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      Neila walked briskly through the gray and white plasteel corridors of the security sector of The Great Beyond, the generational ship that had been her only home. Head held high, clutching her midnight blue exo-helmet to her chest, she nodded to those she passed with what she hoped was serene calm.

      She felt anything but!

      Her belly jumped with excitement, alternating between happy flutters of anticipation and a roiling nausea that threatened to expel the light lunch she’d consumed barely an hour ago.

      Her mother had chided her for not eating a more substantial meal, saying that Neila would need energy for the landing, but the mere smell of grilled meat made her queasy. Even the bread and cheese had hit her belly like bricks. No way she could’ve managed more.

      With her mother’s help, she’d donned her exo-suit. She’d worn one before, of course. Everyone on The Great Beyond was required to get into the skin-tight protective gear at least once a quarter. Captain Atherton, a third generation bridge officer, made sure the inhabitants of her ship were ready for any emergency. Her people wouldn’t be laid low by native pathogens should they ever be forced to evacuate.

      But this was the first time Neila would need an exo-suit. She’d come of age last month and her newly adult status placed her on rotation for planet-side exploration. Today was her day; her first chance to plant her feet on something besides The Great Beyond’s plasteel decking. She was going to touch down on a planetary surface!

      Heart racing, Neila sucked in a deep, calming breath, and winced at the exo-suit’s constraint. It didn’t hurt, but it was tight. So very different from the loose tunics and soft leggings she usually wore.

      She met a young man’s gaze and blushed to the roots of her close-cropped dark hair. Honestly! It was like walking around naked, except nothing jiggled. The exo-suit kept her flesh too constricted for anything as normal as jiggling.

      The guy nodded and walked on. Evidently exo-suited females were nothing out of the ordinary for him.

      Neila rounded a bend and stopped before the hatch to the shuttle bay. Pushing a fist against her jumpy belly, she willed herself to icy calm. This was it. Her moment to prove herself. She would not vomit in front of the away team. She would behave professionally, with a calm beyond her years.

      Palming the access panel, she stepped into the bay.

      Captain Atherton glanced up as Neila entered, nodded and clapped her hands. The twenty-or-so exo-suited crew members immediately formed into neat lines, with Neila and two others scrambling to find places.

      “Good afternoon, team.” The captain met the eyes of each crew member. A short stocky woman, she exuded calm and control. “You have been assigned to explore the surface of G-4873, the planet we are now orbiting. Most of you have been on exploration teams before, but we have three newbies joining the ranks today. We all know that classes can only provide a minimum of preparation. The real learning takes place in the field. So teach the newbies what they need to know and bring them back safely.”

      She turned to the green exo-suited officer beside her. “Lieutenant Dreeson, you have command. Good hunting.”

      Lt. Dreeson saluted and waited while the captain exited the shuttle bay.

      “All right, team. Let’s get to work. Corporals Hoskins, Song, and Lomidze, take charge of your assigned newbies. The rest of you, let’s get the gear on the shuttle.”

      Neila watched in confusion as the team erupted into action. She briefly considered moving to stand near the other two midnight-blue suited team members, the only other people looking as bewildered as she felt, but before she could move a green-suited woman approached her.

      “Citizen Neila Spiros?” When Neila nodded, the woman continued. “I’m Corporal Ginny Song. Welcome to the exploration team.”

      Neila nodded, her mouth too dry to attempt speech.

      Cpl. Song took Neila’s elbow and guided her out of the bustle of activity.

      “A few basics. Notice the different colors of exo-suits. Military crew wear green.” She indicated her own exo-suit. “We’re the most highly trained for combat and provide security for the rest of the team. Once you’ve passed your field tests, you’ll be issued a side-arm, but you’ll still rely on the greenies for optimal protection.”

      Neila swallowed, but nodded. “Got it. Green for guards.”

      Song smiled. “Exactly. The white suits are scientists; the blue are grunts.” She cocked her head when Neila startled. “That is, regular citizens with no particular aptitude for planet-side duty. Those of you in the really dark blue are newbies. Once you pass your field tests, you’ll be issued a new suit in the proper color.”

      “I’m studying biology,” Neila said, “specializing in botany, though I’m taking a few courses in zoology. But even when I complete my coursework, I won’t qualify as a scientist. At least, not for years.”

      Song nodded. “Then you’ll be issued a yellow suit. Botany is considered a necessary planet-side skill, and our techs wear yellow.”

      “No techs today?”

      “Correct. The make-up of our away team fluctuates depending on who’s available and what the head science officer expects us to encounter.” Song glanced around. “Looks like we’re about ready to leave. Remember, when we get to the surface, stick to me. Don’t go wandering off on your own.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Song grinned. “That’s the spirit, but I’m not an officer. You can call me Song.”

      Neila relaxed enough to smile. “Thank you, Song.”
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      Neila’s eyes widened when she stepped off the shuttle. She’d seen pictures of planets, of course. Everything from sand dunes to oceans to craggy mountains, but the experience of stepping onto a springy surface of leaf litter and loam was just… unreal.

      Her exo-suit and helmet protected her from the environment, but still she could almost smell the life around her. The shuttle had landed in a long, narrow valley edged by tall plants that could only be described as purple trees. Their trunks, an unexpected lilac shade, rose high above the shuttle before branching out into an interlocking canopy of deep purple. The vegetation growing around their bases was quite varied. Some ‘bushes’ were deep green with what appeared to be thick, fleshy leaves, and some were shades of rose with delicate, feathery fronds.

