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Prologue

September 23, 1986

Viktor Antonov paused at the top of the small hill and glanced down with some satisfaction at the strange depression below. At last! It had taken some time to locate, particularly since his compass had proven uncooperative of late, and no one in Lokot’ had seemed willing to even discuss the possibility that such a place might exist. Yet he had persevered, and now here he was. Judging by the trees and bushes that nearly hid the area from view, he suspected he was the first in many years to stumble upon it, which was only to the better, as far as he was concerned. He had no desire to share this find with anyone—not yet, at least.

Making his way carefully down the hill, shoving aside brambles and branches, his heavy boots crushing grass and wildflowers alike, he finally came to a stop right at the lip. This was what had drawn him here in the first place, the stories of this odd circle. Now that he saw it, he could understand why it had been spoken of with mystery, fear, and even a little awe. He'd only expected to find loose rocks placed in a rough ring, the remnants of some primitive ritual to the woods or the like. But this was nothing like that.

Instead, he found himself standing beside a raised ridge perhaps a meter high and as wide across at its top as his hand, though it tapered as it rose, so the base was far thicker. The top edge was irregular yet smooth, any jagged corners worn down over time, and what it brought most to mind was a caldera, particularly since the ground dipped further and further as it neared its center. That made little sense, however. The nearest volcanic activity was in the Ukrainian Carpathians, many miles away to the west.

Pulling out his tape recorder, Viktor hit “Record,” preparing to dictate his findings as he went. But no whine came from the handheld device and glancing at it he saw that the wheels were not turning within the cassette window. He had just replaced the batteries a day or two ago—why were they not working now? With a sigh he packed the device back away in the bag slung across his back. He would simply have to remember what he saw and write it all down later.

Next Viktor retrieved his camera, popping off the lens cap and sighting through it at the ridge. A push on the shutter release produced no response, however, and he growled as he noticed the flash indicator had not come on, either. What was going on with his equipment?

Well, he would not let little things like this stop him. Shoving the camera back in the bag as well, he stepped over the ridge. The ground here was bare rock and dirt, unlike the greenery growing just on the other side of the low barrier. Why was that? It didn't look as if it had seen any foot traffic, human or otherwise. Could there be something about the soil itself, he wondered, crouching to run his fingers across the uneven surface. He could take some samples to bring back and analyze, of course, but at least a first glance revealed nothing unusual, and it felt and smelled like normal dirt. Strange.

Still squatting, he studied the full expanse. The circle was perhaps one hundred, one hundred and twenty meters across, sloping inward at a slight angle—and what was that in the center? There was a dark splotch there, but as he stood, he thought he could see some depth to the shape as well. Not a stain, then.

A hole.

A hole at the exact center of this already unusual pit, surrounded by its even stranger circle.

Excellent!

Rubbing his hands together, Viktor strode quickly across the intervening space. Yes, it was certainly a hole, and not manmade, though the edges looked as if they might have been chipped away some. The overall outline was irregular, and far more organic than geometric. Peering down into it, he could not make out anything in the darkness, and when he tried his flashlight, he discovered it wasn't working either. He tossed a pebble into the hole. It plunked against something after only a few seconds, suggesting that there was a floor below, and not terribly far down.

Searching his pockets, Viktor retrieved a book of matches. It was a good thing he had not given up smoking as his mother and older sister and more recently even his young bride had demanded. Tearing off the book’s top flap, he set that alight and then carefully dropped it into the hole. It flickered from the air rushing past but did not go out, and bounced off a flat surface a moment later, to lay guttering, a tiny spark in the shadows.

A part of him knew he should go back, get better equipment, an assistant to spot him, working batteries. But Viktor was too excited to wait. Digging through his pack produced a heavy piton, his coil of rope, and a sturdy mallet. Setting the rope aside for the moment, he pounded the piton into the ground a meter or so from the hole, then tested its stability by yanking it this way and that with both hands. It didn't budge. Perfect! Next, he passed one end of the rope through the hole at the piton’s top and knotted it securely. The rope was thirty meters of hemp, tightly woven, which meant he should have twenty-eight or so left for the descent. Judging by the pebble and the matchbook, that ought to be more than enough.

