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The automatic doors slid open, and Beauceron stepped into the parking lot of the spaceport rental center, squinting to protect his eyes from the swirling dust. He had never really considered Alberon a particularly humid planet, but New Liberia’s arid climate made him realize just how comfortable his home was. He found Rozhkov standing by their suitcases, and showed him the keys to their rental air car.

“Good,” Rozhkov told him, shutting down his holophone. “They’ll be here in ten minutes.”

“They have what we need?”

Rozhkov nodded. They found the air car parked three rows away – Rozhkov loaded the suitcases in the trunk while Beauceron took the pilot’s seat. Beauceron noticed the car’s hoverjet intakes were rusting, but when he ran the programmed pre-flight sequence, the vehicle started up readily. He turned on his datascroll and opened up the location tracking app, searching for the ankle cuff he had forced Rath to wear.

Let’s hope he still has it on, that rogue.

Beauceron had checked the app before they left Alberon – it had tracked Rath’s progress from Beauceron’s apartment to the spaceport, and then lost signal when Rath’s flight to New Liberia accelerated into faster-than-light travel. 

But he probably took it off while he was on that flight.

Suddenly, a series of dots appeared on the map of New Liberia on the screen.

He forgot about it! No, surely not. He left it on intentionally, in case something went wrong. Good man.

According to the digital map, Rath had traveled south toward the penal colony, spent nearly a day in and around the closest settlement to the colony, and then made a detour out into a rural area for several hours. After that, his path went directly to the penal facility – and through it, Beauceron saw.

He left the complex almost immediately, and headed into the fallout zone.

Beauceron tapped on the Refresh button.

“Martin,” Rozhkov called from the rear of the car.

Beauceron stepped out of the car, and saw two men approaching. Rozhkov held a hand up in greeting as Beauceron joined him.

The two men stopped several feet away. “First time in the Territories?” one of them asked.

“Yes,” Rozhkov said. “It’s quite scenic here. We rarely get a chance to visit planets outside of Federacy space.”

Hearing the correct code phrase, the man relaxed and stepped forward, setting a small carrying case in the open trunk of the car. “Here you go, sir. Take a look and make sure it’s everything you need, and then I’ll need you to sign for those.”

“Of course,” Rozhkov told him. “Thanks for the assistance.”

“Not a problem,” the man said. “It’s not often we see colleagues out here in the Territories … nice to see a familiar face, as it were.”

Rozhkov clicked the case open and lifted an auto-pistol out of the molded lining. He checked the action, then repeated the process with a second pistol. “Excellent.”

Beauceron peered around the parking lot, checking to ensure that no one was observing them.

“You boys need help with whatever you’re getting into?” the other man asked, indicating the guns.

Beauceron shook his head. “Not right now, thank you. But we’ll let you know.”

Rozhkov finished signing a datascroll and passed it back to the men, then smiled. “Thank you, gentlemen.”

“Any time. Stay safe.” The undercover agents shook hands with them, then headed back to their own car.

Rozhkov held out one of the pistols, and Beauceron took it reluctantly.

“Would you prefer we bought some on the black market, Martin?” Rozhkov asked.

“No,” Beauceron sighed. “I just don’t like lying to other police officers, that’s all.”

“Come on,” Rozhkov grunted. “Time’s short.”

In the pilot’s seat, Beauceron set a course for the penal colony, and then picked up his datascroll again.

“He left the ankle cuff on,” he told Rozhkov.

“He did? Well, that’s a welcome surprise.” Rozhkov took a sip from a water bottle. “So where is he?”

Beauceron studied the map. “He entered the penal colony yesterday, and then moved into the fallout zone inside the city.”

Rozhkov leaned across, peering to see the screen. 

“It looks like he went fairly deep into the city, then made his way straight back out overnight … it’s possible he found her – the one he’s looking for, the other assassin.”

“Don’t tell me they’re already catching a flight off-planet,” Rozhkov grumbled.

“No. His track from this morning follows this road away from the penal colony, and then deviates off-road, heading east for several miles. It ends here – that’s where he is now, the tracker is still live.” Beauceron tapped on the screen, and a satellite image overlaid the map.

“What’s there?” Rozhkov asked.

“Nothing.” Beauceron frowned. “Grassland. Open plain.”

