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CHAPTER ONE
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Chiri leaned against the bar wall, arms crossed and head down. She held a Stellar Ale in one hand and tilted it so that the overhead neons glinted off the pink surface. Dense white hair fell in front of her eyes. She peered through the screen it made. Her posture suggested a lonely regular contemplating her beverage, but nerves lit hot fires underneath her golden skin. Whispers of programing replayed behind her thoughts while images flashed through her mind's eye. 

A man's face. A mission and a target. 

She'd traveled lightyears to find the guy, and now he sat six tables away, oblivious to the woman whose entire attention was fixed on him. Four people sat at the table, three armed visibly which meant the last probably was packing as well. Chiri cataloged their weapons and came up certain she'd have to find a way to get the mark alone.

She huffed out a breath that lifted one segment of her shaggy hair and gave her a lightning flash of clear vision. Definitely the right guy. One look at his face and the voices in her head began their chant. Eliminate, eliminate. 

Chiri closed her eyes and focused on her instructions. Until she'd completed her job, the voices would not be silent. Until she'd fulfilled the mission, her thoughts would never belong to her. She lifted the tankard and pressed it to her lips, forgetting to taste the beer, to enjoy the act of drinking. Only the mark mattered, and he'd downed six more than she had so far. The bastard would have to pee soon. 

Her patience had no limit. The programing would hold her here, keep her in range of the target until the second he stopped breathing. She ran golden fingers through her hair and watched the guy lean back in his chair and laugh. Black hair, receding to a point in the front, hanging to the nape in back. Square jaw and crooked nose. Eyes one shade off purple, 6.3 cm apart. Each feature clicked into place, and the images in her head agreed that he had to die. 

Another sip of her beer, another covert peek. The mark scooted his chair away from the table and stood. Scraping, electronic music drowned out the table's conversation. Maybe the bar had sound dampeners at the tables. It didn't matter. Chiri's target leaned over. His lips moved, and the whole group chuckled and lifted glasses into the air. 

She used her free hand to check the hot-wire tucked into her belt. As she sipped at her beer, the man left his friends, as he walked toward the bar's exit instead of the restrooms. That trajectory brought him past her, close enough that his body spray reached her nostrils. She added that to the catalog, to the list of traits that identified him. When he cleared the dining area and slipped closer to the front doors, Chiri moved. She set her drink down on a nearby railing, flipped her hair out of her eyes, and eased closer to the edge of the room.

When he left, she followed him. The doors swung shut behind her, and a black strip of grav-belt stretched to either side in front. Neon arrows marked the edge of the belt, indicating travel directions. Beyond it, more high-rises lifted into the night, so tall that their tips nearly joined, and the starry skies became a thread maze between them. 

Chiri sniffed the air, eyed the belt to the left, and found the man she sought traveling down it. She stepped out, hit the right-going side and crossed in two rapid strides. The far half of the belt caught her, dragging her back to the left so abruptly that she bent her knees and crouched to avoid toppling over. Her pearly eyes adjusted to the different light, sharpened the outlines of the buildings and focused so tightly that she could see individual hairs on her target's head. 

A dart would have taken him from here. Her fingers tapped the pouch sewn into the side of her belt. The instructions in her mind argued. Close quarters only. Throat cut preferred. Verify heart-cease and blood sample. Chiri unspooled the hot-wire with one hand and began walking along the already moving belt. 

Their side was sparsely populated with late night partiers and a few corporate goons that stayed too long at the office or in their secretaries' beds. The right-going lane was empty. As she closed in on the man, a pair of Shevrans joined them. The belt carried them all through the city, and Chiri flicked her gaze from each traveler to the next while keeping her focus entirely on her target. 

He shuffled his feet, easing nearer to the right lane. She marked the buildings on the far side. Apartments. Maybe she'd be lucky enough to follow the guy home. Private assassinations were less messy, easy to disappear from. Her programing hadn't stipulated no witnesses, however. If she found an opportunity sooner, she'd take it rather than risk losing him, having to start all over. 

Two more buildings passed, and the mark hopped onto the other belt. He passed her, and Chiri kept her eyes forward, her stance bored, detached, distracted. She glared toward the reptilian aliens and didn't twitch a muscle when the mark shot past in the direction they'd come. He'd need three or four steps to get over, and a final hop to carry him back to solid sidewalk. Chiri counted to six and then risked a look back. 

The belts had carried them too far apart to make him out, but a shadow moved beside one of the buildings. She breathed down a flash of panic, a stark fear that she'd lost him and would have to start again. Her programing hissed in her mind, and she straightened, gave it another breath, and then jogged to middle, jumped belts and leaped across the right-going lane in three slightly wobbly strides. When she landed on the sidewalk, her legs tottered, swung her body left and right as the opposing motions caught up with her. 

Chiri spread her arms wide and leaned into the vertigo. She inhaled, exhaled, listened to the chanting. Eliminate. This time she followed him at a trot, not even certain the shadow she'd seen was the correct man. Two buildings up, three, and she couldn't see a soul ahead. He might have made her, jumped the belts only to climb right back on. He might have entered a building or...

The cologne gave him away.

A whiff of sickly-sweet scent and she skidded to a halt. The low neons made black giants out of the buildings, grim trenches of the alleys. Chiri crept toward the next gap. She pressed her back against the scrim-steel facade and eased nearer to the scent of body spray. A tall alien of some species she'd never encountered before passed her on the belt, tossing a suspicious look over one bony shoulder as it went. 

Only the mark mattered, and judging from the sounds in the alley, the mark was up to his own business. 

