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— One —

 

After almost two hours crawling through the impossibly green native undergrowth and over the crest of a hill overlooking the target’s estate, the sniper settled into a hollow between two trees.  His chameleon ghillie suit made him practically invisible to human eyes beyond a meter or two, and its built-in shielding hid his life signs from sensors.  He was, essentially, the invisible man.  Even his weapon, a long, heavy railgun masked by the same chameleon coating as his suit, wouldn’t register until he powered it up seconds before taking a shot.  The sniper opened a bipod attached to the barrel’s casing two-thirds of the way back from the muzzle and settled into the most comfortable firing position he could find.

Mission Colony’s reddish sun hung directly overhead, but here in the foothills west of Ventano, the star system’s capital, a gentle breeze wafting off distant snow-capped peaks kept the ambient temperature pleasantly cool.  

Neither the mansion, nestled at the bottom of a pleasant glen, nor the dozen human beings enjoying a lunchtime drink on the stone patio cast much of a shadow.  At this distance, the sniper’s unaided eyes weren’t capable of making out individual features, but he knew which one was his target.

It had to be the man at the center of the group, basking in the adulation of his flock, though the sniper knew better.  These were not followers but financiers and bureaucrats who worshiped power.  True radicals of the sort who enlisted in the Freedom Collective’s ranks would never receive an invitation to lunch with their supremo at his partner’s country manor.  Otherwise, they might discover his revolutionary zeal found sustenance in the trappings of wealth.

Unfamiliar scents tickled the sniper’s nose while equally alien sounds produced by local wildlife unconcerned with his presence filled his ears.  He flipped up the covers on both ends of the telescopic sight sitting atop the railgun’s receiver.  Its unpowered optical array, a design virtually unchanged over the centuries, was as undetectable as the rest of his equipment, a low-tech solution to the high tech surveillance sensors blanketing the glen.  

He settled his cheek against the stock and pulled the butt plate into his shoulder, merging body and weapon into a single, steady organism, half man, half machine.  The sniper’s right eye lined up with the scope and distant, blurry faces became crisp, clear, and identifiable.  Though the sniper’s hide was over a kilometer from the mansion, it seemed as if he might reach out and touch its walls.

The bearded, smiling man standing at the center of the circle, champagne glass in hand, was indeed Gustav Kerlin.  He was a rabble-rousing politician, the leader of the Mission Colony Freedom Collective, as well as a fake revolutionary and a scumbag who liked to bed the underage children of his followers before passing them around a circle of like-minded deviants.  And those were the least of his crimes, but his political connections and his partner’s money ensured complainants remained mute.  Kerlin laughed at an unheard comment and took a sip of his amber, bubbly drink, imported from Earth at exorbitant cost.

The sniper rested his aim on each of the men and women surrounding Kerlin in turn though he was unable to name the three facing away from him.  Those he could identify represented everything Kerlin railed against in his incarnation as a radical reformer and a man of the people, making a lie of his claim to serve downtrodden, economically disadvantaged settlers denied full self-rule by an oppressive Colonial Office.

In an ideal universe a liar of that caliber shouldn’t prosper, not when his followers were about to cross the line between legitimate dissent and political violence on a scale unheard of in these parts.

He settled the scope’s crosshairs on Kerlin once again and felt an unexpected jolt of pleasure at holding the man’s life in his hands.  Kerlin represented everything the sniper hated.  He steadied his aim on Kerlin’s prominent nose, took a deep breath, and flicked on the railgun’s power pack with his right thumb.  As he felt the weapon come to life, he released half of the air in his lungs and gently pulled on the trigger.

The railgun expelled a tungsten dart, smaller than a baby’s finger at almost ten times the speed of sound.  It left a flat crack in its wake, like a branch snapping underfoot.  Kerlin’s skull exploded before the sniper was able to blink, showering the other attendees with bloody bone shards and glistening gobs of liquefied brain matter.  The sniper kept his aim on the target to confirm the shot.  

Nothing remained above Kerlin’s jawline, as if someone had sliced off half of the politician’s head.  Without warning, his body crumpled to the ground.

The others seemed rooted to the spot as they processed what just happened.  Then, the first distant screams reached the sniper’s ears and what had been a quiet pre-lunch drink turned into a mad rout, a scramble for cover.  The sniper zoomed out his scope in an attempt to identify the three who moments earlier had their backs to him.  

One face, in particular, caught his attention, and he mentally swore.  That woman’s presence could imperil his escape and the next phase of the operation.  He briefly considered firing a second shot to eliminate the risk, but decided it was best to stay within the agreed-upon parameters.  Bad enough he might face a police presence earlier than planned.

With little regard for stealth, the sniper rose from his hide and headed back into the nearby hollow where a carefully hidden speeder waited.  He disassembled his railgun and stowed the parts in its pack as he moved through the forest.  By the time he reached the small ground effect vehicle tucked between the roots of a giant fern-like conifer, the distant howl of police sirens filtered through the treetops.  

He stripped off his ghillie suit and stuffed it in the railgun pack, then retrieved civilian clothing from the speeder and completed his transformation back into an ordinary colonist.  Though he would prefer to keep both weapon and suit, they weren’t traceable and being found in his possession if the police stopped his speeder would compromise the entire operation.

He shoved the pack under a bush and spread rotting organic debris over and around it.  A determined search would uncover the cache, but by then, Major Zack Decker and his partner, Commander Hera Talyn, would be long gone.  Or so he hoped.  After one last glance around, Decker climbed aboard the speeder and threaded his way through the trees to a hidden animal track.  It led further west until crossing an old logging road that dated back to the Shrehari occupation almost eighty years earlier.  

Judging by the strength of the emergency response team sirens, they were virtually at the late Gustav Kerlin’s mansion, which meant the chase would soon be on.  And these hunters wouldn’t be militia or planetary cops.  Mission Colony, as befitted a planet under federal jurisdiction, was policed by the Commonwealth Constabulary itself.

Decker reached the logging road without his military-grade battlefield sensor warning him quasi-invisible surveillance drones deployed by the Constabulary to blanket the area had spotted him.  The assassination of a firebrand political rabble-rouser might not demand an all hands on deck scenario in these troubled times, but rank has its privileges.  

The commanding officer of the 24th Constabulary Regiment — Mission Colony’s de facto chief of police — was one of the three whose faces he identified moments after Kerlin’s head vanished in a pink and gray mist.  An unplanned complication, but it was too late for regrets, and absent specific direction from HQ, none of Decker and Talyn’s business.  

