
[image: A person with long hair and a black shirt

Description automatically generated]

Copyright © Cherime MacFarlane 

2020

Copyright Notice:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events or locales is completely coincidental. 

Author's Note: I enjoy playing around in the SUN universe. 

License Notes:

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your retailer and purchase a copy for yourself. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Artwork: C. MacFarlane

Dedicated to: Sean. 

Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Epilogue

About the Author:

Other books by Cherime MacFarlane:

Glossary

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Total absence of light... as always. Before him, the steady drip... drip... drip of water into the upper pool gave him something to focus on. As it had for generations of his kin before him. The first to come here had been a grandmother so great, one must tick them off on their fingers. He had no need to do so. The names, both female and male, rested in memory. 

This recalling, speaking each name from the first to his tenure, grounded him, a thing he needed desperately. Change coming woke something in him, a quivering in his soul which warned them all. A bird in a gilded cage, he sensed that which could harm them and sought it out. 

For this purpose, he sat cross-legged on the cool rocks which ringed the lower pool. A natural cube of metal warmed one palm; a crystal chilled the other. Extending his open right hand, he held the crystal with two fingers and balanced its point on the top of the cube. 

The resulting light always caused him to jerk. No matter that he knew what must come, it startled him each time. His eyes went straight to the still pool of water before him. The first image on the dark surface was no surprise—a ship bearing the markings of the Mercenary’s Union. The next image, a woman in command of the ship, froze him in place. 

His fingers trembled. Tightening his hold so he wouldn’t drop the precious crystal into the bottomless pool, his breath whistled out of him. Why hadn’t he taken a consort? The answer to the question had eluded him for years. A face as light as he was dark stared at him from the placid surface and gave the answer. He waited for her. 

Change was coming for them. She would bring it, along with much strife and trouble. It would be his task to win her. To add her genes to the bloodline. Better yet, if he succeeded, all the fierce pride he saw in her face would be his. A worthy quest for the king of the Distani. 

The vision vanished. The light died when he separated the crystal and its energizer, the cube. Left in complete darkness again, he still sat in the same place. The steady drip of water seemed louder as he tried to calm his mind and chart a course to save Nizad and his kin. She would see through subterfuge. What he planned must have a kernel of truth to it.

Soon, the light of day would come to the crags above. It would cascade down to the foothills and the guards he left below would wake and wonder when he would return. There were advisors he must take his vision to. There would be days of discussion—a given. He didn’t need it. 

The commander of the vessel would make her own rules when she and the warriors on the ship arrived. He could see no way to defeat them. The Union would call in reinforcements if attacked. They didn’t know this planet had a resident life form. No one in the sector did. His distant ancestors had made sure of it. 

They had taken over the planet ages past and the colonists agreed to hide. The world they chose could supply all their needs. No reason existed to broadcast the seizure of a prime planet. 

Standing in the cavern's mouth, he watched the morning light creep down from the peaks to where he stood. Three quarters to the top of the mountain, he stood above the extensive forest which went far past the horizon. 

On arriving at this planet, the elders named this continent Sdacen Land, the forest near the river. Either side of the mountain range which roughly divided the mass in half, thick forest covered the slopes below the tree line. 

Nestled near the base of the ancient cliff which continued several hundred feet into the sky before forming a rocky pinnacle above him, the cave mouth lay hidden. A ledge held a large boulder the elders had moved into place to shield the entrance long years before. 

The climb to the ledge would never be easy. One queen had lost her footing and tumbled to her death. All queens and kings from that time forward made sure to keep fighting trim. Not that the people fought, arguments were frowned on. Talking the matter out was the expected way. Expectations for others meant long hours of discussion for him. Cajoling, pleading, explaining and perhaps begging would be his lot for the next few days, once off the mountain. 

He waited until the light touched the ledge. The trek down to the camp at the edge of the tree line would be made with the morning star bright behind him. No one would see him until he quit the trail. 

When he reached the camp, he must begin the transition from Tsela, Stars-Lying-Down, to the youth name of Sosyan. When they reached Aiyana, the woman and her warriors need not know who to hold hostage if that was their aim. 

He glimpsed several paths this first meeting might take. One possible future had him working in the mine on Metal Island. Someone wanted what lay in the mountains on the island. What they would do to get it was the question he hadn’t seen an answer to. He would know soon. She wasn’t far away.

Everything depended on her. 
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Commander Eirson nodded to her second as they dropped into the sector exactly where she wanted to land.

