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Prologue

The gateways won’t just make
colonization cheaper for the masses, they will make colonizing
possible for those who can’t afford life extensions. Because
traveling via ship is not only so expensive only people who are at
least moderately wealthy can afford it. It takes longer to reach
their destination even with the development of hyper-drives and
space folding. This doesn’t present a problem for people who can
afford life extensions. The typical lifespan is two hundred years
and the 20 years it takes to reach the furthest colonies makes very
little difference to them. For the poor, however, whose typical
lifespan is no more than a hundred, 20 years can mean no real hope
of having the youth and vigor to build a successful homestead.
Beyond that, those they must leave behind are very likely lost to
them forever. They can’t afford a round trip for visits home and
even if they could the people they leave aren’t likely to live long
enough to see them again.

Unfortunately, there are those on
Earth and the colonies who don’t believe the opportunities
colonization present should be open to just anyone. They are the
supremists and they feel like the poor are poor because they are
inferior beings who will do no better no matter what opportunities
they’re offered. Allowing them into the colonies will only burden a
budding new society with the useless dregs of humanity.

There are also the fundamentalists who
believe that Earth was created by God for humans and that is their
home and God will bring about the end of Earth if humans abandon
it. To stay in God’s grace, they must stop the migration of humans
across the universe.

On the colonies themselves, there are
the first colonists who believe they shouldn’t have competition for
the rewards of having taken all the risks and done all the hard
work of first settlement.

And there are the natives—the
primitive beings whose world humans have stolen for their own
…..


Chapter One

Sybil felt the fine hair on the back
of her neck prickle as she left the control building. She
hesitated, searching the area. It was lit up with security lights,
chasing most of the deeper shadows almost all the way to the
perimeter, but there were still dim areas, lighter shadows created
by the occasional tree or shrub and those shifted in the faint
breeze blowing across them.

She was well within the security walls
of the colony, she told herself. It was highly unlikely that
anything of any size that could be a threat had managed to get past
the perimeter.

There were hostiles on Orion, though,
savages—animals on a higher order that made them more dangerous
than the animals that hadn’t attained sentience.

She shivered at the
thought.

Scary looking hostiles—that had
breached the initial defenses repeatedly.

Because they could fly and they were
clever enough to learn how to get around the first attempts at
securing the colony.

In point of fact, most of the most
dangerous creatures on Orion could fly, but the planet was just too
far from Earth to determine a very great deal even with the probes
that had been sent to explore it before colonization.

Because mostly the focus had been on
whether or not the conditions would support human life and if it
had already been ‘taken’ by tenants that might be hard to dislodge
from their real estate.

So the first colonists had been
unprepared and it had been touch and go for a while as to whether
humans would triumph in their conquest or not.

She hadn’t arrived until the colony
was deemed ‘safe’ for the second wave of colonists, but she’d heard
plenty of tales about the early days.

It was her job to see the gateway
completed and bring that second wave—and everyone who
followed.

That was what had brought her out so
late—the need to reassure herself that the gateway they were
building was secure.

Shrugging off the sensation of being
watched after a few moments, she started down the ramp toward the
road to summon a ride to her apartment at the other end of the
‘city’.

Which actually wasn’t much of a city …
yet. It was in the planning stages, though, and bustling with
activity during the day now that the builder bots were ramping up
production of building materials and construction had begun on
homes for the colonists that would fill them.

She hoped her family was going to be
among them—at least some among that second wave.

Her official job was as design
engineer for the gateway.

Her unofficial job, for the family,
was to pave the way for the others to come. The gateway was the
keystone, naturally, but she still had to help earn the money to
pay for their transport.

At least it was affordable to travel
via the gateways. ‘Cruising’ was a luxury affordable only by the
rich.

Reaching the sidewalk, she pressed the
button to summon a carrier, and studied her surroundings while she
waited for the electric car to arrive.

