sliced its tip across the scratch, reopening it. With a flick of her wrist, the karambit shut. She slipped it back into its hidden sheath. To complete the look, she took off the band holding her hair in a sleek ponytail. Dipping her fingers in a half empty glass of beer, she tousled her hair until it felt wild and tangled.
Done with her transformation, Beta pressed her palm to her bleeding cheek and wobbled toward the medics. 
One turned and caught sight of her. “Můj ty bože!” Oh my God! “What happened to you?”
Not meeting his gaze, she muttered something as he urged her toward the other medic. 
They spent the next five minutes cleaning the scratch and assessing her vitals. She let her internal temperature, already naturally hotter than the average person, rise, and stood shivering in the night air. Concerned, a medic wrapped her in a shock blanket and radioed that they had another civilian needing medical transport. 
So it was that Beta was hunched and leaning against one of the medics when a giant came onto the terrace. Wearing black tactical clothing, he moved with the grace of a panther for all his size. And he was huge, with massive shoulders and defined pectoral muscles that his form-fitting t-shirt clung to as if it were a second skin. He wore his hair cropped short, and his eyes were dark and hard.
Warning shot through her like an icy arrow. Her heart began to race, and her breathing grew shallow. The medics, alarmed at her sudden downturn, urged her toward the door inside.
As they passed the giant, who ignored them to stalk toward the edge of the terrace, something like an electric current hummed through her.  
It might have been terror.

      [image: image-placeholder]As András approached the seating area just abandoned by the URNA medics, with his gaze locked on the night sky illuminated by turbulent emergency lights from the street below, the complex scent of a woman’s perfume punched him. 
Stunned, he halted and let it assail him.
Wild hints of vetiver and jasmine danced with the sweetness of vanilla and black currant. As soon as these notes hit his nose, they faded into the exotic floral scents of orchid, gardenia, and lotus sharpened by a tinge of citrusy bergamot and patchouli. These dissipated into the heavy, rich scent of chocolate.
Black Orchid. 
It was familiar. Beta had worn that perfume. 
András cursed his sensitive Elioud nose and his memory.
Whoever had worn that perfume had just been here.
Whirling, he turned toward the door into the club. The remaining URNA officers, ignoring him as expected, filed through the glass door. He surveyed their infrared and harmonic signatures, none of which were familiar to him. Looking back at the club chairs pushed into disarray from the recent emergency medical treatment, he narrowed his eyes. 
The localized harmonic disturbance, though not as teeth-achingly jarring as the remnants of the Dark Irim who’d occupied this area not long ago, echoed with violence. Panic, fear, anger, and pain, like perfume notes, overlaid the harmonic plane. Traces of wild thermal spikes added to the picture of chaos and disharmony. If the melodious musica universalis served as the foundation of Heaven, then a little bit of Hell had ruled here only moments before.
“He is growing more powerful,” said Miró from behind him.
András didn’t reply. There wasn’t much to add to the obvious. Asmodeus, a Dark Irim that Mihàil and Miró had struggled against for hundreds of years, had grown stronger in the past few years. It used to be that he played cat-and-mouse with them. Even András, a gifted Elioud tracker, had rarely caught the Dark Irim’s harmonic signature except as a tantalizing clue to the cause behind horrific events. 
Now their expanded Elioud team raced to keep up with Asmodeus’s overt crimes against humanity.
“I don’t think he was the only Dark Irim here,” said András, kneeling.
There were a few drops of blood here away from the seating area where the medics had worked. He dipped a finger into one.
“What? Are you certain?” Miró’s voice sharpened. 
András lifted his finger to his nose and inhaled. He rubbed his finger and thumb together, considering. Then he wiped the blood on his pants and stood, turning to Miró.
“Yes.” He held the other Elioud’s gaze.
Miró, the team’s intelligence officer, narrowed his eyes. András kept his gaze steady, never letting his harmonics waver. He knew that Miró, whose ability to read fine variations in harmonics and thermal energy allowed him to identify falsehood and deception, suspected that he wasn’t sharing everything.
But that was nothing new. He’d stopped being an open book three years ago.
Miró sighed and turned to look toward the night sky where the harmonic intrusion slowly receded into the distance like clouds leaving after a storm. “What was the point here?” he asked. 