“Well, let’s go find out what he’s up to.”

They landed on the grassy plain nearly two hours later. Beauceron climbed out of the air car, jogged a short ways, and then bent over. Rozhkov got out of the car and leaned his elbows on the roof, watching. “Well?” he asked.

Beauceron straightened, holding a bracelet aloft in one hand. “It’s his tracking cuff.”

“Shit,” Rozhkov observed. “He dumped it, then. Back to the spaceport? Try to spot them before they get off-planet?”

Beauceron shook his head slowly. “There are no tracks.”

“So?” Rozhkov asked. “They were in an air car, he took it off, and tossed it out the window.”

Beauceron traced a circle in the dirt. “There’s an impact crater here – it fell out of an air car, you’re right. But why would he leave it on so long, and then take it off at that exact moment?”

“Maybe he finally remembered it. Or she made him take it off.”

Beauceron scowled and walked back to the air car, taking out his datascroll. He set the small screen on the hood of the car, showing it to Rozhkov. “Look, they followed this road for several miles after they escaped from the colony. Then they went airborne at this point. Why do that if they were in an air car? Why not just take off right away?”

“You think they met someone in an air car?”

Beauceron met Rozhkov’s gaze. “I think someone met them. The Janus Group.”

Rozhkov glanced over his shoulder, scanning the grassy horizon. “That would be bad.”

“Very bad,” Beauceron agreed. He tapped on the screen, zooming out. With his finger, he followed the last line that Rath’s tracker had drawn on the screen, extending it out in the same direction. “If they changed direction after dropping the cuff, we won’t have much chance of finding them,” he observed. Then his finger stopped, and he zoomed in on the satellite image again, bending closer to the screen.

“What?” Rozhkov asked.

“There’s an abandoned cattle ranch along their route, about eight miles from here.” He looked up at Rozhkov. “A nice, isolated location to conduct some business in private.”

Rozhkov grinned. “When this is over, I am going to lock the police commissioner in my office until he agrees to give you your job back, Martin.”

Beauceron laughed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We don’t even know for sure that they’re at the ranch. And if they are, they’re going to see us coming. We can’t exactly just walk up and knock on the door.”

Rozhkov loosened the pistol in his belt holster. “Do you have any other ideas?”

 

*   *   *

 

Beauceron traded a look with Rozhkov, and then knocked firmly on the ranch house door. As he stood waiting on the house’s porch, he cast a wary eye at the armored air van parked at the side of the house.

“This is crazy, Alexei,” he muttered.

“There’s just that one van. There can’t be too many of them,” Rozhkov whispered back.

The door opened, startling Beauceron. A man in tactical gear stood in the frame, examining them warily over the barrel of his auto-rifle. To his left, Beauceron saw movement at one of the ground floor windows, and to his right, another guard stepped into view at the end of the porch, covering them with his own rifle.

“Yes?” the man in the doorway asked.

Beauceron cleared his throat, but Rozhkov spoke first. “I’m Colonel Rozhkov, Interstellar Police – Alberon Division.” He held up his badge.

The man raised an eyebrow. “You’re a long way from home, Colonel.”

“Yes, we are. And way out of our jurisdiction.” Rozhkov smiled. “But you and I actually share a different employer.” Rozhkov held up the holophone the Janus Group had given him years ago, and flicked open the encryption passcode app. The guard glanced at it, and Beauceron saw a flicker of recognition.

“I need to speak with your prisoner immediately,” Rozhkov continued. “I believe he knows the identity of an employee within Janus Group Headquarters that has been feeding information to an organized crime task force in my division.”

The man frowned. “We weren’t told to expect you. My last directive—”

“Look,” Rozhkov interrupted. “I just made a long trip, and while we argue about protocol, that informant back on my planet is compiling another report. I would rather my name stay off that report.”

“If we’re not supposed to be here,” Beauceron pointed out, “how did we know to find you here?”

The man looked over at Beauceron, considering. Beauceron felt a bead of sweat form at his brow. Finally, the man’s finger moved off his trigger. “Wait here while we clear it.”

