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      The rainbow has infinite shades, just as this collection covers the spectrum of fictional possibilities.

      From contemporary romances like The Shores of Twilight Bay to dark fantasy like A Lone Red Tree and out to SF futures in Child of Spring, Iridescent covers the gamut of time, space and genre.

      Meyari McFarland shows her mastery in this first omnibus collection of her short fiction. Twenty-five amazing stories, all with queer characters going on adventures, solving mysteries, and falling in love are here in the first Rainbow Collection.

      And now you can get this massive collection of short queer fiction, all of it with the happy endings you love, for free!

      

      Sign up here for your free copy of Iridescent now!
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      Far from Earth, a long time from now, humanity has claimed new worlds, edited their genes to fit in new environments and expanded out to cover dozens of solar systems. Homo Sapiens has joined the other six intelligent space-faring species.

      They're still human.

      Still prone to the same stupid mistakes, blind faith and world-destroying greed that drove humanity off Old Earth and into space in the first place. No matter where humanity goes, the one constant seems to be that humans are humans are humans.

      Both in the bad ways and in the good.

      Because if there will always be con artists, thieves and murders among us, there will also be far more people who want a good life, to do the right thing, and to make the universe a better place.

      And this, more than anything, is what fascinates the Drath, the oldest space-faring species in the galaxy. Humans are humans, always. Wherever they go, there will be good humans and bad humans and scads of humans who muddle along somewhere in the middle.

      The question becomes not what do the Drath want of humanity?

      

      The question is whether or not the Drath will allow humanity to continue to exist?

      

      Meyari McFarland

      March, 2020
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            Fragments of a Chain

          

        

      

    

    
      When I write, I try to challenge myself. I try new techniques or push my skills on different tropes and ideas and formats. One of the things I'd never attempted was writing an amnesia story. I find them horribly frustrating as a reader so there was never any incentive to write one.

      Until I realized at the end of Consort of the Crystal Palace that Mohana was not simply a jerk.

      There was much more to him that I needed to explore. Unfortunately, what that was and how it fit into the bigger scheme wasn't clear at first. Since I write into the dark, I only had a vague idea for this book.

      I wanted a trans woman character. I wanted Mohana to fall in love. I wanted to know who was plotting to destroy the Ceelen and the Hyun-Ju.

      The answers to all those questions turned out to be so much more interesting than I expected and so much more compliated than I could have anticipated.

      

      Welcome to Fragments of a Chain, installment four of the Drath series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. Blank

          

        

      

    

    
      Mohana stumbled over a cobblestone, head screaming with pain that made the sunlight blinding and the shouts echoing around him into agony. Every step jarred his head. Breathing hurt, holding his breath hurt. The pain throbbed and pulsed and tore at him until tears smeared the world into a kaleidoscope of swirling motion that couldn't be sorted out.

      "Keep moving!"

      He stared at the short round woman who caught his elbow. Plump, dark skin with a rosy undertone, long twists that reached to her ample thighs. They stood out against the scarlet and gold dress she wore. She seemed familiar, like someone he should know, but he couldn't place her name. Their history. How they'd met or even, he shuddered, whether they were friends or enemies.

      "Oh no!" The woman gasped. "Bala! Mohana was hit."

      "Get him into Hasenkamp's right now!" Bala shouted at her. Them. "Move! We can't hold them off very long, Imani."

      Imani. The round woman who gripped his wrist like her hand was made of steel was Imani. Imani… what? The rest of her name skittered away, out of reach, leaving him stumbling along in Imani's wake.

      Why were they running?

      A needle whined past his ear, starling Mohana so badly that he fell to one knee. Imani hauled on his arm so hard that she dragged him back to his feet. Then she shoved him onwards towards a huge building made of wood, shingled roof, actual wood shingles that had gone silver in the sun. He moaned a little because the sky overhead was so very blue and so huge, too enormous. It felt as though it was going to come crashing down on him at any second.

      His feet stumbled to a stop as air went thick and hard. He couldn't breathe, couldn't suck in air, couldn't move. All he could do was stare up at that horrible blue sky that had to crumble and collapse onto him at any second.

      "No, keep going!" Imani snapped. She jabbed Mohana in the side, hard enough that he grunted and nearly fell again. "Get inside this instant!"

      There were people at the door, big, burly, paler skin than Imani. A golden shade, rather like the finest silk stretched over a perfectly rounded sphere of gold. Such round faces. He didn't like them, too bland and plain. Why didn't they have character in their faces? Their eyes were too flat, too, just narrow wedges with icy blue and grey irises. No warmth at all in those intense pale eyes.

      The people at the door fired past Mohana and Imani, great roaring blaster shots that crackled in the air. Somehow, he didn't know how, the air smelt like it burned. Not things in the air but the air itself which… Was that crazy? He thought it was crazy. Maybe he was crazy?

      Why couldn't he remember anything?

      "Hasenkamp!" Imani shouted once they were inside, with Bala and a short slender woman carrying a nasty little needler and a tall man who was as thin as Imani was plump. He had Imani's dark skin while the slender woman had the same golden skin that the people at the door did. That Bala did. At least Bala had some character in her face, with planed cheekbones and wider eyes and a nose sharp as a knife.

      "Seal the doors!"

      Mohana jumped. Hasenkamp? Well, it had to be. He was a head shorter than Mohana with nicely dark skin the exact same shade as Imani's. Same eyes. Oh, and same plump lips and full cheeks, too. Perhaps her father? He was just as plump as she was, maybe a little more as Hasenkamp's belly was full and bulging while it was Imani's hips and thighs that carried her weight.

      He jerked when something whined, high and threatening. But everyone else relaxed so maybe it was good? A moment later something exploded outside, knocking Mohana from his feet even though no one else fell. They didn't even stumble or flinch. Instead they breathed out, shoulders relaxing as they put their weapons away.

      "The shields will hold," Hasenkamp said, smugness making him puff his chest, well his belly, out. "At least long enough for Tiyamike's people to get rid of this batch. Glad you got our boy down here."

      "He was hit," Imani said. "Mohana, do you remember anything at all?"

      "Ah, no?" Mohana said. He stared up at her, at the others who looked either blackly furious or utterly dismayed. "I ah, didn't know my name until you said it. Or yours. Or where we are or what's going on or… anything, really. What happened?"

      "Damn them," Bala snarled.

      She glared at the sealed door, so furious that Mohana wondered if she'd charge back outside to kill the people out there. But Imani put a hand on Bala's arm. Fake. Prosthetic arm. Silver and black and delicate swirls of gold that formed leaves and spirals and tiny golden flowers. It was beautiful, far more beautiful than Bala.

      "You were hit with a drug that wipes memories," Imani told Mohana. "Hopefully temporarily. We upgraded your nanites, tiny machines that live in your bloodstream, so they should be working to fix the broken links between your synapses."

      "Hopefully?" Mohana asked as he pulled himself back to his feet. His legs shook a little. Shock or fear that this would continue forever, he didn't know.

      "We should have gotten the programming right for the nanites," Bala said. She didn't meet his eyes, didn't even glance in his direction. Her attention was fully on the thunder of blasters outside.

      Or, given how tense her shoulders were and how no one else would meet his eyes, the chances of his getting his memory back were much lower than Bala and Imani were willing to say. Mohana nodded. Licked his lips and tasted salt. Sweat. So he'd been running? And then been hit? It must be very quick-acting if so.

      "How long does it take for the drug to take effect?" Mohana asked.

      "We're not sure," Imani said. She looked to Bala who sighed and rubbed her prosthetic arm up above the elbow. Bala still wouldn't look at Mohana. "We suspect that it's relatively slow to take effect."

      "Is there any timeline?" Mohana asked. "Because my memories start when you first shouted at me to keep moving outside. That was the moment it took full effect so if we could count backwards perhaps there would be a clue in where and when I was um. Infected? Drugged? If that's helpful."

      Bala finally turned, staring at Mohana with such ferocity that he backed off a step. Only to run into Hasenkamp's meaty palm set square between his shoulder blades. She gestured for Mohana to turn around which he did, confused but not willing to anger this woman who seemed like a needler about to go off at any second. Or perhaps… He frowned, not finding the word for small objects that exploded violently like the ones outside.