      All were fascinating and Neila’s fingers itched for a sketch pad. But she wasn’t here to take notes on botanical specimens, she was here to learn from Cpl. Song.

      “Close your mouth, citizen,” Song said, tapping Neila’s shoulder, “and follow me.”

      During the shuttle ride Lt. Dreeson had given the team assignments for their explorations. Song and Neila were assigned to assist a white-suited geologist, Dr. Ambrogi.

      “I want soil samples,” Dr. Ambrogi said. “We’ll take the first here in the landing meadow.” He pulled a long narrow metallic tube from his pack and handed it to Song. “You take the first one; show the newbie how it’s done.”

      “My name is Neila, Doctor.”

      He cocked his head at her, then continued pulling equipment from his pack. “Fine. Show Neila how it’s done, Corporal.”

      Song turned away from Ambrogi to hide her grin and motioned Neila down beside her in the dirt. “Nothing hard about this. Just stick the tube in the ground and depress the button on the top. You’ll feel it vibrate. When it stops, pull it out and give it back to the doc.”

      Neila watched the process, noting that Ambrogi held the tube to his scanner and typed in a few notes before settling it into a fitted slot in a special compartment of his pack.

      They repeated the sampling several times when they reached the tree line. Ambrogi required samples from beneath each species of ‘tree’ and ‘bush,’ though he seemed uninterested in the vegetation itself.

      After an hour of slowly moving into the dense foliage, they lost sight of the other members of the team. Neila glanced up. The deep purple canopy was so thick she couldn’t see the mauve sky, though a few shafts of greenish sunlight did pierce the vegetation.

      Wait! What was that?

      A flicker of movement caught her eye and she used the zoom feature of her exo-helmet’s screen. Something glittered in a shaft of sunlight. Something flying.

      She zoomed in again, noting the display’s estimation of distance.

      Whatever it was, it was sizable. She shouldn’t have been able to pick it out from the ground without the zoom. Not when it was nearly 100 meters above her.

      She shook her head. According to the display, the canopy of the purple trees was 150 meters up. Unbelievable. Especially when her textbooks said that the canopy of the giant redwood trees back on earth had only been about 30 or 40 meters off the ground. These tree-things were massive.

      Just as she was about to apprise Song of her discovery, the creature dove for the forest floor. Right at Neila!

      “Incoming!” She closed her eyes, ducked, and covered her head.

      “Neila?” Song’s voice echoed through her helmet. “What’s wrong?”

      Before she could answer, strong talons gripped her shoulders and yanked her upward.
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      Neila opened her eyes and closed them again quickly, her stomach heaving. The ground was so far below that Song and Ambrogi looked like ants. She fought to control both fear and nausea. Vomiting in an exo-helmet was so not a good idea!

      Whatever this creature was, she sure hoped it didn’t plan to drop her. Even with the protective shielding on her suit, Neila knew she’d splat like a raw egg if she hit the ground from this height.

      She’d been briefed on how to respond if approached by an alien species, but not on what to do if snatched from the surface and hauled into an unbelievably high canopy.

      What was this creature doing? Was she about to become dinner for a gang of its hungry young?

      “Neila! Can you hear me?” Song called, her voice sounding even more tinny than usual through the suit’s speakers. “Answer me, newbie!”

      “I-I’m alive, Song. Wh-whatever this creature is, we’re still flying.” She opened her eyes again… and swallowed bile. “W-we’re really high up. I sure hope this thing is friendly!”

      “Friendly,” echoed Song. “Yeah. Friendly would be good. Hang in there, Neila. Lt. Dreeson is on the way and The Great Beyond has been notified.”

      Like that’s going to do me a lot of good! Neila closed her eyes against the nausea and allowed herself to go limp in the alien’s claws.

      A moment later the claws released her.

      Vertigo hit hard as she fell, undoubtedly to her doom.

      But the sensation only lasted an instant before she landed on something solid.

      Neila’s eyes popped open and she found herself sitting on a branch. A smooth, level branch as wide as a ship’s corridor, and she was surrounded by…

      …dragons?

      She frowned and shook her head, but the creatures still looked like miniature dragons. About as long as she was tall, scaly, with crocodilian heads, leathery wings, two taloned feet, and long spiky tails.

      Sun and stars she hoped they were…

      “Friendly!”

      She turned to face the one that she thought had brought her here. Had that dragon… creature… thing… just screeched the word friendly?

      “Did you say something?”

      “Friendly,” it repeated, cocking its head and gazing into her eyes.

      Neila stared back… and saw intelligence sparkling in those deep, dark amber pools.

      Seriously, could these things be sapient? Could she, Neila Spiros, total newbie, be making first contact with an intelligent alien species?

      Yes, said a melodic voice in her mind. Welcome, Neila Spiros, total newbie, to Omneth. We are the People of the Quarnath, what you think of as ‘purple trees.’

      H-How can I understand you? she wondered, staring wildly around at the five dragons surrounding her. One was reddish purple, another dusky gray, the third was greenish gold, the fourth was a deep ocher, and the one that had snatched her from the ground and flown her to wherever the hell they were was the deep
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