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Chapter One

Peopl e tended to overl ook Pulickel Tonochelor in a crowd. It was sonething he'd
grown used to. He'd always been overl ooked: in acadenia, in sports, at social
gather-ings. Only a few unusually perceptive instructors had taken note of his
singular abilities. These he'd paid close attention to, and by cleaving to them
he had been corre-spondingly raised up.

H s acconplishments were never spectacul ar but always solid, satisfying wthout
standing out. He was, in short, that nost valued of all comopdities in both
busi ness and governnent: the reliable enployee without a personal agenda.

And yet there was enough there, determ nation com pensating for |ack of
brilliance, for himto be called upon nore than once to deal wth problens that
others could not solve. Were they could not succeed, Pulickel To-nochel or

i nvariably produced results. Fromthis he took, as was his manner, a quiet

i nstead of boisterous satis-faction. Not for hima plethora of nedals or awards,
not for himapplause during nultiple personal appearances or the rapt attention
of the media. A comendation in his official record was recognition enough. Nor
did he dis-dain the occasional bonus.

There had been a woman once, too, to offer praise and support. She had noved on
| eavi ng behind a confusion of nmenories | eavened with vague dissatisfaction
Do-nesticity was the sole task at which he had failed; the only matter left
inconclusive in his life. It rankled and left himunfulfilled inside. As with
the responsibility, the fault was not entirely his, but it ate at him
nonet hel ess. He stored it in a far recess of his nmind and noved on
concentrating on his work and his career, which by all ac-counts were far nore

successful than any sel ective com ponent of his personal life.
Keepi ng busy was part of it. His schedule allowed little time in which to
devel op a social life, nuch less raise a fanily, and the nature of his work

mtigated against long-termrelationships. It was hard enough to sustain

inti macy when one was sent to different parts of the same world and wel | &#8209; ni gh
i mpossi bl e when constantly on the nove fromworld to world.

O her nmen and wonen managed to establish and main-tain | ong&*#8209;term uni ons, but
they usually worked together. Pulickel preferred to operate alone, with his

t houghts his sole conpanion. O so he frequently strove to persuade hinself.

Wil e the sociol ogy of other beings opened for himlike ripening fruit, the
actions and reactions of repre-sentatives of the opposite gender of his own
speci es re-mai ned as inpenetrable as the core of a neutron star, and often

wei ghed on hi mequally as heavy.

There was a lurch as the shuttle skewed sideways and the pilot's voice sounded
apol ogetically over the cabin speaker. A couple of passengers grunbled. Senisran
be-ing a frontier world, there weren't many of them Save for a few barely

devel oped di plomatic conmunities and a smattering of isolated scientific

outposts linked by satel-lite relay, the world expanding in the viewport off to
his left was popul ated solely by a substantial but scattered native popul ation
The local s raised no objections to the relay system because they couldn't see it
and didn't know it was there anyway, their know edge of astronony be-ing limted
to that which could be observed by the naked seni eye.

Pulickel shifted in his seat as nuch as the |anding har-ness would allow. He was
shorter than the Commobn-wealth average, slimbut well built, his olive&*8209; hued skin
reflective of his ethnic heritage. His features were small, fine even, and
distinctly non-threatening. Simlar in ap-pearance to the superb wood carvings
hi s Javanese an-cestors had turned out in quantity, he reveal ed his inner

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...-%20F|inx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (2 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:43 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

hurmanity only when he smiled, his teeth a slash of per-fect white Iike an ivory
inlay set among paduk wood. He did not turn the eyes of attractive wonen, but
neither did they find himdispleasing to | ook upon. Hi s desert&*#8209;dry personality
generally took care of any initial interest, fil-tered through speech that was

al ways proper, polite, and reflective of an advanced educati on.

Hi s eyes were small, black, and active, his hair black, |ong, and conbed

strai ght back. Pressed as if in prepara-tion for a fornmal dinner, his field

shorts and short &*#8209; sl eeved shirt collapsed in a junble of angles against the |ess
di s-ciplined curves of his body. An experienced travel er, he'd brought one case
only. It rested snug in back, in the cargo bay, and if properly |ooked after
cont ai ned everything he would need no matter the | ength of his stay.

He spared yet another glance for the attractive m ddl e-aged wonman seated on the
aisle two rows in front of him It was always difficult when they were taller

than you, he reflected, and many were. Unfortunately, he did not possess the

drive necessary to overconme his perceived handicap. As a result, he had not

spoken to her since board-ing, and doubtless would not speak to her when they

di senbar ked. Experience had shown himthat attractive single wonmen preferred

their men tall, nmuscular, slightly uglified, and dangerous. He was none of those

t hi ngs.

Wth a sigh he turned to the port and studied the atnosphere through which the
shuttle was dropping rapidly. One day he'd find soneone, he told hinself. One

day when he had tinme to ook and his work didn't interfere. Meanwhile he woul d

have to content hinself with the ac-col ades of superiors and col | eagues, which

he received in anple quantity.

The sky outside darkened and Pulickel thought ime-diately of inclenent weather.
Again the shuttle bounced and for a second tine the pilot was apol ogi zi ng.

"Sorry. W& just ran past a flock of cemacerotic gliders. At least, that's what
I"'mtold they were. M nor evasive maneuvers were in order. W' re descendi ng and
now they're slightly above us and to port. Those of you on that side may still

be able to see them"

Everyone on the left side of the shuttle | eaned up against their respective

ports. Anmong the thick clouds overhead could be seen rapidly vanishing flaps of
vast menbranous wings. Pulickel recalled his weeks of study- prep on Senisran

and its natives, flora, and fauna. The cemmcerotic gliders were enornous aeria
fliers who Iived by skinmm ng the surface of Senisran's seas for plankton- size
I'ife&#8209;forms, straining themthrough gigantic beaks that were lined with a
substance not unlike the baleen of a whale. Living in small colonies on the

peaks and crags of the highest islands, they were inoffensive, harnless

creat ur es&#8209; unl ess one happened to run into you. Such ac-conplished soarers were
they that sone biol ogists sus-pected they often circumavi gated the gl obe

wi t hout ever touching | and.

Recent|y discovered Senisran was an ocean planet, not unlike the | ong&#8209; settl ed
and wel | &#8209; known Cachalot. In lieu of any continental |andmasses, the

gl obe&#8209; gi rdl i ng seas were spotted with thousands upon thousands of islands: sone
i sol ated, sone clustered tightly together, nost strung out |ike the strands of
broken neckl aces in hundreds of indi-vidual archipelagoes. A few were sizable

but none espe-cially inpressive, the |argest being about half the size of

Earth's Madagascar. All save the northern&#8209; and sout hern-npst were hot, though
the humidity varied with location and |atitude. There were no polar ice caps on
Seni sran.

On these innunerabl e island groupings dwelt the na-tive popul ation, organized

into hundreds of different tribes, clans, associations, and alliances, each with
its own gov-ernnent, social system religion, and norality. It was this riot of
cultural diversity that nade formal contact between offworlders and |ocals a
difficult and tine&#8209; consum ng proposition. Not only was a pl anetary governnent
non-exi stent, the aboriginal seni had yet to conceive of the idea of

nati on&#8209; states. In sone cases, on snall isolated islands, visitors nmaking contact
were reduced to signing treaties with the representatives of individual extended
fam | i es, whereupon they would have to begin negotiations all over again with

the inhabitants of the next island.

As if things weren't conplicated enough, Senisran had been di scovered

si mul taneously by the Commonweal th and the AAnn Enpire. The result was that both
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sides had representatives on the planet, each attenpting to secure covenants of
friendship and alliance with as many of the native governnents as possible. On a
nunber of island clusters, contact teans operated in direct conpetition with one
another. It was a frustrating, tine&*#8209; consum ng process nmade all the nore
difficult by the sense of competition that existed between contact teans.

Local arrangenents conplicated matters even further. Humanx and AAnn
representatives sonetines found them selves expected to go to war with

nei ghboring islanders as soon as they fornalized a treaty with a set of new
friends, who, it subsequently devel oped, had formal al-liances with three other

i sl and groups, but not the one just over the horizon. O ancient famly quarrels
entered into the negotiating process. There was nothing straight-forward about
any of it.

Wi ch was one reason why Pulickel had been sent for

Nei t her the Commonweal th nor the Empire woul d take up arns on behal f of any
native. That was strictly against the rules of contact agreed upon by both
sides. They could only stand by and watch hel plessly as treaties settled through
arduous and difficult negotiation frequently cane apart under the strain of

| ocal conflict, whereupon all would have to be conpletely renegotiated from
scratch. It was a diplomatic nightmare, none of which would have had any

ram fications beyond those tribes imediately involved save for two things:

Seni sran was strategically located in a region clainmed both by the Commonweal t h
and the Empire, and it offered an assortnent of valuable commodi-ties actually
worth transporting through space&#8209;plus. It was valuable both froma
politico&*#8209;mlitary and comercial standpoint.

Certainly the natives were willing to cement formal contracts and to open trade
he nmused as the shuttle be-gan its final approach. According to all the reports
he'd perused, only a few island groups were openly hostile to outside contact.
Since these nore hostile natives ex-pressed an equal dislike for humans, thranx,
and AAnn, they could for now be passed over. They, too, would cone around once
they saw the advantages that accrued to&#8209; their neighbors through contact with
nore technol ogi cal | y ad-vanced of f &#8209;worl d civilizations.

Wth Senisran boasting a planetw de insufficiency of flat, dry land, the shuttle
set down on unsi nkabl e pon-toons, nonentarily disappearing within a traveling
fountain of its own nmaking. As the craft slowed, Pulickel considered how best to
acquire an assortnent of the re-markable native handicrafts for which the sem
were rapidly beconing known. He'd pronmised at | east a dozen col | eagues back home
a representative sanple each. Origi-nal art was one commodity that technol ogy
had yet to supplant and was therefore an itemhighly anenable to interstellar
trade.

It being an ancient truismthat comerce treads hard on the heels of

exploration, many of the great Common-weal th tradi ng houses al ready had
representatives at work on Senisran. Dozens of others pressed the appropriate
governnment departnents for access credentials, eager to trade with the locals
for their exquisite wood, shell, and bone carvings, necklaces, and scul pture. It
seened as if every island group had its own distinctive style, each nore
striking and beautiful than the next. The acquisitive AANn were no | ess

ent husi astic. Such trade was carefully regulated, |est the sem procure

technol ogy too advanced for their society to absorb.

In addition to an astonishing range of handicrafts, Senisran also offered an
expandi ng sel ection of unique conestibles. The wel | &8209; of f of Earth, New Riviera
and ot her sophisticated worlds were and had al ways been willing to pay
outrageous prices for new tastes, new sensations. Any dozen hal f &8209; conpet ent
conpani es could introduce new el ectroni c gadgets onto the market, but a new
fruit or vegetable was infinitely nore val uable.

It was endlessly frustrating to the backl og of commer-cial interests to have to
wait for official contact to be es-tablished with each island or island group
but it was the responsibility of Commonwealth authority to see to it that trade
and i nterchange proceeded snoothly and w th-out acrinony. Conmerce was not
allowed to proceed un-til a point scout had established fornmal relations with
the group of natives in question. First&#8209; person first&#8209;contact was a delicate and
sensitive undertaking that called for highly trained individuals with plenty of
experi ence.

I ndi vidual s |i ke Pulickel Tonochel or
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He was a specialist's specialist, whose talents were in demand throughout the
frontier. As there was only one of him his tinme had to be rationed. He had
devoted his ca-reer to unraveling seeningly insoluble conundruns. As a
consequence of his success, it was going on ten years since he'd been given

anyt hing resenbling an easy as-signnment. He didn't mnd. It made his personal
sense of satisfaction all the greater.

He smled to hinself as the shuttle turned to port and entered the harbor at
Ophhlia, the principal Humanx base on Senisran. In exchange for its use, the

i ncreasingly so-phisticated |ocals received a hefty nmonthly fee. A ridge of high
nmountains ran fromeast to west along the mid-line of the sizable island,
protecting the harbor and its thriving facilities fromthe daily cloudbursts
that blew up out of the south.

Personal Iy, Pulickel always synpathized with the con-fusion that was common to
undeci ded native groups, who were by far in the mpjority. Beset by endl ess
requests and frequently contradictory pronises fromtwo different sides and
speci es, whom were they to believe: human or AAnn? Fromthe native vi ewpoint,
who held the real power and offered the nost benefits? Wth whom shoul d they
ally thensel ves? In such critical negotiations, the skill of each side's on&#8209;site
negoti ator was paranount.

Where Pulickel shone was in his ability to understand alien cultures and an
alien point of view He mght never reach the exalted rank of Counselor, but in
another ten years or so he could see himself in charge of the entire xenol ogy
depart nment, passing judgnent on the reports of others and handi ng out
assignments from a spacious office high atop the Sci ence Tower in Denpasar.

Sol ving the problem for which he'd been sent to Senisran would serve to carry
hima few steps farther toward that goal

The distant whistle fromthe shuttle's engines faded as it coasted to a stop

i nside the enclosed, climate -controlled | andi ng dock. Though they were nowin a
seal ed environnent, the climte processors could only mute the heat and

hum dity, not elimnate thementirely. Suitable conments were exchanged anopng
the passen-gers as they di senbarked. Pulickel kept silent, neasuring the
condi ti ons agai nst what he'd been led to expect.

Through the transparent tube that encased the wal k-way, di senbarki ng passengers
could see the shuttle float-ing behind themon brilliantly clear water. Beyond
the polarized, diffusing material, tropical sunlight illum nated the junble of

| ow&#8209; ri se buildings that conprised orderly Ophhlia. It flashed green off the
nount ai nt ops beyond. Even within the disenbarkation |ounge, the pervading snell
was of danp green growi ng things: the musk of fresh soil. Inside, the treated
mechani cal | y massaged at-nosphere was cool but heavy.

He gave a nental shrug. He'd spent tinme on nore than a dozen alien worlds, sone
hotter, sone colder, a few where the atnosphere would kill anyone who tried to
breathe it. Conpared to the average, the air of Senisran felt |ike hone. After
the long journey out fromEarth, he was eager to | eave the shallow trappi ngs of

i mported civi-lization behind and get out into the field. He | ooked for-ward to
it much as another man might | ook forward to a date.

"Tormochel or?" A rough&#8209; | ooki ng, stocky, heavily bearded individual broke fromthe
smal|l crowd to block Pulickel's path. He wore a duty uniform of green shorts,
shirt, and sandals. Insignia decorated his sleeves and shoul ders. "Eric Train.
On behal f of the department, wel-conme to Senisran." He extended a hand and
flagged Pulickel's up and down. "No hand | uggage?"

"No. | just have the one case."

"That'll be waiting for you in the baggage area."” He turned and Pulickel fell in
step alongside him "I1've seen your schedule. You have a couple of days here in
town before you have to head out to the site. 1'd be glad to show you around. "

"I"d enjoy that." Actually, Pulickel wasn't sure that he would, but he'd | earned
early on in his career that when traveling, no amount of research, no matter how
t hor-ough, could substitute for the know edge of soneone lo-cal. Wile Train was
exposing himto the few sinple pleasures Ophhlia had to offer, Pulickel would
patiently punp himfor nore practical information.

"How was your flight?"

"Li ke any KK&#8209; drive journey. Pleasant enough. Quiet and busy. | had plenty of
time to study and to work with the | anguage synapse. It's a long way from
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Earth." They left the busy main atriumand turned down a side corri-dor. "l nust
say that based on everything |'ve read | don't quite see why ny presence is so
actively required.”

Train put a conradely arm around the other man's shoul ders, a gesture that

Pul i ckel disliked but had grown used to. "Let's just say that Parramat's a

speci al problemthat needs a specialist's attention.” The newWy arrived
xe-nol ogi st knew as nuch but politely allowed Train the pleasure of explication
The term nal was busier than Pulickel expected. Though Senisran was a far &#8209; of f,
recently discovered world, Ophhlia was a busy place. Things were happeni ng here.
"After the initial contacts,” Train was saying, "the xenol ogy departnment was
able to put together a few basic contact tenplates. Wth minor variations for

i ndividual island groupings these have worked pretty wel | &8209; until Parranmat.
"So all the reports say." Pulickel conmented only to show that he was paying
attention.

"But these Parramati, they're different.” Train was shaking his head dol efully.
"Not physically, of course. As far as appearance, physical ability, and
intelligence, they're no different fromany of the other seni. By the way,
except for the overtly warlike tribes, the natives are nice fol ks&#8209; for
sen humanoi d aboriginal aliens. And even the nost aggressive tribes are usually
ready to sit down and have a chat or share a neal before they paddle off to bash
sonebody el se's heads in.

"General ly speaking, we're getting along well with them Staying a few junps
ahead of the AAnn. You know the lizards: they tend to be kind of inpatient,
whereas the seni are a species that likes to take its tine. It reflects the
nature of their environment. That's not to say that if we weren't here that
every one of themwouldn't readily align thenselves with the AAnn."

Pul i ckel nodded. The AAnn were always in a hurry, expecting a yes&#8209; or &#8209; no answer
to a question the first time it was asked. Establishing formal relations with

new species often required a good deal nore patience. This the AAnn had | ear ned,

but their natural instincts still had a tendency to frustrate their own efforts

inthat area. As a result, the Commopnwealth had forged ahead in its efforts to

secure alliances with Senisran's scattered and highly individualistic tribes.

Struggling to catch up, the Empire had poured consi derable resources into its

|l ocal efforts. In territories where the |ocals renained unconm tted, such as the
Parramat Archi pel ago, they were just as active as the representatives of the
Comonweal t h.

The Parramati had shown thenselves to be wary of the offers fromboth sides, as

was to be expected. Like prim-tive sentients anywhere, they didn't want to make

the mistake of allying thenmselves with a weaker party. So they |istened

patiently to the presentations of both visi-tors, human and AAnn ali ke, and

asked questions, and debated anong thensel ves, and put off maeking any ki nd of

final decision. Pulickel was being brought in to hurry things al ong.

"You know, of course, why we're nmaking a greater ef-fort than usual to bring the
Parramati quickly into the Commonwealth fold." Train preceded Pulickel through a
security door.

The slight newconer nodded. The efforts to which his host was referring had |ess

to do with the welfare of the inhabitants of the Parramat Archipelago than with

what | ay beneath their several dozen islands. Specifically, an unknown number of

rare earth deposits of exceptional comercial value, fromniobiumand yttriumto

obscure minerals with nanes even Pulickel couldn't pronounce

Train was patting himon the shoulder. "You know, | envy you, going out to

Parramat. Resolve this one and you'll really nake a nanme for yourself."

"I have a nane,"” Pulickel replied quietly. He wanted to shrug the other man's

armoff his shoul ders but restrained hinmself. False conviviality always made him

gqueasy. He hated attending parties, even parties of two.

I nstead of being offended by his guest's rejoinder, Train's grin expanded. "A

right, so this'll help you en-hance it. Obviously, | don't have to tell you how

i mpor-tant the assignnent is." He |lowered his voice and his bushy eyebrows did
acrobatics. "There's also the matter of your |ocal support, soneone who's

already on site. | could tell you how many | ocal xenologists clanored for this

duty just because of that, but | don't want to intim-date you when you' ve just

arrived." He chuckled. "Last poor schnmuck | had to send out on contact duty

ended up with an old thranx for conpany. That'd be okay for a few nonths, but
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for ayear ... " He let the inplication trail away, then added, "Your position
will be ... different.”
Pul i ckel made hinself smile at his host. "Do not worry about nme. | don't

intimdate easily. What's the prob-len? Is the support individual in question
particul arly di sagreeabl e?"

Train gave hima funny |ook. "You'll see."

"I find I'"'mable to get along with just about any per-sonality type. It's a
necessary skill when one is working for long periods of time in conparative
isolation. I"'msure this individual and | will cone to an accommpda-tion. Could
we pick up my case now, please? |I'manxious to see if everything' s arrived in
one piece."

Train was still grinning. "It should be waiting for us at Transport."

Pul i ckel debated whether to press his guide for addi-tional details about his
field support but decided he'd find out soon enough. As he'd told Train, he
wasn't concerned. Young, old, rmale, female, thranx, or human, he'd worked wth
themall, often under far nore difficult conditions. It cane naturally to him
He was such a nonthreatening personality that even initially hostile coll eagues
ended up adopting a protective attitude toward their new col |l eague. Wile he
wasn't exactly a barrel of laughs, it was hard to pick a fight with soneone who
al ways attended strictly to business. The result was a mutual ly productive
wor ki ng envi ronnent, which was what the xenol ogi st always strove for no matter
where he was assi gned.

Train's underlying urgency was no surprise. Pulickel had read the rel evant
reports, every one of them Common-wealth comercial interests wanted the
vacillating situa-tion on Parramat resolved so they could nove in and exploit
the exceptional ore deposits that |lay beneath the archipel ago as soon as
possi bl e&#8209;in an environnentally and socially sensitive manner, of course. It was
enpha-si zed that the Commonweal th and not the AAnn shoul d be the ones to do
this.

Though he thoroughly understood the situation, Pulickel had no intention of
hurrying his work. He would take his tine and do his job properly. Not that he
expected it to prove especially troubl esome. A couple of nmonths at nost, he'd
deci ded when he'd finished the last of the field reports. A couple of nonths and
the comercial in-terests in Ophhlia would have their treaty of agreenment and he
woul d be on his way back to Earth, awash in ac-col ades and officia
commendations. It had al ways been thus. Mentally he was already readying hinself
for his next assignnent.

Meanwhi | e he expected as well as hoped to enjoy his stay on Senisran. New worl ds
and new alien cultures were endlessly fascinating. Wile certain patterns held
true across the cosnpbs, every sentient species was dif-ferent and presented its
own uni que problens to those charged with establishing formal contact. It would
be in-teresting not only to neet the Parramati but to see how their culture
differed fromthat of their fellow seni. Cer-tainly he would acquire enough
material for one or two formal papers, which when published would only add to
his growi ng reputation

The compact transport vehicle was waiting just outside the ternminal, and his
travel case, intact and unbreached, had been stowed securely in the rear storage
conpart-nment. Using a renote key, Train opened the single door and foll owed him
i nside. Cool, dehunmidified air blew fromseveral vents.

"I"'m |l ooking forward to showi ng you around."™ Train nudged his guest in the ribs.
"Ophhlia ain't fancy, but with all the nmoney that's pouring in here we've
managed a few anusenents.”

"I can imagine," Pulickel responded ami ably. He was nore than familiar with the
ki nds of "amusenents" comopn to newly contacted worl ds&#8209; whi ch was why he coul dn't
wait to be on his way.

Chapter Two

Though he'd believed hinself fully prepared, the journey from Ophhlia to

Parramat still took |onger than he'd ex-pected. He knew he shoul dn't have been

surprised. Dis-tances on Senisran were substantial, and Parramat was | ocated

several thousand kiloneters from Ophhli a.

As the | ow&#8209; altitude transport jet screaned through cl oud&#8209; fl ecked sky, he watched
t he | andscape change be-neath him G ven the inherent limtations of Senisran
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terrain, the panorama varied considerably. There were |ow islands and high

i slands, islands with marked vol canic craters and islands with heavily eroded

ri dges and peaks. He saw islands with deserts and islets so cloaked in green
grom h that no bare earth was visible. There were blind-ingly white atolls and
bl ue hol es, sandbars aligned |like folds of pale skin beneath shall ow turquoi se
waters, tiny islets strung |like pearls on a necklace, and isol ated ex-posed
seanounts devoid of life. Al were corpuscles aswmin blue blood. The | argest
took no nore than a couple of nminutes to overfly.

It was inpossible to count themall, and indeed, on-going surveys added dozens
of new | andmasses to the Senisran total every week. By no nmeans were al

i nhab-ited, or even visited by the natives, but even the nobst in-consequentia
found its way onto the |ist. Geo&#8209; Survey was very thorough

The AAnn were conpiling their own overview Chraara, their nmain base, was
fortuitously located on the opposite side of the planet from Ophhlia, on a | ow,
sandy island only an AAnn would find attractive. Fromthere contact parties
fanned out, attenpting to secure the friendship of manifold native societies.
Cccasionally they found them sel ves conpeting with human scouts for |oca
affections. At such tinmes a frosty politeness was established and nmaintained. It
was all very formal, very restrained, and deadly serious. Beneath the diplomatic
etiquette lay a bru-tal conpetition for influence with the locals.

In the race to conclude treaties, neither side had any natural advantages. The
seni were perfectly happy to lis-ten to the supplications of both. As to |oca
conditions, the AAnn handl ed the heat better while hunans enjoyed a greater
tolerance for the high humdity. Physiologically, the thranx were better suited
to Senisrani conditions than either human or AAnn, but their dislike of open

wat er rendered them unent husi astic when it came to accepting assignments on an

i sland world, and the sem hunmanoi d natives found them unpl easant to | ook upon
So it fell upon hunmans and AAnn to conpete in the face&#8209;t0&#8209;face negoti ati ons.
"There it is." Even as he pointed, the pilot banked to starboard and descended
to give his passenger a better view "Parramat."

Pul i ckel had been on many simlar craft, but while seasickness held no worries
for him aerial maneuvers al-ways left himfeeling slightly queasy. He woul d be
re-lieved when they were down.

The mass of islands and islets rising fromthe azure sea was in no way

remar kabl e. As near as Pulickel could tell, it differed only slightly fromthe

t housands of similar islands they had overflown on the long flight out from
Ophhl i a.

The pil ot proceeded to circumavigate the entire archi-pelago, pointing out the
thi rty&#8209; si x main islands and the occasional inportant mnor group that had been
di s-m ssed by Survey with a collective name. Pulickel did his best to pay
attention. To the north lay the archipelago of Ririroarak, to the west
Mbsi ni atan, to the south Bebat, and to the east the cl 0ose&#8209; packed i sl and groups
of Koma-pau, Seriseri, and Apla. O her clusters lay farther afield. Al were

i nhabited, but thus far only Ririroarak and Seri-seri had been visited by
representatives of the Common-weal th. The Departnent of Xenol ogy had many
demands on its tinme and resources. Senisran received its fair share of
attention, but no nore.

"You know that the AAnn have a station here, too." As the pilot nmaintained their
descent, Pulickel did his best to match the view outside with the survey map of
Parramat he'd committed to menory. The two lined up adequately in his m nd,
except that the reality was far nore beautiful than the recordings he'd been

gi ven to study.

"I've seen the prospectus,” he inforned his guide. "It doesn't matter. Their
base is on an island in the far north of the group. | don't expect their
presence to affect ny work."

The pilot grunted softly. "Hope not. | reckon trying to make sense of one island

culture after another is hard enough w thout the |izards making things nore
difficult than they already are. Personally, the less | have to do with them
the better | like it." In response to a nudge on a switch, there was a whi ne
fromthe belly of the craft as her |anding pontoons depl oyed.

"They're not lizards." As the g&#8209;forces on himincreased nodestly, Pulicke
shifted uneasily in his harness. "They're far nore closely related to the
extinct order dinosauria, be-ing warn&#8209; bl ooded and possessing distinctive
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characteristics of their own. The resenblance to terrestrial lizards is purely
superficial."

"Yeah, right." His attenpt at casual camaraderie thus rebuffed, the pilot's

voi ce returned to neutral. "I&#8209;Lang on. Mght be a little bunpy setting down. The

| agoon's ten kilometers wide and the water inside is flat calm but afternoon

wi nds can be tricky."

Pul i ckel went silent, wondering if the pilot was being honest or if he was
sinply tired of trying to make friends with his stuffy passenger. Not that it
mattered one way or the other. They woul dn't be seeing one another again for
sonme time, if ever.

Banki ng sharply, they nade one overfly of the landing site to check |oca
conditions. Pulickel's view filled with water in a dozen anmazi ng shades of bl ue
and green, all enclosed within a huge lagoon ringed with low islets conposed of

I argely uncol oni zed sand. Although a fair proportion of the naterial was a
famliar white, in many places it was a startlingly bright red or yellow This
re-flected its origin in aqueous alien growhs that, while anal ogous in form and
lifestyle to communal Terran corals, contained a high proportion of silicon as
opposed to the nore common cal cium The result was sand that was not only
differently and nore brightly colored but extra-ordinarily reflective, and reefs
whose component struc-tures tended to be sharp and angul ar rather than soft and
rounded.

A single sharp bounce and they were down. Garrul ous the pilot mght be, but he
knew hi s busi ness. Backjets roared, fighting to reduce the ship's speed and
maki ng conversation inpossi ble. Ahead of the slowing craft, sev-eral dozen
silvery, nearly transparent fleratii exploded fromthe surface of the |agoon,
fluttered fluted fins, and dispersed toward the eastern horizon. From a di stance
they suggested a fistful of fairy dust scattered upon the sea.

Pul i ckel knew that Senisran's single worl d&#8209; girdling ocean boasted creatures that
in variety and nunbers put those of Earth to shane. Not all were as beautiful as
the feratii, whose glistening transparent skins scattered rainbows in their
wake. There were thousands of forms glinpsed but as yet undescribed, and
mllions nore to be discovered. The preparatory materials he had studied so

assi duously prior to arrival had acquainted himwi th only a mnimum of the npst
not abl e exanpl es. Wiat stood out forenpst in his mnd about Senisran's ocean
life was that unlike on Earth and Cachal ot, here invertebrate life-fornms were
domi nant. One could fish but would do better with a basket than a hook.

As they slowed, the pilot ained for a snmall, sandy cay |ocated inside the

| agoon. A second craft was already drawn up on the picture&#8209; perfect beach, its
silvery&#8209; gray exterior at odds with the reddi sh&#8209;white surface on which it rested.
Green crowns burst fromthe tops of three gen-tly curving, blue&#8209; bl ack bol ed
trees. Their stiff, starlike crests provided the only shade on the little islet.
Beneath the | argest of these hearty growths, Pulickel noted as the pilot cut the
engi ne and they coasted into the shallows, was sone kind of fol d&#8209;up | ounge. On
the lounge lay a figure, which due to their angle of approach seenmed to be
nostly | egs. The pilot chuckl ed.

"Your field support.”

Mental ly organi zing his neatly packed gear, the xenolo-gist turned to him
"Somet hi ng funny about that?"

"Funny? Naw, nothing funny about that." And he chuckl ed again. "I guess there's
worse fates than being stuck on an island for nonths on end with only Fawn
Seaforth for conpany.”

"Why? Does she have a reputation for inhospitabl eness?" The pilot pursed his
lips before replying. "I expect you'll find out, since you're the first person
who's been assigned here to do nore than tenmporary construction or delivery
work." Both men lurched slightly forward as the ship's pontoons grounded on
snoot h sand.

"Yes, | suppose | will. I'"mnot worried, you know. No matter how obstinate or
difficult they are at first, |'ve always been able to ingratiate nyself with
whorever |'ve been assigned to work with." For some reason this pronpted the
pilot to chortle even | ouder.

"Let's go." Ginning at sonme private thought, he wi ped at one eye. "I'll unload
t hat precious case of yours."

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...-%20F|inx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (9 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:43 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

As the cockpit canopy slid back into the body of the transport, the l[anding ranp
automatically deployed, coming to rest on a patch of dry, red sand that

glittered Ii ke powdered rubies. Pulickel preceded the pilot, who was busy

renmovi ng his passenger's travel case fromthe cargo hold.

As the xenol ogi st marched down the ranp and into the heat, the figure reclining

on the lounge raised up to get a better ook at him A hand waved in greeting.

He ignored it, his first concern being for his kit.

He hel ped the pilot position the heavy plastic box on the sand. It contained
everything of a personal and pro-fessional nature that he expected to need for

the next six nonths. If anything had arrived damaged, it would take at | east

that long to replace it.

The one thing he wasn't concerned about was cloth-ing. You didn't need nuch on

Seni sran. Though he'd been outside the airé&#8209;conditioned cockpit for only a few
m nutes, he was already beginning to sweat. After weeks on a clinmate&#8209; controll ed
KK&#8209; drive ship in space&#8209;plus, it would take hima while to get acclinated anew to
tropi cal surroundings. As soon as they arrived at Parramat station he intended

to shed as nuch of his attire as possible.

Froma small pool in the sand he splashed a little water on his face. Warm on
contact, it cooled himas it evapo-rated. What slipped into his nouth, while not
drinkable, was mld to the taste, Senisran's world ocean having a | ower salt

content than those of Earth. There were no continents here to erode and

repl enish the seas with rivers of dissolved mnerals.

Once the travel case was placed to Pulickel's satisfac-tion, the pilot |ooked
longingly toward the | ounge and its single occupant, who showed no inclination

to |l eave her shady spot and cone to greet them Cbviously disap-pointed, he bade
hi s ex&#8209; passenger farewell and goad |uck before returning to his craft.
Pul i ckel stood just above the water's edge and watched as the stubby transport's
engi ne whined back to life. Back-ing out of the shallows, the conpact craft

pivoted until it was facing southward. The jets roared, water rooster -tail ed,
and in a noment it was lifting clear of the glassy surface, clinmbing steadily
into a cloudless sky. It circled once over the islet and, like a fleeing

dragonfly, vanished into the distance.

Pulickel stared at the place where it had di sappeared until he could no | onger
hear the fading runble. As his eyes dropped, a dozen shafts of dark blue erupted
fromthe water some thirty nmeters out in the | agoon. Averaging two neters in

I ength, they | ooked like AQympic javelins equipped with multiple exhaust pipes.
They were foll owed by sonething that resenbled a flattened di sk of barbed wire.
It |anded just short of where the javelins had reentered the water. In this
hopscot chi ng fashion, prey and predator nmade their way across the | agoon

Only when all was quiet again did he kneel to inspect the |lower half of his
case. It was wet, but only on the out-side. The unit was air&*#8209; as well as
wat ertight.

Straightening, he turned his attention to the three trees and the | ounge
beneath. Since his support seened | ess than eager to nmake his acquai ntance, he
started up the gentle slope to introduce hinself. She ought to cone down to neet
him he thought. This wasn't the best way to begin a | ong&*#8209;ter m wor ki ng

rel ationship. Mndful of his self&#8209;assured boast to the pilot, he resolved not to
make an issue of this nminor breach of protocol. At |east, not right away.

He hal ted beneath the shade of the first tree and stud-ied the portable

fl ex&#8209; | ounge. Fashioned of an aerogel conposite, it looked as if its occupant was
lying on an illusion. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that she was some-thing of an
illusion herself. Having worked with hun-dreds of specialists and contact
personnel on a dozen alien worlds, he was prepared for al nbst anything.

He was not prepared for Fawn Seaforth.

But then, no one ever was.

Putting aside the chill &#8209; cup she'd, been holding, she swung her legs off the side
of the lounge and rose to greet him hand extended. As she turned fromthe sun
her wraparound eyeshades |ightened fromdark to neutral so that he coul d see her
eyes. They were bright blue.

"Hi! 1'm Fawn Seaforth. And unless Dispatch has foul ed up again, you're Pulicke
Tonochel or. "

He swal | owed. "Pleasure to neet you, Seaforth. You- you're out of uniform™

She | aughed, a wonderful, rmel odi ous sound that the breeze caught and cast out
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over the lagoon, as if she were trolling for poets. For an instant, the air in
the imrediate vicinity was as full of life as the sea bel ow
"Actually, as you can see, |'mjust about out of every-thing." She spread her
arns wide to reveal what he could already see: that the bathing costune she was
wearing would fit confortably in any pocket of his shorts.
"When |'m by nyself, which is all of the tine except when I'm nmaking a supply
pi ckup, | rarely wear any-thing. It's just too damm hot. O course, | wouldn't
think of wearing anything renotely like this in Ophhlia, but this isn't Ophhlia.
This is Parramat. The natives, natu-rally, could care |less." She paused, waiting
for a response. Wien none was forthconi ng, she added, "Don't worry. |'m not
going to drive the skimer like this. | have a waparound."
"That's good." He knew he was staring, but he couldn't help hinself. Doubtless
she was used to it, and too po-lite to point it, out. But what else was he to
do? A full head taller than hinself, well over the ancient six feet in height,
she was a physical anmal gam of Hera, several vit heroines, and the fenale bul
dancers of ancient Crete. Her face re-nminded himof the famous bust of Nefertiti
in the Berlin Miseumarchive. In addition to the sapphire blue eyes, she had
shoul der &#8209; | ength bl ond hair wapped in four tails. Her skin was the color of
new&#8209; f orged bronze. She was ut-terly and conpl etely overpoweri ng.
No wonder the pilot had been amused. Where "local support" was concerned, his
unknowi ng passenger had been di splaying ignorance on a global scale.
It wasn't Pulickel's fault. No one had informed him no one had warned hi mthat
he was going to be working with a goddess. What was soneone |ike Seaforth doing
runni ng a xenol ogi cal contact station in the wilds of a frontier world, even as
conparatively benign a frontier world as Seni sran? Soci oant hropol ogy bei ng what
it was, he expected he would find out.
It would be exceedingly rude to ask her, having just been introduced. Meanwhile
he would treat her ex-actly as he would any other coll eague, except that he
woul d have to watch where he let his eyes linger rather nore than was usual. No
doubt she was used to that, as well.

She | aughed again. "Well, I'mglad "that's good.' Bet you're tired. W're
a long way from Ophhlia." Stepping past him she headed for his travel case.
"What do | call you? Senior officer on site, Pulickel. M. Tonochelor, or just
Pu, as in Wnnie the?"
Fol | owi ng her, he discovered, was no less distracting than talking with her face

to face. He made an effort. "Pulickel will do fine, since we'll be working
together for the foreseeable future." He glanced to his left. "lI'msure there's
pl enty of roomfor nmy stuff in your skimer."

"You travel light." Her tone was approving, which shouldn't have nattered to him

but inexplicably did.

"Experience. The controls for the built&*#8209;in hoist are lo-cated in a recess on the
ot her end."

"AJad to hear it. I"'mnot in a lifting mood." She held out the chill &8209; cup as they
reached the case. "Want a sip?"

He eyed the protruding siphon. Mndful of her adnpb-nition to relax, he tried to

make hinmself sound | ess offi-cious. "What's in it?"

"Fruct osoi d speci nen nunmber one twenty&#8209; si x. Suaswana in the local lingo. There
are about a thousand regional varieties of fruit and juice, sone with

conflicting nanes depending on the maturity or |ocation of the relevant tree or

bush. I"'mstill cataloging." She thrust the con-tainer at him

He shrugged internally. So long as it was cold and wet...

The frosty liquid detonated against his palate, blasting out rem ni scences of

Iinme, ponegranate, and sonething alnost intolerably sweet. Another exotic trade
item he thought as he passed the cup back. No wonder the big trading houses

were salivating over devel opnment permits for Senisran

"Very nice," he adnitted readily.

She downed a swallow. "There's plenty nore, sone of it even better. You'll taste

for yourself. Cone on."

Using the case's integral hoist, they nmaneuvered his gear up and into the open

cargo bay of the skimer. It had no canopy, only an adjustabl e w ndscreen

forward.

"Don't use the top much,"” she replied in response to his query. "It's back in
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the shed. | can reattach it when necessary."
she turned and reached down. "Need a hand?"
Shaki ng his head, he put both hands on the gunwal e and pulled hinself up and in.
Noddi ng approvingly, she slipped a dirty, stained nmechanic's shirt on over her
suit, settled into the pilot's seat, and flicked contact pads. Hunming with
restrai ned power, the skimer lifted off, leveled itself, and hovered a neter
above the crimson sands.
He eyed his precious case. "Wat about clanpdowns?"
She | ooked back over her shoul der and shook her head. "Shouldn't need 'em It's
heavy, enough that it won't blow out. You, on the other hand, m ght want to hang
onto sonething." She indicated the seat next to her own.
Moving forward, he gripped an avail abl e handbar and braced hinself. "I've been
sitting down nost of the way fromEarth and all the way from Qphhha. "Il stand,
if you don't mnd."
"Just hang on. Over open water this baby can fly."
Wth a rising whine they rose to a height of three ne-ters. Seaforth pivoted the
craft until they were facing the |agoon and gunned the engine. Sand flew and
Pul i ckel nearly stunbled as the skinmmer shot out over the water, accelerating
rapidly. Beneath their shadow the placid sur-face of the | agoon rippled
slightly.
Seeing himsquinting into the wind, she helpfully raised the transparent
wi ndscreen to a height sufficient to shield his face. The gesture went
unremar ked upon and she shrugged inwardly. Primsort of chap, she thought. If
that was the way he wanted it, it was fine with her. Deity knew there was plenty
to be done.
She was m staking his indecision for stiffness. An at-tractive wonan he could
have dealt with, but Fawn Sea-forth was as nuch beyond attractive as a di anond
was beyond coal. She was representative of the type one saw on the vit, a hunman
bei ng who existed only in virtual reality and not in real life. Yet then, she
was, sitting in the pilot's seat not an arms length fromwhere he stood and
doi ng her best to relax himby nmaking small talk. At which he was failing
m serably.
He was only being realistic. He was not the sort, physi-cally or
personal i t y&*#8209; wi se, who appeal ed to goddesses. It was a |law of nature. Better that
she see himas a tool sent to facilitate her work. Hi s worst fear was that she
woul d prove even friendlier than she seened. In that case he was terrified he
woul d freeze conpletely.

This is ridiculous, he told hinself firmy. She was a contact xenol ogi st,
just like hinself only with | ess expe-rience and a shorter resune. If he was
going to let her nmere appearances&#8209;though there was little nere about it bother
him he wasn't going to get any serious work done and his journey all this way
woul d be accounted a failure. In his whole career he'd never had a failure, and
he wasn't about to start now. Exhorting hinself thus nmade himfeel better
The wi nd was brisk and cooling against his face as they crossed over the reef.

d ancing down as they nade the transition, he saw a waterscape alive with
jewels. Once beyond the protective barrier, she angled north and pushed the

ski mmer's speed up anot her notch.

The reigning silence was beconming painful. "Interest-ing hairstyle,” he ventured
lanely. "What's that you' ve woven into the braids?"

She gl anced over at him "Kiswaa and socolo fibers. The plants are natural gold
concentrators. As opposed to food, gardening Parramati grow them for decorative
pur-poses like this, though they have no hair."

He blinked. "Gardeni ng?"

"Wait till you see a Parramati garden. They're genu-ine works of art. G ow ng
food is al nbst secondary to appearance.”

"l look forward to seeing in person everything I've only had the opportunity to
study." He turned to face back into the wi nd.

They' d long since |eft the huge atoll behind and were speedi ng al ong above open
water. |Islands sizable and small were visible in all directions, but Seaforth
mai n-tai ned their northerly heading, changing course only to avoid those islets
that protruded a neter or nore above the water. In the open passages between

| andnmasses, strong ocean swells occasionally reached for the speed-ing ski mer,
but none danpened its underside. Hi gh, chiseled, and overwhel ned by green, a

Vaul ting up into the open cockpit,

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (12 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:43 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

cluster of larger islands |oonmed ahead.

"I didn't expect full field uniform but do you always neet the supply shuttle
from Ophhlia that way?"

Seaforth gl anced down at herself. "Sonething wong with the way |'m dressed?"
"I didn't say that. | just wondered."

"Sure you did." She kept her gaze forward and her at-tention on their course.
He struggled to recover. "It's just that it's been my ex-perience that
indifference to casual detail |leads to sloppy work."

"Does it, now?"

He gave up. "If you're going to respond to everything | say w th another
guestion, we're going to have trouble conmunicating."

"You nean we're not already?" Her gaze narrowed. "Tell you what, Pulickel. Wit
till you've been here for a few weeks. Then talk to ne about protocol, okay?"
"Fair enough." He returned his attention to the view forward, blinking
repeatedly. The tropical sun reflecting off the water was harsh against his
pupils, and his eye-shades were still packed inside his travel case

She was silent for several mnutes, then sighed and reached into a side storage
conpartrment. The goggl es she handed himwere sinlar to his own.

He accepted themgratefully. "I have several pair, but they' re packed away.
didn't expect so long a ride fromthe pickup point to base."

"So they didn't tell you everything back on Earth."

"There wasn't nuch time. Normally |'mgiven nore advance notice. | had to
conpl ete basic preparatory stud-ies on the journey out fromEarth."
"Yeah, well, everyone's in a hurry to get the situation here resolved."

He nodded knowi ngly. "The mineral rights."

"Anong ot her things." She swerved to avoid a coral pinnacle that rose high above
the water. "Snell that air, Pulickel! Everything' s unspoiled here. Fresh,
unpol | uted, natural."

He eyed her thoughtfully. "lIs that why you're here?

I'd think sonmeone like yourself would mss the excite-nent of a devel oped world,
or at least the conforts of Ophhlia."

She turned to himso quickly that he started. "Soneone |ike nme? For a guy | nmet
| ess than an hour ago, you pre-sume a lot." Her darkened eyescreens prevented
himfrom seeing her eyes. "For a supposed specialist with a fancy reputati on,
you show a di sappointing tendency to fall back on unsupported assunptions."

He hastened to nake anends. "lI'msorry. Let's start over, okay? |I'm Pulicke
Tonochelor. It's nice to neet you."
"Pardon ne if | don't shake hands. |'ve got to steer this air skate." But she

smiled, and he was relieved.

"I't'"s not that | dislike parties and civilization,"” she went on, "but you can
get used to peace and quiet. Even," she added coolly, "someone like nme." After a
nmonent she added, "Leastwi se, it's peaceful and quiet nost of the tine.

"Trouble with the | ocal s?"

"More frustration than trouble. You'll see." Reaching down, she pulled the hem
of her overshirt out in front of her and eyed the stains. "I guess you're right.
This could use a wash. Especially now that | have conpany."”

If she was waiting for himto denur, she'd have a long wait. It was unfortunate
if his attitude put her off, but he felt it necessary to establish fromthe
start who was in charge and whose work phil osophy was to pre-vail. She m ght be
the one with on&#8209; site experience, but within the Departnent he easily ranked her.
Convi ncing her to do sone personal |laundry was a relatively pain-Iless way of

rem nding her of their respective positions. Once she accepted that, their
wor ki ng rel ati onship would inprove.

Maybe she enjoyed goi ng native, or playing beach-conber, or whatever it was that
had happened to affect her attitudes but relaxation and indifference weren't
go-ing to solve the problens at hand. She might be in love with Parramat, but
all he wanted was to fix what he'd been sent out to fix, receive his
conmendati on, and get out. Goddess or no, he wasn't about to let her stand in
the way of that goal

About then she took a deep breath and stretched, caus-ing himto tenporarily
forget everything related to his admirable work ethic.

Ten mnutes on found them weavi ng between the | arger, heavily vegetated islands.
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The sout hernnost reaches of the Parramat archipelago, Fawn informed him
There-after they were never out of sight of high peaks and their cosseting
clouds. The sheer sides of many of the islands and the. heavy waves breaki ng on
their fringing reefs showed why she had traveled to the sandy cay in the | a-goon
to pick himup. There was no protected touchdown site here for the aeria
transport.

One especially striking crag was. several hundred me-ters high, a jungled spire
rising sheer fromthe ocean floor. Flocks of unidentifiable flying things
roosted in its hollows and | edges. Showing no inclination to reduce their speed,
Seaforth guided the skinmer skillfully past.

As they entered an area of open water between two snaller islands, he found out
why the spectacul ar beauty through which they were traveling needed to be taken
with a grain of sea salt.

Sonet hi ng beeped on the instrunent panel. Myving faster than he'd yet seen
Seaforth sat up straight and be-gan checki ng her readouts.

“What ..?”

Before he could finish the query, she slamred the steering guide hard aport and
yell ed out, "Hang on!" WA-ter rooster&#8209;tailed to starboard, an artificial geyser.
Fol | owi ng whi ch she shouted sonet hing so unexpect-edly obscene that he found

hi nsel f rocked fromtwo quarters. If nothing else, it permanently killed the
god- dess i mage he'd assigned to her.

"Damm! There's a whol e school of the sliny bastards. They've conme in fromthe
deep ocean. Passing between islands."” The skimer |urched heavily to starboard
as she threw it in the opposite direction

"A whol e school of what?" Making sure of his grip on the hang bar, he turned and
| eaned over the side to have a | ook at the sea.

"Hey, are you crazy? Don't do that!" A hand reached out and grabbed the
wai st band of his shorts, yanking himbackward.

As he stunbl ed awkwardly in her grasp, a narrow stream of water shot skyward
passi ng through the space where he'd been | eaning over the side. The fountain
glit-tered in the bright sunshine, intense enough to suggest the presence of
sonet hing nore than just water.

Trying to maintain his dignity, he stunbled as he spun out of her grip. "Wat
the devil do you think you' re doi ng?"

"Saving your ignorant |ife, Tonochelor." She flung the steering guide hard over
and he nearly fell down. Her gaze was focused on the instrunent panel as well as
the water ahead. "Wen passing over sonething dangerous, you don't |ean over for
a closer look at it."

He steadi ed hinself as the skimer tw sted beneath him He was nore upset at the
ease with which she'd pulled himaway fromthe side than the manner in which
she' d addressed him

"An expl anation night help. | didn't see anything dangerous." Wt hout
approaching the edge, he glanced cau-tiously over the side. As far as he could
see, the water was undi sturbed by anything out of the ordinary. "For that

matter, | still don't see anything dangerous."
"If you're a predator, that's the idea." She glanced back over a shoul der.
"We're clear of themnow. | counted nore than a dozen of the squishy

nonstrosities when they were on the screen.”

Leani ng agai nst the front console, he crossed his arms and eyed her tensely.

"I"'mstill waiting for an explana-tion. And | don't recognize " squishy

monstrosities' as an applicable taxonom c classification."

"They were apapanus.

He frowned. "I don't recall that nane fromany of the lists of |local fauna."

"They're not in the catal og yet. Renmenber, Bioscan is accepting a dozen new

speci es a week here. An apapanu is a big, fat, ugly pseudocephal opod. It Iikes

to sit just under the surface in shallow water. |In anbush."

" Ambush

"It ejects a stream of water under pressure. Many of the |ocal oceanic

Iife&#8209; forms propel thenselves by squirt-ing&#8209; water through tubes on the sides of
their bodies or at the tips of fins&*#8209;fromjust about anywhere you can imag-ine. A
few use simlar high&#8209; pressure jets for predation.”

He rubbed at his forehead. "What's the intent? To drown intended victinms?"

"Are you famliar with the Terran archer fish?" Pulickel shook his head. "It
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lies in wait just beneath the surface of ponds and rivers and shoots a thin
stream of water at in-sects poised on overhangi ng branches and | eaves. Knocks
themoff into the water and eats them The apapanu does sonething simlar,
utilizing a nmuch higher volune. Wat distinguishes it is that it doesn't shoot
just water." She put her feet up on the instrunment panel.

"When it's not feeding, it nibbles on particularly tough quasi &8209; coral s. |nstead
of digesting, it passes this ground-up detritus into a special sac |ocated
behind its cranial ejection spigot. The solid material consists primarily of

i ndigestible silicates. Wat it's firing at its prey is a stream of water under
extrenely high pressure that con-tains a high proportion of sharp&*#8209; edged
silicaceous aggre-gate. Think of it as a water cannon packed with ground gl ass.
"When you were | eaning over the side, you were in danger of catching nore than a
faceful of seawater. An apapanu the size of the ones we passed over could have |
sheared your head off." One sandal ed foot ninbly ad&#8209;

justed a minor instrunent.

"Once when | was out fishing for eleuu, a flock of ulu-ritei flashed right past
the front of the skinmmer. They're | ow&#8209; | evel gliders that fish the surface
wat ers. "

"Like fleratii," he comrent ed.

She nodded approvingly. "Yes, like fleratii, only nuch snaller. Wng&#8209; span
of less than three neters. Anyway, one of them had just snapped sonething out of
the water when an apapanu brought it down. Blew a hole clean through it
Apapanus have excellent diffraction- conpensatory vision and can see anything
above the surface while lurking beneath it." She eyed hi mnean-ingfully.

