
  
  
      
        
          Charade

          
		      
          Alice Sabo

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2017 by Alice Sabo
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of the Rings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Planets of the Delta Sector
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Glossary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1

Trash didn’t know how to speak to Hunter about the children, the unborn or the dead. Humans were irrational about their offspring, but then again, Hunter’s children might not be Human. That made his head hurt to think about. His old partner was different enough by being an experimental Human; he didn’t need to add to that the distinction as the first Human male to breed with an Iguacan. And that was one more thing that made this topic so hard to approach. Everything they knew about the people who had raised Hunter had changed. 
He and Hunter sat in a small inner courtyard of the embassy drinking cazul as the stars came out high above them. Tiny lamps fixed in the greenery gave them enough light to see the table and their glasses. Hunter was halfway through a new bottle of cazul which meant Trash might have to find some help to bed him down soon. And since he couldn’t do any of that talking-in-their-heads that Hunter could do with his adopted family, he’d have to go looking. He knew the drinking wouldn’t give Hunter any answers but refilled his glass anyway. 
The situation was complicated and getting worse. The attack on the Iguacan Embassy had scared them all. Luckily, it had been just a single fanatic with a gun, but it could have been much worse. People had been making their way here to the Alleviators for generations seeking miraculous healing. Clouded Vale was a historical site of mystery and magic. The massive castle of soaring towers and long colonnades stretched across the bottom of the valley surrounded by fields of grain and all hidden within a deep forest. 
Now the Alleviators were something else. They were Iguacans, a new species that no one knew anything about. Including Hunter, which was painful for him because he’d lived with them. And surprisingly, Elaan. She hadn’t known who she was until she got here. An inconceivable problem to Trash, but that was how it had happened. And just days into their new jobs as advisors to this new race, they’d managed to screw it all up. A man with a weapon had walked up to the embassy and started firing. They had lost a child which brought him back to the topic that he was avoiding. 
“Are you a ruler now, too?” Trash asked.
“What?” Hunter snapped back. His gray eyes were dark with anger and his long black hair was snarled. He gulped his drink and refilled his glass before slamming the bottle back down.
“On my world…” Trash began.
“The Iguacans are nothing like Cazaks.” Hunter took a long breath and his anger eased back a little. “I’m the same as I was.”
Trash didn’t believe that. Already he could feel a difference between them that had nothing to do with their new jobs and everything to do with the children. He wasn’t sure how this would affect them as advisors to the new queen. “Elaan has named you father of her children.”
“It wasn’t on purpose,” Hunter said hotly.
Trash’s ears went back in confusion. If he had been allowed to breed a female, he would have been extremely proud, and yet Hunter was not at all happy about it. “It’s different,” Trash began, but wasn’t sure where to go from there. 
“As a Human, even as an Experimental, I should not have been able to get Elaan pregnant, but apparently Iguacans that are neft are able to do that. They are breeders. And then she hands the…” he sputtered over the word, “…babies off to the nim, which I thought was a term for a researcher, not a gender. And don’t even ask me what the difference between nim and ness are because I have no idea.”
Trash was not about to ask a question like that. Three genders were one too many for him to deal with. On his planet, he only had to deal with one, the unbrothers kept to themselves. And procreation was not something he’d ever be involved with in his stratified society. He searched for something positive to say about such a fraught situation. “It is good that she doesn’t bear the children herself. Fourteen is too many at once.” He wondered if it always happened in such numbers, and if so, why there weren’t Iguacans everywhere.
Hunter groaned. “It’s thirteen now.”
Trash tipped his head back, baring his throat in disgrace. “I am at fault for the death of your child.”
“We both are,” Hunter said. The frown lines in his face softened to sadness. “We weren’t ready for an attack. They’re a new species with the psi-ability to contact one another across the galaxy. You can’t make a public announcement like that and not expect the loonies to come out of the woodwork.”
“Will Terrance be all right?” Trash asked. He had gotten very fond of the man, who wasn’t really a man because he was a nim and apparently pregnant now, but definitely not an unbrother. 
“I don’t know.” Hunter’s anger was back. “It seems that I don’t know a lot of things.”
