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Chapter One
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New Meridian

The city breathed in two rhythms.

On the upper levels, sunlight filtered through translucent transit canopies, refracted by Narae crystal spines that hummed softly as mag-rails slid past. On the streets below, human vendors shouted over one another, selling fried grain cakes, synthetic coffee, and handwoven Narae fabrics that shifted color when touched. Scents layered the air—metal and spice, ozone and oil, unfamiliar sweetness threaded with the known.

Detective Lena Calder had learned to walk without staring.

She crossed Meridian Way with her coat unbuttoned despite the morning chill, badge clipped at her belt, eyes forward. A pair of Narae passed her—tall, jointed silhouettes with pale, iridescent skin and elongated neck crests that flared faintly as they spoke. Their language clicked and resonated low in the throat, a sound that once would have sent half the city running.

Now it barely earned a second glance.

That was the lie of New Meridian: that peace, once declared, stayed declared.

Lena stepped onto the platform outside Precinct Nine just as her wrist unit chimed. Priority alert. Red band. Not routine.

She thumbed it open.

“Calder,” came Captain Hargreeve’s voice, tight and clipped. “You’re closest. Get to Crescent Plaza—now. Diplomatic jurisdiction just went sideways.”

Lena stopped walking.

“Define sideways,” she said.

A pause. Not long—but long enough.

“High-profile victim. Narae. Dead.”

The city noise seemed to dull around her, as if someone had turned down the volume on the world.

“I’m en route,” Lena said, already moving.

Crescent Plaza lived up to its name: a sweeping arc of white stone and living crystal, designed jointly by human architects and Narae engineers in the early days of the Accord. It had been meant as a symbol—a shared space, neutral ground.

Now it crawled with security.

Human officers in blue-gray coats stood shoulder to shoulder with Narae Peace Wardens, their long-limbed forms rigid, crests dimmed in a universal sign of restraint. Holo-barriers shimmered at the plaza’s edge, holding back a growing crowd.

Lena flashed her badge and ducked under the field.

The body lay near the fountain.

At first glance, it looked wrong—too still, too folded in on itself. Narae physiology had a fluid grace even in rest; death stripped that away. The diplomat’s limbs were drawn tight, crest collapsed, skin dulled from its usual pearlescent sheen to a chalky gray.

A small, precise wound marked the center of the upper torso.

No blood.

Lena crouched, careful not to cross the forensic markers. The weapon had been clean. Advanced. Probably energy-based. Human tech—or human-modified Narae design.

That mattered.

“Name?” she asked without looking up.

“Envoy Tarell-Kesh,” said a voice behind her. Calm. Resonant. Male, if the translation matrix was right. “Second Circle of Foreign Relations.”

Lena turned.

He stood a few steps back, hands folded at mid-torso in the Narae gesture of composed grief. Taller than her by a head, lean and angular, with skin that caught the light in faint opalescent patterns. His crest was partially unfurled—controlled, but strained.
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