      "His neck," Bala exclaimed.

      She gripped his wrist and pulled him into a sharp bow that wrenched both his back and his arm. Whatever she saw on his neck, it made her growl and then curse so vividly that this time when Mohana backed off he ducked behind Hasenkamp. Who only snorted with amusement. Braver than Mohana was, that was certain. As pretty was Bala was, and she had a small level of prettiness in that lean face of hers, she was utterly terrifying.

      "It's quick acting," Bala finally snarled to Imani whose mouth dropped open in shock. "There's a needle mark on the side of his neck. Fresh enough that the wound hasn't healed yet."

      "Come on," Hasenkamp said as he pushed Mohana towards the broad stairs with their risers made of logs split in half. "We need to get you scanned immediately."

      And apparently everyone agreed with that because Mohana found himself propelled past the stairs, through a small door and down into a dark basement full of bales of some sort of fiber mixed with boxes of powdered and liquid dyes. Hasenkamp took Mohana through a hidden door, down another stairway, Bala and Imani on their heels, and then into a steel-walled antiseptic room full of raised beds, monitors and computer systems that Mohana had to assume had something to do with the scan Hasenkamp required.

      The room smelled like bleach, strongly enough that Mohana sneezed twice as he was unceremoniously shoved onto one of the beds and firmly ordered to stay still. At least the room they'd first entered had smelled better, more like flowers and tea. And then the storeroom had been dust mixed with chemicals.

      There didn't seem to be doctors. Shouldn't there be a doctor? Mohana frowned. He could swear that there should be. Or nurses. Or something. But there wasn't. Just him, lying as still as he could on the bed, Hasenkamp and Bala working a control panel that was turned away so that he couldn't see what they found, and Imani staring at Mohana with so much hope in her eyes that he wanted to squirm.

      "There's time for me to remember, isn't there?" Mohana asked Imani. He winced when Bala glared. "I mean, we're inside. Safe. I don't have to do anything in particular, do I?"

      Imani sighed, shoulders sagging as she shook her head so sadly that Mohana could have sworn that all the hair on his arms stood on end. She looked so very disappointed, so worried, that Mohana swallowed down a sudden surge of bile at the back of his throat. When he looked, both Bala and Hasenkamp were staring at him with identical expressions of disappointment and worry.

      "What?" Mohana asked. "You know I don't know."

      "They couldn't kill you," Bala said, sharp and angry and frustrated. "So they did the next best thing. They made you useless to us."

      "You work for the Ceelen, Mohana," Imani murmured. In the empty medical bay her voice carried surprisingly well. There wasn't even a quiver from the explosions going off above ground. "Someone has been attacking us, trying to destroy our leaders. They nearly killed our ruler, Nthanda Ceelen, several times. They kidnapped his children before they could be born. His heir Jing was targeted. So was I. And on the planet, Melin, that's where we are. On the planet, people have been trying to destroy Bala and Hasenkamp and the traditions they follow."

      "That's… bad?" Mohana said, unsure what to add.

      "Very," Imani agreed. "We'd made a breakthrough, figured out the next level up of power behind the attacks. And they struck back at us. You heard from a sibling, someone who worked within their power structure, but she was murdered while talking to you and all records of the transmission were wiped from the system. Only she and you knew who was behind this latest round of attacks."

      "So we decided to get you down here, out of space, to my area of power," Bala said. "Because my computers are the best in the human sphere. They can't hack them. I've made sure of that. We thought that Tiyamike had the assassin problem under control. But now…"

      She stopped, looking away from Mohana. Imani looked away, too. Even Hasenkamp refused to meet his eyes.

      Now they were probably doomed.

      All because Mohana had lost his memory and there might be no way to get it back.
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      Tiyamike ran through the Undercity, mask on and knives out. Down two flights of stairs, across an open street with slime-soaked floors and dripping ceilings and then into a little nook on the far side that should, if Tiyamike was far luckier than she deserved, place her in front of the assholes who'd attacked Mohana's group.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid mistakes. How could she have made so many stupid mistakes in one day? All she'd had to do was get one man from the spaceport to the Crystal Palace and she hadn't managed that with all her crew and Hasenkamp's to boot. Be surprised if Hasenkamp didn't put a needle through her brain after this was over.

      She'd deserve it.

      The mask hid her face, filtered the air, and kept anyone from gassing her. Necessary. Whoever it was had hired assassins and thugs from off-world to take Mohana Baumhauer down. Big man Mohana better be able to defend himself because bad things were coming and he was first on the line to die.

      Be a pity. Tiyamike liked him. Didn't flirt much but then few people did. Saw her square jaw, raw cheekbones, and looked away. Which was good. Fewer people that really saw Tiyamike the safer she was when she had to go out on an op like this.

      Well, not like this.

      This wasn't an op. This was a disaster, a fiasco of galactic proportions as Bala would say. She had to be cursing up a storm up on the surface. But if Bala got him through to at least Hasenkamp then it would be all right. Maybe. Possibly. No guarantees of it, of course. If they could slip him the amnesia drug somehow then everyone was doomed. Tiyamike as much as Bala and Imani.

      Bad for business, that's what this was. Bad for her jewelry business, bad for her assassination ring, bad for Hexal City and the whole of Melin. They had to get these assholes, shut them down, or everything Tiyamike had built in her life was going to come crashing down. And that wasn't going to happen. She wouldn't let it. After she'd quit training to be a Consort like Bala, Tiyamike had decided that she wouldn't let anyone or anything control her again.

      Now to come find that she'd been controlled all along and some asshole from another world was moving her and everyone she knew around like a Go stone on a board where she couldn't see the lines? Not good. Not going to continue, either. Especially since Tiyamike'd failed with her one job of the day.

      Wouldn't stay failed for much longer, though.

      Echoes of running men, heavy with good boot tread that echoed like hammer blows on the floors. Outsiders then. No one who lived in the Undercity wore boots that made noise like that. Made you too easy to ambush, too easy to kill. Tiyamike breathed deep, relaxed herself as best she could and then moved just as the troop of goddamn outsiders in their heavy armor and ridiculously huge blasters ran past her.

      Two down on the first swing, knives to the throat where the armor was weakest. Another went down when Tiyamike snapped their spine at the neck with a hard kick. Fourth was a kick to the groin in a weak armor spot with the toe spike on her boot, cutting the groin open and bleeding them out. Fifth died slower, Tiyamike grabbing his head and twisting until his spine snapped.

      That was when the rest, only three left, started to react. Fast, strong, they came with blasters for a fight meant for hand to hand. Tiyamike killed one by shoving him into his buddy's range of fire, took the next with another knife to the throat and then knocked the blaster out of the last one's hands.

      He fought. Hard. Fast, deadly enough for someone not born and bred to the Undercity. Didn't know the slime, how to slip and slide on it, how to fling it into your enemy's mask so that they couldn't breathe. He choked, tore the mask off, screamed as Tiyamike nailed him through the shoulder with her biggest knife.

      "I yield!" the soldier, stupid man, shouted.

      "Think this is a game, do you?" Tiyamike said. She jerked the knife in his shoulder and nodded when he screamed and clutched her hand. "No game, boyo. You talk or you dead. Target?"

      "Mohana… Mohana Baumhauer," the soldier replied. Sweat poured down his face. His hand shook on Tiyamike's wrist. "Successful. Neutralized. Not killed."

      "The drug," Tiyamike said, not really needing the confirmation. She looked up and growled that there were more heavy loud bootsteps coming. Time to move. "Wiped his memory."

      The soldier grinned, defiant despite his injury, Tiyamike's weight pressing down on him. "Done now. Nothing will get his mind back."

      "Mmm, good you think so," Tiyamike said more to fuck with his mind than anything else. She snorted at the shocked, horrified look on his face and then tore the knife out only to slam it between his eyes.

      Dead. Good. She stood, planning on leaving the bodies for scavengers or the next group of soldiers to strip. Boots were too close, almost there. Still. She grabbed the soldier's belt pouch, just in case, cutting it free and running with it just as the other soldiers arrived. Tiyamike heard the shout, hear blasters going off, but she was around a corner and sprinting through the Undercity as fast as she could so that no one would catch her.