Dropping the rest of the rope into the hole, Viktor listened closely. No sound of it striking the bottom, but that was fine. He could always jump the last bit if it was close enough, or simply climb back up if he felt the distance would be too great for him to reach the rope again once he’d let it go. Setting his pack on the ground, he selected only a handful of things to bring down with him. He shoved those into the pockets of his jacket. Then, slipping on his sturdy leather gloves, he took a deep breath and a tight grip on the rope and, sitting on the lip of the hole, pushed off and let himself slide down into the dark.

Leonid and Katya Babin glanced up as the door slammed open. Both of them had reflexively reached for heavy implements—him for a nearby shovel, her for a rolling pin—wary of the risk of drunk travelers and traders causing trouble in their tiny general shop, the only one in Lokot’. They relaxed when they saw that it was only the nice young man who had been in that morning, asking directions to the stone ring out in the forest. What had been his name again? Ah, yes, that was it!

“Viktor!” Leonid called out, leaning the shovel back against the wall and emerging from behind the shop’s counter. “Back so soon? Did you find what you were looking for?”

The eyes that turned toward him were not the clear, warm green they had been before. Now they were dark through and through, black upon black, as if oil or tar had been splashed against the orb. They stared at Leonid and he shivered, for that inky gaze seemed to somehow pierce him to his very soul.

The visiting Viktor opened his mouth and spoke, but they were not words Leonid recognized. Certainly, they were not Russian. He shook his head and shrugged to show his lack of comprehension and Viktor uttered something short and sharp like a bark before launching into another stream of nonsense.

“I do not know what it is you are saying, Viktor,” Leonid insisted, approaching, hands out. “I am sorry. What is it you need?” He laid a hand on the younger man’s arm—and Viktor suddenly exploded into action.

The forearm was jerked back and then slammed forward, sending Leonid flying across the room to collide with the counter. The heavy wood dug into his back. He didn't sag against it for long, however, as Viktor covered the distance in a blink and his large, gloved hands curled about handfuls of Leonid’s thick flannel work shirt. Next thing he knew, he was sailing through the air.

Katya cried out as her husband was tossed toward the front door as if he weighed no more than a cabbage, or a turnip. Leonid hit the solid wooden door with a loud thud and a squeal of pain, collapsing against its base.

“Leave him alone, you beast!” Katya cried, hoisting her rolling pin, and charging Viktor, even though he had made no move to go after Leonid once more. He glanced her way just in time to raise his arm, and blocked the blow meant for his head. The impact staggered him slightly, but an instant later he recovered, snatching the implement from Katya’s hands.

Then he snapped the thick rolling pin in two, hurling the halves from him. The whole time he had continued to babble whatever it was that had been spilling from his lips since he'd walked in, more and more quickly, as if the sounds were somehow desperate to emerge and be heard.

The torn pieces of wood that had been the rolling pin were still arcing toward opposite ends of the room when Viktor’s eyes rolled up in his head. He dropped to the floor, his entire body suddenly going limp, and lay there, twitching slightly and flopping like a freshly landed fish. Whatever had filled his eyes receded, leaving them green once more, but now they stared without seeing, dull and unfocused. And though his chest continued to rise and fall, Katya suspected that whatever could be said to make up the man called Viktor—heart, mind, and soul—was no longer contained within that unresisting flesh.

Still, she made a wide berth around him as she ran to her husband, who was starting to pull himself upright with a grunt. She helped Leonid to his feet and supported him as they returned to the safety of the counter. And from there, watching Viktor all the while, they called Josef, who was what passed for police in their small community. Perhaps he would know what to do about the young man before them, who had been so friendly this morning, so violent just moments ago, and so uncomprehending now.

It only occurred to Leonid and Katya later, when the authorities arrived—not Josef but several large, stone-faced men in severe uniforms the region had not seen in many years, followed by even more frightening figures in dark suits—to take Viktor away and then ask many questions over and over about his recent activities, to wonder whether the rock formation he had been seeking had somehow been responsible for his strange behavior and subsequent state.

But that made no sense at all.

Did it?


