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THE 17 RULES OF ASSIGNMENT

––––––––
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1. The Re’Ris were created by the Makers to eliminate the weak.




2. Only the Makers determine the Targets of Assignments.



3. Assignments must be given top priority in the life of a Re’Ris



4. A Re’Ris may never refuse an Assignment.



5. Emotional detachment is necessary to succeed in an Assignment. 



6. A Re’Ris must attend Lessons during their childhood and recite the Oath to the Rules and the Oath to the Makers. These Lessons are written by the Makers and taught by Superiors. Any changes in the Lessons will result in the immediate Targeting of that Superior.



7. A Re’Ris child may apply for their First Assignment at age 15, the Age of Progression. If the child does not apply by the age of 16, they are considered “Expired” and will automatically be sent to work for the Labor Force.



8. Only after the successful completion of an Assignment will a Re’Ris Cross Over to become an assassin and receive all the benefits awarded to that status level.



9. Any attempt to leave the planet before an individual has Crossed Over without a legal guardian will result in said individual becoming a Laborer with no option of assassin once they reach the Age of Progression.



10. Children under the Age of Progression will never be Targeted.



11. A Re’Ris may request knowledge if they are a Target and can defend themselves if they are. If they are successful in eliminating the assassin, they are upgraded in status and absorb all the future Assignments given to that assassin.



12. A Re’Ris who fails an Assignment is demoted in status to Laborer and may only live under that title and its responsibilities.



13. If a Target dies by natural or indirect means, the assassin is neither rewarded nor penalized.



14. If an assassin is killed while on Assignment, by any means other than by their Target defending themselves, the Target’s name will be returned to Central Processing for a new assassin.



15. A Re’Ris may never seek revenge if a Target or an assassin is killed.




16. A Re’Ris must immediately report to authorities in Central Processing if they are aware of any individual not following the Rules.



17. Upon judgement by the Makers, failure to abide by any of these Rules will result in the individual(s) being demoted to Laborer, becoming a Target, or being arrested.
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Chapter 1
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Oh, Makers.

Oh, Makers she’s dead.

I can’t believe it. My sister is dead.

Faan is dead.

I should be happy. Why am I not happy? What’s wrong with me?

Sree dropped the datapad he’d been reading onto the bed, which showed upon it the news about his sister’s Passing On. Quick steps took him across the bedroom and back as thoughts continued to whirl inside his mind.

The letter, sent by some off-worlder named Torrak, explained what had occurred. That Faan assisted in taking down the remnants of the Aleet Army, and that Sree’s family should know she’d proved the Aleet Army had been behind his parents’ deaths. Their demise had not been a transportation orb accident like his government claimed.

Sree’s mind struggled to take it all in.

Faan was dead.

She’d been right all along.

Their Mother and Father had been murdered, not eliminated.

And before she left to prove this, Sree belittled her about her theory.

Sinking down next to the bed, Sree placed his face in his hands, pressing his fingertips into his temples. What under the Stars am I supposed to do now? he thought. I’m fifteen standard years old. My parents are dead and now my sister is dead. I’m going to be stuck living with my Mother’s Mother...

...until I complete my First Assignment.

Sree’s spiraling notions of grief and confusion at the deaths of his family members paused as a wave of nausea rippled through his body when he thought of his First Assignment. He swallowed down a mouthful of acidic vomit and felt a sense of calm return.

Then he gagged.

The contents he upheaved missed the basket he grabbed. Retching motions shuddered through him, tightening his chest, pulling at his stomach, which was now completely empty, and yet he couldn’t stop. His body seemed to want to expunge the horror he felt, not only for the loss of his sister, but for the fact he now existed on his own.

Eventually the movements subsided and Sree sat there, gasping for breath, tears moist on his face. A breeze from the cracked-open window soothed his clammy skin.

Sree went to get a rag to wipe up the remaining mess on the floor. Before he returned, he gripped the sink in the washroom for support while he peered at his image in the reflector unit—dark gray skin like his Mother’s, shimmering with iridescence, short white hair, one eye slightly bloodshot from a broken blood vessel that had ruptured during his retching—all of which disturbed him and he quickly turned away. Though he still felt unsteady, he forced himself to wet the rag and returned to his bedroom to clean the thick, teal carpet.

While he scrubbed, he thought about his present situation. His Mother’s Mother would come upstairs soon, and she would probably want to talk to him about the datapad. Sree didn’t ever get deliveries and he knew his Mother’s Mother would have an interest in its contents. 

Pausing in his cleaning, he wondered what he would say. That the government she trusted in told their family a lie over a decade ago? That the last words Sree said to his sister had been hurtful? That the only remaining active member of the Kaano family, a family who were admired and revered by the entire planet, was an embarrassing teenager who felt too afraid to complete his First Assignment and hadn’t Crossed Over yet, even though he’d been eligible to apply almost a year ago?

Tears that could no longer be blinked away spilled from his eyes. He hadn’t cried since the age of seven, when he’d been thrown from the transportation orb during the accident, when his Mother and Father hadn’t responded to his yelps of pain.

It wasn’t an accident. Murder. Say it. They were murdered. Faan knew it all along. Even though it meant their deaths fell outside of the Rules.

A new notion prickled his mind. The Rules of Assignment. He hated them. He’d always hated them. But what could he do? They’d been set out by the Makers of his world to guide his species, the Re’Ris, along the “right” path.

Words formed in his mind, almost on their own, as the Oath to the Rules recited itself. It had been ingrained in him as it had every other child on his world, spoken with devotion during educational classes from the Superiors.

“I pledge to uphold the Rules of Assignment as were handed down by the Makers. I pledge to learn these Rules and follow them for the rest of my life. I will honor and obey the Lessons as instructed by my Superiors, whose knowledge has gone into the interpretation of the Rules.”