“Point? Does Asmodeus have to have a point beyond mayhem and his own pleasure?” asked András.
“Normally I would say no, but something is different. It is more than his obvious presence. What did he get out of being here?” Miró gestured around them. “Hardly enough violence and bloodshed to titillate him.”
“Perhaps the point was to meet with another Dark Irim.”
“Or to test our response,” said Mihàil as he and Olivia arrived. 
“Or both,” she said. She turned to András. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten what you did back there with that daemon.”
Even this late at night and after an intense, though brief, operation, Mihàil’s zonjë glowed with vitality and confidence. She’d always been exceptionally beautiful, but ever since they’d learned that she was expecting a child, András thought that she’d grown into her role with power and grace. Already Olivia managed the Kastrioti estate as if she’d been born to the position. Given that the Archangel Michael had chosen and trained her, perhaps she had.
A tiny flicker of guilt niggled at her words. He shrugged. “I never expected you would, my lady.”
Mihàil turned to Olivia. The hard planes of the Elioud general’s face softened as he looked at his young wife. “Leave him to me, dashuria ime.” He brushed a long strand of silky blond hair behind her ear. 
It was a gesture of tenderness that stabbed András in the chest. 
Clenching his fists, he walked toward the railing at the edge of the terrace before turning and saying, “Testing our response means Asmodeus knew we’d be here tracking the daemonia.”
Mihàil looked at him. Something flickered in his general’s eyes, but then the drangùe nodded. “It would seem that way. That alone is concerning. But I fear that he used the daemonia to lure and distract us.”
“Something that he has not done in a very long time,” said Miró. 
He and Mihàil shared a look.
“What aren’t you saying?” asked Olivia, looking between them and her voice sharp.
Mihàil put his arm around her and pulled her into his side. The drangùe had lost a first wife to a Dark Irim and had spent more than 500 years alone. No wonder he always seemed hyperaware of Olivia, unable to keep from touching her or keeping her close. Likely he knew that he didn’t deserve her. He had, after all, at one time been Asmodeus’s acolyte.
After a moment Mihàil’s expression turned grim. He dropped his arm from Olivia and sat in a chair with a sigh. “Asmodeus prefers to work against individual humans. It is the easier path, after all, and the Dark Irim of lust is not known for patience.” 
The drangùe closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose before looking at his wife. He looked tired. “It has kept us busy with the banality of evil and kept him satiated.”
“But if he used daemons …,” said Olivia.
Looking unhappy, Mihàil shrugged. “Whatever his motivations or the specifics, if Asmodeus has made a pact with daemonia, then we are in for a bumpy ride.”
Olivia shivered. She fingered the tiny St. Michael medal lying on her chest. “Bumpier than it already is?” At her husband’s nod, she said, “That sounds terrifying.”
“Because it is, my lady,” said Miró, his arms folded. 
András knew that the quiet Croat relayed the night’s events to his wife, Anastasia, while they spoke. Stasia, whose call sign Flower came from the Italian for her unmarried name, remained in Rome where she maintained a cover with the Italian foreign security service. She, Olivia, and Beta had created a covert international group for missions against sexual predators before they learned that they had angel blood. Now she worked with her husband to manage the Elioud team’s network of intelligence assets. 
Olivia studied Miró. “Because daemons are like the Ebola virus?” she asked when he didn’t elaborate. She turned to Mihàil. “You all told me earlier that they’re mindless and burn through a small population too quickly to sustain themselves. That’s why most of them can’t escape the abyss where the archangels imprisoned them. Most of what we call demonic behavior is just humans being evil to one another.”
“True,” said Miró, inclining his head. “But daemons are lesser spiritual beings, not the human puppets that Asmodeus uses. They might behave like a spiritual virus, but that can change if a more powerful angelic being acts as a tuner, amplifying their power. Instead of a transitory surge in spiritual energy when they feed on humans, it will be more like nuclear fusion. The sum will be greater than the parts.”
“And keep growing,” said Mihàil. “Worse, it will not be transitory.”
“The horde I faced earlier on the Charles Bridge had a daemon Elioud at its head,” András said, folding his arms and leaning against the railing. 