"Coul d've cut your visit here real short. So to speak."”

"I't won't happen again," he assured her stiffly. "I sup-pose |I should thank
you. "

"Why not? | adore novelties." There was silence for a |long nonent. "Wel|?"
"Well what?" His attention was on the large, high is-land directly ahead.
Absently he added, "Thank you for saving ny face."

"As opposed to saving face?" Her smile, never, absent for very long, returned.
"Don't take it to heart. You just got here. | didn't expect to run into any
troubl e between the | anding cay and Torrel au nyself."

"How do the | ocals avoid such creatures?”

"As best they can. Wen they don't soneone usually dies." Her tone was fiat.
"The design of their outriggers is unique and they can turn quickly. The
Parramati are skilled at avoi ding the dangers of the sea, but they're not

omi potent. Sonetines the predators are faster."

He nodded slowy. "How do they cope?"

"High birthrate. And nmagic."

Hi s eyebrows rose. "I beg your pardon?"

She | owered her voice, trying to nmake herself sound as nysterious as possible.
"Magic."

He smiled thinly, doing his best to go along with what was obviously a joke. "Do
they enpl oy any par-ticular divinations? O perhaps special powders and

i ncant ati ons?"

She didn't mss a beat. "Absolutely. Superficially, it sounds a lot |ike the
magi cks of Al uwela, Tesiratupa, Cu-rusisim and a hundred other island groups.
The only dif-ference is, here it works."

"Not all the time, according to what you' ve just told ne."

"Parramati magic isn't absolute. It just seems to i mprove the odds."

He shrugged. "Chants and incantations are inherently superficial, but native
her bs and powders can have power-ful physiol ogical effects. Sonething they m ght
sprinkle on the water to nunb the nervous systens of dangerous predators, for
exanple. | could give you a hundred pos-sible explanations for what you think
you' ve seen, many from personal experience."

She | eaned forward slightly, peering through the wind-screen. "Pretty soon
you' Il have the chance to judge for yourself. W' re alnost there. That's
Torrel au dead ahead."

Chapter Three

Seaforth swung the skimer around a wave&#8209; swept point of rocks and into an
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exqui site natural harbor. WAlls of green closed in on both sides. The fjordlike
inlet would easily have acconmpdated a | arge cargo boat, but it was deserted
save for their conparatively tiny craft. The cries of alien fauna rose fromthe
surrounding forest.

"I understand,"” he said absently as he studied the dense foliage, "that the
Parramati show little interest in contenporary technol ogy. Wereas el sewhere on
Seni s-ran, the natives have taken to trading for sinple Comopn-wealth

manuf actures w th enthusiasm™

She nodded. "Not here they haven't. They say it goes against their kusum Al so,
they think magic is better. O course, they don't really use magic. Everything
they do, everything that happens in Parramat has a | ogical and ra-tiona
exegesis. | just haven't had time enough to study it. |I've been too busy trying
to get themto make treaty with the Cormonwealth." She smiled up at him "I'm
expect-ing you to explainit all to ne."

"I''"l'l do ny best," he replied without a hint of guile. "But as you say, a treaty
is paranmount. The section in my study guide on Parramati custonms was slim |
expect you to warn nme where not to step, what not to say, and how not to act."
"Don't worry, Pulickel. I'lIl take good care of you."

He tensed, but she didn't reach over to pat himon the head. Intellectua
condescensi on he could handl e, but not the physical kind. Especially not frown
an attractive woman. If that was irrational, so be it.

The skinmer slowed as they approached a narrow stretch of yell ow&#8209; white beach at
the head of the inlet. Beyond the sand he could see where jungle had been
cleared away, |eaving a wide path through the forest. Something in shades of

bl ue equi pped with nmultiple I egs scurried piglike across the clearing and into
the trees.

She drove the skimer off the water and up onto the beach, rising to clear a

| arge bermthat was anchored in place by a peculiar, corkscrew ng green&#8209;red
vine. Purple fruiting bodies burst fromconelike structures that energed at
random from each shiny coil. Wthout being obvious, he paid careful attention to
everyt hing she did. Unbeknownst to her, one of his ancillary tasks in accept-ing
the Parramat assignnent was to render and report a formal job evaluation on one
Fawn Seaforth.

It was early, but so far his opinion was equivocal. Not that he was gradi ng out
at the top of his formsince his ar-rival, either. How could he have known about
t he apa-panus? Senisran was rich in unknown and undescribed inimcal species. He
was confident only in what he knew. He decided that her |apses in protocol could
be over-looked in view of the fact that she'd saved his |ife&#8209;and m ght well do
SO agai n.

O one thing he was already certain. This assignment could go one of nany
ways&#8209; &#8209; but "by the book"™ wasn't going to be one of them

Well, he'd inprovised before. Adaptability was the hallmark of the truly
successful .

A hundred neters fromthe water's edge, the skimer hangar cane into view It
was a |arge, unlovely, wholly functional structure: a roof, three walls, and a
sliding bar-rier. Fawn pulled inside, cut the engine, and nonitored
instrunentation as their vehicle settled onto its nount-ing pad.

"The station's just up ahead." She junped over the side. "Pass down your case
and we'll walk the rest of the way."

Using .the integrated hoist to control the heavy bag-gage, they wal ked the
remai ni ng neters along a narrower path that ran in a straight line through the
trees. Pulickel was enveloped by the rich, nmusky aronma of growi ng things. Alien
odors assaulted his nostrils. The nmgjority, though not all, of themwere

pl easant .

Ideally, a contact station should blend harnoniously with its alien environnent
wi t hout chal l engi ng the posi-tion or preemi nence of native structures or
religious icons. This was not a problemon Torrelau since the nearest Parranati
village was | ocated several kilonmeters distant, over an intervening ridge.

It was inmportant that the installation reflect the techno-Iogical superiority of
its builders w thout being over-awing. The idea was to inpress without
terrifying. Nor could it be too el aborate or expensive; not with a world like
Seni sran requiring dozens of such installations. It should also be relatively
qui ck and easy to assenbl e.
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Therefore it wasn't surprising that Seaforth's habita-tion was of a design
Pul i ckel recognized. It |looked like a fat wheel nobunted on an axle that had been
shoved into the ground, with the body of the wheel parallel to the earth. Ascent
to the nmain body of the station, whose rimwas ringed with w ndows and
observation ports, was via a lift located in the supporting axle. In the event
of power failure, a spiral stairway encircled the el evator shaft.

Wth the wheel &#8209; shaped body of the station ten neters above the ground, it
of fered occupants safety as well as a pleasant view of the encroaching forest.
The main work areas faced the exquisite, narrow bay, nuting instead of
encour agi ng hard work. A circul ar defensive perinmeter consisting of charged
posts that would deal unpleasantly with any living thing that attenpted to pass
bet ween t hem ensured a safe outside working zone beneath the overhang of the
station itself.

Wth its prom nent reds and blues, the surrounding jungle was nore col orful than
its relentlessly green Ter-ran counterparts. Pulickel recognized variations of

t he star&#8209; crowned trees beneath which Fawn had awaited the arrival of the
transport. Anmong the other botanical stand-outs was a medi um&#8209; si ze bush arned
with scythelike spines. It |ooked |like a refugee from sone desert cline but was
obvi ously happy to be growing deep within the forest. Flowers flared in
abundance and in odd pl aces.

Beneath the shady wheel of the station and within the defense perineter was a
junkyard of enpty packing crates, storage containers, and unidentifiable debris.
It stained the ground just as grease and soil nmarred Sea-forth's overshirt. Its
presence was strictly against general regulations and guidelines for the

mai nt enance and opera-tion of such an outpost. All nonrecycl able trash was
sup-posed to be properly disposed of or neatly packaged for renoval at sone
future date

As they drew near, half a dozen snall scavengers of unknown type burst fromthe
mess and scattered into the trees. He could hear them bangi ng through the
under - brush. Several had neither feathers nor scales and ap-peared to be little
more than fl eshy bl obs on | egs.

He found hinself gesturing. "It would appear that the station's defense system
is not turned on."

She nodded slowy. "So it would appear."”

"That is a violation of regulations." He gestured at the flagrant pile. "Wat do
you call that disgusting nmess?"

"Conveni ent. The Parramati get a kick out of poking through it. They use sone of
the small er discarded packaging to store water or carry pickings. |nperneable

pl as- tic leftovers are highly regarded here."

"Letting natives scavenge a station's trash is counter to proper procedure." He
eyed her di sapprovingly.

She paid no attention. "I don't think letting them have a few scraps is going to
disrupt their cultural equilibrium The Parramati are a pretty stable society.
Besides, |'ve found that trash can nake you a lot of friends." She waved

casually at their surroundings. "Wl cone to Torrelau. It nmeans "the land' in
Parramati."

"I know." The local dialect was one thing he had nas-tered during his studies.
An acconplished linguist and a natural mmc, he believed firmy that you
couldn't really convince an alien of anything unless you could speak to it in
its own | anguage. Whether they required chatting, whistling, clicking, harsh
glottal stops, or signs, he'd been able to master themall. In fact, it was much
easier for himto converse with aliens than with his own kind. Take the speech
of frigid Tran&#8209; ky&#8209; ky, where he'd been sta-tioned for a while. Rigid in
i nflection and boasting a highly formal grammar, it had been easy for himto
mas-ter. Neither fluid, conversational seni or the |ocal Parra-mati dialect had
posed a problem for him

Sonet hi ng induced himto | ook sharply to his left. "I get the feeling we're
bei ng wat ched. "
"We are. They'll introduce thenselves in due tinme. The Parranmati aren't fearful

but they're cautious. You're newto them Not that you re the second human
they' ve ever seen. There was the crew that erected the station, though they
never had any contact with the | ocals. Anong other features, they' re fascinated
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by our individual size variations. Mature seni are all pretty much the sane

hei ght . "

How tactful of you to nention the subject, he thought, then realized she
probably meant nothing by it. He was far too sensitive on the subject.

Sonet hing that | ooked like a purple boa constrictor with feathery external gills
running half the length of its body energed fromthe trash pile and slithered
out of their path as they approached the support cylinder. An ir-rationa
feeling, perhaps, but Pulickel felt nore secure once they stood beneath the
circul ar shadow of the sta-tion's bul k.

Fawn had to yell at the door several tines before it would open. Wether the
delay was due to an internal fault or poor naintenance he couldn't tell. She
grinned apologetically back at him It would not be so anusing, he thought, if
sonet hi ng was chasing them He wondered what el se needed fi xi ng.

"Been neaning to work on that," she told himas the door finally slid aside. At

| east, he nused, it did not nake a grinding noise as it did so.

"Station upkeep is the responsibility of those working on site," he rem nded
her, "irrespective of specialty.”

"Hey, | do what | can. The climate here is rough on electronics. My priority is
the treaty, not janitorial work."

Not wishing to start another argument, he wi thheld the continent that was
teetering on his lips and followed her into the lift. It was just big enough to
accommodate the two of them and Pulickel's self&#8209; hoisting travel case. The door
cl osed snoothly behind them
The interior of the station was a revelation, but not the kind that inspires.

Cl othes were scattered about both the Iiving and work areas. A few hung fromthe
ceil-ing. Enpty food containers clung to furniture like giant, brightly col ored
fungal spores. The tiny carcasses of dead arthropods spotted the softfloor

Fashi oned of native fibers, a hamock hung suspended in the portal that
separated the main living area fromkitchen and sl eeping quarters. Several water
bottles in various stages of consunption oc-cupied unlikel y&#8209;and in at |east one
i nstance, unsanitary -locations within the room

Li ni ng the sweeping wi ndows that ran around the station's circunference was a
smal | jungle of native plants. Each chosen for its beauty or uni queness, they
flourished in inprovised pots that were as nmuch a prod-uct of Fawn Seaforth's

i magi nati on as they were of her resourceful ness. Enpty food containers, cut&#8209; down
power -cel | packs, cleaning and mai ntenance tubes: all had been ingeniously
pressed into service. Alien perfume and color filled the room

Pul i ckel found hinself drawn to what | ooked like a longitudinally sliced water
carrier potted with mniature black roses. It was beautiful to | ook at, but the
streaners and | eaves and tendrils bl ocked wi ndows and dirtied the floor. A thick
mass of aerial roots threatened to over-whel man at nospheric nonitoring panel
Fawn noted the direction of his gaze.

"Have to trimthat back." She bent to snmell of sone-thing blue and gold. "What
do you think of my collec-tion? | cleaned the place up especially for you."
"Just for me? You shouldn't have."

"Yeah, | know, but | did anyway."

"Seaforth ..." he began sternly.

"Cone on: it's Fawn. W're going to be working together too |long for |ast names.
Especially |l ast nanmes as |long as yours."

“All right, Fawn.” Wth a sweeping gesture he encom passed the room and what he
coul d see of roons beyond. "How can you live and work in this squal or?"

"Squal or?" She nmade a face. "There's no squal or here, Pulickel. Just confort.
Don't you like flowers?"

"I love flowers, and houseplants, but | don't relish the idea of sharing ny
living quarters with alien species. Es-pecially new ones whose properties and
characteristics haven't been thoroughly catal oged. "

"Rel ax." She noved to another plant. "I put each one through a rigorous
quarantine and check before | bring it into the station. Make sure that they're
all free of para-sites and hangers&#8209;on. | even check pollen and spores for

possi bl e serious contanmi nation. Sure there's dangerous flora on Senisran, but
these here are all harmess to both human and thranx."”

Carefully avoiding the debris that nade passage diffi-cult, he worked his way
across to the outer wall and its bank of indigenous foliage. "I can understand a
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smal | collection, but these are taking over. They could get into equi pnent, clog
filters, no telling what."

She spread her arns and perforned a slow pirouette. "Honestly, Pulickel. Do

l ook in any way unhealthy to you?"

In point of fact, she | ooked healthier than any human being he'd ever seen in
his life, but that wasn't the point. There were procedures that had to be

foll owed, strictures that needed to be observed.

It suddenly occurred to himthat he was nore than a little tired. "Could you
just show nme ny room please? W can discuss all this later."

"Sure. | know you must be exhausted."

"I'"'m not exhausted," he replied irritably as she un-hooked the hammock that was
bl ocki ng the doorway.

"Sorry. This was the best place | could find to put it up. There's a lovely view
of the inlet fromhere. You can lie here at night, open the w ndows, and watch

t he nmoons cone up.”

H s eyes widened. "Open the wi ndows? You nean, you consciously and willingly
violate the atnospheric in-tegrity of the station?"

"Frequently. | like the feeling of freedom™

"I"msure that the native species that fly in and out at such tinmes do, too."
"You are a worrier, aren't you? If it'll make you feel safer, I'll armthe
external defenses. As for the open windows, | happen to like fresh air. Wen it
gets too hot and humid inside, | close everything up again. Nothing really
dangerous ever intrudes. In the norning, | go around and add to the station's

collection of small flying arthropods.”

He twitched at the thought of something small, alien, and buggy |anding on his
face while he slept. "I'Il keep ny quarters sealed, if you don't mnd."

She shrugged. "Suit yoursel f. Makes ne cl austrophobic."

Thankful Iy, she hadn't even bothered to inspect either of the two unused

sl eepi ng areas. The standard roomwas typical in nearly every aspect, its
famliarity a great comfort to the weary and troubl ed xenologist. It was a
little nmusty from disuse, but everything was where and as it should be, and
there were no extraneous decorations of either Senisran's or Seaforth's making.
He reveled in its reassuring sterility.

He hastened to shut the door behind himto keep out any small uninvited |ocals
that m ght be crawling about. "It |ooks fine. Let's get ny case."

"After you, ny honored guest." As her left hand swept out in a gesture of
invitation, she executed a nock bow.

46

He forced hinself to smle at the harm ess, mld sarcasm The bow took his mnd
of f her words anyway.

He spent the remai nder of the day unpacking and put-ting up his equipnent and
personal gear. Several tines he paused to ensure that the door was still tightly
seal ed against intrusion by anything larger than a hunan hair He also carried
out a personal inspection and clean-ing of the rooms overhead air filters. The
curving wi n-dow of fered a view only of surrounding forest, but he was pl eased
with it nonethel ess. O austrophobic, indeed! Rather than cl osed&#8209;in, the room
gave hima feeling of security.

As he put away the |last of his gear he wondered why he couldn't have been sent
to Mranmilu. The |argest and nost inportant of the island groupings thus far
contacted by Commonweal th representatives, it lay only three hun-dred kil oneters
from Ophhlia. Conscious of their status, its citizens had held off allying
thenmsel ves with either humans or AAnn, sensibly evaluating the offers of

assi s-tance that both sides regularly presented to its chiefs. Al -ready they
were utilizing sinmple Cormonweal th and Enpire technol ogies to inprove their
everyday |lives, ad-vantages gained without comitting thensel ves to either side.
The Mramluans were playing it smart instead of stubborn

The station there consisted not of a single prefab struc-ture uncerenoniously
planted into the ground but of a growing conplex that in size and sophistication
threat-ened to rival Ophhlia itself in inportance. In such surroundi ngs he knew
he coul d make an i mredi ate differ-ence. The research that would result woul d be
i mportant and prominently featured in The Journal of Xenol ogical Contact.
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Instead, they'd sent him here. Because, it had been explained to him Parramat
was nore of a trouble spot, nore of an insoluble problem Less insightful

xenol o-gi sts could be counted on to deal with Mramlu's nore conprehensible
recal citrance. Despite one mld protest, he'd been sent where they needed him
nost &#8209; not where he'd wanted to go.

Wll, it wouldn't take himlong to compile a report on Fawn Seaforth. That part
of his work here was already well on its way to conpletion

Hi s own personal conmputing facilities integrated seamlessly with those of the
base. He was greatly relieved to see that save for a few mnor glitches, that
portion of the station was operating properly. As a test, he ran through a few
basi ¢ setup prograns, talking softly to the vorec and nmaki ng sure the nore
powerful station unit responded readily to his stock inquiries. By the tine he
was finished, it was grow ng dark outside. The onset of alien evening arrived on
sky streamers tinged with pink and gol d.

Hi s door chinmed, using the nmusical quote fromBrian's "Jolly MIller" that he had
progranmed into it.

"I"lIl be out in a mnute,” he told the door. He didn't want Fawn Seaforth in his
room any nore than was nec-essary. She mght bring passengers along with her.
Visi-tors fromoutside. He intended to preserve the sanctity of his quarters for
as long as was practicable.

Setting the roomon "constant clean" and his personal facilities on standby, he
stepped out to join her, closing the door behind himas quickly as possible.

They passed through the general living area and into the snmall din-ing facility.
The same curving wi ndows offered a view of rapidly darkening forest. Mnents
later, powerful lights on the rimof the station came to life, illumnating the

vegetation and startling the early risers anong the forest's nocturnal fauna.
Unr ecogni zabl e creatures with | arge, glow ng eyes vanished swiftly into the
conceal i ng treetops.

"Very little work's been done on Senisran's night life." Fawn was busyi ng
herself with the food processor. She had traded in her nonexistent sw nmsuit and
dirty over-shirt for clean shorts and bl ouse. A part of Pulickel was pleased,
while the rest was gravely disappointed. This nmental disagreenent represented an
internal conflict he would have to sonehow resol ve, he told hinself.

"There's so nuch to study and catal og during daylight hours,"” she continued,
"that none of the resident biolo-gists on Senisran have had nuch tinme to devote
to studies of life after dark."

He took a seat at the small oval table. "Anything dan-gerous around here?"

"You saw the revavuaa? The purple snakelike creature that slid fromcover when
we were approaching the |ift shaft? That's got a real bad bite, but it's not
exclusively nocturnal. As for the local diurnal |ife&*#8209;forns, |'ve put together a
smal | but necessary list of critters to watch out for. You can downl oad the
relevants into your files anytine."

"You let it hang around the station?"

"That's where it wanted to hang around. It nmay be poi-sonous, but it's not
aggressive. You saw it slither off when we approached. | can't be shooting
everything that cones poking through, and there's not enough power to run a ful
def ensi ve screen around the cl ock. Besides which, the screen is a pain in the
butt. It wasn't on when we arrived because | get tired of having to continually
turn it on and off. Regulations or no regul ations."” She re-noved several plates
and bow s fromthe processor and set themon the table.

"Don't expect ne to wait on you like this every night. It's just that it's your
first day and I know you're tired&8209;."

He studied the platters hungrily. "I"mperfectly willing to do ny share of the
domestics. These aren't native foods, | hope?"
She grinned. "I wouldn't hit you with that on your first day here. No, tonight

we' re having good old inported reconstitutibles. Local cuisine can wait, though

| promise you, besides the fruits and vegetables there are sone wonderfu

things the Parramati pull out of the ocean. In particular, there are sone

sof t &#8209; shel | ed burrow ng pseudo-nol |l usks that taste heavenly when they' ve been
steaned and basted in butter."

"I look forward to it." He started hel ping hinself fromthe assenbl ed pl ates.
"Could | just have sone water?"

"Sure." Reentering the processing area, she returned nonents later with a
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sel f &#8209; chil i ng pitcher and sat down opposite him

"I"1l try whatever you think | mght like," he prom sed her as they ate. "The

| ocal foods certainly haven't done you any harm"”

She smiled. "Wy, Tonochel or, thank you for the conplinent."

"I didn't nean&#8209;" He stopped, flustered, considered begi nning again, and gave it
up in favor of chewing his food. "I'Il try thema little bit at a time, until ny
system becones used to the |ocal tastes and consi stencies.”

"That's the way | did it." She ate actively fromher own plate, but with care

He thought about conplinenting her on her change of clothing, decided that
anyt hi ng he might say could be mi sconstrued, and determined that where she was
con-cerned, it would be safer to avoid the topic of attire en-tirely. Wen they
did speak, he forced hinself always to nmeet her eyes. Wen there was sil ence, he
struggl ed to | ook anywhere but at the rest of her. Cearly, being sta-tioned on
Torrelau was going to involve challenges for which he had not been able to
prepare hinmself in the usual manner.

The di nner was excellent, the famliar reconstituted foods reassuring as well as
nouri shing. Near the end, he broke his own resolve and tried a sanple of each of
the three native fruit juices she had placed on the table. Al were superb. He
wondered if she gathered the fruits her-self or traded with the natives for
them He could see her clinbing the local trees, crawling out on |inbs, her
in-credible | egs twisting and dangling

Resolutely he returned his attention to the meal. Tree clinbing was not in his
job description. MIdly anazed, he watched her pack away an astoni shing anount
of food.

"I'f you have work to do, don't worry about keeping nme up," she told himin

response to a question he hadn't planned to ask. "I sleep like a rock here and
t he sound- proofing between partitions is excellent. Plus, there's a vacant room
bet ween yours and nmi ne. Whatever you're doing, | won't hear you."

"I"mpretty quiet, though | do like to play nusic rather |oudly on occasion.
Cont enporary inventions."
"Real | y? Have you heard the | atest from Chi kareska or Mattuzh?" Before he could

reply she rushed on. "I can downl oad via relay from Ophhlia, but they're not
exactly up on what's new there either."

"l don't know Mattuzh that well," he replied, "but Chikareska is a favorite of
nm ne. Do you know the Blue Coll age?"

"You' ve heard the Blue Collage?" Her excitenent was pal pable. "I1've heard about

it, but I can't get the philistines in charge of inports to shell out the
necessary royalty."

Havi ng unintentionally struck a topic of nutual non-professional interest, they
engaged in an ani mated di s-cussion of nusic imaging, both human and thranx. It
made the rest of the evening pass very snoothly.

Chapt er Four

When he awoke the followi ng norning and stunbled tiredly into the dining area,
there was sonmeone waiting for him and it wasn't Fawn Seaforth. Reddi sh orange

in color, responsive |ocalized chronophores flashed wavy |ight blue |ines down

its side. Dark red pupils centered in tiny, bright pink eyes stared sharply at

him The | ong pro-boscis resenbled a col |l apsed bal |l oon

When he interrupted it, it was skittering across the din-ing table on comically
short legs covered with fine brown fur, using the strange nouth part to suck up

| oose crunbs and food fragnents fromthe night before. Turning to face him it
inflated its proboscis to half its body size and enmitted a very human&#8209; soundi ng
raspberry of inpressive dinmensions. This noise proved so unexpectedly farcica

that Pulickel's initial apprehensions instantly evaporated.

"That's a floob," Fawn decl ared from behind him

This morning she wore full tropic field gear. Loose- fitting and casual, it

managed the difficult task of dimn-ishing her figure. He found hinself gratefu

for the visual respite. In addition to the knee&*#8209; | ength shorts and regul a-tion
mul ti pocketed shirt, she wore appropriate headgear. The face screen was flipped

up and back, its visor pow ered down but ready for instant use.

She gestured at the table. "It shows up every norning, after |'ve turned off the
def ensi ve screen. Cones in through a wi ndow and cl eans the place up."
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He blinked. "Cleans it up?"

"In addition to table scraps, it gets all the local arthro-pods that | and the
station cleanser miss." She whistled at it and the fuzzy fl oob squeaked a
response. Approaching the table, she wi ggled several fingers in its direction.
Inflating to several times its body size, the floob used its proboscis like a
jet exhaust to rocket backward off the table, across the room and through the
open rimw ndow through which it had entered. It was able to see where it was
goi ng because, to Pulickel's astonishment, its eyes had crawed up its spine and
onto its back. It soared over the clearing and into the trees beyond, |eaving
himto eye the dining table distastefully.

"You' ve nade sure, of course, that this charmng regu-lar visitor doesn't carry
any kind of parasites or commu-nicabl e di seases?"

"As a matter of fact, | haven't." She proceeded to nmake a show of scratching her
si des and arns.
"Very funny," he commented dryly, |ess than anused.

She | owered her hands. "You don't really approve of ne, do you?"

He didn't neet her gaze. "It isn't you so nuch, Fawn," he replied, neither
confirm ng nor denying her accusa-tion. "W just have a different outl ook on
certain proce-dural matters."

"l hope you have a better opinion of nmy work. You haven't seen any of that yet,
except for ny picking you up, bringing you here, and saving your |ife along the
way." She sighed resignedly. "If it really means that much to you, 1'Il make an
effort to clean the place up, even though we're really out of sight, out of mnd
here."

"I would greatly appreciate it, and | will do nore than ny share to help."
"Agreed. You hungry?"

He eyed the table unconfortably. "No thank you. | rarely eat in the norning.
What | would like is to get started.”

"Just arrived and already you' re anxious to |eave."

He nodded. "Just because |'ve done a lot of fieldwork doesn't mean |
particularly enjoy it."

"I"1l bet you don't like having to rely on others, either." She disappeared into
a back storeroomand returned no-nents later with a thin belt. Hanging fromthe
belt was a gwi k hol ster holding a conpact needler. Extra power cells occupied
the other side of the belt, balancing out the npdest weight of the weapon.

"I think this one'll fit you." She tried to hand himthe belt and gun

He dermurred. "Way give nme this? Except for what's in the al ready outdated study

file, I wouldn't know what to pet and what to shoot."
"I"l'l take care of the flora and fauna. This is in case we run into any AAnn
Their base is only thirty mnutes away by fast skimer. | haven't had any

serious run&#8209;ins with them but other outposts have. Wen they think they can get
away with it, they're not above taking potshots at the conpetition, especially

when it's isolated and alone out in the |ocal woods."

"Meani ng us?" Reluctantly he accepted the belt and began strapping it on.

"Meani ng you, anyway. |'ve been so quiet here for so long I'mnot sure they

regard me as much in the way of conpetition. That suits ne just fine. |I've had a
couple of chats with their |ocal chief of operations, an oily type naned Essasu
Everything very formal and polite. But if | didn't keep rigorous, recoverable

recordi ngs of my novenents, |'msure he'd cheerfully have one of his un-derlings
slap an expl osive shell into nmy spine the first tinme | wasn't |ooking. Traveling
armed lets himknow that |I'mneither naive nor helpless. I'ma firmbeliever in

di scouraging tenptation right fromthe start."

The needler was virtually unnoticeable on his hip. "Conpetition for the hearts
and mnds of the natives is supposed to be on a friendly basis."

She made a rude noise. "Sure it is. And the AAnn are happy&#8209; go&#8209; | ucky conedi ans
who' Il gather 'round at every opportunity just to tell you the |latest jokes from
Bl as-susar." She patted the weapon that rode high and wi de on her left hip.
"That's why |I'm always careful to carry ny critic with ne.

"Plus, there's always the chance that a gribiwith or a cochco vine will take a

|l eap at you when I"'mnot in a position to help. Think of your needler as a
prophy-1laxis." She nodded in the direction of their living quarters. "Any other
gear you want to bring? | have ny recorder with ne."

He shook his head. "Not on the first visit. | need to ac-climate nyself first."
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She nodded and turned in the direction of the central elevator shaft. Once he
had j oi ned her, she thunbed the single switch and the cylindrical conveyor
started down. It squeal ed and whi ned outrageously, suggesting that it, too, had
been the subject of |ess than assi duous nai ntenance.

"Why didn't they site the skimer shed closer to the station and connect it with
a seal ed wal kway?" he won-dered al oud

She shrugged. "Probably cheaper this way. | don't mind. | |ike being outside
Later I'Il show you nmy fa-vorite swimming hole. It's a deep pool fed by a five-
met er &#8209; hi gh waterfall. Smpboth rocks on the bottom clean sand around the edges.
I'd call it Eden, if | were inclined to nacre things. Wwen |'mbored or just hot
I"lI'l walk into it onthe little trail 1've cut, take everything off, and just
float or lie on the fronting beach.”

Pulickel manfully turned his thoughts fromthe i nage thus conjured up. "The
natives | eave you alone at all tines?"

She nodded. "They have plenty to do and as you know from your prep, the nearest
village is a ways fromhere. | very rarely see themunless | go | ooking for

them They never bother the station.”

The lift bottonmed out with a grinding sound. Wien after a suitable pause the
door refused to open, Fawn kicked it into conpliance. She smled apol ogetically.
"Damm thing's supposed to be permanently |ubricated, but you know what a
tropical clinmate can do to even the best machinery.”

"Which is why," he observed as they stepped out of the shaft into the oppressive
heat and humidity, "even sup-posedly permanently |ubricated doors and glides
need to be checked as part of a weekly routine.”

"I agree," she confessed readily. "And now that you're here and |'m not expected
to do everything nyself, you can nake that your responsibility, Pulickel. I'm
sure you're much better at it than | would be."

They made their way toward the skimer shed, the magnificent bay glistening in
the nmorning sun as if it had been coated with powdered di anond.

"I think 1'll be able to communicate w thout any trouble.” At her mild urging he
avoi ded a plant with thorny | eaves that was growi ng over the edge of the path.
"For alien vocalizations, the |anguage's of Senisran are fairly sinple, and the
Parramati dialect seens to present no unique difficulties."

"dad all those recordings | made proved useful. O course, | could ve been
carrying out routine station main-tenance instead." Entering the shed, she ran a
qui ck check of skimrer integrity and functions, paying particular at-tention to
the fore intakes, before clinbing aboard. Ap-parently there were sone things she
was willing to spend the tine to maintain

Fol I owi ng her on board, he settled hinself for the sec-ond tine into the seat
next to the pilot's chair. This nmorn-ing's journey would be | ess eventful than
yest erday's, he hoped.

"Where are we headed?"

She spoke without |ooking up as she efficiently checked readouts and

i nstrunentation. "Northwest coast. The skimner's only practical for overwater

travel. Rest of the is-land is too rugged. You'll have plenty of opportunity to
wal k the trail to the main village, but this'Il get us there in a couple of
mnutes.”" On a rising whine, the sturdy craft rose a neter into the air and

backed out of the shed.

"The locals like to see me arrive by skinmmrer. They al -ready know how to wal k. "
"How do they react?" he asked. "Are they awed, curi-ous, indifferent, what?"
"Straightforwardly accepting, nostly. It didn't take themlong to get used to
it. They call it the boat that flies on air, which is pretty direct. | think the
absence of out-riggers surprises themnore than anything el se.™

He settled hinself back into the seat. "I'm | ooking for-ward to neeting the

|l ocal chief, this being the dominant island in the archipelago.” He smled. "I'm
sure the AAnn weren't happy about the Conmonweal th setting up a sta-tion here
first."

She shrugged. "They seemto be perfectly happy on Mallatyah. That's the
second&#8209; | argest inhabited island in the group. They're doing a good job of
extending their influence fromthere."

Pulickel was nmildly alarnmed. "I've been wondering what kind of progress they've
been maki ng. How are you do-ing with the Torrel auans?”
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"As well, or as bad. It's hard to tell. As you know from your preparations, the
Parramati aren't |ike any other so-ciety on Senisran." The skinmer crossed the
beach and entered the bay. "They're special. Special unique or spe-cia
frustrating, take your pick."

Wnd began to ruffle his hair. "I"msure as soon as | get to know the chief,
we' |l nmake some serious headway."

She adjusted several controls, preferring manual to vorec operation. The engi ne
whi ned responsively and the skimner accelerated. He frowned at her.

"What're you | aughi ng at?"

She stopped chuckling. "If you wanted to speak to the chief on any other island
group, there wouldn't be a prob-lem But you can't do that on Parramat.”

"Why not ?"

"Because the Parramati are different. As you'll find out. It's why |'ve stayed

here, by nyself. See, there care things that interest nme besides |ounging
around, cultivat-ing native flowers, and sanpling the |ocal foodstuffs."

"I didn't nmean to inply otherw se," he nmuttered

"Of course. Nobody ever nmeans to." She boosted the skinmrer another neter above
the water.

VWl |l out on the bay, the wind was now how ing around them He really would have
preferred an encl osed, climate-controlled cockpit, but decided to hold off
maki ng the suggestion. |Instead, he studied his surroundings intently. How the

wi nd bl ew her burnished gold hair out behind her, how the scul pted profile of
her face stood out pale against the green walls of the fjord&#8209; not forgetting to
make nmental notes on the surrounding terrain as well, of course.

"What's so special about the Parramati, besides their reluctance to formalize
rel ationshi ps with outsiders?"

Reachi ng the end of the bay, she turned west, following the coast. Beneath the
skinmrer's thrusters, the smooth waters of the encircling |agoon flashed by.

Sili caceous pseudocoral s shoved bunps and bl ades and nodul es toward the surface.
"Everything. Their society is unique on Senisran. They're friendly, polite, but
defiant."

"What are they defying? Everything is subject to nego-tiation. It's not I|ike
we're trying to inpose our will on them"

"But we are. However benignly, we're inposing con-tenporary culture on them be
it inthe formof a formal treaty of nutual cooperation, track goods, weapons,
poli-tics, even comments and suggestions about art. The AAnn are doi ng the sare.
The Parramati reject nearly all of it. It's not part of their kusum you see."
Pul i ckel blinked as the skinmmer rocked slightly. "Their what?"

"The termis a phonetic coincidence, though it neans rmuch nore than just custom

It signifies a way of life that goes beyond the superficial. It's a way of

| ooking at the entire cosnmos. They're afraid that if they ally thensel ves
formally with either us or the AAnn, it will go against kusumand they'll |ose
their way."

"For a supposedly prinmtive people, that's a relatively enlightened outl ook." He
smled thinly. "Of course, it never works. You can't reject and ignore advanced
tech-nol ogy once it's been offered to you. If not the elders, then the youth of
prinmtive species who are less steeped in tradition are always willing to try
exciting new things. Hi storical xenology proves it over and over. Any group that
attenpts to exclude high tech soon finds that its |ess diffident neighbors have
| eapfrogged beyond themin terms of wealth, education, and the ability to wage
war . "
"I know that." She | eaned back and let the autopilot guide the skimrer. "I've
tried explaining it to them They just hunor me and insist that as |ong as they
stick to their kusum they'Il be all right."

"Very adm rable. Noble, even. But nisguided. Stub-bornness never works.
Sooner or later on every inhabited world, those who advance assunme control over
or cone to dominate those who do not. The natives of Ophhlia have already
advanced a full classification by accepting and enbraci ng the Commobnweal t h
presence there."

"The Parranmati wouldn't be inpressed. You could of-fer themuntold
weal th. They'd consider it politely, dis-cuss it at length, and if the
determination was that it went against kusum reject it outright no matter how
many lives it would better. That's why |'ve had such a hard time getting themto
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accept gifts." The skinmmer automati-cally eased around a snmall, sandy islet from
which a flock of bright red gliders exploded into the sky |ike the outpouring of
a burst crinmson pinata.

"Like all the rest of it, the gift&#8209;giving rituals of their kusumare very
el aborate. If |I were to offer themsome- thing like a small, portable
entertai nment center, they'd have nothing equivalent with which to reciprocate
and therefore, according to kusum they couldn't accept it.

About all they'll exchange readily are foodstuffs. There's a soft drink
concentrate fromNew Riviera that they're particularly fond of. Swapping drinks
doesn't nmke for an instant treaty, but it's a start. One of the few |'ve been
able to nake."

"So that's how you get your fruits and juices. Exotic tastes are always a
good way to ingratiate oneself with natives, provided body chem stries are
conpatible, of course.”

"It isn't the taste. The drink is carbonated, and the bubbles tickle
their sensitive palates. They like the sensa-tion." Leaning forward, she resuned
manual control and turned the skimer toward shore. "There's sonething really
i nportant to be discovered here, Pulickel. Sone-thing that extends beyond
treaties and trade agreenents and adding to the general bul k of xenol ogi ca
know edge. |'mjust not sure what it is yet."

"Pretty hard to verify something in the | aboratory when you don't even know what
it is you' re looking for," he commented.

"Maybe you' |l have better |uck." She shook her head, chasing blond strands from
her face. "A new approach, intuition&*#8209;you obviously have a | ot of experience."
"It would help if I knew what you were | ooking for."

"I agree. Al | can say is that it's all tied up with what nakes Parranat
society so different fromthat of any of the other island groups and the
Parramati different fromthe rest of the seni. They're not evasive so nuch as
they are obtuse."

"I's obtuseness a conmponent of kusum too?" Pulickel braced hinmself as the

ski nrer sl owed, approaching the shoreline.

"I don't think so." She eased the craft up on a narrow beach shaded by tall thin
trees clad in striated blue bark and huge oval |eaves that grew directly upon
the trunk. Their coloring bl ended perfectly into the sky, an adaptive quality
whose purpose he would have to discover at a |ater date. Near the crown of one
bole small chittering things with eight |egs hung upsi de down and gawked at him
out of eyes |like Persian turquoise. Each eye ap-peared to have three pupils.

"We have to stop here and wal k." She clinbed out of the open cab. "It's not far
but there's a bit of a clinmb."”

He foll owed her over the side and studied the sloping terrain inland. "The

ski mrer should be able to negotiate this hill."

"Probably, but sone of the older Parramati don't like to be around it when it's
running."” She smiled knowingly. "Because it sucks in air and kicks it back out
they're afraid it might steal their breath.'

"And besides," he grunbled as he studied the narrow trail that wound |like a
corkscrew through the dense vege-tation, "no doubt it's against kusum?"

"You got it. So | park it here." Reaching into the stern of the skimer, she
renoved a coupl e of snmall back-packs and handed one to him Slipping the other
over her shoulders, she started up the trail. "As you've probably figured by
now, the Parramati consider everything in the Iight of kusum™

"Who nakes the interpretations? The |ocal chief?"

"I told you," she rem nded him | ooking back over her shoulder, "the Parranati
have no chiefs.”

"Sonmebody has to nmake deci sions."

"They all do. It's sonething |like an Atheni an&#8209; styl e denbcracy, only with
internal gradations |'mstill trying to sort out. There are big persons, and

nm ddl e persons, and snall persons, and the big persons have a greater say than
the small persons, but if enough small persons get together they can override

t he opinion of the big persons.”

"So the voting is weighted?" He'd always had plenty of stam na and the clinb
wasn't tiring him

"It's not that straightforward. You'll see."
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The trail was well maintained. He glanced back the way they' d come. "They won't
bot her the skimer?"

"They'Il look at it and peek inside, but they won't touch anything. They've seen
what it can do, and no one wants to take the risk of it running off with them |
set the alarmanyway, just in case sonebody's curiosity over-conmes their
adherence to kusum" She held up her right arm show ng himthe conmuni cat or
band encircling her wist. "I can control basic functions fromhere. If sone
native were to start nonkeying around with it, I'd just send it scooting out
into the [ agoon. Believe ne, any in-truder would abandon it in a hurry. The
Parramati are brave enough, but they have a healthy respect for our technol ogy,
even if they don't want any of it for themselves:" She grinned and pushed aside
the branch of a succul ent that had grown across the trail

"Also, they have a healthy respect for ghosts and spir-its, and |'ve told them
that one sleeps in the skimmer at all tinmes." She eyed hi mappraisingly. "You
managi ng okay?"

"I'mfine," he replied irritably. "Just lead on and I'Il be right behind you:"
Whi ch, he deci ded, even though he did his best to focus his attention on the
surrounding alien jungle, was not a bad place to be&#8209; provided he could get her to
stop patronizing him He mght not be able to match her stride for stride, but
he'd run marathons and could hike all day w thout stopping.

The jungle was an extraordinary place, frantic with np-tion and sound, brilliant
with exotic colors and shapes. Surrounded by dwarf trees and gigantic flowers,

it was often hard to tell which was which. In contrast to the great Terran rain
forests, which boasted a thousand dif-ferent shades of green, the jungle on
Torrelau was painted with all the colors of the rai nbow. Al ongside bl ue&#8209; bl ack
branches and silver stens, red roots and yel |l ow bark, sone of the flowers | ooked
positively intinidated. He nentioned his observations to his conpanion.

"Many of the plants here have the ability to concen-trate specific mnerals in
their phylose."” She indicated a brace of brilliant red&*#8209; and&#8209; yel | ow bushes.
"Col ekoli. Sucks up cinnabar like a sponge. | hear that in the Pura-lyra
Archi pel ago north of Ophhlia there's scrub that con-centrates platinum" She
grinned. "Makes me wish | had tinme to do a little gardening."”

He stepped over a protruding root. "Wat about the rare earths here that have
the comercial interests so excited?”

"Ni ce thought, but so far | haven't been able to find a flower with a passion
for niobium Too bad. Wuldn't stop the mining interests, though. They'd still
want to dig the place up. Picking flowers would be too slow Insuffi-ciencies of
scale." He reached for a loop of vine to help pull hinself over a steep spot.
"Don't touch that."

He withdrew his finger. "Wy not?" He studied the ropy liana. It |ooked innocent
enough.

After she'd given hima hand up, she found a dead stick and carefully gave the
section of vine he'd been about to grab a sharp whack. Instantly hundreds of
smal |, hooked thorns that had lain flush with the snooth bark of the vine
shapped erect, exactly as if she'd pulled a trig-ger. Wich, effectively, she
had.

She tossed the stick aside. "Not deadly, but extremely painful and difficult to
shake of f. Each thorn is lined with backward&#8209; curving barbs. If you're not
careful or you don't know what you're doing, the harder you struggle to free
yoursel f the nore seriously entangled you becone. The plant itself isn't

car ni vorous&#8209; the thorns' design is entirely defensive&#8209; but there are plenty of
scavengers in the forest ready to take advantage of any critter that gets hung
up in themand exhausts itself trying to fight its way free."

Pul i ckel |eaned over to exanmine the vine, careful not to touch it. "I can see
that you haven't been devoting all your tine to studying the Parramati."
"They' ve taught me the characteristics of many plants. The teriasti vine is just
one of them Qhers |I've |l earned about on ny own." G abbing the hem of her
shorts on her left leg, she pulled the fabric up alnbst to her waist-Iine,
adding to the enornmous |ength of thigh that was al ready visible. Each roughly
eight centineters long, two parallel stars were etched into her flesh, pale

whi te agai nst her deeply tanned skin. She let the hemfall back.

"Those haven't heal ed conpletely yet. |'mnot sure they ever will hea
conpletely. I've tried half a dozen dif-ferent reseptics. "
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"Anot her vine?" he asked as they resuned clinbing.

"No. A tree&#8209;dwelling arthropod about a hundred cen-tineters long. It's got a
dozen legs and a real interesting bite. | was picking jeru fruit and didn't see

it until it was right on ny leg. | nust've disturbed its lair, or nest, or maybe

I just caught it in a bad npbod. The pain was so se-vere | thought | was going to
fall out of the tree."
"Troubl e in paradise."
| eaves out of the way.
"Senisran isn't paradise and neither is Torrelau. Since it was on ne | couldn't
get a safe angle with my gun. Had to cut its head off with ny knife. Then I had
to dig the head out of ny leg. Strong fangs." She held up one little finger.
"About half this |ong.

"Fortunately, the toxin works slowy. I'msure that if |I didn't have access to
nodem adapti ve antivenins | would ve died, or at least lost the leg."

"Sounds to nme like you handled it admirably."”

"The hell | did. I was scream ng and fl opping around |ike a burned baby. |'m
surprised they didn't hear ne all the way back in Ophhlia. | cried all the way
back to the station and nost of the rest of the day, until the anal-gesics
started to bite. It felt |ike sonebody was using ny quadriceps for kindling. So
wat ch where you put your hands and feet. This environnent may | ook beautiful,
but it isn't entirely benign."

"So even though indi genous dangers are abundant and nodern weapons woul d hel p
them cope, the Parramati won't accept then®"

"That's right." She ducked beneath an overhanging cluster of vines. "The big
persons say it would violate kusum This isn't a culture that allows for a | ot
of flexi-bility. Ei ther you adhere to kusum or you abandon it. There doesn't
seemto be much mddle ground.”

"Every primtive society hews to an inviolate set of noral inperatives.
Flexibility comes in the interpreta-tion. If we persist | bet that sooner or

After first checking themfor oc-cupants, he pushed

later we'll run into a big person or two who'll find a way to bend the
ab-solutes to their advant age&#8209; and to ours."
She shrugged. "I hope you have better luck than | have. | understand that alien

senantics is a specialty of yours.™

He nodded. "There are times when |I think that | get along better with aliens
than with other hunmans."

"Due, no doubt, to your carefully noderated sense of hunor."

He gl anced up sharply, but she was turned away fromhim her attention fixed on
the trail, and he couldn't gauge the anpunt of sarcasmjust from her tone.

"If it's any consol ation,"” she went on, "the AAnn are even nore frustrated than
I am | don't know that they've ever encountered aboriginals before who woul dn't
accept free weapons. They're also frustrated because the Parra-mati don't do
things quickly. Everything takes tine since all the big persons have to be
consulted on any mmjor decision." She halted, took a deep breath, and gestured
t hrough the trees.

"We're al nost there. No nore clinbing.”

"It doesn't matter,"” he replied a little too quickly. "lI'"mnot tired."

The ground | evel ed off and the forest began to thin. Raising her voice, Fawn
called out in the singsong Parra-mati dial ect. Stepping up al ongside her
Pul i ckel was rewarded with his first glinpse of alive seni

It | ooked exactly like the recorded i mages he'd been studying for the past
several nonths. Smaller than ex-pected, it exhibited all the specified
characteristics of a juvenile of the species.

"This is Kirtra'a." Fawn made an el aborate rolling ges-ture of greeting with her
forearms. "He's a young nmale on the cusp of sexual maturity."

"I can see that."” While Pulickel studied the young seni, it gazed back at him
out of narrow, solemn eyes.

Not yet fully grown, Kirtra' a's head barely reached Pulickel's chest. To the
young native, Fawn Seaforth nmust have seened like a true giant. The average
mature seni would just be able to |ook the newy arrived nmale xenologist in the
eye.

Leaping into the air on its powerful hind |l egs, the na-tive did a conplete
backflip, landing exactly where it had been standing. Taking into account
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regi onal variations, this was a fairly universal formof greeting on Senisran

It was the gesture Fawn had attenpted to sinmulate by ro-tating her forearns.

So both she and the seni were nore than a little sur-prised when Pulicke
pronptly duplicated the native's athletic nove. He staggered slightly when he

| anded, back on his feet and attributed his unsteadi ness to the presence of the
smal | backpack. Wthout it he was certain he could have performed the flip
perfectly. Wiile Fawn could only gape, the young Parramati experienced a

par oxysm of delight, barking and tootling excitedly.

"I couldn't do that if |I practiced for a year. |1'd break nmy neck." Fawn eyed him
adm ringly.

"You don't have a gymast's body," he expl ained nod-estly. "Poor

si ze&#8209; t 0&#8209; strength ratio.” Kirtra' a continued to squeal and jabber in w de&#8209; eyed
wonder. "Don't feel dimnished because of it."

"I don't&#8209;but | really wish I could do that."

When the juvenile finally cal med down, Pulickel found he could understand it
clearly. Al the long hours spent listening to and m m cki ng | anguage recordi ngs
pai d i n-stant dividends.

"My name is Pulickel Tonochelor."

"Pu'il To'chor." The youngster did his best to dupli-cate the sounds, nany of

whi ch were nore guttural than a seni could manage. "I amKirtra'a. Wl conungs to
Tor-relauapa, Pu'il. You do the G eeting!"

"A poor effort."” H's back had begun to throb but he was dammed if he was goi ng
to wince. "Not as good as | could do when | was younger, |'mafraid."

The seni had long, narrow, blue, catlike eyes with slit-ted pupils. The

met er &#8209; 1 ong tail that protruded fromthe back of the el egant woven skirt was
naked as a rat's. Ex-otic, intricate patterns decorated the skirt, which was
worn by both nal es, and femal es, the individual designs telling another Parramati
all there was to know about the wearer, fromage to famly |lineage to status
within the wearer's vill age.

Bi pedal and completely hairless, the seni's snooth, featureless skin was the
color of finely milled raw cocoa. Each of the two short arnms ended in delicate
hands that terminated in the three fingers, the central one being con-siderably
I onger than the other two. In contrast, the three toes on each foot were thick
strong, and of equal length. There were no nails or claws, fingers and toes
alike end-ing in blunt fleshy pads. Crouching on powerful |egs, the seni rested
with el bows bent and both hands held close to the chest in an attitude
resenbling that of a hunting pray-ing mantis.

The seni were the first intelligent species encountered by either hunmanx or AAnn
expl orers whose principal node of individual |oconotion was hoppi ng. They were
perfectly capabl e of taking one step at a tine, but for anything faster than a
crawl, they preferred to hop. They kept their hops short, though according to
the literature they could, when startled, |eap extraordinary distances.

The seni face was reflective of the species' gentleness and intelligence.
Beneath the slitted eyes a |l ong, narrow snout held a mxture of cutting and
grinding teeth, ter-minating in a constantly active black nose. Shout and head
were boldly striped, but the high, bladelike, inde-pendently rotating ears were
not .

The seni were omivores, taking fruits fromthe forest, edible invertebrates and
coelenterates fromthe sea, and vegetables and tubers fromtheir el aborate
gardens. It was a robust mx, and by and | arge they were a healthy spe-cies.

Epi dem cs were unknown. C ever and adaptable, it was no wonder they had

popul ated nearly all of the larger island groupings and nmany of the snaller ones
on the pl anet.

H s ability to execute the traditional seni greeting had certainly started him
off on the right foot with the young-ster. Approaching fearlessly, Kirtra' a put
bot h hands on Pulickel's waist and squeezed gently with all six fingers. The
xenol ogi st didn't flinch as the young native gazed into his eyes, the toothy
snout not far fromhis face. What was it going to do next? he wondered. Kiss
him bite him or lick himwith the long, flexible seni tongue? That was one
gesture he had no intention of returning.

It sinmply squeezed once and then retreated by nmeans of a second backflip. Wth a
contented squeal, it whirled and bounded off in the direction of the village,
doing multiple front flips along the way, apparently for the sheer pleasure of
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it.

"Well, it looks like you' ve endeared yourself to one Parramati, anyway.
started down the path. "It'|ll be interesting to see if you nake the same

i npressi on on any of the big persons.”

He trailed cl ose behind, grateful they were no |onger clinbing. "Wy? Wat do

they do? Backward two&#8209; and- - a&#8209; hal f gai ners?"