Everyone followed the Rules, no matter what. The idea that his Mother and Father could have been killed outside the Rules had been beyond preposterous. It felt...unnatural. Yet Faan still decided to prove their deaths happened some way other than by assassination, and Sree had done nothing but nag her about it.

And why did you really do it? he thought. Why did you treat her that way? Because you thought she might stay if she realized her mission was useless. Because you didn’t want to be left alone with only Mother’s Mother. Because you didn’t want to be by yourself for your First Assignment—the first time you have to assassinate someone...

Because you are a coward.

The thoughts left a stale taste in his mouth, like something black and sickly. He knew he should want to complete his First Assignment. Everyone else seemed to. But something inside him couldn’t fathom the idea of taking someone’s life.

Why not? His whole family had done it. They’d all prized themselves on their assassination skills. Even the capital city of the world where they lived, Cand, had erected a statue of his sister, who’d excelled above every other assassin record on the planet.

Yet, try as he might, he never felt comfortable with the concept.

And now Faan is gone. The only person left who possibly could have helped me through my First Assignment, helped me understand what’s wrong with me for not wanting to take a life.

Sree’s memories drifted back to the last time he’d seen Faan, before she’d left on her quest to find their Mother’s and Father’s murderer. Faan had been practicing her skin-shifting abilities...

“And what am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” Sree crossed his arms and glared at his older sister. He stood in the family room of his family’s split-level house. Decorated in blues and greens, the room contained a glass-paneled ceiling housing hundreds of pinpoint golden lights, emitting a soft glow over everything. Sree always felt most comfortable here, with the tall, reddish-orange vines outside climbing the corners of the windowed wall, their edges curling against the panes of thick glass. Sweeping dark green curtains were parted by gossamer strips of satiny blue. The furniture, plush and expensive, completed the look, its swirled pattern of indigo and emerald a compliment to the dark blue carpeting with its spring green lattice pattern. Their Mother’s Mother was very well financed, having been a successful assassin who’d lived long enough to retire, and several years ago offered to redecorate their home in a more luxurious manner.

Sree didn’t like this room because of its wealthy attributes. He enjoyed it because it represented the space where he and his Mother and Father had spent the most time together.

Before they’d been in a transportation orb accident nine years ago and Passed On.

Faan kept her face neutral at his whiny comment about her leaving. "You will continue with your Lessons and be good. I won’t be gone for very long.” She resumed her workout against the only blank wall in the house, the one connected to the family’s pattern-changer. She closed her eyes as she continued talking. “And Mother’s Mother will be with you, too.”

Sree didn’t register her words right away as he became distracted by his sister’s training. Recognized as possibly the most accomplished skin-shifter on their planet, even Central Authority had granted Faan special permission the year before their parents’ Passing On to start her First Assignment at the age of 13, two years sooner than usual.

Sree watched in awe as the pattern on the wall changed, stripes or leaves or mist, and his sister blended in with each background perfectly—even with her eyes closed. She often said she could feel the wavelengths of light and match them, without needing to see them. Sree had never been able to do that. He wasn’t sure anyone else on their planet could do that, either.

Every member of the Re’Ris species had the ability to change their skin color, normally ranging from light to dark gray, to match their surroundings by light reflection and skin pigment alteration. The layered chromatophores would enlarge and shrink to change color, while the melanin in their skin determined the lightness/darkness of the skin tone.

Each Re’Ris child became trained at an early age to control these changes. This ability, embedded into their genetics, was something the Makers added to the Re’Ris when they genetically engineered the species. Faan proved to be exceptionally good at controlling her color-change and rapidly excelled in her classes and her career. She exemplified the ideal citizen on their world, and many considered her to be Re’Ris perfection.

Sree didn’t really care about any of that. She was just his sister. And since he never really felt comfortable with the idea of eliminating Targets, he often avoided family stories or conversations about it. But he did love to watch her practice. He wasn’t nearly as talented as her—camouflaging drained a Re’Ris after a short time, and he often found it difficult to fight off that fatigue—but she never seemed fazed by it. She’d even learned how to go weeks without sleeping to keep up with a Target who may have gotten a strong lead.

“Are you listening or are you staring at me?” Faan’s voice cut through Sree’s admiration.

“Listening,” Sree lied with a scowl. He forced himself to remember what she’d said. “I don’t need Mother’s Mother to stay with me. I’m old enough to watch myself until you get back.”

“Old enough?” Faan scoffed. “You should be old enough. But you’ve been fifteen for a while now and you haven’t even applied for your First Assignment yet, much less completed it.”

Sree’s face flushed with embarrassment, and he felt relieved his sister’s eyes were still closed. A Re’Ris could apply for the First Assignment anytime between the ages of 15 and 16 standard years old. Sree had been stalling, but he couldn’t tell his ‘perfect’ sister such. “That shouldn’t matter for something like this. It’s not fair! I’m above the Age of Progression. Staying home by myself should be fine. It’s not like I’m going to leave the planet or something. I don’t need Mother’s Mother here.” Sree didn’t want to say why, but he didn’t like spending time with his elderly relative. All her stories revolved around Assignments—hers, her Passed On husband’s, her children’s. It made Sree uncomfortable to hear the graphic details.

Faan’s ice blue eyes opened and she sighed, turning off the pattern-changer. “Yes, you’re no longer considered a ‘child’ once you turn fifteen. But you know more status is placed on those who’ve finished their First Assignments and Crossed Over. If you simply paid attention and did the work, it would already be completed. It’s just because you’re too—”

“Emotional,” Sree finished for her, digging a toe into the soft carpet. “You always say that.”