Chiri tapped one toe against the sidewalk, and a slice in the top of her boot opened. A thin, articulating mirror emerged. She tilted it, scooting her foot forward just enough to peer into the alley. Two men. Her target and some skiv with holes in his jumpsuit. No one of import, and her programing said nothing about witnesses. 

She tapped again, put the mirror away and stumbled into the alley mouth with her head down, shaggy mane covering her face and hands sliding ever so slowly toward her belt. "Wrong way, dumb ass." 

"Fuck off." The skiv stepped away from the mark, putting his back to the wall and turning his body at enough of an angle to tell anyone with half a brain that the alley was off limits. 

"Told you." Chiri staggered toward him, then the other way and tossed her head back. Her hair waterfalled over her shoulders, and her posture lifted her chest where the silver jumpsuit stopped just low enough to reveal two thirds of each golden breast. She hiccupped and blinked three times, a gesture which helped her appear intoxicated but also chiseled her vision down to a fine point. "You're not Jale."

"Move along, sweetheart." The mark shifted a step closer, put himself within reach but not clear enough of his buddy that the junkie wouldn't interfere. 

"Oh man," Chiri giggled, pressed one hand to her lips, and stepped straight toward him. "You're not Jale."

"I said, beat it!" The skiv didn't find her half as charming as he should have. His arm flashed down and up, and he drew a street-made phase pistol, waving it in her direction like an amateur, like someone who'd never shot anyone in his life. 

Chiri didn't have that problem. 

She folded her knees and dropped, rolling forward and springing back up well underneath the skiv's extended arm. Her fist flew forward, bent back enough to allow the blade hidden in her sleeve to spring out. By the time it embedded in the junkie's throat, she'd already spun around, using his arm for leverage, and propelled a solid side kick into the mark's chest. 

He reeled backwards, slamming into the opposite wall. Chiri sprang for him. The skiv crumpled behind her, and she barreled into the mark. The both went down, slumping to the alley floor. One of the guy's hands latched onto her throat, squeezing while the other drew back into a fist. 

Chiri's vision narrowed. The edges dimmed as her airway constricted, but her pinpoint vision found the mark's bare neck. Her fingers flicked, tossing the hot-wire straight against her target's throat. It wound around the flesh, molding to the warm skin. He threw the punch, landing a half-hearted blow against her ribs. The impact was dulled by adrenaline, by the programing and her singular purpose. She'd have bruises later. Pain later. Now was all about the mission. 

His grip on her neck faltered as the hot-wire tightened. Chiri slid the remote trigger from under her tongue. She pressed it against the roof of her mouth and felt only the briefest shock as the device ignited. The mark's eyes stretched wide. The wire electrified, burned through his neck like a hot knife through butter. He seized once, let go of her and went completely limp. 

Dead. 

The voices still chanted to her. Chiri moved automatically, pulling a plastic sensor from her belt and uncapping the probe end. She jabbed it into the wound, near the jugular and waited for confirmation. The sensor blinked green. Heart-cease confirmed. With her other hand, she pressed a micro vial against the cut. Problematic. The wire cauterized the wound as it made it, but the programing demanded a blood sample. Chiri set down the sensor, stood, and crushed it with one heel. Then she twisted her wrist, sprung her blade and made a neat slice down one of the body's arms. She gathered enough blood to satisfy the vial. It fogged and self-sealed. The voices in her head, silenced. 

Mission complete. 

Chiri Tralito rocked back on her heels and listened to the quiet in her mind. She breathed, in and out through her nose, and stood. Her eyes relaxed, casting the alley into a shadowy crime scene, blurring at the edges, unreal. She stumbled backwards, nerves returning to their ordinary state, muscles trembling. 

Her ribs pinched when she breathed. Her hair had blood in it. Red on white. She tucked it into the collar of her jumpsuit, turned her back on her work, and limped away into the city without looking over her shoulder, without pausing. Her own self again. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Haftan's alarm shrieked like a Thulian banshee. He slapped at it, missed, and knocked the horrid thing to the dense blue carpeting. His sleeping platform beckoned, comfortable, warm from his body and piled deep with luxurious fibers. Of course, he'd fallen asleep halfway across the room on the lounge chair and in the middle of business. He groaned, fishing for the data pad and turning off the alarm. His hands scrubbed at his face and his short hair fell forward over his eyes. 

"I like the work. The work is important." He glared at his list of messages. "The work makes me important."

His apartment stretched to all sides of the lounge, expansive and well appointed. He had an auto-massage in his bathroom. He had a Tele-screen that projected news and important programing from planets farther away than any of his people had ever traveled. The azure carpeting reflected in the high-sheen ceiling, and air diffusers filled his quarters with the subtle scent of fresh ocean breezes. 

Haftan had never seen an ocean, but he liked the way one smelled. If he'd preferred, he could enjoy whatever distant aromas he liked. One entire wall could be adjusted to show him a view of any number of exotic landscapes, and his kitchen synthesizers kept his culinary desires perfectly satisfied. The luxury of it all pleased him. His position provided no end of social interactions. 

He most certainly should have been content. 

Stretching his arms over his head, he shook off the last shadow of sleepiness. His home planet rolled by on the wall screen, orange and pink clouds twisting together in a toxic cocktail of atmosphere and pressure. The Shroud. The world he'd found so oppressive only months ago. It had choked him. He sat taller and focused on his messages. The weight of the Shroud drove him away.

That and his status as the only king in Shrouded history to have had his throne taken from him. 