He wanted to pace instead. Or leave. He had somewhere to go.
Without glancing over his shoulder, he knew that the emergency vehicles had left and that the last few police officers herded the remaining bystanders and club patrons towards transportation and home. The night sky already lightened toward dawn. But for the moment he needed to pay attention to their onsite debrief. With effort he focused on the others.
Mihàil’s narrowed eyes said that he was thinking about András’s news. 
“That is something new,” the drangùe said at last. “Although I suppose that it makes perfect sense.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Asmodeus has outsourced the tuning ability.”
“But why a dispossessed Elioud?” asked Olivia. “Wouldn’t the soul of an angel hybrid be less powerful than a pure daemonic being?”
“Pure daemonic beings take a lot of energy and focus to manipulate,” answered Mihàil. “When they disobeyed the Heavenly laws governing their nature, they went mad. As discordant spirits, they naturally fight any attempt to yoke them. And they can be pulled off course at the first scent of human weakness. The soul of a Dark Elioud, on the other hand, is more biddable and takes little energy to put into motion.”
“Especially if the Dark Elioud in question died as an acolyte,” András added. 
A sharp pain blossomed behind his right eye. He ignored it. Instead, he stood and stretched his tight shoulders as Miró took up the explanation.
“Because there would be a residual bond.” Miró turned to Olivia. “My lady, the virus analogy is not quite right. Individual daemons are mindless. They seek out baser human nature more by sensory input than actual critical thinking. But that does not mean the horde has no ability to think.”
“Like a pack of wolves?” asked Olivia.
“Or a swarm of wasps,” said Mihàil, nodding. “A daemonic horde has a kind of innate cunning. However, I believe that a daemonic horde led by a Dark Elioud can be commanded instead of just unleashed.”
Olivia tilted her head. “Let me guess: the soul of the Dark Elioud retains higher-level thinking abilities, probably seasoned with some vengeful passion.”
“Correct.” Mihàil looked at his lieutenants. “A daemon Elioud explains how the recent hordes are escaping from the abyss in the first place. András, did you notice any identifying trait for the daemon Elioud?”
András had all he could take of this debrief. Scowling, he crossed his arms again and said, “Besides being male, the daemon spoke with a German accent. He wore old-fashioned clothing, a black suit with a white shirt that had a wing collar and white bowtie. He also wore a waistcoat and had half a dozen large medals with ribbons pinned to his left breast.”
“When you return to the TOC, work with Miró and Miles to create a portrait. Miró, once you have that, research our archives and see if you can identify which Dark Elioud Asmodeus has resurrected from the abyss. Once we know that, we should be able to disrupt his plans by locating the Dark Elioud’s grave and creating a harmonic sink.”
András and Miró nodded. 
Mihàil stood. He glanced over his shoulder at the sky. In another half an hour, yellow and orange would tint the gray, heralding sunrise.
“Thank the Archangel that there were only two casualties tonight, neither fatal. But our work here is not yet done. Except for you.” The drangùe held his hand out to Olivia. “Come. You need to return to our suite and rest.” 
When she started to protest, Mihàil interrupted. “That is not a request, dashuria ime. As your commander, I am telling you to stand down. As your adoring husband, I need to know that you are going to take care of yourself and let the rest of us tie this off.”
At that Olivia acquiesced and let her husband walk her to the car that he’d ordered.
András watched as the drangùe led his zonjë away. Then he turned to Miró, who studied him with a shrewd expression. “There’s something I need to take care of. Tell Mihàil that I’ll find the commander of the URNA tac team and charm him into believing he set the explosives for the wall we breached.” 
Instead of responding to his declaration, Miró said, “Be careful, brother. There is more than one ghost in Prague.”
András nodded once, hard. “Meet you back at the TOC.”
Turning, he climbed up the railing as if ascending stairs and launched into the twilight before dawn.






  
  Three


As human-angel hybrids,  Elioud didn’t have wings. They didn’t fly. 
That didn’t mean that they couldn’t fall gracefully. 