“Well, it’s true. ‘Emotional detachment is necessary to successfully complete an Assignment,’” she recited. 

“Fifth Rule of Assignment. Stars, sis, you don’t have to quote the Rules at me.” Sree slumped into one of the cushy chairs and stared sulkily out of the room’s window. He watched their planet’s red sun set and the street’s additional heat and light sensors increase as day slipped into night. Their sun, now aged and not the bright yellow it had been in the stories of long ago, didn’t burn as hot as during its juvenile stage of life. Cand adapted, adding heat lamps to most  streets and buildings, but Sree heard some poorer areas of the planet didn’t have them. Those people, mostly factory and business Laborers, used alternate heat sources—some of which even came from the black market. Unfortunately, many unapproved warming lamps had been known to explode after prolonged use. He felt glad his family weren’t Laborers.

“Why can’t I just come with you?” Sree asked. “I could work on my Lessons. And what better teacher could I have to learn about Assignments than you?”

“What reason would you like?” Faan sat down in the chair across from him and ticked off the excuses on each finger. “You’re too young? It will be too dangerous? I’m not allowed to teach you Lessons because I’m not a Superior? Or how about you’re not allowed off-planet without parental consent until you’ve Crossed Over?”

“Oh, that last one’s no problem. We’ll just reconstruct Mother’s and Father’s ashes and ask them if I can go,” Sree said with a sneer.

Faan’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Sree—”

Sree cut her off. “You know what I mean. I’m just so frustrated! Ever since Mother’s and Father’s accident...”

“Murder,” Faan mumbled.

“...I haven’t had any freedom!” Sree continued, ignoring his sister’s comment. He didn’t put any stock into her insane theory that they’d been murdered instead of killed in a transportation orb collision. He’d been with them when the crash happened. All his memories revolved around the front end of the orb exploding, shards of glass stinging his face and arms, and being thrown from the vehicle, screaming for help that never came.

Faan put her hand on Sree’s knee, which brought him out of his morbid memories. “I know it’s been hard for you since they Passed On. And I know I haven’t been a very good replacement, seeing as how I am on Assignments so often. But if you’d finish your First Assignment, then you would have all the freedom you want.”

“Spoken like a true patriot!” Sree snapped, pulling away from his sister’s reach.

Faan stood, placing her hands on her hips. “Sree, you need to get past these childish temper tantrums and do what you are meant to do. Our species was created, designed, and bred to be perfect assassins. It is our purpose in life to complete Assignments the Makers have chosen for us and in doing so fulfill our own destinies, become whole, and keep our names. The balance of our society depends on the wisdom of the Makers to choose those Re’Ris who must Pass On and in our faith that those choices are right and just.”

Heat rose inside his chest. He felt so tired of hearing that rhetoric spewed in his face over and over again. “Surprise, surprise. The Oath to the Makers, completely verbatim, straight from the Lessons. You don’t even know if what you just said is true.”

“Careful, Sree,” Faan warned quietly. “Someone could hear you.”

With a lick of his lips and a quick glance out the partially opened window he said, with a lowered voice now, “I didn’t say anything treasonous.”

“But you’re skirting that boundary line pretty close.”

“Look who’s talking,” Sree countered. He reached over and closed the window as night finally settled. A large moscat, an insect with ruby-colored wings, which sparkled as if covered in tiny stars, fluttered outside the window, interested in coming into the lighted room. “You preach the Seventeen Rules of Assignment as if there is no other way to live and yet you defy them by going off in search of Mother’s and Father’s alleged murderers.”

Faan’s already pale skin whitened further. “I haven’t gone against any of the Rules!”

“What about Rule Fifteen? It says you can’t seek revenge if a Target... or, umm...”

“...or the assassin is killed,” Faan finished. Before Sree could speak, Faan continued. “But Mother and Father weren’t on an Assignment. I checked.”

Sree ignored this bit of evidence. He would rather his sister stay home than worry about the validity of her theory. “How about...umm...Rule Twelve?”

“A Re’Ris who fails an Assignment is demoted in status to Laborer and may only live under that title and its responsibilities? That hardly applies here.”

He shook his head, searching his brain for the correct number. “No. I meant Three.”


Faan hesitated. “Assignments must be given top priority in the life of a Re’Ris.”


Sree smiled smugly. “Aren’t you on Assignment right now? Isn’t pursuing these ‘mythical’ murderers keeping you from your precious work?”

“My Assignments are my business.”

“Not according to Rule Sixteen. It’s my duty to report if a Re’Ris is not following an Assignment.”

The skin around Faan’s eyes tightened. “You wouldn’t dare...”

Sree sighed. “No, sis. I’m supposed to tell on you, but I wouldn’t. The problem is, you would.”

Faan tucked her short platinum blonde hair behind her ears. “I would never turn you in. You are my family. We are one.”

Sree dismissed their traditional family motto. “Yes, you would. You follow the Rules blindly. They define your whole life. They dictate what you do, when you do it, and who you are. Face it Faan, you’re twenty-three years of age, you have no friends on-planet, no relationship with a mated partner, no life! You never question any of it. You don’t even think about who you’re killing. All you do are Assignments!”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Faan countered. “I’m great at what I do. I have better control of my skin-shifting than anyone else, I have never been detected on an Assignment, and...and... nobody wants to hang around with the best assassin on the planet.” Faan slid into an oversized, navy-blue sweatshirt, but Sree noted the color fluctuations on her cheeks at this admission, indicating her embarrassment. She quickly composed herself and switched into anger. “And since when did you become so wise about life that you can tell me how poorly I live mine? You haven’t even completed your First Assignment.”

“And once again, that’s what it all comes down to, isn’t it!” Sree yelled, throwing up his arms. “How could I possibly know about life if I haven’t taken one yet?”