“Here, use this,” Rozhkov told him, tossing his holophone at the guard. The man juggled his rifle, holding up a hand to catch the inbound holophone. But Rozhkov was already turning in place, drawing his pistol and opening fire on the guard at the end of the porch. Beauceron, caught unawares, dropped to one knee instinctively, scrabbling for his own sidearm. He heard a burst of automatic fire from his left – the guard at the window, he realized – but the guard at the door was already recovering, the barrel of his rifle swinging up. Beauceron fired twice, and the man went down, the rifle discharging uselessly into the floor. Beauceron jumped up and swung through the door, turning left, pistol at the ready. The guard at the window was dead – shot by Alexei, Beauceron saw. He turned.

Alexei slumped to his knees, grimacing. His white dress shirt was stained in three different places, a neat row from belly to armpit.

“Oh, god,” Rozhkov said.

“Alexei!” Beauceron rushed over to him.

“That was foolish of me.”

“Yes, it was,” Beauceron said. He helped the older man sit back, and then slid him over to the house’s outer wall, propping him against the door frame. Beauceron took a closer look at the wounds. “Alexei, this is bad.”

Rozhkov let his head rest against the house. “Leave me. There will be other guards. They’ll have heard the shots.”

“We can call for an ambulance,” Beauceron argued.

“Go, Martin!”

Beauceron grabbed the dead guard’s rifle and stood up, hesitating.

Rozhkov met his eyes. “I’m sorry, Martin. For everything.”

“You did it for Katarina,” Beauceron said. He shrugged. “You had to.”

“You’ll see this through, won’t you?” Rozhkov asked.

Beauceron nodded, tears welling in his eyes. “I promise.”

“Good. Be careful.”

Beauceron gave him a tight smile, and then disappeared into the house. Rozhkov let his head rest against the door frame, and looked out across the porch and the flat grassland beyond. As he watched, a gust of wind twisted and flattened the brown grasses, creating swirls and eddies in the waving stalks.

“Of course he’ll see it through,” he told himself. “Martin always sees it through.” 

Rozhkov smiled and closed his eyes.

 

*   *   *

 

Paisen’s breathing was becoming ragged. Strapped to the table across from her, Rath felt his heart racing in fear, and took a deep breath, attempting to calm himself. On the screen above him, he saw the two men step back from Paisen, and lift the electrodes from her chest. Her body stopped convulsing, but her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. She was still bleeding from the deep cuts along her arms, Rath saw.

“Okay, 339,” one of the men said, checking his watch. “That was one hour. Eleven to go, and then you get a break for the night. We’re going to move on to the acid next.”

Rath saw Paisen spit to one side.

“Fuck you,” she told the man.

Rath watched as the man pushed a finger slowly into one of the cuts on Paisen’s left arm, twisting it cruelly as he dug into the wound. Paisen screamed.

“Scream all you want,” the man told her. “With the noise cancelers on, no one can hear you.”

“I can hear her,” a familiar voice said, from across the room. The two men’s heads snapped up, and Rath saw them freeze. “But with those noise cancelers on, you didn’t hear me come in, did you?”

Rath strained to look at this new person, but they were out of his field of view. Then he recognized the voice.

“Martin!”

“Hello, Rath.” Beauceron flicked the barrel of his rifle toward the two men. “Undo her, please.”

One of the men shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Do it now,” Beauceron said, quietly.

On the viewscreen above him, Rath saw one of the men move to the side of the table, and begin unbuckling Paisen’s restraints. She watched impassively, waiting until all of the restraints were off to sit up on the table. A shiver of cold ran across her body, and then she took a deep breath.

“Okay, now—” Beauceron started, but Paisen was already slipping off the table, grabbing a scalpel from the trolley of instruments.

“No!” Beauceron yelled, but Rath saw her strike once, twice, and abruptly both men were on the floor, screaming in pain. Paisen rolled across the table, dropping to the floor on the far side, putting the table between herself and Beauceron.

“You killed them!” Beauceron blurted.

“He did warn you that letting me out was a bad idea,” Paisen called out, her voice hoarse.

“They deserved a trial,” Beauceron protested.

“They got exactly what they deserved. Now, I don’t want to sound ungrateful,” she said, “but you need to drop that rifle if you want to live.”

“It’s okay,” Rath said. “Martin’s a friend.”

“Friend or not, I’m not in a real trusting mood right now,” Paisen told him. “And that includes you, Rath.”