Haftan growled and opened a letter from the Shevran trade council. Demanding again, wanting a larger piece of the gems flowing out of the Shrouded moon base. He scanned the familiar complaint looking for any sign their discontent had escalated. 

It hadn't truly been his throne. Then again, that made the loss sting all the more. He'd been given a heartmate that wasn't his, a bride that was meant for someone else, and made king by mistake. Even light years away the embarrassment of that turned his face a deeper purple. 

The Shevrans wanted as much as the Fnorik. The note's author threatened an embargo they would never dare implement. Too many traders lined up behind them, hungry for Shrouded wares, for a piece of his home world. Haftan squinted at the author's name. A trade ambassador and council member, but an individual he recognized. They'd met at a dinner on Deltari IV not two standard months ago. A yellowish lizard man whose cheeks flamed purple at the slightest provocation but whose appetite for alcohol had left him the subject of capitol rumors ever since. Just perfect. 

Haftan opened a sub window and thumbed up his personal supplier. He ordered a case of Shrouded wine to be sent to the ambassador's personal address, adding a note about how delighted he'd been to chat with the man on Deltari. Then he closed the message unanswered. The bribe should both satisfy and humble the wretched lizard. At the very least it would buy another month of peace. 

As soon as he thought it, three new messages lit up at the top of the long list of aliens demanding his attention. At the beginning, that would have filled him with a sense of satisfaction. Someone out there thought he was significant, powerful. He was good at this, the schmoozing and the diplomacy both. He scanned the senders' names and sighed. Maybe he should eat something. 

He set the pad down and drifted to his kitchen. Last night's Saurian Sushi had lain out untouched all night. He'd meant to eat it. He really had. Instead he'd fallen asleep staring at his unanswered mail. There was a council meeting this afternoon, however, and skipping another meal would leave him too light-headed to pay attention to the other ambassadors’ elaborate reports. 

The synthesizer produced a bowl of hot grains, and Haftan found a spoon, tossed the sushi into the trash, and cringed when the data pad across the room beeped repeatedly. 

"What now?" Petulantly, he stuffed a spoonful of cereal he hadn't really wanted into his mouth. Then he stalked back to his never-ending duties. Duties which seemed insignificant now, in the face of a galaxy's span. The call continued to demand his attention, however, and he answered it, "Shrouded Ambassador."

"Haftan, I need you in the briefing room."

"Excuse me?" He pulled himself to his full height, as if his assistant delegate, Hrood, could see anything more than his face. The aide's yellow skin flushed, and the folds covering his round head stretched out so that Haftan could actually see his eyes. They held no apology for the tone he'd used, and Haf's irritation doubled. "Do you have any idea what time it is, Hrood?"

"We have a situation, Ambassador, and it involves you directly. I mean, it involves Shroud."

The fact that he didn't apologize told Haftan the situation was significant. If Hrood risked irritating a man who stood twice his height, he needed to take this seriously. "How soon?"

"As soon as you can get up here."

"I'm on the way." He ended the call even though the yellow mouth had opened again, even though Hrood had more to say. He'd been ruder than his position allowed, and Haftan didn't care to encourage that sort of continued behavior. Still, an incident involving Shroud didn't bode well. They'd managed to carve out a position on the Galactic Council, his position, but it was new and tentative. It hadn't been so long ago that his planet was insular, disrespected and only considered at all for what it could offer in trade goods. 

He should most likely hurry. Hrood's insolence made him linger just long enough to finish his breakfast, to glance at the messages one more time as if he cared about them. When he saw the latest arrival, however, Haftan nearly choked on his grains.

Dielel.

He set the bowl down on the carpet, sloshing milk and not caring about the stain. It had to be a mistake, a prank maybe. But who in all the galaxy would know him well enough to use that name and yet be cruel enough to think it a joke? No one on Shroud, and that meant no one at all. Haftan's body turned cold. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. The last anyone had heard of Dielel and the former prince Jadyek was that they'd escaped a Shrouded prison along with the traitor, Jarn, stolen aboard an elevator shuttle to the moon base and then absconded with a Shevran's ship. 

The bodies the trio had left in their wake were no doubt Jarn's doing, but everyone on Shroud expected the criminals to be sectors away by now, expected never to hear from them again. Hoped never to hear of them again. The single stain on the history of Shrouded royalty had bled onto Haftan himself when he'd fallen unwittingly into the plot that put him on the throne. But Dielel had been his friend once, his loyal and ever-present sidekick. His admirer too, if he meant to be honest. 

Haftan had overlooked that awkwardness. He'd underestimated his submissive companion as well. After he'd left Shroud, Dielel had found his heartmate in another prince. Young Jadyek had helped the betrayer escape and somehow, the devil offworlder, Jarn, had folded into their escape. Likely orchestrated it. Haftan had just assumed the bastard had killed both Shrouded men as soon as he no longer needed them.

Everyone had. 

He stared at the message as if it were a sandsnake, a worm injecting more venom into his already spiraling day. That the lost princes lived, he found hard enough to believe. That Dielel had the nuts to contact him, was inconceivable. A creeping sensation began at the base of his spine, spreading up and outward until his toes tapped and his fingers twitched just above the message screen. He should open it. The digital letters twisted into flames.

I should open it. 

He ran his finger along the edge of the tablet. Hrood needed him in the briefing room. There was an incident involving Shroud. He hadn't set foot on his home world in months. Now the ghosts from his past were sending him messages. And he'd been flirting with the edge of boredom only moments before. 