“It’s all new,” Trash said. “They have a lot of secrets that they don’t want to tell us. We have to rethink everything we knew about the Alleviators because they aren’t really them.”
His ex-partner leaned back, stretching his long legs out under the table. “It’s all too new,” he agreed. “New species, new problems, new rules.”
When they had discovered that the waitress on Station 8 was a new species, Trash had been excited about the possibilities. Then they found out that Elaan didn’t know what she was which was confusing. She had gotten very sick and they had taken her to the Alleviators who, it turned out, were not who they said they were. But−another surprise−they were the same as Elaan. They were Iguacans. The first new species discovered in the United Congress of Free Sentients in centuries. But they were also the Alleviators, Galaxy-renown healers, who had rescued and raised Hunter.
Trash worried about Hunter. This was his home. He had grown up here in this idyllic enclave of loving people with a castle and fields and woods to roam as he wished. Except now, they knew that everything was a lie. 






  
  Chapter 2

Despite the night of heavy drinking, Hunter was up early the next day. He doubted that the scientists who had designed him had added a high tolerance to alcohol on purpose, but he was grateful for it. When he’d been an uncover agent in the black market, his ability to drink anyone under the table had helped him make a name for himself. However, it was not likely to be a skill he’d need as advisor to the head of the Iguacan people. 
Today was going to be a tough one. A service had been prepared for the child that Terrance had lost when he was wounded by the attacker. Hunter’s child. He’d only learned of it a few days ago, and now it was gone. He didn’t know how to feel.
Hunter contemplated the contents of his closet morosely. “I don’t have the right clothes,” he complained. His new job required an entirely different wardrobe than he’d needed working for Galactic Intelligence.
“You have a green tunic,” Trash offered helpfully. He was dressed all in shades of green, including green enameled horn caps, which honored the Goddess of Green Shadows, the Cazak deity of death. 
“Green isn’t the Human color for funerals,” Hunter said. He didn’t recall any deaths taking place at Clouded Vale in his childhood, so he wasn’t sure if there was an Iguacan color for mourning.
“But you look very good in that green tunic,” Trash said with a wink and a clink of ear charms. “It is important for us to look our best.”
“This isn’t a time for flirting,” he scolded. Cazaks accepted death too easily, in Hunter’s opinion. He was having a hard time explaining to Trash about the grief caused by the death of Terrance’s child. No, Hunter and Elaan’s child. He wasn’t sure how to classify it if the mother didn’t carry the child, was it part of all three of them? He had barely come to grips with being a father−of fourteen non-Human children−and now to lose one was more than he could manage. His mind skittered away from the idea which left him dithering over clothes when there were more important issues to address. 
“There is always time for flirting,” Trash said, but his grin wilted under Hunter’s stern glare.
“A child has died.” Hunter tried to keep his voice steady but the anger made him clench his jaw. How could he feel so angry about the death of an idea he hadn’t even accepted? His emotions flickered through the gamut from fury to fear, leaving him shaky and baffled. The memorial service started in a few minutes, and he was going to be late if he couldn’t decide on a shirt.
“This time,” Trash said with a flick of his silent ear. “The little brother will soon try again with someone else.”
Hunter opened his mouth to argue the point and realized that it was impossible. Despite leaving a lot of his culture behind, Trash did honor his erratic and incomprehensible gods with their impenetrable theology and intricate ceremonies. Hunter had learned early on not to mess with a man’s faith. Besides, it was nice to think that the spirit of his child would go to someone else in the future. “Have you told Terrance that?”
Trash’s long ears swung back, close to his head. “What does he think?”
“That it’s gone.”
“No wonder he’s so sad.” Trash hurried to the door. “I must talk to him.”
Hunter grabbed the green tunic. It didn’t matter what he wore. This ceremony wasn’t for him. By the time he got into the corridor, Trash was gone. He could feel the somber tone of the entire enclave weighing him down as he headed out of the building. Their grief leaked through his barriers as he shored them up. It was unusual to feel their emotions so strongly. They were the people that had taken him in and taught him how to use his wild psi-skills. They were much more powerful than he would ever be, and rarely radiated their thoughts like this.
The service would take place nearby in a small grove that House Damboor had prepared. As he went down the stairs and through the silent stone corridors, he braced himself as if for a confrontation. He felt responsible in a dozen ways for this death.