DeLus sighed internally. He had been training a new recruit and prayed the girl would get it right. Eirson’s high-cheeked face turned his way, and the brief lift of the corner of her mouth indicated exceptional pleasure at the achievement. The commander, known by the nickname Silver Dagger in certain circles, hadn’t wanted to take on the young Selvian.

DeLus had practically gone down on his knees. He had faith in the girl. Selvians had a difficult time. Female when young, as soon as their fecund years passed, they reverted to males. Males which could turn testy without a female to mate. 

Idelta was young and had many more years ahead of her before that happened. Meanwhile, she had a talent which could be of great use. She could slip into seduction in a nanosecond and out again as fast. He saw no reason to not put her talents to use if necessary. 

He met Sesh Idelta in a bar. Cursing bitterly over having made it through Mercenary Union basic near the head of her class, once graduated, no one would take a chance on her. When he learned why—she was a Selvian—he took contact information and went to work on his commander.

Now they sat exactly where and when the commander demanded. Yes, their AI would never let them get too far off, but they should polish some manual skills in case. DeLus did a little I told you so jig in his head, something he would never allow to happen out loud. Silver Eirson would gut him and wrap the remains around something on the outside of the ship, then allow him to rot away. 

When they did well, they celebrated; the commander saw to it. When they fucked up, punishment came swift and sure. No one ever forgot who commanded the Poignard. If a member of the crew got on the bad side of the Silver Dagger, they learned how the woman got her nickname. 

“We’re near our destination. All crew is to assemble in the mess hall for duty assignment with the exception of Idelta. She may take a short rest.” Clear and sharp like the antique blade she carried, Commander Eirson’s first words brought all to attention. The instant she stopped speaking, everyone hopped to, including DeLus. 

“Top speed to the target, Commander?” 

The instant she nodded, the Poignard made it happen. It should be an in-and-out affair. The contract called for a small mining job. They were to locate the vein of metal on the planet, take a sample, and do a rough assay. The results were to be conveyed to the client as soon as they had something. 

With no life forms on the planet, nothing to pay special attention to, a couple of SUN days should have them in and out with the money deposited. DeLus kept his eyes on the target while the commander took care of the men in the mess hall. 

Suddenly, he noticed something. There were clearings on the land masses.

“Why the hell are there clearings?” He commanded the Poignard to expand the view for a closer look. “Fuck!”

The ship’s second, Mannel DeLus activated the commander’s private channel. “Commander, we’ve got problems.”

“Such as?” Her cool tones rippled through the implants into his mind. He’d always been a little in love with the blonde beauty who fought like a demon from the seventh hell, but it would never come to anything. He’d done well for himself because he chose to be realistic. The Selvian he cohabed with met his every need. 

“Clearings on planet SW-858. And they have houses in the middle of each one. The planet has life on it.”

“Fuck that researcher. May he end his life in a bottom-feeding bar covered in lice! Let me disburse the men. I’ll be right there.”
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Silver Eirson clipped out a command, and the crew fell out. She dove into the hall and strode angrily up to the command center. Someone’s head would roll and it would not be hers.

DeLus had already put the call through. She heard him growling at someone. “I don’t care if he’s fuckin’ the SUN president, get him on here. Now.”

A few seconds later, a voice responded, “There will be no video...”

“You don’t see me, do you? We’re a few sectors out there. Moot point. Get his ass on.”

“Please hold.”

Then their contact person for the job spoke. “What is the meaning...”

“Commander Eirson here. You’re in violation of half a dozen regulations for dealing with planets having life forms.”

“Not so...”

“Silence. We’re out here and there are clearings with houses on planet SW-858.” She turned to her second. “Mr. DeLus, have Poignard transfer those shots of 858. Your research is in error, which means your end of the contract is void. We are not going to zip on down there, load up samples, and be on our way. The Poignard is within its rights to keep the deposit and leave.”

“No, please. There must be something you can do? That material, if it is what we suspect, is worth a small fortune. Can’t you negotiate with the natives? Cut a deal?”

“How the hells should we know? We’re out here in orbit. We need an authorization from the governing planet of this sector to grant special permission to land and evaluate their level of civilization.”

“I’ll get it. Give us twenty-four SUN hours and I’ll have it to you. Can’t you do a little checking beforehand other than an actual landing?” The whine underlying the man’s tone had Silver grinning at her second.

DeLus rubbed his thumb and forefinger together in the universal sign for money. She nodded. “You’d better count on a ten percent hike in the contract. We didn’t bargain for wasting time trying to determine if we’re going to become gods to the yokels.”