Faan ignored his sarcasm and pulled on a pair of black gloves. “Exactly. You can’t understand life unless you’ve experienced death.”

“I’ve experienced death,” Sree said. His voice shook with rage. “I was there when Mother and Father were killed while you were gone on Assignment. Or have you forgotten? I’m perfectly capable of understanding death because I watched the life leave their eyes.”

The sting of Sree’s words became obvious in Faan’s contorted facial reaction, but her response came out in measured tones. “Mother’s Mother will be here soon. I will be on the planet Juha. My Target fled there when she learned she was targeted. Luckily, Juha is also where I have a contact who may have information about Mother’s and Father’s murders, so I will be able to take care of my Assignment and find out about Mother’s and Father’s killer. I told you, I’m not breaking any Rules. I will let you know what I discover.”

“You don’t even care.” 

His sister got to the door and paused at his dismissive comment. She spoke softly, her ice blue eyes cast downward. “I know I haven’t been around much since Mother and Father were killed. I know it’s been tough for you, that you struggle with the concept of being a Re’Ris and what that means.” Her gaze met his, her voice nearly a whisper. “Do you think I like dealing out death? I’ve been off-planet. Other species live in harmony with each other and intentional death is a crime. To them, what we do, what we are, is considered immoral and evil.” Faan opened the door to leave. “I can’t help it if I’ve been genetically created to be the perfect killing machine. But I’ll tell you something I’ve never told anyone. I would have risked the consequences of not fulfilling my Assignment the day Mother and Father died if I could have been there. Because maybe I could have saved them. Anything to keep from losing them. Anything to spare you what you saw, what you’re going through now.”

Surprise hit him. He never thought he’d hear her say something like that. She’d always been so cold, so distant. The perfect assassin. She constantly chastised him for his own emotional state. To know she would have broken the Rules to change that day...

“Sis...” he began.

“Sometimes I wish things could be different,” she continued. “Sometimes I wish we weren’t meant to be assassins. But the laws were created by the Makers and are all-binding.” Faan smiled at her younger brother and her tone returned to normal. “Be good for Mother’s Mother. I’ll contact you soon. You are my family, we are one.”

With their motto recited, Sree watched his sister leave their home.

Bringing his thoughts once again to his current surroundings, Sree saw and hated the greenish curtains that blew in the light breeze, the digital artwork that he’d collected during his childhood covering the deep blue walls. Everything in his bedroom reminded him of a time he’d been so naïve, so ungrateful, taking those around him for granted.

That fight had been the last time he’d seen his sister.

Now she’d Passed On. 

Gone. Forever.

And Sree was all alone.
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Chapter 2
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Vuun didn’t know what to do. She’d tried everything she could to get her Daughter’s Son to leave his room. She knew the death of his sister had been a blow, but how long could Sree stay isolated? The boy needed to come out sometime. It wasn’t as if he’d been responsible for Faan’s outcome. Her death should be celebrated, as per their species’ customs. Why did this family insist on mourning those who have Passed On?

With a clasping of her fingers, she crossed the kitchen, her arthritic hands a constant reminder of her age. Most Re’Ris didn’t live as long as Vuun. On a planet of assassins, it could be a tough world to survive. Her age stood as a symbol of holiness to some of their species. She’d been so successful as an assassin that she had actually reached retirement. In doing so, she earned the right to live out the rest of her years without being targeted.

But this family...She’d never met such stubborn individuals, especially for being so successful on their world. Why did they rebel against everything? The Makers knew what was good for the Re’Ris. Why would someone ever question that?

As leaders of a political party who fought against the tyrannical Aleet Army invasion, Vuun’s Daughter and her Male Mate had been noble citizens of Re’Ris. Their children should have been proud of their accomplishments when they’d died in that orb accident.

But Faan still pursued the matter with zeal, convinced someone killed her Mother and Father, not accidentally, but on purpose, outside of the Rules. Could you imagine? Murder? How disgusting. No one on this planet would stoop so low as to inflict murder on another Re’Ris.

Vuun shuffled into the next room, where she’d been staying since Faan’s Passing On, and retrieved a small box, sliding her painful fingers over the cover. Her originally dark grey skin now appeared nearly translucent. She could barely skin-shift anymore. Once an acclaimed assassin, she often felt useless now. Thankfully she could still help her Daughter’s Son ready himself for his First Assignment.

Her fingertips paused on the top of the box, the etching of her Male Mate’s name carved with care on its surface.

So much had changed in her life. On this world.

Vuun’s rambling thoughts continued.

Why had Faan pursued the idea of murder? Yes, she’d read the letter from the off-worlder explaining Faan’s death. So what if her Mother’s and Father’s Passings On hadn’t been an accident? Did it matter if Aleet Army members ended up being responsible for having them killed? That army didn’t need to follow the Rules. Informing other Re’Ris of how they died wouldn’t do anything for the Kaano name, so none of it mattered.

And why did Sree still grieve? Faan was dead. Her death had been celebrated for over three standard days on their planet. Faan denoted an icon for other Re’Ris to strive toward. Why tarnish her name with sorrow?

Of course, Vuun conceded, that kind of legacy was hard to live up to. Not to mention the grand assassination records of Sree’s Mother and Father, but really! The boy had taken to sulking. Sulking! It reflected poorly on a Re’Ris to act in such a way. And he really couldn’t afford to let his emotions cloud his judgment right now. Not when his First Assignment deadline hung so close...

Gently, she slipped the box into her pocket. Vuun let out a huff, pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, and shambled into the food prep area. She hated how cold the nights had been lately. She really had to speak to the maintenance staff about increasing the heat lamps. But they had at least left her a plate of red sauced kuats, a sticky fruit which had nearly reached the end of its season. Though she enjoyed preparing meals, she hated shopping for the food, and loved that the staff would often bring in samples of their own wares.