Leaving the weight of the massive building was actually a relief. It felt as if the great stones themselves were grieving. Hunter took a deep breath of fresh air. Guiltily, he inspected the area for any signs of trouble. Looking lost and very out of place in the empty plaza, a man in a tan uniform waved to catch his attention. Hunter waited for him to catch up. “Can I help you?”
“Blue Water police,” he said with a slight bow. He had a letter pouch tucked under one arm. “I’m looking for Hunter Damboor or Trash Er-Cashell.”
“I’m Hunter. Are you here to take the attacker?” he asked. The police had taken their time getting here after Trash reported the attack. He was eager to get the killer off the property as soon as possible. 
“Um, well, no.” The officer looked uncomfortable as he pulled a letter from the pouch. “Since the Embassy is actually sovereign ground of the Iguacans, it’s out of our jurisdiction.” He handed over the letter, bowed again and scurried away.
Hunter tucked the letter into his pocket. That explained the delay. Blue Water must have had a few meetings about who was really in charge of problems at the embassy. Changing Clouded Vale from a veritable hermitage to an embassy for a new species was going to cause a lot of problems, including figuring out jurisdiction. The crazy man who had shot Terrance had already spent two nights in the dog kennel, he could spend a couple more hours there while they sorted this out. 
Elaan rushed out the door almost running him over. “We’re late.”
“I doubt they’d start without you.” He offered his arm. It was an old-fashioned gesture that just felt right for no apparent reason. She’d changed so much from the perplexed waitress at Rav’s Stew Pot. Her bearing was more regal, and her confidence was high. He noted that she was wearing the lavender gown that matched her eyes. It was probably her only piece of formal wear, and it looked very nice on her.
“Stop that,” she said with a mental poke.
“I told Trash that there was no flirting at a funeral.” He tried, not as successfully, to give her a mental poke back, but her skills were much superior to his. Skills she’d only just discovered after coming to Clouded Vale. They had barely met when both their worlds changed drastically, and he wasn’t sure how to deal with that.
Elaan let out a weary sigh. “So much has happened, so quickly that I don’t even know how I feel about this.”
Her words echoed his own thoughts. There was nothing he could say to help, so he remained quiet. They walked in silence across the front of the plaza to a path leading through a meadow to the woods. The cool shade felt good. He wasn’t exactly sure of their destination, but it was obvious when they arrived. Sunlight dappled a grassy lawn centered in the grove. Quikzets fluttered from person to person, looking like a scattering of handkerchiefs, tendering their own small condolences with a touch and soft purr. 
All of the Iguacans were present, speaking in low tones gathered in small knots and groups. When Hunter had been growing up, there had always been forty of them. No one came and no one departed. He knew them all intimately as uncles and aunts who had taken part in his upbringing. But they weren’t uncles and aunts. They were nim and ness, and he wasn’t sure how to incorporate that information into his memories. And now there were more than forty, and he expected there would be more coming.
Benches had been placed in a rough semi-circle. Terrance was already seated with Makay on one side and Trash on the other. He looked pale, but Hunter knew he’d been fully healed by House Kintar. Terrance had been carrying twins because there were only twelve nim. When he’d been shot, one of them had died, expiring too quickly to be healed. Hunter felt a slight twinge of jealousy to see his foster-father and ex-partner comforting Terrance.
−I’m always here for you− Makay sent.
Hunter was warmed by the love in Makay’s thoughts. He sent back his acknowledgement, a light touch of minds, and it was all understood. These people had raised him in a loving environment. He wondered if the unborn children would get as much attention as he, the only child among forty indulgent adults, had received.
Laon, a new arrival, stood before them holding a long shiny tube. He was their equivalent of a priest, or some sort of spiritual guide, as Hunter understood it. When Elaan approached, he struck the tube with a metal rod releasing a deep, echoing note. 
The ceremony was new, so Hunter did not know what to expect. Laon pointed to a bench for Elaan. She squeezed Hunter’s arm, so he sat beside her. As if that was a cue, everyone else took seats. Laon struck the tube again, and the sound spread out through the silence of the grove.