Chapter One

Wednesday, September 15, 2021

Sofia Honchar had known it was late but, even so, she nearly jumped from her chair when the lantern’s flame guttered and went out, plunging her office into darkness. A gasp slipped from her lips and she reflexively clapped a hand over her mouth, even though she doubted anyone had heard. For that matter, was there even anyone nearby to hear? The hall beyond looked just as dark, and she heard no sounds beyond her closed door. Still, she took care to push her chair back without it squeaking on the worn-smooth linoleum tiles, and rose just as quietly to her feet, collecting her tablet and pen with one hand and scooping up her coat with the other. The lantern she left behind—there was little point in bringing it along, since she had no spare oil and even if she had she didn’t relish the idea of trying to refill it by touch alone. She had a lighter in her pocket and extracted that instead once she’d shrugged into the coat. She was fairly confident she could navigate her way to the exit without any need for additional light—she had certainly done so often enough before—but best to have it on hand, just in case.

Easing the door open and slipping out into the hall, Sofia shut it gently behind her. On the surface her caution seemed foolish—it was clearly later than she’d realized, and everyone else had justifiably left long since. She couldn't help it—the silence that filled the office space made her loathe to disturb it.

She made her way down the hall, tablet clutched to her chest, her other hand running along the wall, feeling her way by the distinctions between smooth plaster and the occasional chill of a metal doorframe, followed by the smoother surface of a wooden door, the glass panes of the doors offering blotches of shadow that did nothing to illuminate but at least offered visual relief from the rest. Already her mind had begun to wander, part of it mapping out her course not only here but for the rest of the night: get to her car, get home, find something to eat, bathe, and go to sleep. But the rest had returned to her work, the same work that had made her lose such track of time. The latest test results had come in that morning, and she was both elated and concerned about what it had revealed. It had been inconclusive in several areas, but some of the data hinted at nearly exponential leaps forward. She was not entirely sure how that could be, but there was no denying what she had read. How to interpret it all, though? That was the question. That and how to then translate it into a form that Bilovol, Tataryn, and the others would understand and, more importantly, accept?

Up ahead, a vague blob had gradually grown into a slightly lighter expanse against the dark. Sofia let out the breath she had not realized she was holding as her mind finally recognized that shape as the outer hall, with its fire doors concealing the main stairs. A short flight down and she would be at the front doors. Checking to make sure her keys were in her coat pocket, she quickened her pace, not afraid of the dark but nonetheless eager to escape it, and to breathe the fresh, cold air and see the stars above her.

Before she reached the intersection of that hall and this one, however, she heard a sound nearby. Faint at first, it quickly grew, resolving itself into words. At the same time, she saw a spot of light bobbing gently off to the left, but growing larger. Someone else was here!

Sofia wasn't sure exactly what made her hide. It wasn't like she didn't have every right to be here. After all, she was the program director. But some childish instinct took over, and instead of waiting for the individual to reach her, or even heading toward them, she ducked down behind the counter that separated the offices from the corridor beyond. What was she doing? she chided herself. A grown woman, hiding like this! Yet she could not bring herself to straighten up and reveal her presence.

The sounds drew closer, now distinguishable as two different voices, and when she finally identified them Sofia was very glad she had given in to her impulses. It was Doctor Bilovol and Director Tataryn. As perhaps she had realized subconsciously, given the direction they had come from—theirs were the only offices that lay down that hall. And while she was gratified to know she was not the only person working such long hours, and even a little impressed and surprised at the pair’s dedication, they were among the last two she wanted to run into here in the dark, with no one else around. The only person worse would be Fedir.

That thought made her shiver, and Sofia forced herself to be calm and quiet. The sound of footsteps, had stopped, and the voices were clear and close now. They must be right in front of her, standing between her and the stairs!

There was something about their voices that was off, as well. They were quick, raised—agitated. Far more so than she had ever heard them in all the years she had been here with the project. Ignoring the little voice that warned her against rudeness and impropriety, Sofia leaned closer, straining to make out what exactly the pair were saying.

“…told Gura?” Bilovol was saying, her words tight and sharp.

“No, of course not,” Tataryn snapped in reply. “What would I say?”

“To be on the alert,” came the scientist’s answer at once. “He does not need to know the reasons why—and it is not like he would care, anyway. But tell him there is a threat. That he will understand. Tell him to increase patrols, to get more men, to—”

“To what?” the program’s executive director demanded. “What should I tell him to watch for, exactly? And where shall I tell him and his men to look for trouble?” He laughed, a rare sound and a thoroughly unpleasant one. “And could he handle it, even if he did find it—or it him?”