“Martin, just put it down,” Rath said.

Beauceron frowned, but put the rifle on the floor.

“Slide it over this way,” Paisen ordered. When the weapon came to a stop, she stood and retrieved it, watching Beauceron carefully. She walked over to Rath, and looked down at him.

“Are you okay?” Rath asked, looking up at her.

“I’ve been better.”

“Can you cut me loose?” he asked.

She tilted her head to the side. “I’m not sure I want to. You’re a serious liability.”

“Paisen, I’m sorry. I didn’t know they were following me. I just wanted to get you out of harm’s way.”

She glowered at him. “You just worry about yourself.” Then she sighed. “If I let you out, from here on, I do the planning, I do the thinking. Got it?”

“Got it.”

Free from the restraints, Rath sat up, rubbing his wrists where the bindings had been. “Martin.” He looked over at the detective. “I am really glad to see you. And I’m sorry about the stun dart … and all of that. You found the ankle cuff?”

“Yes,” Beauceron said. “They shot Rozhkov, he’s outside.”

“Okay,” Rath told him. “I’ll come take a look. Paisen, you need some sutures on those cuts, too.”

“Later,” she told him. “Get dressed, I’ll cover you – clothes are over by the wall.”

Rath stood and carefully picked his way over the two dying Group employees, whose blood was rapidly pooling across the floor. He saw the shiny coils of an intestine, and shuddered. Near the wall, he found a garbage bag containing his clothes. His Forge sat next to the bag. He gave the backpack a quick pat, and then dug into the clothes bag.

“You’re the detective?” Paisen asked Beauceron.

“I am.”

“Martin Beauceron, meet Paisen Oryx,” Rath said.

Beauceron held up a hand. “Hello.”

“Are there any more outside?” Paisen asked.

“No,” Beauceron shook his head. “The three others are dead, and my friend is outside. He’s badly hurt.”

“Only three others? There were more. Two military-grade transports, and about a dozen mercenaries.”

Beauceron shook his head. “Just one van, and three guards when we got here. The others must have left.”

“Where are we?” Rath asked, buckling his belt.

“In the barn of an abandoned cattle ranch, a few miles north of the penal colony.”

Paisen pointed at Rath. “Go secure the ranch, and see about his friend. I’ll join you in a minute.”

Outside, Rath let Beauceron lead the way back to the ranch house.

“You brought Alexei, huh?”

“Mm-hm,” Beauceron said. “He insisted.”

They crossed through the house. On the porch, Beauceron knelt next to the old policeman and shook him lightly. “Alexei?” He touched two fingers to his throat. “Alexei!”

With a grunt, Beauceron shifted Rozhkov’s body, laying him down and preparing to do chest compressions. Rath put a hand on Beauceron’s arm, gently stopping him.

“Martin, with my auditory implants, I can hear your heartbeat from here. But I can’t hear his. We’re too late.”

“No, we’re not! If we rush him to a hospital ….” Beauceron protested.

“The penal colony only has a basic infirmary,” Rath pointed out. “The nearest surgical hospital is hours away.”

Beauceron sobbed, clenching his fists in frustration.

“Martin,” Rath said, gently. “I’m sorry.”

Beauceron turned away, and then stood and walked down off the porch, out into the grasses. Rath decided to leave him to his grief. He took Rozhkov’s pistol and checked the chamber, tucking the weapon into his waistband. Then he saw Rozhkov’s badge, hanging from his belt. He tugged it free.

Paisen appeared in the kitchen and saw Rath, then Rozhkov’s inert form.

“Didn’t make it?” she asked.

“No,” Rath said.

“We need to clear out of here in case that collection team decides to come back,” Paisen told him.

“Are we under surveillance?” Rath asked, standing.

“Not that I can tell, but I didn’t spend long looking. And these guards probably have a reporting timetable – they might have already missed a scheduled report to Headquarters.”

Rath nodded. “Martin,” he called. “We need to go.”

Beauceron turned, and they could see the tears still wet on his cheeks as he walked back to the house. At the porch, Rath handed him Rozhkov’s badge.

“Thank you,” Beauceron said. He touched the badge’s metal shield, tracing the chiseled lines of the Interstellar Police insignia.