Focus, she told her wandering mind. First things first. With a determined exhale, she slowly hobbled up the stairs to the second floor, balancing the plate in her good hand, as she passed the digital photos of her beloved Daughter and Male Mate. They’d made it a tradition to add a digital representation of their physical selves each year. While ascending, the photos became pictures of them with first one then their second offspring, until that shifted again, and the final one, which had been taken the previous sun turn, only showed herself, Faan, and Sree.

Now, with Fann gone, the next photo would only be of herself and the boy.

She shook her head, scolding herself for her nearly sorrow-filled thoughts. Families change all the time. That’s the way of life and death. He may have experienced several abrupt changes which were unexpected, but regardless, he needed to start his First Assignment.

He’s running out of time...
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Chapter 3
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Sree heard a hesitant knock at his bedroom door. He ignored it at first, then lowered the datapad in his hands at the voice on the other side.

“Sree? Dearest?”

A knot of anxiety formed in his gut. He really didn’t feel like talking with her right now. “What do you want, Mother’s Mother?”

“I brought you something to eat if you’re hungry.”

A pause. His tight stomach disagreed with her offer. “Not really.”

Silence for a few moments. “Well, I’ll just leave it outside your door in case you change your mind. I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”

Sree listened as the pattering of footsteps moved away.

With a huge sigh, he flopped backwards onto his bed, staring up into the swirls of yellow and jade covering his ceiling. He knew his Mother’s Mother meant well, but to Sree it just felt like she...hovered. As if her presence could make him get over whatever bothered him so he could get on with his life.

Which meant completing his First Assignment.

Unfortunately for Sree, his First Assignment was the problem. The pain over Faan’s death still ate away at him, like a hole that nipped on the edges of his insides, but the fact remained that Faan’s death had already happened, and his First Assignment had not.

Sree never told anyone his secret, not his family, nor his classmates, but he didn’t want to be an assassin. Faan may have glimmered a bit of insight as to his reluctance, but he’d never specifically said such words out loud.

He didn’t really know why he didn’t want to be one. It wasn’t as if he thought killing was wrong—he understood the need to remove those in society who no longer served a function and killing provided an efficient way to do that—but it just didn’t feel right to him.

At first, he thought others must think this way as well, but when he cautiously inquired about the subject with his classmates at Lessons, they all spoke of nerves or pressure, not the desire to not be an assassin.

So, he’d kept it all tucked away inside him, living in denial, until he’d hit his 15th birth year—the Age of Progression when a child is legally considered an adult—and the moment a Re’Ris can apply for their First Assignment. Then, all his revulsions and anxieties about killing someone hit him full force. Since applicants were given a full year to apply, he’d continued suppressing his feelings, and ignoring the deadline, as long as possible. But only two standard days remained until his next birth year. 

Which meant only two standard days left to register.

The main issue to him felt like he didn’t have the choice not to kill someone, unless he didn’t mind working in the Labor Force for the rest of his life.

Which, according to his Mother’s Mother description, would end up being maybe 10 years, tops, before he ended up useless and became Targets. For someone who is designed to kill, becoming a Laborer couldn’t be a satisfying life.

Sree shuddered at the thought. He’d heard tales about the things Laborers had to do. They were responsible for keeping the cities running by doing the worst, most disgusting, most tedious jobs there were: things like waste management, animal keeping, and farming. Yes, they also could be doctors and officers and work for the government, but that required years of training and education, and both sounded awful to Sree. But the worst sounding position was that of an office worker.

Ugh., What a horrible way to live, shut up in a room for twelve hours a day doing nothing but crafting letters, checking figures, and shuffling through datapads of information.

Sree knew that on the planet of Re’Ris, you toiled in the Labor Force if you didn’t maintain your assassin status. At that point, an individual received a number to be known by instead of their name. It made sense in the order of their world: if you weren’t an assassin, you weren’t allowed to be yourself anymore. You became a title and a number: Laborer 123 or whatever. Nobody on the planet kept their own names except assassins. Laborer, Central Authority, Superior, even Head Superiors. Those terms became the person’s identity.

The notion of losing himself terrified Sree.

Sree knew he wouldn’t make it if he ended up doing labor. His family had always been well-off and he’d never done any of that kind of menial work in his life.

But could he kill to stay away from it?

Running away wouldn’t work—they’d just send someone after him. Even leaving the planet wouldn’t matter. Re’Ris were allowed to travel off-world to find their Targets, but if he Crossed Over and left and never checked back in for his next Target, eventually he’d be considered a rogue individual and an assassin would be sent to apprehend him.

Sree reluctantly got up off the bed, opened the door, retrieved the plateful of food from the floor, and brought it back into his room. Flickers of deep red light from the setting sun crossed his room on occasion as the wind blew harder against the curtains. He absentmindedly chewed bits of the dinner, his stomach reminding him that he’d hardly eaten all day, but his mind kept focusing on everything else other than digesting nutrients.

He couldn’t run.

He didn’t want to kill.

And he’d never survive as a Laborer.

But what else could he do?
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“At least he’s getting out of the house,” Vuun said into the audiolink. Though she usually preferred to visually chat through the vidlink, Vuun hadn’t dressed yet for the day and didn’t want her friend to see her in such a disheveled state. “And it’s about time, too. It’s been days since he heard about Faan’s death.” 

