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Over 100 years after the mutiny and war started by the original expedition to the planet Bonificium, a new recontact team arrives to assess the damage done. But even the Polity admits the mission to put the situation to rights is logically impossible. 

Field agent Rogelio finds himself drawn into the politics of the planet, even as he — against all rules and regulations — starts falling in love with one of the planet’s leaders … 
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In her earliest days, Sharan Armsgiver came to her people as unknowing as any child






Sharan plunged through the woods with the blind panic of someone who knew that her pursuers would murder her on sight if they caught up with her. The trees on this world were both more brittle and spongier than she was used to, and she left a clear trail of bent branches and shattered twigs in her wake.

If Arnoldson decided to take up the hunt himself using the ship’s tech, she wouldn’t have a chance even without leaving a trail. He could track her with everything from sniffers to orbital reconnaissance. The bastard had all the power of the starship Hesperides and her AI at his disposal.

But right now, it was the locals here on the planet of Bonificium with their bronze-bladed spears and square shields who wanted her blood. If they found her, she’d be just as dead from their ancient weapons as she would be from an orbital burn. At least she had a better chance of escaping them, since they didn’t have starship technology.

She crested a low rise at a dead run. Just as she reached the peak, she lost her footing, and the ground slipped away from her like a steep bank on a winter lake back home. She started sliding down the hillside and through the mud. 

Mud? It was the dry season on this planet. It must be some kind of trap. Sharan grabbed for traction, only to have a sandaled foot slam down painfully on her fingers.

A woman with deep brown eyes and miserably ragged hair stood over her, wielding a long, crude knife. But instead of using it to slice Sharan’s throat, her captor laid a finger across her lips and faded backward into the leaves and shadows just below the side of the trail, gesturing Sharan to follow her.

She decided she had a better chance with this strange woman than with the men who were after her. Already, she could hear their shouts and pounding feet. Sharan scrabbled for purchase in the muddy trough where she’d fallen, only to smack her head hard on a thick root sticking out of the earth above her. There was nothing for it but to lie low and scoot up against the earth in hope they didn’t see her — or notice that the trail of destruction she’d left behind in her mad flight had ended where she skidded off the path.

The first of the running feet were now directly above her, but no one seemed to have seen the spot where she’d slipped. Moments later, she heard a series of startled yelps. Crackling swishes and thumps ensued, followed by blood-curdling yells in a dozen or more voices, mostly female.

Sharan kept her head down, waiting out the grunting and the meaty blows and the cries of pain. In less than a minute, it was over. Blood seeped into the mud near her cheek.

Then the sandaled foot was back, followed by the deep brown eyes. The woman’s face had been slashed so deeply that Sharan could see muscle and fat beneath the sharp lip of the wound. “Ki en tu?” the other woman asked in the strange, archaic tongue of this unlikely, forgotten colony, ignoring her wound. There was no mistaking the harsh tone.

Sharan had shut off her earbud to keep Arnoldson at bay, but she could puzzle out some of the local patois on her own. It was a dialect which had obviously developed out of one or more Romance languages from Earth, from the time when these lost colonies had first been founded. 

Who are you?  

“Sharan,” she said. “Ayo apell Sharan.” My name is Sharan. She wasn’t sure about the verb form, and she suspected her accent was dreadful, but she hoped it wouldn’t identify her as etolliyen, “star man.” Since Arnoldson had allied himself with the Adyanii, being from off-world tended to be a death sentence among those who were fighting them. From the looks of her, this woman didn’t do nuance.

Much to Sharan’s surprise, the wounded woman smiled and extended a hand. “Ayo se apella Nowrie. Vallan swee. Vit, vit, vitasei max.”

Sharan didn’t need that translated — they had to move fast.

She took Nowrie’s hand and scrambled to her feet. Then they were off on another lung-burning run through the strangely puffy trees, this time in the company of half a dozen battle-worn women. The largest of the bunch carried a bulging burlap sack which dripped blood as it bounced across the leather straps criss-crossing her back.

At the grisly sight, Sharan wondered if these women really were preferable to Arnoldson’s tender mercies.
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Together, the Armsgiver and her people showed one another the righteous path.




Surprisingly enough, Nowrie’s group of Edarans took her in, even though they knew she came from the stars. But as Nowrie explained, any enemy of the Adyanii was a friend of theirs. So Sharan became part of the war that shouldn’t be happening, a war that started because Smith and Arnoldson had broken all the regulations and decided to become kings in a foreign world. 

Months, she realized. It’s been just over two months since the mutiny.