Assistant Commissioner Kristy Bujold keeping company with someone like Kerlin and his backers was a problem for the Constabulary’s Professional Compliance Bureau, and it frowned on the sort of direct action preferred by Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division, especially assassinations.  But if she was up to no good, he and Talyn could expect Bujold to throw the full weight of her police force into the investigation.  And Kerlin’s death was only one phase of the operation.

After a few minutes, the distant sirens died away and Decker allowed himself to hope he was still beyond the Constabulary’s ever-growing search area when he saw the logging road’s unmarked junction with a country lane.  The latter meandered through half a dozen small valleys, each with farming settlements, before it left the foothills and connected to the main east-west highway linking Ventano to its agricultural hinterland.  

He’d chosen his escape route based on the fact it didn’t connect with the road leading to Kerlin’s manor until just before the highway, but Decker’s luck ran out at the same time as the country lane just the same.

A pair of dark blue Constabulary patrol skimmers, civilian versions of the combat cars used by every military and paramilitary force within the Commonwealth, blocked the intersection.  His rental vehicle could generate enough lift to jump over them, but anyone evading the checkpoint would immediately turn into a suspect and become the target of every police aircar in the vicinity.  Decker slipped the battlefield sensor into his pocket and slowed to a walking pace.  

A square-faced man with sergeant’s stripes on his gray police-grade armor waved him to the side of the road while two more assumed covering positions to each side.  Decker knew that at least one of the combat cars would aim its gun turret at him.  Though they carried only twenty-millimeter dual cannon, they could shred his speeder in a matter of seconds.  Right now, however, he knew targeting sensors were giving him the once-over.  A good thing he’d ditched the railgun.  It would have stood out on their screens like a Sister of the Void at a sex workers’ convention.

As the sergeant approached, Decker dropped the driver’s side window and gave him a quizzical look.

“Are the damned boneheads back?”

“Just a routine traffic check, sir.”  His tone was polite and professional.  “May I see your ID and your vehicle’s registration?”

“Certainly.”

When Decker reached into his jacket’s inner pocket, the sergeant asked, “Are you armed by any chance, sir?”

“Yes.  I’d be a piss-poor security consultant if I weren’t.”

“Is that your line of work,” the sergeant waved a reader over Zack’s proffered identity wafer, “Ser Corbin Peel?  Private security consultant?  Or should that be mercenary?  You’re not a resident of Mission Colony.”

“Call it what you want, as long as my clients call themselves satisfied.”  Decker grinned.  “And so far I’ve heard no complaints.”  He tucked his ID wafer away again and offered the rental’s registration.

“Please show me your weapons.”

“No problems.  I carry a blaster in a shoulder holster and a dagger strapped to my forearm, both on the left side.”  Decker raised his hand in a slow, exaggerated motion and pulled his jacket aside.

“What the hell is that?”  The sergeant asked in an incredulous tone.  “A hand cannon?”

“Standard Shrehari issue sidearm.  I took it in a raid when I was in the Service.”  He released his jacket’s lapel and pulled up its left sleeve.  “Marine Corps dagger.”

“You were in the Corps, Ser Peel?”

“Twenty years before moving to the private sector.”

“Are you carrying a copy of your service record, by any chance?”

“Sure.”  Decker fished a second wafer from his pocket and held it out for the constable’s reader.

“Pathfinders?  I’m impressed.”  He looked up at the Marine.  “Tell me, what business does a security consultant have in the foothills?  It’s nothing but farms and logging operations.”

Decker shrugged.

“Do you ever wake up in the morning with an urge to get out of town, breathe clean air, and see unspoiled nature?”

“Can’t say that I do, Ser Peel.”

Before Zack could reply, the sergeant tilted his head to one side in the unmistakable gesture of someone listening to his earbug.  After a few seconds, he said, “Please stay where you are.”  Then, he turned and gestured at his constables.

Both patrol cars cleared the intersection moments before a lightly armored and more luxurious staff skimmer, also in police blue, came barreling down the road from Kerlin’s mansion.  Decker caught a glimpse of Bujold’s ashen face through the rear window as it passed through, headed for the main highway.  Now that, the Marine thought, was one unhappy assistant commissioner.  

Maybe his partner should send word of Bujold’s dubious associates to her friend who was in charge of the Rim Sector’s Professional Compliance Bureau.  If internal affairs latched onto her scrawny ass, the 24th Constabulary Regiment’s commanding officer would find an even better reason to look like death warmed over.

The sergeant walked back to Decker’s car.

“You’re free to go, sir.  Thank you for your cooperation and enjoy the rest of your day.”
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— Two —

 

A thirty-something man emerged from one of the rundown apartment complexes bordering a shabby little city park.  He looked around nervously before setting off toward downtown Ventano at a rapid pace.  Pasty-faced, unshaven, and wearing shabby clothes, he differed little from the other residents of an area inhabited mostly by idlers living on government benefits, small-time criminals and every other example of life’s losers.  But a set of eyes, carefully hidden behind polarized sunglasses, tracked his progress.  

Moments before the man vanished around the street corner, a grandmotherly woman in a broad-brimmed hat rose from the park bench nearest to the apartment and set off in pursuit, careful to avoid attracting his attention.

Osric Floros wasn’t a complete beginner in the art of fieldcraft.  He knew how to check for tails, but she’d been doing this for decades, while the man’s shift from merely spouting radical rhetoric at the Ventano University’s Faculty of Political Science to carrying out direct action was more recent.  So recent, in fact, he did not notice her brush by him at a crosswalk and attach a minuscule listening device to his jacket.  

It had a limited range and a short lifespan but would suffice for her immediate purposes.  A more experienced and more paranoid revolutionary gripped by dread after hearing of his leader’s assassination might have noticed the brief contact.

The old woman followed him to a more upscale apartment complex.  When an unseen tenant admitted him through the ground level door, she found a small cafe with outdoor tables on the opposite side of the street, half a block away.  She ordered a cup of tea from the holographic menu that popped up the moment she sat, then touched the frame of her glasses.  A small red dot appeared on the inside of the left lens, indicating her listening device and the man to whom she’d stuck it were on the apartment’s third floor.  She tapped her right ear lightly with an extended index finger and immediately heard voices.

“Why are you here?”  A harsh voice, oozing displeasure asked.