“A life was taken from us,” Laon began in a voice that matched the smooth tone of the tube. “But in the web of life, no one is truly gone.” He paused as if expecting a rebuttal. “We mourn our own expectations and hopes, but the life taken is not lost.”
Hunter thought that was vague enough to fall into a number of theologies. He liked Laon. There was a kindness and gentleness to him that Hunter had sensed in the good religious leaders that he’d met. There was a little more of the same, then a joint prayer for better understanding of the unimaginable. Laon struck the tube again before asking people to speak.
Trash was the first to get up which was not unexpected. He held Terrance’s hand the whole time he spoke. It was pretty much what he’d said to Hunter. There were a few nods around the circle. Hunter was surprised by who stood, and the things they said. Morgan, the big ness from Marcross, the House of Lesser Species wept openly. Efram, of House Trimeer, the engineers, was their oldest resident, a dry wizen stick of a man, he spoke eloquently of loss and healing.
When everyone who wanted to speak had said their piece, the gentle quiet of the grove settled on them again. Elaan squeezed Hunter’s arm before she stood. Sunlight glanced off her white-blonde hair. She stood in a sunbeam, glowing with life. 
“We are free,” she said simply, her soft words carrying through the silence. “Even in our grief, we must be thankful for that. And doubly thankful to those that smuggled us out. Who brought us here to a peaceful and safe existence. Our ancestors who built this wonderful fortress expected us to achieve great things. Why else would they have built so grand?” She raised her arms to encompass them all. “We grieve. A terrible loss. A hard lesson learned. We must become better. Smarter. Stronger. Because there will be more losses, more trials in the future, now that we have come out of hiding. Now that the galaxy sees us. We must be as strong as the ones that gave their lives to get us here. We owe them that.” She stepped out of the light and returned to her seat next to Hunter. He put his hand over hers sending his own sense of rightness with her speech.
Laon struck the tube again. When the last note faded, Reegar, head of Cantour the House of Arts, stood up and sang a stirring ballad of love and loss in his velvety voice. Laon led the applause which acted as a final cue. Neema of Lucail, House of Domestic Management, announced there would be food in the refectory and led them away.
A breeze, smelling of flowers, ruffled the leaves of the trees exposing momentary views of the great edifice that was now the Iguacan Embassy. Soaring towers with balconies, long colonnades, hidden courtyards and endless stone corridors, it was big enough to hold a small city. It had stood for centuries as an enigma, a repository of knowledge founded by a vanished race until the Iguacans arrived eighty years ago and took up residence. They had remained as protectors of the moldering libraries and vine-covered walls. Or so the local legends went. Hunter wondered how Elaan could be sure that her people were the ones who’d created this place when none of the local historians had ever been able to uncover any information about the builders.
Elaan lingered on the bench beside him. “How do you feel?”
Hunter shifted gears, returning to the present. “The tone is lighter, so I think the ceremony helped.”
“I meant you. The loss of the seedling seemed to hit you hard.”
Hunter shrugged uneasily. “It surprised me. The only person I’ve ever lost was my sister. And I was too sick to do anything for her.”
“I didn’t know you had a sister.”
Hunter juggled his need for secrecy with his need to be trusted. He felt like he was surrounded by secrets these days. “No one does.” He ripped up some grass to give his hands something to do. “You know I was designed? We were twins. I was about seven when…” he tossed the grass away. How to explain what happened? 
“She died?” Elaan offered.
“That, too. Everything fell apart. Makay came to rescue me.” He stood up as if moving away would lessen the pain of those memories. “I never really mourned her. Maybe that’s why it stays with me.” He held out his hand to help her to her feet.
“If you would like a ceremony…”
Hunter shook his head. There was no ceremony in the galaxy to ease that old wound. “Let’s eat.”






  
  Chapter 3

Elaan changed out of her gown and into her regular clothes. “Not very regal,” she mumbled. Her loose trousers and tunic were comfortable but old and worn. They were fine for a waitress on Port 8, but she knew that as the Iguacan Ruler she was expected to look a little classier. A whole wardrobe was called for, but she didn’t dare spend their tightly budgeted funds on such a low priority.  