      And given that Tiyamike knew the place like the back of her meaty hand, she lost them quick.

      Through one complex set of apartments two stories high constructed in a big cavern left over from the Settlement, down a flight of stairs, across two gushing rivers of slimy water from Hexal City overhead that'd probably kill an offworlder outright. Not Tiyamike. She'd upgraded until she could survive anything thrown at her. Only way to succeed as an assassin. Best way to get out of the Undercity.

      She slowed in one narrow passage that was a perfect sound chamber, letting you hear every voice and footstep for a mile around if you stood in the right spots. Tiyamike walked slow, soft, her feet not making even a whisper of sound as she listened to people on Fourth floor and the black lift, prostitutes complaining about off world clients. Stiffed them, run out, left behind bits of metal and wire that were lovely little bombs. Prostitutes had defused them, sold them, laughing all the while at idiot offworlders.

      Closer in, near the best lift back up to her shop, Tiyamike heard heavy boots and people with too-big blasters. Cutting her off from home. Good to know. Wouldn't last long down there, even with big blasters. The fumes there were lethal unless your lungs were modified in ways offworlders rarely did. And she could hear coughing already.

      Bala's Crystal Palace, home of the Platinum Consort, most important consort on all of Melin? The paths leading to her no-long-secret escape passage were completely filled with more heavy boot offworlders. Not getting Mohana in there that way. Pity.

      But, thankfully, the path she wanted up to the floor just under Hasenkamp's not at all secret medical facility, was clear. For now.

      Tiyamike ran.

      Her people should be fanning out even now, searching out the targets she knew were complicit in the never-ending riots that kept Bala and Imani from moving around freely. Taking out the people fighting to take control of the Consorts back from Hasenkamp. Had several heading out on various ships to kill people off Melin who were talking big about taking over the government just because they were having trouble right now.

      Like Hexal City had ever been calm. Never had, not from the moment the generation ship had arrived and people had begun to tunnel into the cliff walls to build homes that weren't painfully exposed to the sky overhead. It was just another way to try and cut the Ceelen off at the knees since they were the ones succeeding best at fighting back against the forces trying to control them.

      Tiyamike peeked around the corner to the secret entrance that Hasenkamp probably didn't want her to know about. All her people did, of course. They kept eyes on Hasenkamp. On his boys. Assassins and mobsters weren't natural enemies but they weren't natural allies, either. Four apparent bums sat curled around the entrance, a tiny alcohol heater with its blue flame between them and the wall so that they could get every bit of heat possible from it as they boiled water.

      Except they wore boots, not rags, on their feet and the one hand she could see as one of the 'bums' checked the water was way too meaty for a true bum. That was someone who'd eaten real food in the last week or so, not someone surviving on expired food tablets and not enough of them to feed a child. A sick child.

      Tiyamike breathed in, out, did one last check around to see if anyone else was there. None of her cybernetics gave her any sign there were cameras in the area. No listening devices either. And her sonar gave back no pings at all within a quarter mile. Safe enough.

      "Ours!" one of the 'bums' snapped when Tiyamike strode over.

      "Hasenkamp," Tiyamike replied. She smirked behind her mask when four systems attempted to hack her cybernetics. "Shut up. I need to see him now. Mohana's been hit with the amnesia drug."

      "Shit," the one who'd spoken snarled as he rolled to his feet and shoved the secret door open. "Go!"

      She went.

      Up the ladder, crawled down the long passageway that wound around about three lifts, two stairs and then gradually sloped upwards until she was right underneath Hasenkamp's building a half mile away. Knees and wrists ached but that was the price to pay for using this particular entrance. She keyed in the entry code, smirking when she got it right because Hasenkamp was going to curse like the lily-pure offworlder he was when she opened the door, and then shoved her way through the floor into the middle of the medical bay.

      "How did you get in there?" Hasenkamp roared, needlers pointing at Tiyamike's head.

      "Did you really think it was a secret from me?" Tiyamike said as she shut the door again.

      Bala and Imani were both there, along with the entirely attractive Mohana Baumhauer. Tall, dark skinned, with hair smoothed until it hung in perfect ringlets around his shoulders, the man's face was a monument to perfection: full lips, a wide nose, dark eyes just a hair too wide for beauty. He was drop dead gorgeous, as handsome a man as Tiyamike had ever seen and he stared at Tiyamike with such obvious puzzlement that she sighed.

      "He was hit," Bala said.

      "Offworlders said so before I killed them," Tiyamike agreed. "Damn it. Now what?"

      She pulled off the mask, letting it roll up into a narrow cylinder that other people would probably think was nothing more than a stylus. Could be used that way, truthfully, and a lot of Tiyamike's people did when they needed to have their masks available for a sudden strike. At least it was easy to tuck away into her belt, out of the way until she needed to put it on again. Though she would need to clean it and herself soon.

      "You're so beautiful," Mohana whispered, his voice full of awe and his cheeks warming to a glowing red as she snorted and stared at him. "You are. You're the most beautiful person I've ever seen."

      "You definitely got your mind wiped," Tiyamike said, amused. "I ain't no beauty. Exact opposite of it, actually. So what's next? My people are moving but if he's wiped, we're screwed."

      "We're trying to figure it out now," Hasenkamp said, shaking his head at Mohana's confused look. "We don't have a single clue of who they are and where they're coming from."

      "Took a belt pouch off one of the soldiers," Tiyamike said, pulling it from her pocket. It wasn't too nasty with slime and runoff but it was bad enough that Bala held her hands up and then prevented Imani from taking it. "I'll get clean and we can go over it. Any way to purge his system?"

      "It's already taken effect," Bala said. "There's an off chance that his nanites will restore the connections in his brain but that's all."

      The sheer grimness in her eyes was the worst Tiyamike had seen since the day Tiyamike abandoned her courtesan training and left Bala alone to endure the beatings, rape and torturous lectures for hours until you collapsed in exhaustion. Tiyamike sighed. Great. Bad enough that Bala looked defeated. Hasenkamp wasn't meeting anyone's eyes, the big man wringing his hands and fidgeting like a thundercloud about to burst and Imani had hugged herself, eyes glistening.

      "If they got cameras on their soldiers," Tiyamike said as she headed for the showers, "we might be able to lure them out. I implied to the one I questioned that we might have a cure for the drug. Soldier looked real shocked, horrified. So we could play bait, draw them out by running. Something to consider as I get cleaned up. Might not have the answer but there's more than one way to kill these bastards. We just got to keep going."

      Seemed to be the right words because Bala's despair faded away into a wickedly delighted grin, Imani gasped and clapped her hands while giggling and Hasenkamp boomed a laugh that filled the silent, empty medical bay with its pristine beds. Only one who seemed to take it seriously was Mohana who frowned, head tilted to the right as he studied Tiyamike.

      "I… would be willing," Mohana said. "Especially if I got more time with you."

      This time it was Tiyamike's cheeks that went red because having a man like that look at her that way wasn't something she was used to. Tiyamike nodded once and then hurried for the showers. Best to get clean quick so they could decide what to do next. And if she used that shower to make sure that her hormones didn't make it hard to walk because of her erection, well, that was just common sense. Wasn't like she had a hope in hell of landing a man like Mohana Baumhauer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. Lure

          

        

      

    

    
      Mohana watched Tiyamike walk away, her stride confident and assured even though her cheeks had got quite rosy when he praised her beauty. How could she be surprised by such praise? Her face was a work of art. The planes of her cheeks might have been sculpted by the great artists of Old Earth and her shoulders, her waist, her thighs, were all so powerful. She was big and bold and beautiful and he was smitten.

      Had he known her before his memory was taken? He must have. Tiyamike seemed to recognize him instantly when she pushed her way up through the floor. Mohana wouldn't have suspected that there was a trapdoor there. But then he had no idea how one hid such things. Or built them. Or anything really.

      All he knew was that Tiyamike was gorgeous and he desperately wished he could ask what their history was, if any. But that wasn't possible, not with Bala, Imani and Hasenkamp murmuring together a couple of yards from his bed. They kept their voices down far enough that there was no hope of his hearing what they said.

      "Right," Bala said in a normal tone of voice. "I think I can make that work. It's close enough to reality that we'll go with it."

      "What?" Mohana asked.