"No, just the sane single backflip. They're just a |ot harder to inpress. Harder

than me, anyway."

"As an adol escent | was nunmber two on ny |local gymnastics team One doesn't

have to be large to do well at athletics."

"Hey, am | argui ng?"

By way of general conversation he inquired politely, "I suppose you al so

participated in physical culture?"

"Starting center for four years in ny social matricula-tion group. All&#8209;regional.
I got banged around a lot."

"Doesn't look like you suffered fromit."

She smled thinly. "I banged back. Hard." She |length-ened her stride as they
approached the vill age.

Chapter Five

Fawn

As was so often the case with prinitive species, he heard the village before he
saw it, and snelled it before he heard it. The pungent odor was not unpl easant,
however, and a few deep breaths sufficed to famliarize himwith it. Between the
cultivated gardens and the surrounding rain forest there were so nany fl owering
plants in the imre-diate vicinity that the thick musk of the conmunity was
sonewhat masked by a rush of natural perfune.

Fawn made a sweeping gesture. "This is Torrel auapa. Largest village on the

i sl and, though by no neans the only one."

"How many are there?" he asked.

"Not sure. You have to delineate the nunber of houses and their proxinmty to one
another that you want to use to&#8209; define a “village.' I'mstill working on a
definitive census.”

It was hard to get a feel for the size of the community because the various
structures were scattered anong nu-nerous tall shade trees. These were very
different fromthe bl ue&#8209; barked growths he'd first encountered at the touchdown
site and the beach. They had thick trunks of brown or yellow and dense
overarching clusters of spatu-late |eaves. Cunps of maroon flowers burst |ike
frozen fireworks fromanong the | eaves. Ooviously well tended, the trees served
to shield the buildings and their occu-pants from sun and rain.

A narrow but fast&#8209;flowing streamwound its way through the village, draw ng
vol ume and energy fromthe high nmountains in the distance. Upon | eaving the |ast
of the houses it tunbled, not into a freshwater pool, but over a
fifteen&#8209; net er &*#8209; high cliff directly into the ocean below. The watery finger of the
st eep&#8209; si ded cove now visible off to the visitors' right was nmuch narrower than
the bay Fawn had used to access the station. Thousands of green, blue, and red
grom hs clung to the sheer rock walls, over-hanging the water.

The shal |l ow cove was alive with a circus of sea- creatures, clearly visible as
they swam back and forth in the transparent water. As well as being safe from

| arge oceangoi ng predators, they could enjoy the mx of fresh and salt water in
the aerated environnent at the water-fall's base.

On the far side of the cove, he could see where narrow sw tchbacks had been cut
into the side of the cliff. At the water's edge, where several |arge rocks
protruded fromthe shallowinlet, a sinple floating dock had been con-structed

of stripped small trees and reeds. Secured to this were several of the sturdy
outriggers common to all of Senisran

Each boasted doubl e masts inclined forty&*#8209;five degrees fromthe water and from
one another. Not one or two out-riggers, but a whol e sequence splayed fromthe
sides of each craft. The | argest was attached to the side of the boat, the
smal | est the farthest distance away. The larger the craft, the greater the

nunber of outriggers it deployed. Wien taken together, w nglike sails and
outriggers gave the boats the appearance of water birds at rest.

The village was conprised of elongated huts fashioned fromlocal materials. Al
had thatched roofs while several could boast of raised stone foundations. None
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was nmore than ten nmeters in length, and each was a riot of color thanks to the
brilliantly hued naterials of which they were conposed. The Parramati fondness
for weaving was evident in the intricate patterns that decorated every wall and
roof. It |ooked nore like a circus encanpnent than a native comunity. The
naked, bare, bei ge&#8209; colored flesh of the Parramati thenselves was plain and dul
be-si de their dwellings.

But the sight that literally took Pulickel's breath away, nore than the

magni ficent little waterfall or the explo-sively tinted | onghouses, were the
wonderfully intricate gardens that clinbed the terraced nountain sl opes on the
far side of the village. Now he understood what Fawn had been tal ki ng about when
she had referred to themas an art form The growi ng of food seened incidental
to the el aborate aesthetics that had been enpl oyed.

The few i mages that had been included in the research recordi ngs cane nowhere
near doing the Parramatis' agricultural acconplishnents justice. The actua
terrac-ing was conparatively unspectacul ar and, as expected, followed the
natural contours of the mountainside. Wat distinguished themwere the
exquisitely carved and en-twined trellises and arbors that protected themfrom
dam age by direct sun and wind. It |looked as if the entire nountainside had been
clad in a single gigantic, inter-1linked wooden scul pture. In intricacy and.
purity of de-sign, it rem nded himof the skel etons of mnicroscopic foranminifera
In addition to the wondrous carving, every centineter of the huge, ranbling
construction had been painted in delicate hues and designs.

Not merely decorative, the trellises provided protec-tion for new, young plants
and support for those matur-ing. Water |ines hand fashioned from hol |l ow stens
and branches irrigated the ascendi ng gardens. Each as deeply carved as the
trellises and arbors, they were perfectly in-tegrated into the overall design.
From a di stance Pulickel could make out |large figures woven into the upper
reaches of the vast, ranbling struc-ture. In all his years of study, he'd never
seen anything quite like it.

"“1t's something, isn't it?" Fawn shoul dered her pack higher on her shoul ders.
"Every pattern has traditional nmeaning, every outlined figure its own story.
Once you know the Parramati, you can identify any famly or clan by its piece of
the comunal garden. Kusumis right there, for anyone who knows how to read it.
So are the roads."

"Roads?" He squinted. "I don't see any paths wi der than the trail we're on now. "
She | ooked back at himand sniled. "Wen the Parra-mati speak of roads, they're
not tal ki ng about cleared strips of land. You'll find out. What do you think of

Torr el auapa?"

"Very inpressive. You were right. The few official recordings don't cone close
to doing it justice. These gardens nust represent hundreds of years of work."
"And they keep adding to the artistic quotient every day. A section of carving
here, a little paint there." She stepped over a dislodged rock. "The Parranati
are quite a people."

As they entered the village outskirts, she began search-ing individual Parramati
faces. "We're | ooking for a mal e named Jorana.”

"I's he the chief? No," he hastened to correct hinmself, "you said there were no
chiefs.”

"That's right. He's just one of many Torrel auapa bi g persons. Sonmeone who's
respected by his fellows for any nunber of possible achievenments. A big person
isn't nec-essarily smarter than anyone else, or stronger, or a better fisherman.
They just have respect. Renenber, no big person ranks another. Technically, they
don't even rank the lowiest citizen. This isn't Ophhlia or Nal auevu.

"That's one reason why we're having so nuch trouble forging any kind of forma
alliance with these people. Jo-rana could agree to put his nanme to a treaty, but
Gsiwi vi or Massapapu night not. Since no one can conpel any-one else, you
practically have to sign a separate treaty with each adult Parramati .

Pul i ckel was nodding to hinself. "I begin to see the scope of your probl em here.
Securing a treaty isn't impossible; it's just going to take tinme. Time and
patience. "

"That's right. And neanwhile, the AAnn are working just as hard to convince

i ndi vidual Parramati to bond with them"

"Controll ed anarchy,"” he murnured.

"I'sn't that a good definition of Athenian denocracy?" She pointed. "There he is.
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Jorana's a fanous carver.'

The Parramati big person was seated at a sinple bench whose upper surface
consisted of the fiat side of a split |og. Shade was provi ded by an open&#8209; si ded
that ched roof, a shed without walls. Linber three&#8209;fingered hands worked with
tool s of bone, shell, beak, and stone. At the noment the native was working on
one of three table I egs. Each was roughly a nmeter in length and magnificently

i nci sed. One had already been inlaid with carved shell and bone and rubbed to a
hi gh poli sh.

Technol ogy the Parramati m ght not have, but their culture was clearly of a high
order. Pulickel knew the table | egs al one would fetch a good price in Ophhlia.
He couldn't inagine what the intact, conpleted table m ght bring froma
collector on Earth or New Riviera. Aborigi-nal alien artifacts were one product
nodern technol ogy coul dn't synthesize, hence their continuing value to the
cognoscenti .

And the art of each island group, each archipel ago, was unique and different.
Based on what he'd seen so far, that of Parramati could stand with the best of
it.

Noticing their approach, the elderly big person put down his tools and rose from
hi s worki ng crouch. Plac-ing his head upon the ground and flattening his ears,
he executed a sinple backward roll

"Jorana can't do the flip anynore,” Fawn informed her conpani on.

"What do | do? If | do the somersault will he be insulted?"

"You don't have to do anything," she assured him "Jo-rana's used to ny |ack of
acrobatics. It's not expected of humans." Rai sing her voice, she switched to the
lilting singsong dialect of Parramat.

"Hell o, Jorana! May your road be straight and clear."”

"As may yours, F an." Despite the slight quaver in his speech, Pulickel had no
troubl e understandi ng hi m

"This is the comi ng of the other human | told you about." She indicated her
attentive conpanion. "He is called Pulickel."

The old one's jaws ground slowy fromside to side as if he was grindi ng bone.
"Pu'il. Adifficult nanme."

"I amsorry," Pulickel replied fluently. "Pu'il will be perfectly satisfactory."
"But your real nane is longer. WII it satisfy you to be so identified?" Long
cat &#8209; eyes gazed specul atively at the xenol ogi st.

"So long as you don't confuse it with one belonging to one of your wves."
Pul i ckel knew alien hunor was al-ways a difficult proposition, but he'd never
been cautious where | anguage was concer ned.

A gargling sound canme fromthe Parramati's throat, signifying not only

accept ance and under st andi ng but ap-preciation. Fawn | ooked on admiringly.

Jorana turned to her. "Is Pu'il a big person anong your Kkind?"

"Bigger than |I. Big enough to talk about things | can-not talk about."

The alien turned back to his work. "Well, it is always good to talk," he
commented nonconmittally. "Come and sit. | amworking on a Pr'ithna cerenpnia
table."

The two xenol ogi sts accepted the invitation, settling thensel ves crossl egged
close to the Parramati and be-neath the shade of the thatched shelter. This left
the alien squatting on its haunches, |ooking down at them The seni used tables
and beds, but not chairs. Wth their powerful hind |l egs, they could remain in a
squatting/sitting position for hours at a tinme.

They watched quietly while their host used a wooden block lined with tiny

shar p&#8209; edged shells to sand a rough section of tabletop. "One cannot reduce the
beauty of the wood," he nurnured. "But one can transformit." A slit-ted eye

gl anced at Fawn. "Ascela was asking for you."

"Who' s Ascel a?" Pulickel inquired.

Hi s conpanion reverted to terranglo for the explana-tion. "Another Torrel auapa
bi g person. Much younger than Jorana, not as big or as strong, but maybe
smarter."

"But that doesn't nean he ranks Jorana.”

She snmiled approvingly. "Now you're getting the hang of it. And Ascela is
female. " Turning back to the wood-worker, she swung her pack off her back and
resumed speaking in the |local tongue. "I have something for you, Jorana.”
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Reaching into the carryall, she brought out a gl assine envel ope containing a
dozen colorful titaniumfishhooks. Pulickel was quick to note that the small est
was the size of his little finger. Apparently the Parramati diet included sone
fairly sizable denizens of the deep.

Taki ng the bag, Jorana nade a show of inspecting the contents. Then, with a
regretful yip, he handed it back. "I amsorry, F an, but | cannot accept these."
Her expression fell. "Wy not?"

"Because we hunt the waters with straight points, not curved ones."

"I know, but what you do with these is put a little bait on themand tie themto
a line. The coliat or netikimsnell the bait and try to eat it. They catch

t hensel ves on the hook."

"But why wait?" Jorana was genuinely curious, his |long, pointed ears arched
sharply forward. "Any decent fisherman can go out on a boat, |ook into the

wat er, and spear his quarry."

"But you don't always come back with something that way,'
"Sonetinmes the spears niss and the boats cone back enpty."

"That is true."” The carver scrutinized the package and its gl eam ng, hi gh&#8209;tech
contents. "And this works every tinme?"

"Well, no. The quarry has to take the bait and the fisher-man has to nmake sure

the hook is set before he tries to pull it in."

"I see." As Pulickel wi nced, the native enptied the bag's sharp contents into

his open palm Apparently that snooth, beige&#8209; hued skin was tougher than it

| ooked. Jorana returned themto the gift&*#8209; gi ver by placing the hooks on the
ground in front of her. Then he held up the enpty bag.

"This, however, is another of your wonderful carrying containers, and for this

gift | thank you."

"See?" Fawn spoke again to her conpanion in their own | anguage. "Any other sen

soci ety woul d have been glad to have the hooks, if only to trade with another
is-land group. Not the Parramati. Here, a gift nust be deenmed i nredi ately usefu

or it's refused.”

"You shoul d have this." Digging through a pile of wooden shapes, Jorana

extracted an exquisite carving a little larger than Pulickel's palm Finely
pol i shed, the wood was jet black streaked with red. The carver had fashioned it

into the likeness of a local animal with four |egs, a stubby body, and two eyes
protrudi ng on stal ks. The eyes had been carved so that they contained only the

red grain, and a double set of external gills appeared nmade of |ace, though they
were al so part of the single piece of hardwood.

Fawn ar gued.

Fawn was taken aback. "I can't accept that," she protested. "Not in exchange for
a lousy plastic bag."
"Pl ease." The native pushed the sculpture at her. "It is a fair exchange. | have

many, nmany carvings and they are easy for me to nmake."

Prof essi onal considerations aside, Pulickel could see that Fawn wanted the
delicate carving. Hell, he wanted it hinmself.

"Very well," she agreed reluctantly, "but to make it fair | nust bring you nore
bags. "

"Done." Pleased, the native handed her the little scul p-ture. Pulickel found

hi nsel f wi shing he'd brought along a few spare bags hinself.

According to the information in the slimmanual that had been prepared for him
now that official greetings, introductions, and gift&*#8209; giving had been concl uded,
the conversation was open to any topic any of the partici-pants mght choose to
introduce. Edging a little closer to the big person and avoi di ng sonet hi ng t hat
scuttled along the ground on far too many | egs, he watched ap-preciatively as
the Parramati used a sharpened palm-size shell to etch traditional spirals and
whorls into one table |eg.

"I have come fromny honme, fromny island in the sky, to...'

The native interrupted himw th an expression that at the very |east was
suggestive of a smile. "It is not neces-sary, Pu'il, to explain. F'an has told
us many things. Be-sides, the Parramati have al ways thought of the lights in the
ni ght sky as other islands, whose people set torches at night to show travelers
the way through the ocean of darkness."

"Then | won't go into a lot of background. | know that ny friend Fawn has

al ready spoken to you about signing a treaty of friendship and comrerce with our
people. One that would allow us to nove and trade freely anong the islands of
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the Parramat and to search for and renove cer-tain rocks fromthe ground. Such a
treaty would greatly benefit the Parramati. You woul d be given access to many
wondr ous tools and | earning devices.

"For exanple, you could learn howto better farm your gardens, how to produce
more with | ess work. You woul d acquire weapons that would let you fight not only
the for-est aninmals that nmenace you but even the dangerous crea-tures of the
sea. W can give you boats that would not sink in a stormand that could tel

you al ways where you were, even in thick fog."

Jorana did not |Iook up fromhis work, though both ears stayed turned in his
guests' direction. Hs long snout tw tched. "Wiy would one want to know where he
is at all times?"

Pulickel smiled patiently. "If one knows where one is at all tines, it is

i mpossi ble to becone |ost."
"No Parramati is ever “lost.'
tabl e |eg.

The xenol ogi st frowned. "I don't understand. If a fisher-man sails far, far out
to sea, farther than he or any other Parranmati has ever travel ed before, could
he not becone | ost anong unfamiliar islands and places?"

"He would not be lost," the carver explained, "because

Jorana knocked a shav-ing off the top of the

81

he woul d know exactly where he was. \Werever he hap-pened to be, he would be
there. “There' is always a place, and as long as one is in a place, one cannot
be lost."

Pul i ckel fought down his inpatience. He hadn't ex-pected quite so sophisticated
a rejoinder to what seermed the blatantly obvious. "But he would be lost in
relation to his hone, and night not know how to return.”

"Nonsense. He would sinply return the way he had travel ed.”

The xenol ogi st decided to try another approach. "You've seen sone of our kind's
tools." He patted the sidearm snugged at his hip. "Qur weapons, the boat that
flies in air, our clothes. You' ve' seen howthey last. Wuldn't you like to have
these things for yourself and for your people?"

"Not so very much." Wod chips spiraled lazily to the ground. "They are your
weapons, your boat, your clothing. If we were to nmake use of so many of your
things, it would nean that ours woul d be negl ected. That woul d nmean negl ecting
tradition, which is the same as negl ect-ing kusum"

"Not in the least," Pulickel argued. "You could still use your traditiona

thi ngs. You woul d just have nore choices."

The shell planer paused in m d&#8209; scrape. Bright, intelli-gent eyes peered directly
into Pulickel's own. "Sonme-tinmes it is not a good thing for a people to have too
many choi ces." Doubl e eyelids blinked slowy. "People with too nany choices

ni ght forget their kusum W know that this has happened on other islands. The
peopl e there have changed and cannot go back. From what we hear, | do not know
that they are any happier for this." He raised a three&*#8209;fingered hand.

"We cannot talk through the air as F an does, but neither are we ignorant of
what happens el sewhere. Talk travels quickly enough, Pu'il. W have heard of

what has happened to some who have accepted the big gifts fromyour people and
fromthe shiny&*#8209; ski nned ones. W have heard what has happened to the Jineri, the
Corchosi, and the Trefaria. They have traded away their kusum which is a bigger
thing than tradi ng bags and carvings."

Pul i ckel searched his nenory. "There was an epidenic of food poi soning on
Corchos. Comonweal t h nedi ci ne saved many |ives there."

Ears flicked, indicating that Jorana was not inpressed. "There were too many
Corchosi. Some nust die so that others may |live. The Corchosi who survive do so
wi thout their kusum They are alive, but they are no | onger Cor-chosi. Now they
must rely on their trade to feed and sup-port them They have becone wards of
your kusum This is bad for the spirit."

"I don't know that that's the case," Pulickel responded doubtfully.

"We do. Understand," the native continued gently, "I do not nean to criticize
the decisions of the Jineri, the Trefaria, or the Corchosi. They have done
willingly what they have done. They have made their choices. But the Parranmati

choose the sanme road we have al ways chosen. Qur kusumw || stay pure. You may
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keep your boats that fly in air and bows that kill w thout arrows."

"' msorry you feel that way." Pulickel was not dis-couraged. After all, this
was his first attenpt. "Perhaps other big persons will feel differently.” At
this, Seaforth shot hima warning | ook, but he ignored her. It had been his
experience that alien aboriginals of whatever intelli-gence favored directness.
Jorana was not offended. "You may talk to any of the Parramati that you w sh.”
Hs left armcame up and three fingers spread wide in an el oquent gesture. "Somre

will not listen to you, but all will be polite. It may be that you will find one
who can be swayed by what you have to of-fer. But it will be only one. Even if
it is another big per-son, it will be only one.”

"I understand. |, too, can be patient." To Fawn he added in terranglo, "How the

hell are we supposed to achi eve a viable consensus here? Are they all going to
be this stubborn?' As he spoke he continued to snmle at the alien, who had
returned to his carving.

"I hope not. |I've had luck with sone of the younger Parramati,"” she told him
"Maybe with your skills we'll be able to secure sone firmcommitnents. |'m
hoping for a snowball effect, especially anong the younger and m ddl e&#8209; | evel big
persons, but |'ve had to |earn patience."”

He nodded. "That's the ticket. Get a fair nunber to cone around to our way of
thinking and l et them do the convincing of the others. | can see why you wanted
me to neet this Jorana: he's clearly an exceptional individual anong his kind.
But | agree that we might do better to concentrate the ngjority of our efforts
on the younger, nore flexible nenbers of the tribe."

She nodded. "W can still try to convince Jorana and Ascel a and the other
elders. | have to confess that part of the reason |'ve spent so nuch tinme
working with themis that | enjoy listening to them™

"That's okay," he replied. "W need to learn all we can about their society and
culture, and for that you have to speak with the |local elders. But | can see
already that a political solution to our problemw |l have to be found in
working with the nore nalleable islanders. W'll keep trying Jorana here and his
counterparts; we just won't rely on them" He addressed hinself anew to the
alien.

"I amcurious, Jorana. Do you think we offer you these things because it is our
intention to harmyou, or because we want to nake you forget your kusun®"

The el der paused in his carving. "No, Pu'il. | amsure your people wish to do us
good. That is part of your kusum It neans that you believe your kusumto be
stronger than ours."

"Not stronger," the xenol ogi st objected. "I choose to see themas different but
conpatible."

"You inmply otherw se when you suggest that your weapons, your tools, and your

| earni ng shoul d repl ace ours.”

"Not replace. Supplenent.”

Jorana's ears twitched and his upper lip rippled Iike a wavel et on a shall ow
beach. "Listen well to me, Pu'il. The Parranmati have their own weapons, their
own tools, their own boats, and their own ways. Each has its own power, its own
magi c. The trees behind you, the bench you sit upon, the ground beneath your
feet. It takes tine to learn to know these powers and magics, to see the best
way of using them W have ours, you have yours. Qurs does not need to be

suppl ement ed, not even by those good of heart and intention."”

"Hi erophanes, " Fawn nur nur ed.

Pul i ckel frowned at her. "What did you say?"

"Parramati society is based on hierophanes. Every-thing in the world is seen as
a mani festation of the sa-cred. Each is a hierophane and each has power. Wth
access to so rmuch power, they see no need to invite in outside influences."

He nodded di sappointedly. "It nmakes it difficult to con-vince a people to give
sonething up if everything con-trols sonmething else. But | still think that when
sone of the younger villagers accept access to advanced tech-nol ogy, Jorana and
the others will come around.” He switched back to the |ocal dialect.

"l agree with you, Jorana. Everything in the world has a certain amunt of
power. Sone have nore, sone less. Certain minerals that |ie beneath the Parramat
have very nuch power. My people have spent a lot of tine |earning howto make
use of these, while the Parramati have not. So you see, our kusums are not so
very far apart."
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The ol d carver considered. "F an has spoken of such. As you say, | would not
know of such powers. | ama wood person, not an earth person. My road | eads
through the forest. To learn the value of certain rocks you would have to talk
to sonmeone whose road is of the earth."

"But if no one is using these mnerals, why would the Parramati object to ny
peopl e doi ng so?"

Jorana blinked double lids. "If the earth is turned up too nmuch, it is bad for
growi ng things."
The xenol ogi st had had enough. "I think that's plenty for one day. W don't want

to tire the old fellow, or irri-tate him 1'mhappy with the progress we've

made. Let's |l eave himto consider what has been said." He brushed wood dust from
his shorts as he rose.

Fawn straightened. "You don't want to talk to anyone else in the village?"

"Not today. | don't want to get a reputation for being insistent or demanding.
Not hi ng puts primitive peoples off nore quickly. Better they should grow curious
about nme. That way, hopefully the next tine they'|ll be anxious to see ne,
instead of sinply polite."

Stretching, he bid the elder big person a polite fare-well. "It has been good to
talk with you, Jorana."

"And with you, Pu'il. F an, | am always warned by your presence." He bent | ow

until his nostrils skinmed the ground. It was as close as he could cone to
performing the traditional flip.
"I am pl eased by your happi ness."
doubl e at the waist.

"Then | will see you both again?" Vibrantly colored alien eyes regarded them

bot h.

"Very soon, | hope.” Wth a hand gesture, Fawn turned to |eave.

They headed out of the village and back toward the forest. A clutch of

boi st erous, barking juveniles escorted them Wth powerful |egs and feet too big
for their still inmature bodies, they tunbled and fell over one another in their
eagerness to acconpany the strange visitors. Only when dense vegetation cl osed

in around the humans did the pack fall back, in twos and threes, toward their

hone. Their playful, high&#8209; pitched singing foll owed Pulickel and Fawn for |ong
nonments thereafter.

"You did pretty good for a first encounter." She stepped over a hollow that had
filled with rainwater. "Just the right mx of conviction and understanding. |

was afraid the stiffness and fornmality of your character would carry over into

your fieldwork."

"But it didn't," he responded, "which means |I'mjust stiff and formal the rest

of the time, right?"

"Not exactly," she denurred, trying to backtrack.

She duplicated the elder's notion, bending

"It"s all right. I know that |'m sonething of a cold fish. Like | said before,
relate much better to aliens. There are no preconceptions on either side."

She changed the subject. "I knowit's premature, but do you have an opini on of
the situation so far?"

He shrugged. "If this Jorana is a typical big person, then | don't foresee any

further extensive delays. They're stubborn, but they seemto enjoy debate. Any
creature that will talk with ne is one | can eventually persuade to see reason.
| sense exploitable openings already. Conclu-sion? It will take nore time than
I'"d hoped but less than I'd feared.”

She shoved a branch out of her way. It pronptly ex-uded a cloud of perfunmed
dust. Since she wal ked right through it, Pulickel saw no harmin doing |ikew se.
For a delightful monent, the world smelled of sandal wood and nyrrh.

"Jorana's right, of course. If the Parramati give their consent to a ful
treaty, much of their traditional kusumw |l eventually be overwhel nmed."

"I know that." He stunbled awkwardly down a slight slope. "But the alternative
is for themto fall under the in-fluence of the AAnn. Better the Commonweal th
than the Enpire."

"Certainly. Unless they choose the third option and elect to remain unallied
with either side.”

He noved up al ongside her and gazed flatly into her face. "There is no third
option, Fawn. Not for primtive aliens. I"mnot sure there ever was."
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Chapter Six

"Why do | have the feeling?" he asked as they prepared to reboard the skimer,
"that there's a lot nore to the Parramati and their kusum than you're telling
me? You keep insisting that they're different. O course they're different;

they' re aboriginal aliens.”

Both hands on the ladder built into the vehicle's flank, she paused. "I've told
you, Pulickel. | can't quite put ny finger onit. Sure their society is unique
anong organi zed seni groups, but it's nmore than that. There's an assurance, a
contentnent that you can't find anmong the Eoluro or the Senisant, or even the
Ophhlians. It's easy to see but hard to quantify." Effortlessly, she boarded the
ski mer .

He foll owed and settled hinself into the passenger seat. "I think you may be
maki ng too much of them Fawn. The Parramati nmay be different from other socia
groupi ngs on Seni sran, but they don't strike ne as par-ticularly unique.
Reactionary, yes, but not unique."

"l expect you're right." She powered up the skinmmer's engine. In response to the
rising whine, sonething with a tail three tines the length of its body went
screeching off through the trees. Wth wings that were feathered in front and
menbranous in the rear, it had the appearance of a marvel ous kite whose string
was being given random jerks and pulls by a m schievous child.

The skinmer rose and pivoted to face the water. Fawn spoke wi thout | ooking up
fromthe console. "One thing | amsure of: we're never going to convince the
Parramati to sign a treaty with us as opposed to the AAnn unless we can find a
way to convince themthat our road is the bet-ter one."

He blinked at her. "Qur "road' ?"

The skinmrer slid out over the calmwater of the inlet. Small silver&#8209; si ded
cephal opods | eaped into the air ahead of them strips of mirror flashing in the
sun.

"According to the Parramati belief system everything in the universe&#8209; every
person, every place, every dust note&#8209;is connected by roads. These roads are
fixed and i mmutable. Many are irrelevant to the scheme of things, but many
others link places of inportance and power. The | ocation of these inportant
roads are marked by special stones.™

He turned thoughtful. "And each stone possesses cer-tain qualities, powers, or
nmystic ascriptions?" She nod-ded. "A fairly basic and straightforward nythol ogy,
not especially remarkable. | could list a dozen anal ogies off the top of ny

head, others after doing a little research. Cultural specifics of primtive
sentients often overlap, re-gardless of species.”

They were out over the nmain |agoon now, accelerating as Fawn turned sout hward.
"From nmy conversations with the Parramati, |'ve been able to make a short |i st

of these stones. There are stones for healing, stones for fertility, for warding
of f di sease or confounding enem es, and for forecasting the weather. There are
stones that help in the steering of outriggers and stones for comrunicating with
the spirits of dead ancestors.

"Control of the stones is strictly hierarchical. The pa-triarch of a famly
charged with the keeping of a planting stone wouldn't try to swap rocks with the
matriarch of a clan holding a fishing stone. Stone magi c is handed down through
famly lines and hel ps to keep the peace anong the Parramati. You can't fight
with your neighbors be-cause you nmight want the assistance of their stones sone
day."

"Very conveni ent and ingenious, but |I still see nothing that could be considered
remar kabl e.” Pulickel shifted in his seat, watching the clear water race past
several neters bel ow them

As al ways, they found the station undisturbed. At their approach a gaggle of

pol ut ans&#8209; short, two&#8209; | egged crea-tures with mournful dark eyes and incredibly
ornate feath-ery crowns&#8209; went |oping away fromthe trash pile like a flurry of
m dget extras fromthe |last act of a Puccini opera.

"Cute little suckers, aren't they?"

Pul i ckel eyed the dark patch of vegetation where the creatures had vani shed.
"Very pretty. What are they, sone kind of flightless bird?" Tired, he forbore
from pointing out that she had once again neglected to activate the sta-tion's
defensive perineter prior to their departure.
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"I"'mnot sure. | let the conputer handl e nost of the taxononm c classifying, but
it can't do anything unless | feed it information, and |'ve been pretty nuch
preoccu-pied with the Parramati."

"l thought it was with inproving your tan."

She gave hima sour look. "No, that's only ny third priority. So you do have a
sense of hunor."

"I"'mtold that it's buried pretty deep, but occasionally it surfaces in spite of
mysel f."

"Frankly, |I'msurprised you' d noticed ny tan. Wat's your opinion?" Seated, she
still managed to strike a pose.

Thus invited, he allowed hinself a long lingering |ook. "That you've been nore
successful with it than with the Parramati."

She snorted softly. "You're telling ne."” Using her feet, she drove the skinmrer
farther south.

Later that night, long after the evening neal had been concl uded, he noticed her
outside, walking the station perineter. At his touch of a switch, one of the

wi de wi n-dow panels slid aside. Warm humid air nmeshed confus-ingly with that of
t he air&#8209; conditioned station as the night sounds of Parramat entertained his

heari ng.
"Lose sonet hing?" he called out and down to her.
She | ooked back and up. "Just checking the alarm stan-chions. | didn't nean to

di stract you."

"You never distract ne," he lied. Staring down at her, he was rewarded with a
sardoni ¢ pout. Fromthe night- shrouded forest, something declared its alienness
wi th a hair&#8209;raising howl. "I thought you didn't worry about the |oca

i fe&#8209;forms, even the dangerous ones."

"I don't. It's the AAnn who concern ne. Them and your desire to always have
this damm thing turned on." She knelt to run a handhel d anal yzer down the length
of an activated stanchi on.

Ire | eaned out the open wi ndow. "I suppose | can inmagine themtrying to engi neer
an “accident' in the field, but surely they woul dn't approach the station
itself."

"Why not? Since neither side has any kind of formal agreenment with the
Parramati, they're as free to nove around Torrelau as we are. By the sanme token
I could go clomping around Mal |l at yah&#8209; if | didn't mnd being shot at." Rising
she noved to another stanchion and began repeating the inspection procedure.

"But we can legally keep themaway fromthe station itself and fromcutting our
throats while we sleep.”

He shifted his arns against the sill. "That wouldn't | ook very good in |ight of
the agreement on nmutual coop-eration for extraseni affairs that both the
Commonweal t h and Enpire governments have signed.”

"No, it wouldn't, but we wouldn't be around to chortle over the fina

resolution. | have no interest in beconm ng one of the triunphant deceased." She
touched the ana-lyzer to the top of the stanchion. Both devices pronptly
responded with a satisfying green flash. "On the other hand, if we were to be
massacred in our beds, dragged out of the station, hauled onto a skinmer, and
dunped into the ocean, seagoing scavengers would quickly elinm-nate the
evidence. That's a chance |I'd rather not take. In spite of what you think, | do
occasionally | eave the sys-temrunning, especially at night."

Noting that she was nore than half finished, he et his gaze roam skyward. Alien
constellations teased his con-tenplation with suggestions of fantastical shapes
that woul d have delighted the ancient G eeks

"Beautiful night. Too pretty for hom cidal speculations.”

"Not where the AAnn are concerned. Forgive nme if | seema little paranoid on the
subj ect, Pulickel, but you have to renenber that |'ve been here alone for quite
a while. Is the defensive screen on, is the defensive screen of f &?8209; you can go
crazy trying to keep up with your fears. O course, now that you're here to
protect ne, | guess | don't have to worry about it anynore."

"Mock if you will. But I'mactually reasonably handy with a gun. It's a
necessary conponent of the job." He smiled down at her. "But | don't shoot very
wel | when |I'm asl eep.”

"Precisely ny point. W wouldn't be the first field-wirkers to vanish with the
AAnn offering protesta-tions of innocence in response to foll ow&#8209; up inquiries.
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I''mnot saying they're responsible for what happened to the Mirchi nsons&#8209; on
Bandaneva | ast year, but no one can prove that they weren't, either. M, | have
no intention of disappearing w thout explanation, or even with one.

"As for the station and you, they're both technically nmy responsibility."
Somret hi ng fi st &#8209; si ze and bright orange canme whi zzi ng out of the darkness to
circle himtw ce before darting back into the night. Instinctively he swatted at
it, but his sl ow&#8209; notion flailings didn't come close to hitting the creature,
what ever it was.

"Why am | your responsibility?"

"Because even though you rank me within the Depart-nent, |'mthe one in charge
of Parramat station." Her tone was firm "I'mthe one who hel ped set it up, |'m
the one who's been here for nonths, and I'mthe one charged with the care of al

| ocal Commonwealth facilities."

"Dear nme," he responded with nmock uncertainty. "I don't think |I've ever been
referred to as a facility before.™

"G ahead and | augh. The AAnn have nede several visits to Torrelau. They're
concentrating on Mallatyah, of course, but they're not neglecting the other

i nhabited is-1ands. Have | nentioned that their base commuander is a slinmy sort?
Essasu R12GVB. An irritable character, as if the average AAnn wasn't testy
enough. "

"The AAnn aren't sliny," he rem nded her.

"I was referring to his personality, not his epidernms."”

Pul i ckel pondered. "How are they doing | ately?"

"As near as |'ve been able to tell fromtalking with Jo-rana, Ascela, and other
Torrel auans, no better than me. On the days and weeks when | feel that | haven't
made any progress, | confort myself with that thought. They have a full contact
unit on Mallatyah, whereas until now there's just been nme here on Torrelau.”
"Well, now that there's two of us,"” he responded, "nmaybe we can doubl e your
progress.”

"Sounds good to nme." She was nearly finished with her inspection. "You know, |
don't give a shit about the yttrium and niobium and all the other “iuns' that
the Comopnweal th wants to dig out of Parramat. It's the Par-ramati thensel ves
who fascinate ne. That's why |'ve stayed on here for so long instead of putting
in for a transfer. These people are hinting around at sonething of major

i nportance, and |'mnot |eaving here until | figure out what it is.

"As for the AAnn and the danger they present, that's sonmething |I've learned to
live with. One day | was out™ doing sone collecting on the far side of the

| agoon when the renote alarm | had connected to the skimer went off. Let's just
say that if | hadn't been alert and prepared, the skimer m ght have “drifted
of f, leaving nme stranded out too far to swi m back agai nst the prevailing
currents. There have been other potential accidents that |'ve man-aged to avoi d.
Doesn't do any good to yell or conplain or say anything about it, of course. The
AAnn are con-summat e deni ers.

"Alternatively, if they succeeded in doing away with us, they m ght choose to

di spose of the evidence by con-suming it."

He started. "1've never heard of the AAnn eating a hu-man, or a thranx."

She grinned up at him her face illum nated by the nonitor lights that were an
integral part of the arnmed stanchions. "They wouldn't rush to publicize a taste
like that, now would they? Personally, | don't understand your reaction. Meat is
meat. If | was hungry enough | certainly wouldn't hesitate to eat an AAnn,
provided it had been properly cooked."

She might look Iike a goddess, he nused, but there were aspects to her that were
deci dedl y un&#8209; A ynmpi an. For these he was grateful. They hel ped to keep his
t houghts focused where they bel onged.

The inspection concluded, she started back toward the lift shaft. "The AAnn may
not be having any better luck at persuading the Parramati to see things their
way, but they're certainly nore active in their attenpts to elim-nate the
conpetition.”

He had to I ean out and | ook down to follow her progress. "Surely they know
there'd be an investigation."

She paused to | ook up at him "Uh&#8209; huh. Wi ch nmeans they wouldn't follow through
on anything unless they were pretty confident of getting away with it. Wiich is
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why | check the equipnent alarms and nmy weapons regu-larly." She vani shed
beneath the building' s overhangi ng edge. A monment |ater he heard the nuted whine
of the lift as she started up
Rai sing his gaze, he stared out into the squeaking, squalling, chittering rain
forest, with its nultihued trees and trenul ous undergrowth. Were there
ni ght &#8209; canouf | aged AAnn slinki ng about out there even now, watching himas he
rel axed there at the open w ndow, training night sights on his forehead
preparatory to blowi ng his brains out?
He stepped back and cl osed the window. Not for the first tinme, Fawn Seaforth had
given himsonething else to think about before retiring besides herself.

As warm |anguid days came and went, progress in per-suading the Torrelauans to
formalize relations with the Cormonweal th advanced at the phil osopher Russell's
two cl assic speeds: dead sl ow and sl ower than dead. Jo-rana, the other big
persons Pulickel talked to, even those with the | east status anong the
villagers: all were unvary-ingly polite, cordial, and obstinate. They expressed
re-spectful interest in all the benefits Pulickel and Fawn clai ned a fornal
treaty would bring to the people of Par-ramat. They were willing to listen to
conpari sons of what both the Conmonwealth and the Enpire had to of-fer. And they
absol utely, uncategorically, refused to agree to anyt hing.

It wasn't |ong before Pulickel canme to the conclusion that many, if not all, of
the natives he had established a personal relationship with [istened to him
purely out of courtesy, and that they had no intention of giving serious
consideration to the proposals he so carefully presented. Just as Fawn had
warned him they wanted nothing to do with the benefits being proffered either
by the Conmon-wealth or the Enpire.

One norning he confessed as much as they wal ked the nount ai nsi de sout hwest of
the village, continuing their study of the extraordinary gardens of Torrel auapa.
M ddl e and smal | persons worked the terraces while youngsters, their antics
patiently tolerated by the busy adults, bounded and chased one another through
the lush growmh and el aborate arbors. Danp earth squi shed be-neath the
xenol ogi sts' field sandals and they had to duck repeatedly to avoid bunping into
the intricate, decorative trelliswork.

"Now you know," Fawn was telling him "why fromtime to tine |I've been | ess than
fanatical about my work here. If the Parramati ever agree to a formal treaty
with the Commonweal th, it's not going to happen in a sudden burst of enthusiasm
It's going to be the result of a long, tedious grind."

Pul i ckel stepped carefully over sonmething that |ooked |ike a nmeter&#8209;1ong yell ow

squash. "lI'msorry, Fawn, but | can't accept that. I'mnot the |ong, tedious
grind kind of person."”

"You don't say." She started up a line of stone steps. "I never woul d' ve
guessed. Listen to nme: like it or not, you'd better resign yourself to the idea.

I mpatience here will only result in greater and greater frustration. No mat-ter
how cl ever or persistent you are, you can't rush the Parramati."

He fol lowed her with his eyes. "The longest it's ever taken ne to resolve a
xenoi ogi cal inpasse was three nonths. It's a record I'mquite proud of, and | do
not in-tend on losing it here."

Idly waving at something snall and fast that persisted in hovering in front of
her face, she | ooked back over a shoulder at him "lI'd like to think you're
right. Unfortu-nately, experience tells me otherwise. And, there's the big
person | wanted you to neet."

Their clinmb had taken themto the topnost terraces and both of them were
breathing a little harder in the thick, humd air. "Wat is she," he asked as he
caught sight of the alien in question and was able to sex it, "a hermt?"

"No. Ascela and her relations just prefer to live up here. Think of it as a
one&#8209; fanm |y suburb.”

Approachi ng, Fawn | owered her head toward the earth. Several of the younger sen
in the vicinity responded with neatly tucked forward flips. Wen Pulicke
dupli-cated their efforts, as he was now known to do, their de-light was joyous
to behold. The senior Parramati the xenol ogi sts had cone to neet yipped

appreci atively.

"I had heard that you could do the greeting, friend Pu'il." Lips rippled

el oquently.
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He studied the mature feral e. She appeared to be ap-proaching late m ddl e age,
though it was hard to be sure. The species did not manifest nmany outward

i ndi cations of advancing years until they were quite elderly, but he was
gradual ly learning to recognize the subtle indicators. Sloe was a little |ess
erect, a shade | ess bouncy on her hind | egs than nbst of her brethren

"It is pleasing to neet you." He extended both hands pal mupward. Three | ong,
smooth fingers did their best to cover four of his own, ignoring the thunb. The
seni found that extra afterthought of a digit quite anusing.

Fi nger &#8209; out &#8209; of &#8209; pl ace, they called it in their own | anguage.

Fawn was speaking. "I have brought ny friend Pulickel to talk with you because
he wi shes to | earn about roads and about stones."

"I amnot surprised.” The senior Parramati w thdrew her hands. "It is said that
you have no stones of your own and rmust use other things instead."

"This is true." In terranglo she told Pulickel, "I've tried to explain to these
peopl e what a conputer is and what it does. It's not a concept that translates
well to a culture with | ow&#8209; end t echnol ogy. "

"How did you finally do it?"

"Told themthey were like flat stones that were con-nected by roads through the
air. That's pretty sinplistic, but it's a concept they can handle."

Ascel a was picking some kind of oval &8209; shaped bl ue berries with pink spots, her
Il ong middle finger snapping themoff the vine and placing themin a basket she
carried beneath one arm "Did you cone to ne now because there is going to be a
mast or m t oni ght ?"

Pulickel's expression twisted slightly. "A nmastornf? How does that differ from
any ot her storn?"

"I'n the same way," Fawn expl ained, "that a big person differs froma snal

person, or a stone nmaster fromone who can only sift gravel."

"Then it's just a bigger storm™

"Not hardly." She wal ked al ongsi de the busy el der, towering over her and the
other Parramati. "It's a unique |ocal meteorol ogi cal phenonenon, sort of a
pocket hurri-cane. Too conpact to be a typhoon, too extended to be a tornado.
They formin the southwest at regular intervals and sweep over the archipel ago.
Ri ding one out is quite an experience. They're intense, and dangerous, but
they're over fairly quickly. | haven't had time to analyze the me-chanics very
closely. When one sweeps in, |'musually too busy seeing to the integrity of the
station to spend tine neking observations."

He brooded on the consequences of this possible new disruption of his work. "But
it's just a storm"”

She nodded. "lInsofar as |'ve been able to determine. If you want a | ocal take,
ask Ascela." He proceeded to do exactly that.

"The mastormis a break in the roads." Three&#8209; fingered hands continued to pluck
berries with the delicacy of a surgeon. "During such tinmes, certain stones do
not work properly and peopl e nust be careful.”

"l can inagine," he nurnured. "There's nothing worse than a defective stone.™
Fawn frowned in his direction but, as usual, he ignored her. Ascela took him
literally. "That is very true." She raised her penetrating gaze to the
southwest. "This one will be difficult."

He eyed her tolerantly. "Are you the | ocal weather forecaster?"

She turned bright seni eyes on him "There has been a weather stone in ny famly
for a hundred generations."

"There are two others on the island,” Fawn told him "Each island has its own
conmpl emrent of weather stones, fishing stones, grow ng stones, and so on."

"I remenber."” To the fenmale big person he said, "I wouldn't m nd seeing your
weat her stone."

Fawn missed a step, but Ascela didn't hesitate, ges-turing elaborately with one
delicate hand. "I would be pleased to showit to you, friend Pu'il. You nust not
touch it, of course, since you are not a stone master."

"I quite understand.” Bending, he renoved a glittering piece of quartz fromthe
narrow paved path al ong which they were wal king. "I have ny own stones."

"Cone with me, then."

Her sinple hone commanded a panoramic view of the terraced hillside, the
surroundi ng green&#8209; cl ad mountains, and the village bel ow. From such heights, the
magni fi-cent waterfall that tunbled into the narrow inlet beneath the village
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was a nere distant trickle.

There was nothing different or striking about the sparse, clean, artfully
decorated structure. It sat on short stone | egs and | ooked out on severa
smal | er outlying buildings that were used variously for storage and hygi ene.
The sacred stone was kept in a small rear roomof its own, atop a wonderfully
carved and fluted pedestal of richly polished, dark purple netaria wood that
spiraled up fromthe floor |ike an anethyst whirl pool. As near as Pulickel could
tell, the stone was not guarded, alarmed, rigged, fastened, or otherw se
protected fromintruders.

Ascela confirned this by sinply reaching out and pick-ing it up. Any youngster
coul d have done it.

It wasn't quite what Pulickel had expected. Uncarved and apparently unworked,

t he head&#8209; size, irregularly shaped |unp of dark greenish glass hinted at a
vol canic origin. Flung out by sone ancient eruption, the stone m ght have cone
fromany of a nunber of highly visible peaks that poked their dead or dormant
crowns above the islands of the archipel ago.

Ascela held it out for his inspection. One end was slightly flattened while the
ot her exhibited several sharp edges where the naterial had been cut or
fractured. There were hints of nultiple inclusions within the material, no doubt
other minerals that had forned in the course of the eruption. As a specinen it
was interesting but hardly revel atory.

He watched as she turned it slowy in her hands. "This helps you to predict the
weat her ?"

Ascela's long fingers twi sted. "Wen it becones necessary."

"That's nice." Having been invited in, the di sappoi nted xenol ogi st struggled to
show i nterest. Now that he was actually seeing one of the fabul ous sacred stones
of Par-ramati nythol ogy, he was distinctly underwhel ned. "The other stones al

| ook pretty nmuch like this one?"

"All the ones |I've seen." Fawn was watching himclosely. "Shapes and sizes
differ, but | think they're all fashioned fromthe same favored material."

"That figures."” He turned back to the big person who was their hostess. "Thank
you for showing nme the stone. W have to go now. "

"You see how they avoid fighting anong thensel ves." Fawn was expl ai ning as they
exited the sinple but sturdy structure and started back down the nountainside.
"Since different famlies “control' different stones, it forces co-operation on
them The masters of the fishing stones need the help of the masters of the
growi ng stones, who need the help of the masters of the weather stones, who
often con-sult the masters of the healing stones, and so on. You can steal a
stone, but not the generationally accumul ated know edge of how to use it. So you
cooperate. That's the beauty of the setup. The Parramati aren't so rmuch pacific
as they are sensible."

"It's a good systemthat obviously contributes to a nore stable culture than is
to be found on many of the is-land groups.” He was staring sout hward, where
bill owi ng cl oud masses were gathering. Several were starting to show dark
under si des.

"Of course, if you're going to lay claimto the position of triba

met eorol ogi st, it doesn't hurt to live near the highest point on the island so
that you can see approach-ing weat her before anyone else." He smiled know ngly.
"It's my guess that the Parramati are nore than just se-cure in their kusum |
suspect they can nunmber some in-tuitively clever individuals anong their tribe,
as well. | wonder if old Ascela would be quite so good a weat her predictor,
stone notwi thstanding, if she lived at the base of the village waterfall instead
of up on the ridge."

Atrio of Parramati youngsters canme hopping past them clearing several of the
broad stone steps with each bound. "Do you know if the stones were found
locally, or have the Parramati acquired themthrough trade?"

"I don't know." They were al nbst at the bottom of the slope now, nearing the
village, and she gestured. "I see Jorana chatting with Khoseavu and Urenula, two
ot her big persons. Wiy don't we ask thenP"

He considered. "Then they're not reticent on the subject?"

"Not if you're polite and respectful."

"I"'m always polite and respectful."
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"I"1l bet," she observed cryptically as they descended the | ast of the stone
steps and headed for the trio of big persons.
Chapter Seven

Pulickel wasn't quite sure what to expect fromthe Iine of dark clouds: sheeting
rain, driving w nd, perhaps sone isolated bursts of hail. At the very |least, a
vi gorous down-pour. In addition, he allowed as how his nornal expecta-tions

m ght al so be unexpectedly nodified by unfanmliar |ocal geol ogic and

oceanogr aphi ¢ condi tions.

Yet despite Fawn's best efforts at describing a mastorm the sheer suddenness
and fury of it still took himaback. He'd weathered violent thunderstorns

bef ore. Even bucolic Denpasar, back on Earth, lay within the equato-rial cyclone
belt and was subject to annual extrenes of weather.

It was the speed rather than the viol ence that dazed him The sky darkened from
clear blue to coal black in less than a mnute, as if he were watching a
many&#8209; ti mes speeded&#8209; up vit. Gentle breezes netanorphosed into roar-ing w nds
capabl e of snapping sizable trees off at their roots. Rain fell not in sheets
but in torrents, so heavy it conpletely obscured the view out the station's
ports. Fre-quent lightning silhouetted the forest in tones of danp, diffuse
gray. So thunderous was the downpour on the sta-tion's roof that he feared for
its structural integrity.

"How do you prepare for these?"

Fawn was kneeling on a couch, resting her forearns on its padded back while
staring out at the deluge. "You don't. \Wenever they catch you, you just try to
get under cover and stay there till it stops." She |ooked back at hi m and
grinned. "That is, unless you have the chance to ask Ascela or another weather
person what they think the day is going to be like."

Even inside the heavily insulated installation he had to raise his voice to nake
hi nsel f heard above the roar of the wind and the heavy drunmming of the rain

"And these blow in how often?"

She considered. "They're fairly regular but unfortu-nately fall short of being
predi ctabl e. What you've got is a mniature supercell. The clouds coi

thensel ves into a frenzy, go crazy for alittle while, and then the whol e

me-t eorol ogi cal business just unwi nds and the sun cones back out." She gave a
little shrug. "Meteorology is an-other of ny nonspecialties. If the mechani sm
responsible is half as inpressive as the consequences, there's a dis-sertation
init for soneone. But not ne." She gl anced down at her chrononeter.

"Their saving grace is that they never last long. | give this one another
fifteen m nutes, nmax."

He turned away fromthe arc of w ndows and blinked. Lightning was now flashing
frequently enough to have a strobing effect. In response to his query Fawn
assured himthat everything was properly grounded and shi el ded, both inside and
out .

"Besi des," she added with a grin, "Ascela has told ne that nmy house is under the
protection of her weather stone and i nmune from serious damage."

A wi nd&#8209; tunnel strength gust of wind rattled the triple-paned wi ndows and he
flinched involuntarily. "Sonme protection!"

"Consider what it mght be Iike without it," she ar-gued. "Consider, also, that
t he houses of Torrel auapa, though they' re constructed wholly of woven matting
over Vi ne&#8209; bound frames, never seemto suffer any serious danage fromthese
storms. "

He | ooked at her sharply. "I've seen anal ogous prim-tive structures survive
worse weather than this. It's a matter of sinmple but sound engi neering, not
magi c. " The wi ndows shook agai n.

"I don't doubt that for a nmonment." She | ooked away, back out at the storm
"Still, it's amazi ng when you con-sider that all their intricate garden trellis&*#8209
and | atticework nmanages to survive intact, as well. So do those of the other
villages."

He strove to make hinmself sound stern. "I saw the sacred, magic ~weather stone.
It's a rock, plain and &#8209; sinple."