She’d arrived in Clouded Vale close to death. The Iguacans had known what and who she was as soon as they saw her. They changed her life. She had known, in her heart, that she was destined for a different life than the dreary possibilities on the seacoast where she grew up on Terras 8. Her foster mother had tried to keep her hidden, to try to pass her off as a Human. All of her young life she knew she was different. When her foster-mother died, Elaan had gone up to the space dock, Port 8, in an effort to find that elusive destiny. Now she was here, and the leader of a new species who had been hiding in plain sight for almost a century.
In a matter of days, Elaan had gone from dying to ruling, and it was more than enough to make her head spin. She’d been born with the inclination and skills to govern, but that didn’t make it easy. There was a potential for greatness, but it didn’t come with inborn knowledge. She had to learn every step of the way. Except she was pretty sure she’d skipped a few steps already. Growing up on a xenophobic, Human-only planet had given her a decidedly different outlook than her people. She had been smuggled out as an infant and had no knowledge of the conditions the others had endured. 
Elaan had chosen a room for her office, but Laska, the Head of Lucail, had informed her that she had found a more appropriate space. This new room was up near the top of one of the towers. Floor to ceiling windows gave a sweeping view of the grounds. The soft greens of early summer were restful. Having grown up on a sea coast with violent winter storms, all that glass made her dread the change in season.
The floors were smooth stone with intricate colored inlay. The walls were honey-brown wood, polished to a gleam. Being part of a round tower, the room was roughly pie-shaped with the outer wall of windows as the largest part. Against the inner wall was a beautifully crafted desk with a matching chair at the center. Two elegantly simple, straight-backed wooden chairs faced the desk. They were all gifts from House Sembar, the woodcrafters. Couches and armchairs with low tables for more informal talks, flanked the room, angled to admire the view.
After her first disaster of rushing off to find her people on a dangerous planet, she’d tried to be more circumspect in taking up the reins of this nascent government. She’d called a meeting of Crintaal, the House of Governing, to sort responsibilities. There were only five of them, so it wasn’t a long meeting. As neft, she was automatically considered to be the Head of her House. Having been raised by a Human, she found it difficult to work in a system that segregated by gender, but put her concerns aside for another day.
After discussion with her House, it was decided that Len would remain as Terrance’s assistant, and that Terrance would run the enclave while she formed their government. Dark had requested to be her assistant. That left Lark as the only member of House Crintaal without a specified role. Luckily, she was nim and carrying twins, so she didn’t feel slighted. Elaan knew she had to get a better grip on the Houses, internal seniority and how best to employ her people. But that was only one issue in the millions that she had to deal with and hopefully, it could wait just a little longer. Right now the biggest issue was preparing for the tests that would show the government officials their ability to communicate across the galaxy.
“Neft?” Dark had come in after her, papers in hand and stood silently while she mused. He had recently changed his skin color. Another thing she hadn’t known that her people could do. Instead of deepest black, it now tinted toward midnight blue. He’d told her that he hadn’t wanted to be mistaken for a Carrissian. She hadn’t brought up the skeletal differences. He glanced at the agenda for the day. “Are you ready to start?” he asked.
She nodded, adding a mental assent, before seating herself at her desk. In the short time, she’d been in charge, she had discovered that the slender measure of wood before her somehow gave her a greater status in the eyes of her visitors.
A knock and a mental touch told her that Hunter was waiting. Dark frowned at the doorway. “It feels important,” Elaan said softly. Dark hated to have his schedules disturbed. He gave her a reluctant bow and went to usher him in.
Trash and Terrance were with Hunter which gave greater weight to the interruption. 
“This is going to require new protocol, isn’t it?” Terrance asked.
Hunter stopped in the middle of the floor and stared at Elaan’s two guest chairs. It struck her funny that he was calculating who should sit and who should stand. “Over here,” she said leading them to the couches. Hunter took an armchair, but Trash sat with Terrance on a couch. Sat extremely close, in fact. She made a mental note to ask about that later. “What’s the problem?”
“A couple,” Hunter said. He set elbows on knees leaning forward with an intense look in his gray eyes. “First, Blue Water police won’t take the attacker.”
“Why not?”
“Because Clouded Vale is now considered a separate government. It’s up to us to deal with any crime that occurs here.”