      "We're going to follow Tiyamike's suggestion," Bala said while Hasenkamp strode out of the empty medical bay as if on a mission. "That means we need to get you and Tiyamike out of here. Not going to be easy. They've got people searching for you all the hell over the city. But we'll do our best."

      "What we need you to do," Imani said far more gently as she squeezed his wrist in fingers that felt rather like they were made of steel instead of flesh, "is to follow Tiyamike's orders. No squabbling and really, don't flirt like that. It's mean."

      Mohana frowned at her. "I don't understand. What's mean?"

      Imani opened her mouth and then slowly shut it as she stared at Mohana. She turned to Bala and gestured as if she couldn't believe that Mohana was telling the truth. Bala frowned at him, arms crossed over her very small bust. After a second, Bala turned to Imani and shrugged as if she didn't know.

      "What?" Mohana asked.

      "Which of us do you think is more attractive, dear?" Imani asked. She stared at him with fascination but he felt uncomfortable with that focus. It didn't seem as though she saw him as a person, just as something to be examined and figured out.

      "Bala, barely," Mohana replied. "She at least has some character to her face. You're… well. You seem a very nice person but ah, well. You're ah, bland?"

      Bala choked on that even though he'd done is best not to say that Imani was dreadfully plain, not ugly but certainly unremarkable in every way. The way Bala shook her head made him think that she suspected that he'd lost more than his memories. Perhaps his mind as well. Imani looked quite startled but she looked at Bala and then at Mohana as if she thought his eyes must have gone blind.

      "You… truly believe that Tiyamike is beautiful," Imani said finally.

      "Quite," Mohana agreed. "Stunningly. No one else I've seen so far compares to her. Not that I've seen that many, honestly. This memory problem is, um. Limiting. And annoying."

      Both Bala and Imani stared at him, Imani with her mouth open and Bala with one narrow eyebrow raised. Why couldn't they understand? They had eyes. Surely they could look in a mirror and see that they weren't terribly attractive.

      He blinked, heart lurching.

      "I've forgotten what 'beauty' means?" Mohana said but it came out as a question rather than a statement. "What everyone agrees 'beautiful' is?"

      "Seems as though you have," Imani agreed.

      She absent-mindedly patted his arm. It was rather like he'd suddenly become something other than a person, more like a mildly animate piece of furniture. Bala wasn't meeting his eyes. Neither of them were. Mohana frowned at them, cleared his throat and then glowered when neither of them responded.

      "If I'm to be bait," Mohana said, "would it not be wise for me to have some sort of weaponry? I may not know at first glance who is an ally or an enemy but Tiyamike can order me to shoot and I will."

      "You should have some weapons on you," Bala said. She glanced at Imani who nodded so confidently that Mohana's cheeks went red.

      "I do?"

      Mohana bit his lip and then considered what he was wearing that might be a weapon. He didn't seem to have a blaster. There was nothing strapped to his waist or thigh as he'd seen with Hasenkamp's soldiers. But then there were things strapped to his arms under his sleeves… Which turned out to be knives that Mohana turned over in his hands.

      They were narrow and elegant and quite sharp but they didn't feel at all familiar in his hands. Bala had to correct his grip when he tried to hold one as if to use it. He scowled. They felt unnatural, wrong. Very strange. It was as if they weren't meant to be in his hands at all.

      "Are they new?" Mohana asked Imani.

      "I don't know," Imani said.

      "They're throwing knives, for one thing," Bala said. "Good for a hold out, very good in the Undercity, not so good for what you need. No needler tucked away?"

      "I have no idea," Mohana said as he put the knives back in their sheathes.

      Throwing knives. Well, that made sense of the impression that they did not belong in his hands. They belonged in the air as quickly as possible. The only question was whether his body remembered how to throw them even though his mind had forgotten.

      He slid out of the bed, waving off Imani's reaching hands. Mohana shut his eyes, picturing the soldiers from above who'd been attacking them. He'd been so confused that he hadn't even thought of attacking back. But perhaps…

      Mohana opened his eyes and threw one of his knives at the wall opposite him.

      The movement was smooth, easy, as natural as breathing. The knife slid into his fingers and then arced into the air as if it was what he'd been born to do. And it hit the wall with a solid thunk that embedded it halfway into the wall. Bala's eyebrows went up while Imani screeched and clutched at Bala's shoulders.

      "I'd say that my body remembers even if my mind does not," Mohana said. "That's a comfort. As for a needler or other projectile weapon, I don't know. Where would one be secreted on a person?"

      "Pockets, hidden holster under your jacket, tucked into the back of your pants," Bala said, ticking the options off on her fingers, "or in an ankle sheathe."

      Mohana checked his pockets, opened his jacket and shook his head at the back of his pants. He'd have felt that when he sat on the bed. And there was nothing around his ankles. So that meant no, he had no other weapons.

      When he shrugged, Bala came over and began patting his body. He started, tried to pull away, only to freeze when Imani scowled at him. It was very odd and entirely uncomfortable to allow Bala to effectively touch every single inch of his body. When she straightened up, she shook her head but she was smiling too so Mohana had no idea what she'd found.

      "Left jacket pocket," Bala said. "Square heavy thing."

      Mohana pulled it out and stared at it. It seemed nothing more than a blunt little metal box with no visible latch. But then Bala swung a fist at him and he automatically shifted around to thrust the box at her.

      Bala's fist hit a shimmering gold shield.

      "Oh," Mohana breathed.

      "Can also be used to send a brief blast of energy approximately ten feet," Bala said. "It'll knock people out at ten feet, kill them if you hold it against their chest when you trigger it. Right jacket pocket, inside."

      Mohana put the shield box away and then pulled out a flexible little thing that looked like a ruler. It was translucent, marked with what looked to be metric increments, and soft enough that he could bend it in half with two fingers. The instant the two ends touched and explosion of light flared, blinding him.

      "That's a flash ruler," Bala said while Mohana cursed at her, at himself, at the little ruler. "Very useful tool. You can also fold it in half lengthwise, pull and twist, and you'll have a monofilament blade to cut through practically everything. Pants pocket, right side."

      "I clearly need this but I find that I'm feeling rather humiliated by needing it," Mohana complained. He rubbed his eyes, put the ruler away and then fished out a small ring with tiny blocks suspended from it. "This is a weapon?"

      "A very good one," Bala said. "More against computers than against people but with that you'll be able to hack virtually any computer system you encounter. It's genetically keyed to you and Tiyamike since she made it for me. I gave it to you. If anyone else tries to use the keys they'll get nothing."

      "But I don't know how to use it," Mohana protested as Tiyamike stalked back in, clean, stunning and carrying the belt pouch which was now dripping but no longer streaked with black slime.

      "Don't need to," Bala said. "You trigger the key. Tiyamike hacks the system. Should work just fine."

      Tiyamike gave the pouch to Bala and Imani, both of whom immediately started cooing over the contents. None of their murmured commentary about counteragents, engineering and lucky breaks made sense to Mohana but they did seem quite pleased. He found his eyes drawn to Tiyamike's beautiful face, her powerful arms. She really was the most lovely person he'd seen. How odd that Imani and Bala seemed to think that she wasn't attractive at all.

      "You're staring," Tiyamike murmured. Her cheeks were faintly red but she met his eyes with a forthright stare that made his groin twitch.

      "You're beautiful," Mohana replied. "I'm stunned that you're not stared at by everyone."

      She studied him, eyes narrowing and then going wide as her cheeks went blazingly red again. "You actually mean that. You think I'm beautiful."

      "You are," Mohana agreed. "Quite beautiful. Everyone else has bland faces and they're… well. Rather small? I won't say weak. That doesn't seem like the right word. Delicate, maybe? I don't know. I just think you're beautiful and powerful and fiercely attractive. As my memories are gone, I know that doesn't mean much but it is what it is."

      Tiyamike turned to face him fully. Her pants were a bit tighter at the groin than he would have expected but somehow it didn't seem wrong that she would have an erection. That a woman could also have a penis even though his body didn't seem to work that way. Or perhaps it did. How was Mohana to know when he couldn't remember anything at all? It wasn't as though he'd had any time to explore his own anatomy.