András had learned this lesson only a short time after Mihàil had taken him in. He’d been an energetic twelve-year-old boy who still didn’t understand what having angel blood meant. But he did know what it meant for someone to fling herself from the Széchényi Chain Bridge over the Danube. Budapest had, after all, become known as the City of Suicides in the wake of World War One. His mother was only one of many.
It had been more instinct than understanding that had led András to lunge after the weeping young man who’d let go from his perch over the icy brown water. And more wishful thinking than skill that led András to slow his harmonics down so that they glided on cold air currents. Even so, if Zophiel hadn’t interceded, they would have both gone into the river where András would have been hard pressed to save himself let alone another.
But that was almost 85 years ago. András had long since learned to descend from a height as if he wore an invisible parachute, modulating harmonics and thermodynamics so smoothly that he stepped onto the ground without a stumble.
Which he did this morning as his feet touched the pavement in front of the entrance to The Duplex nightclub. Though it was late enough that anyone out for the night had already headed home and early enough that other businesses hadn’t opened yet, Wenceslas Square was far from empty.
András didn’t care. Anyone who happened to glance in his direction at just the moment he appeared out of thin air would believe he’d stepped from the dark club entrance. 
And if they didn’t? So what. Let the mystery of what had happened niggle at their subconscious. It made no difference to him one way or another.
He surveyed the harmonic plane around him in the still shadowy street. Already a tangled mess of vibrations from the life of a busy city square, it had ramped up into a polyphonic maelstrom from the previous night’s URNA raid. 
But András only needed to find the harmonic pattern that he’d identified on the terrace, the one synced to the blood drops he’d discovered. The one for the injured person of interest.
It took twenty seconds to isolate.
Interesting. 
Slipping his cellphone out, András called Miles Baxter, the former CIA operative that Olivia had recruited to their team. Miles had taken on the role of the operations manager in their local TOC with the call sign Aerie Two. As a non-Elioud, his talents at asset management and logistics supported the Elioud members’ increasing engagements against the daemonia.
“Aerie Two, this is Giant.” 
As he spoke, András began walking north toward the end of the square where the bronze statue of St. Wenceslas, the patron saint of the Czech Republic, sat on a prancing horse and holding a pike. 
“Giant, this is Aerie Two.” Miles’s voice sounded a little rough. It had been a long week since András had caught sight of the daemonia horde in Munich. He’d likely been dozing. “I haven’t gotten any intel back yet on the two Russians that URNA took into custody. But the commander of the URNA response team confirms that both men were armed.”
“I’m not calling about that, Aerie Two.” András stopped at the corner of Jindřišská Street. “I need more info about the two casualties.”
“Copy that, Giant.” 
A faint sound of clicking and the squeaking of a chair filled the pause before Miles spoke again. 
“The most serious was an American male named Ryan Helsing. Helsing suffered a gunshot wound to the abdomen from a handgun used by one of the Russians. Currently Helsing is being operated on. We won’t know until later this morning if he’s going to make it.
“The other casualty is a Czech woman spotted with the Russians only moments before the URNA team entered the site. One of the Russians hit her, which is what instigated Helsing’s involvement and subsequent shooting. According to the medic who treated her, she sustained a deep laceration on her cheek and a likely concussion. But she gave him a false name.”
András narrowed his eyes, considering the evidence at the intersection.
The unknown woman had separated from a larger group and headed northwest while the group’s harmonics stopped at the curb, likely because the group entered a vehicle. The residual heat suggested that it had been larger than a sedan but smaller than a transport truck used by URNA. If he had to guess, he’d say the thermal footprint belonged to an ambulance. 
Many of the streets between the iconic square and Old Town were pedestrian only. To get to the closest hospital, St. Francis, the ambulance would have had to continue around the square and head south before turning north again along the river.
“Let me guess. She chose not to go to the hospital,” said András. 
Instead, she’d walked northwest toward Old Town Square and the Vltava River. 
“Tracking her, I take it?” Humor laced Miles’s voice. “Police reports describe her as an escort hired by one of the Russians. Probably didn’t want them to look at her more closely in case her services crossed the line into prostitution.”
András looked east down Jindřišská Street. 
The dark copper spires of Henry’s Bell Tower, the highest freestanding Gothic bell tower in Prague, pierced the early morning sky. During the day, it was open to tourists who could ascend to the tenth floor to view the city panorama around it. 