She replied without [ooking at him "Didn't the Curies say something sinmlar?"
Toget her they watched the nastormrage. After a while he commented, "You said
that Ascela is willing to talk about the history and use of the weather stone."
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She nodded. "Frequently. The problemlies in acquir-ing sufficient cultura
referents to understand her. Most of what she says has to do with kusum not

met eor ol ogy. "

"I think it would be useful to know nore about the life and work of a stone
master."

She eyed him specul atively. "Wth an eye toward per-suading her to accept
Conmonweal t h teachi ngs on the subject of weather, and thereby endorsing a fornal
al-liance with sane?"

He pursed his lips. "The possibility has suggested itself."

"Pulickel, right fromthe start | suspected you might be guilty of intelligence.
But | never imagi ned you bei ng devious."

"It's nothing of the sort,"” he protested indignantly. "I merely seek opportunity
wherever it presents itself." A slight snmle parsed his fine, delicate features
"See, it's part of my kusum™

For fully five m nutes the wind held at one hundred and twenty kph, with gusts
toppi ng out at over one&#8209;sixty. Fromthe first blast of the brief, wild, nmad
stormto the last, twelve centineters of rain fell at the station gauge
Throughout it all a small part of him usually shunted aside, was screaning,
shouting, declainmng at himthat while an intense, even ronmantic tenmpest was
ragi ng out-side, he was restricting his conversation with the nost beautifu
worren he had ever seen to matters of meteo-rology and native culture. This

overl ooked and largely ignored portion of hinself grunbled insistently about
why, instead of wondering at the way the stormwas rattling the station, he did
not put his armaround her shoul ders and put aside the nmatter of |ocal weather
conditions en-tirely. The notion, as thoroughly as the reality, stayed buried
deep inside him

They renmi ned apart, separately contenplating the mastorm which by now had
begun to dissipate as rapidly as it had first burst upon the island.

Unl i ke the humanx station on Torrelau, the nore exten-sive AAnn conpl ex on
Mal | at yah consisted of half a dozen interconnected buil dings. Prefabricated and
ferried in by hevilift skimrers, they had been buried in sandy soil facing a
smal |, curving beach. Only the upper third of each structure showed above the
gently undul ating |l oam while the passageways sai d subsidiary nodul es that
connected themlay conpletely beneath the surface

The conpl ex faced a sheltered | agoon that lay on the northeast side of the
island, protected fromthe main thrust of prevailing mastorms. H gher ground
woul d have been safer still, but contrary to AAnn preferences and architec-tura
aesthetics. No AAnn woul d choose to live in jungle when an expanse of clean,
open sand was avail able. In-deed, following the installation of critica
structures, the first secondary project had been the construction of
recrea-tional facilities in and about the traditional sloping pit.

Proximity to the sea did not bother the servants of the Enperor. Wiile no match
for humans in the water, they were infinitely better swimers than the thranx,
and par-ticularly enjoyed wading in the sandy, tepid shallows. Aside fromthe

i sol ation, the atnosphere at Ml |l atyah base was nearly honelike.

At any given time the installation mght be occupied by a dozen or nore
speci al i sts and technici ans, whose conbined efforts were directed toward
inveigling the resident Parramati into signing a formal treaty of alliance with
the Enpire. Their natural inpatience denanded even nore restraint in
negotiations with the locals than that required by Fawn Seaforth and Pulicke
Tonochel or. The uni quely diffuse nature of the Parramati hierarchy had driven
nore than one AAnn contact specialist to distraction.

Only the conparatively pleasant amnbi ance of the site nade assignnent to
Mal | atyah station tolerable for any I ength of tine, provided one ignored the
unconfortably high humdity. As for the resident jungle, it had been razed to a
respectabl e di stance around the conpl ex.

Presently, a disgruntled group of techs were cleaning up fromthe previous
night's mastorm gathering debris and dunping it in tagalong carryalls for later
di sposal. Two of the partially buried buildings had suffered m nor danage, which
anot her crew was engaged in actively repairing.

It wasn't the nmess that discouraged them so nuch as the depressing regularity of
the brief, intense weather disturbances. They occurred year &8209; round, regardl ess of
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whether it was the dry or wet season, and the danger they presented prevented
anyone fromever relaxing fully. This was nore enotionally than physically

taxi ng. Be-sides, the need to continuously do repair and cl ean&#8209;up work cut into
tinme better spent on research and social dipl onacy.

Essasu RRGVB was as frustrated as any of those un-der his command. Wile no
anticipator of mracles and fully cogni zant of the special problens establishing
for-mal alliance with the |locals entailed, he still felt that the pace of
progress was too slow. It was further frustrating to know that according to the
reports he had received, the single hunman fenal e the Cormonweal th had assi gned
to Torrelau was doing no worse than his entire staff.

And now it appeared that the human del egation to the Parramat archipel ago had

j ust been doubl ed.

He couldn't understand it. Aside from having a snooth, bare epidernis instead of
shiny scales, the seni |ooked far nore |like the AAnn than they did humans. Both
speci es possessed |ong snouts, vertical instead of round pupils, large feet, and
tails. Aseni would fit into an AAnn space-suit far nmore readily than a human,
provi ded the gear was proportionately downsized to fit their nmuch smaller
stature. Conpared to the average human, the AAnn | ooked positively senilike.

Yet so far, physical simlarities had not proved an ad-vantage in negotiations.
A few contact specialists were crediting the locals w th unexpected
sophistication in their dealings with both sets of offworlders, but Essasu
refused to countenance it. As far as he was concerned, the Parramati were sinply
showi ng the stubbornness of the true primtive.

And as if the recalcitrance of the natives wasn't frus-trating enough, there
were these dammabl e, damagi ng recurrent storns to deal with. He'd found hinself
won-dering on nore than one occasion how the single human fenal e nanaged to keep
her far nore exposed installa-tion operating efficiently in the face of the
periodic tempests. It couldn't be the basic design. Oher, unknown factors had
to be at work.

Not that discovering themwas a priority. It was nmerely a cause for puzzl ement.
A sibilant hiss energed frombe-tween his teeth, his kinds' anal og of a chuckl e.
Per haps she has nastered a weather stone, he thought anusedly. The hiss faded.

O fered the opportunity, it would give himgreat pleasure to gift the human with
a different sort of stone&#8209; preferably one dropped froma great height.

None of which he betrayed during their occasional ex-changes of comunicati ons,
whi ch were invariably con-ducted in an air of stiff politeness if not outright
courtesy. Fromthe first contact she'd shown herself to be indif-ferent to
subtl e sarcasmand insult. This suggested a | ack of sophistication that

i medi ately placed her beneath his serious notice. Her presence was an
irritation to be tol erated&#8209;until it could be properly cleansed.

About the new human he knew little save that he was a highly regarded speciali st
come all the way fromEarth it-self. That suggested a nore worthy opponent. Like
all his kind, Essasu |liked nothing nore than a good fight, be it physical or
verbal. As soon as time pernmitted he woul d have to call this new human and test
him It would be in-tolerable to have to kill him before | earning what sort of
person he was.

The humans couldn't be allowed to succeed, of course. If they sonehow managed to
secure a formal treaty of al-liance before his people did, it would nean an end
to any hope of personal advancenent or pronotion. His fam |y name woul d be
extended, a formof syllabic nortifica-tion. And that woul d be the least of his
abasenent .

He wasn't worried. H s teamwoul d succeed | ong be-fore the humans. The AAnn had
superiority in nunmbers, resources, everything. It was only a matter of tine.
Pa-tience was one of the hardest things for an AAnn to mas-ter, but to his
credit, Essasu was trying.

He i magi ned the human femal e's soft, scal el ess neck beneath his fingers, the
shar pened points of his claws dig-ging into the flesh, the thick red bl ood
spurting. It helped himto rel ax.

Turning, he peered out through the |ong, narrow w n-dow set just above ground

| evel . Beyond the down-sl oping sand he coul d see the pale blue of the |agoon,
backed by azure sky and a few isolated clouds. Wthin the office it was

pl easantly hot and dry. Buried in the ceil-ing, dehumdifiers hunmed
efficiently, working around the clock to give the station's living quarters the
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desic-cated feel of the deserts of hone.

The door rustled insistently. Wth a rueful hiss, he turned fromthe w ndow to
face the portal as it parted to admit Piarai, his first assistant.

"The damage is not too bad. The nye grunble, but we have suffered far worse
storms. "

"Bad enough." Essasu curled up in the bow &#8209; shape | ounge that fronted his work
pillars. "They shoul d have placed the installation entirely under ground."
Piarai responded with a gesture indicative of third-degree conm seration
acconpani ed by overtones of second&#8209; degree under st andi ng.

"There was no precedent for it." The second&#8209;in- comrand did not add an
honorific. The difference in rank was not enough to require it, and Essasu was
not yet of the nobility&*#8209;though everyone who worked under himknew of his
aspirations. Truly, these differed little fromtheir own.

Anyway, at a posting as obscure and isolated as Ml -l atyah, protocol tended to
suffer.

"That is so," Essasu agreed. "Unless we suffer nore severe danage, we cannot
properly request reconstruc-tion. So we are forced to chew constant irritation."
He squirnmed in the |ounge, enjoying the feel of the gritty surface against his
back.

Loungel ess, the first assistant squatted. "Wat do you think of the new human?"
"I prefer not to think of him Wat | do think is that it is time we did
sonet hi ng about the humanx presence here. If we can do nothing about the

weat her, perhaps we can renpve a nore tractable irritation." H's eyes glittered,
the slitted pupils narrow ng.

Piarai's enthusiasmwas nmuted. "Is that wi se?"

"Not only do | think it wise, | deemit inperative. Now that a second hunan has
cone, others may be soon to follow Best to halt this inclination to enhancement
be-fore it spawns a greater infestation still harder to excise."

Tilting back his head, he gazed at the ceiling, which had been designed to
resenble the early nmorning sky of his hone world. Carefully placed points of
light dupli-cated famliar constellations while a single rusté&#8209; hued noon gl eaned
not far to the right of his visitor's head. The pleasant vista never failed to
soothe his liver.

"What do you have in mnd?" Piarai waited expectantly.

Essasu | owered his gaze. "The hunmanx station has sur-vived many nastorns, but it
is not invulnerable. Surely successive bl ows have weakened it."

The first assistant nade a perfunctory fourth&#8209; degree gesture of conprehension.
"l see your thinking. You wish to elininate not only the personnel but the
installation it-self. Is it truly necessary?"

The novenment of Essasu's |ips conveyed second-degree insistence. "Their presence
here is a burr, their progress an enbarrassnent. Qur contact specialists have
enough to do without the added burden of conpetition weighing constantly upon
them | am convinced the tinme has conme to renobve that." He gestured inportance
"Somet hi ng nust happen first to the inhabitants of the humanx station and then
to the structure itself. This sone-thing nmust occur discreetly and unnoticed by
tal kative locals.” He picked at his teeth. "During severe weather would be the
best tinme. It would provide inpenetrable cover."

Piarai was visibly alarmed. "Surely you cannot be thinking of putting a

readj ustnment party on Torrelau in the mdst of a mnastorn? Even the best
stabilized floater woul d be hard&#8209; pressed to nmake the journey."

"I know that." Essasu shifted again in his [ounge. "The readjustment party wll
stand ready to depart at a noment's notice. At the first sign of an approaching
mastorm they will nove at maxi num speed to Torrelau. It is a high, rugged pl ace
and offers anple room for conceal nent. According to the reports there are areas
where even the locals choose not to go.

"I amthinking particularly of certain high sea cliffs on the east shore that
the natives find negotiable but unat-tractive. A cut in the enclosing reef there
allows large swells to break against the rocks, making fishing or any other

gai nful activity difficult. An expertly piloted float craft could nmake the
approach and land atop the cliffs. Fromthere a |l anding party could rmake its way
unseen and on foot to the site of the humanx station." Teeth flashed. "d eansing
shoul d not take |ong."
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Pi arai indicated assent. "The humans will not venture out during a storm"”
"Just as we woul d not &#8209; normally. | nyself will lead the team" He reeled off a
handful of names. "Chosatuu should certainly participate. | believe she is adept

with expl osives."

The first assistant enphasized his words with a gesture of third&*8209; degree concern.
"When the station goes silent, investigators will be sent from Qphhlia. If they
find any evidence of explosives, blane will not fall on the Parramati."
"Appropriate care will be taken." Now that he had nmade the decision, Essasu was
not to be deni ed. The AAnn comrander clicked the claws of one hand agai nst those
on the other. "Signs of severe stormdamage will be present in abundance. Have
confidence in our technicians.”

Pi arai remai ned uncertain but did not showit.

"For exanple," Essasu went on, trying to reassure his visitor, "the humanx
station includes the usual equipnment for nonitoring and recordi ng the weather.

W will adjust these on site to reflect a nastorm of exceptional intensity.
Appropriate explanations in abundance will be provided for any who arrive
seeki ng enlightenment. The destruc-tion will be seen as a consequence of a freak

storm anong freak stormns."

In light of the base commander's unshakabl e confi-dence, the first assistant's
ent husi asmrose. "And the bodi es?" One sandal ed foot shuffled against the floor
Essasu's gesture was inperceptible. "Seeking shelter fromthe storm el sewhere on

the island, their skimer will have an accident. It may be found. Their physica
re-mains will be offered to the voraci ous ocean scavengers of this world. | am
confident they will not be found."

Pi arai began to pace. "A tricky undertaking, this."

"Anything to alleviate the boredomand frustration of this assignnent. Kill
plans stimulate the mind. It will be beneficial to those fortunate enough to be
taken al ong."

The first assistant glanced nmeaningfully at his superior. "The Parramati of
Torrel au may want to know what hap-pened to their humans.”

Essasu |l et out a derisive hiss. "Wiy should they care? They are interested only
intheir “roads.' None bind themto the humans. What happens between us and them
lies outside the boundaries of Parramati kusum They will be | ess concerned than
you think."

A tapping on the narrow tripl e&#8209; paned wi ndow caused both AAnn to turn. A gaily
col ored hopi ak was pecking at the transparency with its short, sharp beak, w ngs
hal f feathered and hal f menbranous flappi ng awkwardly agai nst the sand. Beneath
the beak a bright pink eye re-garded them curiously, while atop the snooth ova
skull a second eye kept independent watch on the sky above.

Li ke so many of Senisran's native |ife&#8209;forns, the crea-ture was engagi ng to | ook
upon. It could not break the w ndow, of course. Such colorful intrusions were
wel - cone diversions fromthe nonotony of daily routine

Turning back to his first assistant, Essasu gestured in such a way as to express
sel f &#8209; sati sfaction in the second degree. "Wen questioned by visiting

i nvestigators, the Torrelauans will undoubtedly insist that the regrettable |oss
of property and life was a direct consequence of the deceased humans not
mastering the appropriate road, or failing to consult with the rel evant stone
masters. Wiile expressing our own regrets we can, as interpreters of lo-ca
kusum do no less than concur with this sonmber as-sessnent. It may even serve to
strengthen our ties with the locals."

"The humanx will send others. They will reestablish the station."

"OfF course they will." Essasu slid out of the |ounge and dug his bare feet into
the heated sand heaped at its base. "But by that tine, in the absence of any
conpeting voices, we should be able to achi eve our objective here. If not, we
deserve to wear the stigmata of failure."

Piarai stiffened, his teeth clenching. "Truly."

The base commander cane out from behind the work pillars. "The human fenale is
the only one with a worki ng knowl edge of Parramati kusum Wth her elimnated,

the humans will have to start over again. As they do so, we here on Mll atyah
will patiently enphasize their clunsiness and m stakes. W wi |l have our treaty
and the humanx will be forced to concede this inportant corner of Senisran to
the Empire.”

He noved to the window. As he did so, the startled hopi ak punped hybrid w ngs
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and fl apped out of sight, precipitously abandoning its attenpt to burrow into
the room It left Essasu with an unobstructed view across the beach to the pale
bl ue water.

"For once | look forward to the next of these inter-ninable little mastorms.

Cal m weat her only neans del ay, and now that | have deterni ned upon this course
wish to pursue it with utnmost vigor to a satisfying conclusion.”

"Have confidence, Comander. It will turn nasty soon enough." Piarai, too

peered through the window. "It in-variably does." The first assistant gestured
second&#8209; degree jocularity. "If you wish, | can find a local to consult a weather
stone. "

Essasu was not subrerged so deeply in his killing vi-sion that he missed the

jest, and he was quick to respond with his own hiss of anusenent.
Chapt er Ei ght

The | onger he had contact with them and nore confort-able he grew working in the
village, the nore Pulickel cane to adnire the Parramati. Fromhis preparatory
re-search he'd known in advance that their culture was spe-cial: different not
only fromthe other aboriginal alien societies he had previously encountered,
but fromthat of their fellow seni, as well. How different, the reports could
not accurately convey. As always, there was no substitute for being in the
field.

It was captivating to observe themat work and at play, to see how content they
were in their nontechnol ogical lifestyle and how secure in their zeal ously

mai nt ai ned kusum The serenity of Parramati village |life stood in sharp contrast
to the sonetines wrenching cultural changes bei ng undergone by the seni who had
opened t henmsel ves to humanx and AAnn influence. He found hinself reflect-ing on
nore than one occasion that, unlike so many other tribes, the Parramati knew

t hensel ves.

He and Fawn were nmaking recordi ngs of youngsters at play near the base of the
waterfall that tunbled over the steep cliff into the shallow | agoon bel ow t he
village. Wth their oversize hind feet, powerful |egs, and short muscular tails
to aid in steering, the seni were quite comfortable in the water. Their

swi nmi ng strokes were nore akin to those of frogs than humans. They hardly used
their three&#8209;fingered hands at all

The vol ume of water cascading over the cliff was suffi-cient to keep the
youngsters away fromthe base of the sheer rock walls. Pulickel could hear them
playfully taunting one another. The game consisted of seeing who could swim
farthest under the falls w thout being shoved to the bottom of the |agoon by the
force of the falling water.

This natural aeration attracted a phantasmagori a of sea creatures, nost of whom
scoot ed about the |agoon by punping water through an astonishing assortnent of
val ves and chanbers. Considering their nunbers and rela-tive velocities, it was
sonmething of a minor mracle that they managed to avoid running into the
silicate pseudo-corals or one another. The sw mr ng youngsters tried to catch
the nore brightly colored visitors, rarely with any success. Quick as the

nati ves were, the jeté&#8209; propelled denizens of the sea were far faster

The small inflatable the two scientists were using al-lowed themto nove in for
cl oser shots. Behind them the skinmmer sat notionless on the transparent water
secured to the sane floating pontoon dock the Torrel auapans used for berthing
their wonderful outriggers. Swinmming young villagers frequently noved to touch
and i nspect the alien craft, but they were forbidden by the | ocal big persons to
board it.

Pul i ckel knew the tenptation nmust be great. The seni were a naturally curious
speci es. He could see them ex-am ning every centineter of the vehicle, their
vertical pupils fully' open, high pointed ears flicked sharply for-ward, fingers
eager to probe. But not one of themwas bold enough to violate the prohibitions
laid on the craft by their elders.

"1 believe that a lot of the Parramati's success is bound up with the way they
order their existence," Fawn was telling him "The Herinmalu and the Poravvi who
live on the islands to the west have a genealogically stratified so-ciety.
Everything is determined by who your relatives are, and were. The Soroaa el ect
chiefs and clan | eaders. The Parramati organi ze their existence spatially."

He watched her as she aimed her recorder at a pair of adolescents frolicking in
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the water. She was wearing only the skinpy bathing costume she'd had on when
they'd first net. Conparative nudity was funny that way. The nore of it there
was, the less attention it drew after a while. He found that famliarity now
allowed himto al-nobst ignore his colleague's physical attributes. Al nost.

She turned to | ook back where he was seated at the rear of the inflatable and he
reflexively shifted his gaze. "It's all bound up with their nythol ogy of roads,
of every-thing being connected to everything else. It's just not a concept you
find in the Narielle Islands, or the Suruapas, or even in the outer reaches of
the Hel emachus shoals. Like so nuch else, it's unique to Parramat."”

He found hinself nodding. "You might be able to steal soneone else's stone, but
you can't steal another per-son's space. What about forcing sonmeone off their

| and?"

She grinned down at him "Doesn't work that way. A person's space noves with
them Roads aren't fixed; they nove with individuals, as well. By the sane
token, no one owns their individual space. The Parramati don't believe you can
possess space. You can only nake use of it."

He checked the charge on his recorder. "No wonder you' ve had so much trouble
here."

She nodded. "That's why they're having such a hard time agreeing to what we
want. A mine would nake use of space, but the wording of the proposed treaty
tal ks about owning it. That's the concept they have trouble with."

"The Commonweal th doesn't want to own the space. Just the minerals that occupy
it. But I follow your reasoning."

He let his |legs dangle over the side of the inflatable. The water in the | agoon
was too shallow to admt |large predators |ike the apapanu, and he could cool his
feet in safety while electrically hued cephal opods and nol | usks darted back and
forth beneath them A nearby bommi e consisting largely of blue pseudocorals
attracted schools of swimers. The upthrust tower seened fashioned of azurite
crystals: dark blue spears thrusting up through the crystalline water

He felt hinself becom ng altogether too rel axed. The tenperature of the |agoon
water flirted with thirty degrees. Easy to lie back in the inflatable, forget
about work, and go to sleep in the warm sun. No wonder Fawn Seaforth had | ost
her inquisitive edge. A few nonths here could turn the nost conpul sive
researcher into a beachconber.

Resol utely but not wi thout reluctance, he swng his feet back into the little
boat. He had a job to do here. It was up to himto resist the exotic

bl andi shnments of the |ocal atnobsphere, however seductive.

The tropical sun soothed and warnmed him He felt as if he were trying to run
through gelatin. At the same time, he couldn't escape the feeling that there was
one key, one discovery, one cultural Rosetta stone that would al-low himto dea
successfully with Parramati society. Wen he discovered it, Fawn Seaforth woul d
be i npressed, he would be comended and transferred, and the AAnn woul d agai n be
conf ounded.

Al he had to do was find it.

"This is the nost difficult culture to get a handle on |'ve ever dealt with," he
told her. "Everywhere else, irre-spective of species, there's always been a
chief, a |l eader, a senior teacher, an elected representative, a head priest, a
respect ed phil osopher, a senior nmatriarch, even a |ocal nob boss. Someone
charged wi th nmaki ng deci sions. You work up to them and they speak on behal f of
those be-low. This polite sem anarchy is frustrating as hell." lie watched
sonething like a rocket &8209; propel | ed banana with eyes go fl ashing past beneath the
boat .

"Sometimes | wonder if either we or the AAnn will ever persuade these people to
agree to anything."

She turned off her recorder and sat down opposite him on the curving flank of
the inflatable. "And it's not just individuals you have to convince. You m ght
get a ma-jority to agree to a treaty, but then the clans have to de-bate it. If
the clans agree, then the popul ation of each island in the archipelago has to
vote. The power to decide is dispersed through nultiple |ayers."

"It's not necessary to rem nd ne," he conplained. "Tal k about your fragnentary
processes ..."

"Roads." She tried to sound encouraging. "All we have to do is find the right
road. The road that |eads to general agreenent."
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He | ooked up. "You really think such a "road' might exist?"

"Way not?" she replied cheerfully. "There seens to be one for everything else.”
She lay down on the side of the inflatable, a strip of dark photosensitive

pl astic protecting her eyes.

He | ooked away from her, to where Parramati young-sters were doing acrobatic
flips off a small |edge that pro-jected out over the | agoon. Behind the
inflatable, one of the large outriggers was just returning froman extended
fishing trip. Its crew rushed to reef the double sails. It was al ways
interesting to view the daily catch. Mich of what the Parramati caught resenbled
outtakes froma fever dream They were invariably tasty dreans, though, wth
rarely any bones to deal with.

Sonet hi ng green and yel | ow and bl ue&#8209; spotted tried to clinb into the boat, its
four small tentacles groping. Gently, Pulickel nudged it back into the water,
di scourag-ing the intrusion. Sonetimes the sea |life was as curious as the
natives.

Parramati wasn't paradi se. Roads notw thstanding, or-dinary everyday arguments
were conmon enough anmong its inhabitants. Sonetines di sputes were settled
violently. But when it cane to dealing with outsiders, be they hu-man, AAnn, or
other seni, the locals presented a united front. That was the strength of their
kusum They were aggressive only anong thensel ves. What was the point, anyway,
of trying to conquer an outlying island when you could not possess its space?
The Parramati had their stones and their roads. Use the stones, follow the
roads, and |life would be good. Watch-ing themat their everyday tasks, seeing
the joy they took in life, who could argue with then?

The sacred stones were the key, he suspected. Under-stand the stones and you
woul d understand the roads. Understand the roads and you woul d know what bound
the Parramati together. Learn that and you might get themall to agree on
somet hi ng. Perhaps even a formal treaty.

Medi ci ne stones, |ove stones, fishing stones, planting stones. Wather stones
and birthing stones, blessing stones and buil ding stones. Stones of war and
stones of sleep-ing. Tired, he shook his head. Maybe what was needed here was
not a xenol ogi st but a nason.

Stones and the roads that connected them Inmaginary |lines of power |inking al
of Parramat and Parranmati soci-ety. Wat was his stone, what was his road? The
Parra-mati couldn't tell himand he couldn't tell hinself.

Whi chever road leads to a treaty, he thought. That's the one | want to find. He
smled to hinself. It was there: of that he was certain. It was just in poor
condition, full of ruts and potholes, forcing himto go slowy and carefully

i nstead of speed al ong.

If only he could be as facile with solutions as with netaphors, he nused.

The hell with it. Slipping on nmask, rebreather, and fins, he flopped over the
side. Fawn ignored him intent on her work. As he slipped blissfully beneath the
surface he felt the warm water envel op and refresh him

Curious creatures surrounded him staring and touch-ing. H's mask di med the
glare fromthe glistening pseudocorals. Reaching the sandy bottom he sat down
and contenplated his utterly alien surroundings, hoping to find inspiration
somewher e anong the sea&#8209; dwel | ers

Not |ong thereafter, a long, lithe shape shot past him trailing blond tresses.
The hydrojet attached to Fawn's re-breather pak allowed her to keep pace with
many of the |agoon's denizens. Rolling over |ike a porpoise, sniling beneath her
mask, she beckoned to him

Al'l thoughts of treaties, cultures, and serious contemplation fled, as he
activated his own unit and pushed off the bottomto join her

The busi ness had been carefully organi zed and rehearsed, so that when the first
signs of an approaching mastorm nmani fested thensel ves, each AAnn who had been
chosen for the expedition knew just where to go and what to do.

A single floater was all that was necessary. Wth three to choose from and
stability nore critical than speed, Es-sasu had settled upon the | argest.
Designed for ferrying bulk cargo, it was capable of transporting far nore than
the small group of fully equipped technicians Piarai had assenbled fromthe poo
of willing volunteers. It would make the run from Mallatyah to Torrelau wth
ease while renmining stable even in the heavi est weat her.
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The plan was to finish the work on Torrelau as quickly as possible and then
retreat to the shelter of Iliumafan, a small high island | ocated not far

of fshore. There the cleans-ing expedition would wait out the worst of the
mast orm hi dden from vi ew of any possible Parramati w tnesses. Wen the

unpredi ctably viol ent weather began to settle down, the AAnn woul d retrace the
rest of their steps back to base.

It would be a quick, invigorating, surgical strike, care-fully designed to | eave
no evi dence and no w tnesses. They would go in under cover of the mastorm and be
out before it abated. Just rerunning the details over and over in his mnd |eft
Essasu feeling better than he had in nonths.

He found hinself paying nore and nore attention to the weather reports,
anticipating the abrupt drop in pres-sure and increase in w nd speed that
traditionally por-tended the buil dup of the next nmastorm

Everything was in readi ness when the first towering thunderheads appeared on the
sout hwestern horizon. Meteorol ogy confirned what everyone suspected: the weather
was about to turn seriously bad, which for Es-sasu was all to the good.

He personally supervised the |oading of the floater, checking each tech and al
the gear hinself. The latter was inportant, since they didn't want to take the
chance of alerting the natives to their activities. Mnual tear-down of the
humanx installation would be harder and take nore tine than sinply bl ow ng the
whol e thing up, but the results would nore closely approxi mate the kind of
severe storm danage Essasu intended to simulate. Re-lying on surprise and
expecting no resistance, the techs brought only sidearnms and a couple of rifles.
Essasu was thorough, and a firmbeliever in insurance. Wile not an-ticipating
any trouble, he prepared for it anyway.

Bound, drowned, released, and not found was what he had in nmind for the
station's inhabitants, but gunshot wounds of any kind were to be avoi ded, just
in case. Re-criminations might fly between diplomats, but he had no doubt that
he and his staff would secure absolution early on in the inevitable foll ow&#8209; up
i nvesti gati on.

There was only one possible conplication: what if when the teamarrived, the
humans were nowhere to be found? Hard to imagi ne them not preparing for and
taking refuge in their station during a mastorm but hunmans were noth-ing if not
unpredictable. In that unlikely event, he would have no option but to abort the
m ssion. He didn't expect that to happen. Humans had no nore |ove for nastorm
weat her than did the AAnn.

By this time tonorrow he woul d be free of conpeti-tion for the hearts and m nds
of the Parramati. Turning his gaze to the southwest while the technicians
settled thenselves in the floater's enclosed cabin, he studied the rapidly
bui l ding storm The crossing prom sed to be unconfortable but not
|ife&#8209;threatening. They would hold to the | ee of as nany intervening islands and
reefs as possible.

Li ke any mature AAnn, each of the technicians chosen for the nission were fully
conversant with mlitary pro-cedures and equi pnment. Al knew how to handle the
weapons they had been assigned. Even if a worst&#8209; case scenario materialized and
they forfeited the el enment of surprise, the humans would still have no chance
agai nst his experienced and determ ned team As near as he'd been able to

di scover, neither the fenmale nor the male had received any nilitary training
what soever. In any event, they would find thensel ves overwhel ned before they had
a chance to react. Eager to begin, Essasu signed himself several gestures of

pl easure and sati sfaction

They were al nost ready. Seated in the pilot's |ounge, Technician Turikk had
activated the engi ne and was me-thodically checking readouts. Final supplies
wer e put aboard.

Already the floater was vibrating slightly in the rising wind. By sunset they
woul d be standing off Torrelau, the floater's stabilizers holding it steady in
the m dst of the stormas her passengers di senbarked. The unsuspect-ing hunmans
woul d be ensconced in their station, snug in their msplaced security, perhaps
even asleep. If all went as planned, they woul d never even have the chance to
wake up.

He threw Piarai, who had been left in charge of the base, a farewell salute. For
an AAnn, this involved half a sweep-ing, intricate pantoninme that nore closely
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resenbl ed a dance than a salute. It was returned with reptilian panache.

The entryway seal ed behind himand the transparent shell of the floater misted
tenporarily as the onboard de-humidifiers sprang to life. At his sign of assent,
the pilot fed energy to the engines. The big lifter rose a body-length off the
sand, pivoted, and noved out over the still-calmshallows of the |agoon.

The surreptitious journey to Torrelau could not have been snoother had it been
sinmul ated by conputer. While continuing to build nmassively until it obscured the
entire southwestern horizon, the fury of the stormremained held in check unti
the lifter reached Iliumafan. There they waited, running |ast&*#8209; n nute equi pnent
checks and enacting procedure, until cloaked in deep night.

By the tinme they were ready to nove, the mastorm had broken over the
archi pel ago. Despite the pilot's skill and care, it made the crossing to
Torrel au, which under nor-mal conditions would have taken five mnutes, require
twenty. Wth the floater rocked and bucked by the roaring wi nds, several of the
stolid soldier/technicians were un-able to maintain their internal equilibrium
Wordl essly the others shunned their sick conmpanions. There was nothing they
could do for themin any case

It was no | ess than Essasu had expected. Finally shielded by Torrelau's bul k
the transport steadi ed. Medication settled unsteady innards as the invaders

di senbarked, their features obscured by protective raingear. Internal suit
de-humi difiers struggled to keep themconfortable as they | eaped fromthe ranp
to the sodden ground atop the sea cliff. N ght&#8209; vision | enses revealed trees and
bushes bend-ing and rustling in the wind, colorful blossons beaten down by the
driving rain. O hunmans or natives there was no sign.

Detail ed maps reveal ed every rill and depression on the island,, overlaid with
veget ation and novi ng streans. Preprogramred narkers placed every nenber of the
ex-pedition on the sane map. These markers shifted as indi-viduals advanced,
enabl ing every technician to |locate their conpanions' positions instantly.

A brief, slippery ascent took them over a high ridge, then down the far side to
a heavily vegetated plateau. Crossing a less difficult rise found them
descendi ng a noderate slope that eventually led to a wide | edge that overl ooked
the humanx station. As rain drummed on his drysuit, Essasu increased the

magni ficati on factor on his night |enses.

There being no need for privacy shades on an island i nhabited solely by |ocals,
he was able to see the interior of the station quite clearly. It was well lit
fromw thin and the curving windows that marked its circunference were nostly
unobstructed, except for a few places bl ocked by botani cal specinmens that seened
to be growing wld.

Shifting his line of sight to his right, he noted that the humans' ski mer was
parked in its shed, inert and powered down. He could find no reason to
hesitate.

"Shoul d we nmove in now, Conmander?"

He gl anced back at the tech who had spoken. "W will wait awhile |onger. There
are many lights on within the station. Their illumination nay be an
afterthought, or it may signify that the hunmans are still awake and active. Let
us give thema chance to retire." He shacked the weather station on his wist.
Pressure was still phenonme-nally |ow, indicating that the mastorm wasn't about
to abate any tinme soon

"Humans tend to stay awake | onger than we do and rise later, though they hew to
no hard and fast biological schedule. I do not expect much double, but whenever
possible | prefer to mnimze it. W will wait."

The technicians huddl ed together, dry and reasonably confortable in their field
suits but inpatient, waiting for the lights within the station to go out. Ten
mnutes later, just as Essasu was about to order the advance, the struc-ture

dar kened. This occurred in stages, a good indication that the occupants were
retiring for the night. He was nuch pl eased.

Voi cing the conmand softly, but with overtones of second&#8209; degree antici pation
the AAnn commander |ed his group down the slope toward the clearing. No one
re-marked on their approach, no one overheard the nuttered curses and sibil ant
hi sses of tense techs as they slid and scranbled down the soggy ground. W nd
wai | ed around them and hurled rain sideways with inpressive force. Neither

sl owed their progress. Each menber of the group was eager to conclude the matter
and return to the floater. Mre than bloodlust or tradition, thoughts of the
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sooth-ing, dry heat of their respective sleeping | ounges spurred them on

While the rest tensely kept watch, a pair of specialists deactivated the
station's defensive perinmeter without set-ting off any alarns. Designed
primarily to prevent the in-trusion of prinmtive but potentially dangerous
endemi c |ife&#8209;fornms, the systemwas efficient but not especially sophisticated.
| N&#8209; suit comuni cators allowed the invaders to talk despite the storm s unceasing
bel l ow. Thunder rolled through the forest while the al nbst constant |ightning
rendered the need for artificial illumnation superfluous.

Responding to a prearranged gesture from Essasu, team nenbers poured through the
breach in the defensive perineter and proceeded to prearranged positions.
Spread-ing out, they readi ed thenselves to intradict any desper-ate flight from
the installation. Ever thorough, Essasu had prepared in advance for the
unexpect ed.

Taking three techs with him he advanced on the single entrance at the base of
the station. No AAnn woul d have been confortable in a structure with only one
way in and out, but humans had evol ved fromtree&#8209; dwell ers while the ancestors of
the AAnn had come up frominterl ocked burrows. No matter how advanced the

speci es, certain evolutionary idiosyncrasies were hard to shake.

Know one's eneny, he told hinself.

Despite their ancient arboreal origins, he didn't expect fleeing humans to cone
| eapi ng out of any open wi n-dows. They could clinb far better than any AAnn, but
they couldn't fly. By now they should be falling asleep. Sur-prised in their

sl eepi ng quarters, paralyzed by a couple of short bursts from neuronic pistols,
they could be carried out conscious and aware but unable to resist.

A short if bunpy floater ride would take them out be-yond Torrelau's fringing
reef. Dunped overboard, unable to swm they would i medi ately attract the
attention of eager pelagic predators, who woul d di spose of his persistent
headache once and for all. Torrel auan scavengers were efficient. Not even the
bones woul d be overl ooked.

It would take tine for themto be nmussed, even |longer for a reconnai ssance team
to be sent out from Ophhlia. By then |l ess than nothing would remain of the
fading drama in the Torrel auan jungl e.

The secondary security systemthat seal ed the doorway proved even easier to
bypass than the perinmeter fence. The techs stepped aside as the door slid clear
maki ng way for Essasu to enter first.

As he was preparing to do so, a shape appeared on the edge of his vision
Turning sharply, he saw that it was not alone. There were three of them

al together, exposed to the fury of the mastorm standing there watching. One
took a couple of steps toward him 1t hopped rather than wal ked.

Parramati .

The voice of the tech on his imediate right hissed over the comuni cat or

" Conmander, what should we do?"

Startled by the unanticipated confrontation, he snapped an order. "lgnore them
Keep arns at the ready but do not fire unless | so order it." H's thoughts were
chur ni ng.

Di sposi ng of three natives would be tine&*#8209; consumi ng and tiring but hardly
cal ami tous. They certainly couldn't be allowed to observe the nocturna

goi ngs&#8209; on and | eave. A few | ocal scavengers were going to feed especially well
toni ght, he nused.

The one who had stepped forward raised a three- fingered hand in greeting.
Narrow, slitted eyes stared un-blinkingly. The native ignored the rain that
coursed in gleamng rivulets down his bare skin.

"What is it you wish here?"

Though it was hardly the nost propitious time for ex-changing pl easant
inanities, Essasu felt obligated to at least try to talk the natives away, as
opposed to shooting themoutright. Wnd whipped their sharply pointed ears

si deways as they awaited his reply.

"Why, to check on our human friends and nake certain they are all right. It is a
bad stormand we feared for their safety." He was pleased with his practiced
fluency in the native tongue.

The seni exchanged a | ook. "They have never had trouble during any other
storms,"” remarked the fermal e nenber of the trio. "Wiy would they need your help
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now?"

Essasu restrained his inpatience, not to nention his anger at being spoken to in
such a fashion by a nmenber of a | esser species.

"We are sinply paying a courtesy. You woul dn't under-stand. It is&#8209; sssish&#8209; part of
our nutual kusum"

The younger mnal e spoke up. "W have listened often to the humans speak of their
relationship with your kind. The road between you is difficult, and broken in
many places." Eyes doubl e&#8209; bl i nked. "You cone with many weapons."

Essasu hi ssed under his breath but renmined polite. Above him the station's

i nhabitants continued to evince no know edge of the AAnn presence. "We rmnust
protect ourselves against the creatures of the night. Surely you can understand
that."

The | eader of the trio replied. "The creatures of the night are denned up out of
the mastorm"” His eyes were fixed on the AAnn's.

Essasu glanced at his wist. Baronetric pressure was starting to rise. The fury
of the mastormwas always brief. Lose the stormand they would | ose their

anonym ty.

The native was right, of course. Al sensible creatures took cover at the first
sign of an inconng mastorm So -what were he and his three conpani ons doi ng out
here, exposed and unprotected? He posed the question.

"You were seen conming fromlliumafan and it was de-cided to find out what you
want ed. The humans did not warn us of your intended arrival."

"It is only a courtesy call. There is no need to an-nounce such things."
Essasu's exasperation was starting to boil over. H's finger twitched on the
trigger of his pis-tol. "W apologize if we have violated any protocol."

"Not ours." The fenale glanced upward, her |ong snout pointed toward the
undersi de of the station. "You come at night, at the height of a mastorm wth
weapons showi ng. That is not the manner of visitors intent on help."

He' d had about enough of this aboriginal interroga-tion. "It is really none of
your business. You woul d not understand such things."

"But we do understand such things,"” the younger mnal e declared. "Anyone who
appears uninvited outside the but of another in the mddle of the night with
weapons drawn can only mean m schief.”

"Why are you interested? The notivations of our visit remain a matter between us
and the humans. It does not concern the Parramati."

"But it does." The senior male was insistent. "You have cone into our space."
Essasu indicated the station. "The humans live init."

"By our |eave. You do not have pernission to enter. You nust apply through the
appropriate village. Your people have foll owed the appropriate procedures before
and know themwel | ."

Baronetric pressure continued to rise while Essasu's anger began to soar. For a
monent he considered com posing a formal apology and calling the whol e business
of f. But sooner or |ater these three were bound to informthe two humans of the
nocturnal intrusion. However mnmuch Essasu night deny it, upon receiving the
informa-tion the pair of softskins would surely intensify their guard. And there
was the little matter of the breach his techs had nade in the station's security
peri nmeter.

He took a step forward, gesturing with the pistol. "Let us alone. W have

busi ness here that does not concern you." Unlike the neuronic pistols carried by
two of his conpanions, the explosive projectile weapon in his hand woul d make no
fine distinction between human or seni. He didn't want to kill these natives,

but he was tired and running out of tine.

The three Parramati took an inpressive hop backward and i medi ately rai sed
objects in front of them Expect-ing spears or knives, Essasu flinched, then

rel axed. The natives held only sanples of the famliar, etched gl assy stones
that forned such an inportant part of their kusum nythology. If thrown, they
woul dn't make nmuch of an inpact.

Hi s voice gentle and reassuring, he addressed the trio's wary | eader. "You are
not really going to throw those at us, are you?"

"The sacred stones are not for throwing," the senior native declared with
dignity. He held out his own. "This is a road stone, and that &#8209;“ He indicated the
irregular mass reverently cradled by the other nale. "&#8209; a stone of the earth.”
"A seeing stone." The femal e di spl ayed her own nod-est burden.
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"Very interesting." Undertones of third&#*#8209; degree hunor crept into the conmander's
voi ce. The subtleties were |l ost on his audience, of course. "Then you shoul d be
able to see the path we intend to take."

The native leader's lips rippled. "You nust find an-other road. Yours does not
come through this place."

"Why do you care? Ah, yes. This business of your space."

One of the techs inpatiently shook water from her headgear. "Enough, Conmander.
Let us be done with this."

"I agree." Essasu raised his pistol. "W nust finish what we came for, and
regret that your interference re-quires a response. Al space is our space, and
within it the AAnn go where they please.”

"This is not your road."” So saying, the senior nmale turned his back on the
conmander. As a threatening ges-ture, it didn't carry nmuch wei ght. Essasu ai ned
carefully and assuned that his conpanions were doing |ikew se. A single silent
shot to the back of the head would end this unfortunate dial ogue cleanly.

Al three Parrarnati tossed their stones into the air. They aimed them not at
the scaly intruders but at one an-other. There were many tinmes thereafter when
Essasu carefully revi ewed what had happened. It was very clear. It just wasn't
very believabl e.

Spi nni ng through the night toward one another, the three stones appeared to
slow. Silently they struck. In-stead of tunbling to the ground, they stuck and
hovered, the resultant unified nass visibly altering its shape |ike the parts of
a conpl eted puzzle. A pale yell ow&#8209; green ef-fl orescence enanated fromthe
anor phous lunp, intensely bright in the darkness of the storn&#8209; swept ni ght.
A di sk appeared beneath the suspended mass. Several body&#8209;1engths in dianeter, it
formed a translucent barrier between AAnn and Parramati. The reflective surface
was bright with stars. Beyond, the natives could be seen huddl ed together and
chanting softly.

A projector of sonme kind, Essasu thought in disbelief. How had these primtives
cone by such a device? One of the techs was jogging his shoul der.

"Commander ? The stormis ending."

"l know." He gestured. "Step through this. Shoot all three natives but do not
danage their interesting device. W will take it back with us and let the
appropriate spe-cialists examine it."

Di d the hunmans know anyt hi ng about this? he found hinself wondering. If so, al
the nore reason to elimnate them An upward gl ance showed the station stil

qui es-cent, its inhabitants still oblivious to the little drama be-ing played
out below them It wasn't surprising. The violence of the stormwould have

snot hered the sounds of a small war.

"Choose! " The senior nale was speaking again, from behind the disk. "The road
that | eads back to Mall atyah-or this one."

"Sonme kind of mirror device," Essasu nurnured aloud. "I wonder how they cane
into possession of it? Wll, we will find out later.” He gestured sharply.

Two of the tech&#8209; sol diers stepped forward, simulta-neously crossing the lip of
the disk. A couple of brief, startled screans resounded over the comunicators
just before they fell out of sight. It was exactly as if they had stepped into a
hol e. The di sk swallowed themas neatly as if they'd gone over a cliff.

Darting forward, Essasu and his remai ni ng conpani on peered cautiously into the
swirling translucency. They could see the pair who had gone in and over,
flailing and kicking madly as they tunbled out of sight. Not down, he thought.
They weren't falling down so nuch as up. He started to put out a hand.

The remai ning tech restrained him "Comuander, don't." She struggled to pul
Essasu back fromthe brink.

Shaki ng her off, he reached out. H s hand and forearmentered the transl ucency.
Hi s suit sensed nothing un-usual, but sonmething pulled forcefully on his arm
Wth an effort, he drew it back. At the sane tinme he recogni zed the pattern of
stars reveal ed by the disk, renenbering it clearly now fromthe standard nmanua
on Senisran. The faint nmenory had been nagging at himever since the disk had
first materialized

The constellations depicted in the di sk were exactly what would be seen if one
wer e standi ng sonewhere in the planet's southern heni sphere and | ooki ng up at
the night sky. He could not pinpoint the exact |ocation. The Seurapan Reef
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system perhaps, or the Challooriat Atolls. Those | ocal es and others were known
to himfromof-ficial famliarization scrolls that suddenly seermed no | onger
immaterial. Both island groupings were situated al nbst exactly as far bel ow
Seni sran's equator as Parra-mat was above it.

The disk was a hole, or if one chose to use the Parra-mati definition, a road
Ri ght through this side of the planet.

Chapter N ne

The two unfortunate tech&#8209; sol diers? They had fallen, all right. Right through
Senisran into the night sky in the southern hem sphere. Shaken, Essasu lifted
his gaze to the three Parramati. They were watching himsilently.

The stormin his nmind mrrored the greater, darker one ragi ng about him Three
stones come together: earth, road, seeing. A way of seeing a road through the
earth to the sky?

But how? Though nore administrator than scientist, Essasu still was aware that
several important |aws of physics had just been violated directly in front of
him Not nagic. He was no believer in superstition. It was technol ogy, but of
anot her order. Three stones. Surely the Parramati weren't responsible for them
Then who were? How had they cone to be here, on this backward watery worl d?
Clearly the locals had | earned how to nake use of them Had they been
instructed, or was learning the properties of each individual stone a matter of
trial and error? He'd seen no switches thrown, no surreptitious controls nudged.
The Parramati had sinply thrown the three objects together

To becone useful they had to be conbined. A single stone was nothing nore than a
lunp of inscribed slag. But when pushed agai nst another, or several others, it
hel ped to open a gate. In this case, a gate to another part of Senisran.

Hi s thoughts reeled. Mallatyah and Torrel au were each hone to dozens of the
sacred stones. Many nore were held and cared for on the other islands of the
archi pel ago. Were sone inert, no nore than what they appeared to be, or were al
potentially capable of equally inexplicable higher functions?

What el se could the sacred stones do? What woul d happen if a sea stone was

conmbi ned with a pair of road stones, or growing stones with sky stones? Did only
cer-tain specific conbinations have a higher function, or would any work?
Puzzl e pieces, he told hinself. Hundreds of them scat-tered the |length and
breadth of the Parramati archi-pelago. Each one | ooked after by a designated

i ndividual, or famly, or clan. What else, if anything, besides the sky disk
transporter could the stones becone?

He had a thousand questions, the answer to any one of which was nore inportant
than the elimnation of a couple of bothersonme hunmans.

The fermal e was speaking. "W are sorry for your friends, but they chose their
road."

"Yes. Yes, they did." Munbling, Essasu and his re-maining conpani on backed away
fromthe glistening sky disk. Rain was sucked into it as readily as bodies, he
no-ticed. How rmuch control did these primtives have over a device clearly not
of their own making? Could its |o-cus be shifted? Toward him for exanple? Wat
if they pushed it forward and it slid under his feet? Wuld he, too, fal

through to the sky in the southern hemn sphere?

Madness it was, utter and conplete. Except that he'd seen it happen. As she
retreated, the surviving tech stunbled slightly, rem nding himthat he was not
al one, that another had witnessed the inmpossibility.

Tilting his head slightly within the protective hood, he tried to raise the pair
who had vani shed into the disk on their communi cators. Wen there was no
response, he addressed the other menbers of the expedition who had taken up
positions just inside the station's breached de-fensive perineter

"Interdiction is aborted. Return to the floater. Any who delay will be |eft
behind. | repeat, return to the floater."

The tech glanced at him "Commander, the mastorm ... should we not wait awhile?"
Essasu continued to back away fromthe three Parra-mati. "W are | eaving now. "

Suddenly nothing, not even the roaring storm posed nearly the threat inplied by
the inexplicable translucent disk.

"Did you see it? Did you see what happened?"

The tech responded with a gesture of first&#8209;degree concurrence, nassively
enphasi zed. "I saw, Commander, but | do not understand. Wat happened to Suugi
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and Ri ei baa? Where did they go?"

"On a journey fromwhich | fear they will not be re-turning." Again he addressed
hinmself to his suit pickup. "Assenble at the prearranged point. Do not, |

repeat, do not attenpt to question or interfere in any way with any natives you
may encounter.”

Moments | ater the remainder of the assault team had reunited outside the
station's defensive perineter. The se-nior anpong them eyed the commander
sear chi ngly.

"What happened? Wiy have we aborted?"

Essasu stared back evenly. "It seens we have chosen a wong road." At this, the
ot her menbers of the group | ooked uncertainly at one another. Essasu did not

el abo-rate. Let them query their surviving conmpanion. O her thoughts occupied
hi s thi nki ng.

The first thing he intended to do upon returning to Mallatyah was institute a

t horough survey of all the sa-cred stones on the island. Then he would initiate
careful, nonthreatening discussions with their caretakers. It should be possible
to secure additional, nonhostile denpnstra-tions of the stones' abilities, under
conditions that would permt proper scientific study and anal ysis.

This was big, he knew. Mjor. Ra'selah m scaf nye. Mich nore inportant than sone
trifle of a treaty. And he, Essasu, would be responsible for its discovery and
subse-quent exploitation. The noble title to which he aspired was no | onger a

di stant dream but an imiinent reality. Such a destiny was worth the sacrifice of
a couple of technicians. In gratitude, he would incorporate their nanes into his
title.

Thei r number reduced by two, the group pushed their way back through the storm
up over the ridges, doggedly retracing their path. Essasu found hinself glancing
back over his shoul der on nore occasions than he cared to ad-nmt. He suffered
froma quiet horror of |ooking around only to see a glistening disk full of
stars bearing down on him swallow ng rocks, trees, and everything else inits
circular path as it sustained a renorsel ess pursuit.

Sone kind of transport nechanism he knew. One that the Parramati coul d cal

into existence but not mani pu-late. That would be for inperial scientists to
master. Surely the systemwas designed to allow travel fromone part of the

pl anet to another and not to dunp woul d&#8209; be travelers into an enpty slice of sky!
No doubt it was all a matter of proper alignment, the details of which tine and
study woul d resol ve.

He wondered if the two unfortunate technicians who had been swal |l owed up by the
di sk were still falling, and he shuddered

The origin of the di sk&#8209; generating stones intrigued him al nost as nuch as their
operation. Who had manufac-tured them and when? Those parts of Senisran that
had been expl ored had revealed nothing in the way of a civi-lization predating
that of the primtive natives. There was nothing; not a wall, not a statue, not
a crunbling ziggu-rat. Nothing to indicate the earlier presence of a
techno- 1| ogi cal ly advanced soci ety.