      Either way, the expression on her face started out challenging, eyebrows drawn together and lip curled ever so slightly on the right side. Then it slid into surprise with pursed lips and eyebrows that climbed towards her hairline. And then there was laughter dancing in her eyes as she shook her head and shrugged.

      "Means more than you think," Tiyamike said. "You'll still have to follow my orders."

      "Given that I couldn't find my way back upstairs without assistance, of course," Mohana agreed. "Tell me what to do. I'll do my best to follow through. Though, ah, detailed orders will likely be better than not."

      Because Mohana didn't even know what his weapons were until he was told. He didn't know how to cope with the great blue vault of the sky overhead. There were people who wanted him dead, who had wiped his memories as clean as the white-sheeted beds around him. And the only thing Mohana had to offer was playing decoy so that Imani, Hasenkamp and Bala could find out who was behind this before they managed to kill him in truth.

      At least he would have Tiyamike by his side. Dying with such beauty would at least make for a spot of joy in the inevitable agonizing end.
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      Should be harder to head out with a complete tyro by her side. Should. Tiyamike's people had all been chosen because they were good at something. Not everything. No one but Bala was good at everything. But every single one of them had at least one skill that they absolutely crushed at. She could trust them at her back, her side, in front of her on any of the missions they got.

      This.

      Was different. Very different. Scarily different.

      Mohana was both skilled and horrifyingly not. His hands fumbled on door latches but ghosted over keypads when he wasn't looking or thinking about it. He took a needler and damn near shot himself in the groin. When she gave him a small, very nasty blaster used by assassins, though, he could have been one of hers. Those elegant powerful hands moved over the blaster with perfect confidence, checking the power pack, charging it and then powering back to a quarter so that he'd be able to fire one shot instantly before the pack replenished the core for continuous fire.

      Not something an accountant usually knew but the Ceelen did like warriors. Hadn't heard that the Baumhauer did, too. Everything Tiyamike'd heard said that the Baumhauer were actual accountants and administrators, not warriors who did other things during downtimes like the Ceelen or the Hyun-Ju.

      "Good technique," Tiyamike commented, nodding towards the blaster in Mohana's palm.

      "Is it?" Mohana asked with such guileless innocence that she wanted to scream at Bala that she couldn't take this child out there. "I just let my hands do what they wanted."

      "Pro technique, actually," Tiyamike said and then chuckled when he stared at her shock. "Sorta thing I'd expect from my assassins, not from an accountant."

      Mohana frowned at her, blinking rapidly. "I'm an accountant? Really? That doesn't… feel right."

      Tiyamike stared at him for a long, long moment. Mohana stared back, apparently as troubled by that little oddity as she was. Curious didn't cover half of it. Not that there were answers right now. Mohana's brain was still chopped to bits and there was little hope that he'd ever recover it.

      Some hope. Not much from what Imani had told her privately. Best hope was to keep triggering associations in his mind and letting the nanites rebuild him from the inside out. Slow process either way. Neurons were much more complicated repairs than muscle fibers after all.

      Either way, Tiyamike was grateful to her Gensyn grandparents for the nanites she carried. They might not have kept her mind from being wiped but Tiyamike had a better chance than Mohana did with his baseline genetics and only recently upgraded nanites. Took a bit for new programming to fully filter through a body's nanites colonies, especially something as big as the upgrade he'd been given.

      "I wish I remembered something," Mohana murmured as he stared at the blaster. Tucked it into the sheath he'd attached to his belt. "Anything."

      "Body remembers," Tiyamike said. "That's neurons right there. So you're not completely wiped. You can talk, walk, think, keep from peeing yourself. Didn't get taken back to a baby. Doing fairly well, overall."

      He paled dramatically, one hand going out to brace against the wall. "I hadn't realized that was a possibility. That is worse. I believe I'll focus on being grateful for what I do have."

      "Better attitude to have," Tiyamike said and then snickered at the dark look he shot at her. "Is. So. We're going to have to run. Like death is on our heels. Because it will be. Not sure yet where we'll end up but we're going to start in the Undercity and probably go skyward after that."

      "Um, above the surface?" Mohana said, cheeks going even paler than before. "With the sky? And the sun? And, and the… openness?"

      She stared, slowly letting her head go backwards as she groaned. Agoraphobia. Oh lovely. She was running away from powerful assassins while accompanying a gorgeous amnesiac agoraphobe. As if life couldn't get any worse.

      Tiyamike sighed and looked at Mohana again. He was blushing. Blazingly bright. So bright his ears had gone red and the blush was up into that thick hair and right down to his fingernails. Poor kid. Who wasn't a kid. Who thought Tiyamike was the most beautiful person he'd ever seen.

      "Yes, with the openness," Tiyamike said because she had to. "It won't fall. Worst that'll fall out of the sky is rain, little droplets of water, or broken chunks of buildings when people throw grenades at us."

      Mohana's eyebrows went straight up. "…I'll spend more time watching for falling buildings, then."

      "Good plan," Tiyamike said. "I got a few places we can scamper towards but you're gonna need more weaponry than what you got. So we'll detour to my workshop first. Not the public one."

      "Whichever you feel is appropriate," Mohana said with that bewildered look firmly back in place.

      "Don't remember the public one, do you?" Tiyamike said.

      She laughed at his frustrated sigh. He followed willingly enough when she headed out. Stayed to the rear and one step to the right or left depending on who and what was around them. Hasenkamp's people got out of their way. So did everyone but Bala who frowned intensely at the two of them when Tiyamike led Mohana up out of the basement and to the main floor.

      "They still outside?" Tiyamike asked.

      "Pulled back," Bala replied. Her scowl could have stripped paint off an armored hull. "We know they're out there but we don't know where. That pouch was interesting, Tiya. Had a fletchette cartridge with needles. All of them had the memory wiper."

      "Thought it might," Tiyamike said. "No data?"

      "Nothing," Bala grumbled. "Hasenkamp's working on reverse engineering the drug so we can create a vaccine. Or at least program the nanites to attack it on first entry to the body."

      "Good," Tiyamike said. "We're gonna do the run."

      "Ah…"

      Tiyamike stopped, turned and looked at Mohana who was frowning at the door as if puzzled. No surprise given that the man had no memories to speak of. He waved one hand at the door and then did a little feint with one hand that would have snapped the spine of someone kneeling in front of him. Not so much a simple accountant, now was he?

      Curious. Was he like this before he lost his memory? Or did he hide it better and pretend to be the accountant he definitely wasn't?

      "What?" Tiyamike asked.

      "They pulled back," Mohana said, slow, cautious, glowering now. "They have to know that I was affected. But you made them think that I might be cured. Why… run?"

      "Because they'll try to kill you!" Bala snapped.

      Tiyamike waved at her, trying to follow Mohana's train of thought. "More words, pretty boy. Not following your train of thought. If you got one."

      Mohana blushed again, violently. "Ah, well, if I'm memory wiped, visibly so, then I'm not a threat. There's no reason to attack. No reason to put themselves at risk of being found, yes? But if I'm slowly remembering things, in the public eye, then they're going to be… twitching? I believe that's the word I want. So they've pulled back to wait and see how I respond."

      He turned to Bala who was nodding slowly and Imani who had her hands clasped in front of her face as if she was trying to hold in squeals that Mohana was able to reason so well. Who knew? She might be. Imani was a squealy sort. Either way, Tiyamike didn't see recovery in this train of thought. Just a man piecing together what he could out of the fragments he'd been given.

      "You need more information on them, yes?" Mohana asked Bala.

      "Yes," Bala agreed. She pushed her hair over her shoulder, braid as long as Tiyamike's arm. "I do."

      "How do you get that information?" Mohana asked. It was an honest question. "Is it how they respond? A captured soldier? Access to their base, should we locate it? Tiyamike and I will have only once chance to make this diversion successful. Best to make it as effective as possible in drawing them out."

      Tiyamike nodded. "Then we should go out the front door. Go straight to my shop, spend time in the back room kitting you out. I can call some of my people in to play bodyguard. You lot need to be ready, working desperately in here on… something. Make it up if you have to. And we'll head somewhere else, say to that doctor friend of yours, Rudo what's her name, Howland. You call her, Bala, she'll see us. Have her give Mohana a scan, see if is brain is healing."