After a moment’s thought, András walked toward the stone tower. The ornate facades of the buildings around him emerged from the shadows as daylight increased.
“Describe her.”
“Hm. Give me a moment. I need to pull up some external files.” 
At the tower’s entrance, András placed his palm against the lock on the heavy wooden door. He hummed, sending a focused band of harmonic energy into its keyhole. After creating a harmonic imprint of the opening, he manipulated the lock’s tumblers. It clicked open. He stepped in as Miles continued.
“Okay, your mystery woman was a tall one. The medic estimated her between one-point-eight and one-point-nine meters, though on the thin side at around 60 kilos. She had dark-brown, shoulder-length hair. I think the medic wanted to make a love connection. He claims she had the most unique, dark-gray eyes he’d ever seen.”
That detail hit András in the solar plexus.
“You okay, big guy?” Miles asked. That’s when András realized that he’d made a sound.
“Never better,” he said. He sounded strangled even to himself.
“Whatever you say.” 
András pulled the wooden door shut and headed for the elevator. “Tell me what you do know about the Russians.”
“Yes, sir. No need to growl.” 
More clicking came through the cellphone’s speaker.
“The names on their IDs are Ruslan Boshirov and Alexander Petrov. URNA got an anonymous tip about three minutes before they went in hot that there was an active shooter situation at the club. After they got in, someone opened fire on the rapid response team, but so far no confirmation that Boshirov or Petrov are responsible.”
The elevator stopped one floor below the attic, which included windows in each of the corner spires. András ran up the flight of wooden stairs to the attic and made his way to the spire with the best view toward St. Francis Hospital, which faced the river. 
“Where did URNA take Boshirov and Petrov?” he asked.
“URNA headquarters are at the Ministry of the Interior north of the Vltava River and outside Letná Park.”
The view from Henry’s Bell Tower left a lot to be desired. Prague, situated on seven hills just like its sister city of Rome, presented an uneven sea of mostly red roofs glowing in the rising sun. But András already knew the basic layout of the City of a Hundred Spires and just needed to confirm some details. 
“Isn’t the Russian Embassy about a klick and a half from the river?” he asked as he looked that direction.
“Affirmative. What’re you thinking?” asked Miles.
“That Boshirov and Petrov will use their call to contact the embassy.”
“Who will send someone almost as soon as they are processed to demand that they be released into the custody of the embassy representative.”
“Agreed.” 
András had seen enough of the Prague skyline. He headed back down the stairs and then punched the elevator button for the ground floor.
“I’m going to prowl around the URNA headquarters. See if I can pick up more intel on these two,” he said as he entered the elevator. “Something is very odd about this whole situation, not the least of which is that Asmodeus’s fingerprints are all over it.”
“Understood. I’ll continue to work my sources for more information about Boshirov and Petrov. By the way, I’ve sent you images of both of them from the URNA intake process.”
“Copy that. And Aerie Two, if you get any more intel on the mystery woman, send that to me as well.”
“Wilco.”
They signed off. András scowled as he exited the elevator. The mystery woman had gotten under his skin ever since he’d smelled her exotic perfume. 
A mystery woman whose harmonics clashed with her fundamental frequency—a frequency that almost matched that of an Irim. Whoever she was, she was Dark.
Cracking his neck, András pulled a pair of dark-tinted sunglasses from a pocket in his tactical pants and stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of Henry’s Bell Tower. Behind him the tower’s medieval wood door swung shut on a harmonic pull. The lock clicked.
Then he set off at an easy jog toward the URNA headquarters only two kilometers north of the Vltava River. As he reached Stefanik’s Bridge, the sun crested the monolithic Ministry of Agriculture to his east and glowed behind a fluffy blanket of clouds. It was barely 5 a.m., and what little traffic there was on the modern arch span consisted mostly of delivery and service trucks.
The route took him through a leg of Letná Park, a large green belt located on a bluff overlooking the Vltava and Old Town. He’d seen the spectacular views many times during the past century. But he’d grown intimately familiar with them searching for any trace of Beta in Holešovice, an industrial neighborhood north of Letná Park where she’d taken an unassuming apartment.
