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Chapter One

Shelly Rice wasn’t
alone.

She was supposed to be the only person
in the complex at this time of night, as she was the only one that
put her name on the duty roster for the last inspection before
lights out. While not the project manager, she was by far the best
engineer, and she only felt comfortable sleeping at night if she
was the one to run the diagnostic before the nightly skeleton crew
took over. The sleeping quarters were in a separate biodome from
where the starport was being constructed, but the moment when she
shut down the light, there was always that sense of fear that came
with being thrown into complete darkness. As she flicked the switch
on the wall, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on
end.

She turned on her heel, digging her
nails into the doorjamb. “Who’s there?”

If Karter
and Elisa were playing another trick on her, she was going to lay
into them – it would be the third time in a week that they had
tried it. Predictably, there was no answer from the darkness. She
flipped the lights back on, but there was nothing to see but the
half-constructed starport and the tools and work stations littered
with debris and assembled metal parts. It was easy enough to be
scared in the biodome when you were the last person around, but
Shelly was usually able to bury it down when she was working on the
starport. She was far too concerned with finishing the project and
being able to provide for her family.

Flicking the lights off again, she
shut the door to the engineering biodome and started across the
small strip of forest that separated her from the sleeping
quarters. During the day time, she enjoyed the walk through the
trees, listening to the indigenous life that they had only just
begun to catalogue, and feeling the breeze brush against her face.
It was altogether something different to walk through it at night,
but usually she could do so with minimal distractions, caught up as
she was in the calculations and constructions needed for the next
day’s work.

Tonight, it
was as though every sound and rustle of the underbrush was
magnified. The temporary lights that littered the floor of the
forest flickered and Shelly paused, clenching her fists. “Who’s
there?”

Shelly’s voice was
heavy with the fear coursing through her body, but, again, there
was no reply from the forest. There was a snap of a twig to her
left, and she turned her head around, faster than she meant to.
When a lance of pain shot up her neck, she groaned and clutched at
it, even as she looked around the forest with panic. The lights
only extended out about five meters from the pathway that had been
cut through the trees, so if there was anything more dangerous than
the occasional insect lingering in the underbrush, she wouldn’t be
able to see it.

She picked up her pace, able to see
the door to the living quarters ahead of her. She was sure that she
was just being paranoid, but it wouldn’t take long to reach it.
When she was on the other side, she could laugh hysterically about
being afraid of the dark and berate Karter if he had anything to do
with this. With the fear of whatever was out there creeping up on
her, she kept her eyes on the door ahead and broke into a run. She
was inviting mocking on herself from the others, but she couldn’t
bring herself to care. She would rather be laughed at than have to
deal with whatever it was out there.

And there was definitely something out
there.

She could
hear the snapping twigs and the cracking of tree branches. She saw
a flash of something to her left and knew that whatever it was
chasing her was keeping pace with her among the trees. She let out
a small puff of breath. She could see the door and if she could
just reach out, she was sure she would be able to push it open and
escape back into the safety of the biodome. She lifted a hand to do
just that, but a pair of hands grabbed her around the waist and
wrenched her back, feet dangling at least a foot off of the floor.
Shelly let out a groan of pain as her body protested the movement,
the momentum from her run wrenching her whole body, but whoever it
was that had grabbed her made no move to acknowledge her, just
dragged her deeper into the underbrush.

* * * *

She opened
her mouth to scream, but one of the hands on her waist clamped down
over her mouth and no matter how hard she struggled, her kidnapper
wouldn't let go. She could see movement around her in the trees,
blurry renditions of what she could only assume were other people.
Or maybe not people. She knew, as most colonists did, that this
world was populated by an indigenous life form that was advanced
enough to have speech, however different from her own. There were
pictures offered to all colonists who had been accepted for the
construction of the starport and Shelly had been just as shocked
and not a little terrified by their appearance.

Whoever was
carrying her was slowing to a stop, the other blurs of color that
she had seen among the trees slowing down alongside them. They
entered a small clearing and Shelly was dropped unceremoniously on
the ground. She thought about running, but now they had come to a
stop, she could see more of the – creatures – than she had
previously thought. She couldn’t help but call them creatures, even
though they were more humanoid than monster. She knew that some of
her prejudices against the demons of old Earth were coloring her
opinion of them. They towered over her, standing at least a foot
taller than the average human, which explained why she had been
unable to touch her feet to the ground, and all with two small but
distinct horns protruding from either side of their hairline. She
was mesmerized by the sight of them, almost hysterical with the
knowledge that they weren’t red or breathing fire or any number of
the stories she had heard about them. Or perhaps about the demons
of old – she didn’t really know anymore.