“I’ll have it for you as soon as possible. Will another hundred thousand sweeten the pot?”

“Reluctantly, I suppose. But I want it in writing. Draw it up and send it with the authorization. No amended contract, we pick up and buzz on out of here. Understood?”

“Yes, Commander. You will have it all before the next twenty-four cycle. Good hunting, Poignard.”

DeLus had the AI cut the connection, and they fist bumped when she walked over to stand beside him. 

“A drone first?” he asked.

She nodded in response. “And do your best to make sure the civvies down there don’t get a reason to add any gods to the slate. Tell everyone to stand down. I’ll let you pick who goes with me once we have an idea of dress and deportment. I’ll be in my quarters.”

“As you say.”

DeLus would pick the right people. He knew the crew better than she did. Silver kept to herself and didn’t mix well. Her crew responded to her commands with no problems. A good thing. Known to have a temper with a fast fuse, she had their respect. 

Camaraderie was another matter entirely. If the contracts with a good payout for all continued, the crew remained content. Friends were something she didn’t need.

Sia Eirson started life as a child with little to bargain with except her beauty. It proved her ticket to everything she ever wanted. The Poignard wouldn’t be hers if she had given in to what one man referred to as love. 

Her mother had fallen for that, men who said they would return and never did. She didn’t plan to let her guard down. One foolish woman in the family was one too many. The Poignard belonged to her because she did whatever it took to get it. 

She meant to keep it, no matter the cost. Getting hauled in, then losing the ship because of someone’s lackadaisical approach to intel gathering would not happen. The fool who came between her and her 64 Avenger could rot in whichever hell she or he personally believed in. 

Until DeLus got the information they needed, she needed to get some rest. Who knew how long she would go without once down on the planet? Galactic Scouts had screwed up. Silver intended to find out where they got their information on SW 858. That company or person would go into her never-deal-with file. If they couldn’t see the clearings down there with the structures on them, they must be sightless, like some animals she’d read about who lived underground. 

She removed her uniform, turned, and went to the cleaning station. Small and compact, it met her needs. An elaborate setup would have taken space from the hold. The larger the area to accommodate goods, the bigger the haul, the happier the crew. 

Tired of the maintenance required for a removable exo suit, she had taken the plunge to get it tattooed into her skin. Having observed how well N’tal’s worked, she sought out the woman who had done his and contracted with her. At her suggestion, Silver allowed the artist to cover her body with vines and delicate flowers. 

With a wide smile, the woman told her if she were to find herself without a bodily covering, the sight of the full body tattoo might be enough to give her a few seconds to escape. Which made excellent sense to Silver. Her entire body became the woman’s project. After getting a good look at herself in the mirrored stall, she had to admit her artist had done a great job. 

The green leaves and petals holding her breasts as if cradling them amazed even her. A thin tendril of vine slid up the side of her neck on the left and a few small leaves peeked from her jawline. A small bud nestled beneath her right ear. She was a walking garden forever in bloom. 

On the gel-bed with the light covering over her and the lights off, her last thought was of the coming mission. N’tal should be on the team. With nothing but a black cup holding his genitalia, the man could slip into the smallest shadow and disappear. But Mannel would think of her need for a scout. She could leave all to him. 
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An even split. Three of the elders agreed with him, three others agreed to varying degrees. Of those who didn’t fully embrace his plan, Dinok came closest. Edensaw, Haki, and Lootha accepted his proposal with no reservations. Hatalne and Kiy felt his notion of becoming someone else other than the king would leave him open to harm. They thought the office would protect him and their world from the warriors on their way. 

No one questioned the reason for the sudden appearance of the Mercenary’s Union ship in the sector. The research vessel they had tried to keep away had landed and gone straight to Metal Island. 

He kept them from seeing the settlements. That much he had accomplished. Looking at it in retrospect, it hadn’t made a great deal of difference. The council felt the scout had picked up some sort of signal from their mine while casting about for precious metal deposits on the planets and larger asteroids they passed. Nothing would have kept them from Nizad. Technology had outstripped their ability to disguise the presence of civilization on the planet. 

Hataline wiggled on her cushion. “The flyer will work if we need it?”

“It will. I entered it and checked the systems before the onset of winter. Before you ask, it is still in contact with the ship. All its systems appear to be working as they should. I thought it prudent to not make the trip out to check it in person.” 

The elder from Taz Village on Larch Island nodded. “Given our lack of knowledge regarding new technology and how it might be used against us, I suspect you chose the best course.”