      "Rudo's equipment would give us a lot more data on how Mohana is being affected." Bala made a face but she nodded reluctantly. "But I know she's on the take. She'll sell you out for practically nothing."

      Mohana brightened at that. When Tiyamike raised an eyebrow he just grinned more broadly. Really, the man's brain must have been put through a blender to find that good. Being sold out was the last thing Tiyamike wanted, specially up in the towers and glass cages the rich of Hexal City called home. No way out, no way to run up there.

      "That's perfect," Mohana said. "Especially if you can arrange some way for me to allow you to break into her system from a distance. You said that the ring would allow me to ah, hack?"

      "That's the word," Bala said, a grin blooming on her face as her eyes took on that wild expression that Tiyamike had learned to fear over a decade ago.

      "The ring will allow me to hack her system," Mohana continued. "If there is some way to allow you to read the system through me, well, that's what you want, isn't it?"

      And that, sadly, was that.

      Ten minutes later, Tiyamike's biggest assassins arrived, all wearing the heaviest body armor and strongest shields available on or off the market. Bala had already sent a message to the Graceful Swan, coded but not so heavily that it couldn't be decoded by outsiders, to say that Mohana was partially affected and that Tiyamike had agreed to escort him to a doctor for a proper scan of his brain.

      Mohana had insisted on transferring the blaster to a hidden shoulder holster under his jacket. Little harder for him to get at but he kept the quarter-charge in it. Good on him. That was what Tiyamike would have done and every single thing about that made her twitch.

      Too many unanswerable questions about Mohana. Skills and personality didn't match at all with his story. Sadly, there was no way to verify anything. Mohana was wiped and they were under the gun to get their diversion going. Only thing to do was brazen it out and stay aware that Mohana might not be what everyone else thought he was.

      Still, they carefully left Hasenkamp's fortress and moved out onto the street. Cobblestones had been torn up everywhere from grenades and rockets launched at Hasenkamp's shields. Wasn't a single scorch on his walls. He had better defenses than Tiyamike would have thought. Her shop's shields wouldn't have held through this much but then Tiyamike would have abandoned it in an instant if she were this compromised. Hasenkamp obviously wouldn't do the same.

      "That sky is far too large," Mohana moaned as soon as he stepped outside.

      "Falling buildings," Tiyamike reminded him.

      "Yes, look for grenades," Mohana said, hands shaking and eyes wide. He'd gone grey-pale, the clammy and sweaty sort that said panic attacks were a realer threat than grenades right now. "Buildings. Raindrops. Not, not the sky falling. You're sure it's not falling?"

      "I'm sure, pretty boy," Tiyamike said. "Come on. Let's get to my shop, kit you out so you've got a bit more in defenses."

      She had to take his hand, pull him a long like a small child. All the while Tiyamike's skin prickled with the awareness that they were being watched. No one on the street, sure, but they were out there. Snipers and spies and assassins; there were probably people watching them from all sides.

      The whole conflict was the biggest thing to happen to Hexal City since Bala and Imani had signed their consorting contract. Granted, that was only a month and a half back but it was still huge. Just one tiny part of a very large conflict that most people in Hexal City and across the human sphere were unaware of.

      Cobblestones further from Hasenkamp's weren't disturbed. That helped. Mohana's hand shook even though he'd clamped his fingers painfully hard around her palm. He didn't look up, stared down at the cobblestones and only occasionally glanced up at the shuttered shops they passed. He jerked and nearly fell when they reached Tiyamike's shop.

      "Inside?" Mohana asked.

      "That's where we're going, pretty boy," Tiyamike said.

      "There's… jewelry?" Mohana asked, a frown on his face so black and intense that she would have thought he was considering killing someone. "Except it's not jewelry."

      "Yeah," Tiyamike said. She let herself beam at him, let her delight be just as damned obvious as it wanted to be. "That's right. Good to see you making connections again."

      Mohana breathed a tiny little laugh, ducked his head and shrugged. There was no calculation in his eyes so maybe that actually was a recovered memory. Probably not. Imani and Bala had whispered a few things to him before they left Hasenkamp's place.

      Inside, the shop was dark. Serene. Untouched. Tiyamike checked the security system, did a visual scan and then nodded. Didn't look like anyone had broken in or hacked the system but she wasn't just about to spend the time to make sure properly. They had an appointment to keep.

      "In the back," Tiyamike said. "Let's get you kitted out, pretty boy. Clock's running down. We gotta move fast."
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      The shop was an oasis of wonders. Every wall held art that Mohana found soothing in the extreme. Nebula and views of planets from orbit with swirling clouds. A hydroponic garden with beautiful flowers and a delicate watering system that he was completely certain was inadequate without any idea of why or how. An ocean from the shore, waves eternally crashing towards the viewer. At least in a painting the sky didn't feel quite so threatening.

      It smelled nice, too, full of cinnamon and lavender, as warm and comforting as… His mind stopped, refusing to give him a location to go with the smells. All he found was the faint hint of something sweet on his tongue and the weight of blankets over his legs. Not that he knew what the sweet thing was or what the blankets were made of.

      Damn it.

      In each display case were works of art meant to be worn. Necklaces and collars and bracelets, rings and little cases that Mohana couldn't decipher. All covered with delicate wire work, beautiful engraving and some of the most beautiful gems that he had ever seen.

      And he knew, just as he'd somehow known outside that Tiyamike's jewelry was designed for more than beauty, that this truly was the most beautiful jewelry he'd ever seen. Not because he didn't remember any other examples but because it was as true as his ability to work a blaster or throw a knife.

      This certainty echoed in his mind, found answers in his empty memories and sparked tiny flashes of images that he should know the significance of but didn't. Bracelets on a slim wrist. Perhaps Bala's? A sour face multiplied by five, their wrists restrained by heavy cuffs that vibrated slightly. A woman, skin dark like Mohana's, nose broad, lips spread to speak words he couldn't hear.

      "They're beautiful," Mohana whispered, unable to speak more loudly due to the beauty surrounding him and the memories flickering in his mind.

      "Thank you," Tiyamike said. "Pretty proud of them."

      He stared. "You made them?"

      "Every one of them," Tiyamike said, her pride plain and unabashed. "Always nice to create beauty in the world, you know?"

      "I… do not believe I have that ability," Mohana said slow and sadly certain. "I must admit I am jealous of your skills."

      Tiyamike peered at him and then shoved him towards the back of the shop. Her assassins stayed out front, each of them giving him unreadable looks from behind their blank black masks. Frankly, Mohana had no idea of they were male or female. The sheer amount of armor strapped around their bodies obscured any signs of gender or identity. Probably deliberately.

      As messy as the front was serene, Tiyamike's shop was piled with half-complete projects, raw materials and lovely little wooden gift boxes that were lined in various colors of velvet. This room smelled of the leftover food in the stack of take-out boxes on the table to the left and a burnt smell that he instantly identified as soldering. Though he couldn't have told how he knew that.

      The gift boxes caught his attention, catching his toes and making him stumble despite the pressure of Tiyamike's hand between his shoulder blades. He'd seen one of them. Mohana couldn't remember where or when but he'd seen one of these gift boxes with… something inside of it. Bracelets, perhaps? Or something else?

      "You are remembering things," Tiyamike hissed at him.

      "Yes," Mohana agreed as he caressed one of the open gift boxes. Deep, dark green just like the one he couldn't quite remember. "There was one of these. With something in it. It was important. I saw it but I don't know where or when."

      "I sold Imani a pair of bracelets for a wedding present," Tiyamike whispered. Her hand clamped down around his wrist, wrenching him around so that he had to meet her eyes. "What did you do to them?"

      "I don't know," Mohana whispered back. She glared. "I truly don't. There are… glimpses, images, just a microsecond flash of something with no connection to anything else. But I remember the box and that it was important. I remember that your work is the most beautiful I have ever seen and that it is much more than jewelry. But… nothing else. Nothing that connects. Five women, angry, arms chained to the floor with heavy cuffs. A woman who, I think, looks like me starting to say something. Just her mouth opening, nothing more."

      Tiyamike squeezed his wrist until he was certain that bruises would form in perfect marks around his wrist. Then she released him and cocked her head at him. He stiffened at the challenge in her eyes, stomach churning on nothing. How long had it been since he ate? No way to know. And nothing to do about it. Tiyamike was in charge, not him.