One of them was staring down at her,
his skin a pale bronze, almost like people on Earth who spent too
much time in the sun, but she couldn’t understand what the
expression on his face meant. She didn’t know much about the
indigenous species of this world, but she was determined not to let
them get her too far away from the biodome. Although it would be
hours before anybody would notice that she was missing, one of the
downsides of being the last to go to bed, she knew that someone
would eventually notice and come after her. She refused to think
anything else. She tilted her head defiantly, letting these – the
file had classified them as dhemite – know that she wasn’t afraid,
but only received a low rumble that she knew was a
laugh.

"Tie her up."

She could understand that command well
enough and scrambled off of the floor as one of the dhemite people
approached her, strong, green vines wrapped around their hands. She
couldn’t tell whether this was a male or female, for most of the
dhemite’s were dressed in long pants and tunics. “Who are you?” she
asked, her voice strong despite her fear.

They looked among themselves, talking
too fast in their own language for her to understand what was being
said. She backed up a little more as the Dhemite reached for her,
but there was nowhere to go. She struggled at first, kicking out
when the vines were twisted around her wrists, but one of the other
dhemites held her legs while they too were wrapped in vines. She
tested the bonds as the dhemites backed off and found herself
unable to move. Her throat constricted with the knowledge that they
weren’t going to remain here. Her people didn’t know the forest
beyond the extension of the biodomes outlay and she was afraid that
if they travelled too far inwards, she would never be
found.

"Let’s go."

The speaker
was the dhemite who had first grabbed her, the voice was deep and
gravelly, and she could only assume that it was male. He grabbed
her by her shirt and pulled her off of her feet again, tossing her
over one shoulder this time instead of holding her to his chest.
She had a view of his long, bare back and then they were off. The
rocking motion of the dhemites movements would have been soothing
under any other circumstances, but Shelly was worrying about what
was to become of her, even as she refused to give in to the fear
bursting in her chest. She would find a way out of this. Eventually
the dhemites would lower their guard and she would be able to
escape, bonds or no bonds, and she would report what she had seen
back to the colony leaders in the biodome. Perhaps they would
continue to build the starport here, perhaps not, but if the
dhemite people were going to go around kidnapping humans, she
didn’t know if this was as viable a world as the colony leaders had
been led to believe.

She was broken out of her thoughts as
the dhemite and the rest of his party came to a stop at the edge of
another clearing. When she twisted her head, she could see vines
hanging down from the canopies of the trees. She tilted her head
back against the dhemite’s shoulder so that she could get a better
look. The vines disappeared high among the branches and leaves of
the trees, and she swallowed down the nausea at the thought of what
awaited her among the dark, foreboding canopy.

"Up!"

The dhemite holding her used his free
hand to clutch at one of the vines and with a lurch of her stomach,
the two of them were wrenched up into the trees, pulled way too
fast for her to be able to deal with the rush of vertigo. Her
finger nails dug into the back of her captor in what had to be a
painful fashion, but he made no move to shake her off nor to curse
her out for what she'd done. She could see the ground rushing away
from her and she felt sick, having to close her eyes against the
feeling of weightlessness and disassociation she felt at leaving
the ground.

* * * *

Torin had been war
chief of the dhemite people for ten cycles. Barely out of his
youth, he had been determined to prove himself in battle and
strategy, as well as with the protection of his village and the
entire community of dhemites. Warring factions and villages alike
were tamed by his strategic and well-thought out plans, and the
elders of the entire community had deemed him worthy of title.
Since being made war chief, he had never given the elders of the
tribe cause to doubt his sincerity or his role as protector and
would never ask more of his scouts and warriors than he would
expect to do himself. The arrival of the star children had startled
all of the tribes, and Torin had made them his main focus. He spent
most of his days learning about them and trying to uncover their
motives but had come to the conclusion that interrogating one in
person was the best chance he had of knowing why they had come to
Dhemitar and coming up with a plan to stop or remove them from his
world.

He had been watching their comings and
goings for weeks and he had chosen the perfect captive for their
plan. She was the one he saw most often at the passing of the day,
and she was rarely seen in the company of others. He paced the dais
outside of his home, anticipating her arrival with mixed feelings.
He was wary of what she represented by her arrival on Dhemita but
also intrigued to learn more about her. No, not intrigued. He would
not let himself think about that. He did not need to learn more
about her, so much as he needed to learn more about her people.
Then he and the elders could come up with a suitable plan that
would enable them to deal with the star children in the best
possible way.