Not what Elaan wanted to hear. “We’re not…” she stopped herself from saying that they weren’t ready to do that. Regardless of their readiness, they needed to accept the responsibility.
Hunter gave her a commiserating grin. “No, we’re not.”
“How did you know what she was going to say?” Terrance asked with a frown.
“Sort of didn’t matter,” Hunter said. “We aren’t ready to deal with this. We aren’t set up to deal with criminals.”
“So what do we do?” she asked.
“Hand it over to the Interplanetary Court?” Trash suggested.
“That’s for Interplanetary negotiations and infractions,” Hunter countered.
“I think we can get that to work,” Elaan said slowly as she thought it through. “We were attacked by a non-Iguacan. Do we know where he’s from?”
Hunter shook his head with a deep sigh. “I didn’t question him.”
That surprised her. She had expected Hunter to handle that sort of thing. But then again, she hadn’t hired him to be a guard. “We have to set up our own police,” she said.
“I can bring in some young brothers as security, but they will require good supervision,” Trash offered.
She wondered why he didn’t offer to oversee them and realized that there were just too many things to be handled by too few people. “We’re going to have to hire all kinds of staff aren’t we?”
Dark arrived looking puzzled. “Neft, I am sorry to interrupt.”
She made another mental note about titles. It was odd in the extreme to be called by her gender. “Another problem?”
“A young woman, um, Human, I think has asked for asylum.”
Hunter’s alarm broadcasted to all of them. “Where is she now?” he asked.
“Kintar. She’s not well.”
“Did anyone agree to harbor her?” Hunter demanded.
“Don’t snap at him,” Elaan scolded. “Why is this a problem? People have been coming here for centuries to get help.”
“She asked for asylum,” Hunter corrected. “That means she could be representing some weird cult or a political faction, she could be a criminal or, I don’t know what.”
Elaan reached out to touch Fistar’s mind who shunted her over to Mika because he was in the middle of a difficult healing. At the speed of thought, she had answers. “She won’t give her name,” Elaan reported back. “And Mika is concerned about her health. Perhaps she was just asking for help.”
“We have to make a policy for this,” Hunter warned. “If she’s committed a crime and takes asylum here, we could be seen as condoning her actions.”
“As soon as Kintar declares her well enough, you can interview her yourself,” Elaan said, pointedly assigning the task to him. 
“How did she get here?” Terrance asked. “Blue Water knows we aren’t taking any visitors right now. They wouldn’t have let her rent a car, and the bus isn’t running.”
“That is a very good question,” Trash said. He looked to Elaan, but she had already guessed his next questions.
She reached back to Mika again. He got a little prickly, giving her the impression that Kintar was never interrogated. “Mika said that she was dehydrated and malnourished. He thinks she walked through the woods,” Elaan reported. 
Trash’s ears went back. “That’s a lot of territory to patrol.”
She walked to the glass wall looking out over the fields and foothills to the dark line of forest on the far side of the valley. “How much is actually ours?”
“The whole valley,” Terrance said.
“Can you be more specific?” Hunter asked. She could feel a thread of irritation in him. This was his home, but he didn’t seem to know a lot about it.
“I don’t think the deed was specific,” Terrance said with a shrug.
“The Elskynaran government was proud of their Alleviators when they were a few oddball healers in the deep country. A lot has changed now,” Hunter said somberly. “It is possible that they could ask you to relocate.”
“What? Why?” Terrance yelped. “We’ve been here forever. This building is centuries old, and our people probably built it. Why would they want to get rid of us?”
“Clouded Vale just had its first murder. From a look at the crowds arriving here, I’m going to say that Blue Water is seeing more people through their transportation hubs.”
“Which earns them income,” Elaan interjected. She could see where Hunter was going with this. They needed to be more than a good neighbor, they had to be exemplary. “Maybe we should have a look at the deed,” she said. She gave Terrance a mental nudge to get him off the couch.
“Yes. Well, I’m not sure where it is, but I’ll have a look.” He left reluctantly, casting a soft smile back at Trash.
She could feel Dark getting worked up over the time lost. He was projecting a little to get her attention. Aside from learning about her people and her job, she had to deal with all the amazing skills she’d discovered. Her people had the most sophisticate psi-skills in the universe. The scope of which was a secret she had to keep even from allies like her advisors. “Are we done?” she asked Hunter and Trash.