She paused as her friend spoke, stirring the contents of the pot in front of her. Cooked food at home represented a rarity for many families on Re’Ris, as heat sources were an expensive commodity, and most meals were prepared at cafeterias or larger assembly lines for the masses. Sometimes assassins hired Laborers to cook food in their own homes. With their family’s excellent assassination record, beginning with Vuun and her late Male Mate’s beginnings, they’d wanted for nothing, financially. They could afford anything they sought, and more. But Vuun always found a sense of calm when she prepared food, so she often did so of her own accord.

The job of assassin, since it embodied the design of what a Re’Ris should ideally be, was considered one’s existence. If you fulfilled it properly, the government afforded you various luxuries, depending on the Target, the timeframe, the difficulty, etc. Most assassins lived a privileged life, with things like food, lodgings, and monetary credits offered as rewards for your kills. The longer you remained an assassin, the more you accrued. If you retired, like she had, you could live on your savings comfortably for years. But once you died, those savings vanished, not passed down, so they only mattered while you lived.

Though, and she didn’t want to even admit this to herself, without her Daughter’s and Male Mate’s income since their deaths, her financial situation wasn’t quite as luxurious as it had once been. And now with Faan gone...there would be even less advantages she could afford. She hadn’t expected to take care of the young man by herself. It represented another reason she really wanted Sree to fulfill his First Assignment—the two of them could use the extra compensation.

“I don’t know why he’s waiting,” Vuun continued to her friend, examining a spoonful of the runny substance. It still needed to thicken. Maybe she’d missed a step? She knew she should have had one of the helpers assist her, but she used to know this recipe by heart, and pride held her at bay from asking. Besides, she’d cut the Laborers’ time in half to help ease the financial change.

Returning to the conversation she said, “Sree goes to Central Processing mostly. Probably doing research on previous Assignments. I’ve helped him out with tips and tricks that I’ve learned over the years...oh you know, things like ‘stake out Central Processing in case your Target still goes there to check on their status,’ or ‘get familiar with their home so you can practice your skin-shifting,’ things like that. Nothing I’m not allowed to tell him. Just general things, you know, and hints like what’s frowned upon in the assassin world such as poisons and incendiary devices, things we all learn at some point. I felt it only fair to fill in where his Mother and Father would have... Well, either way, at least he’s out of the house.”

Another pause as her friend made some passive aggressive statement. 

Vuun clucked her tongue. “Yes, he’s still eligible for his First Assignment. Although he is cutting it quite close. His sixteenth year of birth is in two days. I told his Mother years ago to watch out for him, that he seemed nervous about the event, even at such a young age...no I’m not speaking ill of the dead...I’m just saying what I told her...” 

Vuun waited through her friend’s lecture, stirring the pot’s contents, still not satisfied. Now she wished she had a Laborer here. She felt fairly certain she’d forgotten a key ingredient. Something purple, she suspected, based on the current color.

“Anyway,” Vuun went on, cutting into her friend’s rant, “I think Sree is finally ready to Cross Over. Poor dear, with the pressure on him to perform well, it’s no wonder he waited so long....I know I’ve said before that he should’ve done it months ago, but I’m just saying that I understand why he may have waited. I mean, with my Daughter and her Male Mate and their accomplishments during their lives, not just with Assignments, but also their political careers, and then my Daughter’s Daughter being a genetic marvel and succeeding so highly in her Assignments, and to have all three of them die for such a noble cause as standing up against... yes I know it’s history now, but for an impressionable youth such as Sree, to live up to that...well I’m just saying...”
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Sree had been spending a lot of time at Central Processing, but not for the reasons his Mother’s Mother thought.

Sometimes I wish things could be different.

Sometimes I wish we weren’t meant to be assassins.

But the laws were created by the Makers and are all-binding.

You are my family, we are one.

His sister’s last words chanted through his head like a twisted mantra. He’d lain in bed for hours the morning he’d received the datapad with the news of her death, hoping, praying that he’d figure out a way to make those first two statements be true. But he realized sitting around wasn’t going to solve anything. Time would slip by whether he left his room or not and only one place he could think of might have information to help him.

Central Processing.

A location Sree usually avoided. It embodied everything he hated about his world, with its large metallic structure, its cold, uninviting coloring, and its rows upon rows of seemingly sky-scraping, windowless walls, which blocked out the planet’s large red sun.

And now here he was, inside, waiting in line to sort through data files. He wasn’t really sure what he could discover with only one day left before his 16th day of birth. All he knew was if he didn’t find something, he’d receive the seal of “EXPIRED” on his account and would be placed into the Labor Force.

All around him other citizens waited in massive lines, most likely all of them Laborers, since assassins usually had private access to the CrossLattice system. Their eyes looked blank, their feet slow. He imagined if the dead could be brought back to life, Laborers would embody their appearance and mannerisms.

Sree kept his head down. Even though he knew no one could tell just by looking at him about his plight, his anxiety convinced him otherwise. He felt sure one of them would point him out, calling him a traitor for attempting to find a way out of his First Assignment. These individuals may not be happy, but at least they’d all tried to become assassins. All he could see around him were faithful Re’Ris, dutifully following the Rules in a building he hated so much. How much more would they hate him for trying to skirt the very system that would put him here, too?

While waiting, Sree thought about that very system, and the building he currently stood in. Central Processing, considered the center of the city of Cand, held the offices of the Superiors, special Re’Ris who had been chosen to teach the Lessons to Re’Ris children concerning the Rules set down by the Makers. Viewed as the central hub of processing, determining, or allocating Assignments for each Re’Ris to follow, Central Processing also held the main governmental system of Cand, comprised of a top group of individuals called Head Superiors. They earned their high place in society through a special selection process to continue leading the people on their planet by example and make sure each city on the planet flourished under the Rules.