* * * *

The female he had chosen, for he had
come to learn more about them than he suspected that they knew,
spent more time than most in the dwelling that housed the huge,
round thing that they had been building. She often left the
dwelling alone, late at night, and this had been the perfect
opening for his scouts. They would strike at night when she was
most vulnerable. He needed to know what it was that they were
building in the dwelling. He had seen the beginnings of it before
they had fully constructed the biodome that held it, and he was
growing concerned with the speed with which they were finishing the
structure – and with the implications it held for the dhemite
people and for the other creatures of the forest.

“Torin.” Lotaun, his second in command and trusted friend,
approached from the southern bridge. “The scouts have reported
success.”

Torin gripped the
wooden railing that surrounded his dais and smiled. “Very well.
Have her brought to the central point and I will meet you
there.”

With a respectful nod of the head,
Lotaun turned back the way he had come and disappeared into the
maze of rope bridges and daises that made up the dhemite
village.

Torin turned back to
survey the forest and thought about the many creatures that he
could see moving around. Some of them were night dwellers and most
of them were just as deadly as they were beautiful. He watched as
one of the tree plants, huge and beautiful to look at, snapped out
and grabbed up a walking nymph from the one of the tree branches.
Newcomers to Dhemita would look on them with awe and never know the
danger they posed should they get too close. Perhaps the star
people were like that. The female he had chosen was beautiful, at
least to his own eyes, and he wondered if she was as deadly as the
tree plant.

He shook away that disturbing train of
thought and focused on the matter at hand. The structure that they
were building in the dwelling was being completed with a sense of
importance. He saw many people coming and going throughout the day
and for something to have that much attention paid to it meant that
it was either for food, shelter, or being prepared for protection
of the star children.

He had seen
both the female star child and the others retreat into the second
structure for their food and for sleep and anything else that they
had to take care of. That left only protection and Torin knew that
if the star children were left to complete and activate the
structure, then it would only bring danger to Dhemita and to his
people. He made his way down the southern rope bridge, greeting
friends and acquaintances alike. It was a long walk to central
point and while many dhemites preferred to fly there, Torin
appreciated the walk and the time it gave him to think about the
star children and what they represented for his people.

It had been
a long time since Torin had formed and had to use a war strategy.
There had been many a skirmish with rival tribes, but they were
dealt with quickly and efficiently. The elders of the village were
eager to see peace settle among his people as quickly as possible,
with the forest presenting enough danger that they didn’t need to
spend precious energy fighting among themselves.

He tilted his head up as he caught
sight of some of the scouts flying in from the north. They were
barely beating their wings as they settled among the landing daises
set further up in the canopy. It would be hot, then, the next day,
as most thermals coalesced above the trees before a day of intense
heat.

The bridges
and daises around the village had been built sturdy and solid, so
when Gallon landed just in front of Torin, it didn’t move or jostle
him in any way. Gallon was still young by dhemite standards, much
like Torin, but he was one of the best scouts that Torin had, and
he was dispatched to retrieve the female because Torin could trust
that the job would be done well with him in charge.

They gave each other a cursory nod
before Gallon began his report.

“She is a feisty one,” he said, folding his wings back down
his shoulder blades and falling into step beside Torin as they made
their way towards the central point. “She spent most of the journey
back kicking and protesting.”

Torin didn’t react
outwardly to the news, but he admired the fact that she was
fighting back, even though it suggested that the rest of the star
children would also not be so easily removed from the planet should
that be one of the options the dhemite people had to take. He found
it impossible not to think about the female star child, nor to
imagine how she must look, attacking one of Torin’s scouts. Now
that she was in the village, it would be even harder, especially
when it came time to interrogate her. She was beautiful by star
children standards and it was bad enough that he had noticed, he
couldn’t allow himself to learn anything more about her than what
would benefit his people. “Good. I’m certain we will learn
everything that we need to from her.”

Gallon nodded, gesturing at central
point. It stood out among the rest of the village, set lower than
most of the daises and dwellings but bordered by a rope boundary
rather than one of wood. It was large enough that most of the
village could gather there and often did on occasions that merited
a great feast and dance. “It has been cleared ready for her
arrival.”

“Does she have a name?” Torin asked.

The look that Gallon gave him was
measured.

Torin’s interest in
her had been nothing but proprietary, but he had no doubt that his
scouts would inform him in their own way when that bordered on
excessive. “The star children have often been known to call her
‘Shelly’ when they address her.”
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