That the stones were not recent arrivals but had been on Senisran for sone tinme
was clear fromthe extensive mythol ogy that had been devel oped around t hem by
the Parramati. The fact that the devices were still functional was yet another
testament to the achievenments of their designers. Glactic archeol ogy was not a
subj ect that had nuch interested him and he knew next to nothing about it, but
there was clearly work here for specialists in many disciplines. He had to nove
with care and caution | est he overload his brain.

Focus on the inmedi ate, he decided. Concentrate on surnounting this wet,
slippery slope w thout breaking a | eg. Understanding, great acclaim and noble
titles could come |ater.

One of the first steps nust be to get hold of a stone and subject it to rigorous
exam nation and analysis in the lab. Facilities denied to the station were
avai l abl e at Chraara. Other stones could be sent offworld for study, preferably
acconpani ed by their respective stone masters. It would not matter if their
relations with the Parramati suffered. From now on, it was the stones that
mat t er ed.

Woul d he be believed, even with a witness to corrobo-rate his statenents? If
only they'd had recorders going! It being, of course, inappropriate to nake a
record of a double assassination, there were only his personal obser-vations and
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those of the surviving technician to attest to what had happened. It would have
to suffice

Did the Parramati know nore about the stones than they were saying, or were they
akin to children who knew how to operate a conpl ex nmachi ne but could not have
begun to explain how it actually worked? Those questions too would yield to
future scrutiny.

"Be careful there!" he warned those ahead of him "Watch your step." Irony woul d
not be a strong enough concept to describe their situation if, having just nade
the di scovery of the age, they succunbed to the vicissi-tudes of bad weather.
Whirling abruptly, he saw only w nd&#8209; whi pped trees and sodden ground. The inage
of the disk swallowing his two technicians was one that was going to be
difficult to dislodge fromnenory. The sight of them stunbling, falling,
scream ng as they shrank into the starfield ...

Angrily, he returned his attention to the trail ahead.

The four big persons squatted confortably on their haunches. Torrel auapa |ay
bel ow t he sl ope on which they sat and off to their right, the waterfall and its
narrow |l a-goon to their left. Three outriggers were heading out to sea, their
nets draped neatly over their sides, while fe-mal es cane and went fromthe
intri cate mountai nsi de gardens.

Ascel a, Jorana, Osiwivi, and Massapapu had gathered to di scuss the incident of
the previous night. Overhead, the tropical sun shone down through a perfectly
bl ue shy storm&#8209; swept clean of particul ates.
"Are the stones safe?" Jorana inquired of Osiwvi.
"Al'l have been returned to their keeping places,"”
them together was a difficult decision.”

"But one that had to be nade." Massapapu was employing a mddle finger to clean
one ear. "W could not let the two humans be killed. Not while they were living

in our space."

"Bad kusum " When Ascela grunted, her whole body lifted slightly on powerful

hi nd | egs.

"A violation of hospitality,"” added Osiwi vi.

"But now the shiny&#8209; ski nned ones, these AAnn, know the power of stones." As was
each of them Jorana was openly concerned. "They will trouble our Mll atyahan
relations and return to harass us as well."

"Perhaps not." The others | ooked to Ascela, who while carrying no nore weight in

di scussi on than anyone el se, was senior in years anong them "It may be that

none of their big persons will grasp the true neaning of what was seen." She

barked gentle anusenent. "After all, unless one knows the ways of using, the

stones are only stones. Except for what the Mallatyahans choose to tell them

t he shi ny&#8209; ski nned AAnn are ignorant of kusum™

"'That is so," Csiwivi agreed, "but | still think as does Jorana. They wil |

trouble us unless we make themall go away."

Massapapu consi dered the problem "W could send themall down a road from which
they would not return.”

Ascel a gestured agreement. "That is easily enough done. But fromtalking with

the humans, | believe that others woul d cone to take their place. These who

woul d conme after would be nore cautious as well as nore ready to use weapons."”

"Just as a human nale has come to join the female." Jorana's nostrils flared
slightly. "Do you think they will mate?"

"l do not know. They don't speak of such things to nme. If | think of it, | wll

ask them soneti ne. They seem mi snmatched as to size."

Massapapu consi dered. "Maybe anong their kind the female is always |arger than

the male."

Jorana nade a low chittering sound deep in his throat. "It seens that we are

going to have to learn howto live with these visitors anbng us, humans and AAnn

ali ke. But that does not nmean we nust agree to |let themconme and di g out what

they want fromthe |and." Double eye-lids blinked. "Better for kusumto keep

pl ayi ng them of f one agai nst the other."

"Yes," agreed GCsiwivi. "Contact and trade is sup-portabl e&#8209;so | ong as we contro
it."

"But they will want to nmanage things." Ascela shifted on her haunches. "Both

beli eve that they speak froma position of strength, but neither has any

his friend replied. "To use
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stones." She snorted derisively. "They are not stronger than us, but it is
better to let themthink that they are."

"They wi |l continue to harangue us to choose between them" Massapapu argued.
"Let them" Ascela |let her gaze wander to the relaxing symmetry of the terraced

gardens. "W will continue to play no favorites. Access to all islands of the
Parramati will be controlled, and we will not allow themto dig on our |ands. W
wi |l pass judgment on every soft&#8209; or shiny-skin who wi shes to reside anong us."

"For how | ong?" Osiwivi was not afraid to |l et uncer-tainty show "They have
power ful weapons and machi nes. "

"But they do not know the right roads." Jorana half closed his eyes, squinting
into the sun as he watched the last of the fishing outriggers vani sh around the
northern point. "Perhaps if we were to show sonme of thema true road, they would
cone to understand what preserving our kusum nmeans to us."

"Yes!" Massapapu was i mmedi ately enthusiastic. "Show the two humans the great
road. See then if they do not be-cone nore like us, nore attuned to true kusum
Show them the great road and they will understand why we do not need their
treaty and their trade goods."

As Ascela nulled over this proposal, she sifted soil through her fingers,
studying the small lives it had to of-fer. Qccasionally she nibbl ed.

"An idea worthy of further consideration, but are these two hunans the proper
candi dates? They do not strike nme as big persons anmpong their own kind. Wse,
yes. Understandi ng and sonetines even synpathetic. Intelli-gent and

know edgeabl e, or they would not have been sent ampbng us. But after much tal king
with them | do not believe that they are persons of influence or power."

"We can add to their power as well as to their know -edge by show ng themthe
road," Jorana pointed out. "Once they have seen, then big persons of their own,
kind will have to listen to them"

Ascel a rocked backward, using her short tail to formthe third leg of a tripod

on which she coul d bal ance. "Well, on one thing we are all agreed: sonething

nmust be done about these persistent softé&#8209; and shi ny&#8209; ski nned visi-tors. If we
cannot drive themaway or kill themall, we nust make them understand what it is

to be Parramati. If that nmeans they nust be shown the great road, then so be

it."
Bat hed in warm sunlight, their naked skin caressed by the occasional warm breeze
of f the | agoon, they fell to discussing the details.

Fawn frowned at Naharira, a Torrel auapan bi g person she knew only by nane.
Repairs to that part of the station defensive perineter that had been damaged
during the last mastorm were taking |onger than she'd cal cul ated. Straightening
and wi ping sweat from her forehead, she peered across the cleared area to the
far side of the de-fensive fence where Pulickel was nethodically check-ing each
newl y refurbished stanchion with a hand&#8209; hel d noni tor.

So far, only the one she was working on seenmed to have suffered any serious
danage. It was the first tine any part of the defensive fence had failed. G ven
the fury of the periodic mastorns and the debilitating nature of the climte, it
was surprising it hadn't happened before

Personal Iy, she thought the energi zed perineter exces-sive. No |ocal predator
could force an entry into the sta-tion. But it was SOP, and she'd had no say in
the station's construction. Even so, she was naking i nmedi ate repairs only at
Pul i ckel " s insistence.

O nore interest was the bare piece of land near the main entrance to the

el evator shaft. A circular patch of ground had been wi ped clean of soil and al
plant matter to a depth of several centineters, right down to exposed rock. She
and Pulickel had discussed possible explana-tions ranging froma mniature
tornadi ¢ touchdown to a freak bolt of Iightning. Mdst puzzling was the near
per-fection of the circle.

Save for the single perinmeter post, the station itself had come through the
mast or m undanaged as always, a trib-ute to its designers and buil ders. Despite
del ays, she ex-pected to have the fence up and running within the hour.

It was while they were out sweating and straining in the heat of |ate norning
that Naharira had come to stand and stare. And to nmake conversation

"I"'m.aid | don't understand,” she told the attentive villager. "Wat are you
trying to tell me?"
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The bi g person |l eaned on his sinple hoe, rocking slightly on his huge feet. "W
want you and Pu'il to understand what it neans to be Parramati. W want you to
understand why we don't want a treaty that will bring others of your kind, or of
t he shi ny&#8209; ski nned ones, here to dig up our land."

Fawn was on her knees, peering into the eviscerated interior of the damaged
stanchi on. As she |istened, she renpved a replacenent nodule fromits clear
plastic cas-ing and carefully snapped it in place. Wthin the stan-chion, a pair
of tiny green lights winked to life.

"There will be a treaty." She snapped connectors back into place. "Either with
us or with the AAnn. It's going to happen, so the big persons in Torrel auapa and
the other villages might as well get used to the idea." She nade a face. "It's

call ed progress.”

Naharira scuffed the ground with his hoe. "Let me put it another way. The
Parramati feel that any such treaty would constitute a defacenment of kusum"

Bl i nki ng away sweat, she |ooked up at the native. "I don't see that it damages
kusum at all. The proposals don't ask the Parramati to change their way of life
in any fashion. They sinply enshrine an al ready existing friendship."

"It would lead to the opening of other roads and other ways. Roads that lead to
attractive options and new things that are appealing to youth who have not yet
been in-structed in the full ness of kusum Tradition would be eroded. W have
heard how this has happened el sewhere. Heritage has been sacrificed for shiny
toys that honor no kusum"™ He shifted on his hoe.

"You and the shiny&#8209; ski nned AAnn have know edge, but the Parramati have life.
Knowl edge without life is nothing. Everything we have, everything we are, arises
fromour kusum Change that, substitute for it, and we will |ose that which
makes us what we are. Qur kusum has kept us safe in war and drought and bad
times while many around us were suffering. That is because other seni have
forgotten or put aside their kusumin favor of new fads and tenpting ideas. Only

the Parramati still hew to an unchanged kusum W have done so for as |long as

menory serves. W nust continue to do so."

"You don't need to tell ne. |I've heard the sanme liturgy from Ascel a and ot her

big persons.” She was trying to be polite to the native while concentrating on
the repair job. "I see your point."

"I"'mnot sure that you do." Naharira was being very direct this nmorning. "But we
woul d i ke you to. We are not like the Eolurro or the Simsant. Only the
Parramati know well the roads. It is because of this, because of our kusum that
we see the world as it truly is.”

Fawn carefully closed a connection, smiled to herself as a |last green |ight cane
tolife. "And how is the world, according to the Parramati ?" High up a flaring
ulawari tree, a chiji squealed |ike a bagpipe badly in need of tuning.

"The Parramati see everything in terns of space."” The big person gestured
broadly to enconpass the surround-ing forest. "Each location in space has its
own access point, and each point has power. The big people anpong the Parranati
can recogni ze these points of power. Mst of themare concentrated in the
stones. Those who know the ways can use the stones to open the roads to these

ot her spaces. W do not al ways use them but we know they are there. Qur kusum
has al ways allowed us to do this. Gthers do not know the ways, or do not possess
the right stones."

"That's all very interesting." She |eaned back and be-gan buttoning up the

ref urbi shed stanchion. "But what does it have to do with the proposed treaty?"
Naharira sighed. "W are hoping that if you cone to see space as the Parramat

do, you will better understand why we do not want, do not need, and cannot
afford to have closer ties with your civilization. W would |like for you to
agree to becone nore Parramati."”

Its integrity restored, the perineter fence could be switched back on at any
tine. Satisfied, she rose, tower-ing over the attentive big person. "I'mstil

not sure that | follow you. Are you proposing that Pulickel and | undergo sone
sort of initiation cerenony?" It took a nmo-nent to find the right words.
Naharira showed the many teeth in his long, narrow snout. "It is nore of a
denbnstration, so that you may better conprehend certain things that are
difficult to con-vey only with words. It was not a decision easily arrived at,
but it is felt that sonmething needs to be done so that you nmay understand. Your

i gnorance is not your fault."
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The sardonic tone of her reply was lost on the native. "Gee, thanks."

"You are welcone. It is felt that when you see that our ways are stronger, you
and your people will understand our desire to be left alone and our wish to
forgo the bene-fits of your society."

"If it's that inmportant to you, then of course we will participate in your show,
or denmonstration, or whatever it is." She yelled and gesticulated in Pulickel's
direction. Alnost finished with his inspection, he turned and waved casual |y
back.

Naharira continued. "Tonorrow there will be a cere-nony nmarking the planting of
t he pohoroh root. A growing stone will be used to ensure a bountiful crop. At
that tine you will be shown the rel evant road. Wien you see it open, perhaps
then you will understand why we do not need your ways, your nachines, or your

treaty." He straightened proudly.

"It is a great honor. Only big persons may use the stones to open the roads.
Only they know the ways of power that are handed down from generation to
generation."

"We're flattered to be included," Fawn replied, not knowi ng what else to say.
"I"'msure Pulickel will feel the same way." The crop&#8209; bl essi ng cerenony, or
what ever it was, sounded interesting. Anything that expanded their insight into
Parramati sociol ogy was worth recordi ng, just as anything that solidified the
devel oping relation-ship was to be encouraged.

Hefting his hoe as he turned to go, Naharira eyed the much taller human
curiously. "Tell ne one thing, F' an. You and the nmale human |ive together but
are not mated. You have no cubs. This is a thing much specul ated upon in the
village. Do you plan to mate?"

The abrupt change of subject caught her off guard. "Noooo, | don't think so."
"If you do, Ascela said to tell you that she would be honored to performthe
cerenony. "

She smled. "Tell her thank you, but we have no plans to, um mate. Qur
relationship is strictly professional. Different famlies can till the sane
hapirri patch.”
"Yes, that is so,

t he bi g person agreed.

"Pulickel," she added, gesturing in her associate's di-rection, "is not what,
among nmy people, would be called ny type."
“ ‘Type.’ “ The native |ooked thoughtful. "W have nuch still to | earn about the

meani ngs of words."

She strove to return the discussion to nore significant and | ess persona
matters. "We'll be happy to be initiated as stone people, or whatever, and to
| earn nore about the ways of the Parramati and your roads."

"Then it is settled. Tonorrow at first sun.”

Not being rmuch of a norning person, she winced in-ternally. "First sun?"

"It is the proper time, when the flowers of the pohoroh first open to the
light."

"OfF course. That nakes sense. You nust excuse ny ig-norance." Bending, she

pi cked up her repair kit. "Tonmor-row at first sun then, in the village."

"You nust be at the base of the gardens before first Iight so you can be on the
nmount ai n when the sun shows itself." Naharira was insistent.

She winced again. "We'll be there."
Exhi biting wonderful flexibility, the long snout tw sted sideways. "I wll come
and guide you. It will not be hard for you to find your way. You have lights

that let you see in the dark."

"That's right." Unable to resist, she added, "If you agreed to the treaty, you
coul d have such lights for your-self. You could turn night into day for every
village in the archipel ago."

"Why would we want to do that?" Wth a vertical hop and midair pivot, the native
turned away fromher. "If the night was nade into day, how would a person

sl eep?”

Wth that the visiting big person headed off toward the trail that |ed through
the forest and back to the village, covering the open sections of ground in

| ong, graceful bounds. Fawn watched hi m go.

A sinple folk, the Parramati. Straightforward and stub-born, but they'd cone
around sooner or later. Mean-while, attending this planting cerenony or whatever
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it was woul d establish one nore bond between them It was inportant, she knew.
Anyt hing involving the sacred stones was inportant. It would probably prove
interest-ing, as well, except for the part that involved rising be-fore sunup
She called across the clearing beneath the station. "Better turn in early
tonight, Pulickel! W have an early- norning appointnment."

Hi s querul ous reply rose above the background nutter of the jungle. "What for?"
"To | ook at roots, and rocks. Wuld you rather be a root person or a rock
person?"

"What's that?" He put a hand to one ear, but she only grinned at him She could
give himthe details later. There was no urgency.

After all, nothing exceptional was going to happen

Chapter Ten

It was very early indeed the follow ng nmorni ng when Fawn | earned that she had
m sconstrued Naharira's invitation

"Only fenales," the big person expl ained apol ogeti-cally, "are pernmitted to
participate in the pohoroh cere-mony. It is they who naster the grow ng stones.
Only they may attend.”

"Not a problem™ It was still night&*#8209; bl ack outside the station, and Pulicke
smled jovially at his associate. "I can live wi thout watching the locals stick
a bunch of seeds in the ground and pound themw th a sacred stone. You do the
recording, Fawn. Me, I'Il just have to go back to bed."

"CGet sone sleep for the both of us." Her tone belied her expression. Gven the
choi ce, she would gladly have swapped places with her conpanion. That was not
pos-si bl e. Naharira was insistent as ever

The sky was only begi nning to show signs of |ighten-ing when she finally halted
just beyond the village, at the foot of the magnificently terraced nountai nside
that the Torrel auapans had transforned into one vast, intricate garden. There
Naharira turned her over to Jeriill, the fe-male big person who had care of the
growi ng stone. To-gether they started up the |aboriously worked sl ope.

Thr ee&#8209; quarters of the way along, they halted on a small plateau. A large section
of terrace had been cleared for planting. Reeds, vines, fronds, flowers, and
stripped bark lay in neat piles nearby, ready to be woven and scul pted into
protective, decorative trellises and arbors as soon as the planting was

concl uded.

Among the assenbled Parramati femal es, Fawn stood out |ike a construction crane
surrounded by busy earth-nmovers. Switching on her recorder, she followed the
beckoning Jeriill to the mddle of the clearing. Exotic native fruits and
veget abl es grew in profusion on the ter-races bel ow while i mmature grow hs
greened the remain-ing |l evels at higher altitudes.

From t he vantage point provided by the plateau, she could see nuch of the
western half of Torrelau. Swathed in shades of enmerald and vernilion, carmne
and yellow, it lay like a blaze of energy against the fram ng azure bl ue sea.
The village | ay bel ow, peppered with the small noving shapes of other Parramati
begi nning the day's work. Of to the left, the clear, coal course of the river
cast its singular torrent into the svelte inlet of the lagoon. Al in all, it
was a grand vista.

"Stand here, F an."

Turni ng, she nodded understandingly at Jeriill and wal ked to the indicated

| ocation. She wondered if she would be allowed sinply to watch or if she was
expected to participate in the cerenony. Ot her fenal es crowded cl ose around her
forming the balance of a senmicircle that faced the center of the plateau
Hol di ng the growi ng stone out before her, Jeriill ad-vanced from one end of the
crescent. Carrying an earth stone, the big person known as U uhapa approached
fromthe opposite direction. Fawn strove in vain for sight of any seeds or
cuttings.

Meeting in the center of the plateau, the two fenales squatted |ow. Setting the
stones aside, they began to dig a. small hole.

Fawn | eaned over to whisper at the m ddl e person standing on her right. "I don't
under st and. Were are the seeds or seedlings?"

The younger Parranmati |ooked up out of bright blue eyes. "Wy, the pohoroh
cuttings are already in the ground, of course. They were planted all | ast
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t en&#8209; day. "

Fawn switched off her recorder. "If the planting is al-ready finished, then
what's the purpose of this cerenmony?"

"Why, to bless the health of the crop and ensure that it is fruitful."

"I see." Fawn was still disappointed that she'd m ssed the actual planting
Apparently she'd been brought here sinply to wi tness sone chanting and
speech&#8209; maki ng. At least it shouldn't last too |ong, she rationalized.

Near the far end of the fenale crescent, several of the villagers were renoving
musi cal instruments fromtheir carry bags. She recogni zed the inportant kes
flute, a set of small, vibrantly carved goral au druns, and a pair of

bal ati ngti ng harps. Even though the sun had not yet peered over the horizon, she
was sweating. Torrelau's humdity did not vanish with the daylight but persisted
around the cl ock.

Runni ng a hand around the inside hemof her halter top, she nade the decision to
switch the recorder back on. If nothing else, the music would provide an

enj oyabl e subject for study. Too bad the cerenony had to take place out in the
open instead of beneath some shady, finished pergola. She gazed longingly at the
wi sps of twi sted and shaped reed that darkened a row of simhila snaps only
neters distant.

Pul i ckel didn't know what he was m ssing, she groused silently.

At a signal fromU uliapa the fenmal e crescent began to snake and wend &#8209;its way
back toward the edge of the clearing, acconpanied by an unmnel odic but rhythmc
drone fromthe nusicians. Caught up in the Senisrani chorus |ine, Fawn raised
her arm so the recorder could shoot over the heads of the gyrating natives. She
was hard put to avoid their enornous feet, which stanped in unison first to the
left, then to the right. This uniform poundi ng nade a drumm ng upon the earth
that bordered on the dynamic. For the first tine all norning she was gl ad t hat
she'd all owed Naharira to talk her into com ng.

Havi ng finished their excavation, Jeriill and Uuliapa strai ghtened. Sweat
stream ng of f her face, Fawn struggled to aimthe wist&*#8209; nounted recorder in
their direction. As soon as the cerenpbny ended, she pronised herself, she would
sit down in the shade and take a nice, long drink fromthe condenser in her
backpack.

The fermal e dancers had begun junping up and down, matching their prodigious

| eaping ability to the beat of the goralau druns. In their enthusiasm severa
sailed cleanly over Fawn, clearing the top of her head by no less than half a
meter on each occasion. It was a suprenely athletic denonstration. The | oud
whunps the natives made when they | anded conpl enented the percussive quality of
their chanting. It was one of the nore inpres-sive denonstrations of traditiona
kusum Fawn had yet wi tnessed.

As she absently let the recorder run, she found herself wondering how nmuch rea
work she could still accomplish before nightfall. There was so nuch that needed
fil-ing and organi zi ng&*#8209; but at |east Pulickel had stopped naggi ng her about it.
Most of the time, anyway.

A gl ance skyward showed that the sun was peering over the western ridges. A few
i sol ated cumul us cl ouds hovered overhead, blotting up excess blueness. By |ate
afternoon they woul d have solidified their hold on the fir-manent and it would
rain for an hour or so. Now if one of the early arrivals would only interpose
itself between her and the sun ...

The cerenpny seened to be wi nding down, the music growing | ess intense. Good,
she thought. Jeriill and Uu-liapa bent to pick up their respective stones
Switching to a slower, nore sedate chant, the Parramati fenales gath-ered behind
t he nusi ci ans.

The two big persons solemmly bent to place their re-spective stones in the hole
they had dug. Wat foll owed happened so quickly Fawn wasn't sure she'd actually
seen it, and could only hope that the recorder had done its job

The two stones appeared to junp toward one another. Fawn was positive the
femal es hadn't thrown then. It was as if the glassy |unps had becone suddenly
and powerfully magnetized. !Wat happened next was nore astonishing still.
Emtting a sea&#8209; green glow, the stones fused together. For a nmad nonment she
t hought they were going to pass through each others Wat resulted was a single
stone that | ooked larger than the two separate stones com bi ned. That was

i mpossi bl e, of course, but then so were rocks that exhibited green efflorescence
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and i ndependent noti on.

She considered the possibility that she mght be the victimof sone primtive
tribal sleight&#8209; of &#8209; hand, but that wouldn't explain the light that continued to
emanate fromthe glassy nass. As she stared, the two fenmale big persons squatted
and began to throw dirt onto the lunp, covering it up and filling in the hole

t hey had dug.

Behi nd her, the chants of the singers and the steady rhythm of the nusicians was
an unvarying drone in her ears. Her head was poundi ng. Heat and perspiration
were no | onger uppernost in her thoughts.

Dropping to their knees, the two stone nasters placed both open hands on the
ground, above the buried stones. They seened as oblivious to her presence as to
the sing-ing and the nmusic. The recorder caught it all.

Faintest of the faint, a pale green light enmerged fromthe earth beneath Jeriill
and U uliapa's hands. Like ink in water, it spread out across the carefully
prepared field, seeping beneath wal king paths and retaining walls until it
covered the entire planting.

Fawn barely had presence of mnd enough to check on the recorder. It continued
to function efficiently and inde-pendent of her attention. By now the entire
upper third of the nountainside was lit fromw thin by the dissipating

I i me&#8209; green gl ow. Looking down, she could see it trace an olivine arabesque of
nmysteri ous beauty beneath her sandal s.

That's when she recogni zed the pattern in the earth. It was a restatenment of the
intricate scrollwork that donminated the overall design of the Parramati arbors
and trellises.

Her feet had begun to tingle through the soles of her sandals. It felt as if she
were standing in a shallow, car-bonated bath. A glance down reveal ed that her
toes were not glowi ng green. At that point, it would not have sur-prised her.
Jeriill and Uuliapa continued to kneel, their hands pressed to the earth, their
heels high in the air. They nust be feeling the tingling nmuch nore strongly than
she, Fawn knew.

The effl orescence persisted for another five mnutes before it finally began to
fade. As it vani shed, soaked up by the intensifying sunshine, the chanting
slowed and fi-nally ceased altogether. The nusicians put up their in-struments.
The two fermal e big persons rose solemmly fromtheir kneeling positions, w ping
dirt fromtheir three -fingered hands. Fawn reached for the controls on her
wrist recorder, then hesitated.

Let it run, she decided. Despite the | ook of things, she nmight mnmiss sonething.
Jeriill was beckoning to her. Uncertainly Fawn noved forward, treading lightly
on the soil as if it might w thout warning turn anorphous beneath her feet. She
felt as if she were in a trance. Long lips rippling, the two big per-sons
indicated that the tall human could join themif she wi shed. The invitation
concl uded, both bent and began to dig at the spot where they had buried the two
stones be-cone one. Restraining the hundred questions she had al -ready

formul ated, Fawn joi ned them

Soundl essly they dug. No nusic acconpani ed them now, no enthusiastic dirge. Not
far bel ow the surface they uncovered the stone. The gl ow had nearly vani shed, as
if its brief sojourn in the earth had drained it of sone inher-ent inner
vitality. In the vicinity of the m sshapen mass the soil was dark and noi st.
"Pick it up, F' an." Uuliapa gestured encouragingly. "You are fenale. You
shoul d be confortable with all things that are of the earth and of grow ng."
Taki ng a deep breath, she reached down and picked up the stone. A surge of
warm h pronptly coursed through her whole being, fromher fingers down to her
toes. Startled, she, dropped the mass. Jeriill caught it in one smpooth gesture
before it could hit the ground.

The xenol ogist felt foolish. What harmcould it do to hold the object? It was
just a rock&#8209;wasn't it? Sure it was. A rock that changed shape and tingled to the
touch and infused an entire hillside with energetic green |ight.

Ckay, so it was nore than just&#8209; a&#8209; rock. Wiat the hell was it?

When she reached out, snmiled, and nade the proper gesture, Jeriill freely handed
the stone back. Holding it up for a closer |ook, Fawn found she could see
partway into the vitreous nass. The interior was highly stratified, suggesting
organi zation of a type only nature was ca-pable of inmparting to the interior of
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an ordinary rock. If, she found herself thinking, it was an "ordinary rock." But
what else could it be?

Her eyes wi dened and she brought the nass closer to her face. Was that something
novi ng, deep within the stone? Coils and flashes of energy, fluctuating |ines of
force? Were they lingering echoes of the green radi ance that had suffused the
field, or the cause?

The bi g persons, the wondrous isle of Torrelau, the cradling sea, Senisran
itself: she held all of it in her cupped palnms. The sensation of |ife force, of
prodi gi ous fecundity, was overpowering. It envel oped her whole be-ing. Wile her
m nd reel ed, her body felt nore alive than when she was naking | ove. That was
exactly what it was |like, she thought dazedly. She was making |ove to the earth,
and the earth was responding. Nurturing, giving back, through the power of the
st ones.

She stunbl ed slightly and blinked, the delicious fog that had bl anketed her

t hought s vani shing. Looki ng down, she saw that she now held two stones, one in
each hand. They were the original stones, inert and immutable. No |ight, green
or otherwi se, emanated fromtheir irregular, glassy surfaces

Gently the two fenmale big persons retrieved their stones. Wping at her eyes,
Fawn turned to exam ne her sur-roundings. No remmant of the radi ance renained.
Bat hed i n earl y&*#8209; norni ng sunshine, the cleared field and surround-ing gardens
shone only with natural color. No supernal hues attached thenselves to growth or
soil. The world was as it had been before.

Looki ng down, she found that she was unable to see into the interior of either
stone. Wen separated, their surfaces were opaque and inpenetrable.

"What &#8209; what was that all about?" she heard herself in-quiring of Jeriill.
The smaller fenmal e gazed unblinkingly up at her, both eyelids fully retracted
"When a growi ng stone and an earth stone are put together, it ensures a good
crop. The continuity of life is preserved.”

Continuity. That seenmed i nadequate to describe the sensations that had raced

t hrough her when she'd held the commingl ed stones. She felt a touch, |ooked down
to see Uuliapa resting a three fingered hand on her wist. Slitted alien eyes
peered up into her own.

"Are you all right, F an?"

The xenol ogi st put a hand to her forehead. "I think so. |&#8209;1 saw sone things. |
feel fine. I"'mjust alittle confused about what I saw. O what | think |I saw "
"You saw | ife." Reassured, U uhapa stepped back. "The life the stones give." She
gestured downward. "Look at the earth. Look at the ground beneath your feet."
Fawn conpl i ed&#8209; and her jaw dr opped.

Where nonments ago there had been only bare, freshly turned soil, green shoots
were now poking their heads through the surface. As she gaped, they coiled
upward, seeking the sun. Uniformneither in size, shape, color, nor speed of
growt h, they represented nore than two dozen cultivated varieties of fruits,
veget abl es, and tu-bers. Lifting her gaze, she saw that the entire field was

i nvol ved, alive with new growth that was maturing at astoundi ng speed.

Wthin mnutes, the first burst of newlife had mani-fested itself and sl owed.
The frenzy of growh noderated. But the stones had done their work. The fornerly
bare field was now covered in healthy green, yellow, carmne, and brown shoots
and stal ks.

It was insane, she knew. There wasn't a fertilizer or growth&#8209; sti mul ant known
that could turn a naked hillside this fertile in nmere mnutes. Yet it had
happened, and with her standing smack in the mddle of it. There was chenistry
at work here beyond the conprehensi on of Conmonweal th agrononi sts

"We are done."” Uuliapa put an armaround Fawn's wai st, having to reach up to do
so. "Now you are one of us."

"One of what?" Allow ng herself to be guided, she gazed down at the kindly seni
"A stone master?"

"No." The femal e big person barked gentle |aughter. "A human person coul d never
be a stone master, could never understand or channel the energy of a stone. Wat
you are becone now is a Torrel auapan fenal e person.”

"I'"'m honored, but you say | could never |earn how to channel a stone's energy.
How do you do it?" Nearby, the musicians were packing up their instruments.

"The know edge is passed down through the genera-tions, fromnother to
daughter." U uliapa gestured el o-quently as she spoke. "It is a way of handling
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and of touching. A way of believing and of seeing. Every stone master |earns
these things at the feet of those who have gone before. How a stone is to be
mani pul ated, how it is to be cared for, what are its linmts."

She didn't press the issue. Unless sonething unfore-seen went terribly wong, it
was all there on the recorder, available for study at |eisure.

O one thing she was already certain. The stones of the Parranmad weren't
"stones." They were sonething nore, nuch nore, and it had nothing to do with

aut ocht honous magi c. Physics and chem stry of an unknown order, yes, but not

al cheny. During her stay on Torrel au, Senisran had reveal ed many of its secrets.
Now it was clear that the stones of the Parramati contai ned the deepest secrets
of all.

Not all indicators of technol ogically advanced species took the formof towering
obel i sks and extensive tun-nels. Inportant artifacts could be snmall, even tiny.
Wio had been on Senisran before the seni? Before humanx and AAnNn?

No, not magic. There was science in the stones. She needed to get one or two
into the Iab and under instru-nments capable of providing answers.

The Parramati coul d hel p&#8209;if they were so inclined. How many effective stone
conbi nations were there? Did other anal gamati ons produce different results, or
were stones useful only for stinulating new crops? Wat reve-lations did the
stones contain that she couldn't even inagine?

What of all the other stones? How did, for exanple, a fishing stone work? O the
| ove stones, or the weather stones, or the stone that supposedly helped its
master to think nore clearly? Fromher tine spent anong the Par-ramati, she knew
of sacred stones with at |east a hundred different, specialized designations.
What multiplicity of conbinations were possible? Could a thinking stone be put
together with an earth stone, and if so, what would be the consequences? O a
fishing stone with a weat her stone?

Treaties no |onger seened inportant. Neither did ge-ology, or a host of other

di sci plines she was supposed to be practicing. The denonstration in the field
had opened up an entirely new avenue of research for her and Pulickel

Pul i ckel . He was ignorant of what she'd just experi-enced, knew nothing of the
reveal ed wonder of the stones. She had to tell him He wouldn't believe a word
of it, of course. She'd be disappointed in himif he did. But she had the
recordi ng

Anxi ously she checked the conpact instrument. It appeared to have worked
perfectly, but she knew she wouldn't be able to relax until she had played back
and checked every centineter of the visuals. Despite her con-cern, she deferred
the replay out of fear of offending or upsetting her escorts. It mght be

consi dered inproper, or disrespectful. She would hold off until she got back to
the station.

Even if the inmages were insufficient to convey the wonder of what she had seen
and experienced, she knew she woul d convince Pulickel sonehow. She had to. After
the truth of the stones, everything of consequence that had been | earned about
Seni sran pal ed to insignificance. Understanding the stones was vital not only
because of what she had seen but because of what it inplied.

Did the AAnn have an inkling? Did they know any-thing of the real nature of the
stones, or did they continue to believe, as she had until the episode in the
field, that they were no nore than inert ingredients for prinitive aboriginal
cerenoni es? The latter seened nore |likely, or she and Pulickel probably would
have heard ot herwi se by now. Commonwealth intelligence was very efficient.

No, this was something new, a discovery unique to her and soon to be shared with
her associ ate.

How coul d they obtain a sacred stone or two for |ab work? No stone naster would
part with one, nmuch less if they knew it was going to be subject to bonbardnent
by strange radiation or imersion in alien |liquids. The no-tion of breaking one
open to exanmine its insides would fill the |east pious Parramati with horror.

To surrender a stone for study, she knew, would be akin to giving up access to a
road. It would | eave the stone naster thus deprived feeling blind and stranded
in space. No gift, no reveal ed know edge, woul d be suffi-cient to persuade a
stone master to part with his or her |egacy.

She | engt hened her stride in order to keep pace with the |ong hops of the
Parramati. Everything depended on acquiring at |east one stone for detail ed

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (65 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

study. Perhaps Pulickel would have sone suggestions. He al ways did.
Chapter El even

Back at the station, her colleague and conpanion |istened patiently to her

rushed, out &*#8209; of &#8209; breat h descri pti on of what had taken place on the flank of the
nount ai n above the village. Fromtinme to tine he had to renmind her to pause and

catch her breath; not only so that she wouldn't hyper-ventilate or fall over in

a dead faint, but so that he could understand her.

"I don't know how it works or what kind of physics are involved. | only know

what | saw, and what | saw is inpossible.” She | eaned back agai nst the couch and

chugged half the nug of cold carbosugar drink he'd brought her. "It happened,

Pulickel. I didn't inagine it."

"No one's saying that you did." He indicated the wist recorder that was |ying

on the table between them "I nust say that |1'll be nore inclined to believe you
after 1've seen it for nyself."
"Can't blame you. I'd feel the same."” Finishing the |ast of her drink, she

snatched up the recorder and led the way to the | ab.

Renmovi ng the recordi ng sphere, she popped it in the playback unit. It turned on
automatically, filling a corner of the roomwth |ight. Reduced in size but
fully three- dinmensional, the field blessing cerenpny played itself back for an
audi ence of two.

The recorder had worked perfectly. It was all there: the snake dancing, the
chanting, the nusic, and, climacti-cally, the nelding of the two sacred stones
and their consequent astounding effect on the newy planted earth. Pulickel sat
up very straight when the green gl ow suffused the ground, then nuttered
sonet hi ng under his breath when plant shoots began to erupt fromthe soil with
preternatural celerity. At the conclusion of the re-cording, he turned
unhesitatingly to Seaforth.

"One thing is inmedi ately obvious. The sacred stones are not stones at all. They
may | ook |ike stones and feel |ike stones and behave |ike stones ninety&*#8209; ni ne
percent of the tinme, but they are not rock. They are devices, indi-vidua
conmponents that when joined in specific conbina-tions have renarkabl e
consequences. What is your take on this?"

"I haven't thought about it much. The whol e business is so unbelievabl e that
I've spent nost of ny time work-ing to convince nyself that it actually
happened. Up to now nmy nmmin concern has been convincing you."

"You don't have to worry about that anynore. |'m con-vinced." He indicated the
now&#8209; enpty corner of the room where the recording had played itself out.
"What ever you saw, it wasn't the result of sone clever Parramati

sl ei ght &#8209; of &#8209; hand. It was real. The stones contain some kind of stored energy,
or..." His voice trailed away.

"Or what?" she pronpted him

"Or | don't know." He spoke to what he did know, or what he thought he knew
based on what he'd seen. "It's clear that single stones have no power to affect
their sur-roundings. They only function in conbination. You saw t hem change
shape. The natives don't even need to know how to fit the stones together. The
appropri ate adaptive nechanismis inherent in the devices thenselves."

"How do you program a rock?"

"I told you; | don't think they're rocks. For all we know, their interna
conposition may be as nall eable as their shape.™
She found herself nodding agreenent. "I tried to take a closer | ook at these.

Their internal structure is conplex. My first thought was of fracture |ines,
cl eavage pl anes, and weathered striations ..."

"Naturally," he comented approvingly.

"But obviously there's nore to it than that."

"What about their conposition?"

She pondered. "You saw the recording. These two | ook just like all the other
sacred stones. It's that sane vol canic-glassy material we' ve seen before. For
what it's worth, they didn't feel any nore ductile than they | ook. Snooth and
hard, both of them"

"We can freeze and enl arge individual segnents of the recording.”

Her energy restored, she rose and began pacing the room "I know, but they were
throwi ng off so nuch light it's going to be damm hard to manage a good | ook
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inside. | don't know how nmuch structure we'll be able to see.™

He smiled encouragingly. "I'mpretty good at nanual enhancenent procedures

W'll give it atry, anyway." He hesitated a nonment before continuing. "It could
be an en-tirely natural phenonmenon, but the nore | see of it and the nore you
tell me, the nore inclined | amto think of these stones as machines. As things
that were made, not formed."

"But who? What species?"

"What species indeed?" he murnured. "Either the Par-ramati have fallen to their
present circunstances froma great height, or else&#8209;" He stared evenly at her
" &#8209; sone other race has called this world home at sone unguessable tinme in the
uni magi nabl e past."

"In the absence of any | arge&#8209;scale ruins, | think we have to incline to the
latter."

"WIl you be still?" Her endl ess pacing was nmeki ng hi m nervous.

She pl opped herself into a lab chair and threw her |long | egs over one plastic
arm This did not nmake him |l ess nervous so nuch as it changed the nature of his
unease.

"What kind of civilization manufactures devices |like the stones but |eaves no
other sign of its presence, much less its passing? No buildings, no tools, no

ni nes or other marks on the earth.”

"There's a | ot of erosion here," he pointed out. "Wnd, rain, the sea."

She was | ess than convinced. "You're reaching. Pulickel."

"Don't you think | know that?"

"No crunbling towers, no ruins, no corrodi ng sub-aqueous constructions: nothing
but the stones." She nade a face. The wonan was a ferocious attacker of puzzles,
Pul i ckel knew.

"The stone, the whole stone, and nothing but the stone. | wonder if weather
stones let you mani pul ate storns." He half grinned, because he was only half

j oki ng.

Based on what she'd seen on the nountainside, Fawn was ready to entertain the

nost outrageous speculation. "Hell, how do we know? Maybe the weat her stones are
responsi ble for the mastormns."
He frowned. "I don't think so. The nastorns cause too nuch damage. | admit that

in light of such a discovery it isn't easy to be restrained, but let's not get
carried away here."

"CGet carried away?" She threw hima don't &#8209; make&#8209; ne -1 augh | ook. "We have found
what may be the final relics of an unknown, technol ogically advanced
civilization, of unknown potential, and you tell ne not to get carried away?"
Under her enthusiastic assault he backtracked slightly. "Al right. You can get
carried away a little."

She snorted. "That's better. But you're right. If the weather stones were
capabl e of anything like that the Parramati woul d surely use themto prevent
stormdamage to their villages. Al though&#8209;" She turned suddenly thoughtful. "&#8209;if
you think about it, considering the fe-rocity of your average mastorm the
Parramati comuni-ties really don't incur that nuch danage."

Pl aci ng both cl enched hands together, he | eaned his chin against them "One's

i magi nation reels. | wonder, for exanple, what a health stone does in proper
conbi -nation with another? Can it cure a revavuaa bite? Heal necrotic tissue?"
She |l aughed; a little unsteadily, he thought. "Wy think small? Mybe it can
resurrect the dead." Her ex-pression turned sober. "You're right; I'"mgetting
carried away. Plenty of Parramati die, of everything fromdrown-ing to old age
What ever the health stones do, they don't convey any special protection against
natural dem se.”

"They appear to utilize the stones only on special oc-casions. It seemns
reasonabl e to assune that whatever energy powers themis finite. If as we
suspect they are ancient, then restricting their use may be a way of pre-serving
their useful life. Perhaps letting themlie fallow, as it were, allows the
devices to recharge sonehow.” He eyed her hard. "You realize that we nust now
redirect our efforts here.”

She nodded vigorously. "Absolutely. This alters all pri-orities. W can still
work on the treaty, but only in the context of researching this much nore

i nportant discov-ery." As she specul ated, she thrust both |long | egs straight
toward the ceiling and commenced a sequence of exer-cises in place. He found
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hi nsel f specul ating, as well.

"Cbviously, the first thing we need to do is try to get hold of a stone for
detail ed study. That's not going to be easy. No stone master will consent to it.
Too much kusum at risk."

"We have to be careful,” he declared. "W don't know what we're dealing with
here. Putting the wong stones together m ght have unpl easant consequences. O
no consequences at all. Native traditional know edge would be a great help in
our studies.”

Legs up, |legs down. Legs up, |egs down. She spoke as she exercised. "W already
know that the Parrarnati will do nothing that they feel conprom ses kusum
Letting nme witness the cerenony in the field shows how far we've cone in gaining
their trust, but we've still a long ways to go before anyone offers to tutor you
or me in the ways of stone nastering. Nor do | see anyone letting us stick a
stone in a spectroscope or a matrix dissem nator."

Ri sing, Pulickel walked to the nearest wi ndow and stared out at the surrounding
riot of color that was the tropical Torrelauan forest. Thousands of new

speci nens lay there, just out of reach, waiting only to be collected and
classified. But the only type that interested hi mnow was one to which they
woul d be deni ed access. He turned abruptly.

"If the Parramati won't lend us a stone or two, then we'll just have to borrow
them"

That brought Seaforth's | egs down. She gawked at him "Pulickel, are you talking
about stealing a stone? First of all, if the Parramati find out, that'll be the
end of our work here. Work, hell; it'Il nean the end of the sta-tion. The AAnn
will have a clear field. As far as any kind of treaty goes, the Comonwealth
will have to forget about it. You know the Parramati. They'll never trust us
again."

"Not if they don't find out,"” he snapped. "I'Il handle this nyself. If sonething

does go wong, you can tell themthat you had nothing to do with it, that you
were against it fromthe inception, that it was all ny idea, and that | did it
on ny own. Which happens to be the truth.”

"Damm right it is," she conplai ned

"If this fails, you can have nme replaced. That ought to nollify any outraged
Parramati . "

"' They may not accept that explanation. Yours or mne."

"We'll make sure that when I'mcarrying out this little bit of fieldwork the
Parramati know your whereabouts. They'|ll see that you're not hel ping ne, that
you're not involved in ny efforts. They nmay be suspicious, but | think they'l
accept your protestations of innocence.” He straightened. "It doesn't matter
anyway, because this is going to cone off. Unless you' ve got a better idea."

Seaforth was chewing on her lower lip. "I don't, but I don't much |ike your
idea, either. | wonder if we shouldn't clear it with Ophhha first."

"Sure. Send themthe recording. You think that after reviewing that they'|ll Ilet
us proceed in a quiet, studious manner? As soon as that recording's integrity
has been verified, a hundred researchers will descend on Torrelau and the other
i sl ands of the archi pelago. They'll be ac-conpani ed by armed peaceforcers. Lest

the AAnn get wind of what's happened and try to nuscle in, heavy weapons will
acconpany the research teans. So nmuch for the easygoi ng, pastoral Parramati
lifestyle. You want to see that happen?"

She was still reluctant. "You argue persuasively, Pulickel. You always do. But I
still don't like it."

He turned slightly fromher. "You think | do? I'ma xe-nol ogi st, not a sneak
thief. But viable alternatives elude ne. W can't do a proper study of the
stones without a specinmen or two. What do you think a team from Ophh-lia wll
do? They' |l acquire the necessary research mate-rial by whatever neans
necessary. Maybe it's a Hobson's choice, but | prefer thievery to coercion.'
He did his best to cast the proposal in a benevolent light.

"When we' ve conpleted our studies, or at |east ac-quired enough material to work
with, I'll return the stones. The Parramati will be none the wi ser and their way
of life, their kusum will be minimally inpacted, if at all. Isn't that better
than subjecting themto an arned scientific invasion? Subjected to that kind of
pressure, | wouldn't be surprised to see themthrow every one of the sacred
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stones into the deep ocean. That sort of thing has happened before. Mny
primtives will destroy their cul-ture before they surrender it to force."

Fawn t hought of Jeriill and U uliapa and the reverence with which they had
handl ed their stones. "It would be terrible," she agreed tentatively, "if the
stones and the know edge they represent were to be lost."

"Exactly."

"So by stealing a couple of stones you're actually do-ing the Parramati a
service."

He beaned at her, his teeth white against his dark -olive conplexion. "That's
right.”

She shook her head, her tone sardonic. "lI'mnot sure that you chose the right
profession, Pulickel. Ckay, 1'll buy your reasoning, but | still don't want any
part of this."

"Excellent. It's ny intention that you do not. You'll stay well out of it. W'l
retain the stones for the absolute mninmal amount of time necessary to |learn
what we're dealing with and then I will return them™

"It better be mnimal," she declared. "Sacred stones don't just go nussing.
Their absence will be noted imme-diately and the Parramati will start | ooking
for them™

"I know. We should be able to acquire enough basic in-formation in a couple of
days to give us sonething to work with. Three days at npbst. After that we can
process readi ngs instead of the actual stones."”

Looki ng resigned, she swung her feet back onto the floor and stared at him
"You've admitted that you're not trained as a thief. How are you going to stea
a stone?"

"No Parramati would think of making off with one, would they?"

"Of course not. The penalty would be ostracismand exile. If the stone was

i mportant enough, maybe even death. No villager woul d think of touching a stone
Wit h-out permission fromits master, nmuch less the famly or clan responsible
for it. No stone master will even touch another master's stone. It would be an
appal ling violation of kusum and an i nvasi on of personal space.”

"So they're | ooked after and cared for but not really guarded.™

She conceded the point reluctantly. "That's right."

He brightened. "Then all | have to do is wait until everyone in the vicinity is
off working in the fields, or fishing, or visiting relatives; then walk into the
appropri-ate | onghouse, pick up the stone, stick it in ny backpack, and |eave
Wt hout being seen, of course. There's no guard to battle, no traps to avoid.
Kusumis protection enough."”

"l suppose you're right. But how do you plan to carry this off w thout being
seen?”

"By no neans are all the stones kept in the larger villages. W know of many
stone masters who live in fam|y&*#8209; size communities, or even isolated and al one.
Those are the ones | will "borrow' from Not only will it inprove nmy chances, it
will greatly reduce the likelihood of ny being seen.”

She rose and noved to the nearest table, began idly fingering the wi st
recorder. "You probably won't be able to acquire the kind of stones we'd nost
like to study."

He shrugged. "It's the nature and operating nethod-ol ogy of the stones we need
to learn, not the specific indi-vidual functions. The how nore so than the what.
I'"lIl be perfectly happy with a couple of growi ng stones or water stones. As for
trying themin conbination, what's the worst that coul d happen?"

She turned to stare back at him "I don't know, Pulickel. |I suppose that depends
on the type of stones you bring back:"

"We nust have at |east two. Three or four would be better. That would allow us
to experinment with a nunber of different conbinations. After we have
exhaustively analyzed their internal structure and conposition, of course.” He
sm |l ed expectantly. "Then we are agreed?"

She hesitated before letting out a long, heartfelt sigh. "In the absence of any
viable alternatives, | suppose so."

He noved to a conputer station. "Then the first thing we need is a list of al
the known stone masters on the is-land. | could go el sewhere in the archipel ago,

but off Tor-relau I'd stand out nore. Being famliar with the |ocal topography
will also help." He spoke softly to the computer and the section of wal
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i medi ately above flared to life.

"There." He gestured at the readout. "The Vounea Peninsula is full of isolated
farms and small villages."”

"That's because it's one of the nobst rugged areas on the island," she reninded
him "You've only been there once."

"I don't mind alittle hiking. Besides, the docunenta-tion is excellent.
According to this, there are nore than a dozen stone masters living in the area
They don't have as much contact with the larger towns like Torrel auapa. Wth
traditional nethods of comunication, it will take at |east a couple of days for
word of the disappearances to travel across the island."” He | ooked up at her.
"Wth luck we'll be able to return the stones we bor-row before many Parranati
are informed that any have gone astray."

"Whi ch presents another problem" she observed. "As-sum ng you bring this off,
you still have to return them w thout being seen.”

He waved of f her concern. "It's not as inportant. If |'m seen returning a stone
I'"lIl probably be hailed as a hero for naking the recovery. This could even end
up en-hancing our standing anong the locals. The Parramati will be so glad to
have the nmissing sacred stones back they'll soon quit wondering about their
mysterious and tenporary di sappearance. For all | care they can inagine the
stones grew |l egs and went for a stroll."

He directed the conmputer to transfer the list on the wall to the portable unit
in his |locker, which he would carry with him Appropriate map overl ays were next
on his re-search |list.

"Twent y&#8209; four | ab hours with a couple of stones: that's all | want. That shoul d
be enough tine for us to get sone idea of their conposition and interna
structure. Fromthat we ought to be able to put together a presentation
sufficient to interest Denpasar. If we can bypass the imported scientific
bureaucracy in Ophhlia, we mght be able to keep this to ourselves for a while
and prevent Par-ramat from being overrun by the curious. Otherwise it will be

i npossible to do rational ethnography&*8209;or nuch of anything else."

"I agree with that much."” Fawn poured herself a glass of fruit juice froma
refrigerated pitcher. "Wuat happens if you get caught in the act?"

"I"ll say that | was just looking to satisfy ny curiosity. Since no Parramat

can conceive of stealing a stone, it's reasonable to assune they'd think

i kewi se of us. | mght have to sit through a | ecture on proper stone&#8209;visiting
pro-cedure, but | think the locals will rmake all owance for my ignorance." He
smiled blandly. "The natives can be very forgiving."

"They won't be," she warned him "if they confront you on a trail and find a
coupl e of missing stones in your backpack."

"You postul ate a worst &#8209; case scenario. |I'll cope with it if and when it happens
He rose. "You can drop nme off sonmewhere al ong the Vounea, stand out to sea, and
pick me up later that evening. If there's any problem 1 11 con-tact you and
we' Il make ot her arrangenents.”