“I do not know,” Bilovol answered. She sounded old and tired, even more than was her right given her age. “But it is better than nothing! You know what happens if we do not do something. We stand to lose everything.”

“I know.” He suddenly sounded just as fatigued, which was far more out of character for him. “I just do not know what we can do about it.”

“We could move them,” Sofia heard her superior suggest, and something in her tone made it clear this was not the first time this topic had been broached.

“We cannot,” came the immediate reply, which also sounded as if it had been trotted out many times before. “You know that. You know what happens to them if we take them beyond the ring.”

That statement, seemingly innocuous on its own, made Sofia’s blood run cold. Because there was only one thing they could be speaking of in such a way, and with such urgency and concern. The children! Something was threatening the children!

She must have made a noise, a gasp or a cry or a sob, without realizing it, because she heard a scuffing sound as of a heel turning sharply on the tiles. “What was that?” Tataryn demanded. “I heard something!”

Sofia froze, not even daring to breathe.

After a moment, Bilovol stated, “I hear nothing.” Then she sighed. “We are jumping at shadows, Orest. That will not help us any.” After a pause, she added, more softly, “I am not sure anything will.”

He did not answer, and what seemed like an eternity later Sofia heard the scrape of shoes on the floor again, followed by the click of a latch and the rusty whine of the stairwell door being pushed open. More footsteps followed, but these grew fainter as they receded.

Still, it was only after she heard the heavier clatter of the front door that she allowed herself to gasp for air again. And other minute past that before her hands had stopped shaking enough for her to trust them to latch onto the counter and haul her upright.

Once there, she felt slightly dizzy and leaned against the hard stone of the countertop, steadying herself. Had she really just overheard the project’s Scientific Director and Executive Director, worrying over some sort of threat to the children? It had certainly sounded that way. And they had not seemed at all confident that Fedir would be able to handle this danger, whatever it was.

She wondered what they had been referring to with some of their remarks, but now was not the time to worry about that. Whatever it was, the children came first.

Deciding upon a course of action, she hurried away from the counter, crossed to the stairs, and all but hurled her shoulder into the door, slamming it open and rushing down the concrete steps even before the door had rebounded from the wall. She was outside a moment later, the air unusually cool and crisp for so early in autumn and sending icy shards into her lungs with each breath. The stars twinkled merrily overhead, the sky clear and dark, but Sofia ignored all that. Her car sat beyond the ring, the only one still left in the lot besides Fedir’s ever-present Jeep, and she rushed across the intervening space, covering the ground quickly, her boots digging deep with each step as she fumbled for her keys.

She had to try twice before she could unlock the car door, and then three times before the damned vehicle would start. Finally, however, the engine roared to life and Sofia shifted it into reverse, pulling out of the parking space. A quick yank of the gearshift and a heavy stomp on the gas and the car shot forward, racing from the lot onto the narrow road leading from the project building to where a small cluster of sparse little cabins clustered together around a larger building as if for warmth.

Sofia hoped she would feel that same comfort and security once she was inside, but somehow, given what she had just heard, she doubted it. Right now, it felt as if the shadows were closing in, and she sped up, desperate to outrun them and reach her home—and then what?

Because while she might be safe in her cabin, what about the children? Her eyes flicked to the rearview mirror as if she could see through concrete and steel.

What was she going to do about the children?


Chapter Two

The whole way home, Sofia fretted over that question, worrying at her thumb with her teeth as she drove. The streetlights that marked the entrance to the little housing enclave usually felt to her like a warm embrace, a happy glow that extended outward to welcome her home, but tonight they only served to remind her how dark and cold and barren it was in her rearview, where the program’s buildings lay crouched within the circle that was not high enough to offer any real protection, only the vague pretense of a barrier. How could she take comfort when the children were still back there, huddled in the dark?

But what could she do about it? If Doctor Bilovol and Director Tataryn were worried, and especially if they feared whatever threat they had been speaking of might be too much for Fedir Gura and his trained thugs to handle, what chance did she have to overcome something like that?

No, she decided even as she shut off the car and swung open the door, letting a blast of cold air swirl inside and batter at her as she shifted and stepped out onto the smooth paving of the parking lot. She would not be able to do this alone.