“Someone assassinated Gustav.”  The revolutionary’s voice quivered with anguish.  “We received word through the cell network fifteen minutes ago from our comrade who watches over his personal security.  He told me how to find you.”

Silence.  Then, “Where did it happen?”

“At a country retreat that friends of the Collective made available to him.”

The woman smirked.  Kerlin, like most of his sort, thought nothing of lying to naïve supporters while enriching himself and his closest friends at the same trough as those he purported to oppose.  He saw political radicalism as a means to achieve power and accumulate more wealth, not a way to improve the lot of ordinary citizens.

“How did it happen?”

“No one knows.  Gustav was having drinks with friends on the patio when his head literally exploded.  Our comrade heard nothing to indicate a shot.  The Constabulary’s emergency response team was arriving when our comrade called.”

A fond smile replaced the woman’s earlier expression of disdain.  Her partner scored a clean kill.  Perfect.

More silence.  “Railgun.”

“Pardon?”

“The assassin used a railgun.  A professional’s weapon.  Soundless, but the darts it fires are capable of causing indescribable trauma to a human body from a great distance.  The police won’t find him — or her.”

A pleading tone entered Floros’ voice.  “What do we do?”

“Lie low.  Don’t attract attention, lest you end like your boss.  And never contact me again.  Ever.  Now leave and forget this address.”

“But—”

“Someone just declared war on the Mission Colony Freedom Collective, and it’s one you won’t win.  Not against ghost snipers able to kill at will.  Step back and wait.  In six months, or a year or even five, when whoever killed Kerlin thinks your movement died with him, it’ll be time for resurrection.  Under a new name.  The revolution will happen, but it’s been postponed.”

She picked up a gasp, then a door slam, followed by muttered imprecations.  But Floros was no longer her immediate concern.  He’d served his purpose and could wait until later.  She wanted the man to whom Floros just spoke, the offworlder who’d met with Kerlin on a dozen occasions over the last two weeks.  Each time it was under security tight enough to prevent her from identifying him, let alone listen in on the conversation.

Commander Hera Talyn drained her tea, strolled back toward the apartment complex, and studied it from all four sides.  The unit in question was on the third floor.  Judging by the angle, it was centered and faced the boulevard.  She could make out three duplicate window groupings, indicating three units and that meant her target occupied the middle one.  

Talyn expected him to bolt, now that the Mission Colony scheme was on the verge of collapse and Floros had compromised his location.  It didn’t give her much time.  She scanned the front door and found it festooned with the usual security measures — sensors, video pickups, high-grade remote locks.  One entered only with the right credentials or by invitation.

Shortly after she finished her study of the front entryway, a woman approximately Talyn’s apparent age crossed the street, making a beeline for the building’s door.  She seemed distracted as if in a hurry and Talyn, who’d been prepared to wait for just such an occasion, closed the distance between them while remaining at the edge of her peripheral vision.  

The woman stopped short of the entrance and waited until the door opened with a faint whoosh after scanning her credentials.  Talyn crowded in behind her with a reassuring smile that signaled she belonged here.  The agent’s harmless appearance drew nothing more than a preoccupied, somewhat distant glance but thankfully no questions.  Talyn loitered in the lobby until she was alone before taking a lift to the third floor.

Eight apartment doors lined the hallway, three toward the building’s front, three toward the back and one at each end.  Talyn found the middle unit and scanned it.  One life sign registered.  It was moving briskly between rooms, showing the offworlder was either packing or wiping away any evidence of his temporary tenancy.

If news of Kerlin’s assassination had spooked him, so much the better.  She studied the apartment door’s locking mechanism and found it to be of the same high quality as that used on the building’s main entrance.  It was impregnable without making a lot of noise or a big mess.  Or both.  Talyn removed her glasses, pushed her hat back to expose an elderly face wrinkled like a dried apple.  She touched the call button and stepped back so the mysterious offworlder could examine her via the security camera.

“What is it?”  A voice made familiar by her listening device asked through a hidden speaker.

“Gustav’s wife sends her sorrowful greetings.  I come with a vitally important message concerning business matters following today’s tragic events.”

Silence greeted her unexpected reply.  But curiosity won out, and he opened the door.  Talyn found herself face-to-face with a man of uncertain age and ethnic origin, of middling height and weight, with brown hair and eyes.  Unremarkable in every aspect, someone easy to miss in a crowd but for the gun pointed at her midriff.  He waved the weapon to one side.

“Come in.”  When the door closed behind her, he asked, “Who are you and how did you know where to find me?”

Instead of answering, Talyn shook her right arm, releasing a needler hidden under the loose sleeve.  It dropped into her palm, and before he could react, she raised it and stitched his cheek with knockout darts.  A look of pure astonishment overcame him.  He crumpled to the floor like a sack of wet seaweed, felled by the fast-acting narcotic.  

Talyn dragged him to the bedroom before tying his wrist and ankles with virtually unbreakable plastic restraints.  She found rolled socks in the open travel bag sitting on an unmade bed and shoved them in the man’s mouth.  A search of his pockets produced anonymous cred chips, a rental car keycard, and an ID wafer identifying him as Alek Mannsbach, forty-two, Cimmerian citizen.  

Talyn emptied the bag and searched it as well, but without coming across anything of interest.  She then searched the apartment, with similar results.  Other than the blaster, a standard model easily obtainable throughout the sector, there was nothing to distinguish Mannsbach from an honest citizen.

Talyn pulled a cheap-looking civilian communicator from her loose, pajama-like tunic and switched it on.  It hooked into the local net almost at once.  After a brief internal debate, she entered the authorization code activating the communicator’s encryption ability, turning it into a naval grade unit able to confound even the most sophisticated police surveillance algorithms.  

“What’s up?”  Decker’s voice asked a few seconds later.  “And why are we secure?”

“I have the offworlder.”

“And I iced Kerlin.”

“So I understand.  The plan worked.”

“With one wrinkle.  Assistant Commissioner Kristy Bujold was among those spattered by Gustav’s liquefied brain matter.”

“Oops.”

“Yeah.  The police response time was much shorter as a result, but I made it through the cordon.  Barely.  HQ needs to know about her being chummy with Kerlin.”

“We’ll figure out the ramifications after interrogating the offworlder.  Where are you?”

“I’m about to cross the city limits.”

“Return the rental and join me at 1251 Fourth Avenue, apartment three-oh-seven.”

“Will do.  Give me thirty minutes.”