Kiy glanced around the circle of elders which comprised the council. “It appears our peace is to be disrupted. I wonder if the governing planet of this system will uphold our rights here.” She closed her eyes and sighed before her next question. “Have we lived on Nizad long enough to possess rights, ownership of this world?”

“I believe we have.” Dinok, the elder from Kyia Village sought to reassure her. “All the transplants we brought have insinuated themselves into the ecosystem. Only a concerted archeological effort would disclose there are no fossils of the species we planted. That we usurped the planet would be hard to prove, if not impossible, by now.”

Haki and Lootha nodded. She drew attention to her with a wave of her hand. “Lootha and I agree with Dinok. The climate, soil, and ecosystem have put its mark on us as well. But we need to know how the wider world differs from what the ancestors knew. We cannot use what we don’t understand. In ten generations, things have surely changed.” 

His fingers tapped a rhythm on his thigh. “The very reason I must monitor the commander of the ship. If they attempt to enter the mine by force, some of us may need to take the scout to the governor and ask for help.”

“Which will give away our own status as illegal colonists,” Hatalne said.

“Indeed.” Tsela inclined his head in a gesture of deference to the elder. “Even greater reason for me to know what she means to do.”

“A woman then?” Kiy asked.

“Yes. And any woman who commands a Union ship has earned the right. She will not be easy to deceive. We must do our utmost to keep from lying to her.” He lifted his face and looked at the elders seated before him. “This is hardest of all. The woman was sent here by the spirits. I mean to win her and offer her my life.”

The murmur of voices filled the chamber. Haki, from Yas Village, one of the oldest counselors raised her voice above that of the others. “This complicates matters far beyond the rest. You are sure of this?”

“I am.” As King Tsela, Stars-Lying-Down, he met the gaze of each elder one by one. Satisfied all had searched him, Tsela lowered his eyes. The engineer, the man called Sosyan, took his place. “If it were not as I say, I would not have brought the existence of the situation to you.”

“Fellow elders,” Dinok called for attention. “The ones who guided us to this place have set in motion another series of things which must be evaluated and dealt with. I suspect they have a reason. Tsela became king when we expected someone else would hold the honor. Who are we to question their ways?”

Low whispers filled the chamber for a few minutes. Haki got to her feet. “Go. Do what you must, Sosyan. We have faith in the circle of life and the harmony of the Way. From this moment on, you are Sosyan, the engineer. Tsela will not be available to the commander or her people until you say the proper time has come.”

He rose from the cold stone floor of the meeting chamber and nodded to each of the elders. One by one, they got to their feet and preceded him from the room located under the grove of trees. The last to leave, he pulled the stone door shut. They would not meet together again unless an emergency necessitated calling the council in. 

Sosyan left the house occupied by the king and went to a smaller dwelling lower down the mountainside. Several people had homes overlooking Chooli Lake near the deep ravine where the Atsa River flowed down the side of the mountain. His moving to one of the vacant places seemed best for the moment. 

He had already informed the woman who cooked for him and the old man who cared for his horse about the changes. The head of the Education Committee lived here, as did the three justices who oversaw matters the elders could not settle. He had been one of the head engineers before becoming Tsela. He would not share that post with Menta. 

He would take charge of the mine, leaving all else to Menta. Once the elders reached their villages again, the populace would know that Tsela was no longer available to see to spiritual matters. Sosyan had returned from a long hiatus and problems with the mine or the metal he hoped to guard must go to him. 

The other task still waited. He must connect with the woman orbiting above the planet. They must come down. He could see no other path forward for her and her crew. How became the question he intended to answer. 

His short vision of her in the cavern gave him the means to invade her thoughts. Every individual possessed a certain spiritual signature composed of their DNA, modified or not, paired with the energy which fired their internal processes. 

Cube and crystal in hand, he strode away from the house he would now claim as his and into the rocks above the small settlement. The day star warmed the air as he climbed. Sosyan slid behind one huge boulder and found what he sought, a small, cleared spot where he could sit and calm his thoughts.

Seated crossed-legged, he put the items he carried on the thick greenery. The vegetation, a soft cushion beneath him, released a slightly pungent scent. He drew in its perfume and slowly expelled it. 

In and out he breathed. With each exhale, his busy mind stilled further. His fingers reached for the cube and the crystal as if on their own. The side of the crystal touched the side of the cube, and he flew away. 