Haftan set the tablet down, left the empty bowl where it was, and stood. He should hurry. He crossed to the sleeping area and slid open the wall panel where his clothing hung. Shrouded silks and off-world brocades. Tailored suits and his robes of state. Dress jackets and shirts with sleeves that didn't need to be wrapped. So long as he remained here, they suited him. So long as he stayed away from his own people, no one would wonder where his heartmate was. Why he, the former king, was the only one left mate-less. 

He chose a tight-fitting cerulean suit and donned it with care, buttoning copper fastens and turning to the side to admire his shape in the mirror beside the hidden closet. He'd never wanted the bonding anyway, had never needed the pulse of heartstone as anything more than a path to the throne. If no one was there to wrap his sleeves and ankles, no one who mattered would even notice. 

Haftan smoothed the front of his shirt with both hands and his heartstone ring flashed, catching the overhead lights and refracting rainbows across his reflection. He rubbed the stone with his other hand, warm and smooth, as polished as any princely signet. What did it matter if he lived alone, outside? He had everything he'd ever wanted.

More, even. I never dreamed of this life on Shroud. 

He'd never dreamed of anything beyond sitting on a throne that, in the end, did not belong to him. So why did it all seem to be pressing in on him now? The job, the planet, the fancy things. Haftan loved all of it. He thrived as ambassador; everyone said as much. But everyone also had their heartmate fixed permanently at their side. 

Everyone except me.

Maybe that was the burn of it. Maybe, he didn't want a mate and only felt the sting of being left out, the lack of something in himself that was present in the others. He was flawed, vain, and he'd betrayed the Heart by accepting a false bride, even if he'd done it without intending to. Now he lived apart, willingly removed from his culture and his friends, and he should have been loving every second of it. 

He should have left his apartments a full five minutes ago. 

Haftan scowled and shut the compartment, fidgeted with the fasteners one more time, and found his boots waiting beside the door. He had everything he needed, and if that wasn't enough, he'd be the last one to admit it. Leaving the tablet behind, the Shrouded Ambassador to the Galactic Council left his quarters standing tall. He marched down the long corridors with his head held high. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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The planet turned at a sensible rate. All the data confirmed its rotation: mass ratio, density, and orbital velocity were nothing outside of ordinary. General D'talla glared at the viewscreen and tapped long purple fingers absently against the arm of her chair. It was the damn clouds that made it look like chaos incarnate. The pinks and yellows all swirling together as if they were a pot about to boil over. 

She'd spent a week trying to collect data on the nature of those storms, but it turned out information about Shroud was reserved entirely for the Shrouded. The whole world was closed up tighter than a wulla egg. 

But it would be much easier to crack. 

D'talla leaned back in her chair and stretched her legs out, crossing them at the ankles. She reached around and grabbed her braid, a single rope of dense black hair, and pulled it around to the front, running her fingers over the woven pattern. 

This sector was ruled by the Galactic Council, a body her people had had no previous contact with. They had no relationship in place on which to trade, and yet, they must win this Council over. She must convince the local government of the Irisian claim to the Lost Ones or there would be no justice for her people. 

And D'talla had come a long way in search of justice.

A console wrapped around the left side of her chair, and she threw an arm out and tapped at the communications controls. "Nusa, I need you." 

"Almost there, Captain." Her sister-bonded answered immediately, always half a step ahead and aware of what was required of her. 

"Good." D'talla cut off the comm and listened for the tapping of her partner's boots against the causeway. She fished in her uniform breast pocket and retrieved the ring she'd taken from the late pirate's booty. The stone was milky, iridescent, and almost identical to the Irisian material. It had flared for her when she spoke the activation tones, but still, there was something different about it. The color was a common hue, one that someone of her status wouldn't have worn willingly. The luster was duller, too. But then, the value of a crystal on Iris had little to do with its appearance. 

It was the properties that mattered. It was the bonding. 

She watched the ring closely as Nusa's steps rang out. Her dark eyes narrowed. Warmth flared against her chest, from the place above her breast where her own bonding stone had been set. It spread outward as her sister-bonded neared, and the stone in her hand, the Shrouded stone, shimmered and glowed. It flared to life even as her implanted cabachon grew fiery. It recognized the bond as her partner moved in behind her, standing at attention at her shoulder. 

The shrouded ring flashed like a tiny sun.

"I am here, bonded." Nusa's voice was a cool wind, refreshing in its obedience. They'd been matched by the queen herself, brought up in a school together as a destined partnership, a binary system that worked flawlessly in the service of the homeworld. Sisters at arms, loyal to the queen. Loyal to Iris. Devout in their reverence of the bond that could not be broken. 

"Tell me what you've found." D'talla tossed her braid back over her shoulder and let the weight of it bring her eyes up. Nusa could be her twin, though they shared no blood ties. A lifetime of joined experience had molded them into reflections of one another. "Tell me about Shroud." 

"The planet is a moderately sized rocky world possessed of a dense, gaseous atmosphere. Toxicity ranges from mild to deadly depending on storms which seem to be constant."

D'talla snorted. She'd read as much but preferred to see how Nusa's research had varied from her own. The interrogations had bored her early on, and she'd left the process to her bonded to finish. Her comment was more for her own brooding than her partner. "How do they live down there?"

"All major populations centers are carved into the core either in natural or man-made chasms. Atmospheric emitters keep the Shroud at bay, and travel between centers is done via the core's magnetic web, which is substantial. 

"And there's no map of this road system allowed off world, and visitation is strictly monitored. I believe this is their strongest defense. The planet itself would cripple any invading force, and has, not too long ago."

"When they first reached out to the Galactic Council." D'talla nodded. That would be a tentative relationship at best, one she could easily snap. 