Talyn cut the link.  Their brief conversation would be flagged as suspicious once the Constabulary analyzed communications in search of Kerlin’s killer, but only because it was scrambled nonsense impervious to decryption efforts.  

Better that than hearing her give Decker the address.  She glanced at Mannsbach and wondered how long it would take her to break him.

“Are you conditioned, my friend?”  She murmured, eyes tracing the contours of his face.  “Will you give me a chance to practice the dark arts, or are you the type to blubber at the first hint of pain?”
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— Three —

 

“Where’s your gear?”

Decker, eyes scanning the sparsely furnished living room, shrugged.  “I left it in the forest, hidden under a bush.”

“They’ll eventually find your cache, and we can’t afford to go back there.”

“Considering I ran into a Constabulary roadblock complete with armored patrol cars, it was just as well.  They’d have detected the railgun.”

Talyn nodded once.

“Fair enough.  What about Assistant Commissioner Kristy Bujold?”

“Laughing and sipping champagne with the other assholes.  She had her back to me before the shot so I couldn’t know.”

“Are you sure it was her?”

“Not a moment’s doubt.  While I was at the roadblock, Bujold’s staff car came speeding down the road from Kerlin’s cottage.  She was in the back seat, wearing the face of a woman whose career might vanish into a black hole.”

“Meaning we can expect Bujold to make hunting Kerlin’s killer a matter of self-protection.”

“Too bad the gray-legs are out of bounds.  Otherwise, we might do your internal affairs friend a solid by exposing Constabulary corruption around here.  I’m sure the Chief Constable will take a dim view of a regimental commander socializing with wannabe revolutionaries.  Where’s our customer?”

“In the bedroom.  The ID he was carrying make him a Cimmerian by the name Alek Mannsbach.  Forgettable face, the kind that works well in our professional circles, but he didn’t show the level of paranoia that should come with it.”  Talyn recounted how she’d tailed Osric Floros and talked her way into the apartment before taking Mannsbach prisoner.

When she finished, Decker let out a dismissive grunt.  “Sounds like he hasn’t lost his amateur status yet.  I doubt he’ll be conditioned.”

Talyn made a disappointed moue.  “That’s what I figure.  Shame.  It’s been a while since I enjoyed a good interrogation challenge.”

“We do it here?”

“Unless you can tell me how we might transport him to the safe house without attracting notice.”

“Then we need to start now.  If Bujold’s criminal intelligence folks are combing the communications net, they’ll find our encrypted call, and she’ll order them to search for the source.  Last I checked they can narrow it to a fifty meter radius.  Granted, this is a high-density area.  Or as high-density as it gets in Ventano, but still.  How long until Mannsbach wakes up?”

“On his own?  Twenty minutes.  But I’m carrying a full kit.”

Decker walked over to the bedroom door and stuck his head through for a glance at their prisoner.  Then, he checked the apartment’s other rooms.  “It’s not an ideal place.  Where do you want to do it?”

“On the kitchen table.  Put him on his back and tie his limbs to the legs.”

“You intend to use waterboarding?”

“No, but it’s the most uncomfortable position we can manage under the circumstances and the hardest one to struggle against.”

“True.”  Decker returned to the bedroom, picked Mannsbach up by the shoulders, and dragged him across the apartment to the kitchen.  A few minutes later, he said, “You can wake sleeping beauty now.  He’s not going anywhere.”

Talyn entered the kitchen and slowly walked around the marble-topped, stainless steel table, studying Mannsbach from every angle, stalked by her reflection in the shiny white cabinets covering three of the four walls.  She stopped and gestured at their prisoner.

“Cut our friend’s clothes off, please.”

“Is this about to turn kinky?”  Decker produced his dagger and sliced through Mannsbach’s shirt, trousers and underwear, baring the front half of his prone body.

“He’s not my type, honey.”  She pointed at a small tattoo on his left breast, above the nipple.  “Tell me that’s a stylized spiral galaxy surrounded by a wreath of stars.”

“Okay.  It’s a stylized spiral galaxy, surrounded by a wreath of stars.  If it were just a galaxy logo, I’d wonder whether Deep Space Foundation employees were required to prove their loyalty by etching its symbol into their skin.  Careless to wear distinctive body art when you’re working undercover, unless it’s designed to misdirect people like us in case we put him in this exact position, which I find unlikely.  And since removing a tattoo that size is a five minute procedure…”

“You of all people would know.”  Talyn leaned over to examine the mark more closely, then straightened and pulled a small pouch from her tunic.  “Time to ask Alek about it.”

She applied a thumbnail-sized dermal patch over Mannsbach’s carotid artery, stepped back, and gestured at Decker to join her.

“Let’s stay beyond his peripheral vision for a bit.”

As they watched, the Cimmerian worked his jaw as if fighting a dry sticky mouth.  His right eyelid fluttered open, then snapped shut again under the glare of the ceiling light.  His shoulder and thigh muscles quivered as he tested the restraints.  After half a minute, both eyes opened.  They stayed that way while his head pivoted from side to side before lifting to glance at his feet.

“What the fuck,” he croaked in a weak voice.  “Hey.  Old woman.  Where are you?”  His tongue darted out to lick dry lips.  “What the hell do you want?”

He must have sensed Talyn and Decker’s presence because he struggled to see over his shoulder but in vain.  After testing his bonds again, Mannsbach relaxed.

“Okay.  I know you’re there.  What do you want?”  His voice was stronger now that the dermal patch flushed away the last dregs of Talyn’s knockout drug.

Neither of the agents replied or made a sound.  They possessed the patience of interrogators trained to let their subjects work themselves into a state of nervous tension if not outright fear.  Almost ten minutes passed before Talyn drew a stiletto from a forearm sheath similar to the one Decker wore.  She stepped closer to Mannsbach and, reaching over his head, gently ran its tip across his lips, careful to avoid breaking the skin.

“Hello, Alek,” she said in a throaty voice at odds with her matronly disguise.

“Who are you?”  He asked uncertainly.

“She who holds your life in her hands.  Tell me, are you conditioned against interrogation?”

With the stiletto once more beyond his field of vision, Mannsbach turned his head from side to side, searching for her.  “What do you mean?”

“My question is simple, Alek.  Are you conditioned?  It’s important you answer truthfully because your life is at stake.”

Mannsbach seemed to hesitate for a second, before saying, “Yes, I am.”