Focused on her, on the unique pattern which comprised the woman who commanded the ship, he projected upward. And... there she was. But something... he wasn’t sure what, made it impossible for him to join with the resting body he’d reached. Maneuvering around her, he located an opening and squeezed in. 

Pulled onward, he found what he sought. Her brain appeared to be gathering energy as she rested. But to get the information he must have, it would be necessary to let go of who he was. The things he sensed connecting her to the ship and her crew would cause trouble if his presence came to their notice.

Where his body sat on the planet, his arms would tire, and the crystal would separate from the cube. The instant they parted, he would flash back to his body. He understood, but his spirit balked at letting go. He must.

Sosyan released his tight grip on his identity and eased into the body he had invaded. She/he had a beautiful body. Taut and disciplined, she/he pleased him.

What did she have planned? 

She/he stirred, and the sequence of events played out in her mind as a dream. Sosyan learned more than he hoped. The client had been contacted and was to get authorization from the governing world of this sector to conduct negotiations with the Distani for mining rights. She/he would mount a scouting party as soon as she woke.

A map of Nizad appeared to her as a dream. He gently pushed her toward the lower tip of Larch Island at the mouth of the Tajon River. They would meet there. His spirit quivered. Before he could attempt to back away from her, the disassociation came with a jerk. 

The woman’s body arched away from him with a cry of pain. He felt an ache as he hurtled back to the planet and his physical presence waiting there. Having fallen forward when his strength gave out, getting up took all his remaining energy. Sosyan could not walk and fell back to the ground. 

His exhausted body would need time before he could reach his house, get out the little light powered flyer, and get to Larch Island. She wouldn’t make it before he did if she felt as drained as he. And he had the crystal. 

Or... should have. No longer lying in his hand, he turned on his side and frantically searched the lush vegetation he lay on. A hint of sparkle in a knot of leaves caught his eye. The crystal safe in his palm, he used its affinity for the cube to locate that. With both safe, Sosyan heaved a sigh of relief. 

He didn’t have time to go searching the Chooli Mountains for another that resonated with him and his cube. Crystal in his right palm, cube in his left, he lay back and allowed his body to rest. 

It could be only a short nap. She hadn’t endured the journey both ways as he had. Certain she would rise soon, he told his body when it must wake. While she prepared her scouting party, he must get the flyer ready and reach Larch Island before her. 
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Hurt! Pain left her panting as voices in her implants came alive. The ship’s AI deferred to Mannel.

His slightly accented voice hissed, “What’s wrong? Commander?”

“Twisted something, somehow. Give me another hour. Better still, give me a wake-up in thirty. Then have a restorative sent along. I’ll turn up the gelbed’s heat and should be good to go by the end of the hour.”

She cut the connection. What the seven hells had happened? Trying to understand, Silver ran the strange dream through her mind one more time. Nothing could get through the shields, but something or someone had. A male, she guessed. His sudden departure had caused the problem. 

Somehow, he’d slipped in past all her defenses. A she/he shadow lingered. “Eighty degrees.” Silver commanded and the gelbed began to warm. If it got to be too much, she would cut it at seventy. Heat spread through her muscles. It hurt to do so, but Silver turned from her back to her stomach on the bed. 

Mannel and the rest of the crew didn’t need to know somehow there had been a breach. If the entire ship was hit, the alarm would be shrieking along with the AI. Did it have anything to do with her taking a nap? Had sleep opened a channel of some kind? 

They knew next to nothing about the inhabitants of SW 858. The sudden appearance of life forms sounded incredible. Were they facing pirates? Or had a group of settlers hijacked an entire planet? Did they have advanced weapons or something which allowed them to cloak their presence? If they had stayed hidden from the survey crew... then why allow themselves to be seen now? Had they deliberately lured a ship in? 

She let go a curse. They could do nothing to the forms below. The guidelines she must adhere to when dealing with a nascent race were strict. Silver wondered if she should cancel the expedition. “No.” Not a good idea. Her crew didn’t need to see her fearful, the kiss of death for any commander. She had to maintain the path set. 

Would this be the job that cost her the Poignard? Not if she could help it. She’d practically sold her soul for this ship and didn’t intend to give it up to anyone. They would need to kill her before she gave in. 

As she pictured the planet in her head, Silver realized the land masses weren’t as large as some she had seen. This world had more water with pronounced oceans or one huge one. She would call the available land large islands, not continents. 

The one closest to the deposit they were to check out didn’t appear to have but one population center. A river ran from a lake to the ocean. A landing there might be best as they were close to the metal and far from what might be population centers. 

One could
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