She would have to go for help.

Moving quickly to her front door, Sofia selected the correct key from the ring she still held in her hand and unlocked it, shoving the door open and following it in rather than waiting for it to swing back fully. Shutting it absently behind her, she marched down the short hall, through the living room and, ignoring the kitchen and the bottle of wine that called to her from the countertop, and instead veered right toward her bedroom. There she went to her closet and pulled her duffel bag down from the top shelf.

It took only a few minutes to dump several handfuls of clothing into the bag and grab up toiletries from the bathroom to add in. Then, bag in hand, she returned to the living room, where she paused long enough to pick up the telephone and dial a number she knew now by heart.

The phone rang several times before voicemail picked up, and Sofia barely heard the recording, speaking the second the beep sounded. “It is Sofia, Sofia Honchar,” she stated, trying to slow down enough to be intelligible. “I have something urgent I need to speak with you about. I am coming to see you. I will be there first thing in the morning.”

Hanging up, she glanced around her quarters, but could think of nothing else she might need. Instead, she headed back out to her car, which was still warm, its engine pinging softly in the nighttime chill, steam rising from the hood.

This time, at least, it started easily.

I should leave a note, call Nadya, something, Sofia thought as she put the car into gear again and backed out of the space it had only recently entered, exiting the lot and heading farther down the road, away from the program, away from home. But what would she say? She could call in the morning, she decided. At least then she would know if she would be away longer than the one day.

She only hoped this trip would be worth it.

The trip to Hlukhiv took several hours, but Sofia barely noticed. She drove in a haze, her mind too filled with nebulous fears to concentrate, her body handling the car purely by rote. Fortunately, it was late enough that there were few people out and about, especially outside the town, though once she neared its borders, she forced herself to pay attention. It would do no one any good for her to get into an accident now, when no one even knew she was here or why she had come. She straightened, tightened her grip on the steering wheel, and watched as the town’s outlying buildings slowly came into view.

It was still difficult to believe the changes that had occurred here in the past dozen years. Sofia had grown up in Hlukhiv, and remembered it as a quiet, peaceful, sleepy little town, quaintly picturesque with its wide lanes and its rows of whitewashed buildings, its only real distinctions being its historic significance, its churches, the old water tower, and the ancient stone arch. Her younger self would never have recognized the place she found herself driving through now!

Hlukhiv had more than doubled in size, for one thing. For another, new, modern buildings had shot up on the outskirts, sleek edifices of glass and steel and concrete. New roads had been added, narrower than the old lanes with smooth, tar-dark asphalt and reflective lines along the sides and down the center to aid the cars that would zip along during the nighttime hours. There were more houses too, of course, to accommodate the increased population, and these were also very modern, squared and narrow with sharply peaked roofs or big flat apartment buildings with large glass windows and tiny balconies. Shops and restaurants had sprouted among the homes and businesses, and even now, in the hours between midnight and dawn, Sofia had to blink and squint against the bright lights of signage that glared out at her as she zipped past. She was very glad she did not have to stop at any of those.

She relaxed a little as the tight squeeze of newer construction gave way to the older buildings she remembered, more stately structures with tall old trees standing guard between and in front of them. The street split and widened, those harsh new lights replaced by older lamp posts that offered only a pleasant soft glow, and she could once again see the sky, no longer crowded in by the city’s recent progress. Turning down a familiar street, she pulled up in front of a wide, two-story building, its yellow stucco offset by the white columns supporting its high portico, above which sat an oval shield bearing the nation’s coat of arms, flanked by figures in white plaster. This early there were still parking spaces, and she quickly slid into one, shutting off her car and taking a moment to lean her head back and catch her breath. The doors would not be open yet.

With that in mind, when she did emerge from the car, Sofia did not make straight for the stately yellow building. Instead, after fishing a face mask from her coat and sliding it on, she locked the door and walked down the block to a corner café. Its doors were already open, and the smell of fresh coffee revived her, so that she entered with a smile, greeting the proprietor warmly. A few minutes later she was seated at one of the small tables outside. It was warmer here than back at the facility. With her mask dangling from one ear, she sipped hot black coffee and nibbled a fresh pastry, still warm from the oven.