“Really?”  Talyn ran the stiletto’s tip up his cheek until it hung a few millimeters over his right eye.  “You’re not a good liar, Alek.  In fact, pretty much everything about you is sub-par for a man playing footsie with volatile maniacs like the late Gustav Kerlin.”

She walked into his field of vision and stared him in the face.  “One last time.  Are you conditioned against interrogation?  Because if you are, I’ll use more extreme means to get answers.”

She ran the stiletto’s tip along the inside of his right thigh, across his genitals and along the left leg.

“The average human male can generally survive non-surgical castration and even the amputation of his penis.  Of course, the pain is excruciating and the psychological effects devastating.  But even partial castration, by making a small incision and reaching in helps loosen tongues imprisoned by conditioning.”

Fear lit up his eyes.

“Okay, okay, you crazy bitch.  I’m not conditioned.  What sort of psychopath are you?”

Talyn’s soulless smile turned her wizened face into a demon’s mask.

“The sort who always gets what she wants.”

She removed the antidote and pressed a fresh dermal patch on Mannsbach’s carotid.  

“You’re about to feel giddy.  Silly, even.  Don’t fight it.  Go with the flow.  Answering my questions will bring you pleasure.”  

Talyn ran her fingers gently along his jawline and leaned over until her lips almost met his.  He tried to turn his face away in disgust, but she grabbed his chin and forced him to stare into her eyes.

“You and I will have so much fun, Alek.”

Talyn stepped away and studied his face for signs the drug was taking hold.  After only ninety seconds, she glanced up at Decker, still standing quietly beyond Mannsbach’s line of sight, and nodded.

“What’s your name?”  She asked in a gentle, friendly tone.

His jaw muscles worked again as if fighting back an unstoppable urge to speak.

“Alasdair Malter.”  He spat out the name.

“Which star system do you call home?”

“Cimmeria.”  A goofy smile suddenly lit his face.  “Not bad, right?  Alek Mannsbach — Alasdair Malter.  Can’t accidentally mess up when initialing something.”

“Nicely done, Alasdair.”

“Thank you,” he replied in a bright voice.

“What does the tattoo on your left breast represent?”

A sly expression lit up his eyes.  “Now that would be telling.”

“You’d make me ever so happy if you explained its meaning.”

“That is a stylized spiral galaxy surrounded by stars, but tell no one.”

“Does it symbolize something important?  An event in your life, perhaps?”

Malter giggled.

“It represents an alliance of star systems.  Can’t you tell?”

“I’m not as smart as you are, Alasdair, so please humor me.  Is this alliance of stars an organization or an idea?”

“Oh, it stopped being just an idea months ago.  You’ll find out soon enough.  We’re growing.”  He chortled with pleasure.

“I’d rather find out now.  Tell me about this organization.  Does it have a name?”

His eyes narrowed while his lips pursed as if he was about to reveal the secret of eternal life.

“It’s called the Democratic Stars Alliance.”

She glanced up at Decker who shook his head.

“What is its goal?”

“To rid Commonwealth worlds of their plutocratic rulers and bring humanity together as one big family, without the regressive sovereign star systems nonsense.”

“Sounds like a noble endeavor.  Who were you meeting here on behalf of the Democratic Stars Alliance?”

“Gustav Kerlin, the leader of the Freedom Collective.”

“Why were you sent to meet with Gustav Kerlin?”

“The Democratic Stars Alliance wants his organization to join it.”

Talyn saw Decker gaze out the window from the corner of her eyes but kept watching Malter.  When he turned back, she glanced up and saw his fingers dance in the sign language taught to Naval Intelligence field operatives.

Police outside.  Looking for source of encrypted transmission?  Your communicator’s disabled?  Mine is.

She nodded once.

“Why does the Democratic Stars Alliance wish to absorb Kerlin’s Freedom Collective?”

“So that our movement establishes a strong presence on Mission Colony.”

“And once it’s done so, what happens?”

“We take control.  Just as we will elsewhere in the sector.”  Malter giggled again.  “And beyond.”

“Did you meet only with Kerlin or were there others?”

“No.”  Malter shook his head vehemently.  “Kerlin wanted to keep this to himself.  His security chief was nearby, but unable to listen.”

Decker gestured for her attention again.  

Police watching this building.  Time to wrap up.

A spasm shook Malter’s body as his face twisted in pain.  The battle between his inhibitions against revealing too much and his drug-induced loquaciousness was reaching a critical stage.  He would either become catatonic or suffer cardiac arrest if she didn’t administer the antidote within the next few minutes.

“One more question.  How were you supposed to convince Kerlin that merging his Freedom Collective with the Democratic Stars Alliance would help him?”

“Money, an advance now, with regular payments in the future.  And the offer of a gift to help him advance the cause,” Malter answered reluctantly from between clenched teeth.

“What was the gift?”

A strangled laugh broke through the increasingly frequent spasms.  “Mayhem.  A whole damned kilo.”

Talyn glanced up at her partner again and saw an alarmed expression on his face.

Ask him if he handed the gift over to Kerlin.

“Did you give Gustav the Mayhem?”

“Yes.”  A more violent spasm shook the entire table.

Decker made a cutting gesture, telling her to stop.  She tore off the second dermal patch and applied a third, loaded with a counteracting drug.  The spasms immediately lost their intensity but didn’t subside entirely.

“Why do I think you know what he was talking about, Zack?  Mayhem is a strange word to use in this context.”

“It’s also the nickname for an explosive compound so highly classified, even knowledge of its existence within the Fleet is severely restricted.  Never mind it takes a flag officer’s permission to even draw a single gram from one of the few ammunition depots in the Commonwealth allowed to hold the stuff.”  Decker’s eyes were drawn to Alasdair Malter.  “I think we’re losing him, Hera.”

“Cardiac arrest.  I applied the antidote a few seconds too late.  He’ll need medical intervention.”

“We can’t afford to attract attention, not if there are even a few atoms of the devil’s compound loose on this planet.”

She stared at him in surprise for a few seconds.

“I’m surprised at hearing you, my conscience, recommend I kill him.”

“We need to find the Mayhem before it turns Ventano or any other city on this planet into a smoking crater.  Besides, as far as I’m concerned anyone trafficking the stuff forfeits his life.”

Talyn removed the antidote patch and pulled a subdermal injector from her pouch.

“Last chance.”

“Do it.”  He looked out at the street again.  “Tell me this place has a hidden back door.”