"The main export is minerals, gems, ores."

"The bonding stone?"

"No." Nusa's tone shifted, dripping distaste and disapproval both. "The irisium is kept strictly for their own rituals."

She spat the last word.

"You've found something more about the bondings here?"

"Yes." Nusa's boots clicked as she shifted in place, a fidget that signaled the depth of her discomfort. "The Lost Ones have perverted the bonding rites into some sort of mating ritual."

"Mating?" The blasphemy brought an acidic taste to her lips. She twisted them into a snarl. "The Lost Ones have truly become lost. And no wonder. They've no need for a real military, have kept themselves separate and apart and conquered nothing, gained nothing for their escapades."

"They are traders and isolationists," Nusa said. "Bringing in foreign brides to taint the blood lines."

"Enough." D'talla waved a hand, but her bonded had already fallen silent, stepped back a pace. "No doubt it was the stone which drew them here, but to use it thus. To twist the bonding into this." 

"It is good that we have come." Nusa fidgeted again, clanking metal against her hard heels. 

"Yes. We've arrived, and now we must reclaim the bloodlines we've been so missing. I've already sent a message to the Galactic Council with our petition. The Lost Ones have found a pale echo of the homeworld here, perhaps. But they belong to us, and so this Shroud must as well. Both will be returned to Iris and, like any jewel, set firmly into place."

"Yes, General." Nusa used her title, making her acquiescence a formal thing. 

D'talla nodded and turned back to her view screen. Her bonded hovered behind her, at the ready should she need her. Nusa had been declared the second of the pair after the first round of testing. D'talla became her superior in all matters, but the gap in their status was an un-thing. They operated as a unit. Nusa was an extension of her, and so the General's arm. Her agreement was never in question. She acted exactly as D'talla required her to, not out of duty but from the desire of one bonded to be in accordance with the other. 

A perfect system. Functional. To have twisted that into a thing of matings and reproduction, something handled by Iris's geneticists in highly controlled circumstances, brought the darkest of taints upon the bonding. No wonder the Shrouded stone was ghostly pale. No wonder the Shrouded themselves hid away beneath their toxic clouds. 

On Iris, the Shrouded materials could be purified, heated and tuned for a nobler purpose. Implanted in the lower classes of course, but they always had need of more material, whatever the grade. The Irisian veins would not flow forever. In fact, it was to this course that their original mission had remanded them. Find and seize additional sources of the bonding stone. They’d been lucky to stumble upon the Lost Ones, or perhaps, it had been fate. 

Iris could use the Shrouded gemstone, but it wanted for their bloodlines even more. D'talla feared the low birthrates were more serious than the geneticists claimed. Their history suggested worse problems, problems that all led back to the Lost Ones and their stolen genes. Now she had a chance to reclaim the greatest loss in Irisian history. The Shrouded belonged to Iris, and D'talla would see every last one of them brought back into hand.

She reached for the console again, and the viewscreen flickered. The planet Shroud vanished, and man's face filled the screen. Violet skin, pale hair, high aristocratic cheekbones. This was the voice of Shroud on the Galactic Council, and D'talla's first act must be to silence it. 

"Have you checked his line?"

"Sixteen surviving cousins but no siblings." 

"What did Sharite say?"

"The science officer believes that sixteen will be enough." 

"Good." If she meant to recover the Lost Ones, D'talla would have to bring all seven blood lines back to Iris. She'd prefer to regain them with as few losses as possible. The General was no scientist, but she'd paid enough attention in school to know that diversity paid off when dealing with genes. Each line would be preserved and reintegrated. But this one, this Haftan, stood directly in the way of her claim. He would have to go. 

D'talla leaned back in her chair and examined him. It’d been much easier to find information on him than on the rest of his people. He stood apart. Additionally, she had a secret weapon shackled deep in her ship's belly. Haftan the ambassador, voice of Shroud, former king, fallen prince. The General smiled at him and closed her eyes, imagining her heroic homecoming. She raised one hand to seize Nusa's attention, and let the heat of her implanted stone burn away anything but their victory. 

"Get me that assassin, Nusa."

Her sister-bonded's answer came like a reflex. "Yes, General."  
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Chiri remembered who she was long enough to register how many light years from home she'd traveled. Her account had filled with credits the moment her mission released her, but a flight back to Genovall would devour the majority of her payment. She'd have to take another mission immediately in order to afford staying, and there was no telling how far that job would drag her away. 

Still, it would be better to go home after she'd earned enough to remain there. 

She rented a room not far from the bar where she'd finally caught up with the last mark. Sitting in the one room studio, at a console set into the wall, Chiri put her calling card back out into the world of back alley business dealings and dark labor. Her console chimed less than a standard hour after that.

So soon. Were there so many deaths to be had that there could be no breath between them?

She stared at the blinking "incoming" light and leaned back in the uncomfortable swivel chair. Made of plastique like the rest of the room's furniture. Designed to be fleeting, used and then thrown away. 

Like me?

Chiri stood without opening the job bid. She'd have twelve hours to respond before the call would vanish. Twelve hours to be herself, to try to remember who that even was. Brushing her long white mane away from her face, she shook herself once as if to dislodge the last traces of the killer. 

Her skin was golden, metallic in the nature of her race, but far lighter than it would be if she still lived under the triple suns. She ran her hands over her arms and felt the lack there, the chill where there should be warmth, the internal cringing at any physical contact, even with her own flesh. 