“We have to decide what to do with the prisoner,” Hunter said.
“Can we give him to the Sentries?” Elaan asked.
“Good one,” Trash said with a grin. “I think that might work.”
Hunter nodded slowly. “It’s in their mandate that they will act as law enforcement for any planetary government that requests it. I guess you can call yourself that.”
“Okay. Can you sort that out?” she asked Hunter.
“As you wish, Neft,” he said with a bow.
Trash trotted out behind Hunter passing Dark as he returned with the agenda, and her day got more complicated.






  
  Chapter 4

After finding the rather vague property deed and delivering it to Dark, Terrance came back to his office to work on the previous task Elaan had given him. She had asked him for a list of Houses and their attributes, but it wasn’t as simple as he’d expected. When they had been slaves, Houses had defined them. When they had gotten old enough to manifest a skill, they’d been sorted into a House and sold. Sometimes they’d been sold with only a promise of potential, just to be sold again later when their skill turned out to be something different. He pitied those of the forbidden Houses, like Laon’s Grahsoon, who had been killed in an attempt to obliterate those Houses. 
They had brought the tradition of Houses with them, but the more he researched it, the more questions he had. Tock was a prime example of confusion. He was in Sembar the House of Woodcrafters. His work was beautifully done, but he wasn’t just a builder. Tock had an affinity for trees that went as far as shaping live wood or healing sickness or damage. So did that mean he should really be in Damboor, the House of Botany? But he was also a carver of tremendous skill, would that put him in Cantour, the House of Arts? It was getting a lot more complicated than he’d estimated.
Terrance had collected sheaves of notes that refused to be organized into a reasonable order. He’d started the document three times, but couldn’t seem to find the right place to begin.
“Perhaps alphabetical?” Len, his assistant, suggested.
“In which language?”Terrance asked, and he wasn’t being snippy. At first, he’d thought Elaan was just trying to help him stay busy, so that he wouldn’t mourn the loss of his seedling. His hand rested on his stomach where he could feel the remaining seedling. House Kintar had healed him completely. But he still felt the pain of the gunshot, heard the noise of it repeating in his head, and relived the loss. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to do any real work.
“The ceremony was lovely,” Len said gently.
Terrance knew he was projecting his anxiety again and tried to reel in his emotions. “Yes. Laon seems to know exactly what we need.” The memorial had been helpful. And so had Trash, but he forced his concentration back to the task at hand. “What were we discussing?”
“Language. Perhaps Standard?” Len asked hesitantly. 
“I don’t think Standard has an adequate vocabulary,” Terrance said thoughtfully. “But maybe that’s for the best. It will make us think about things differently if we translate it.” Now he saw how hard this must be for someone not born into the stratified society of the Surentur. No wonder Elaan got confused sometimes.
Every statement he thought was fact, he had to reassess. When he asked questions of the others, the answer was always the same−that’s how it was done. They were a subjugated race and had been for centuries. The language they spoke was that of their conquerors. Or did they originally share that language? If not, was there anything remaining of their own language? Or customs, or traditions. It all boiled down to the frightening realization that no one knew anything about the culture they’d had before they became slaves.
“Let’s try a different approach,” Terrance said. “How many houses are there?”
“Twelve,” Len said with confidence.
Terrance tallied them up in his head. “That doesn’t include Laon’s House, Grahsoon.”
“That makes thirteen. Humans consider that to be an unlucky number,” Len warned.
“Well if we’ve lost one house we might have lost a few more,” Terrance grumbled. “Laon said his House was destroyed because they didn’t produce anything. There might be a whole slew of Houses we don’t remember.”
Len squinted as if in pain. “Perhaps a cup of tea?”
Terrance nodded. “Thank you. I think that would help.”
Len had barely left when Trash poked his head in. “How are you?”
Terrance beckoned him in. “I could use another point of view.” He liked all this attention from Trash. It made him feel a little giggly, despite his loss.
“I don’t know if a Cazak point of view would be especially helpful,” Trash said with a charming smile.
“What do you know of your people’s history?”Terrance asked.