To no avail.
Holešovice had grown trendy over the last decade. Now art galleries, shops, cafes, clubs, and bars drew locals and tourists alike. When he’d asked Beta if she enjoyed the variety of new places to eat, she’d scowled.
“Of course, you would ask about food, spratek,“ she said, looking at him from the side of her eye. She pulled out the nasty little hawkbill-bladed knife she’d hidden in easy reach and began opening and closing it as she spoke. “I prefer to eat what I prepare. In a quiet place.”
The word alone hung in the air between them.
Her words echoed in András’s memory as he arrived at the Ministry of the Interior. Looking at the rectangular concrete-and-glass building that no amount of green trees and fountains could make attractive, he recalled that the Ministry of Defense, the headquarters of the Czech military intelligence, was only two-and-a-half kilometers west, in the direction that the mystery woman had headed after leaving the URNA medics.
Beta must have hated that her neighborhood had lost its anonymity.
A large black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows—and bulletproof body panels—drove up to the entrance. A man wearing an expensive gray suit got out from the rear.
A Russian envoy from the embassy here to get Boshirov and Petrov.
While the Russian embassy representative climbed the wide concrete steps to the entrance, another vehicle eased to a stop more than a hundred meters away on the other side of Milady Horákové Street. An older-model Škoda, gray and nondescript. 
Two people sat in front.
Though shadows obscured their features, something about the tilt of the passenger’s chin and the arch of the neck sent a tingle along András’s skin.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Our new friends should be released within the hour,” said Gordon, who sat next to Beta as they watched the Russian emissaries enter the Ministry of the Interior.
He’d texted her minutes after she got free of the URNA medics. She couldn’t say she was surprised, though they hadn’t worked out a specific game plan in the event that they were separated. As a bodyguard, it was her job to stay at her principle’s side. 
Of course, Gordon had yet to explain his deception when hiring her as a bodyguard. Or how he’d been released so quickly. 
She trained a critical gaze on him. She and her legend Marika Hubová shared a decided lack of patience for being played. And Gordon was definitely maneuvering her for unknown reasons. Reasons that might jeopardize her life—let alone her mission—in ways she hadn’t bargained for. Her fingers itched to slide the karambit from its sheath and hold it against the soft skin of his throat.
“You knew full well that they are Russian when you hired me,” she said in a husky voice instead. She tasted smoke. “It will cost you double for lying. If I stay.”
Gordon laughed. Despite the tension thickening the air between them, he appeared at ease. His brown hair curled a little at the collar of his open sports jacket, which revealed a button-down shirt with the top two buttons open. He waved a nonchalant hand, whose long graceful fingers belonged on a concert pianist, not an international arms dealer.
“Now, now, my dear. Surely you suspected that this was a test for you?” he asked, smiling at her. His hazel eyes darkened with murky depths. Something alien lurked there.
Beta stiffened. Her dragon senses hummed in painful warning. The urge to open the car door and run almost overcame her—but not before slashing his throat and leaving his smirking grimace behind. She swallowed, tightening her fingers where they lay on her thigh.
Gordon’s smile never wavered. Beta had the uncomfortable suspicion that he knew her thoughts. 
“I will, of course, pay double once you pass the test. But I didn’t hire you simply because your credentials and fighting acumen are exceptional. I hired you because of your innate nature.”
“Which is?” she asked, no longer gazing at the Ministry of the Interior. 
Gordon let his own gaze travel from her face down her body and back again before answering. When he spoke, he sounded admiring. And certain. “Ferocious.” 
“I see,” said Beta, though she didn’t yet. 
Gordon cocked his head. “You’re wondering how I can know that about you? I know a lot about you. For instance, I know that your name isn’t Marika Hubová.”
Beta’s heart beat a frantic tattoo against her ribcage. But she only narrowed her eyes and tensed. 
“Who do you think I am?” she asked softly, assessing the distance between her and Gordon. There was no thought of escape now.
“Alžběta Čermáková.” Now Gordon’s eyes had taken on the hardness of granite. He watched her with the cold focus of a basilisk.
Beta froze.
Čermáková. No one knew that name, she was sure of it. It meant redstart, a common European songbird that looked like a robin. 