Once, she'd ran with her siblings through the yellow meadows. Once, her white hair had never been splattered in red blood. Or green blood. Chiri sighed and tramped to the room's producer. She printed herself a light meal and sat cross-legged on the floor to eat it. Furniture was sparse on Genovall. Her family had been large, and the many children sat wherever they could wrestle themselves a free spot. 

She remembered that, if she focused tightly. If she held her breath and closed her eyes. There had been a lot of laughter, a lot of bumps and scratches, and just enough food to keep everyone thriving. It seemed like paradise now, from halfway across the galaxy. To an adolescent, it had been a prison. The universe was wide and varied, and on Genovall she'd been only one of many. 

When she finally found her way back, what would she be then?

The food was dry and light on taste. Chiri chewed it without enjoyment. She had a few hours free. What could she do with them? Her rent paid for an entertainment package as well as the sparse room. She had a VR hookup and considered spending the time drifting through space or climbing alien mountains. It might distract her from the blinking light, but she made no move to get up, to cross to the bed and don the VR helmet. 

It wouldn't be real. It wouldn't make her back into the person she'd been...before. The person she was now was a stranger, would be an outsider on Genovall. Chiri bit her lower lip and rocked back, placing her hands on the floor behind her and staring up at the speckled ceiling. How many more jobs would it take before she realized she could never go back?

She'd lost herself already. The girl with a dozen siblings, who laughed and fought for floorspace, who ran and ran but never after anything, that girl had died along with each mark she'd murdered. Chiri had no idea who was left. She looked inward and heard only the pounding of feet against cement, whispered pleas in the darkness, and the snapping of bones. 

The money might get her home, but it wouldn't transform her back into the person she wanted to be. 

Her plate was empty, and she shoved it aside with one foot and lay back, stretching to her full length. She imagined three suns overhead, the sound of laughter on the wind. Her eyes burned, and she pressed them tight, balled her fists into little knots, and dug her heels into the flooring. She considered the VR two more times before giving up with a growl and a rebellious beating of her fists. 

"What's the point?" Chiri sat and glared at her blinking console. The sooner she got it over with, the sooner she could get out. Whatever that ended up meaning. 

She crawled to her knees and squinted at the screen. Did it matter what the job was? She'd had standards at the beginning, stipulations she would not cross. Somewhere over the years they'd all been over-ridden. The right bid, the right amount, and she'd download any job. Her A.C. training had won over in the end. The Assassin's Corps had re-made her in their own image, first through the mental port and the hardwired nerves, and then through a slow degradation of her conscience. 

Once you'd torn out someone's jugular, whether you were programmed to do it or not, everything else seemed like just another step along the same pathway. 

Chiri got to her feet, tossed back her long hair, and opened the message with a lightning-quick stab of her thumb. The job scrolled across the screen. Single target, high profile. Discretion required but a request to make it messy, to use a particular weapon that would indicate a specific suspect. Confusing instructions. They wanted a brutal death but without causing a scene. It would have to be private. She'd have to get closer than just following a stranger out of their local bar. No witnesses. Verified heart-cease. Blood sample not required. Payment upon receipt. 

She flirted with the idea of refusing. This job would take more work. It would require her to crawl through dark places, something she didn't care for when her thoughts were her own enough to have an opinion. The high-profile tag bothered her as well. She was too close to finished to risk incarceration now. To risk being caught. 

Though perhaps, she was as destined for prison as she'd ever been for returning to Genovall. Maybe the job had ruined her for homecoming. Ruined her. At least in prison there'd be no more losing herself to another's bidding. If she was honest, she'd thought about getting caught with affection more than once. Almost as many times as she'd thought about dying, as she'd fantasized about opening a job and finding out her mark was herself. 

Her fingers skimmed over the console, debating. The money would have to make the risk worthwhile. Even as she dreamed of refusing, she tapped for more details, for the bid amount that was the only thing that mattered in the end. A figure appeared, and Chiri's eyes stretched wide. Enough to end it. More than enough. Whoever the mark was, somebody wanted him dead bad enough to pay a planet's ransom. He'd pissed off the wrong people, done something truly terrible perhaps. She'd never know the reason, not even if she took things one step farther. The numbers blinked at her, red letters on a black field. There was only one answer to that amount. 

It was the job every A.C. graduate dreamed of, the job that would set you up for life. 

Chiri lifted her hair with one hand, exposing the port behind her left ear. She drew a wire from the console, black and red twisted together, and plugged it into the bio-jack. A flash of pain stiffened her spine, but it was gone before she could register the reaction enough to cry out. The next step would seal her contract, and as she reached for the flashing "Confirm," her eyes fluttered closed. Superstition, a tic she'd developed over the years. Always go in blind. 

As if seeing the Mark before she felt him would somehow curse the job. 

Her finger tapped without having to look, the console bleeped, and a rushing sound filled Chiri's ears, pounded from inside her head as the data was encoded into her network, as her mission downloaded over the top of her consciousness. All the information she'd need to finish the task, the specifications of the job, and the impulse to complete it settled over her thoughts, a dark blanket, a whisper that would not silence until the mark was dead. 

Eliminate. 

Chiri clenched her fists at her side. She threw her head back and ground her teeth together. The man's face filled her mind's eye. He grew in her vision like a sun dawning, brighter and brighter until he blocked out everything else. Pale hair and a lilac face. High cheekbones and eyes that gleamed like diamonds, that cut her like knives. Haftan. His name rang between her ears. Haftan of Shroud, galactic ambassador, prince. 