Orion’s biggest moon was just cresting
the horizon, she saw with some relief, knowing it would be high
enough in a few minutes to help light up the area even
brighter.

Because she just couldn’t shake the
sensation of being watched no matter how many times she reassured
herself.

Of course, she reminded herself that
it wasn’t the first time she’d felt like she was being watched. She
almost always felt that prickling uneasiness when she was out after
dark, but especially when she was at the center. And it was
ridiculous to think she was always being watched—a primal instinct
for survival, she thought, because she was out of her element here
and susceptible to the ‘mood’ of the planet she was a stranger
to.

Somehow, she couldn’t shake that
sensation at all, though, and she began to worry that something or
someone actually was watching her.

As it turned out, she was right, but
it was one of those times when she would have far preferred to be
wrong.

* * * *

Dane watched the woman pause and look
around when she had left the building, as if she could sense his
presence. He wondered if she could. None of the others seemed able
to that he had noticed. They seemed oblivious to everything around
them, completely focused on the tasks that only seemed to run them
around in circles.

Then again, she was of particular
interest to him—for many reasons.

She was tied to the great
round thing that the star children had been so busily building that
they had spent far less time on the things necessary to their
comfort and survival—crowding many into only a handful of
great huttos instead of building smaller huttos for families or
individuals and eating from square metal-looking pots instead of
setting about growing food.

In point of fact, he had seen that
they had been completely focused from the beginning on
fortifications and weapons.

It was hard—for him—to dismiss the
likelihood that they had come to make war.

His people did not want to believe
that they had sailed from far, far across the heavens intent on
making war with a people they did not even know instead of trying
to make friends.

But he was beginning to believe he
knew them far better than his people did.

They had not come to forge
peace.

He could feel it in his
bones.

And yet, his eyes were
always drawn to the pretty little thing each time she appeared that
was making the great dangerous thing—the one that made him think of
a tiny minchie even though she had no wings. He had tried hard not to notice
that she appealed to all of his senses, but he had discovered that
his thought processes seemed to shut down if he allowed himself to
get caught up in the sway of her hips, or the bright hair the wind
teased, the tones of her voice when she spoke or
laughed.

There was nothing …
restful or peaceful about her. She flitted rapidly here and there
like the minchie,
always busy, always in a hurry.

And beyond that, she threw him into
turmoil. Without doing a thing or even coming close to her, she had
so enthralled him he almost wondered if it was some sort of power
she wielded.

Mayhap they all had the power to
enchant?

He did not know, but he was determined
not to allow his interest her—his fascination—to corrupt his
judgment. It was a battle he waged constantly with himself,
though.

Despite the certainty that
grew in him that the thing they were building was a weapon that
would destroy his people and their world, she was as much a focal point as the
device was any time he came to watch.

Over time, he had grown tired of
watching because it brought no answers to his many questions and he
had told himself that capturing one of them was the only way to
know what the round thing was.

He was almost certain that, if the
importance of it was above growing food and finishing their
shelters, then it must have to do with protection and if that was
the case, then it must be a weapon of some kind.

But he needed to
know before they could
complete it.

And since the woman seemed to be
directing all of the others in the construction of it, then the
woman would have the answers he needed.

It was immaterial that he wanted to
get his hands on her so badly he could scarcely control his baser
instincts.

He would not allow that to overrule
his honor or his responsibility as war chief to protect his
people.

He had told himself that for many
nights before he gave in to the certainty that he must
act.

His decision made, he launched himself
toward the sky, flying well above the net created by the lights
that meshed above the village of the star children. When he had
gained sufficient height, he waited for an air current strong
enough to carry him and then dove toward the net of lights,
skillfully piercing the opening with his wings folded tightly
against his back and then swooping toward his target.

One of the ‘bugs’ that carried them
around their village was racing toward her, he saw, even as he
closed on her.

There was no hope for it, he thought
grimly. It would reach her before he could if he merely glided the
distance. He had to close fast or miss his target.