Many citizens also came here, like the ones around him, to check their assassin status, whether they had been promoted and given a Target, had become a Target, or were still considered a neutral citizen. These standings could be checked from home, but if a citizen didn’t have a vidlink connection from their own house, which was out of reach financially for many, they could come here instead at no cost. The Makers wanted everyone to have a fair chance to defend themselves.

Which, for Sree, also meant that by coming here in person he could check things anonymously, since he wouldn’t be uplinking to the CrossLattice system from a terminal in his home which could identify him. He didn’t want anyone to know about his investigation concerning a loophole to get him out of his plight.

The terminals were packed, as usual, but Sree eventually found an open workstation on which to begin his search. His skin shimmered with dread.

Only one day left.

He needed something, anything that would clear him from having to complete his First Assignment but wouldn’t result in him becoming a Laborer. His fears had increased ten-fold over the past week as the deadline crept closer. Today they seemed to have doubled yet again.

Sree now knew, in his gut, that it wasn’t just because he feared killing someone. He really believed there had to be something else to give his life meaning. 

Faan once told him that since other planets criminalized killing, with a few exceptions, they looked down on Re’Ris. No one on Sree’s planet could comprehend how assassinating those who were no longer useful in a community, while also sharpening and honing the skills of the assassin, could be a negative thing. It helped curb overpopulation, maximize limited resources, and minimize epidemics. There also hadn’t been a war on Re’Ris in thousands of years, whereas on other worlds, Sree had heard about the most horrible things individuals would do to each other for claims on land or material possessions. Imagine murdering someone because you are jealous of their status? Or something as trivial as jewelry or their mode of transportation?

Not to mention the resources wasted on those who no longer served the community. Sree heard stories of individuals who got sick and infected others, killing thousands. He didn’t understand: why not isolate them? And if their illness would result in death anyway, why not remove them before they infected others? Faan spoke of free will which allowed individuals to basically kill others because they didn’t want to follow safety procedures. Shaking his head, Sree often changed the conversation at that point, unable to grasp the selfish nature that existed elsewhere.

On his world, basics were provided for everyone. Lodgings, food, medical assistance, even transportation. Of course, those who succeeded in their assassinations earned perks, as well they should, for their expertise. Though they may be envied, no one was ever attacked or killed because of these extra bonuses. On other worlds, individuals feared being attacked in their own homes, in their vehicles, even while walking down the street. Their very own community members slept on the streets, begging for food and help, while those around them walked by without a second glance. Currency or power became their status symbols, gave them inflated egos, and pitted them against their own neighbors. It made very little sense to Sree.

But even if the Rules made more logical sense to him than the guidelines on other worlds, being an assassin never felt right to Sree, no matter what he learned in his Lessons about the Makers’ will or what his classmates and family told him.

So, since he’d heard the news about his sister, he spent every free hour he could at Central Processing, scouring those same Rules and Lessons, looking for any way out he could find even as time slid by, bringing him closer to his deadline, no matter how much he wished it wouldn’t.
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The day before Sree’s 16th day of birth arrived.

The final day he could apply for his First Assignment.

He’d lost.

Sree’s feet moved him mechanically down the seemingly endless corridor inside Central Processing to one of the rooms allocated by the Administrations Office for Assignment specifics. Earlier, he’d waited in the lobby, a digital number assigned to him, surrounded by dozens of others whose facial expressions ranged from eager to anxious. Sree felt a complete sense of disconnect. 

Why couldn’t he be normal? Excited, like Faan had been? Or even just nervous about performing the task? Not this rising dread lodged deep in his gut that for some reason told him this wasn’t right.

But time didn’t care. Logic laughed. And eventually he heard his number called.

The corridor, painted in flat greys and blues, dragged out in front of him, as if tempting him with each breath he took to flee. One young woman burst out of the numbered room directly to his left. He jumped, then noticed the flushed look of accomplishment on her face.

Why can’t I feel that way?

Sree shook his head. At this point, it didn’t matter. He could resist all he wanted, but maybe once he applied he’d feel better? After all, his species had been designed for this—the perfect hunters. Instinct would take over. Genetics would prevail. Or so he told himself.

Fully in denial, Sree entered the room he’d been called to.

“Don’t dawdle,” the man behind the desk said. “Come in, come in.”

Sree examined the tiny off-white room, lit by harsh artificial lighting, filled with nothing but a desk, a vidlink communications system, several datapads, and the Laborer. The Laborer wore the sage green standard uniform of an office worker. His skin appeared as an even darker gray than Sree’s, but had an odd yellow tinge to it. Strangely, to Sree’s eyes, the Laborer’s skin hardly appeared iridescent at all, a key feature to help with skin-shifting.

Maybe that’s why he’s a Laborer? Sree wondered. Maybe he wasn’t good at color-changing or couldn’t do it at all and so failed as an assassin? But then why hadn’t this man’s Target been the victor instead? Technically there wasn’t any Rule or Lesson that said you had to be able to skin-shift well to be an assassin. Sree couldn’t imagine a successful assassination without it, though.

Maybe the man had missed the deadline to apply? Then, he’d automatically become a Laborer. Or maybe he’d run out of time trying to catch his Target?

Why is the reason this man is a Laborer important to you? Sree admonished himself. Who cares why he failed? Focus!

The Laborer glanced up from his vidlink system as Sree approached.

“Welcome to the Applications Department at Central Processing. I am Laborer 63-992. How may I be of assistance today?”

A lump formed in Sree’s throat. “I’m here to apply for my First Assignment.”

The Laborer gave a weak smile and then spoke as if he’d recited these words a thousand times. Sree assumed he probably had. “Congratulations on taking the first step to fulfill your purpose as a Re’Ris. The Makers are proud and stand behind you in your efforts. I am the Laborer who will assist you. All I need is some personal information and we can get started.” Laborer 63-992 shuffled through some datapads and began scrolling through a list of questions. “Here we go. Name please.”