She brooded over the proposal. "You nmake it all sound so plausible.”

"We've al ready contenpl ated alternative approaches and cone up with nothing."
Hi s tone sharpened. "W can't just |eave this alone, Fawn. Not after what you
saw. "

"I know. | just wish there was some ot her way."

"So do |I. Keep in mind that we're not taking the stones. W' re not packagi ng
them up and shi pping themoff to Hi vehomor Earth. W're going to | ook at them
for a couple of days, take a few neasurenments and readi ngs, and then put them
back where they belong. That's all. If based on our initial findings nore
advanced analysis is called for, then we'll formulate a fresh approach at that
time. Meanwhile we'll do things a step at a tinme."

She nodded. "I wish | could be as sangui ne as you. Wen do you want to do this?"
"What's wong with tonorrow?"

She drained her glass. "I suppose you're fight. The sooner the better."

He tried to reassure her. "Don't worry. | won't take any unnecessary chances. |f
one stone is too closely attended, |I'Il just nove on to the next. |'mnore
concerned about curious cubs than | amwatchful adults.” Once nore he considered
the view of the surrounding alien forest.

"We'd do well to rest for the remainder of the after-noon. Tonmobrrow is going to
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be frenetic."

"I hope that's all it is." She put the glass aside. "Wa-pons here are
primtive, Pulickel, but an arrow or an ax can kill you just as dead as a
needl er"

"The last thing | want is to precipitate any kind of vio-lent confrontation.
don't want to get hurt and | don't want to hurt any of the natives. It's not
going to happen. WIIl you stop worrying?" He wal ked over and put his arm around
her, having to reach up slightly to do so. "Unl ess sonmeone sees ne actually
taking a stone there's no chance of any trouble."

"I wish I had your confidence." Reachi ng down, she nessed his thick black hair.
He kept it combed straight back in a utilitarian but not especially flattering
coif. Wien she was finished much of it stood straight up or out, in spikes.
Patiently he smoothed it back down.

Wsh | had you, he thought ... but did not dare even whisper it aloud

Chapter Twel ve

Daybr eak found them speeding along the outer edge of the fringing | agoon, Fawn
gui di ng the skimrer just in-side the line of marching breakers. It took awhile
to half circumavigate Torrelau, but within the hour they were approaching the
Vounea Peni nsul a.

Movi ng i nshore, she cruised back and forth while Pulickel studied the terrainin
search of the ideal place to land. Wth the aid of survey maps they found it in
a tiny, rock&#8209;walled cove too shallow for fishing and too strewn with silicate
and stone rubble to serve as a play pool for Parramati young. The inlet's slick
wave&#8209; worn walls offered little in the way of hand or foot grips, and the
crunbling rimoverhung the water.

Fawn held the skimrer level with the top of the near-est cliff while Pulicke
tossed his pack into a clunp of obliging bushes. In addition to map and | ocator
gear, he carried three days' worth of concentrated rations; a backup

conmuni cator, first&#8209; ai d pack, wet &#8209; weather attire, shoe and clothing repair kit,
and several padded sacks for carrying -and conceal i ng&#8209; st ones.

"l expect | have everything." He put one foot on the edge of the skimer and
prepared to step over the slight gap between the craft's outer edge and the
heavily vege-tated stone parapet against which it floated.

"Just one nore thing." Leaving the controls, Fawn wal ked back to him Standing
on the side of the skinmer put his face level with hers, so she didn't have to
bend to kiss him It was a straightforward and chaste peck on the lips, no nore
| ubricious than a handshake held long, but his nouth burned as if he'd gargled
wi th sambal sauce

Before he could react or say anything, she'd pivoted and returned to the
controls. "Watch your step. And by that | don't mean | ook at your feet all the

time. | don't want to go back to running the station solo."
The fire on his nmouth lingered, and he wanted to say a great nany things. Wat
he said instead was "I will en-deavor to keep nyself intact." Though he

conmanded a | arge arny of words, in the presence of wonen the ones he wanted to
use always seenmed to be AWDL when he was nbst in need of them

After backing the skimrer out of the inlet, she threw hima perfunctory wave as
she headed for the distant reef line. She'd find a sandy islet with shade and
make herself confortable until it was time to return and pick himup. It was how
he'd first encountered her; exposing her naked-ness to Senisran's tropical sun
blissfully indifferent to potential onlookers. Conbined with the lingering taste
of her on his lips, it kept himfromconcentrating on the task at hand.

He allowed hinself to remain distracted for approxi-mately four mnutes. Only
then did he put the delight-fully unsettling farewell out of his nmind and get to
wor k.

A qui ck check of his equipnment revealed that all was as he'd stowed it.
Activated, his handheld showed the skinmrer noving steadily out to sea. Disabling
the unit's integrated vorec, he used silent manual controls to call up a
detailed map of his present position. It indicated that it was a short but
rugged hike to the snmall village housing the nearest sacred stone.

He eyed the steep, thickly vegetated slope in front of himand sighed. Better
get going, he told hinself. The sooner he obtained a couple of good specinmens
and had Fawn pick himup, the sooner he would be able to relax. At his request
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t he handhel d mapped out the easiest route up the ridge. Anong other functions,

t he conpact device could pinpoint his position, Fawn's, and that of potential
speci nens; conpose a respectable weather prediction on-site; translate all known
Parramati term nol ogy; let himcommunicate with his coll eague, the base station
or Ophhlia; access the small but rapidly growi ng Encycl o-pedi a Senisran; and run
a fairly thorough health check on hunan, thranx, or native. But it could not
wal k for him

Keepi ng an eye peel ed for dangerous animals and toxic plants, he slipped the
pack onto his back and started up. In hopes of avoiding unwanted attention, he
had selected a route that would take himto the nost isolated stone repositories
first. Only if these attenpts failed would he risk borrowing fromthe |arger
villages. Wth luck, his first couple of tries would be successful, and he and
Fawn woul d be back at base in time for lunch

He encountered no one in the jungle. The rocky, heavily eroded terrain where the
ski nmer had touched shore was not conducive to terrace farnming, and the
vegetation was too tangled for good hunting. He welcomed it as an ally since it
woul d sl ow comruni cati ons when astoni shed stone masters began to spread the news
to the rest of the island of stones gone nissing.

Sone of the plants and forest dwellers he encountered in the course of his clinb
were famliar to him Ohers, being endenmic to the Vounea, were new. |gnorant of
their properties and capabilities, he treated anything unfaml-iar with the
great est respect.

One who assunes that everything bites or stings is less likely to get bitten or
stung, he knew. It would be worse than ironic if he were to effortlessly nake
off with a couple of prime stones and not be seen at all, only to be laid | ow

t hrough carel ess confrontation with a ravavuaa or tesamau. |ncapacitation from
nat ural causes would do nothing to protect himfromParramati wath if they
found himwith the mssing stones in his possession.

So he checked every burrow, every overhangi ng branch, every coarse |eaf and
stem while his sweatcap struggled silently to cool his head and the back of his
neck. In the rugged terrain the humdity seened magnified. Accli-mated he m ght
be, but his body was | ess persuaded than his mnd.

He coul d have chosen an easier route to nore accessible targets, but the sane

t opography that was presently mak-ing himcurse under his breath would help to
conceal himwhen he fled. Cccasionally he was forced to change di-rection when
confronted by a grade too steep to ascend or ground too broken to cross, but the
handhel d al ways brought hi m back on line.

The first stone was kept in a well &8209;built but that was |o-cated slightly upslope
and isolated froma comunity of |less than a dozen buildings. As he crept toward
the back of the structure, he could hear the villagers' gentle bark-ing speech
rising frombelow Fromits tone he inferred the presence of only infirmelders
and i mmat ure cubs.

Veget ation grew right up against the hut, ideal for his purposes. He searched
for a tractable section of wall, care-ful to watch where he put his feet.
Seeki ng shelter fromsun and weat her, aggressively large arthropods with

di s-agreeabl e deneanors often made their homes beneath the shady undersi des of
rai sed native dwellings. Neither querulous native nor ininical fauna
materialized to inter-dict his efforts, however.

The back wall being high and well made, and having heard not a sound from
within, he decided to try around front. The typical traditional wooden porch was
i kewi se deserted. Still, he advanced with caution. M ght be sone-one sl eeping

| ate inside, he knew, or an enfeebled oldster, or a sickling at rest.

Wth a glance in the direction of the village, he whis-pered a generic Parramati
greeting. No response was forth-coning. Stepping through the open portal, he
took note of sleeping quarters off to the left, living space in the center, and
storage to the right. Hygienic facilities would be | ocated el sewhere, somewhere
deeper in the forest. It was a standard fl oor plan, repeated with m ni ma
varia-tion throughout the archipel ago.

Heading to his right, he found hinself in the fanmily storeroom There was no
food. Dried seafood, neat, flour, fruits, vegetables, and other conestibles were
kept in special comrunal storage buildings. Wat he did find were persona
effects, fancy attire and accouternents carefully hung or laid out for use on
cerenoni al occasions, fishing gear, eating utensils, and cooking ware. There
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were no cabinets or drawers, everything being neatly placed on intricately woven
Parramati floor nats.

Only at the far end of the roomnear the back wall did the building differ from
those he frequented in Torrel auapa.

In stunning contrast to its sinple surroundi ngs, a mneter-hi gh wooden pedest al
shone with the skill and craftsman-ship of which only the best Parranmati carvers
wer e capabl e. Light brown and bl ack&#8209; banded, every centineter of the solid piece
of toka root had been carved in relief. Bend-ing close, Pulickel saw
representations of village life, an-cient clan battles, |andscapes, seascapes,
and wonderfully detailed portraits of unknown but obviously revered indi-vidua
Parramati. The pedestal was a testanent not only to the proficiency of its
carver but to the shining spirit of the Parramati thensel ves

To their kusum he thought.

Resting atop this rousing work, which would have conmanded a fortune from any of
the many crafts deal-ers in Ophhlia, was&#8209;a rock. A distinctly green&*#8209; hued,
ir-regularly shaped, singularly uninspiring lunmp of what appeared to be vol canic
glass. It was not fastened, glued, or otherw se attached to the pedestal.

Nor was it especially heavy, he found when he plucked it fromits stand and
slipped it into one of the enpty sacks in his backpack. As he did so he found

hi nsel f wondering what kind of stone it was. Externally, except for shape there
was nothing to distinguish one sacred stone fromanother. H s prize night be a
heal i ng stone, a growi ng or drying stone, or even a stone called upon to aid in
resol ving donestic di sputes.

He checked the porch and its i mediate environs care-fully before fleeing the
hut. Hastily he dashed to his right, cleared the edge of the porch, and

di sappeared into the jungle behind the building. As far as he could tell, no one
had seen himarrive or depart. He was nuch pleased with hinmself. Watever it was
that he'd just added to the weight of his pack, it wasn't a burgl ar &8209; al ar m st one.
One nore, he decided firmy. One nore and he'd be away. After only his first try
he was al ready ahead of schedul e.

He held the tracker out in front of himand checked it frequently. There was no
sign of any pursuit or indeed that the theft had been discovered. Wth luck it

m ght be evening before the stone was even m ssed

A passing shower was wel comed. Rain could not in-crease the hunmidity but did
sonewhat alleviate the oppres-sive heat. O course, it was worse when the rain
ceased and the sun cane back out, but he enjoyed it while it |asted. Di sdaining
the best efforts of his tropical cap and clothes, perspiration poured off himin
thin, salt&#8209;rich rivulets.

Despite his caution he did encounter a tesamau, hunt-ing alone, and had to fire
a couple of bursts fromhis pistol to discourage it. Later he thought he heard a
party of femal e Parramati berry&*#8209; pi cking close by but couldn't be certain of it.
Neverthel ess, he waited until the dis-tant rmurnmur had faded conpletely before
resum ng his march.

The second stone proved nuch nore of a challenge. For a | ong nonent he

consi dered passing on it and con-tinuing on to the third of the six |ocations he
had pre-selected. But there was no guarantee the next |ocale would be any
easier, nor the ones after that. If he waited until he was down to the | ast one,
he'd find hinmself trying to snatch a stone fromthe m ddle of a good&#8209; si ze
vil | age.

At first glance it didn't appear that difficult. There was no formal conmunity,
only three huts. Two of them were situated sonme distance fromthe house of the
stone nmas-ter. This sat on a snmall plateau that overlooked the sea. Hard as he
strai ned, he couldn't hear a soul: not elders, not cubs at play, not fenales
attending to domes-tic tasks.

The problemwas the | ack of cover for his approach. Thinned by the wi nd, the
forest in which the huts sat was full of gaps where a strolling human coul d
easily be spot-ted. Furthernore, the stone naster's residence could be reached
only by a series of a dozen or so steps cut into a rocky slope. The steps were
wi de and easy to negotiate. They would have to be, to accommpdate the |ong sen
foot. But they were conpletely exposed. Anyone ascend-ing would be visible over
a broad area

A confortable place to live, Pulickel thought as he tried to sketch out an
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approach. The same wind that thinned the foliage would cool the houses. On

Seni sran, any breeze was a wel cone one

Clearly he couldn't use the front steps. Even though there was no one around at
the norment, it would take only one returnee to spot himleaving the house to
ruin everything. Sacrificing sone skin, he forced his way up the steep back of
the plateau. Half the tine he was tree -clinbing instead of hiking. Branches and
thorns ripped at him

It was with considerable relief that he arrived at the |l evel rear of the
building. Since it caught the ocean breeze fromthe front, it had not been

rai sed very high on supporting posts. Al nost imediately, he found a frayed
section of back wall and set about enlarging it until it was big enough for his
purpose. The weathered fibers canme away easily in his hands.

Craw i ng through the opening he'd made, he found hinself in the famliar centra
living quarters. These were nore spacious than the one he had visited earlier
this but having been built to a larger floor plan. But the |layout and design
were the sane. A curving bench fronted the cooking area, and thick, intricately
patterned sl eeping mats were piled outside the entrance to the bedroom

Ri sing and noving to his left, he found a storage roomthat, like the rest of
the structure, was |arger than the one he'd previously explored. The usua
utensils, bowls, and hand&#8209; carved househol d goods lined the walls or were piled
on the floor.

The stone pedestal at the rear of the roomwas short, al nost stunpy. |nstead of
wood, it had been hewn fromthe bone of some unknown creature. Fromthe size

al one Pulickel knew it had belonged to sone |arge ocean= dweller. From base to
top it was inlaid with highly pol-ished strips of wood and the Senisran

equi val ent of not her &#8209; of &#8209; pearl. It was anot her remarkabl e pi ece of Par-ramati
craftsmanship, conpletely different fromthe one he'd seen earlier but executed
with equal skill and |ove

He all owed hinself a nonment to adnire it before reaching down to pluck the
fist&#8209;size stone fromits apex. Into an enpty sack this went, carefully placed
al ongside the first stone in the top of his pack.

Fi ni shed, he thought with satisfaction, and well ahead of flee schedule he'd set
for himself. He turned to depart the way he'd cone.

Per haps he shoul dn't have spent so nuch time admir-ing the inlaid pedestal. Wth
his mission nearly accomplished it was possible that he |l et down his guard, or
that after the difficult clinmb he was nore tired than he real -ized and not as
awar e of his surroundings.

What ever the reason, he nearly knocked down the young fenale Parramati who
entered the storeroomjust as he was | eaving. The seni of the Vounea Peninsul a
m ght have encountered Fawn once or twi ce before, but this was their first
exposure to anot her human.

"Hey!" he blurted in involuntary counterpoint to her startled "sarkk!"

She started to twi st forward; head bending, snout aiming for the floor, the
powerful hind |l egs contracting preparatory to boosting her into the fanmliar
forward flip that served as a formal greeting anong her kind. Before she could
follow through with the gesture it suddenly smack her who, or rather what, she
was confronting.

"Pardon ne." By this time his mastery of the local dia-lect was as conplete as
it was possible for any human to manage. "I did not mean to startle.”

Not yet mature, unsure of herself, and fascinated by the bipedal apparition that
she had encount ered unex-pectedly, she had yet to notice that the stone was
mssing fromits place of honor atop the pedestal. Shifting his stance to bl ock
her view, he used an armto gently ease her out of the room

Real i zing that any attenpt to explain hinself would only further incrimnate his
presence while consuming valuable tinme, he departed in haste. If he hadn't been
so rattled by the collision/confrontation, it mght have oc-curred to himthat
in leaving by the way he'd entered he damed hinself nore thoroughly than he
coul d have with any nunber of words. Had he fled via the unbarred front portal

it was just possible that she m ght have con-sidered himan invited guest,
however unusual. That chance vani shed when he took off through the hole he'd
made in the rear wall.

He coul d hear her shrill, staccato yips of alarmas he plunged back the way he'd
come, throwing hinself heed-lessly into the tangle of branches and bushes behi nd
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the house. Was she sounding the alert over the presence of an intruder, or had
she discovered that the stone was niss-ing? If he had shoved tier bodily back
into the living area, would it have gai ned himenough tine to set the stone back
on its pedestal ?

None of that mattered now. He could hear the voices of other seni joining that
of the young female. They were full of uncertainty, concern, and sonething el se.
Sone-t hing new. Sonething that until now he hadn't heard in a Parramati voice

It took hima nmonment to identify it.

Anger .

He tried to put it out of his mind as he concentrated on the difficult descent.
Al'l he had to do was retrace his path back to the inlet. Shoving and striking at
obstructing branches as he ran, he forced hinmself to ignore the rising chorus
behi nd as he concentrated on following the route laid out by the tracker

He'd nmake it easily, he told hinmself. By the tinme any kind of formal pursuit was
organi zed he'd be hal fway back to the inlet. Brush crashed behind himbut he
heard no voices. Surely they woul dn't just connect the missing stone with his
unannounced presence? It would be nost uné&#8209; Parramatilike to account a visitor a
thi ef without some sort of proof.

It struck himthat he'd left many voices in his wake. Mre than would normally
be found inhabiting three iso-lated huts. A fishing or hunting party come to pay
their respects, perhaps, or a clutch of visiting relatives. Bad |luck for him He
tried to increase his pace, w shing he had Fawn's stride.

Better contact her while he still had enough breath to do so, he thought. The
sensitive autocontext had her on line in less than a m nute.
"Well, that was quick." Her tone confirmed that she was blissfully unaware of

t he sudden downturn in his present fortunes. "How did it go?"

Panting hard, he tried to maintain his pace while reply-ing. It was a good thing
he was in decent shape. He gave silent thanks for all the marathons he'd
conpeted in.

"The first stone was no problem" He cleared a small creek in a single |eap.

The handhel d was of excellent thranx manufacture. It conveyed every nuance of
his speech, including his |a-bored respiration. "Pulickel, what's wong with
you? You sound like you' re out of breath.”

"Not yet, but I'"'mgoing to be. | need you to neet ne at the pickup point. Right
now'

"What the hell's going on? Wat's wong?"

He ducked an overhangi ng branch, pleased that he was able to do so without
either slowi ng or decapitating himself. "What nmakes you think anything's
wrong?"

"Ch, | don't know. Maybe the fact that you sound |like a diver sucking his |ast
lungfull of air. So you got the first stone okay. Then what?"

A protuberant buttressing root appeared and threatened to send himsprawing. He
escaped it with only a minor bruise, one of many that had begun to festoon his

| ower | egs.

"Nobody saw nme get the first stone, nobody heard ne, and | didn't see or hear
anyone, either. Same thing on the second attenpt&*#8209; except that in leaving | all
but ran over an adol escent female. She nust have entered the building while |
was concentrating on acquiring the stone. Wth-out thinking, |I left the sane way
I'd entered&#8209;through a hole I nade in the back wall. Stupid. | should have
simply wal ked out the front, hands tucked in ny suspenders, |ooking |ike

bel onged. "
"You don't have any suspenders," she snapped.
"If you're not waiting for ne at the rendezvous, | may not have any fingers to

tug themwith, either." He stole a quick glance back over his shoul der. Not hing
untoward di sturbed the forest behind him

"I think they're after nme, but | don't see anyone yet."

"Keep noving. You nay be able to outdistance them On a beach or other open flat
you woul dn't have a chance. |'ve seen conpeting young adult males clear ten
meters with every bound, but in dense jungle those big feet slow themup and
it's harder for themto hop. They're not so good at dodging trees, either. Maybe
you can shake them"

"I don't have to shake them Just beat themto the inlet."
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"So they saw you." Seaforth's voice was resigned.

"Only the one adol escent. Gven time, maybe we can cast doubt on her story.
Insist in the face of all accusation that both of us have been back at the
station all the time. Try to convince the |ocal big persons that what she saw
was a spirit and not a visiting human.”

"But the stone is nmissing."

"She didn't see ne with it. Unless they catch and search nme they can only
suspect. They have no proof."

"Then you'd better not let themcatch up with you."

"What do you think I'mtrying to do here?"

Under st andi ngly, she ignored his angry retort. "I'mon ny way."

Severing the connection, he returned his attention to the handhel d' s readout and
the forest ahead. He was maeking good tine, his small stature allowing himto
dart around and under obstacles that would have slowed a |arger man. Hi s body
was insisting that he rest, but he continued to push hinself. Just because he
couldn't hear or see any pursuers didn't nmean they weren't a literal hop, skip
and junmp behind him If so, they were certainly conserving their voices.

On the handhel d, the location of the inlet was coming up fast. He all owed
hinself to feel a neasure of confi-dence. They could nake up sone kind of story,
express their outrage at being accused of the crine, call on the in-fluence and
friendship of the Torrel auapan big persons they knew well, and generally do
everything possible to cast doubt on the aspersions of the adol escent female. It
woul d be his word agai nst hers.

And in a few days, when they'd conpleted the Iab work on the stones and had
built up sufficient conputer nodels for further research, both mnissing stones
woul d mysteriously reappear at the appropriate venues. Wth the stones returned,
any rising anger anong the Parramati in general would dissipate before it could
reach dangerous proportions. Polite as they were, they would probably point the
finger of blane at one another before formally accusing the visiting humans.
Such a theft woul d nake even | ess sense to themthan if the stones had been
taken by one of their own kind, for what use had an alien for a sacred stone?
For exanple, no human knew how to mani pul ate the stones to | ocate roads. The
whol e i dea was absurd

There was a flash of color and |ight behind himand he nearly stunbled, but it
was only a pair of harm ess oronai darting through the trees. Al ways curious,
they remai ned by his side, pacing himas he ran. As long as they re-nai ned
relatively silent and didn't cry out, he wel coned their conpany. They woul d
alert himto the presence of any truly dangerous predators. One turned in mdair
and continued flying on its back, bringing a smle to his face despite his

i ncreasi ng exhausti on.

His attention on it, he overlooked the hole and went down hard, his left |eg

pl unging into the opening, his head sl anm ng sideways into the dirt. The inpact
jarred his teeth and shook col ors | oose behind his eyes.

Rol Iing over, he sat up and took stock of his stunned form Nothing broken. His
left foot throbbed a little and he tested it gingerly, putting nore and nore
weight on it until he was standing w thout pain. He thought he m ght have pulled
sonet hing, but the leg was just sore.

Sonet hing was warming his back. It didn't feel like liquid. Not blood, then.
Looki ng over a shoul der, he saw the glow. Pale green tinged with blue, it was
strong enough to penetrate the tough naterial of his backpack, enanat-ing
strongly fromwithin.

The stones, he realized quickly. In falling he'd twisted, and in tw sting he'd

| anded partly on his back. Both sacks nust have snapped open, throwi ng their
contents together. H s backpack had becone an uni ntended i ncubator for the

of fspring of stone fusion.

Hurriedly he slipped free of the shoul der straps. The heat fromw thin now
verged on the unconfortable. H s hands hovered over the top flap of the pack,
hesitating. What could he do to term nate the reaction? Wiat was the accepted
procedure for dealing with stones that had been unintentionally nelded? Could he
pry them apart manual |l y? He unfastened the flap.

So intense was the green&#8209;blue light that spilled fromthe interior that he could
barely stand to |l ook directly at it. He could just nmake out the source of the
light and heat: a single uneven mass where earlier there had been two. The
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i ndi vi dual specinmens had nelted into one, du-plicating the reaction Fawn had
descri bed previously.

To what end? Aside fromthe heat, which might be nothing nmore than a residual
by&#8209; product of the commin-gling, he felt nothing. H s health was unaffected, as
was the color of the sky and the pungent odor of the rain for-est. Nothing
sprouted dramatically from beneath his feet&#8209;0r died, either, he noted with sone
relief.

He had a flash of inspiration. Maybe the bright light it-self was the intended
end product of the accidental con-joining. Perhaps this conbination of stones
was designed to illuminate the interior of caves, or |ong night&#8209;tine wal ks
t hrough heavy jungle, or to attract nocturnal sea creatures to a fisherman's
net .

Hi s fingers hovered over the | anbent nmass. The heat was substantial but not
unbearabl e. How di d one separate conm ngl ed stones? Squint as he mght, he saw
neit her seam nor crevice nor cleavage plane. How did the stone nasters do it? O
did they sinply wait until the reaction exhausted itself, at which time the
stones woul d separate of their own accord?

Exactly how much control did the stone nmasters have over these devices anyway?
He felt he had to at least try. Maybe a good, strong, ol d&#8209; fashi oned tug on both
ends simul taneously, he specu-lated. G abbing one side of the conposite mass in
each hand, he tried pulling. No luck. Interestingly, the heat seened to

di ssipate through his palnms rather than burn him A twist, then, in opposite
directions. As he worked his hands and wists he thought he felt something give
wi thin the nass.

The stone expl oded.

No, he decided, aware that he had not |ost conscious-ness. The gl assy nass had
not blown up. In fact, he and the conjoined stones were the only things that had
not ex-ploded. They renai ned intact and unaltered.

It was the universe that had detonated

Vel |, come apart, anyway. Disintegrated, dissolved, shattered,; Wen eventually
it reconstituted itself, he was sonepl ace el se.

The only constant in this nental and physical transpo-sition was the stone,

whi ch continued to pour forth its in-tense, unrelenting radiance. Deciding to
chance the heat, he slipped the pack back over his shoul ders.

Qdd sort of explosion, he reflected, during which the cosnbos had seened to

di sintegrate and re&#8209;formaround him Only, the process had produced sone
changes. Sig-nificant changes.

For one thing, there was no sign of pursuing Parramati. There was nothing to
even suggest the presence of Parra-mati. He was still standing on a noderate
slope in the midst of dense forest, but the foliage was not of the kind he had
cone to associate with the Vounea Peninsula. In fact, it was not of a kind he
recogni zed at all.

There wasn't a sane trunk in the lot. Trees took the, formof sharp curves,

ri ght angles, berserk spirals: any-thing but straight. Instead of |eaves, the
majority sported tiny red pustules. Sone were no larger than the tip of his
little finger while others were a meter and nore across. Nor were these singular
grow hs stable. They twisted and withed as if in pain beneath a pale red sky in
whi ch hung suspended an orb of deepest crinson, whether sun or noon Pulicke
couldn't tell

There were other lights in the sky, but he balked at calling themstars. For one
thing, nost were purple, ex-cept for those that blinked | avender. Wthin arms
length of his right hand a cluster of narrow, blue&#8209;striped shoots quivered in
the still air. As they trenbled, they humred.

Their murrmuring resonated in tinme to the humming that was intensifying inside
his head. It felt and sounded as if he'd been | ocked inside a steel cylinder

full of bees. Stunbling to his left, he saw sonething thick and ropy slither out
of sight below the surface of a tangerine stream distening wetly as it noved,
it resenbled animate yel -1 ow sline.

A flock of flying creatures appeared, keeping |less than a neter off the ground.
Showi ng no sign of changing direction or swerving, the V &*#8209; shaped fornation
headed straight for him At the last instant he threw up his arnms to ward them
of f.
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Mbost sail ed past on either side. The several that did not, penetrated his skin
and passed conpl etely through his body. No ghosts they, he could feel every
centinmeter of their passage. Gasping at the sickening sweetness that filled his
bel Iy, he bent doubl e and grabbed his nid-section. Only after the sensation had
passed was he able to straighten and | ook behind him The flock continued on its
way, oblivious to the ineffectual human bl ockade it had so effortlessly ignored,
penetrating anything that stood in its path with lugubrious ease. Hasty

i nspection revealed that the incident had | eft not a mark on him Not a hole,
scratch, bruise, or puncture. Atonmic structures had been nonentarily rearranged
H s, or theirs? he wondered.

The scarlet orb that dom nated the heavens was sinking rapidly toward the

di stant horizon. Mich too rapidly, he thought. The purple sky&*#8209; poi nts bri ghtened.
They were stars then, he decided, but arrayed agai nst the red&*#8209;tinged firma-nment
in no pattern he recogni zed. Certainly these were not constellations discernible
from anypl ace on Seni sran.

Several of the energetic stellar fornations resenbled nothing in the canon of
known cel estial features. Riding in the pack on his back, the |um nescent stones
continued to radiate steadily.

Taking a couple of hesitant steps in the direction of the peculiar stream he
saw that it ran not with water but a nmuch nore viscous liquid that had the

consi stency of or-ange syrup. Wth each step the surface underfoot let out a
quavery npan, as if he were treading the spine of some enornous, sonnol ent

bei ng. Those tortuous, serpentine growths he'd assunmed were forest: were they
trees&#8209; or hair? Was his presence here disturbing enough to nake the earth
conpl ai n?

Hi s throat dry fromrunning, he di pped an uncertain hand toward the orange
current. It twisted away fromhim retreating like a live thing. Insistent, he
shoved his fin-gers sharply dowward. The fluid fl owed over and around his hand
and forearm never touching the skin. Watever it mght be, it was repelled by
hi s humanness:

Def eat ed, he strai ghtened. There was nothing inher-ently inimcal about the

pl ace he'd been dunped. It simply didn't like him Were was he, and where was
Fawn Seaforth? For that matter, where was Senisran? The ques-tions led himto an
answer. He knew now what kind of stones he'd stolen. Not grow ng stones, or
heal i ng stones. Not stones for filling nets or inparting wi sdom

They were transportati on stones. But transportation to where?

Roads. Stones and spaces and roads. That was the core of Parramati kusum

brought home to himnowin a man-ner as overwhelmng as it was unexpected. He'd
acciden-tally opened a road, only to find hinmself catapulted down its length
utterly ignorant of his destination. As a denon-stration of unfanmiliar alien
science, it was several orders of nagnitude greater than enhanced garden grow h.
The world on which he found hinself resenbled noth-ing he'd ever heard about,
read about, or researched. Cer-tainly it wasn't in the Conmonweal th catal og of
known systens.

H s orgy of speculation was interrupted by the appear-ance of a puffy pink
fuzzball laced with delicate blue veins that materialized among the growths just
in front of him It was roughly half his size. After a noment's hesi-tation, it
began rolling toward him Wary, he drew his pistol and held it ready.

As it neared, the creature slowed. Halting, it exuded a strong pseudopod t hat
termnated in a pair of inmpres-sively thick yellow lips. Approaching to within a
meter, this flexible organ proceeded to scrutinize himintently, the |ips nmaking
soft sucking sounds every time they al-tered position. H s feet, |legs, torso,
arnms, and head were all carefully inspected.

When he took a sudden step forward, the linb re-tracted conpletely into the
round body. Avoiding him the fuzzball rolled into a clunp of dancing spines and
vani shed.

One faint hope was dashed when his conmuni cator responded to his terse
entreaties with the expected si-lence. He woul d have been shocked if Fawn had
replied. Cipping the unit back onto his belt, he tried to decide what to do
next. What could he do? He had been trans-ported to a very el egant nowhere.
Everything was of f, outlandish, and unnatural, fromthe streamto the stars to
the sun that had abandoned the alien sky with deviant precipitousness.

At that point the orange liquid inhabiting the creek bed began to fl ow out of
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its banks and head toward him As he backed away warily, the whole streamlifted
itself up and started looping in his direction |ike some gigantic candy&#8209; fl aked
si dewi nder .

Having no intention of being strangled by a stream he turned and ran, hoping as
he did so that he wouldn't run smack into something worse. Swi nging the backpack
around in front of him he half closed his eyes as he searched the surface of
the pulsating stone for a signifi-cant depression, a crack, anywhere it m ght
make sense to place a manipul ati ve organ. A gl ance back showed that the

peranbul ating tributary was cl osing on him

A couple of the larger growths twitched and leaned in his direction. If the
streamdidn't get him it seemed in-creasingly likely that the forest woul d.

Twi sting the stone had brought himhere. There was nothing for it but to try
agai n.

Reaching into the pack, he secured a firmgrip and wenched hard with both
hands. His greatest fear was that the nass woul d separate back into its
conponent hal ves, nmarooning himhere for what pronmised to be a very brief if
spectacul arly educational future.

How far was he from Seni sran? A |ight &8209; year or half a gal axy &#8209; away? Not that it
mat t ered. When not hi ng hap- pened, he twi sted hard agai nst the mass a second
time. The anbul atory orange tide was quite close now When it caught up, would
it try to choke him or drown hin®

For a second tinme, the cosnos fragnented on the fringes of his consciousness.
When he coul d again focus and cogitate, he found hinself once nore transported.
There was just enough time for himto breathe the prover-bial sigh of relief
before realizing that, while liberated fromhostile rivers and neurotic woods,
nei t her was he back on Seni sran.

Chapter Thirteen

The di stant nmountains were limed in black. C oser at hand stood a cluster of
stark, gnarled trunks, leafless and forlorn, that on a |lusher world woul d not
have passed for trees. Bare&#8209; stenmed and ghostly, they thrust naked linbs at the
sinister sky as if struggling to hold a hostile uni-verse at bay.

Gaunt, spectral flying creatures twitched uneven paths through the oppressive

at nosphere, dipping and soaring as if avoiding unseen, unpleasant lunps in the
air. Be-neath his feet the ground was pale gray. Rocks were a darker gray or

char coal &#8209; hued. Atop one, sonmething the size and color of old sewer pipe was
quivering with hor-rid life. Smaller, dun&#8209; col ored young huddl ed close to its
protective bul k.

Hol di ng up one hand, an unsettled Pulickel saw that it had acquired the same
unheal t hy ashen pallor that perne-ated this place. It was cold, and his jungle
shorts and shirt provided i nadequate protection. Only the warnth that continued
to pour fromthe sacred stone kept himfrom shivering

Though no sun appeared, the sky began to lighten. In-stead of blue it was white.
Not a revelatory, illumnating white, but a dull, listless shift fromgray to
sonething el se farther up the spectrum Stars reveal ed thenselves in a night

that was brighter than the day. They were bl ack.

Instead of blinking, they regarded the stark | andscape with a steady, bal eful

gl are.

Ahead, the sun began to enmerge fromhiding, and it was as caliginous as the

m sbegotten stars. A sickly gray efful gence ghosted the rimof the burning black
orb.

Slowy Pulickel brought his hand toward his face and found that he could see
through the pale, wan flesh. Black bones stood out as clearly as in an

ol d&#8209; f ashi oned X ray. But the sky was worse&#8209;the ghastly white sky splotched with
unheal t hy constellations of black stars.

Col or had been banned fromthis world and no suitable replacenent found. O was
everything normal and only his vision danaged, or his mnd? Had the universe

gone nmad, or only he?

Was this the view fromthe bottomof a black hol e? he wondered. A place where
color as well as matter was crushed out of existence? But if the latter, how
could he still stand, still feel his body, his face?

Here | camdrugging the bottomof a gravity well, he thought wildly, and it's
dry.
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The stone had cast himinto the real mof unnatural |aw. Physics here were not
merely different: they were other. But he could still see color. He knew that to
be true be-cause the radi ance from his backpack renmai ned that steady, unvarying
green&#8209; bl ue. What ever powered it was strong enough to resist even the

nmor bi di fying effects of this place.

H s eyes hung gratefully on that green glow as he gripped the glowing nass for a
third time and twisted, his effort this tinme driven nore by desperation than
hope. When not hi ng happened a deep shiver of sheer panic raced the length of his
spi ne.

Shaki ng, he fought to keep fromlosing control completely. Renenbering that his
first effort inmediately prior to this one had al so failed, he steadied hinself
for another try. The stone had to work. Around him the pal-lid gray enptiness
shouted death. His fingers convul sed on the softly gl ow ng nass.

The uni verse canme apart in a shower of coal and snow, shimrering shards of white
and bl ackness. They pierced |ike knives and he gasped in pain

Only to find hinself saturated with color, beneath a sunset sky, standing on
grass.

Red grass.

The bushes were round and yell ow, the herd of hexa-pods browsing them burnt
umber with campuflagi ng canary stripes. Miltiple nouths paused in m d&#8209; nip as
bul gi ng pi nk eyes swiveled sharply to regard him Linpid stares reflecting
sudden shock at his unannounced ap-pearance, the entire herd pronptly |unbered
past the line of foliage and di sappeared into the distance in a cloud of eyes,

| egs, cud&#8209; chewi ng nout hs, and red dust.

He was al one again

Except for the occasional patch of dense, fiercely col-ored vegetation, the |and
in which he found hinself was perfectly fiat. Not a ridge, not a nound, not even
an ant-hill interrupted the horizon. It was as hot as the previous world had
been cold, but devoid of humidity. The red grass formed a thick, |ush carpet
beneath his feet.

Blissfully blue, the sky was vacant of cloud. Wile not a conforting yellow, the
single ripe red&#8209; orange star that dominated the firmanent did not inspire dread,
either. It wasn't Senisran&#8209; but it was better. He wasn't hone, but it felt |ike
he was back in the nei ghborhood.

Sonething irritated his throat and he suffered through a brief coughing jag. The
red dust, down in his lungs, or some inpurity in the atnosphere? Attractive as
hi s new surroundi ngs night be, he knew he couldn't stay long. Wth a sigh, he
fondl ed the conjoi ned stones.

How extensive was the route it foll owed? How many worlds could it access?
Undoubtedly it offered a neans of selecting one's destination, but he didn't
have a clue as to how that m ght work. He'd found the ignition, but steering
remai ned a nmystery to him

He might die of hunger or thirst before he twisted his way back to Senisran. O
it might be the next stop on a preprogramed, alien itinerary. Meanwhile, as the
old saying went, he might as well try to enjoy the ride.

Was the green glow fading slightly? If whatever powered the systemfailed, he
woul d be marooned forever. Marooned by the side of a Parpamati road, he nused,
with no one likely to come along and offer hima lift. The source of the stone's
energy remained as nmuch a nystery to himas its alien engineering.

Maybe the gl ow wasn't weakeni ng. Maybe the col or change was due to sone quality
of the local atnobsphere. Forcing hinself to accept that conforting hypothesis,
he took a deep breath and twi sted hard on the stone.

H s hands cane | oose and went drifting slowy off over the grass. They were
followed by his forearnms, which broke free at the el bows and began to spin
lazily end over end in the direction of his peramubul ati ng hands.

There was no bl ood, no pain. Just an unni stakabl e physiol ogi cal parting of the
ways. As he lunged instinc-tively after his escaping body parts, his torso
detached fromhis hips and his | egs cane apart in sections. Last of all, his
head popped free of his neck.

Qbeyi ng sorme unknown, uni magi nabl e herding in-stinct, his conponent bits and

pi eces renmained in the sane general vicinity. Too focused to scream he strove
to will his corpus whol e again. Though fully functional, his disenbodi ed head no
| onger exercised any control over the nuscles in his linbs. H s hands seenmed to
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have the nbst nmobility. Fingers fluttering like thick cilia, they darted in and
around the rest of him Kkicking backward through the air. One hand | atched onto
a forearmand rested there like a bird taking roost on a branch.

As he stared dazedly, the yell ow bushes began to de-tach thenselves fromthe
ground and drift off into the sky. Pulling thenselves free of the soil, roots
separated from branches and drifted off on their own. Indeed, the soil was

begi nning to separate fromthe ground.

Caught by a rising breeze, clunps of grass were whisked toward the eastern
horizon. El evated fromtheir subterranean homes, burrowi ng creatures tw sted

hel p-lessly in the air, only to be preyed upon by flying teeth that seened to
have no trouble coping with the jabber-wockean change in conditions.

Overhead, the orangeé&#8209;red sun was coming apart, fiery prom nences dancing in al
directions. In the distance he saw the handsonme brown and yel |l ow grazers coning
apart, only to re&#8209;formas a spherical mass of floating eyes, |egs, horns, and
bodi es.

This tine only the absence of |ungs prevented himfrom screani ng.

In the center of rising chaos hovered his backpack, the stone pulsing peacefully
within, It didn't nmatter, since he was no |onger in control &8209; or even
possessi on&#8209; of his hands. He closed his eyes. That he could still do.

When he opened them again everything was coagul at-ing. The spherical herd of
grazers separated back out into its conmponent parts, refornulating animls

i nstead of in-sanity. Branches returned to bushes, bushes to roots, and roots to
their place in the earth. Feeding tinme over, the flying teeth di sappeared.

The surface resolidified beneath him Up in the sky, the local star became once
again a famliar rounded ball of burning hydrogen. As he stared mutely, the
ranbling bits of his body re&#8209;forned. Only his hands resisted, waiting until the
last instant to reattach thenselves to his wists.

He had a bad nonent when he thought they were going to hook up with his ankles

i nst ead.

Slowly turning to left and then to right, he found his head once nore firmy
positioned on his neck. Arnms and | egs responded to nmental conmand&#8209; He t ook
i ncal cul abl e pleasure in being able to execute a short hop

Next time the effect might |last |onger, the consequences prove nore severe, the
di stances between liberated |linbs turn out to be dangerously greater. G ven

anot her taste of freedom and i ndependence, his hands mght not return. As if in
confirmation, they seenmed reluctant to grasp the stone and twi st on its ends.

Fi ndi ng hinself arguing with his own body, he forced themto obey. Chaos ni ght
be a liberating place to visit, but he didn't want to live there.

Was he any nearer Senisran? WAs he even in the same gal axy? The sanme uni verse?
Already he'd visited corners of the cosnos that defied natural |aw as he knew
it. He wanted out.

That's what he got.

As his fingers relaxed on the stone, he found hinmself in a place of utter

bl ackness. No, he decided, it was blacker than black. It wasn't an absence of
light so nuch as the fact that in this place it seened never to have existed. It
was an abstract concept, a fever dream a product of delirium

He coul d not see, could not perceive. Sensing that he was floating, he felt with
his feet and hands for a solid surface and found none. There was nothing to
orient himself against, no point off reference. He could not see but was not
blind, could not hear but was not deaf. Hs nose winkled. That sense, too, was
functional. He wished it wasn't.

Hi s inconprehensi bl e surroundi ngs stank of the char-nel house.

He could still feel. The backpack was heavy against him but for the first tine
he could not see what had cone to be the solacing glow of the stone. G oping
within the pack, he felt of its outline, its weight, reassuring hinself of its
reality.

Envel oped in an all &#8209; consuni ng shroud of tangible cor-ruption, he drifted
hel pl ess and alone. O was that a Pres-ence he now sensed? Deprived of the
majority of neans of exploring the space around him he couldn't be sure.

It touched him

Though he couldn't see It, his eyes tried to shrink back into his skull. Though
he couldn't hear It, his mind was drowned in a chorus of horror. The suddenly

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (81 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

overwhel ming odor pierced the core of his being.

Di soriented and slightly deranged, he funbled for the stone. Colossally
indifferent, a minuscule portion of the Presence began to examn ne the

i nsignificant splotch of protoplasm nearby.

This was not a place that was sinply bad for him where there was no water to
drink or conforting sun-shine to warm his bones. He had cone to a bl asted pl ace
in the cosnbs, where any organic |ife&#8209;form be it worm hunman, or bl ade of
grass, was not wel corme, did not be-long, and could not |ong survive. Could a

bl ade of grass go insane? He knew that he coul d.

He Needed to Get Away.

As the infinitesinml extrusion of the Presence stepped between two dead stars to
close in around him his fin-gers tw sted convul sively on the ends of the stone.
A sickly clanm ness envel oped himas he sensed sone-thing sandpapering his soul
It promised a primal and in-tinmate experience worse than death. His self
threatened to fly apart. In the Presence, even atons could not |long remin
coherent.

It was evil incarnate, an evil that transcended theol ogy, physics, and

nmet aphysi cs. Possessed of a |oathsonme pu-rity, it left no roomin its Presence
for anything that smacked of the natural universe. Only Pulickel's

i nsig-nificance saved him O next to no consequence, he was overl ooked.

But that was changi ng.

He couldn't run because he had no legs, couldn't flail because he had no arns.
In the absence of lungs he couldn't scream and in the absence of sanity he
coul d not conceive. Al he could do was react instinctively. Mre fortuitously
than he could i magine, his reaction took the formof wenching on the stone.

He knew a little about the subatonmic forces that bind the cosnpbs together. There
was taste, and there was flavor. There was up and there was down. Here was
sonet hi ng el se, sonething new. Something previously unquantified. A different
state of not &#8209; matter, not&#8209; energy, not &*#8209; pl asma, not Ei nst ei n&#8209; Bose
conjunction. He

could not give a nane to it because his m nd was not working very well. He knew
only that He Had to Get Away fromlt.

I nsignificant speck that he was, it would annul him re-duce himto a single
tiny screamthat would float forever in this place. It wanted hi m nothing
because it abhorred anything that was not itself. H's fingers weakened in
tan-demwi th his resol ve.

In the distance, inpossibly far off and yet proximte, a subdued flash of green
Beyond sickliness now, he felt little. Exit left, shrieking. But the Presence
went away. Or rather, he went away fromlt.

Fawn stared down at him She was not alone. Parranati stood on either side of
her. Several were inspecting the station's greeting |ounge, exam ning the alien
surround-ings. Mst, |ike Fawn, focused their attention on the fig-ure that |ay
, prone on the couch. Senisran's conforting sunlight filtered in through the bank
of windows that lined the station's exterior

"He | ooks better."” At the tip of his long snout, Massa-papu' s bl ack nose
twitched as he inhaled of the reclining human. "His eyes are open."

"Yes, but he's still not reacting." The expression on Fawn Seaforth's face was
one of grave concern. She waved a hand slowly back and forth over her comatose
conpani on's eyes. He blinked but gave no sign that he actually saw her. Hi s gaze
was | ocked ot herwhere. Sight of a sort had returned, but not perception.
"There's eye novenent, and he's breathing, but that's about it. |I don't like his
color. He's white as a sheet." She turned to the Parramati clustered closely
behi nd her.

"Has he been like this ever since you found hinP"

Massapapu signed his agreenent. "You know, F' an, that he had taken two stones."
"Yes, you told ne." Unconfortable, she |ooked away. So far the Parramati hadn't
inplicated her in the thefts. Thus. spared, she i mediately denied any know edge
of them |If they accepted her protestations of innocence, then her work on
Torrel au coul d continue unhi ndered. Despite his undeni abl e expertise and
ability, Pulickel could be repl aced.

What had happened to hin? It was inpossible to get a straight answer out of the
Parramati who had brought himin. She thought she'd mastered the nuances of
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their | anguage. Now she wasn't so sure.

They cl ai med to have brought hi m back not just fromthe Vounea Peni nsul a but
from another place entirely. Upon learning that two stones had gone m ssing, the
af -fected stone masters had contacted their brethren across the island. Wrking
in concert, Ascela had explained, al-lowed themto conduct a proper search for
the thief. O overeager researcher, as Fawn had striven to characterize her
conat ose conpani on, doi ng her best to exonerate himeven in unconsci ousness.
Wth the aid of other stones, they'd found himand brought hi m back.

Jorana's tone, was adnoni shing. "W understand Pu'il's thirst for know edge, but
he shoul d not have taken the stones. He nost especially should not have tried to
use the stones that he did take."

"That's obvious," Fawn conceded.

Ascel a's wi zened eyes shifted periodically between the prone figure and that of
the tall woman standing next to her. Luminous vertical pupils flexed. "He is
fortunate that we were able to bring himback. He is very lucky."

He didn't | ook lucky, Fawn thought as she studied her friend and associate. He

| ooked terrible. What had happened out there? Wiere had they brought him back
fron? When they spoke of it, the big and m ddl e persons who had brought himin
used verbs inflected in a fashion previously not encountered. She thought she
knew what they neant but wasn't entirely sure.

Standi ng out on the reef, studying its inhabitants while waiting for Pulickel to
call in, she'd been alerted by a warning tone fromthe skinmmer's

i nstrunentation. A check revealed that Pulickel's transmitter had gone dead. She
couldn't even raise a carrier wave. Wile it was pos-sible for a field
transmitter to fail conpletely, it was highly unlikely. For one thing, the
locator unit carried its own emergency power source.

But it was possible. For exanple, he could have dropped the unit and
accidentally rolled a boulder onit. It would have to have been a sizable

boul der, she knew, but such things did happen. Exhausting all efforts to raise a
signal, she took the dangerous step of returning to the inlet and | eaving the
ski nmer parked on hover while she searched the i Mmediate vicinity.

Fatigued and frantic, she had finally returned to the station, only to find
Ascel a, Jorana, and Massapapu wait-ing for her outside the activated defense
perineter. They were acconpani ed by half a dozen Parramati she did not know. On
a woven stretcher in their mdst lay Pulickel: eyes open, visibly intact, but
utterly unresponsive. They had carried himall the way across the island from
the Vounea. Or fromwherever it was that they clainmed to have found him she

rem nded hersel f.

A check of his person revealed that the stones he had taken were m ssing. No
surprise there, she knew. Doubtless they had been returned to their appropriate
resting places. When she had protested her ignorance of Pulickel's intentions,
several of the Vounea Parramati had eyed her suspiciously, but none chall enged
her openly. Ascela, Jorana, and the other Torrel auapans had vouched for her,

bl ess them

"It is not easy to find soneone after they have used these stones," Ascela was
saying. "Particularly someone who has not been instructed in their use. The
roads they open are difficult to travel."

"It takes many, nmany generations to |earn how to use the stones," added one of
the visiting Vouneans.

She desperately wanted to hear Pulickel's side of the story, but he couldn't
even |l ook in her direction, didn't respond to her voice. He continued to
breathe, slowy and evenly, his eyes staring off into the distance and bli nking
occasionally. He was present, and yet he was not. Some-thing critical, sonething
vital, was mi ssing.

If he didn't respond soon, she was going to have to hook himup to an IV and
request nedevac. She didn't want to do that. For one thing, it would be an

adnmi ssion of failure. Nor did she want to deal with the questions that would

i nevitably acconpany such a procedure. But if she was going to be able to avoid
maki ng the call, he had to react to her presence, had to show sonme progress. She
couldn't let himlie there and starve to death. Dehy-dration would be the first
probl em she knew.

She turned to Ascela. O all the Torrel auapan big per-sons, she felt the
strongest rapport with the senior female. "I still don't understand. The
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Vouneans claimthey found himjust lying in the jungle like this?"

"Not just like this." A Vounean big person of equal stature stepped forward.
Ears thrust forward, he swapped a series of rapid finger novenents with Ascel a,
too fast for Fawmn to follow "Wen the stone nasters found kiln he was scream ng
and ki cking. This was understandable, as he was in a bad place. A very bad

pl ace. "

"What kind of bad place?" The xenologist tried to re-nmenber the proper gestures.
"Did he fall and hit his head?" But that didn't rmake sense, she thought. If he'd
tunbled into a ravine or sonething, they wouldn't have found hi mkicking and
scream ng. Besides, except for a few minor cuts and scrapes, he appeared
unharnmed. There was no bl ood showi ng, and the station's nedical scanner had
reveal ed no broken bones or torn liganents. If he'd suffered sone kind of
concussion or contusion, it was too subtle for the scanner to detect.

"The worst place,” the Vounean expl ai ned wi t hout ex-plaining anything. "Qur

stone masters had to use other stones to bring himback. | amnot a naster so
did not participate, but those who did tell that it was a near thing."
"Well, there was certainly something bad about it." Wether through nmeans

chemical or otherwi se, her companion's previously jet&#8209; bl ack hair was now
streaked with white. Nor was the change superficially cosnmetic. C ose inspection
had reveal ed that the col or change extended right down to the follicular roots.
It didn't wash out when she was cl eaning himup, either.