And he might not get another chance.
If he merely frightened her and failed to capture her, they would
know that their shield was no barrier at all to him and she would
know that she was his prey.

It only took a handful of flaps to
send him surging forward, but the air he displaced was loud enough
to alert her.

She whirled toward the sound, froze
with sheer terror as he shot toward her. At the last moment, she
whirled to run, but it was too late by then. He caught her, swept
her off her feet and shot upward again.

That time, unfortunately, he clipped
one of the hot lights that made up the net with his
wing.

Fire sizzled along his nerve
endings.

He lost lift as he struggled with the
pain, but finally managed to shove it to the back of his mind and
regain the altitude he’d lost.

They left a very great deal of
screaming behind them and flashing lights of many colors, but he
managed to dive into the cover of the forest before they could send
one of their flying things to hunt him.

There was no catching him after
that.

* * * *

Despite every effort to dismiss the
prickling of uneasiness that had dogged her steps since she’d left
the command center, Sybil’s relief when she saw the car coming for
her was so profound, it made it clear just how unnerved she was
standing in the dark.

That relief was short
lived.

Her first inkling that she’d relaxed
prematurely came when she heard the terrifying whoosh of air
stirred by giant, powerful wings.

She whirled to look and
froze when she saw some giant, winged something cutting through the
shadows toward her. For several heartbeats, she couldn’t command
herself to move.

Even as her instincts finally kicked
in and she whirled away to run, however, something slammed into her
from behind, two arms like steel bands locked her in a vice hold,
and she felt herself lifted from the ground. She began to fight
almost instantly, by instinct, but there was no prying the bands
loose and shortly she didn’t want to, because she could see the
ground dropping away from her at a dizzying speed.

Her fear of heights—of falling and
being splattered on the ground, outweighed the terror of being
taken by one of the beasts of Orion.

The darkness scared Sybil almost as
badly as seeing how far the ground was below her, but then being
hauled off by a monster and blind was about as terrifying as things
could get.

It had grabbed her from behind—either
by accident or design—leaving her without even the ability to fight
with her arms and hands and nails and teeth.

She would’ve used whatever she had in
her arsenal if she could have.

Now, she could only wait to see what
the thing had in mind for her—the cook pot or rending her flesh
from her and eating her alive.

She shuddered at the thought, fought
it to the back of her mind where it wouldn’t completely demoralize
her.

She was going to have to fight if she
wanted to live.

And she did.

Just as importantly to her, if she
died, there would be no one to help her mother and sister and
brother leave Earth for a better life—or at least the chance of
it.

They had pooled all of their hopes and
dreams—and all of their money—into her because they thought she had
the best chance of succeeding.

If she died tonight, their hopes died
with her.

 



Chapter Two

Sybil discovered she couldn’t maintain
the tension. The savage—and she was fairly certain it was one of
the natives just because the body she was melded to felt like man
not beast—kept going and going until little by little the fear
receded and the tension relaxed. She was so exhausted from her
emotions and the little fighting she’d managed to put up that she
was next door to unconscious when she finally felt the savage begin
to descend. She opened her eyes, then, lifted her head, struggled
to pierce the darkness.

Orion’s largest moon had set by that
time, though, and only a trio of tiny moons dotted the sky, giving
off very little illumination—and not much light managed to pierce
the thick canopy of the forest.

They landed in the canopy.

Sybil didn’t realize it at
first.

Not until she felt the ‘world’ sway as
the wind blew through the tree, ruffling leaves and
branches.

Her heart lurched. Panic welled up to
consume her and the plan to fight the moment he landed with her
vanished like mist.

She didn’t get the chance to fight in
any case, because he never actually released her. He landed,
shifted his hold on her and strode down one broad limb as if he was
on the ground. Entering a structure of some kind he carried her
toward the back wall where he dropped her on her butt none too
gently. Picking up a manacle, he tested the fit on her wrist, and
then clamped it around her ankle when he realized it was too loose
for her hand.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Dmor\l