Paisen cleared her throat. “This is where we part ways,” she told Beauceron.

“What?” Rath asked.

“No offense, Detective,” Paisen continued, flashing Rath a look of warning, “but I just don’t trust IP, retired or otherwise. Either you’re a straight-up guy, in which case you’ll want to arrest us, or you’re dirty, in which case you’ll want to turn us in to the Group for the bounty. I appreciate your help, but—”

“No,” Beauceron interrupted. He pointed at Rozhkov. “That man was like a father to me. And I promised him I would bring the Janus Group down. You owe your lives to him.”

“I don’t owe anyone anything,” Paisen told him.

“But our aims are the same,” Rath told her. “Find the Group, take it down.”

“I’m going with you,” Beauceron stated.

“Paisen,” Rath said. “The Group is going to be after him, too, when they figure out what happened here.”

She shrugged. “Not my problem.”

“He can help,” Rath pleaded.

“We don’t need his help.”

“He almost caught me – twice – when I was still running missions.”

Paisen snorted. “Somehow I don’t think that’s saying much.”

Rath crossed his arms. “Well, I don’t go if he doesn’t go.”

Beauceron looked at Rath, then Paisen. “Why are you trying to find the Janus Group?” he asked her.

“I want my money,” she answered.

“And if you can find the Group, and steal it back – what then?”

“Then I disappear.”

“What good is that money if you have to live your life on the run?”

“I’m already living on the run. Money would make things a whole lot easier. And a lot better than a life spent in jail,” she added.

“You won’t go to jail,” Rath broke in. “Martin, if I turn myself in, that will be enough, right? You don’t need two witnesses.”

“You’re going to turn yourself in?” Paisen asked.

“That was our deal,” Rath said. “Martin helps me find you, I help him gather evidence and testify against the Group.”

Paisen shook her head. “Unbelievable. And you trust Rath to do it?” she asked Beauceron.

He shrugged. “I did. Until he knocked me out and then broke you out of prison.”

“That makes two of us that are sore about that.” She frowned at Beauceron, and then sighed. “This team can’t get any more dysfunctional, I suppose. So fuck it. Let’s go.”
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Dasi felt the restraints around her wrists release without warning. When nothing else happened for several seconds, she reached up and removed the helmet that had effectively blinded and deafened her during the shuttle’s landing. She found herself seated at the shuttle’s hatch, facing outwards – the sudden daylight forced her to close her eyes. She shivered in the chill wind. When she could see, she walked down out of the ship, alighting on a patch of gravel. Ahead of her, a gap in the high cement walls led to a passageway and more of the strange, illuminated arrows she had seen on the transport ship. She followed the arrows.

They took her to another landing pad, where an automated air car stood idling, the passenger door open. Dasi glanced around, but seeing no one else, she climbed into the car, and shut the door behind her. The car lifted off immediately, and as it rose into the sky, she saw she had landed on a densely-wooded, mountainous island in the midst of a dark, grey sea. The car took her out over the water; on the horizon, she spotted some kind of structure riding the choppy waves – not a ship, but a type of deep-sea platform.

The air car landed on the upper deck of the platform, and Dasi saw a woman emerge from a hatch in the platform’s super-structure, and hurry over to the car. Dasi opened the door and climbed out. The woman shut the car’s door for her, and waited as the car took off again, the engines roaring and sending a wash of hot air over the two women. When it was gone, she surveyed Dasi.

“Well,” she sighed, “you must be Dasi.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m Bekka. You better follow me.” She walked back toward the hatch.

Dasi followed. “What is this place? Where am I?”

“You don’t know?” Bekka asked, looking over her shoulder. “Jesus, I don’t know who thought it would be a good idea to send you here. I’m sorry, this is all just … highly unusual. So I’m not quite sure what to do with you.” 

Inside the hatch, Dasi saw an armed security guard waiting for them next to a bank of elevators. The elevator opened as they approached, and all three boarded; Bekka pressed a button. Then she suddenly reached out and held the doors open, peering back out at the platform. “Where are your personal effects?”

“My what?”

“Your luggage – clothes and things. Did you leave them on the shuttle, or the air car?”

“No, I didn’t bring any, they – they didn’t let me pack first.”

“Of course they didn’t.”