She moved her lips without sound, chanting without words. Haftan. Eliminate. Chiri's spine arched, lifted her shoulders from the chair and stretched the wire until it tugged at the jack, until pain slashed through her ear. She grabbed for it with shaking fingers, tore it free and flung it back toward the console. 

There his face had filled the screen, the same face imprinted inside her head. Haftan. Chiri shivered, shook off the creeping feeling that something had gone wrong, the tiny whisper behind her orders that shouted at her to run. Superstitions. She needed a break, should have waited. He needed to die. 

Her instructions surged forward, knocking any other thinking back and down. Her hands unclenched. Her fingers lifted, tracing the outline of the Ambassador's jaw. All she had to do was kill him. Kill him, and she could take forever to decide what she wanted to do after that. 
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Haftan paused outside the briefing room door and caught his breath. The hallways on this level were twice as wide as the ones in the living areas. The inky carpeting portrayed a series of constellations corresponding to the outer borders of the Council's territory. The interior walls glowed with internal lighting, and the outer ones had been constructed of plasti-panels so that the dignitaries could gaze outward at the capital city of Vade while wandering between their meetings, strolling in between sessions, or huddling together in their special interest groups to plot. 

The Shrouded prince snorted and shuffled farther from the view of towering buildings, rail transport, gardens and pedestrian belts. He'd seen enough of the capital for one lifetime. The sky overhead seemed thin and empty, exposed to whatever threat fell from the stars next. 

Bronze doors opened from the circular hallway into the briefing room. The artist had cast them as a series of panels, each depicting one of the four founding races of the Council. Haftan placed one palm over the face of an Andarian carved in a permanent, toothy grin, and pushed his way into a meeting that, it seemed, had already begun without him.

Rude. 

Hrood hovered just inside the doors. When Haftan entered, the squat, yellow alien flapped to his elbow, squawking like an injured bird. 

"There you are. Here at last. Most important, most important for this business."

"What business?" Haftan snapped, and the other occupants of the room turned away from their conversations. 

They'd been clustered around the ring table, but no one had sat yet. The currently reigning Council Speaker stood beside her chair, and the others had all shuffled to that end of the table. Delegates from Andara, Shevran, Fnorik, and Blatt huddled to the Speaker's left, and the ambassadors from Cyric and Metalla stood, stiff and distant, on their leader's right. The posturing said more about the current vote on trade contracts between Cyric and Andara than whatever had drawn them to the room this morning. 

Haftan sighed and let Hrood precede him. He marched behind the yellow man, while the speaker raised her hands and  announced him. 

"Haftan of Shroud," she intoned. "Your presence is much awaited." 

"I came immediately, your honor." Haftan dipped into curtsy mid-stride and tilted his head in deference to the silver alien's status. 

She wore black robes over her pale, elongated body, and the gold scarves of her office wound over her head, pushing back the loose green plates that grew from her scalp. Her voice sounded like electricity crackling, like a good old-fashioned Shrouded storm. Of all those assembled in the room, Haftan approved of the Speaker most of all. 

"This concerns you deeply," the Speaker said. "A petition has been filed against your Shroud, and the claims are all-encompassing and... very curious."

"What claims?" His feet stopped of their own accord and Haftan rocked forward and had to grab the nearest chair for balance. A petition against Shroud he could understand. The damn lizards filed one at least twice a quarter. King Peryl's trade restrictions had half the galaxy held hostage by a lust for Shrouded goods, but a request for lifting trade limits would not result in an impromptu Council meeting. The looks the rest of the representatives had aimed at him suggested this was something far more interesting, something that had the Andarian's eyes glinting like his claws, and a smirk set firmly across the Shevran delegate's blunt snout. If his scales hadn't been a calm shade of green, Haftan would still suspect him. "Who filed it?"

"The Irisian Dictatorship." The way she said it suggested she had about as much clue who the hell that was as he did. The silver arms waved through the air, nearly as long as the woman's torso. Her voice crackled. "Come, Haftan, see for yourself."

Haftan moved to the head of the table as if the room's air had turned to sap. His limbs dragged. His stomach tightened around a knot of foreboding. Hrood shuffled behind him, and the Cyrician and Mettallan delegates vacated their positions, moving farther from their rivals while allowing Haftan room beside the Speaker. 

The ring table served as a viewer as well, with the entire surface able to display data. During meetings, the delegates could bring up individual messages, studies and vids to support their point or, more often, to counter those made by other Council members. In front of the Speaker, a curving segment of the table flared to life, drifting to a lighter shade of gray and flashing the word, message paused, stop, resume, and replay. 

Voice activation proved problematic in a situation where multiple users worked simultaneously, and they'd all grown used to relying on manual controls. Haftan watched the Speaker's long silvery fingertips brush the replay function and scooted his body farther around the table so that the images would display the right way up. 

He adjusted his jacket, reaching up and stretching the collar away from his throat. The table blinked once and then cleared, showing a scene that took him two breaths to understand. Two breaths to make sense of the impossible. 

Four seated individuals lined up in front of the recording device. Two were criminals, suspected dead, unbelievably alive. Haftan would have gaped at Dielel and Jadyek, the lost princes, if it hadn't been for the creatures on either side of them. The two women bookending the traitors were infinitely, terrifyingly more interesting. 

"Who are they?" His hand lifted automatically, as if it would reach out and test the validity of what he saw. He half expected the image to vanish. A mirage, a trick of some sort. 

"They are from the planet Iris." The Speaker answered him, but whatever she said, Haftan's eyes told him a different story. 