That had been her first priority, and it had been a job. The snells that clung
to himdidn't want to wash off. No doubt he'd picked up several exotic odors
whil e stunbling through the jungle in his attenpt to avoid the Vouneans. Wth
the aid of the Parramati, she'd managed to westle himinto sonme cl ean cl othes,
and that had hel ped. But a faintly disquieting odor still hung about him a

m asma that wouldn't go away. It seened familiar but she couldn't quite identify
it. It nmade her skin crawl, and she had to work hard at ignoring it.

"W did what we could for him" Jorana was sayi ng.

"Don't get ne wong," Fawn responded. "I'mgrateful for everything you ve done
for bringing himback and doing your best to help him I'"mjust trying to
under st and what happened and to figure out what's wong with him" She studied
the prone form Perhaps he'd been bitten and paral yzed by sonme unknown deni zen
of the forest. But there were no bite marks that she'd been able to discover, no
swelling or redness that would indicate the site of a sting. Wat was

responsi ble for his present condition? Again she confessed her bafflenent to the
wat chi ng Parramati

Jorana, too, was searching for an explanation. "Sone-tines one who tries to use
the stones cannot stay on the proper road. Then the stones may choose the road

i nstead of the user. There are nany roads and not all of them are benign."

"I coul d' ve guessed that nuch." Fawn spoke nore harshly than she intended. "Wat
am| going to do with hin? Wat can | do?" Her colleague lay as |linp as one of
the dozens of cephal opods the Parramati fished daily fromthe ocean. It was as
if all the bones in his body had nmelted away.

Perversely, she envied himthat part of his condition. At |east he | ooked at
ease. His vital signs remained strong. Nothing critical would relax, she hoped.
Li ke his heart.

"There nmust be sonething we can do," she insisted.

"Perhaps a healing stone..." Massapapu began.

Fawn | ooked over sharply. "No! No stones. Not until I've exhausted the mnedica
program s recomendati ons. "

Unnoved by the sharpness of her reaction, the Tor-rel auapan big person indicated
under st andi ng. Turning away from her, he proceeded to discuss the matter with
hi s conpani ons and the Vouneans. Fawn strained to over-hear, wthout nuch
success.

She' d punped an assortment of stinulants into Pulickel, but w thout know ng the
cause of his condition, the sta-tion's pharnaceutical programcould only
prescribe the nost general range of nedication. She'd even chanced a dose of

buf fered adrenaline. It made himtwitch briefly but did nothing to restore

awar eness. At | east the occa-sional blink neant she didn't have to dropé&#8209;treat
his eyes to keep them noist.

In addition to taking no nourishnment, his body gener-ated no wastes. It was as
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if his entire system beyond that necessary for the maintenance of life was

| ocked in a kind of physiological as well as nmental stasis. Nothing she had done
showed any signs of bringing himout of it.

She becane aware that the Parramati had concl uded their discussion. They stood
by patiently, waiting for her.

"I can give you an idea of what happened, F an." Jo-rana regarded her out of
dark eyes. "Pu'il traveled down a road he shouldn't have, to a place that should
not be visited."

"How di d you&#8209; how did the stone masters find himif they didn't know what road
he' d taken?"

This tine it was Ascel a who responded. "One stone knows another, even as the
stone nmasters seek to know them Stone follows upon stone.”

"l see," she nmuttered, not seeing at all. "So some Vounean stone naster used
anot her stone to track Pulickel down, and then you brought hi mback?" Dd
certain stones give off a resonance only the seni could detect? The idea seened
farfetched. The gl assy naterial |ooked utterly inert. A npbst as inert as
Pul i ckel, who at the no-nent wasn't resonating very nmuch hinself. Certainly the
stones didn't snell. So how had one stone naster tracked down another stone?

Li ght, she thought, and wondered why the answer hadn't occurred to her earlier
During the denonstration she'd been privy to, the growi ng stone and earth stone
had conjoined to forma single nass that had given off an intense green

| um nescence that had spread throughout the newly planted field. Sonmehow,
intentionally or other-w se, the pair of stones in Pulickel's possession mnust
have cone together. In addition to his present condition, one of the by&*#8209; products
of that mingling had probably been light sinmlar to that which she had

wi tnessed. |f bright enough, it would have generated a beacon easily followed
even at ni dday.

"Not all of him" Ascela nodded sonberly at the no-tionless body on the couch

"A part of Pu'il has not yet returned. Now that we have nobst of high, the rest
must be brought back."

"Yeah, | can see that. But I'mnot ready to try a healing naster. Not yet."
"Then we will |eave you to your friend." Jorana ges-tured at the Vouneans, who
were still fascinated by their alien surroundings. "Qur friends fromthe

peninsula will stay with us tonight. We will go back to Torrel auapa but return
tomorrow with proper help. If you wish it then, we will try to heal Pu'il. "

"If there's been no change by tonorrow," she replied listlessly, "I'll need your
hel p. "

She bade farewell to the concerned Parranmati. Once they had departed and she had
reest abl i shed the defen-sive perinmeter, she resuned her vigil over the

di mi nuti ve xenol ogi st .

As she watched and waited and hoped for the pharma-ceuticals she'd punped into
himto take effect, she re-viewed in her nind the confrontati on and conversation
with the Parramati. Though she felt sure that much that had been said bore

i mportantly on Pulickel's recovery, she was unable to penetrate the natives'

mul tiple |ayers of neaning.

O else, she concluded tiredly, she sinply did not pos-sess the necessary
cultural referents for understanding.

Chapt er Fourteen

She stayed awake until her body demanded sl eep, and then she gave it little
enough of that, rising imediately after the sun to check on her patient.
Pulickel lay as she'd |left him prone and nmotionless on the couch, blinking at
the ceiling. According to the scanner, his vital signs were unchanged. Small
confort, she nused

At her invitation, the Parramati who had been waiting patiently just beyond the
defense perineter filed somberly back into the station. Ascela perforned a
respectful introduction, follow ng which the ol dest seni Fawn had ever seen

st epped forward.

H s nane was ljaju. Ills back was bent and sharply curved forward, his tai
broken so many tines it no longer was held out stiffly but hung down, |inp and
flexi ble, be-hind him Incapable of hopping, he could advance only by shuffling,
sliding forward one huge foot at a time. Instead of being held erect and alert,
his ears lay fiat on the top of his head. Wien he spoke, the double eyelids
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opened no nore than a crack. It gave himthe appearance of being perpetually

asl eep. The | ong snout was shrunken and wrinkled, the lips cracked and

bl ackened, and nobst of his teeth were mssing. Those that renmained in the aged
jaws | ooked none too healthy.

But the delicate three&#8209;fingered hands did not shake as they traced the | ength of
Pulickel's comatose form Fawn kept silent for as long as she could stand it
before finally stamering, "Can you hel p hinP"

Anci ent eyes turned to nmeet her own. The healer's voice was a | acework of

whi spers, and she had to strain to nake out the words. "I do not know. One who
has taken to such roads in ignorance nmay be dooned to wan-der them forever."
"Wander &#8209; but he's here," she protested.

The el der didn't argue with her. "I will try. But not here. To heal, two stones
are necessary. Two stones and two masters.”

That nmuch nmade sense. Based on what she now knew, no stone functioned on its
own. At least two were re-quired and for all she knew, sometines nore

"Where, then?"

"Torrel auapa."” As he said this, several of the assenbled big persons indicated
sol etm assent, executing in unison the gestures she had come to recogni ze as the
Parramati equival ent of a nod.

Insisting that the patient be stretchered so that |jaju could watch over him
and | eery as always of the skimnmer, the Torrel auapans carried Pulickel over the
moun-tain trail back to their village. Lesser males and femal es | ooked on in
silence as the Iine of big persons conveyed the body to the | onghouse of

Soli nna. Though subordi-nate in age and status to the visiting Ijaju, her
healing skills were respected throughout the region.

No feasting, no celebration preceded the treatnent. The villagers went about
their daily tasks as if nothing out of the ordinary was going to take place.
This was very different fromthe cerenony of the blessing of the planting that
Fawn had wi tnessed. Those youngsters whose innate high spirits could not be
restrai ned were gently guided away fromthe healer's | onghouse. Several elders
whom Fawn had cone to know well cane up to her to offer condol ences. Their
concern nade her feel ashaned. None of this would have happened if they'd sinply
| eft the stones al one.

Wi ch they couldn't do, she knew with equal certainty. Not after the planting
cerenmony, and especially not now. Pulickel would agree with her absol utel y&#8209; once
he was able to agree to anything again

She refused to countenance the possibility of that never happening.

Pul i ckel was placed on one of the nost finely woven Parranmati nmats Fawn had ever
seen. Incense pots were placed at the four corners of the mat and lit. Aromatic
snoke filled the room drifting out through a hole in the sharply raked ceiling.
Wth two young villagers supporting himunder either arm ljaju settled into a
resting squat close by the notion-less xenologist's head. Solinna assunmed the

| esser posi-tion, at the human's feet. Chanting and wavi ng pucici fronds, they
set their respective healing stones down in front of them These were typically
uni npressive |unps of the sane gl assy green naterial Fawn had seen before.

The chanting continued without a break, nobnotonous and uninspiring. WAving at
the smoke, she frequently stepped outside for sone fresh air and sunshine. No
one could give her an idea of how long the cerenobny mght last. She knew that by
ni ghtfall her conpanion's body woul d be demanding fluids even if he couldn't
cone right out and ask for them That would mean a return trip to the station
for the necessary equi pment. Wether it in-terfered with the healing cerenony or
not, she had to at |east get sone sustaining glucose solution into him

She intercepted Ascela as the big person was bounding past. "I can't see that
anything is happening or that this is doing Pu'il any good. Wen does the
heal i ng start?"

The weat her stone master eyed her synpathetically. At |least, Fawn thought it was
synpat hetically. Her know -edge of Parramati expressions was |ess than perfect.
"The heal ing has al ready begun, F an." She took one of Fawn's hands in hers, the
long fingers wapping completely around the smaller human hand, the mniddle one
twi ce. That gesture, at |east, needed no interpreting. "They are seeking the
right road. Challenging or otherwise in-terrupting themmay divert themfrom
their course and nake the healing nore difficult."”

Frustrated and | ess than reassured, Fawn debated whether to call a halt to the
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cerenony and have Pulickel returned to the station. Assunming he'd shown no

i mprovenent by then, she'd have no choice but to call for a nedevac. Her
options were limted by his condition.

She ducked back into the | onghouse, waving at the pungent snbke. Hi s col or was
unchanged, which neant that it was still not good, but otherw se he appeared
physi-cally healthy. Wile this could not be allowed to go on for days,
recalling the effectiveness of the planting cere-nony convinced her to give the
Parramati healers until the following norning. At that time she would have no
choi ce but to have Pulickel evacuated to Ophhli a.

Meanwhi | e she could only try to contain her frustration and nurture a hope that
she didn't feel. Wth a start, she realized how nuch she m ssed Pulickel's quiet
confi-dence, his assurance that any problem coul d be sol ved, any obstacle
overconme. What she had initially perceived as blind stubbornness she now saw as
convi ction born of experience and know edge.

Maybe he wasn't the liveliest or npbst entertaining of conpani ons&#8209; but he was
human. Once nore she had only aliens for conpany. She found that she'd grown
used to conversing in terrangl o again. She even nmissed his implied insults.

She doubted if analysis of the stones he'd taken woul d have provi ded any cl ues
to his present condition. It did not matter in any event because they had been
returned to their respective stone masters. By now she'd seen many of the sacred
stones. Irrespective of function and while differing in size, all were simlar
in shape and conposition. Even had they been avail able for analysis, she doubted
t hey woul d have provided the necessary answers.

Ni ght had crept in quietly and the Torrel auapans had prepared and consumed the
evening neal. Too troubled to be interested in food, she had declined polite
invita-tions to join them Bathed in torchlight, she stood outside the | onghouse
listening to the chanting fromw thin. It did not seemto have changed ruch, if
at all. In her nmnd she had begun to conpose the evacuation request that woul d
have to be sent to Cphhlia in the norning.

She forced herself to chew a couple of concentrate bars and drink sone

suppl ement &#8209; enhanced juice. It wouldn't do Pulickel any good to | et her own
systemrun down. A glance at her chrononmeter suggested it was tinme to nmake yet
anot her check on the xenol ogist's condition. Knowing in advance what it woul d
be, she took a deep breath and bent low to reenter the | onghouse.

She' d grown seniused to the snoke, and it no |l onger stung her lungs as badly as
the first couple of tines. What she saw through the lingering haze snapped her
out of her lethargy faster than any energy bar.

Ijaju and Solinna had noved. Instead of squatting at Pulickel's head and feet,
they now faced each other across his chest. Each held arms straight out toward
one another, the fingers not quite touching. ljaju's trenbled slightly but did
not falter.

Resting beneath their hovering hands on Pulickel's chest was a single vitreous
mass: their respective healing stones fused to beconme one. Fromit emanated an

i n-tense hal o of pinki sh&#8209; green incandescence that had spread out to infuse the
noti onl ess xenologist's entire body. The |ight was brighter than that of the
torches outside, brighter than that put out by the portable illum nator she
carried in her backpack. So intense was it that his fea-tures were partly
obscured, as if by a translucent pink-green wave. The concentrated efful gence
cast strange shadows on the squatting bodi es of the attendant stone nasters.
Afraid of disturbing them she tiptoed inside and edged slowy along the
interior wall until she found a place where she coul d see everything clearly. As
she stared, Pulickel's body tw tched sharply. Not adrenaline shock, she decided,
but sonet hing el se, sonething much deeper. He began to npban then, and it was the
nmost horrible sound she'd ever heard enmerge froma human throat. A shiver ran
like ice water down her spine, and it took a consid-erable effort of will for
her to keep fromrushing forward and terminating the cerenony. All that stopped
her was the realization that the stone masters had nmanaged to in-duce a
reaction, albeit a terrible one.

The npan changed to a high keening, sharp and nea-sured. It was repeated at
unpredictable intervals as the chanting rose to fever pitch. She stood
noti onl ess, unable to decide whether to rush forward, reach for her nmedikit, or
flee. Ascela' s warning | oonmed at the forefront of her consciousness. If she
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interrupted, the stone masters might have to start all over again. She didn't
know i f Pulickel could take that. Hell, she thought, she didn't know if she
could take it.

Several Parramati big persons pushed their way into the roomwth
uncharacteristic abruptness. Usually they were unfailingly courteous, but this
time they ignored her as if she weren't there. So intent were they on their
pur-pose that she was convinced they woul d have shoved her aside had she been

bl ocki ng the doorway.

Whil e Solinna sustained the chant, |jaju |l eaned for-ward and grasped the
conj oi ned stones with both hands. As he did so he barked instructions to the new
arrivals. At that norment he seened not ancient, but young and vi gorous.

The Parramati clutched Pulickel's flailing arns and | egs and hel d hi m down. One
did her best to keep his head from bangi ng agai nst the thick mat and the fl oor
be- neat h. Meanwhi |l e that hi deous keening continued to is-sue fromthe
xenol ogi st's throat.

As Fawn stared w de&#8209; eyed, the wailing began to soften and fade, the violent
thrusting and thrashing of linbs to | essen. Pulickel's novenents grew | ess
pronounced, the terror in his throat |ess conpelling. Then, with a deep sigh,
his entire being seened to relax and sl unp back agai nst the mat.

Solinna bent forward and put her six fingers on the stone. The radi ance vani shed
and the nass cane apart in her hands, separating once nore into two dull green

| unps. Taking hers, she rose and noved to the right side of the |onghouse.
Ascel a and Massapapu helped ljaju to his feet while Gsiwi vi reverently picked up
t he remai ni ng stone.

Sonet hi ng wonder ful had happened in the | onghouse, Fawn knew. Sonething that had
very little to do with burning herbs and traditional chants and a great deal to
do with a couple of seenmingly static bits of rock.

Approaching tentatively, she confronted the exhausted senior healer. ljaju
responded with the Parramati equiva-lent of a smle, nore subtle than the

anal ogous human expression but distinctive and &#8209; recogni zabl e nonet hel ess. He
continued to | ean on the two Torrel auapan big per-sons for support.

"Your friend will be alive now "

She blinked uncertainly. "I don't understand. He's been alive all along."

The venerabl e healer turned to | ook at the prone form of the xenol ogi st, whose
eyes were closed for the first time since the Vouneans had brought himback into
the station.

"No. He was not alive. His formwas here, but the part of himthat constitutes
life was el sewhere, |ost between here and the bad place where he was." W zened
slitted eyes gazed up at her. "He had started back down the proper return road,
but sonewhere along the way that part of himslipped off and could not find its
way back on. Solinna and | had to help himback onto the road."

It didn't nake any sense, Fawn thought. But then, very little had since

Pul i ckel's signal had vani shed fromthe skinmer's pickup. Stepping past the

heal er, she knelt close to her conpanion and put a hand on his right shoul der
"Pulickel ? Pulickel Tonochelor, can you hear ne?"

There was an extended nonent of awful nothing. Then he blinked, opened his eyes,
and turned his head toward her. For an instant, the briefest of instants, she
felt that his gaze focused not on her but on sonething behind her. Behind his
eyes there was a flash of panic the likes of which she'd never seen before. Then
it was gone, re-placed by fond recognition, and she knew he was | ooking only at
her. He smiled weakly.

"Hell o, Fawn Seaforth. It's good to see you again."

"Good to see you, too." She squeezed his shoul der. "Wat happened?”

"Where am |1 ?" Pushing hinmself up on his el bows, he surveyed his surroundings.
"Torrelauapa. | had to bring you here to bring you back."

Wth her hand at his back he was able to sit up all the way. "Do they know about
the stones | took?" he asked in terranglo.

She nodded. "They've taken them back. | never saw either one, but they say they
were responsi bl e for what happened to you. Wen they brought you into the
station you were conpletely comatose."

"When they brought ne in?" He blinked at her. "You didn't pick ne up in the

ski nmer ?"

"l |l ooked but I couldn't find you. Even your ener-gency |ocator was down." She
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funbl ed with her back-pack, seeking the nedikit. "You still haven't told ne what
happened. The Parramati say that you used the stones to travel down a bad road."
She handed hi ma couple of energy tablets, which he pronptly chewed up and
swal | oned.

"I was seen taking the second stone. They cane after me, and | ran. | remenber
tripping and falling. The stones nust have been thrown together when | fell
be-cause | renmenber a light com ng fromny backpack. | re-nmenber..." H's voice
trail ed away, his eyes unfocused, and he shook hinself back to awareness.

"I"l1l tell you everything when we get back to the sta-tion. At least, I'Il tel
you as nuch of it as | can recall."” A shudder passed through him

"Col d?" she inquired solicitously. Wthin the | ong-house, the tenperature

mat ched the humi dity.

"Only spiritually. | saw&#8209;1 saw some things |I'mnot sure | want to tell you
about. O try to renenber. There are events |'d rather forget. That I'mgoing to
have to work hard at forgetting."

"While the Parranmati were using the healing stones on you, you nade

sonme&#8209; &#8209; sounds. |I'mnot so sure | want to know what inspired themeither."
"Heal ing stones. | didn't know ..." He winced, his face contorting. Hs
expression was drawn. "I don't feel so good."

"“I'"mnot surprised. Can you stand?"

"One way to find out."

Wth her assistance he rose shakily to his feet, but he was able to stand and
take steps wi thout help.

"You can't walk all the way back to the station. Not in the shape you're in."
She was unshakable in her opinion of his condition. "You haven't had anything to
eat since the day before yesterday."

"Two days." He pondered this.

"I"'msure Ascela and the others will be willing to carry you back. O | can go
and return with the skimer."
"You're right. 1'd best not rush anything." He eyed the attendant Parranati.

"Maybe | could get sonething to eat besides energy tablets and concentrate
bars."

"Sure. Meanwhile you'd better take it easy or you're liable to keel over and
hurt yourself."

He licked dry lips. "I don't feel like racing any of the village sprinters, if
that's what's concerning you. But there doesn't seemto be anything wong with
my ap-petite." Again the gentle, famliar nmule, which she ap-preciated now nore
t han ever.

"Funny," he told her as she put the request for food to Ascela, "how in spite of
what ever trauma the mind may suffer, the body responds with its own denands.
Hunger, thirst, the need for warmh: sone things are beyond shock. What have you
got there?"

She held out her hand to him "Mre concentrates.
"Until real food arrives."

He nodded and took the thin, foil &8209; wapped bars. Wen his bare fingers touched

her own she started slightly.

"You're cold, Pulickel."

"Too few cal ories and too much enotion."”

Her fingers wapped around his and he sniled as he squeezed back, but the usua

wiry strength was absent.

They spent the night in the village. Pulickel ate every-thing that was placed

bef ore himand asked for nore. Fearful of overloading his stressed system Fawn

ra-tioned his food and drink accordingly.

It had been a | ong tine&#8209;a very long tine&#8209; since he'd been nothered, and while he
had a hard tinme thinking of Fawn Seaforth as maternal, he found hinsel f warmnmed

by the attention nonethel ess.

Not until mdnorning of the follow ng day, and not until after he'd denbnstrated

to her satisfaction that he was capabl e of sustained physical exertion, did they

start the long hi ke back to base. He snacked on concentrated field rations al

the way and ran half a dozen prograns through the food processor as soon as they

entered the station. Just when it seened that his bulging belly was about to

expl ode, he declared with great satisfaction that he was finally sated.

She urged himto take them
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Retiring to the main | ounge, he settled into the sane couch on which he'd lain
conatose the previous day and tried to give her sone inpression of his

experi ences.

She listened to it all. Initial disbelief gave way to gradual, awed acceptance.
It was too fantastical for her prosaic associate to have imagined, too rich in
detail for himto have invented. Qutside the realmof |ogic and rea-son, it

hewed consistently to a frenzied, crazed internal logic all its own. For nore
than an hour Pulickel played the caterpillar and she was Alice.
"They were sone kind of traveling stones." In con-trast to his desperate downi ng

of liquids earlier that day, he sipped judiciously fromthe nug on the table in
front of him

She eyed himcautiously. "So what you're saying is that they transported you to
anot her part of Senisran?"

He found that he was able to laugh. "No, not to another part of Senisran."

Her incredulity was boosted. "You' re not saying that they sent you of fworid?"

Leani ng forward, he crossed his arms over his lap. "I'mnot only saying that
they took me offworld, I'msaying that they sent ne to worlds that seened to
have no place in the normal schene of existence." For a brief nmo-nent his eyes

| ooked haunted. "And once, to a place that not only wasn't nornmal, it wasn't
even a world."

Slowm y she sat back in her chair and regarded himsilently. "Even if the stones
aren't stones," she said fi-nally, "and are sonmething nore, they' re not big
enough to contain the power to do sonething like that."

"l agree. They nust key or otherw se activate a |larger device sonewhere el se
Buri ed beneath the village, per-haps, or on sonme other part of the island. It
has to be the same for all the other stones. They only activate spe-cific
functions. The actual instigating mechanisns nmust be sited el sewhere. Maybe not
even on Torrelau, or within the boundaries of the archipelago. There's an awful
ot of Senisran that's yet to be explored, and I'mjust thinking of islands and
atolls. The extensive shall ow subnerged pl ains have hardly been touched." He
shifted his position on the couch

"Ophhlia and the other humanx bases are swarm ng wi th oceanographers,
xenol ogi sts, geologists, and the Iike. Nobody's |ooking for relics of a vani shed
civilization any nore because the initial survey teans insisted there was no

evi dence of any. Well, | think we have incontro-vertible proof to the contrary.
Functional proof, no less."

She crossed her |egs, another kind of functional proof that he always delighted
in observing. "I don't suppose that in spite of all the convincing detail to
your story you could have just fallen, hit your head on a rock, and

hal | u-ci nated the whol e busi ness?"

"Of course | could have. Don't you think the possi-bility's occurred to me?" He
finished his drink. "But | don't think |I did. There was a clarity to every
monent of it, Fawn, a sureness, that reeked of reality. Even during those
monents when | thought | was going crazy."

She was thoughtful for a while before responding. "All right. Deranged as it
seens, let's assunme for a nonment that this all happened for real, just as you
describe it. Wien conbined, the stones you had in your possession serve as, or
trigger, sone kind of interstellar transport nechanism W either need to find
the device or ascribe the entire business to magic."

"Magi ¢ science, science nagic." He shrugged. "This experience has noved ne
beyond semantics, Fawn. Long ago humans | earned how to slap two stones together
to strike sparks and nmake fire. Now we point the appropri-ate device, and fire
goes where we want it. Sonebody el se has | earned how to slap two stones together
and cast thensel ves between the stars. It's all a matter of knowi ng what stones
to use. O knowing the right roads, as the Parramati woul d say."

"Find how the stones connect to the |arger necha-nism" she surm sed, "and we'l
find the mechanismit-self. Wave&#8209;form contact."

"Maybe." He | aughed sharply. "It certainly isn't being done by wire. Try
explaining vit to an aboriginal. He'll gawk into space trying to |ocate the

pi ctures that appear on the receiver. That's what we're doing here: staring into
space trying to find something whose characteristics we don't have the know edge
to define. We've found the needle, but the haystack's gone m ssing."

"I wouldn't bet that it's el sewhere on Senisran,” she told him "No other native
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society that we know of uses anything |like the stones."”

"If there's sone kind of |large conceal ed device |located in the archipelago, it
must be heavily screened or the sur-vey drones woul d have picked it up, just as
they reported on the rare earth deposits all the comercial interests in Ophhlia
are so anxious to have a go at."

"Then you and | sure aren't going to find it w thout Parramati help." She rose
and began to pace back and forth in front of him

"You talk to them" He stared out the line of windows. "I'm already considered a
possible thief."

"It's not as bad as all that. You're not Parramati, so you're not held to the
sane standards they are." She smled knowingly. "I've already explained to them
your rationale for “borrowi ng' the stones. They're not happy about it, but
they're not ready to di smenber you, either. You see, our kusumis different from
theirs, and that's sonething they can understand. They consi der you ni s-guided
and inept instead of depraved.”

He sniffed. "I suppose | should be thankful."

"Of course," she added, "it also means they're not going to | eave you alone with
even the smallest, nost in-significant sacred stone | est your m sdirected kusum
gets the better of you again. But your head should be safe in their conpany."
"That's a great relief. Keeping all ny body parts in one place should facilitate
nmy continued work here." Smling thinly, he turned away fromthe wi ndow and back
to his associate. "So where do we start? By questioning your friend Ascel a?
Jorana, perhaps, or this ancient Vounean |jaju?"

She chewed reflectively on her lower lip. "Wth Jo-rana, | think. O all the big
peopl e on Torrelau, he's al-ways been the nost patient and acconmopdating. "

"We'l | need sone patience of our own if we're going to find an answer to al
this." H's voice dropped slightly. "The stones are the keys to the roads, which
link in-dividual “spaces' in the Parramati m nd. Conbining the stones and
handling themin specific ways make the stones work, and these ways are part of
the oral tradition of kusum It all fits together very well. If only it didn't
smack so much of the incredible.” He turned w stful

"I wonder if the Parramati have used the stones to go traveling, if they've
visited sone of the places | visited." A cloud cane over his expression. "Not

all of them 1 hope."

She shook her head. "I don't know. |'ve never heard them speak of such a thing."
"I can understand why." He gathered hinself. "W nust try to extract all the

i nformati on we can, but if sonmeone offers to “send' us sonewhere by way of

denon-stration, | think I will pass. |1've had all the denbnstration of these
stones' capacity that | want."

"If you're right about what happened to you, Pulickel, then | still don't
under st and how t hey found you."

"It's sinple. They know the roads, | don't. | imagine it's all a nmatter of
knowi ng how to read the indicators along the way, the street signs. Not only
couldn't | do that, | didn't even know | was on a road. Only that | was

traveling, and lost." He stared hard at her, and there was sonething forever
lost in his gaze.

"I very badly want to find out how all this works, but not at the risk of
getting | ost again."

Chapter Fifteen

Fawn was right. Jorana was forthcom ng and responsive when they questioned him
about the transportation stones. As near as she could tell, the big person
wasn't hol di ng anything back or attenpting to sidestep their queries. The
Parramati coul d be evasive in conversation, and a big person |ike Jorana nore so
than nost, but he nade no at-tenpt to circunvent their questions, answering
every-thing in a direct and forthright manner

"The stones have always been with the Parramati, the Parramati have al ways been
with the stones. They are the foundation of kusum"

"Are there stones and stone masters on all the islands of the archipel ago?" Fawn
asked.

"Not all, but many. They have been here for as |ong as people can renmenber. They
have been here for as |ong as peopl e have been."

The three of them were seated on thick woven mats in Jorana's |onghouse, deep
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bowl s of fruit juice in front of them

"So the stones were just |ying around when the first Parramati cane here?" Using
both hands in the accepted nanner, Pulickel sipped fromhis bow, swallow ng the
pith suspended in the liquid and politely spitting the seeds into his closed
pal m

"Yes. It is told that Kureo' o' oa, of the original Parra-mati, was the first
person to understand the working of a stone. He found a stone that, when

conbi ned with an-other, brought all nmanner of good things to eat close to his
boat, so that he nmight catch them These were the first fishing stones. After
that, other first people tried many different stones. Some did nothing, others
led to different roads."

"Hundreds of years of trial and error,"” Fawn whi s-pered. "Muybe thousands."
"Over tine, nore and nore stones becane known to us, and their workings a part
of our kusum Sone of these original Parramati becane the first stone masters.
Sone vani shed, never to be seen again. Sone died." Jorana's barks and yips rose
and fell euphoniously in the still, hu-md air of the |onghouse

"Are all stone masters considered to be big persons?" Pulickel asked.

"Yes, but not all big persons are stone nasters."” Jorana's |lips rippled al ong
the sides of his long snout. "The stone naster |egacy is passed down within
fam lies, within clans. They are the ones who have charge of the stones, they
are the ones who know the roads."

Feel i ng very sel f &8209; consci ous, Pulickel nonethel ess asked the next question. "And
no famly or clan tries to take another's stones?"

"What good is a stone to one who does not know its road?" Wth the long niddle
finger of his right hand, the big person stirred patterns in his juice.

"Besi des, the stones are brought together for the good of all. One stone naster
hel ps another, just as big persons help small per-sons. Wen needed, stone
masters fromone island will assist those of another. Torrelau is a big island,
with many villages and stone nasters. W are always ready to help Parramati who
live on snaller islands, even if it is only one fanmily that |ives by fishing
froma sandbar."”

Pul i ckel glanced significantly at Fawn before asking the question they had been
leading up to all norning. "Wat about the transportation stones?" A group of
youngsters outside was playing the el aborate Parramati version of |eapfrog.
Cccasionally a deep thunp would echo through the | onghouse as one of them
ricocheted off the exterior wall.

"Li ke the ones you borrowed to try to study?" It was difficult to tell when one
was being teased by a Parra-mati. Formal sarcasm had no place in their
conversation. "Sonetines the masters of such stones will use themto explore
certain roads. Fromthese travels they bring back fresh know edge, new ways of
seeing and thinking. It is only for big persons that they do this, for such
learning is wasted on niddle and snall persons. |If what they |earn proves
useful, it is mde a part of kusum™"

"Mat's all very interesting," Fawn agreed. "Do the nmasters of these stones use
themto travel frequently?"

"No. It is difficult and can be dangerous." For the first time, Jorana showed
reluctance to el aborate. "Such stones are for use only in great energencies."
"And what would qualify as an appropriate energency?" Pulickel |eaned forward
intently.

Jorana considered. "An incurable sickness. A war that the Parramati were | osing.
Anyt hi ng that threatened kusum"

Was that an inplied threat? the xenol ogi st wondered. He didn't see how the
transportati on stones could be used agai nst the Commopnweal t h presence.
Apparently Jorana thought such a thing was possible. It was an unpl easant

t hought, one they could conme back to later if the need arose.

"This Koreo' o' oa and the other first persons,” Fawn was saying, "they rust have
been very brave people.”

Hol di ng up the outside finger of each hand in the ac-cepted manner, Jorana
sipped fromhis bow. "They were. | wish | could have known them Since |
cannot, | honor their menories."

"The sacred stones." Fawn shifted nervously on her mat. "l don't nean to conmmit
bl aspheny. Pl ease remem ber that there is nmuch of Parramati kusum |l am stil

i gno-rant of, but&*#8209; has anyone ever tried to break one of them open, to study the
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i nsi de?"

Jorana's pupils parted wide and his long dark |ips drew back in horror. "No! It
woul d be a violation of the stone. Wiy woul d anyone think of doing such a

t hi ng?"

Fawn hastened to reassure the big person. "I didn't mean to suggest that it
shoul d be done. | only wondered if it had happened. By accident, perhaps.”
Jorana seened nollified. "To ny know edge, no stone has ever been broken open.

Ei ther by design or by mis-chance." He | ooked sharply at Pulickel. "That was not
what you were going to do, friend Pu'il?"

"Who, me?" The xenol ogi st was being at |least half truthful. Had he succeeded in
bringing the two stones he'd taken back to the station, initial studies would
have preserved their structural integrity so that they could have been returned
to their owners intact.

Fawn hurriedly changed the subject. "Down through the centuries the Parranat
have found hundreds of stones. Do you ever find any unmastered ones any nore?"
"Not in several lifetimes," Jorana adnmitted. "Some think that the Parramati have
identified all the sacred stones that there are to be found."

"Are there any transportati on stones on Mll atyah?" Pulickel asked tersely,

t hi nki ng of the AAnn.

The big person's reply was not reassuring. "Of course. Mallatyah is a |arge

i sland, also, and honme to the masters of as many stones as we of Torrelau."

They paused as one of Jorana's several wi ves brought food and filled their
bow s. Pulickel recognized cured chierofa, a nolluscan delicacy fromthe outer
reef. When chewed, it released a taste that suggested a jal apenoed snail. He
popped a strip into his mouth, bit down, and tensed slightly as flavor expl oded
agai nst his palate. Fawn's tol erance for hot and spicy being considerably |ess
than his own, she chose sonething bl ander from anong the offerings.

Maybe it was the stimulating food, but a hal f&*#8209; forgotten questi on suddenly
occurred to him "Jorana, has anyone ever tried to bring together nore than two
stones at a tine?"

Their host did not try to conceal his shock. "OF course not! There is no telling
what woul d happen. Stones are always used in conbination of twos."

Perhaps it was the delectable fire in his nouth, but Pulickel couldn't let the
matter drop. "Well, then, has anyone ever tried to use nore than two stones
toget her in conbinations of twds? Four at a tine, say, or six?"

Jorana was staring at himout of gol d&#8209; fl ecked eyes. "Wy woul d anyone do such a
t hi ng? How nuch can a person eat? How healthy can they be nade? How deeply in

Il ove can they fall? No, to ny know edge such a thing has never been tried. If it
was, those who did so did not survive to speak to others of the consequences."
Jorana did nothing to hide his disconfiture. Unashaned, he found the concept

di stasteful.

Ignoring their host's unease and Fawn's warning glare, Pulickel pressed on

"Four fishing stones might bring in better eating. Six healing stones night
extend one's lifespan."”

Despite his disconfort, Jorana found hinself speculat-ing. |npiety, Pulicke
knew, is ever a subject of fascina-tion to the faithful

"It would violate kusum " the big person finally declared, as if that put an end
to the matter. "W know how the stones are to be used, and they are to be used
by twos."

"Put how do you know that that's the only way they can be used?"

"Because that is what kusumtells us," the Parramati replied, closing the circle
of logic. "In this manner the stones have served us well. W are not about to
tenpt fate by going against kusumin the fashion of the Eolurro or the
Simsant." Pulickel expected the usual |ecture on kusumviolation to follow

I nstead, Jorana | ooked fri ghtened.

"No one could say what woul d happen if many stones were conjoi ned. No one woul d
be responsible for the consequences.”

"Are you so sure there would be consequences?" Pulickel watched the native
unswervi ngly. Jorana | ooked up sharply but said nothing.

Fawn turned the conversation to nore prosaic and | ess controversial matters, and
soon had their host relaxed again. By the tine the two humans were ready to

| eave, he was once nore his usual conposed, affable self.
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They stood outside the entrance to the | onghouse, squinting in the bright Iight
of mi dday.

"We thank you for taking the tinme to answer our many questions.” Fawn underlined
her words with the appro-priate gestures. "You have been a great help to us and
we appreciate it."

Jorana's fingers fluttered conplaisantly. "The sharing of know edge is never a
burden, always a pleasure. You are wel cone anytine."

As they turned to depart, Pulickel switched to terran-glo. "This isn't enough.
Somehow we have to obtain a stone for exam nation."”

Fawn' s gaze narrowed as she shoul dered her pack. "Didn't you learn your |esson

last tinme? No stone master is going to willingly relinquish possession of his or
her speci nen, and because of your little escapade neither one of us is going to
be al | owed near one unsupervised. For-get it, Pu'il. W're going to have to

study them froma di stance and do the best we can."”

He | ooked up at her as they made their way out of the village, heading for the
trail that would take them over the barrier ridge and back to base. "You know
that's in-adequate, Fawn."

"Yeah, | know. Put I'mdamed if | can think of a way around it." As they
entered the jungle she turned her shirt evaporator up a notch. "Watch that
cluster of vines. Shelath stingers sonetinmes nest in those."” At her urging, he
gave the dense knot of yell ow&#8209; brown foliage a wide berth. "I don't think even
the ever &#8209; courteous, ever- understanding Parramati will be as forgiving if we're
caught trying to steal stones a second tine."

"Not stealing,” he renminded her with that famliar fey snmle. "Borrow ng."

"I wouldn't count on that to save ne again, either,"” she warned him "The
Parramati have fought plenty of wars with their neighbors, some of themin
recent times. They're quite capabl e of violence."

He stepped over a narrow gully. Small spotted crea-tures peeped querulously in
the shall ow water below. "I don't see that we have any choice. The alternative
istocall in a full &8209; scale research team |If we can't bring the necessary
equi pnrent to a stone, we have to bring a stone to the equi pnent."

"I know, | know. Don't you think I'd love to run Uuli-apa's earth stone through
the station's geoscope?" She junped over a fallen |log that he ducked beneath. "
don't want a hundred specialists in here, crawling all over the archipel ago."
"We've al ready di scussed what woul d happen to the stones in that case," he

rem nded her. "The Parramati would take themto sea in their outriggers and dump
themin the nearest oceanic trench. Qur choices are limted."

"What choi ces?" she nuttered. "All we can do is wait for themto use some of the
stones, try to wangle an invi-tation to the rel evant cerenony, and nake what
record-ings we can."

"There has to be another way. Sonehow we have to convince, bribe, or frighten a
stone master into letting us borrow a stone. Surely there's one who's willing to
bend kusumjust a little. A young one, perhaps, not yet as steeped in tradition
as senior big persons |like Jorana and Ascela. Wat if we offered to | et them
participate in the process of analysis, brought themright into the station?
That way their stone would never be out of their sight.”

Fawn | ooked doubtful. "Wn't work. Renmenber, stone utilization is a tandem
process. No stone master does anything with a stone without consulting at |east
one col -l eague. Sure, we mght tenpt a young stone master. But they won't do
anything without first seeking advice from another."

He pushed | eaves aside. "How can you be so sure, if it's never been tried?"

She | ooked back at him "You never give up on a line of reasoning, do you? \Wen
you find one you like, you worry it like a dog. Not only do you still think you
can borrow a stone, now you want to borrow a stone naster, too."

"I"'m always glad when ny ains are perceived so readily." He grinned up at her
"You know this trail as well as | do by now How cone you always let me | ead?"
"Because you're bigger, are nore famliar with the po-tentially dangerous flora
here than I am and can push all the vegetation out of the way for ne."

"Ah." She frowned uncertainly, then set the matter aside. He was being truthful
of course. She just wasn't sure he was enunerating all the truths.

Chapt er Sixteen

Essasu RRGVB | ooked around the neeting room Piarai was present, along with the
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two ranking survivors of the ill &#8209;fated expedition to Torrelau. The nenory of
that fail-ure still burned in his mind, as he knew it must in theirs.

Since returning, he'd inmersed hinmself in everything the staff xenol ogi sts had

been able to find about the sacred stones of the Parramati. Taken together, this
con-stituted a singularly uninformative and i nadequate body of work.

"You' ve all seen the latest report fromour native con-tacts on Torrel au. \What

do you nmake of this talk of the nmale human using stones to take a journey to

far &#8209; of f pl aces?"

The assenbl ed underlings exchanged gl ances and ges-tures. It was Yaarinda who
spoke. "We now know that certain so&#8209; call ed sacred stones, when nani pul ated by
those Parramati trained in their use, can displace indi-viduals in space. \Wat

the extent of this displacement may be we still do not know, but it is real.”

Her hands gestured second&#8209; degree i nportance colored with danger. "Several of us
saw t hi s happen."

Piarai continued. "It appears that at sone unknown tine in the past, historic
Parramati acquired the use of advanced technol ogy whose origins remain for us to
dis-cover. | adnmit that these stones do not | ook |ike rmuch, but in this instance

it clearly is dangerous to confuse ap-pearance with function. Through the use of
these “stones,' two conpanions were significantly displaced. If this new
information is true, then it appears that the human was simlarly transported
but was able to return.”

"There is a greatness to be | earned here," Essasu pro-clained. "W nust find the
truth of it. Al our other work now beconmes secondary. Energies nust be
redirected.” He turned his gaze on each of themin turn. " Qur first pri-ority
must be to acquire as many of these stones as pos-sible for detailed study.”
"According to our, information from Torrel au, there are dangers involved in such
acqui sition." Requesting perm ssion with a gesture, Vuikak settled into a
resting | ounge.

Essasu gl anced at him "According.to the same infor-mation, only if certain
stones are allowed to come in con-tact with one another. Apparently the human
was careless. W are not careless. W will not repeat his m stake."

"The natives who have charge of the stones, these so- called stone nasters, wll
not surrender their possessions freely," Piarai pointed out.

Essasu executed a curt gesture of indifference. "Then we will shoot a few That
shoul d persuade the others. |If we keep our distance fromthe stones that cause
spati al displacenent, they cannot harmus."

"What kind of stones do you wish us to obtain first?" Yaarinda | eaned back in
her | ounge, her long tail tracing abstract patterns on the sand&#8209; carpeted fl oor
"Anything that hints of real power. After these trans-portation stones, weather
stones woul d be an excell ent next choice. Now that we are aware of the stones
true nature, | would be interested to discover if there is any connection

bet ween the native weat her stones and these fascinating and damabl e nastorns. "
Piarai blinked both eyelids. "You think the aboriginals my use the stones to
control the weather?"

Essasu showed many teeth. "If certain stones can dis-place individuals in space
it is not so great a reach to imagine that others nay displace clouds and rain
After what we witnessed on Torrelau, | believe nothing can be ruled out."

Yaari nda | ooked thoughtful. "I wonder where the hu-nman was displaced to. The
report does not specify. It says only that he was unconsci ous when he was
found. "

"Even if it was fromone side of a roomto another, that is enough," Essasu
observed inmpatiently. "It is the fact of the displacenent that is inmportant. The
technol ogy to ac-conplish such a feat has been a dream of inperial scien-tists
since the dawn of nodern physics."

Piarai rose. "Wth your consent then, Commander, | will organize a group to
obtain several stones. Wth the natives' consent if possible, by other nmeans if
they prove recalcitrant. How many do you wi sh us to acquire?"

"As many as possible, obviously. Half a dozen woul d make a nice begi nning. W
don't wish to | eave the Ml l atyahans stone&#8209; poor. Enpl oy everyone who can be
spared. This supersedes all other research, and a show of strength may nake it
easier to deal peacefully with the locals."”

"We could request reinforcenents from Chraara,"” WVui kak suggest ed.

"No. The humanx nonitor all com ngs and goi ngs from headquarters, just as we
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record their activities around Ophhlia. W do not want to give the inpression
that any unusual or extraordinary activity is taking place here. W will do this
as quietly and quickly as possible."

Yaari nda contenplated the ceiling. "Perhaps the na-tives can be persuaded to
cooperate and the need to employ |ess flexible means of persuasion will be

obvi ated. "

"It is to be hoped." Essasu added a gesture indicative of third&*#8209; degree
anmusenment . "We have one advantage al -ready. W have not tried to “borrow any of
the sacred stones, so the Mll atyahans do not regard us as potential thieves.

For this noral preem nence, however tenporary, we have the mal e human to thank."
"Assum ng we are successful in obtaining several of the stones," Vuikak
coment ed, "what do we do when the Mll atyahans come seeking their return?"
Essasu di spl ayed indifference. "They cannot penetrate conpound security. W will
tell themthat the stones are not being harmed and will be returned to them when
we have concl uded our tests. If they are unhappy with those conditions, that is
unfortunate. What can they do? If they cone bearing the stones that cause

di spl acenent, we will keep themat a distance with weapons. If they send bad
weat her agai nst us, assuming they are capable of such a feat, this installation
has survived the worst of nmany mastorns. Along with inperial power, we wll
teach themthat futility | eads to patience

"When we have finished with the stones, they will be returned undamaged. "
"Can we guarantee that?" Yaarinda wanted to know.
The station conmander eyed her evenly. "I am Essasu RRGVB. | do not give

guarantees to aboriginals.” Hs at-tention returned to his second&#8209;i n&#8209; command.
"Now t hen. What do we know of stone types, of their locations, and of the
potential malleability of their nmasters?"

Pi arai | ooked to Yaarinda, who responded. "W have sone information, though
evidently not as nuch as the humans. This can be increased."

"We do not need to know the | ocation of every sacred stone on Ml l atyah," Essasu
declared. "Only sufficient for our purposes.”

"We could nake a few stone masters our 'guests, Vui kak suggested, "until they
have told us all that they know about the workings of their stones."”

"Only if necessary. | have nore confidence in our own specialists."” Essasu
turned to gaze out a narrow ground-|evel w ndow. "Besides, | growtired of sly
natives and their devious mannerisns. They delight in utilizing their kusum for
obfuscation. | prefer the | anguage and re-sponse of advanced instrunentation."”
He turned back to his subordinates.

"We will proceed with or without their cooperation, and expend no specia

efforts to secure the latter. | will brook no delay in revelation.” H s eyes
flashed. "My fel-low nye, | feel that we are on the brink of discoveries that
could alter the bal ance of power between the Enpire and the Commnweal th.”
Seeing the looks in their eyes, he realized that his explication was teetering
on the grandi ose, and noderated his ensuing rhetoric accordingly.

"Stones first, then specul ation."

"Yes," Yaarinda agreed. "Let us enbark with npdest expectations."

The AAnn force was prepared to kill to acquire the requisite stones, but this
proved unnecessary. Advanced sear ch&#8209; and&#8209; det ecti on technol ogy al |l owed themto
bypass occupi ed buil di ngs and concentrate on those whose in-habitants were

el sewhere.

From a nondescript house in a tenporarily deserted village situated high up on
the north flank of Mallatyah's tallest peak, they plucked a fine big weather
stone. No one | eaped out of the forest to challenge the canoufl aged

t ech&#8209; sol di ers. A storage but on the edge of terraced fields lying fallow yiel ded
a nice growi ng stone. Again they were not confronted.

By the tinme Essasu was satisfied, the sun had |ong since set. In addition to the
weat her and growi ng stone, they had accurmul ated a pair of healing stones, a
fishing stone, and three transportation or traveling stones. O so their
information insisted. All were carefully packed in thickly padded individua
containers and distributed anong the nenbers of the group. Essasu was taking no
chances on having two stones cone together accidentally.

"I't was al nost too easy." Wui kak shoul dered his own pack effortlessly. "I think
we could have seized half the stones on the island.”
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Essasu's nood was deci dedly upbeat, all the nore so because everything had gone
so well conpared to the earlier disaster at Torrelau. "Yes. | suspect that word
of the human mal e's transgression has yet to reach here. Consequently, the

| ocal s cannot conceive of someone ignorant of the rel evant roads hel ping

t hensel ves to a sacred stone. So they remain unguarded.”

Yaarinda had three stones in her pack, a carefully cho-sen nmix. In a further
effort to avoid incidents of the kind that supposedly had befallen the human, no
menber of the group carried two stones of any one type. Her camou-fl age suit
kept the pack fromchafing agai nst her scales. The stones were sizable and
heavy, but she strode al ong unconpl ai ningly under the burden. Working in the
field, she and her colleagues frequently returned to the station carrying
prodi gi ous | oads of speci nens.

"W nmust take care not to repeat the human's mis-take
everyone for the tenth tine.

"If what was told to us is true, he was clunsy&*#8209;as is the nature of humans."
Essasu was unconcerned. "Proper care will be used. If these prinitives can make
them work, surely their operation cannot be so difficult to divine."

"That is so," the base's second&#8209; i n&#8209; command conceded.

"I think there may actually be | ess here than neets the eye," Essasu conti nued.
"Operation may be no nore than a matter of shoving two stones together and

giving themroom Certainly they exhibit nothing in the way of visible swtches,
controls, or touch&#8209; sensitive contact points."

Near the rear of the colum, WVuikak was considering many of the very sane

points. Once back at the station, the stones would be turned over to the base
specialists for detailed study. As an administrator, he would be left out of the
excitement. The stones nmust be sinple to use. Wiy not try two of themout and be
the one to receive the credit for discovering their function?

He woul d avoid the potentially dangerous transport stones in favor of sonething
sinple, donestic. Already he felt he'd been passed over twi ce for pronotion. At

his present rate of advancenent, with el even cl an&*#8209; fanily designates follow ng
his given nane, he would die of old age | ong before achieving a five&*#8209; desi gnate
| evel |ike Commander Essasu.

Unl ess he did something dramatic to nmerit exceptional notice.

He broached the idea to Prenkip, the | owest &#8209; ranki ng nmenber of the expedition.
The technician was hesitant.

"I do not know, Vuikak. The stones are dangerous. Better they be exam ned under
controlled conditions."

"What controlled conditions?" Vui kak was not to be denied. "The natives make use

of them openly, with nothing in the way of visible safeguards.”

"What about what is said to have happened to the human?"

Vui kak perfornmed a gesture of first&*#8209; degree dism ssal coupled with overtones of
di sgust. "The human was stu-pid. W are not. Surely we can abort any reaction if

it ap-pears to be getting out of hand."

Prenki p's resistance weakened. Like Vui kak, he would not be counted anong those
charged with |l earning the stones' secrets, and he badly wanted to see a
denonstra-tion of these runored powers.

Hs fellow tech pressed him "Wat if the stones do nothing? What if they are no
nore than what they appear to be&#8209;the inert talismans of a primtive alien
speci es? Suppose the tale of the transported human is only a fic-tion, designed

to confuse and troubl e us?"

"Two nenbers of the commanders' expedition to Tor-relau did not return,” Prenkip
munbl ed. "Talk is that they were killed by stones.”

Vui kak snorted in disgust. "No one believes that. The commander committed fata
errors. Blaming two deaths on the natives is a way of deflecting responsibility
fromhinself. No doubt the missing ones drowned during the storm or were struck

by one of the many poi sonous crea-tures that inhabit these islands.

"Consider! If this is all a clever ploy by the humans, they will even as we

speak be readying thensel ves to benefit fromour theft of these stones. If we

can prove that they are incapable of anything save the reflection of green

light, we will have perforned a valuable service. If not, we will be the first

nye to descry one of their true functions."

Prenki p pondered the possibilities. "You really think all this stone business

may be nothing nore than a human ruse to discredit us with the Mll atyahans?"

Pi arai was rem nding
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"I't makes nore sense to ne than tales of green rocks di sappearing troopers and
humans, " Vui kak replied with fervor. "Wiy should we not find out for ourselves?"
"Why not, indeed?"