“Sorry.  But there is an underground garage.”  She pressed the injector against Malter’s neck.  “Done.  And I found a rental car’s keycard in Alasdair’s pockets, so it stands to reason he’s using this unit’s space in the subbasement.”

The Cimmerian twitched one last time and then lay still.  She pressed her fingers against his carotid.

“He’s dead.”

“And we’re leaving a murder scene for the Constabulary to find.”

“Hopefully not until they get search warrants for every unit in this building.  Now tell me about this Mayhem.”

Talyn picked up the discarded patches and tucked them back into her pouch, which vanished inside her voluminous tunic.  While Decker spoke, she removed her facial disguise and changed from a ninety-year-old matriarch into a woman forty years younger.

“As I said, it’s an unofficial nickname — MAximum Yield High Explosive Mixture — but the official designation is MHX-19.  The guy who invented it had a warped sense of humor.  He came up with the formula to circumvent the ban on detonating nuclear weapons in an atmosphere.”  

When he saw the questioning look on her face, he said, “MHX is neither antimatter nor nuclear.  However, a hundred kilos of the stuff is enough to scour several square kilometers of a planet’s surface to bedrock while presenting a visual detonation signature almost identical to an antimatter explosion, but without a nuclear bomb’s radiation burst, meaning it’s clean.  The Army and Marine Corps have little use for Mayhem.  It’s too powerful and presents an excessive risk of collateral damage.  And because making the compound is brutally expensive, the Navy prefers cheaper nuclear warheads for its missiles.  That single kilo he mentioned would be enough to wipe out the entire government precinct.  This is serious business, Hera.”

“Can’t say I ever heard of it.”

Talyn shrugged out of her tunic, turned it inside out, and pulled it on again, replacing the brightly colored floral pattern with a more sober dark blue.

“The only reason I know is because I’m a Master Gunner.  We’re sworn to secrecy before they tell us about the stuff.”

Talyn scoffed at him.  “Charming.”

“Hey, I didn’t invent that devil’s mixture, and I never used it.  But I saw what it did to the proving grounds on Caledonia.  If the Freedom Collective’s radical nut jobs have Mayhem in their possession, we’re looking at a mass murder waiting to happen.”  He glanced out the window again.  “Where does the underground garage emerge?”

“At the back.”

“Let’s find Malter’s rental and try it.”

“How about we sanitize the scene first?  Take the rest of his clothes off and put him in bed.  I’ll clean up the kitchen and dispose of the evidence.  It won’t fool a decent criminalist, but if we can make the cops think he died in bed, if only for a few hours…”

“Don’t forget to take his ID and weapon.”
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They reached the underground garage without meeting another soul.  Finding Malter’s rental proved easy.  The economy ground car, white, angular and practical, sat in a private stall marked 307, and opened its doors at their approach, sensing the keycard in Talyn’s hand.  She slipped in behind the controls while Decker took the passenger seat.  The car backed out of its stall at Talyn’s touch and silently made for the ramp leading to ground level.  An automatic door dropped at their approach, allowing late afternoon sunlight to spill over the concrete floor.  They emerged into a side street and saw a pair of gray-uniformed constables by the apartment building’s rear exit, heads bent over handheld scanners.  Both looked up at the car as it passed, but made no attempt to stop them.

“Take us to the rental office,” Talyn said when they reached the corner.  “Ser Mannsbach asked us to return this unit since he no longer requires it.”

“Acknowledged,” the artificial intelligence driving them replied in a soft, androgynous voice before turning left onto Fourth Avenue, which was already filling with workers headed home.  Noticeable among them were a half dozen more constables with scanners on the sidewalks around the apartment building’s front door.

Decker wanted to comment about them waiting for another call from the mysteriously encrypted communicator then remembered at the last minute their car’s AI might record everything.  And once the police found Mannsbach/Malter’s body, they’d trace his rental back to the agency and find out about the two mysterious individuals who returned it.  Once parked in the agency’s lot next to the Ventano spaceport, Decker and Talyn climbed out, leaving the keycard behind and walked away.

“We need to change faces again,” she said leading them to the nearest public transit stop.  “But once we’re at the safe house.”

“What about tracking down the Democratic Stars Alliance’s gift of death and destruction?  Why waste a fresh set of identities if we plan on knocking a few more heads?”

She was silent for a moment, then nodded.

“Agreed.”

“In that case, I suggest we pay our little buddy Osric Floros a visit right away since he was the late and unlamented Gustav Kerlin’s chief of staff for rabble-rousing affairs.  If he doesn’t know where Kerlin took the stuff, he’ll surely be able to point us at someone who does.”

“That mention of Mayhem really has you spooked.”

“You better believe it.  And I don’t scare easily.”  Decker paused, and then asked, “How come we never came across this Democratic Stars Alliance before today, if it’s been around for a few months already and recruiting radical groups all over the Rim Sector?”

“Since Admiral Kruczek’s inquisitors probably didn’t winkle out every last Black Sword traitor in the Naval Intelligence Branch, I suppose someone working a political analysis desk is sitting on the news so operatives like us don’t interfere in the DSA’s expansion.”

“A few cockroaches always escape the most thorough fumigation.  Once Ulrich hears of this, I’m sure the inquisitors will find out who kept the information from working its way into the threat matrix.  Would I be wrong in thinking this DSA could be the Coalition’s newest ploy to advance its ambitions?  How did the late Alasdair Malter put it?  Get rid of so-called plutocratic rulers and unite human worlds into one entity without interference from sovereign star systems?”

“He used more flowery language, but that’s the essence.  And yes, I agree, it sounds like the Coalition found a new trick.  Since co-opting legitimate governments hasn’t worked so far, why not replace them altogether without worrying about niceties such as free and fair elections, or the will of the people?”

Decker grunted.  “And once Coalition-controlled assholes like the Mission Colony Freedom Collective and their spiritual siblings on other worlds take over, goodbye star system independence.  It’s a pretty solid theory, especially considering they might be in possession of the most dangerous sub-nuclear explosive substance known to humanity, one which should never end up in unauthorized hands.  Think of how many safeguards failed if a few kilos of it ended up in the Freedom Collective’s arsenal.  The Mayhem has to come via Black Sword traitors in the munitions control system, and since Black Sword belongs to the Coalition...”