These were Shrouded women, and Shrouded women did not exist. They sat two heads taller than Dielel, making him look like a child between them. Jadyek even more so. The purple skin and jet-black hair could have belonged to any Shrouded-born. Their physique, their posture, everything suggested these were kin to his people, and yet, he'd never heard of such a thing, never dreamed it was possible. 

A woman of Shrouded blood.

His thoughts went where any Shrouded's would, straight to the Heart. Was this the answer all along? Perhaps the reason they'd been forced to bring in alien brides, the reason all offspring born on Shroud were male... the reason he hadn't found his heartmate? His hand dropped to his side like a stone, but his heartbeat revved to a faster pace. 

"Greetings from Iris to your Galactic Council." The purple woman spoke in a deep voice. Her words boomed with authority, with the tone of someone who was used to obedience. "I am General D'talla, third hand of the Irisian Queen and captain of the Shivad. As this is undoubtedly your first contact with our people, I would like to assure you we wish for peaceful passage through your territories and seek only to bring mutual benefit from our interaction here."

Haftan leaned forward, as if the woman's words would come faster for the proximity. Around him the room had fallen silent. All eyes watched him. All of them knew what was coming, and he could feel their anticipation of his reaction. 

"We entered your space on a prospecting mission," D'talla continued, shifting her body forward as if she, too, wanted to bring her words closer faster. "But we've encountered something far more significant. These two gentlemen are natives of a planet called Shroud. We believe the inhabitants of this planet to be our Lost Ones, descendants of seven criminals who absconded from Iris centuries ago in the possession of a great Irisian treasure. 

"Obviously, my government would like to see that treasure returned to us. We would like to welcome our kin, back into the Irisian fold and hope that you might facilitate this reunion. In accordance with your Council policies, I have submitted a formal petition along with this message. All details of our claim are outlined there. We will remain in this location until the matter is resolved to our satisfaction. As a formal representative of Iris, I look forward to working with your government to our mutual benefit, and perhaps to building the first historic steps in a longer relationship."

She sat back slowly, crossed her purple arms in front of her breast plate and smiled just enough to show a few pointy teeth. Whether they'd grown that way naturally or been modified into fangs, Haftan couldn't have guessed, but the expression she gave sent a shiver through him that was half terror and half excitement. His thoughts tumbled with each new revelation. Shrouded kin. A long lost homeworld. Criminals and a stolen treasure. The space between his eyebrows pulsed with an incoming headache. 

"Is it true?" The Speaker's voice sounded far away. 

When Haftan turned from the table he faced a wall of expectant stares. 

"I've no idea. They certainly look like Shrouded kin, but..." He shook his head. The greatest treasure on Shroud was the Heart, and that grew from the core of the planet itself. It couldn't have been stolen, and yet, something nagged at the back of his mind, something the Irisian General had said rang a little too true. "We've lived on Shroud for centuries, your honor. I know of no stolen treasure. But there are seven distinct bloodlines, seven princes on each royal council all descended from seven original founders."

"I see." 

Those two syllables fell with more weight than they should have. Haftan frowned and scanned the assembled aliens. All eyes on him, and all faces masks, behind which, minds he should never underestimate worked furiously. 

"What about this petition?" He stiffened, remembered that he was equally capable and appointed. "What is it that these Irisians claim was stolen? I highly doubt it's anything to be found on Shroud, regardless of any shared history. What are the odds the thing has survived this long?"

"It appears," the Speaker's sigh echoed to the far doors and back. "The Irisians place a high value on genetic material. Their culture views blood as currency, and much as you honor your original seven, they hold their lineages in reverence."

"Lineages?"

"The treasure they claim was stolen, Haftan of Shroud, is the blood in your veins. Your genetic material. What they claim is their property is nothing less than all of the Shrouded people."

"That's ridiculous!" Haftan spat it, fighting for composure in a room that suddenly spun around him. "How can someone's own blood be stolen?"

"It is a matter of culture on Iris."

"But not on Shroud."

"Nevertheless. The petition has been correctly filed. It is this council's duty to give it due consideration."

"Shroud is a member of this council and therefore under its protection."

"Agreed." The Speaker stepped forward, placed both hands on top of the viewing table, and regarded each person in the room. Her head moved from one to the other checking in, reading more perhaps than Haftan could in each cluster of eyes. "But Galactic Law is clear. A full investigation into this matter is required to determine the validity of the Irisian claims."

"There is no validity." Haftan bit off each word. 

"I hope so, Haftan of Shroud. Your membership on this council is valued and will be taken into account. In the meantime, I suggest you contact your people. You are entitled and encouraged to prepare a defense in this matter. It would be prudent to begin immediately."

Haftan heard a warning in that statement. He heard danger, and he read it in the faces around the room. The Speaker would be a fair judge of things, but the council itself would have their input, too. He saw that here, in the faint smile touching the Shevran's muzzle, in the dark shade of blue ringing the Blatt Ambasador's eyes. Even the woman from Cyric had a gleam to her now. Every one of them wanted a larger piece of Shroud. They'd be imagining it, wondering what might happen if the Irisians won their prize. If Shroud fell into new hands, these delegates would be the first to step forward. 

They were already picturing it, forging more advantageous trade deals in their dark minds. 

Haftan gripped the table's edge with white knuckles and dropped his gaze to the final image. D'talla on one end. Dielel and Jadyek in the center, holding hands, not quite smiling. His stomach clenched around half digested cereal. He needed to go, to run as fast as he could. To call King Peryl and tell him the sky was falling. 

Haftan tensed and closed his eyes. He froze, clinging to the edge of the world and afraid that, if he moved, he might never stop falling. 
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