“A lot.” Trash’s smile folded into puzzlement. “What does the history of Caz have to do with anything?” He flicked an ear in emphasis.
“What does it tell you?”
Trash tipped his head in thought, and a stray beam of sunshine glinted off his horns giving him a rather savage look. “It tells me that my ancestors were a bloodthirsty lot living in an unforgiving land.”
Terrance nodded. “It tells you who you are. Where you have come from.” He met Trash’s eyes. “We have lost our history. It was taken away from us. We don’t know who we are.” 
“But you have the library,” Trash said.
“That’s not ours. The people who built this bastion filled it with the histories of every species in the four rings.”
“Are you sure?”
“There are millions of books here. Every room has books in it in addition to the libraries. I’ve been meaning to catalog them for years, but it was a low priority.” Terrance felt a jab of guilt. He had intended to get that done, but too many things demanded his attention.
“So there might be some,” Trash insisted.
His insistence made Terrance wonder if there was a possibility. “I’ll look into it.”






  
  Chapter 5

Belia Loy was a geneticist. For most of her life, she had worked on plant viruses. It was a steady and safe, if inglorious, career. She had lived in the same apartment in Centralplex, on the planet Central, for most of her adult life and gone to the same job in the same office. Everything about her future had been planned out well in advance, and the situation she currently found herself in had not been even a whisper of a thought. 
As she got off the transport at Blue Water station on the planet Elskynara, she felt like a child going on a holiday. This wasn’t how she had seen her later years. But when the head of Intergalactic Intelligence asked her for a favor, she doubted she had a choice. Why he had chosen her was beyond her. How she was supposed to conduct herself as a spy was totally out of her skill set. But it was terribly exciting.
She hadn’t been off Central in decades. Elskynara was a lovely planet with a reputation for some of the prettiest green areas in the galaxy. At the very least, she would have a nice trip. But complications began popping up right away. The first problem was that the bus to Clouded Vale had been cancelled. No one seemed to know anything about why or when it would be reinstated. A long line of people was waiting to hear something, and they were getting restless.
Belia was a small woman with an honest fear of crowds. She’d been pulled off her feet before, and it was terrifying. She worked her way around the periphery of the bus terminal, checking for people in charge, trying to figure out if there were any strings for her to pull. But it seemed hopeless.
“Okay, we’re going to do it ourselves,” a man announced.
Bel put her back to a wall because she felt that fragile cohesion forming before a crowd became a mob. The man was heavyset, probably Standard Human, and held a fistful of cash above his head. 
“We need a little more to hire the bus and driver. Anybody else going to see the Alleviators?” He shook the money in the air like a call to action. “Come on folks. Hand it over. If everybody gives a little, we all get to go.”
She contributed a couple of bills, hoping she wouldn’t be stranded in the middle of the forest with this odd lot of people. Not everyone contributed, but they all crowded onto the bus anyway. Despite her misgivings, that made it feel more like a holiday. Strangers were chatting with one another, comparing their reasons for the trip. Some were just curious, but there were a lot of sick or injured people on the bus also. Belia felt sorry for them. She had no idea if they would be seen by the healers or even allowed on the grounds. There had to be some reason why the bus had been cancelled. Maybe the Alleviators weren’t doing miracles today. And she had no doubt that they really were doing miracles.
Early in her career, when she’d had to take the first job that came along, she’d ended up doing research on crush injuries for the Department of Mining and Element Reclamation. The first thing she discovered was that any injury, regardless how serious, treated by the Alleviators was totally cured. And none of the treatment had required tanking, which was the most common way to treat life-threatening injuries. She hadn’t had the time or money to follow that tenuous lead, but it had always intrigued her. How they could stabilize a damaged body without tanking was worth an inquiry on its own. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who thought so. Counsel Lenendel had read her old research and had hired her to finally follow that thread. So she had a free trip and the possibility of answers to some very old questions ahead of her.
After a long uneventful trip, the bus came out of the deep shade of the forest into golden sunlight. Across the valley, she saw the elegant towers and lush gardens of Clouded Vale. Now it was an embassy for a new species. That didn’t surprise her at all. Miraculous healing could be chalked up to unknown technology now that she knew that the Alleviators weren’t from the four rings. The building