A silent, half-full bus pulled up before Talyn could reply.  They climbed aboard and spent the entire trip in silence.  Back in the downtown core, Talyn took them on another public transit line which passed near Osric Floros’ home.  So far, the ubiquitous newscasts running on public displays made no mention of Alasdair Malter, better known as Alek Mannsbach.  Decker questioned whether the Constabulary would, in fact, carry out a unit-by-unit search of the dead DSA emissary’s building since there would be no recurrence of the encrypted transmission.

“I didn’t notice,” Decker said as they sat on the bench occupied a few hours earlier by an old woman wearing a loose tunic with a bright floral pattern, “but was Alasdair’s apartment properly sealed?”

“Why?”  Talyn asked from behind her polarized sunglasses.

“Just wondering how long it’ll take for the neighbors to notice the stench of a decomposing body.”

“Does it matter?”

He gave her a half shrug.

“I suppose not.  What’s the plan with Osric?”

“How would you like to become a DSA goon?”

“And beat the sniveling little revolutionary wannabe to a pulp?  Sure, but I don’t think it’s what you’re planning.”

“I’m not.  How about this for a scenario?  I’m Alek Mannsbach’s superior and I’ve been watching the deal with Kerlin from a distance, ready to step in once they consummate it.  You, Big Boy, are my bodyguard.  Since Kerlin’s dead, I’m taking over from Alek, and my first order of business is to recover the so-called gift.”

“And my job will be to convince Osric that cooperation is a good idea.”

“I’d rather not carry out another chemical interrogation and risk leaving a second body with drug-induced cardiac arrest.  Osric looks less healthy than Alasdair did, and you saw what happened to him.”

“He must have suffered from an underlying cardiac weakness, but since we don’t have access to a properly equipped interrogation facility where we can test our subjects beforehand, you won’t get any arguments from me.”  A pause.  “We use our current cover IDs?”

“Yes.”  She stood.  “Come, Ser Peel.  It’s time we introduced ourselves to Floros.  He lives in unit two-twelve.”

In contrast to the Fourth Avenue apartment building, the entrance security measures, weak to begin with, were inoperative.  They met no one in the lobby or inside the dingy, plastic-coated concrete stairwell and emerged on the second floor unseen and unheard.

Talyn removed her sunglasses and pushed her hat back to expose her face, hoping Floros would open to an inoffensive, reasonably attractive woman not much older than he was.  In their study of his habits over the previous week, Decker and Talyn saw no love interest of either gender, but enough evidence to show he was partial to women.  It might make him more amenable to cooperating with one showing up on his doorstep.

She knocked on the door panel marked two-one-two.

“What do you want?”  A querulous voice asked after almost a minute.  Talyn recognized it as belonging to Kerlin’s link with the radical community.

“My name is Sherri Zadeck, Ser Floros.  Alek Mannsbach is one of my people.  You informed him of Gustav’s death, an unfortunate event which changes things, such as the agreement Alek previously discussed with him.”

“How come I never heard of you?”

“You weren’t meant to.  But when Alek informed me of your visit earlier this afternoon, I took the lead.  This is probably something we shouldn’t discuss via intercom where anyone on the floor can listen.  Perhaps we might continue this conversation in the privacy of your apartment.”

“Who’s the gorilla with you?”

“My bodyguard.  Useful, but of no consequence other than ensuring nothing untoward happens.”

A soft clicked followed by a louder squeak, and the door slid aside to reveal the shabbily dressed, unkempt, and wild-eyed former academic.

“Come in,” he said with apparent ill grace.

Talyn, immersed in her role as a DSA grandee, looked around with a disdainful expression as she brushed by him and sniffed, “How cozy.”

Floros stared up at Zack as the Marine followed his partner into the apartment.  He winked at him and said, “Don’t mind the boss.  She’s more the sort to enjoy Gustav Kerlin’s country home than the humble abodes of his followers.”

“I heard that, Corbin.  Take heed you don’t annoy me too much.  Bodyguards are a cred a dozen, even big bruisers like you.”

Decker smirked at Floros.  “Of course, Sera Sherri.”

A distinctly nonplussed Floros followed them into his own living room.  

“What may I do for you?”

“You’re aware of Gustav’s negotiations with Alek?”  Talyn asked.

“Yes.  Alek invited us to join the Democratic Stars Alliance as the movement’s Mission Colony affiliate.  He promised us funding and support if we adopt your organization’s policies.”

“Who takes over now that Gustav’s been murdered?”

“His partner, Eva Cortez.”

Decker and Talyn exchanged a covert glance at the unexpected news.  They knew Cortez was one of her late husband’s enablers, if not accomplices, but becoming the most public figure of Mission Colony’s radical movement?  Or was her role to be a mere figurehead?

Floros must have seen their reaction because he said, “You need not worry, Sera Zadeck.  Eva is just as committed to the cause as Gustav.  Some say she’s even more ruthless in her pursuit of our ideals.”

“Then I should meet with her at the first opportunity.  Where is Sera Cortez right now?”

“Still at the country house where Gustav was killed, I suppose.”

“Whose country house would that be?  Surely a man of the people like Ser Kerlin didn’t own a plutocrat’s real estate portfolio.”

The man shrank back at her acid tone, and he shook his head with vehemence.  

“No, of course not.  It belongs to a progressive corporation that supports our movement.  The owners placed it at Gustav and Eva’s disposal so they can host friends, backers, and supporters in complete privacy.  You understand we’re viewed with suspicion by the colonial government and often placed under illegal surveillance.”

“Something with which we’re intimately familiar, Ser Floros.  Can I assume our gift to the Freedom Collective is now in Eva’s hands?”

“I wouldn’t know.  Gustav kept the details of his negotiations with Alek closely held.  I assume Eva has it, but only she or Piet Yorik, Gustav’s chief of security, can answer that question.”

“And Yorik is at the country house as well, no doubt.”

“He is.  Pardon me for asking, but why this concern about the gift?”

“With Gustav’s assassination, I must make sure it does not fall into hands inimical to the DSA and its allies.”

Floros seemed unconvinced.  He scratched his beard and said, “I see.  You’ll need to speak with Eva, seeing as how she’s in charge now.”

“How can I reach her?  Or could you contact Eva for me, pass on the DSA’s condolences and let her know I took over the negotiations from Alek?  I’d appreciate an hour of her time as soon as possible, considering Gustav’s death is bound to bring intense police scrutiny neither of us can afford.  Will you do that for me, Osric?”

An engaging smile tugged at Talyn’s lips.

“Okay.”  He still seemed hesitant, but she didn’t push any further.  “How can Eva or I reach you?”