      "You're an assassin," Tiyamike murmured. "Not an accountant. Not a clerk. You were sent to the Ceelen for something, you don't know what now. Probably as a last-ditch effort to keep the Ceelen from escaping control. Or to seduce Nthanda Ceelen. Or maybe Imani. That call wasn't your sister telling you who's behind it. It must have been her telling you that you had to act, that you were to kill your target."

      Every word rung through his head like a bell being struck. Mohana found himself on his knees, shaking, head throbbing so badly that he squeezed it between the palms of his hands. Truth. That was truth. He knew it was truth. He was an assassin and he did have a mission but he couldn't remember what it was. The news he'd supposedly had must have been false. The needle strike must have been an accident. He jerked as his mind fractured another memory and offered him a shard of truth.

      "No, it wasn't an accident," Mohana whispered as he grabbed Tiyamike's wrist. "I already killed them. Whoever is to receive the gift box, I've already done my job. This was getting rid of a loose end, Tiyamike. They wiped my memory to ensure I couldn't somehow betray what had happened."

      "Fuck," Tiyamike snarled as she pulled him back to his feet. "Double fuck. I'd get the blame for that. I made the damned bracelets. If they kill Nthanda and Ru, even injure them, then I'd get the blame. I'm the bloody assassin, not you. Even Bala would buy that I'd betrayed them for money. Not like I was ever friends with Ru, only Bala. It'd just be 'business'."

      The way she said 'business' made Mohana shudder. He'd hear that before, not from her but from someone. Someone important to him. Someone who apparently didn't hold him in as high of regard as he did them.

      So.

      His life was forfeit. Already. They'd cast him aside. He was no longer Baumhauer, whatever that truly meant. If his people knew that he was remembering things then they would try to kill him. Just as they already had.

      The previous attempts had certainly seemed quite serious to Mohana at the time but… they'd had grenades which could tear up the cobblestones. And guns that left huge scorch marks. Shouldn't they have been able to kill him with a larger blast before they got anywhere near Hasenkamp's place?

      Why was he still alive unless they had decided that he should live? Was he a distraction for both sides instead of just one? Not that it truly mattered for him, in this moment.

      "My life continues if I work with you," Mohana said. He sat on one of the stools and then nodded as Tiyamike started pulling bits of jewelry from the storage bins scattered around. "Yes. My life is over. The Baumhauer must have cast me aside. Thus my only hope of survival is to work with you, to stop those who wiped my mind, who have targeted the Ceelen."

      "Very true," Tiyamike said. "As far as that goes."

      She snapped four separate bracelets around his left wrist, three around his right, put two necklaces on his neck, one inside his shirt and one outside. Then she gave him eight rings, having him put them on each of his fingers. They were surprisingly light but the edges of the stones were sharp enough that he cut a tiny groove in the pad of his thumb as he put the last one on.

      "Knives," Mohana said, smiling at Tiyamike.

      "Yup," Tiyamike agreed. "Plus they've got secret electronics inside of them that'll help Bala hack the doctor's system. Or any system you're around. Necklaces have Taser functions in the top one, explosive in the bottom. Clasp it, tug the ends and toss and it'll explode. Bracelets do a variety of things but most importantly they're shields. Keep you from being shot by needle or blaster. Won't stop a knife. Shield that strong needs too much power for those packs."

      "Quite impressive," Mohana said. He looked at the bracelets and blushed. "And lovely. I feel… adorned."

      "That you are," Tiyamike said with a huge grin that only made his blush worse. "Suits you, pretty boy that you are. I'd add earrings but your ears aren't pierced… ah! Got just the thing."

      She dug into a bin tucked under the workbench and came up with two elaborate ear cuffs with dangling gems, beautiful wire work that resembled vines and flowers and an adjustable wire that would keep them in place over his ears.

      "What do they do?" Mohana asked as she fitted first one and then the second over his ears. Her fingers were delicate, warm, confident and a fire lit in his belly.

      "Absolutely nothing." She laughed when he stared. "Hey, even I make frivolous things from time to time. But with all of the rest of the gear people'll think they do something so it's all good."

      Mohana smiled at that. Nice to know that there were fun things here as well as deadly, beautiful things. He blinked, looked at the door to the outside world and then pursed his lips. The expression made Tiyamike frown and then poke him in the chest.

      "Give, you," Tiyamike said. "Every single one of your instincts have been good so far."

      "It's a little thing," Mohana said, gesturing towards the door with one hand. Which felt heavier than he expected due to the bracelets. "I'm supposed to have a malfunctioning brain. Which, of course, I do. But… Do you have anything that will make me pass out on command? Because it could be, hmmm, convenient? If I were to pass out on occasion for no apparent reason. And, frankly, I'd very much like it if…"

      He couldn't say it but when he looked into Tiyamike's beautiful dark eyes he saw comprehension, acceptance, understanding.

      "If I could control you," Tiyamike said. "Shut you down before you did something stupid."

      "Or unexpectedly lethal," Mohana agreed. "I have instincts that I do not know, Tiyamike. I have no clue what I'm capable of. You clearly do. And, well. I trust you. Perhaps I shouldn't. I may have sabotaged your work in a very lethal way and you have no reason to be fond of or trust me. But…" He paused and ran his hands over the deep forest green velvet inside of the gift box, identical to the one in his snippet of memory. "I do trust you."

      Tiyamike's eyes narrowed. She took down another box, this one lined with emerald green velvet. They were nearly identical boxes, approximately five inches wide by ten inches long, two inches deep, with a hinge on the short end so that the lid would flip up. She pointed at the two boxes and her hand shook very, very slightly.

      "Which one is closer to the box in your memory?" Tiyamike asked.

      "This one," Mohana replied, tapping the forest green velvet. "I truly can't remember what was inside of it but the box was lined with this color of velvet."

      "Then you didn't attack Nthanda and Ru!" Tiyamike hissed as she stared at the boxes. "Theirs was the other color. There's only three things I sold in the last five years with that shade of velvet. Two of them on this planet, one off world."

      Mohana frowned, drawing his hand back. "Then who did I kill?"
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      The streets outside the old district were calm.

      Tiyamike stiffened, the hair on the back of her neck going up. She'd never, in her entire life, seen the streets of Hexal City this calm. Not one panhandler. No Guards out harassing people who looked poor or off-world. No people talking too fast or walking with their shoulders hunched and their eyes locked on the ground. Every single one of the dozen or so people on the street outside had their heads up, a slight smile on their lips and a spring in their stride.

      It took her a moment to realize that the smiles were fixed, the shoulders were so tight they must feel like rocks and the spring was being half a second away from running.

      So. Trying to pretend everything was okay. Tiyamike could do that. But she wasn't going to.

      "This is very disturbing," Mohana said while staring around him, "and I have no idea why I find it disturbing. Most odd."

      Tiyamike snorted. He shrugged and waved for her to lead the way, as agreed. The trip wasn't going to be fun, no doubt about that. And yet she found herself with a bit of a bounce to her step just because Mohana was at her side, staring around with the sort of open curiosity and confusion that made it impossible for people to pretend that he was okay. Normal. Not mind-wiped.

      The pretty face helped, of course, caught their eyes. Then they saw all the jewelry and tried to switch into 'that's a rich offworlder so of course he doesn't know anything' only to have it collapse as they looked at Tiyamike and her assassins. Because they were all clearly assassins getting ready for an op. She'd put on her mask again, the one that had a gem on the forehead so everyone, especially Mohana, knew it was her. Was about the only thing that distinguished Tiyamike from the others. All four of the assassins accompanying them were within a quarter inch of Tiyamike's height and had nearly identical builds.

      "Why," Mohana aske slowly when they reached the lift that would take them up to the monorail system that would take them across town, "would anyone make an elevator with glass sides? Isn't that horrifically hazardous? Someone could shoot through the sides easily."

      "Lets them see the city," Tiyamike said and chuckled at the way the other people waiting for the lift jerked and shifted away. The distorter on the mask made her voice into a synthetic growl that was specifically designed to make people uncomfortable.