The food and drink helped, as did the chance to sit and recover from the long drive, and Sofia felt more herself when she finally rose, restored the mask to its proper place, paid, and made her way back over. The sun had just begun to peek up above the trees, and there were guards standing to either side of the double doors. They were also masked, and they nodded politely as she entered.

The guard at the front desk glanced up as she approached, and Sofia smiled. “Sofia Honchar to see Minister Voloshyn,” she stated clearly, projecting to make sure her words were audible through the fabric, and the guard nodded and picked up a phone. He spoke too softly for her to hear, but a moment later he slid a clipboard across the desk, indicating that she should sign in. She did, and received a badge in return. “I know the way,” she promised when he started to give her directions, and then stepped around the desk, past the two armed guards there, and headed for the stairs beyond.

The Ministry of Science occupied the top floor of the building’s west wing, a prestigious location and one befitting their importance, and the area was abuzz with people, as always. Sofia had to skirt several businessmen and women who were too engrossed in conversation, in speaking on their phones, or in reading various papers to bother looking where they were going or moving out of the way. She saw a few faces she recognized, and waved hello to those who spotted her in return but did not slow her pace until she had reached the end of the corridor. The young man there had already stepped out from behind his desk and was waiting just before the big, heavy oak door, but even through his mask she could see he was smiling, and he dipped his head as she finally slowed to a stop only a few paces away.

“He is waiting for you, Director,” the young man, Artem Lazarenko, said warmly, his hand already on the heavily engraved brass knob. He had been one of Sofia’s subordinates, many years earlier, and had never forgotten her—despite being the Minister’s personal assistant now; he always took the time to make her feel welcome.

Leaning in slightly and miming quick kisses at both cheeks—the pandemic had forced them all to adjust their old habits in so many ways—Sofia stepped into the office beyond, pausing there just past the threshold both to take it all in and to give the man behind the massive desk time to stand and approach her, as was proper. She did not mind either, for it was an impressive room, high-ceilinged and with tall arched windows covering much of the far wall and built-in bookcases the other side, a rich rug casting crimson and cobalt lines across the polished wood of the floor, to be matched by the upholstery of the chairs before that slab of mahogany with its antique phone and old-fashioned inkstand and wide blotter covered by papers.

Ironically, the Minister of Science’s desk lacked a computer. Anything he needed to know he could get from his subordinates.

“Sofia Illivna Honchar!’ The minister bellowed through his state seal-emblazoned face covering, his arms spread wide. She opened hers in return, accepting the air kisses near both cheek and mimicking them, her mask safely clear of his heavy jowls. She tried to step back quickly, to get past the ritual greeting so they could talk, but the minister still held her fast for a moment before he finally released her.

“Mykola Romanovych Voloshyn,” she replied, smiling despite herself. “Minister. Thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice.”

“Of course, of course,” he said, waving that off with one thick hand and latching onto her arm with the other. “Come, sit.”

He guided her back over to his desk, all but pushing her into one of the velvet-backed chairs before resuming his own seat and reaching into a drawer to extract a bottle and two crystal glasses. Vodka, of course. Sofia knew better than to argue and accepted the heavy tumbler half-full of clear alcohol, clinking it against his before turning away and pushing her mask up enough to toss it down in a single long gulp. The fire of it burned down to her belly even as the fumes rose to her head, but she fought against its effects. Coffee and concern kept her lucid and focused.

“Now,” Voloshyn said, setting his empty glass down and pushing his mask back over his thick lips before focusing small but sharp eyes on her. “What is so important that you must rush here so early, hm? I trust everything is well with the program?”

“Everything is fine,” she answered reflexively, then stopped herself, taking a deep breath and composing her thoughts. “At least, for the moment. But I am worried that will not be the case much longer.”

“Oh?” All joviality vanished as the minister leaned forward, frowning. “Has something happened? If so, you must tell me. I will take care of it.” That was no idle boast, nor was it mere politicking, she knew. The program was of utmost importance, not just to her but to the entire country. It was why Voloshyn and the Ministry had risen to such importance, and its value was second to none.

Still, Sofia knew that she was about to tread on dangerous ground. “Nothing has happened yet,” she answered truthfully. “But I am afraid something will, and soon.” Steeling herself, she described the conversation she had overheard the night before.