“I’m sorry ….” Dasi bit her lip. Don’t cry. It’s just for a short time, like Charl said.

But if Bekka noticed her distress, she ignored it, and the guard stayed silent as well. Instead, the woman took her to a supply room, where Dasi was given several sets of medical scrubs and a few towels. Next they went to a room marked CANTEEN, where Bekka filled a plastic bag with toiletries and handed it to her. Finally, she led Dasi down a set of stairs and along a narrow corridor, before opening a door to a small bedroom suite.

“This is you,” Bekka told her. “Communal bathrooms are at the end of the hall. I’ll let you get unpacked, or … settled, at least. I need to take care of some things, but I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

“Okay,” Dasi said.

Bekka eyed the guard. “Watch over her?”

“Sure,” he agreed.

Bekka left. Dasi stood in the door to her room, clothes and linens in her arms. She stepped in and set them down on a narrow bed. In addition to a chest of drawers and clothes closet, the room had a small desk, an easy chair, and a viewscreen mounted on the wall, but no windows. Dasi realized the door was still open, the guard watching her from the hall.

“Can I close this?” she asked, feeling awkward.

“Go ahead,” he shrugged.

She shut the door and took a long, ragged breath. Then she put her scrubs away in the chest of drawers. Finally, she turned on the viewscreen. She spent some time searching for internet access, but all she could find was a large entertainment library – no search or browser functionality.

They probably disabled it … they don’t want me to know where I am, or what this place is. Whoever ‘they’ are.

She had nearly finished a drama show when Bekka returned. The administrator knocked briefly, then opened the door – Dasi saw the guard still standing outside in the hall, but Bekka dismissed him. The woman sat down in Dasi’s desk chair; Dasi sat on her bed.

“Well,” Bekka said. “We’d better start with some house rules.”

“Okay,” Dasi agreed.

Bekka handed her a keycard – it had her name and photo on it, and a clip to attach to her clothes. “Wear this at all times. You’ll find that certain areas are off-limits to you – if you swipe the card at a locked door and the door doesn’t open, that’s somewhere you shouldn’t be.”

“Okay.”

“There are a lot of places here that you shouldn’t be,” Bekka emphasized, looking Dasi in the eye. “So rule number one is: don’t go poking around. You won’t have a guard babysitting you at all times, but we can and will do that, if needed.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Basically, your card lets you access the living quarters on this level, the cafeteria, which is two floors down, and the recreation area, which is up above decks, outside near where you landed. There are sports courts and a workout area, that kind of thing. But that brings me to rule number two.” Bekka shifted in her seat. “You do not talk to anyone on board this facility other than me.”

“Okay,” Dasi said.

“You’re going to see some doctors and nurses, guards, and other administrative personnel like me. But you don’t interact with anyone else. Understand?”

“Yes,” Dasi said.

“They’ve all been given similar instructions to avoid you, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“What if I have a question or a problem?”

“You can find me at any time,” Bekka assured her. “I’ve enabled internal chat on your viewscreen, you just need to tell it to ping me. But let me be a little blunt here: if it’s questions like ‘what time is dinner?’ that’s fine. But most other questions I’m not allowed to answer.”

“Okay,” Dasi said.

“Now, we’ve had something of a staff meeting to figure out what to do with you, and the long and short of it is, we don’t know. So as usual, they’re leaving it to me to decide. I’m trying to figure out a job we can give you, because otherwise you’re liable to go a bit stir crazy. What are your skills?”

“My skills?” Dasi asked. “My degree is in public relations – that’s what I did before … all this.”

Bekka stared at her.

“… but this doesn’t look like the kind of place that seeks publicity,” Dasi finished lamely.

“No,” Bekka agreed. “I imagine you have solid managerial skills, but I don’t need anyone else in Operations, and that’s all sensitive anyway. Do you have any medical training?”

Dasi frowned. “No. I mean, I took CPR years ago, but … no.”

“Ever worked on hardware? Electronics repair?”

“No.”

Bekka sighed.

“I can cook …?” Dasi suggested.

“Food processing is all automated here,” Bekka said.

“Oh.” Dasi pushed her hair back over her ear. “Can you tell me where ‘here’ is?”