      "That's disturbing," Mohana said, now staring at her. "Is your voice supposed to sound like that?"

      "Yes," Tiyamike said and then laughed when Mohana shuddered.

      They were the only people in the lift when it arrived. Everyone else stayed outside, apparently content to wait for the next one. There was one person who looked like he might join them but when Mohana cocked his head and stared at the man, he shuddered and backed away, shaking his head 'no'.

      The monorail wasn't much better. Too open for Mohana's, or Tiyamike's, comfort. Too empty once they actually got on. Six people lounging in the seats when they got on took one look and scrambled to get off before the monorail started moving. Fine by her. She stayed standing while her people guarded the doors and Mohana tried all of the seats as if trying to find memories that might be hidden underneath each one, waiting for him to sit on it. His scowl turned into a thoughtful stare as the monorail sailed out of the skyscrapers and then went over the Crystal Pavilion.

      The Crystal Palace, Bala's home, shimmered in the middle of the gardens. She'd begun remodeling the thing a few weeks ago so it wasn't the icy white vault that it had been before. There were brown posts, a green roof, golden wooden railings and hints of other colors from inside where the interior was still being repaired form the big battle a month and a half ago.

      Maybe the change was boredom with her pure white color scheme. Maybe not. Tiyamike though that Imani was to blame, honestly. If there was a person more in love with bright, rich, warm color than Imani, Tiyamike didn't know who it was. Either way, the Crystal Palace was becoming a home instead of a stage. Tiyamike though it was about damned time.

      Then they swept out of the gardens, into the suburbs with their six and eight story buildings built over the hydroponic gardens that supplied the vast majority of Hexal City's foodstuff. Warehouses full of plants being bred and raised to supply food to the upper city. Warehouses of beans being grown strictly to be cooked down into food tablets for the people too poor to afford real food.

      If Tiyamike never had to eat another food tablet it would be too soon.

      "This…" Mohana paused, his eyes sharp and then very, very distant. He waved on hand idly as they passed an experimental garden building with greenery planted on the balconies and roof.

      "Familiar?" Tiyamike asked, deliberately not checking to see just how many people were watching and listening to them over the monorail's systems.

      "Somewhat?" Mohana said, a puzzled frown marring his beautiful face. "It's… the green. I feel as though I should know the greenery. How it's watered, fed, what it can produce. But… I'm an accountant, aren't I?"

      "That's what I was told," Tiyamike said.

      She had to wonder if Mohana was a long-term assassin, the sort that went in, became a part of the environment by hook or crook and then left sometime after their target was dead citing 'too much sorrow' or 'can't handle the stress'. It'd explain the absolute solidness of his history. And the odd skills and knowledge he seemed to have.

      Tough job, that, getting familiar and family-like with your targets. Tiyamike had never been able to do it. She was strictly a grab-and-go assassin. Up close and personal or sniper but she went in, found a weakness and then killed her targets as quickly as possible. If she'd had to get close she never would have killed anyone at all. Just wasn't in her.

      He turned to stare at the greenery again, letting her see the stunner clasp she'd put into his hair. Held it back nicely, added to the general impression of a pampered rich boy with overprotective parents, and would shut him down like a light switch if she wanted. Probably should do it at least once before they reached the doctor.

      A quick check of the monorail systems showed her at least six traces watching them. Which didn't count the people content to watch the monorail's surveillance camera feeds instead of looping in directly.

      Good.

      A quick pulse of the clasp made Mohana moan. He shook his head and rubbed his forehead. When he started to turn to look up at her Tiyamike hit it hard. Mohana toppled towards the floor so quickly that she had to dive to grab him. Took a solid ten seconds for him to start to stir, during which a dozen or so more traces entered the monorail systems. They arrived at the station they needed with Tiyamike still gripping his shoulder because Mohana simply couldn't sit up straight.

      Might not want to hit him that hard again, not if there was a possibility of a fight.

      There were four soldiers, the cheap rental version, waiting for them with a little sign saying "Rudo Howland". Mohana stared at them, blinking in confusion, until Tiyamike pushed him towards them. Then he rubbed his forehead and made an attempt at a smile. Came out wobbly and wrong but on a face that beautiful it just made him more endearing. Even the rental soldiers shifted a little as if they wanted to help all of a sudden.

      "You were… sent to wait for me?" Mohana asked.

      "Yes, sir," the one holding the sign said. "You can dismiss your guards."

      "I'm afraid I can't do that," Mohana said as his smile went so very wry that Tiyamike nearly burst out laughing. "I didn't assign them. They'll have to come with us."

      "…Fine."

      Really wasn't fine. Was about as far from fine as it could be and the rental soldiers' expressions made that damned clear. Tiyamike didn't nod even though she was a hundred percent certain that Rudo'd sold them out already.

      She'd have to check the equipment to make sure that Mohana's brain didn't get fried any further. If she could. At least it was her coming along. Tiyamike knew electronics better than almost anyone in the city, especially the sort that could scan and harm a human's body and brain. Rudo used it to help people. Tiyamike used it to kill. Not all that different, really, just power levels and intent.

      "I was expecting something more clinical," Mohana said once they'd marched through the elevated streets to reach Rudo's luxurious office set in the middle of a rooftop garden full of fruit trees, ferns and carefully trimmed grass.

      "That's inside," Tiyamike said. She snorted when the rental soldiers jerked, nearly drawing their weapons. "Easy. Don't make us cash your pensions in early."

      Sweat beaded the soldiers' foreheads, dampened their armpits abruptly. They didn't respond, only led them into Rudo's office which was luxurious, with real wood tables and chairs, real oil paintings on the walls and a mosaic tiled floor that probably cost more than Tiyamike's last three assassinations combined.

      "You're here…" Rudo said, voice trailing off from enthusiasm to dismay as she saw Tiyamike and her assassins. "Ah, you don't need them, you know."

      "I don't control them," Mohana replied with a little shrug that made all the jewelry twinkle in the discretely color shifted light. Slightly to the golden, more like Old Earth than like the bluish light of Melin's star. "My apologies but I'm afraid they will remain by my side at all times."

      "Of course," Rudo said.

      She waved for Mohana to follow her but there was a microsecond expression of fury and fear before she'd fully turned. Oh yeah. Betrayed them already. Shouldn't be too hard to handle. Where Tiyamike was large and powerful, Rudo was a bare four foot nine, maybe one hundred pounds with all her clothes on. Nice round moon-face with narrow eyes and a beautiful wide nose; a looker, no doubt and probably used to getting people to fall right at her feet. Fragile, fully human, no cybernetics at all other than the standard system to link into computers for faster reading comprehension and information storage.

      Mohana looked at her like she was an animate potato, one lip curled up slightly and hands firmly thrust behind his back as if he thought he'd break her if he so much as brushed against her. Made Tiyamike want to laugh. One of her assassins snickered quietly, softly enough that only Tiyamike heard it. The good Dr. Rudo glanced over her shoulder, took in Mohana's expression and then flushed bright red as her lips went to a thin slash across her face.

      Her office was open, nice and airy with several large plants, ferns. Rudo walked straight past it, going to the end of the hallway where a big clinical treatment room sat full of various scanners and one chair in the middle. With restraints at the throat, chest, arms and legs. That stopped Mohana dead in his tracks.

      "I will not be restrained," Mohana said.

      "You have to be," Rudo replied, snapping more than a little for a someone who was supposed to be a medical professional. "Some of the scans require absolute stillness."

      "No."

      Tiyamike stared at him, looked at Rudo who looked nearly as perplexed as she was, then turned back to Mohana who stared at that chair as if it was the sum of all evil and his immanent death at the same time.

      There was sweat on his forehead. His fingers shook despite having his hands still firmly thrust behind his back. Hell, his knees shook hard enough that Tiyamike could see it through his voluminous pants. Damn serious no, there. Question was what about being restrained that way set him off? And what had he remembered?

      "Tell me," Tiyamike said, flipping the vocal distorter down to something more human but still not at all resembling her real voice.

      "I won't do it," Mohana repeated.

      "Why?"

      He blinked, turned to her and stared blankly, before turning back and pointing at the chair. "It's trapped. It will kill me. It's right there. She wants me to die as soon as I sit down. The restraints will just make sure I can't escape."
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