She wondered if they were ever going to get home.

And now Sharan lay beside Nowrie in the little covert which the Edaran scouts had so painstakingly built in the bluffs west of Naxos Bay. It had been the work of an entire night to pass unseen across the handful of miles from their pickets on the edge of the forest, through Adyanii fields and farmland, to this observation post with a view of the distant water. It would be a long, hot day of stillness, voiceless whispers, and peeing in the bushes.

A breeze trembled off the bay, just barely tickling their noses with the scent of saltwater. There wasn’t much of a tide — none of the moons on this world were big enough to draw the water up the beach decently — but to Sharan it still felt strangely homelike.

A billowing tent stood near the shore, surrounded by a loose cordon of Adyanii archers, while one of Hesperides’ landers bobbed gently a few hundred meters out in the bay. Fuji, she thought. Wyoming Dark had vanished during the mutiny, gone to ground somewhere in the trackless mountains looming far to the southwest. Winesap and Golden Delicious were safely docked aboard Hesperides when it happened. The Edarans whispered that one of the child-ships had crashed out at sea since then, but Sharan had no way to know for certain. She’d dropped her earbud down an abandoned mine shaft two days after being rescued by Nowrie.

Nowrie clucked softly, pointing with one finger. They had to keep all motion to a minimum up here, lest some sharp-eyed watcher see that there was something more than the flitter of birds and the dart of rabbits in the bushes on the bluff.

Following the line of the finger, Sharan saw four people in offworld uniforms shuffle out of the tent. If only she had a scope. It was too far to tell for sure who was there on the beach, which four they might be among the scores of crew. The quartet moved so slowly, neither their stride nor their stance was distinctive. But all of them wore the same sky-blue as Becca, the uniform color for Hesperides bridge and operations crew members. 

Which meant one of them might be her — the love of Sharan’s life. 

Regulations barred bridge crew from ever coming down the gravity well, but all the rules had been tossed when Smith and his toady Arnoldson had popped their little mutiny all those weeks ago. Ayapurtam wasn’t a factor anymore, in a permanent, vacuum-breathing sort of way. 

In hindsight, Sharan realized that crazy old lady had been what passed for the voice of reason, at least compared to the machos who had spaced her in order to play god.

The four crew members on the beach huddled close and stared at the lander Fuji. Sharan strained to see. Three men and one woman — hair copper brown like Becca’s. 

A handful of Adyanii followed the crew into the pale sunlight, officers of the Partenos legion. During her time with the Edarans, she’d learned to recognize the uniforms. Someone in the original colony must have had a library of ancient Greek and Roman military reference books, because these guys looked like they could have marched straight out of Earth history.

The soldiers in their classical garb strode up to the blue-clad crew members and surrounded them, hands on their swords. What were they to the Adyanii soldiers? Prisoners? Informers? Collaborators? If Becca truly was one of them, Sharan couldn’t imagine that she was helping the Adyanii.

Then Arnoldson walked out of the tent. There was no mistaking his forward-leaning stride or lank blond hair.

At Sharan’s sharp intake of breath, Nowrie glared, shaking her head, one finger raised to her lips.

Sharan mimed a pistol with her index finger and thumb. “Him,” she mouthed, voiceless as air.

The Adyanii had no offworld weapons — Arnoldson seemed to have kept that much of the Smith-Ayapurtam expedition’s protocols intact, even in the wake of his enthusiastic outburst of king-making. The range of a blaster would have been several hundred meters. Nothing the Edarans had could come anywhere close to that. 

Oh, gods, Sharan thought, what I wouldn’t give for a good rifle right now.

She used to be dismissive of violence as a clumsy and destructive solution to life’s problems. Once Arnoldson had spaced Mistress Ayapurtam, along with seven other undesirables — including two of Sharan’s closest friends from the Planetary Sciences section — she’d found her views rapidly changing.

Now the bastard had aligned himself with the roughest bunch of bully boys down here dirtside. Talk about reigning in hell instead of serving in heaven.

An accusing female voice rang out over the sands of the beach to their hiding place, and Sharan started. She couldn’t pick out the words, but she recognized the timbre and tone. It was Becca. She clenched her hands together, desperate to do something, anything, but knowing she couldn’t.

Arnoldson argued with the crew for a few minutes, then turned to look out over the water. He gave a single, sharp nod. The swords stabbed downward, and blood flowed dark as sin in the sunlight.