“Sree Kaano,” he muttered. His mouth felt dry. He still couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

Laborer 63-992 stopped inserting information and his eyes widened before he peered at Sree, as if seeing him for the first time. “Kaano? As in, a Kaano? You’re Faan’s brother, aren’t you?” he asked in a hushed tone.

A pang of grief struck him at his sister’s name. “Uh...yeah.”

The Laborer’s face genuinely lit up. “It’s an honor, Sree Kaano, to be processing your First Assignment application. Your sister was a hero to me...well, to all of us, actually. A loss to our world, but pleasant blessings that she has Passed On.”

Sree squirmed in his chair. “That’s great,” he muttered.

The Laborer continued, oblivious to Sree’s discomfort with the subject. “Oh yes, Faan Kaano, a hero indeed. She is what every Laborer wishes they could have been. I, myself, often dreamed of having her skin-shifting abilities and having the whole city recognize my brilliance...” Laborer 63-992 trailed off, his eyes glazing over. He stared slightly over Sree’s shoulder as if looking into his daydream.

Sree cleared his throat and the Laborer snapped back to attention.

“Let’s move on to the next query, shall we?” Laborer 63-992 smiled once more, but again it appeared fake to Sree, as if the man were going through the motions while his mind remained lost inside his fantasy.

A slew of standardized questions came next, from date of birth confirmation to anything that might prevent him from fulfilling his First Assignment in the allotted time.

Sree hesitated at this last question. His mind raced. He’d done everything he could, scoured digital file after digital file in Central Processing on the regulations surrounding Assignments to find an excuse to get him out of having to kill someone, but to no avail. 

Faking sickness only lasted until you got better, and if you didn’t, you were considered weak and placed in the Labor Force. Same thing with an injury or loss of limb. Same for mental illness. Same for family emergencies. Same for loss of property or anything that would deter you from being able to successfully complete the Assignment. 

Everything led him to the same conclusion of, “Fix it soon or it’s off to the Labor Force. NO EXCEPTIONS.”

He’d even thought about trying to modify the system so as to switch his name with someone else’s, like his Mother’s Mother, who reached retirement because she’d filled her Target Lifetime Quota, but he had no idea how to do that. Not to mention the fact that his Mother’s Mother would then start getting Assignments again. Unfortunately, even if he were a technological genius, it wouldn’t matter. Only the Makers could make changes to the system.

The words came slowly, like they had to be pulled from his mouth. “There is no reason why I can’t perform my First Assignment.”

“Excellent,” the Laborer continued. “You’ll receive your First Assignment tomorrow, through a package delivery system, at the location you’ve listed as your residence. If something happens and you are unable to perform within the prearranged timeframe, there is contact information for you to use.” He paused, his glassy stare now clear. “Do you have any other questions?”

Sree swallowed. Yes, he thought. Can I just not do this?

Instead, he said, “No. Not that I can think of.”

“Wonderful.” A few more taps on the datapad. “You’re all set! It was an absolute pleasure to meet the last standing non-retired individual of the house of Kaano. I’m sure you’ll do great things on our world and I know myself and everyone else very much looks forward to what your future holds!”

Sree sat there, mouth slightly open, his gut clenched so tightly he wondered if he’d be able to stand up.

“Mm,” he finally managed, non-committal. 

The Laborer waited a few beats. “You’re...you’re free to leave now.”

Shock overtook him. The entire process had ended. It was done.

Tomorrow he’d receive his First Assignment. 

“Right,” he murmured. With a swift and awkward movement he stood, nearly knocking over the chair.

“You can close the door on your way out,” Laborer 63-992 said, returning his attention to the datapad on the desk.

Sree gave a nod, turned, and exited.

The corridor, endless on his way in, seemed too short now, as if hurtling him forward through time. Moments of life slithered away, speeding towards tomorrow.

With leaden feet that seemingly had a mind of their own, Sree left Central Processing, hardly noticing the increase in hustle and bustle as the day progressed and more Laborers began their shifts. Turning directly left, he headed towards a transportation orb station. Three covered holes in the ground, which contained three individual transportation orbs, sat in front of him. Swiping his monetary card at the nearby kiosk, one of the holes opened, and a sleek, gray, oval-shaped transport popped out of the ground. His card granted him access to any type of orb, but he only ever used those like the ones in front of him, made for a single person.

Sree hadn’t thought about the benefits of success in his family, especially financially, in quite some time. Consistently his way of life included access to many perks and bonuses as compared to others. The public transit system being one of them.

Most Re’Ris, as Laborers, had to slog their way around town inside their own tiny box-like one-person vehicles, called tixas, dealing with long lines of traffic, unreliable wait times at checkpoints, and the constant fear of running out of credits. Not to mention traffic could often be a route that assassins might use to eliminate a Target, so consistent routes to work were often frowned upon, which led to more clogged traffic and varying times arriving to work. Leaving well in advance for a shift often happened on a daily basis. A magnetic grid allowed these tixas to only travel to certain areas, from designated parking lot to designated parking lot, and though you could choose your route from the allotted options, traffic jams still occurred often.

Some services, like Emergency Recue Facilities and Central Authority, had modified tixas that held up to six individuals and could navigate outside of the magnetic roads, but Sree hadn’t had much interaction with them.

City transit was available to any individual, though it was a paid mode of transportation, and came in three levels of orbs: single, group, and multiple. Regulated by the CrossLattice system, the oval-shaped orbs raced underground, quickly and efficiently bringing citizens to their desired locations.

Because of his family’s financial status, Sree carried a single orb transportation card. He used to
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