The minister did not interrupt her recitation, though his brow lowered and his frown deepened as she continued. When she had finished at last with, “That is why I knew I had to speak with you right away,” he sat back in his chair, fingering his chin below the mask and the heavy whiskers that adorned it. Sofia twisted her fingers together as she awaited his verdict.

“You were right to come to me with this,” Voloshyn said at last, and a wave of relief washed over her. That had been her biggest fear in coming forward, that he would discount her story and perhaps grow angry at her for wasting his time, and for going behind the backs of Bilovol and Tataryn, who were in some ways her superiors. “I do not know precisely what it is they are talking about, but there are some things…yes, you did well, Sofia Honchar. Very well.” His face twitched in what she suspected was a momentary smile, but that faded at once and his eyes were troubled as he rose to his feet once more. “I will look into this at once,” he promised her, coming around to take her hands, leaving her no choice but to accept his assistance and stand as well. “You have my word on that.”

He led the way to the door, her hands still in his slightly sweaty grip, releasing them only to pull the door open and usher her out. “You had best get back,” he urged, leaning in to kiss in the vicinity of her cheeks again. “I will call as soon as I have news. And do not mention this in the meantime, hm?” She had barely had time to return the goodbye before he shut the heavy portal between them, leaving her standing in the outer office stunned at the speed with which that interview had ended.

“Are you all right, Director?” Artem asked, stepping up beside her. “Can I get you anything?”

Sofia shook her head, then shrugged, too distracted to answer beyond that. After a second, she regained herself enough to smile up at the young man hovering solicitously, his concern clear on his face. “No, I am fine, thank you, Artem Lazarenko.”

He smiled, obviously relieved. “Good. I am glad. But if there is anything you need—”

“No.” Her voice returned to its usual strength as she gathered herself. “Thank you. It is good to see you, as always.” She kissed the air near his cheeks, more slowly now that she had the time, and he returned the gesture before they parted, him back to his desk and her retracing her steps downstairs and outside to her car. If she left now, she could be back at the program by ten. She would simply tell Nadya her car wouldn’t cooperate, which was often true in the mornings, especially when there had been frost overnight.

And then she would have the monumental task of trying to go about her day as if nothing were wrong. Particularly if she ran into either Bilovol or Tataryn. Sofia wondered as she climbed into her car, stuffed the mask back in her pocket, and started the engine again whether she could manufacture some reason not to see anyone, such as saying she had a mild cold. Acting was hardly her strong suit, but better to fake a few sniffles than to try maintaining her composure around those two, hiding what she knew and the fears it had awakened within her. But the Minister was involved now, she reminded herself as she turned the car toward home. He would take care of everything.

Back in his office, Mykola Voloshyn sat, tossed his mask aside, and stared at the phone on his desk, as if daring it to ring on its own. It did not, however, and finally he reached out and lifted the heavy, delicately enameled receiver. “Artem, get me Sashura Ilina,” he barked. He listened to the response, and his frown deepened. “Yes, I am sure—at once!” Then he waited impatiently as the call was put through.

Fortunately, once the connection was made, she answered immediately. “Yes?” She sounded as crotchety as ever, he thought. But he was careful to keep that from his voice, projecting warmth and good cheer instead.

“Sashura!” he declared heartily. “It is Mykola, Mykola Voloshyn. How are you?”

“What do you want, Voloshyn?” came the taciturn response. Ah, as pleasant as ever, she was!

But fine, if she wished to skip the pleasantries, so be it. “I seem to recall,” he said, striving to keep his tone casual, only vaguely interested, “That you had some troubles last year, something about an old shipyard with some…unusual atmospherics?”

“How did you hear about that?” his Russian counterpart demanded.

“Hardly important,” Voloshyn insisted. “But I understand you had some help in the matter, yes? Some sort of specialists?”

“Ah.” Now her tone became crafty. “Is there a problem, Mykola? Not with your precious program, I hope?” Curse her, she sounded like a starved alley cat getting ready to pounce!

“No, no, nothing like that,” he replied, hopefully convincingly. “This is another matter altogether. But if I might trouble you for their name and contact details? I believe this might be of interest to them.”