Nowrie clapped her hand over Sharan’s mouth before she could cry out, wrapping her in her arms as she was wracked by soundless sobs.
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The Armsgiver granted her first offering in memory of the sky people




“How long have you been fighting the Adyanii?” Sharan asked several weeks after the incident on the beach. The pain of Becca’s murder was an ache that was always with her now, but she’d found that fighting with the Edarans was the only thing that helped keep her grief at bay. It even allowed her to imagine that she might someday have revenge. 

Nowrie shrugged. “We have never not done so.”

She stripped back the coating from one end of a long length of cable and began to tie the wires together, since a soldering iron was not to be had.  “Never’s a long time.” 

“Can you look at the Adyanii and not understand that?” Nowrie seemed more amused than exasperated.

True enough. Sharan wished she had some understanding of the history of this lost colony. No one she had talked to, no sources she had found, had given her any clue to the puzzle of when it had been founded. But the cities were centuries old, and there was nothing but folktales left concerning anything resembling industrial development, let alone space-faring technology.

Until now. The Smith-Ayapurtam expedition had turned this world upside down and given it a sharp, savage shake. 

“I have no interest in working under Arnoldson ever again,” Sharan said. “So, yes, I think I do understand.”

“My mother was born in these hills, as was I. Hiding and fighting is not much of a life, but it is better than what it would be among the Adyanii as an Edaran — and a woman.” 

Sharan nodded. She could hardly imagine what working under Arnoldson would be like now — assuming he didn’t kill her on sight, which was much more likely — but she knew her life would be even worse as a woman in Adyanii society. 

She turned her attention back to the wiring. She’d been building a deliberately crude short wave transceiver out of components salvaged from raids and was trying to teach the Edarans the technology as she worked. Part of her had initially felt guilty about the members of the Hesperides crew killed in the ambushes, but she knew Arnoldson wouldn’t let anybody run loose who wasn’t loyal to him. Which meant each and every one of them was complicit in the murders on the beach.

She choked back bile. Becca.

Somewhere along the line, she’d lost any sense of being appalled at her own bloody-mindedness.

What she wanted now was a way to talk to Wyoming Dark, wherever the lander had gone and hidden itself, or to any other possible dissidents who had survived aboard Hesperides in her unreachable orbit and then somehow made it to Bonificium. Short wave had the endearing habit of skipping around inside a planet’s ionosphere, making it damned near untraceable due to the fundamental simplicity of the technology. If Arnoldson had a crew with the right sensors close by when Sharan began transmitting, that was another story, but following the bounce, locating them from any real distance would be a stone bitch.

She wasn’t tied to an infrastructure. Not like him. And she planned to turn that weakness against the murderous asshole, turn it against him until he choked on it.

Sharan leaned in close to inspect the radio. Nowrie’s smiths were good at small tools, and she now had an ample selection of picks and tweezers and drivers. Not a powered test probe anywhere, but she’d make do.

One thing was for certain. She’d have to reinvent the very old process of crystal windings if she planned to make any more of these. There was no way Nowrie’s people could work with circuit blocks, let alone maintain or replace them when they eventually broke down.

Sharan toggled the power to the receiver. The radio’s speaker squawked twice, spat, then settled down to the carrier hum of the planet’s ionosphere. She heaved a sigh of relief. “Okay, let’s try the transmitter. I have a few folks I’d like to get on the line.”

“Will they know where to listen?” Nowrie had picked up quickly on the concept of the technology, even though there had been nothing like it on her planet for hundreds of years. At least.

“No. But we’re going to tell them. We’re going to have all of your rebel agents, your couriers, your migrating farm hands, carry a few simple words as rumor. Sooner or later, someone who’s talking to someone who knows something will pass the message along to my people.” Sharan sighed again. “This isn’t going to be solved in a hurry.”

“So you will talk to the air, and those you seek will listen.”

“Someday, Nowrie, you will talk to the air, and your people will listen.”

Nowrie touched her elbow, and her hand slid down Sharan’s forearm to her wrist. “You are determined to leave us, then?”

Sharan started, glancing up into Nowrie’s eyes. She had seen this coming, or at least suspected it, but it was too soon — much too soon — if there would ever be a good time. 

She had watched Becca die. 

“I just want to get back to the ship. This place is not my home.” She drew her hand slowly out from under Nowrie’s.

“Arnoldson will be happy to take you in at any time,” the other woman said with a shrug, pretending nothing had happened between them.

Sharan grimaced. Nowrie knew perfectly well what would happen to her if Arnoldson “took her in.” “I’d rather leave Arnoldson behind, even though I wouldn’t wish him on you or anyone.”

Nowrie turned away. “At least that’s something.”
