Talyn produced her communicator.

“I’ll give you my calling code.  You or Eva can reach out to me at any hour, day or night.”  She stood.  “Thank you, Osric.  I know you still need to deal with your grief at losing a charismatic leader such as Gustav, but the inexorable march of political reform waits for no one.”
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“How is it even possible?”  Eva Cortez, a long-haired brunette with smoldering brown eyes and the smooth, olive-skinned face of a woman twenty years younger demanded for the umpteenth time as she paced the living room to work off her rage.  “How could a sniper get close enough to murder Gustav without triggering the security perimeter or alerting your people, Piet?”

The clicking of high heels on polished marble died away when Cortez stopped to stare at the silent chief of security, a hulking man as muscular and square-faced as she was svelte.  His shiny, pale dome glistened with perspiration, as did his upper lip.  She had been raging ever since the last of the shaken, and in some cases, terrified guests left after giving their testimony to the Constabulary investigators.

“I can’t tell you more than what you already know, Eva.  Not until my people finish searching the far end of the glen.  A trained sniper with a railgun capable of firing darts at almost ten times the speed of sound could easily find a hide beyond our perimeter.  In the hands of an expert, maximum range is dictated by the quality of the optics used, and I say optics because we would have detected active target acquisition.  The killer went strictly low tech to stay invisible.  Our security perimeter registered the power spike when he fired, nothing more, and it was so brief the sensors weren’t able to triangulate.  This guy’s a pro.”

“Guy?  Why couldn’t it be a woman?”

“I meant guy in the generic, Eva.  Don’t hassle me because of my choice of words.  Not today.”  Piet Yorik squeezed the bridge of his nose to disguise his increasing irritation with Eva’s temper.  The conversation had been spinning in circles ever since they found themselves alone.  “This was a well-planned and executed hit.  I’m ready to bet my next year’s pay the Constabulary won’t catch him — or her.”

“Was it personal or political?”

“How the hell should I know, Eva?  Gustav’s habits made him personal enemies all over the place.  Could be one of them decided enough was enough.  I warned the both of you this could happen if he didn’t put a brake on his appetites.  But railgun firing pros like our sniper, they’re expensive, much too expensive for folks holding a personal grudge against Gustav.  For one thing, I’ve never heard of any on Mission Colony, so he, or she, is almost certainly an offworlder, which ups the cost even more.”

“Political, then.”  Cortez resumed her pacing, and Yorik winced as the click of heels once more assaulted his ears.  “The cabrons running this place have access to that kind of money.  It’ll make tossing the colonial administration out on its ass that much sweeter.  Do you think they got wind of our timeline and that’s why they killed Gustav?  To stop the inevitable?”

Yorik let out an audible sigh.  “I’m not the one to answer that question, Eva.  Ask the Collective’s governing council.”

She whirled around and speared him with furious eyes.

“Those incompetent fools?  People who actually believe the radical bullshit we’re peddling?  Please.  I’m asking for your opinion.”

“Okay.  You want my opinion.  Here it is.  Whoever put the hit on Gustav isn’t local.  As I said several times in the last hour, the sniper is a consummate pro.  An incredibly expensive pro.  You need serious money to hire someone like that, and you need contacts to find him.  I can’t think of anyone in the colonial administration with the right connections or enough guts.”

“If not a local, then who?”

“Stop asking me questions I’m unable to answer, Eva.  Gustav’s ambitions were bigger than Mission Colony.  Perhaps he fell afoul of people with a reach that encompasses the entire damn Rim Sector if not the Commonwealth itself and we don’t know about it.  You of all people should remember how secretive he was.  Just look at how he kept almost everyone out of the talks with this Democratic Stars Alliance.”

“Then what happens now?  Do I spend the rest of my own life waiting for a railgun-equipped pro to turn my head into a pink mist?”

Yorik answered with a weary shrug.

“There’s no point in dwelling on it at the moment.  Instead, you need to think about asserting control over the Collective before nightfall.  One or two of the governing council idiots might think their time to lead has come.  Leave the investigation to the Constabulary.  Assistant Commissioner Bujold will make sure her people do a thorough job while seeing that Gustav’s secrets are buried with him.”

A smile briefly lit up Cortez’s face.  “I know she will.”

“Which means we need not worry.  I suggest you declare yourself Gustav’s heir and concentrate on picking up the talks with Mannsbach.”

“Unlike Gustav, I remain unconvinced we should hitch our fortunes to a group no one knew of until a few months ago.”

“That’s because you’re not aware of certain things yet, Eva.”

“Then make me aware.”  She stopped to face him again.

“I watched Gustav’s back during every meeting with the DSA man.  He wanted no one else with him.  I didn’t actually sit in on the discussions, but Gustav told me enough afterward to understand what they’re offering is a shortcut to your ambitions.”

“What sort of shortcut?”

“One that’ll make our beloved colonial administration beg the Freedom Collective to form this star system’s next government.”

A finely arched eyebrow crept up.  “Oh?”

Yorik suddenly tilted his head to one side in the unmistakable gesture of an earbug wearer receiving a call.  He raised his right hand to still her next words.

“This is Yorik.”

After almost a minute, he asked the unseen caller, “And you’re sure they’re legit?”  Another pause, followed by a grunt and a frown.  “Okay.  Let me speak with Eva and get back to you.”  His head returned to the vertical.  “That was Osric.  Another DSA emissary came out of the woodwork not long after he told Mannsbach about Gustav’s assassination.  A Sherri Zadeck.  She was with a gorilla by the name Corbin, last name unknown.  This Zadeck claims to be Mannsbach’s boss, and she said considering this morning’s events, she’s taking over the talks about our merger with the DSA.”

Lines creased Eva’s smooth forehead.  “Sounds strange.  Her name is new to you, right?”

He nodded.

“First time I’m aware of this Zadeck’s existence.”

“What do you think?”

“She knew where to find Osric, she knows about Gustav’s negotiations with the DSA, most importantly, she knows about the gift Mannsbach gave Gustav, meaning—”

“What gift?”

“That’s what I was about to tell you when Osric called.  Only Mannsbach, Gustav, and I are aware of its existence.”

“Which indicates Zadeck’s legit.”

“Could be.”  A dubious expression creased Yorik’s face.  “But a new actor appearing out of nowhere hours after a pro whacks Gustav?  In any case, she’d like to meet with you, and she seems worried about who’s in control of the gift.”
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