There was a momentary pause, but at last Ilina sighed. “Very well. If there is any possibility of danger to others, I cannot keep it from you. That is part of the agreement.” Voloshyn did not know what she meant by that, but he dutifully picked up his pen and wrote down the name and number she gave him. “Good luck,” she added, and it sounded almost as if she meant it.

“Thank you,” he answered, but she had already hung up. Still, he could hardly blame her for being a little bitter. Up until a dozen years ago, he had worked for her, after all. And all of this had been the Russian Science Ministry’s province.

But times changed. Now he was in charge, and though he briefly considered speaking to the President he quickly quashed that notion. No, he would handle this himself, he decided, lifting the phone again and dialing the number he had jotted down.

He just hoped, whatever it was Sofia had stumbled onto, these OCLT people could handle for them. And quickly, before it did put the program at risk.

Then someone picked up on the other end, and Voloshyn concentrated on explaining who he was and why he was asking for their help.


Chapter Three

Reed Christopher Hayes—“RC” to his friends and family—groaned as his pocket began to vibrate. “Not now!” he hissed, but it was too late. His daughter, Nora, had already startled on his shoulder, feeling that quiver transmitted through his flesh and bone, and now she began to squirm and whimper. And just when he’d almost gotten her to sleep!

But he couldn’t ignore the call, either. Even at this hour, there was only one person that particular pattern of pulses could be. “Nance!” he called, hurrying out of the nursery, one hand automatically steadying Nora, the other still rubbing her back in slow, circular motions.

He found his wife sitting downstairs on the living room sofa, Nick curled up asleep in her lap. “Baby whisperer,” he muttered with a smile, taking in the sight of his two of his three favorite people sitting so peacefully together. “Sorry,” he explained while he handed their second child over, eliciting a coo of delight that his wife quickly returned as she took the little girl from him. “It’s Mack.”

“Does that man even own a watch?” Nancy asked, arching an eyebrow, but she didn’t argue. They’d both known this job would have strange hours, and over the past three years they’d both gotten used to that. At times it had even been a boon, such as when the twins had been born and RC had been able to spend most of the first two months here with them.

Other times, of course, it wasn’t as convenient. Like right now.

“Yeah?” he asked as he extracted the phone from his pocket and raised it to his ear. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry, boss man.” Mack did sound apologetic, as he often did when he had to interrupt RC at home. “But you’ve got a call. And I think it’s one you’re gonna want to take.”

RC sighed. “Be right there.” He hung up and turned to his wife, who was already making shooing motions. She had Nora on her shoulder, and had shifted Nick so his sister’s feet weren’t dangling in his face as he slept.

“Go,” Nancy said. She frowned. “Guess it’s a good thing Sissy’ll be here tomorrow.” Sissy was her younger sister, Cecily, and she was coming for a visit to see and, according to her, spoil her niece and nephew rotten.

“It could be nothing,” RC argued, but knew there was a chance Nancy was right. And if it did turn out he had to go, at least the timing was good and he wouldn’t be leaving her to handle the twins all on her own. Especially now that they’d started to walk and even talk a little, making them a double handful. “Back quick as I can.” He leaned in to kiss her, laid a finger on Nick’s forehead, and rubbed his dark-hued cheek against Nora’s slightly lighter one, making his little girl giggle sleepily. “I love you.”

“Love you too.” Nancy smiled to show she wasn’t angry. “Go. Who knows what kind of trouble Mack’ll get into before you get there?”

That was a fair point and put a little more haste in RC’s step as he hurried out to the garage, where his SUV waited. A minute later he pulled out of their driveway and headed out into the quiet Denver night.

It never took long to get from home to headquarters—part of the reason Mack had chosen the location he had was because RC and Nancy had already been settled into their home here—and at eleven at night there was no traffic at all, so ten minutes later RC was parked and hopped out. The only other vehicle in sight was Mack’s Jeep, a battered old thing that had been rewired so that its guts were more like those of a space shuttle. The rest of the large lot stretched out emptily behind him, a huge expanse of flat, open space bordered by the highway on the far end and their office building on the other. RC shook his head as he approached the front doors. Even after all this time, he still could never quite get over this place. Mack had chosen it because despite the proximity it was isolated, and it had all the space and wiring he could possibly want.

RC personally thought his friend and co-worker had picked
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