It was also a Czech euphemism for devil. An appropriate nickname for the bastard who’d sired her.
“How do you know that name?” she asked, shaking. Her voice stayed even, however, so she clenched her jaw and willed her nerves to steady. Even so, it had grown hotter inside the car, the scent of smoke heavier.
Gordon shrugged and lowered his window. The air cleared. She caught a faint whiff of decay before he spoke. “I’ve had my eye on you for a long time, Beta.” 
He lifted his chin toward the waiting embassy car. “You also knew that our friends are Russians. In fact, you were using me to meet them.”
Beta unchained her dragon. In the blink of an eye, she held the tip of her karambit at Gordon’s throat. “Enough games. Tell me what you want.”
Gordon turned his face toward her. Though he smiled, it didn’t reach his eyes. “You will want to rethink that move.” 
Beta felt the unmistakable edge of a muzzle against her side. She responded by pressing the karambit into Gordon’s neck, drawing a thin bead of blood. For a moment their locked gazes sizzled. And then Gordon blinked. And smiled.
The pressure from the muzzle disappeared. 
Gordon looked back at their target. “We want the same thing. Only in my case, I no longer follow orders to get it. I give them.”
Intrigued, Beta slipped the karambit into her boot. She had to tread carefully here, even more carefully than she had when the URNA rapid response team caught her with the Russians. She couldn’t let him lead her into betraying more than he already knew.
“Continue.”
“We have a lot more in common than you might think.” Gordon’s expression turned pleasant as though they sat outside at a terrace café conversing over coffees.
“You were an American soldier,” she said.
“Special forces,” he said, nodding. “Where I got to know more than a little about Unit 29155 and Russian military intelligence in general.”
Beta narrowed her eyes. “Now is when you try to convince me that you are not interested in selling arms to those two”—she jerked her chin toward the Ministry of the Interior where Boshirov and Petrov could be seen on the top of the steps, laughing with the man sent from the Russian embassy to retrieve them.
Gordon started the engine. “I am as interested in selling them arms as they are in buying them from me,” he said as he watched the Russians get into the waiting car. 
“Of course. They are removing anyone supplying the Ukrainians, such as Gebrev.” 
Six months after the first massive explosion destroyed a cache of ammunitions in the Czech forest, leaving a crater and blowing out windows in houses a kilometer away, Bulgarian arms dealer Emilian Gebrev was mysteriously poisoned in Sofia, the Bulgarian capital. Gebrev, who had a contract to supply artillery ammunition to Ukraine, had scoured former Warsaw Pact countries for the munitions and stored them in the Czech depots in transit to the Eastern European nation.
Gordon waited until the Russian car had pulled away from the Ministry of the Interior and disappeared before driving after it.
“The Brits have already been in touch with Bulgarian security services about the similarities between Gebrev and the Skripal poisoning.” He looked at Beta. “But you already knew that.”
Beta waited a moment before answering. Gebrev’s poisoning by Unit 29155 had been an open secret in the Central European arms market. Until this point, she’d given nothing away in her answers, simply let Gordon talk. 
Well, almost nothing. She’d unfortunately reacted to her name.
She shrugged and looked out the passenger window. “Everyone knows Russians love to poison their enemies.”
“As well as anyone nearby who might accidentally come into contact with their nerve agent.”
The embassy car entered a roundabout that would take it east. They would reach the roundabout in time to confirm that the Russians headed north toward the embassy.
“Novichok.” Beta spat the word. 
Novichok was a class of chemical weapons developed by the Soviet Union in the 1970s and 80s that had no antidote. It was a miracle that the Skripals had survived.
As they approached the roundabout, the embassy car turned north.
Gordon gestured toward it. “And two of the three Unit 29155 officers responsible for the attack in Salisbury, go free to poison anyone they want, anywhere they want. Even back to their comrades where they’re celebrated as heroes.”
Beta pulled the karambit from her boot and opened and closed it one-handed. The action soothed the burn that had risen in her chest thinking about the Skripal woman, Yulia, whom she’d seen collapsed on a park bench, the whites of her eyes showing and foaming at the mouth. Her father had been the ex-spy, not her. Yulia was just collateral damage. 
Gordon glanced
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