Bekka frowned. “No. That’s one of those questions I’m not allowed to answer.” She stood up. “I’d better think some more about what job to give you. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

 

*   *   *

 

“Chief of Operations to see you, ma’am.”

Director Nkosi checked her calendar, noting that this was an unscheduled appointment. She tapped the screen of her datascroll, notifying her assistant to admit Feykin into her office.

“Yes?” she asked, when he had closed the door.

“Ma’am,” he said. “I’m sorry to bother you. I received a strange notification from the human resources lead at the training facility.”

“Indeed?” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “And why am I being involved in personnel affairs on Fusoria?”

“Apparently an unscheduled visitor arrived earlier today.”

“Unscheduled? A candidate?”

“No, ma’am.” Feykin cleared his throat. “Her name is Dasi Apter.”

“That name rings a bell. Anchorpoint, the mess with Senator Lizelle?”

“Yes, that’s her. After he informed us of the situation, it seems Senator Lizelle predicted our response, and picked her up while 700 was busy with her boyfriend. The senator then used his Group access codes to request a transport, and sent her directly to Fusoria with orders to hold her there. That’s why we were unable to find her afterwards – she was en route to Fusoria while we were searching.”

Nkosi leaned back in her chair, hands steepled under her chin. Feykin stayed silent.

“What do we know about Ms. Apter?” she asked.

“She was on Senator Lizelle’s staff, as a PR specialist. Her boyfriend wrote the program that exposed Senator Lizelle’s involvement with the Group.”

“But she doesn’t know the identity of the other two senators?”

“Not according to the testimony 700 obtained from her boyfriend. None of them did, and according to the lawyer, Lizelle took possession of the data files directly from the lawyer.”

“To protect his fellow senators.”

Feykin nodded. “Their anonymity – and their ability to expose our operations – ensure their safety.”

Nkosi’s mouth twisted into a half-smile. “Perhaps not for long. Now that Senator Lizelle has been forced to identify himself, we have a unique opportunity. Thank you, Feykin.” She spent several seconds sending a brief message from her computer. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to make a call.”

“Of course. But … the senator’s aide? Fusoria is requesting disposition instructions.”

“Mm. She’s a liability. But if Lizelle is that desperate to keep her alive, I wonder if his personal feelings are clouding his objectivity. She could be a useful bargaining chip, should we need it. Have them keep her safe, for now.”

“Ma’am.” Feykin let himself out.

Nkosi drummed her fingers on her desk, lost in thought, until the secure call notification appeared on her computer. As always, the senators’ voices were garbled electronically to hide their identity.

“What’s the emergency, Director?”

“… and why is the third member of our committee not on the line?” the second senator added.

“She knows who he is,” the first senator broke in. “There’s no use protecting his identity any longer.”

“Senators,” Nkosi announced. “I’m faced with delivering some awkward news which is best discussed without Senator Lizelle on the line. You’re both aware of the incident that occurred as a result of the artificial intelligence research project that Senator Lizelle decided to sponsor.”

“We are.”

“And we agreed, when we discussed it, that the appropriate response was to remove all risks from that situation,” Nkosi continued. “Both the programmer and the lawyer are no longer threats to this organization – or yourselves. However, the programmer’s girlfriend eluded capture. I discovered today that she was aided in her escape by Senator Lizelle, who decided to send her to our training facility.”

“Well, the girl was on his staff – he knew her well, I’m sure,” one of the senators replied. “He notified you that that was his preference?”

“He did not,” Nkosi told them. “I had assumed that he discussed the matter with you two.”

“Well, he didn’t. Not with me at least.”

“Nor I.”

“I might have agreed to it,” the first continued, “though it seems an unusual and unnecessary risk.”

“It troubles me that he would take such unprecedented action without consulting either of you, or, indeed, informing me,” Nkosi observed. She let the senators consider her comment in silence for a time.

“It is troubling. Are you asking us for permission to kill the girl, now that you have her?” the second senator finally asked.

“If you see fit,” Nkosi told them.

“No,” the second senator said. “We make decisions as a group. Or at least, we should be doing that, damn it. There are three of us for a reason. We’ll discuss this with Charl at our next opportunity. Until then, the girl lives.”

“As you wish,” Nkosi agreed. The line clicked off, and she smiled to herself.
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