Vui kak pushed the argunment hone. "Wiat is the harmin placing, say, two of the
desi gnated “growing' stones together? That if this is not all fiction we will be
over-whel ned by a surfeit of fresh vegetabl es?"

Finally persuaded, Prenkip gestured consent. "W should do this here, away from
the base." Already bring-ing up the rear of the columm, they purposely |et

them selves fall farther behind. In the fading Iight of evening, no one took
noti ce.

To further ensure that they would be able to carry out their experinent

uni npeded, Wui kak unw apped the first stone from Prenkip's pack as they wal ked.
Fal 1i ng behind his conpanion, the technician returned the favor. Shield-ing the
stones fromsight of their conrades with their bodies, the two AAnn exami ned the
speci nens.

"See? Lunps of green glass is all they are,
static and harnl ess.”

Prenki p had noted the | abels on the respective wap-pings. "You were right.

These are growing stones. It will be fascinating to observe if they do anything

and comparatively harmess if they do."

"The procedure is to bring themtogether carefully to see if they nerge. At

| east, that is what is supposed to happen.”

Prenki p turned the uneven olivine mass over in his scaly fingers. "None of the
exposed faces appears shaped to fit into any other. | suppose we just push them
agai nst each ot her?"

"That is the runor." Vui kak made eye contact with the technician. "If any kind

of reaction ensues, we pull them apart. Agreed?" Prenkip gestured understanding

and assent.

Qut of sight of the rest of the group, they brought both masses together. A soft
click ensued. That was all. No blinding flash of light, no aural inplosion, no
surreal dis-tortion of reality just an ordi nary&#8209; sounding click. It was exactly
what one woul d expect to hear from knocking two rocks together.

Vui kak was at once disappointed, angry, and relieved. "See?" he told his partner

in experimentation. "I was right. This whol e business of the sacred stones

havi ng nmysteri ous powers is nonsense, a product of the perverse hunan

i magi nati on. They have deceived us." He lifted his gaze to the rest of the

troop, marching stolidly along just ahead. "W must informthe commander."

"Perhaps we perforned the procedure incorrectly." Having taken so long to be
persuaded, Prenkip wasn't quite ready to give up. "Let us try once nore."

A di sgruntled Vuikak reluctantly agreed. "Very well. But it is evident that we

have been wasting our tinme."

Turning the stones so that different sides faced each other, they brought them
into contact a second time. The result was&#8209; anot her click

"Rocks." A thoroughly disgusted Vui kak eyed the speci-nmen he was hol di ng.
"UWilizing native nythology and a little imagination, the humans have fool ed us
badly. But you and | have discovered the subterfuge in tine. W will tell the
conmander, and the stones can be returned to their hol ding places before any
serious harmis done to our diplomatic efforts anmong the Parramati." He extended

a hand to the technician. "Here&#8209;give ne that useless thing!'"

So saying, and before Prenkip thought to object, Vuikak took the second stone

and whacked it angrily against the one he already held. The resulting noise

sounded exactly like two |lunps of volcanic glass striking one another: a click
magni fi ed. Di sdai nfully he dunped both of them by the side of the narrow trail,
onto a patch of short grassy grow h.

"I still think we may be doi ng something wong." Hav-ing had pronotion and glory
waved wildly in front of him Prenkip was now reluctant to surrender the vision.
"What ? What coul d we possibly be doing wong?" Vuikak was deeply di sheartened.
"Look at these things."

He kicked one of the stones. It rolled up agai nst the&#8209; sec-ond and |ay there,
motionless and inert. "It is time to in-formthe commander."” So saying, he

rai sed his voice and hissed inmportantly.

"Perhaps the only stones that generate unexpected ef-fects lie on Torrelau,"”

" Vui kak in-sisted. "Vol canic slag,
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Prenki p suggest ed.

Vui kak wat ched as those at the rear of the colum turned. "If that is the case,
then it is up to the commander to find a neans of dealing with them Regardl ess,
it does not alter our situation here. These usel ess rocks nust still be returned

to their owners and our status anong them preserved.”

As the other nenbers of the expedition gathered around the two unauthorized
experinmenters, Vuikak told themwhat had occurred. Essasu |istened gravely,
waiting until the technician had finished before commenti ng.

"l should have you downgraded in rank and trans-ferred, but it seens you have
saved all of us a great enbarrassment.” He nodded in the direction of the two
stones lying by the side of the trail. "Show ne."

Vui kak nodded. Bendi ng, he picked up the two growing stones and brought them
together. He did this repeat-edly, without visible consequence.

"I'f anpbng the Parramati only the stones of Torrelau have the kind of hidden
power we w tnessed firsthand," Piarai whispered to his superior, "then we wll
have to obtain specinmens fromthat island."

Essasu nodded resignedly. "A far nore difficult propo-sition, but not an

i npossi bl e one. After we have returned these stones to their “masters,' we wll
return to base. To-norrow | will consider proposals for a surreptitious
col-lecting expedition to Torrelau. Now | amtired, and greatly frustrated."
Stepping forward, he put a clawed hand on Vui kak's shoul der.

"I will not downgrade or otherw se censor you." He glanced at Prenkip. "Either
of you. But | cannot pronote you for disobeying orders. The nost | can offer is
nmy personal gratitude." He withdrew the hand and turned to address the others.
"Me stones in our possession nust be taken back. We will claimthey were stolen
by agents of the humans-the agenting species needn't be identified. In gaining
the grateful ness of the locals for their return, we may yet see sone profit from
this day's work."

Piarai was properly admiring. "An astute turning of a regretful situation,
Comander . "

"Thank you," Essasu hissed. "It nmay be that the events that unfol ded before us
that night on Torrelau had noth-ing to do with so&#8209; call ed sacred stones and were
the result of sone action or activity the source of which is still un-known to
us. There is much we do not know about this world. Fromnow on | will be npst
reluctant to junp to excitable conclusions about anything having to do with
native nythol ogy."

Piarai was dutifully supportive. "The history of inpe-rial exploration anmong
aboriginal cultures is fraught with research that yielded little that was usefu
at first but that proved highly salutary later."

Essasu nade a casual gesture of agreement and turned away, nuttering to hinself.
"Why did | not see it earlier? Some other mechani smwas responsible for the
debacl e outside the human station. The hunans thensel ves nmay even have been

i nvolved. | can inmagi ne them enjoying a diversion at our expense. Wll, we will
uncover the truth, and then will come the reckoning." Renoving the weather stone
he was carrying, he let it fall by his feet. It bounced once, struck the two
growi ng stones, and rolled to a stop

"Thanks to the enterprise of these two," he declared, in-dicating the attentive
Prenki p and Vui kak, "we have | earned sonethi ng val uabl e and been spared much
trouble.™

Yaari nda consi dered the onset of night. "Could we not wait until tonmorrow to
return the stones, Commander?"

"l know that everyone is tired. | believe that | amnore tired than nost,"
Essasu replied. "But | wish to put an end to this. W have |ights and adequate
instrunentation to allow us to find our way and retrace our steps. | wll sleep

better knowi ng that relations between ourselves and the people of this island
have been nai nt ai ned. "

Yaari nda bowed her head deferentially. "It shall be as you desire, Commander."
Essasu turned away. "Piarai, you and I will return to base. There is real work
to be done. The others can take back the stones. Yaarinda, you will take charge
of the re-turning. Renenber our story: they were stolen by un-known agents of
the humans on Torrel au and we, at sone danger to ourselves, succeeded in
recovering themfor our friends the Mallatyahans. W can expect themto be
grateful .”
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Renmovi ng the remaining two stones he carried from his pack, Essasu tossed them
on the ground next to the three already there. The other nmenbers of the party
could redistribute themas they saw fit. Piarai renoved the pair of stones he
carried and added themto the accunu-I| ated nass.

When the | ast stone nade contact with the small pile, the aggloneration fused
instantly. A rush of green radi-ance brighter than the noonday sun burst
violently forth, shocking Essasu's pupils into tenporary blindness.

Wien he was able to focus again he saw that the island had vani shed, along with
the evening sky of slate blue-black, jungle and trail, clouds and grass. All
that remained of the fam liar were his equally dazed subordi nat es&#8209; and t he
st ones.

They had nelted together into a single msshapen mass that pul sed with energy
the hue of newfound eneralds. It had a faint brown tint to it and hovered an
arm's |l ength above the ground, rotating slowy like a mniature green sun. Like
angul ar, deforned planets, the hel pl ess and bewi | dered nmenbers of the expedition
orbited the conse-quence of their own accidental creation.

Barely visible within the agglutinated mass was an in-credi bly dense network of

i nterwoven bl ack filanents and other ... things. Some of them seened to be
alive, or at least conveyed the illusion of life.

"What happened?" That sounded |ike technician Vui kak, shouting but oddly
muf f | ed.

"The stones." Piarai rotated listlessly nearby. "The stones do work, do have

power. Everything depends on how they are conbi ned. Sequence nmay be as inportant
as type."

"Roads, " observed Yaarinda softly. " One needs to know the right roads."

"There is great significance in all this." Essasu felt fight as a feather, free
and alive. The last lingering effects of the light burst had faded and he found
that he could see clearly all around him Ire just wasn't sure what he was

seei ng.

They appeared to be drifting in a vast swirling void, a silent three&#8209; di nensi ona
mael strom of green and black cloud. In the distance, prickly flashes of Iight
took on pe-culiar shapes, like sculpted lightning. It was not true

wei ght| essness, but sonething el se. Somnething other.

An obsidian coil showed itself and darted toward the Iightning. One by one it
envel oped and consuned the darting spi kes, which gave every evi dence of
attenpting to escape. Wien it was through, it gave the unm stakabl e i npression
of turning to face the bew | dered travel ers. Essasu's tongue caught in his

t hroat .

The coil twisted fiercely in upon itself and vanished into a vortex of its own
maki ng.

They were not al one here, he thought to hinself. Werever here was. It did not
feel friendly, and he was not confortable.

"Where are we?" One of the other technicians had be-gun to noan. Wthin her slow
precessi on, her posture was indicative of grave concern

"W have to find our way back fromthis place, wher-ever it is." Essasu used his
nost comrandi ng inflections, but in that place the words seened | ost and | onely.
"W have made a mistake in judgnent. It is clear that we have been transported
by the stones. Therefore we nust make use of the stones to find our way back."
"According to the information we received,” Piarai put in, "the human tw sted
the conjoined stones to activate the transport function.”™ He spoke with sone
assurance, but this was not reflected in his expression. After all, both he and
Essasu knew that the human had not succeeded in returning through his own
efforts, but that he had sone-how been tracked down and assisted by the stone
masters of Torrel au.

Nevert hel ess, according to the information they had acquired, exerting force on
the nel ded stones had pro-duced a reaction. But they had m ngled many stones,

Es- sasu knew. The human had enpl oyed only two. M ght that conplicate returning
or recovery by anxi ous stone masters seeking the mssing stones?

He was struck by a terrible thought. According to the report, the human had been
seen taking one of the stones. No one had observed the careful AAnn at their
wor k. Coul d questing stone nmasters track the stones by themselves, or did they
have to know who had nmade off with then? And if they found out, would they exert
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the efforts necessary for recovery? Wuld the nunber of individuals as well as

t he number of stones involved nmake recovery and return easier&#8209; &#8209; or nore
difficult?

How | ong were they dooned to drift inpotently before the Parraxnati of Mall atyah
deci ded to cone | ooking for their mssing stones? Planning to be gone from base
for only a day, the AAnn had brought little in the way of food and drink
Certainly the prospects of scavenging any life support in this place were
renote.

"Weocannot float |ike hel pl ess bubbles while waiting for the Parramati to find
us, as they did the human," he announced. "W mnust try to extricate ourselves."
He found that by kicking he could swimtoward the green mass. The intense inner

| um nescence showed no signs of dimmng. "Piarai, can you reach it? Everyone

try to nake contact!"”

"To what end?" \Vui kak was di sconsol ate and nade no effort to hide it.

"The human was able to alter his locale by putting pressure on the ends of the
af fecting mass." Reaching the stone, Essasu grabbed hold with both hands, trying
to dig his fingers into its substance. Sharpened claws slid off the glassy
sides, but strong hands succeeded in obtaining a firmgrip. On the opposite
side, Piarai did the sane.

"Try to twist the ends,” he instructed his second&#8209;in-command. "Try to make them
nmove." Canines sliding agai nst one another, he strained agai nst the unyiel ding
materi al .

Sonet hi ng gave beneath his fingers. G een sparks over-whel ned his vision

He was standing now, no longer floating free. Piarai stood nearby, the stone
mass resting on the ground be-tween them The earlier feeling of well&#8209; bei ng had
been replaced by a growing |l ethargy. A consequence of stronger gravity, he told
hi nsel f.

There was no sign of the other nenbers of the expedi-tion. Yaarinda, Vuikak&#8209; al
gone.

He and Piarai stood on a fiat, gravelly plain conposed of sparkling black rock
like crushed hematite. In every direction around themthe horizon stretched to
an unbro-ken infinity. There were no footprints, no vehicle tracks, no signs of
civilization of any kind. O for that matter, save for thenselves, of life.

A sun seened to be setting off to the west. Also off to the north, south, and
east, twilight fading to pale in every direction. Above was a bl ack sky devoid
of cloud or any other redeem ng feature, including stars. O one thing a stunned
Essasu was certain.

They were a | ong ways from anywhere.

What was responsible for the strange and unprece-dented sunset? Wre there four
suns, each setting behind a different point of the conpass? O was natural |aw
as they knew it sinply foreign to this place?

It was getting cold. He did not want to be standi ng where they were when the
light went away because he had a desperate, gut feeling it m ght never return

In chat ultimte darkness things with senses better attuned to nothingness m ght
ari se and cone seeking. The com nmander thanked every deity and ancestor he could
think of that he was not conpletely al one.

"Physical contact with the nass nust be necessary for transport." Piarai turned
a slowcircle, inspecting a land that offered nothing to see. "The others nust
be ... lost."”

And if we are riot careful, we, too, will be |ost&#8209;an our mnds, Essasu thought.
Where nonments ago there had been many there were now only two. The others were...
el sewhere. Drifting free, screanming forlornly perhaps, two of their conrades and
their green nexus gone forever. Eventually the black coil might cone for them
do unspeakabl e things, and put an end to it.

He stood there on the hematite plain and shuddered, waiting for the pale to dim
or brighten. "W have to try again. If we do not find the others, maybe we will
find our way back to Senisran."

"Try agai n?" A dejected Piarai eyed the glowing green mass with little in the
way of hope. "Travel from noplace to nowhere?"

"We nust," Essasu urged him "Werever we end up, it cannot be worse than here.”
The eyes of his second&#8209;i n&#8209; conmand were haunted. "I wish | shared your
certitude."

Essasu wal ked over and shook him "Get a hold of yourself. You are an officer of
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the Enpire! Your only re-lease is death. Until then, we strive on, in the name
of the Enperor.”

"Yes, the Enperor,"” Piarai nuttered. "How | wi sh he were here instead of L"
This was hardly the time or place to chide a fellow of-ficer for sacril ege
Essasu knew. It was inportant not to give up hope, to keep thinking, to keep
trying. He said as nuch.

"We have no idea howto steer this thing." Piarai indi-cated the enignmatic stone
aggl oneration that was simul-taneously their source of hope and despair. "W do
not even know for certain that there exists a neans of direct-ing it." His
expression tw sted, thick with sardonic hu-nor. "We do not know the right
roads. "

"We can try," Essasu argued. "W can | ook." He put his hands back on the stone
and waited for his conpanion to do |ikew se.

For a long nonent Piarai did nothing. Then a deep, slow, resigned hiss energed
from between his clenched teeth. "I wonder how many possi bl e destinations our
stone here can access? One woul d hope that the nunber is finite."

Reachi ng down, he grasped the other side of the mass and exerted pressure. So
did Essasu. Enerald shards flew, the continuumcontorted, and they went from
where they were to a place where they were not.

Chapt er sevent een

Tonochel or and Seaforth tried to maintain the station's daily routine:
collecting and catal ogi ng specinens of the local flora and fauna, recording
variants of the Parramati | anguage, checking automatic instrunentation to ensure
that the usual neteorol ogical reports were relayed via satellite to Ophhlia, and
doing their best to win over the inhabitants of Torrelau to the idea of a forma
treaty with the Conmmonweal th. But throughout it all, their thoughts were never
very far fromthe sacred stones: their origin, functions, design, and above all
pur pose.

They were repeatedly frustrated by the problemthat Pulickel had ineffectually
attenpted to solve, nanely, that it's nmore than a little difficult to study
sonet hi ng you haven't got. Interestingly, his unfortunate escapade seened not to
have swayed Torrel auan opi nion concern-ing the proposed treaty one way or the
other. The propor-tion of those favoring an agreenent and those opposed renui ned
the same as before.

Various attenpts to study the stones were stymed, al-beit politely, at every
turn, and neither of themcould conme up with a nore efficacious way to proceed.
Even so, they were in better shape than the frantic hand-ful of AAnn who were
all that renmained of the staff of his inperial highness's research station on
Mal | at yah. Their col |l eagues, including base conmander Essasu RRGVB, had vani shed
wi t hout word or trace. Attenpts to reestab-lish contact with the sortie party
had proven worse than futile, as first sealed and then open&#8209; beam | i nes of
com nmuni cation yielded nothing in the way of a response, not even static. It was
as if the entire expedition had sud-denly and wi thout warning vanished into thin
air.

In point of fact that was exactly what had happened -but not into thin air.
Among the skeleton staff remaining at the installation, there was very little
tal k of stones and much of drafting a request for evacuation. Yet this could not
be done unl ess they could provide hard evidence that sonething untoward had
happened to the group. Since no one was in a hurry to visit the area where the
expedition had di sappeared, this placed the survivors in sonething of a
quandary.

Per haps the commander and the others had a reason for keeping silent. If so,
stunbling out to "rescue"” themwould constitute a grave insult, not to nention
conpli-cating the expedition's situation. So those who had re-nmai ned behind kept
to thensel ves, nmintained the base in an orderly fashion, waited anxiously for a
response fromthose who were not respondi ng, and hoped that someone in a
position of authority would show up to tell themwhat to do next.

After all, it had only been a few days.

Wil e the few surviving AAnn huddl ed inside their sud-denly uncrowded
installation and the two humans strove to nmmintain a senblance of a daily
routine, the Parramati were not as indifferent as they seemed to the events that
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had taken pl ace.

It was true, as the AAnn Essasu had once comented, that the Parranati coul d not
comuni cate any faster than their boats could travel. But beneath favorable

wi nds the highly specialized outriggers were exceptionally fast. So while the

i nhabi tants of Ml latyah were being infornmed of Pulickel Tonobchelor's actions on
Torrelau, the citi-zens of that island were learning fromtheir brethren on
Mal | at yah of the AAnn expedition's ill &#8209;fated attenpt to abscond with a much
| arger number of stones. Mean-whil e, hunmans and AAnn ali ke renai ned i gnorant of
this quiet exchange of information.

Subsequently, big persons fromboth najor islands along with representatives
from Tiniara, Oreul eek, Culicuanna, and nore than thirty smaller islands
stretching the I ength and breadth of the archipelago assenbled in the village of
At aap. Located on a small hook&#8209; shape i sl and situated m dway between Torrel au and
Mal | at yah, the gathering inposed a significant burden on those serving as hosts.
The Ataapans did not conplain. They were honored by the presence of so nmany

i mportant big persons.

Ascel a and Jorana were present, representing the Torrel auapa Parramati. From
Mal | at yah came Oresivi and the fanmous schol ar Leuwaramau. Smaller islands sent
one representative apiece, while even tinier islets that might be &#8209; hone to only
a single village or even a few fam -lies conbined to choose one del egate to

speak for them Al told, some seventy big persons and their attendants crowded
into the nmeeting house on Ataap. Sone but by no neans all were stone masters. It
was a convocation the |ikes of which Parramat had not seen in sonme thirty years.
On that occasion the purpose of the get&*#8209;toget her had been festive. This tinme an
air of solemity hung over the proceedings, as the nmatter they had gathered to

di scuss was of a far nore serious nature

This is not to say that the atnosphere within and out-side the neeting house was
funereal. A d acquai ntances greeted one another warmy, and new friendshi ps were
forged. Between di scussions there was nuch cerenoni al drinking and feasting, and
t he younger big persons par-ticipated in bounding and | eaping contests. Anprous
assi g-nati ons were encouraged, a few were formalized, and in this way

rel ati onshi ps between the affiliated islands of Par-ramat were strengthened.

When ot her island groupings held simlar conclaves, disagreenent and fighting

was comon, and not thought of as unusual. The Parramati had | ong since

di spensed with such famlial altercations. It made no sense to fight with a

nei ghbor who m ght control a stone you woul d need next nonth, or next year, to

i mprove your crops or heal a sick relative. Mitual interest preserved the peace
Besi des, you coul d share another person's space but never steal it.

When the | ast of the representatives had arrived and all introductions and
greetings had been exchanged, every-one assenbled in Ataap's neeting house. It
was crowded, but there was just enough roomfor all. None could be left out or

overl ooked, not even the delegate fromthe smallest island. One nmight come from
a large village or a single famly, but everyone was equal in the amount of
space they shared.

Mbst squatted in positions of formal rest, their flexible tails barely reaching
the floor. Those along the walls were conpelled to stand in order to be able to
see. Stand-ing for long periods of time was no hardship for a seni; not with
their huge feet and powerful |eg nuscles.

Those designated as speakers waited their turn, and none spoke |onger than was
fitting. Everyone listened politely even to those el ders whose thoughts were

| ess focused and who had a tendency to ranble. Such indi-viduals were viewed
with fond anmusenent rather than di smay.

The del egates from Torrel au and Mal | atyah spoke | ast, not because they
represented the two | argest and nost densely popul ated islands of the
archi pel ago but because they were the ones nost intimately and i medi ately

af -fected by the events of the previous days. Yet what had happened concerned
every Parramati, to the last shell gatherer on the farthest outlying islet.

O nost i medi ate concern was the apparent | oss of seven stones from Mal | atyah.
"Seven stones!" Od Leuwaranau turned slowy as she spoke. Her body was bent and
her vision unpaired, but her voice rang out youthful and strong. Her words
rever-berated the |l ength of the | onghouse. In the singsong | an-guage of the
Parramati it sounded nore |ike an aria than a speech.

"Can they not be traced?" called out a stone naster from Yeval uu
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The renowned scholar turned toward the questioner's voice. "Seven stones have
been used. Not two, as was the case on Torrelau." Squatting nearby, Ascela and
Jorana gestured sol emm accord. "The users of the seven have gone farther.

Fi ndi ng them and bringing them back nmay be inpossible. It is certainly
dangerous. "

"They can take only the stones," sonmeone commented from near the south wall.

"Not the space they occupied.” A murnur of assent rose fromthe assenbly.

"But still." The representative big person fromAtaap did not try to conceal his
di stress. "Seven stones!"

Leuwar amau bl ew t hrough the end of her Iong snout. "Two stones open two roads
and their perrmutations. Dif-ficult but not inpractical to follow Seven stones
weave a trail far nore than seven tinmes tangled. |npossible. Too many roads
crossing too many intersections. We nust face the fact that these stones are
gone. So are those who foolishly made use of them™

Huril'ila of the island of Rerenik rose. "Stones will be shared. |If any need be
replaced, Rerenik will share."” In response, the | onghouse shook to shouted

of fers of assistance.

Leuwar amau gestured for silence. "Thanks be to our Rerenik brethren, but this is
not necessary. The loss is of course irreplaceable, but we of Mallatyah are rich
in stones. W will not suffer."” She drew hersel f up.

"But this nmust not be allowed to happen again. If enough stones are taken from
us, the links between sonme roads could be |ost forever. W could | ose contro
over our own space."

Angry voi ces echoed throughout the neeting place. For all their inner peace and
mel odi ous speech, it had not been so very long since the Parramati had fought
with their neighbors. Because they chose not to war did not nean they were
ignorant of its ways.

"What are we to do?" a big person from Tassai won-dered al oud. She had a big
belly and, for a seni, a booming voice.

"Kill themall," another del egate suggested. "Soft&%#8209; and shi ny&*#8209; ski nned ones
alike. Feed themto the apapanu.”
From the center of the room Ascela rose to turn and disagree. "That wll not

wor k. W know both peoples well enough to know that if these die, snore wll
cone to take their place. They are like kikau weeds in the gar-dens. Better to
deal with those who are here now, with those that we know. "

"We are not afraid of the aliens," another insisted. "Let themcone as many as
will. We will use the war stones against them" This proposal was greeted wth
cries of support&#8209; but not many. A |arger number of del egates ex-pressed
reservations

It had been generations since the war stones had been enployed to repel a |arge
and especially vicious invasion from another archipelago. If the histories were
to be be-lieved, the entire attacking force had been destroyed by neans too
terrible to rel at e&#8209;together with nearly all the defenders. The war stones were
not |ike growing stones or fishing stones. Those charged with their care had a
greater responsibility than nearly all other stone nmasters. Such stones were few
in nunber, and as a precaution no nore than one was kept on any single island.
The old sto-ries warned that bringing themtogether could pose as great a threat
to the users as to the eneny.

"I do not think that is a good idea. There nust be a bet-ter way."

"Then propose one!" shouted a representative fromthe far side of the |Ionghouse.
Thi s suggestion nmet with con-siderably nore support than its predecessor

Ascela was not intimdated. "The humans are intensely curious. Not only about
the stones, but about all aspects of Parramati |ife and of kusum Kill them and
others will cone, curious to | earn what happened." A three&#8209;fingered hand
gestured toward the | onghouse ceiling. "They drop fromthe sky, and the sky is
full of them"”

" Ah&#8209; weh, " ol d Leuwaramau whi spered. "Then our pur-pose should be to keep their
nunbers anmong us as few as possible.”

"Can we convince themto go el sewhere?" Huril'ila wondered. "Persuade them
sonmehow to | eave us and study the Eolurro? Let them set their strange | onghouses
anmong our nei ghbors instead of here."

There was an out burst of barking |aughter. "More in-teresting to study the dirt
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than the Eolurro,” someone de-clared, provoking wel cone anusenent.

Ascel a continued to hold the floor. "That is exactly why it will not work. Like
that of many other seni, the kusum of the Eolurro has been debased by contact

wi th both humans and AAnn. These hunans are so interested in ours because it
remai ns pure."”

"Can we keep it so?" sonmeone asked fromnear the west wall. "If these aliens are
allowed to rermain anong us, will their influence not begin to dilute traditiona
kusun®? The young in particular are always susceptible to new and interesting

i deas. "

Jorana rose to stand al ongsi de Ascela. "There are no stones for seeing into the
future. We cannot predict what nmay happen. But we can try to convince the humans
t hat kusum shoul d not be threatened and that the Parramati should be | eft alone.
There are only two of them and they insist that they want only what is best for
us."

"The shi ny&#8209; ski nned ones say the sanme."” Oresivi let his gaze rove through the
crowd of attentive big persons. "Perhaps that is part of the problem These
humans and AAnn both want only what is best for usé&#8209; provided they are the ones to
determ ne what that is." A surge of univer-sal approval rose fromthe assenbl ed.
"Let us decide what is best for Parramati kusumand tell them"

"How can we convince those who are so interested in us to | eave us al one?"

anot her wondered al oud.

"Kill them" exclainmed a small but persistent mnority. It was a collective

voi ce that was disturbingly persistent. Jorana chose not to acknow edge it.
"Perhaps we should consult the stones and | et them show us the way. The npbst

i mportant stones." He sur-veyed the crowd. "W could have a Goggel ai."

Thi s astoni shing and conpl etely unexpected proposal provoked i nredi ate and
vehenment discussion in every coner of the neeting place. It did not die out

conpl etely even when Leuwaramau staggered again to her feet.

"A Goggel ai has not been held in living nenory. It opens the road to the
unknown. There are great dangers in the unknown."

"But al so answers," Jorana argued. "Do not these visi-tors also bring unknowns
full of dangers? These aliens are a big thing that has cone anong the Parramati
It requires a big thing to counter them" He spread his arns w de.

"W want no treaties with them yet w thout an answer, they will not go away. W
do not want war with them because they will keep com ng back. So | say, let us
see what the stones show us. Let us see what roads the Goggel ai opens and how
the humans react to them Per-haps anong all the roads we will find one that

| eads to understanding."

Ceneral discussion ensued. Those who argued for the use of the war stones to
kill the visitors nade sone head-way and swayed a few opinions. But it wasn't
nearly enough to convince the nmajority, who opted, albeit with reluctance, to
convene the Goggel ai

Debate continued until the small hours of the norning, but in the end Jorana's
proposal prevailed. There was un-deni abl e excitement anong the del egates as they
filed out of the neeting house. After all, though they knewit well from|egend
and story, none of them had actually partici-pated in a Goggel ai

It was decided to hold the cerenony as soon as pos-sible, on the slopes of
sacred M. Erirota on Torrelau. Wthout divulging the full significance of the
ritual, As-cela and Jorana would invite the humans to attend at the |ast nonent.
Di scussion continued as the big persons drifted off to their assigned sl eeping
quarters, wal king or hopping to buts and | onghouses that had been prepared for
them by their honored hosts. The ramifications of a Goggelai were many, and not
all necessarily benign. But these were por-tentous tinmes for Parramat. Radica
probl ens required radical solutions

Stones had been |l ost. The protection of those that re-nmined, and of the roads

t hey guarded, had to be ensured. The roads could not be damaged, of course, but
access to themcoul d be | ost.

So they woul d see what paths the Goggel ai opened. Perhaps even, as Leuwaramau
poi nted out, the road to enlightennent.

"A nultistones cerenpny?" Fawn turned to Pulickel, wondering if she'd heard
correctly.
They were standing by the river just above where it poured over the cliff into
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the shallow inlet |agoon below the village. The noise of the waterfall just
downst ream was constant but not overwhel ning. Nearby, middle and | esser fenale
persons were washi ng househol d itenms and preparing food in the crystal &8209; cl ear
wat er .

Jorana had cone up behind themand politely requested a nonent of their tine.
That in itself was unusual. Nor-mally it was the visiting humans who had to
interject themselves into Parramati conversation

Pul i ckel confirmed her translation. "This sounds |ike sonmething we should see."
Jorana's slimfingers traced lithe patterns in the air. "Your presence will add
to the significance of the Goggelai. "

Fawn fluffed out her blond tresses. "I've made notes on quite a few Parranat
cerenonies, but | don't remember witing down anything about a Goggel ai."
Jorana | ooked up at her. "One has not been held for a long tinme. For quite a
long time."

"So why now?" There was something odd in the big person's manner, Pulicke

t hought. He ran through his nmental catal og of seni postures and expressions. Not
dis-confort, not anger or upset, not nervousness. He couldn't quite put a finger
onit or anane to it.

At | east he knew that Jorana was not displeased with them O herwi se he woul d
not be inviting themto attend this special cerenopny.

"The decision to hold the Goggelai is bound up with your corning anmong us. "
Pul i ckel continued to wonder at the big person's manner, which was at once
deferen-tial and demandi ng. "lInportant decisions will be rmade afterward.”

"The treaty," Fawn hinted.

Jorana indi cated agreenment. "About the treaty, yes. And about other things. The
CGoggelai may tell us if your road and that of the Parramati coincide or diverge.
It may tell us all manner of things. No one knows for certain be-cause it has
been such a long tine since one was held."

"So if it develops that our roads converge," Pulickel pressed him "then the
Parramati will sign the treaty?"

"Perhaps." Jorana | ooked away. "I cannot speak to such matters now. "

Fawn asked the inevitable foll ow&#8209;up. "And if they diverge?"

The bi g person studied her out of |long, dark eyes. "Space is vast, F an, and
there are many spaces within it. Each holds different responses to different
situations.”

"But even if there are an infinite nunber of spaces, the nunber of roads is
finite," Pulickel countered.

Jorana favored himwith the seni equivalent of a smile. "You have not been |ong
anong us, friend Pu'il, but you have | earned nuch. Everyone hopes that the road
fol-lowed is the right one. You are so interested to | earn about kusum Now you
will have the opportunity to con-tenplate one of its nbst sacred foundations.
"As to which road will be shown, | know no better than you. It is not |ike the
bringi ng together of growi ng stones or weather stones. The CGoggelai is the

bi ggest thing there is." He turned to depart.

Both Pulickel and Fawn were reluctant to |let himleave. "Wen you say that this
is a multistone cerenony,"” she queried their visitor, "do you nmean that stones
fromall over the island are brought together in one place?"

The long skull turned back to her. "Not only fromall over Torrelau, but from

the length and breadth of the Par-ramat. | said this was a big thing." He turned
apol ogetic. "Renenber when you asked ne, friend Pu'il, if nmore than two stones
were ever brought together at one tinme and | said no? | lied. This is the one

time when many are gathered. It is a great and inportant secret, one that you
will now share with the Parramati."

"Sounds like it." Pulickel found hinmself wondering why the native had |ied
earlier. Perhaps the infrequency ®& this particular cerenony explained it.
Jorana m ght have been saying that no nore than two stones were brought together
at any one tinme under normal condi-tions. Clearly this Goggel ai was an exception
to the usual rules. That nmade it only the nore intriguing.

"Are all the stones fromall the islands used?"

The big person eyed himas if perhaps he hadn't |earned so very nuch after all.
"Of course not. What woul d be the point of conmbining earth and weat her stones,
or healing and fishing stones? No, the Goggelai requires the bringing together
of nore stones than any other cerenony, but they are all of one kind. It will
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take awhil e to assenbl e them because they are used for noth-ing el se but the
Goggel ai and have not been used in such a long tine."

Fawn hoped that a description of the stones under dis-cussion mght offer a clue
as to their function. "If they're not healing stones or earth stones or any
other kind of stone that we're famliar with, then what are they?"

Jorana's reply was evocative without being informa-tive. "They are the how ing
stones. "

"So you bring all these how ing stones together fromall over the islands,"
Pul i ckel noted, "and then what happens?”

"No one can be sure,” the big person replied madden-ingly, "except that roads
are opened."

"How many of these howing stones are there?" Fawn noted that even though the
busy villagers could easily overhear, all were studiously ignoring the
conversati on.

Pul i ckel deduced fromJorana's reply that this time the native was bei ng honest
with them "I do not know. " Delicate hands fluttered. "I do not think that
anyone knows for certain, not even the senior big persons of the outer islands.
The how i ng stones have been held and wat ched over and unused for many
generations. Only when all have been assenbled in one place can they be counted
and the answer to your questions known."

"Well," Fawn told him "we're flattered that you're do-ing this for us."

"We are not doing it for you," Jorana corrected her. "W are doing it with you.
To try to show you the depth and inportance of preserving our kusum
untramel ed. "

That didn't sound |ike sonmeone anxious to sign a treaty of mutual aid and
cooperation, Pulickel thought. But he did not comment. Perhaps he was

m sinterpreting.

"There could be sonme danger. O nothing at all may happen
wat chi ng both of them closely.

"We'll take our chances."” Fawn sniled down at him "You know that Pu'il and |

aren't afraid of alittle danger. Wen is the cerenony to be hel d?”

"In five days tinme, on the westemslope of M. Erirota.”

That in itself was interesting, Fawn nmused. Nornmally, the far side of Erirota

was of f &#8209;linmits even to big persons. She hadn't been especially curious about it
because re-connai ssance vits showed not hing out of the ordinary, nothing but

jungl e and rocks. They revealed no crumbling tenples, no ancient buria

grounds. Cbviously the region had great significance to the Torrelauans and to

the Parramati in general, but it was not because it was rife with structura
antiquities. Certainly it was an honor and a sign of confidence to be invited to
attend a gathering there&#8209; especially after the incident involving Pulickel and
t he "borrowed" stones.

"May we bring our recording tools along?" she asked.

Jorana eyed her unblinkingly. "You may bring any-thing you wi sh, so |long as you
bring yourselves."

"And you can't give us an idea of what we m ght expect to see?" Pulickel was
reluctant to let the big per-son go.

"l have never traveled the road of the howing stones," the native told him "No
one living has. Who knows? Perhaps you will tell ne." His lips flowed in the
equiva-lent of a grin. "It is told that through the Goggelai lies the road to
wonders. O there nmay be nothing. W will find out together."

Fol | owi ng Jorana's departure, the two xenol ogi sts spent the rest of the norning
studyi ng and recording native ac-tivities along the river. Their thoughts,

however, were on the earlier meeting and not on cultural explication

"What do you nmeke of all this?" Fawn asked her col -1 eague. "OF what Jorana said.
Was he telling us every-thing, or was he being selective?”

"I"'msure he was being selective. O evasive. That bit about not know ng

anyt hi ng about what happens during the cerenony? | don't think | buy that."

She made a face. "l guess we're going to find out. You don't think they're

inviting us to a big gathering so they can get rid of us?"

"Why should they? If they wanted to di spose of ne, why would they go to the

troubl e of bringing me back fromthe road the transportation stones took ne

down? They coul d have left ne out there, wherever out there was, wandering

The bi g person was

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (107 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

around forever trying tog

et back on ny own."

"Maybe that woul dn't have been in accordance with kusum" She watched the
femal es working on the river-bank, but her mnd wasn't on it. "As you know, when
it comes to collective decision nmaking, the Parramati are nore obtuse than
anyone el se on Seni sran."

"Five days. We'll want dual backups on all systems, and we'll want to check them
out at least a full day in advance."

She nodded wi t hout replying, knowi ng that he was talking nore to hinself now
than to her. It was an aggra-vating habit, but one she found she was becom ng
comfortable with.

Chapt er Ei ght een

The cerenonial locale on the far side of M. Erirota was nore attractive than

i npressive, a pristine grassy clear-ing high up on the slopes of the extinct

vol cano. Beyond the clearing the native vegetation grew thickly, reflect-ing the
high rainfall the area received. Either the grassy sward was carefully

mai nt ai ned, Pulickel decided, or else it lay in a slight but significant rain
shadow.

It was early evening and Seni sran's conpassi onate sun |lingered on the distant
hori zon, pausing briefly before its daily di sappearance to paint scattered
clouds with streaks of gold and crinmson. Sunset was the only time of day that
coul d reduce sea and sky on this world to insignificance, he nmused as he soaked
in the spectacul ar panorana.

Irrespective of the incipient cerenony, the gathering it-self was nost
impressive. It looked as if every big person in Parramat and not a few of their
attendants had as-senbled in orderly fashion on the edge of the clearing.
Recorders hummi ng i nconspi cuously, he and Fawn stayed where Ascela and Jorana
had I eft them They had an ex-cellent view and felt no need to roam

The assenbl ed Parramati had dressed for the occasion in their finest regalia.
Col orful woven skirts vied for attention with flanboyant headdresses and

el aborat e neck-1aces. Snhouts, cheeks, eye sockets, and ears were deco-rated in
vi brant facepaint while rings hung in profusion fromlong fingers and tails.
Shoul der garlands of the rarest and nobst exotic flowers the archipelago had to
offer filled the air with wild, confused perfune.

Yet the gaudy spectacle belied the attitude of those present, which was sol emn
rather than cel ebratory.

Havi ng been nmade ready earlier, torches and standard--borne bone | anterns were
brought forth and lit, their in-dividual |ights strengthening as that of the sun
faded. Querying Ascela as to the cerenony's duration, Pulickel was told that it
woul d take as long as it took, a response that grated on the xenol ogist's sense
of the precise.

The Torrel auapan was not being cryptic. It was sinply a fact that no one knew
how | ong a CGoggel ai should last. The cerenpny would define itself, the visiting
humans were told. They woul d have to be satisfied with that. An-cient ora

gui del i nes, Fawn pointed out, were inherently obscure.

As the last of the torches and lanterns were |lit, the dusky peak of the vol cano
gl owed bronze in the final light of the setting sun. Drinking in the sight both
natural and synthetic spread out before her, Fawn Seaforth found that she didn't
care if the Goggel ai produced any pro-found revel ations about Parramati culture
or not. The spectacle was sufficient unto. itself.

In addition to the unprecedented display of color and design, there was music in
abundance. Flutes, stringed instrunents, and an astoni shing assortnent of
barbaric percussion filled the evening air with energetic mel odies interspersed
with eruptive bursts of jagged rhythm Un-able to resist the seductive
ostinatos, many of the as-senbled dignitaries were soon chanting and dancing in
pl ace. Wile Fawn occasionally found her own body twist-ing and arching in tine
to the alien tenpo, Pulickel was apparently imune to all such nelodic

bl andi shnments. He remained stolidly in place, his recorder whirring, doing his
best not to stare disapprovingl y&#8209; or ot herw se&#8209;in her direction

As for the nysterious, revered howing stones themselves, their actua

appear ance was sonething of a | etdown. Carried in woven bags or brought forth in
intri-cately patterned baskets, they | ooked no different fromany of the other
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stones the visitors had seen. Irregular lunps of green volcanic glass, some were
| arger than the growi ng stone whose use had been denponstrated to Fawn, while
others were even snmaller than the two stones so briefly borrowed by Pulickel.
Several were so big they had to be carried in on hardwood litters supported by
four Parramati apiece

One by one, the stones were renoved fromtheir trav-eling containers and pl aced
before a big person standing along the inner rimof the great circle that now
encl osed the nodest nmeadow, until the grass was ringed with a fine of sacred
stones. Each stone, Pulickel noted, rested no |less than half a neter fromits
nei ghbor. None was al -1 owed to touch

Even when the ring was conplete the procession con-tinued, until two concentric
stone circles and part of a third lay gl eam ng on the ground. The two humans
were given free rein to wander in and among the stones and stone nasters,
nmusi ci ans and attendants, recordi ng what-ever they w shed. For the npbst part
even those Parramati they knew, |ike Ascela and Jorana, ignored them Al were
enraptured by the cerenony.

When Pul i ckel accidentally tripped over a particularly |long stone, no one so
much as twitched. As for the stone, it rocked back and forth a couple of tines
and lay utterly still, a big dark green rock that differed only in color from

t he i gneous escarpment that backed onto the nmeadow. If it and the severa
hundred ot hers that had been so | aboriously brought together enbodied any
significant powers, Pulickel reflected, these were being held efficiently in
check.

From Jorana's original description, he and Fawn had supposed there were no nore
than a few dozen of the howing stones. The presence of hundreds was therefore

t he biggest surprise of the evening so far. Judging fromthe expectant attitude
of the assenbled, there prom sed to be nore.

By the tinme the |ast vestige of sunlight had fled fromthe horizon and the scene
was lit entirely by torch and lantern Iight, the chanting and nusi c&#8209; nmaki ng had
risen to such a pitch that he had to shout to make hinself heard above the

noi se. The relentless Parramati percussion in particular gave new significance
to that part of the ear known as the tynmpanum While his recorder coul d adj ust
automatically to the rising din, he had to struggle to toler-ate it.

The rolling artificial thunder boomed down the slopes and echoed through the
val l eys. Fortunate wildlife fled, but he and Fawn had no such option. Wth | uck,
he wi nced as an especially loud burst of nusic assailed his ears, it would al

be over soon.

Fawn's t houghts were stunbling down the sane dis-cordant path. "I wonder if this
is going to go on all night? If so, we could probably return in the norning for
the big finish."

He checked his chrononeter. "No one's said anything to ne about tine. W
probably ought to inquire. For all we know now, the cerenony could take days."
"l suppose we should wait it out awhile before asking. Qur presence here is
sonet hi ng of an honor, and we don't want to insult anybody by making it | ook
like we want to | eave early." She smled encouragingly at himand he nodded
reluctantly.

It was well after nidnight when he checked the time again. The nusic and
chanting gave no sign of slacken-ing, the assenbled participants no indication
that they were running out of steam |f anything, they sang and pl ayed | ouder
than ever. Torches and | anterns burned as brightly as at sunset. Fawn's notion
of leaving for a while and returning |later was | ooking nore and nore attracti ve.
The activity, as well as the hour, was exhausting.

Those stone masters who dropped out of the inner circle pronptly had their
positions assumed by others. No such reinforcenents waited in the wings for the
two tired xenol ogists. Pulickel found his thoughts drifting nore and nore often
to his roomback at the station. Hi s quiet, soundproofed room

W thout any warning, signal, or fanfare, the nusic ceased. Chanting fell to a
sustai ned nmurmur. Several big persons representing the outernost islands of the
Par-ramat Archi pel ago stepped forward and rai sed three- fingered hands skyward.
The nusic resuned, only this tinme it was pointed and brief.

Wrds were uttered that neither xenol ogi st recogni zed, though fromtheir

i nfl ecti on Fawn knew they were ar-chaic. But though those who spoke them ni ght
be igno-rant of their neaning, they enunci ated each one carefully and with great

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (109 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

respect.

Suppl i cating hands were |owered. Selecting themfromthe innernost circle,
several big persons brought the first stones forward. The two speakers accepted
the offerings, placed themon the ground, and pushed themtogether. Their
fatigue now forgotten, Pulickel and Fawn doubl e- checked their recorders and

t ensed.

Cont act was achi eved between stones. Green sparks flew froman enerald flash
Fused, the conjoined stones enitted a steady, soft green gl ow

"What now?" Pulickel whispered al oud.

“l don't know. Renenber, the Parramati haven't per-formed this ceremony in a
very long tinme. They probably aren't too sure of the consequences thenselves."
Two nore stone masters renoved their respective bur-dens fromthe circle and
brought them forward. Others were preparing to do the sane fromthe opposite
side of the ring. One at a tinme, they added their stones to the | anbent green
mass in the center of the cerenonial encir-clenment. Wth each additional stone
the irregul ar shape added to its size
Pul i ckel watched as a stone as big as his head was pl aced agai nst the near side
of the burgeoning aggrega-tion. Vibrating noticeably, it slid up the side of the
mass and rotated several tinmes before slipping neatly into a slot in the top of
the heap. Ot her stones similarly maneu-vered thenselves into position
di splaying an inner ani-nmation none of the sacred stones the Parramati used in
everyday |ife had previously exhibited.

There was no formal organi zation, no apparent rhyme or reason to the process.
The natives nmerely dunped the parts in a pile, Pulickel realized. Watever the
growi ng green nmass night be, it was putting itself together. It was apparent
that in addition to assorted hel pful powers, cer-tain stones were possessed of
somet hing very different but equally inpressive.

Menory. Menory ancient and, so far, inscrutable.

By now the reful gent green lunp was taller than an adult seni and had assuned a
roughly rectangul ar shape. It sustained its baffling growh as nobre stones were
brought forward and added to the enigmatic structure.

Fawn | eaned cl ose. Even above the excitenent and noise, the sights and the
pungent presence of hundreds of highly active Parramati, he could still snell
the perfume of her.

"Sonmehow | don't think this is intended to nake the po-horoh grow bigger or the
river run clean,"” she whispered.

The cerenpni al stone rings continued to shrink as nore and nore of the gl assy
green pieces were added to the growing puzzle. It was far taller than any seni
now, but individual stones continued to maneuver thenselves up the uneven fl anks
and fasten thenselves to the top, steadily adding to the height of the

| um nescent nystery. The as-senbled Parranati were as entranced by their

handi work as were the visiting xenol ogi sts.

By this time the object was putting out so rmuch light that it was inpossible to
ook directly at it for long. In ad-dition to the neadow and the softly chanting
circle of na-tives, it illum nated the surrounding jungle as well as the | oom ng
flank of the nountain. Yet heat remmined a by-product of the reaction notable
only for its absence. The intense green radiance was entirely cool, allow ng
sup-plicating stone masters to touch the product of their ef-forts with

i mpunity. Fromits apex, a neteré&#8209;w de shaft of coherent green |ight suddenly
shot skyward to pierce the night sky.

Fromthe time the first two stones had been brought to-gether, a distant hum had
been audi ble. Wth the addition of each new stone, this had grown steadily in
volune and intensity, until nowit vibrated within teeth and bones. It was a

whi ne, a single high nmechanical note, an antedilu-vian call, the song of
sonet hi ng endl essly dormant and only now sl owl y reawakeni ng.
A how i ng.

Few stones renai ned, and these were piously added to the pile. Pulickel saw Fawn
shielding her eyes as she tried to follow the activity. Meanwhile, except for
suffus-ing the nmeadow with |ight and sound, the inpressive green aggl oneration
had done nothing. The world hadn't shifted on its axis, the ground beneath his
feet renmined stable and the solid, grassy growh conmon to Senisran still

cushi oned his sandal ed feet.
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Even if whatever it was managed to conplete itself, he realized, that didn't
mean that anyone present would know what to do with the final result. He
wondered if any of the orbiting surveillance and survey satellites put up by the
Conmonweal th and the AAnn were presently in position to detect the green beam
and, if so, what they would make of it. Couldn't worry about that now, he knew.
The | ast stone was brought forward and reverently placed agai nst the mass, which
by this time was the size and approxi mate shape of a Parramati |onghouse. The
stone efficiently slid up and around the right side to settle itself into and
fill one remaining gap. Pulickel and Fawn tensed, but nothing happened. Toget her
with the Parra-mati they found thensel ves confronting a substantial struc-ture
that put out a vast intensity of green light, and it in turn confronted them

But not hi ng happened.

A few uncertain nutterings began to be heard anong the assenbl ed. Pulickel found
hi nsel f echoing them Was there anything to be |earned here, or was it all a

col ossal bust? Perhaps the device was designed sinply to put out a shaft of
green light, possibly as some kind of unknown navigational aid. O maybe it was
no nore than an el aborate marker.

Frustrated, he walked up to it, shielding his eyes fromthe evanescent glare. No
one stopped him

Up close, he found that he was able to see into the mass to a surprising depth.
A network of conplex inter-nal striations was clearly visible. They appeared to
link slightly darker nmasses buried deep within the body of the construct.
Reachi ng out with one hand, he lightly traced the |lines nearest the surface.
Like the light it put out, the object itself was pleasantly cool to the touch
Behi nd hi m he heard Fawn call out sharply, "Watch yourself, Pulickel. There's
sonet hi ng conmi ng out."

As he stepped back, the construct began to exude sone-thing very like a |arge,
transparent egg, as if the glowing green lump was giving birth. The voices of
the assenbl ed big persons rose in unison, chanting |oudly.

Approachi ng this new and unexpected phenonmenon with caution, he saw that in
contrast to the rest of the mass, the protrusion had a faint reddish tinge, |ike
an ex-cited fiber optic. He was unable to gauge its thickness or even if it was
hol l ow or solid. Already, three&#8209;quarters of it had enmerged fromthe howing
green lunmp. Indifferent to urging or chanting, suspicions or hopes, the

remai nder resolutely refused to ooze free of the construct. Froma tactile
standpoint it felt no different fromthe rest of the green nass.

Fawn joined him along with Ascela and Jorana. As they inspected the faintly
reddi sh ovoid, the curving, ta-pered end facing the circle suddenly opened.
There was no door, no hatch. One nonent the end of the object ap-peared solid;
the next, it displayed an opening.

Toget her, Pulickel and Ascela peered inside. The inte-rior of the ovoid was
floored with what seened to be a | ayer of dense fog. lgnoring Fawn's
adnonitions, he reached in and down. His fingers sank a centinmeter or so into
the frothy substance before encountering an unyield-ing surface.

He straightened. "Interesting stuff. It |ooks like you could brush it aside with
one hand, but it doesn't nove. There's initial give, and then it turns solid.
What do you suppose this thing is?" His ears were filled with Parra-mat

chanting and the hi gh&#8209; pi tched whi ne of the construct.

Hands on hi ps, she studied the nysterious protrusion. "Your guess is as good as
mne. I"'minclined to think that anything that has a floor, walls, and an
entrance is de-signed to be entered." Blue eyes specul ated on the pro-trusion
"The bi g persons have been saying all along that the Goggelai is supposed to
open a different sort of road. This could be sone kind of transportation

devi ce."

He nodded contenpl atively. "Uh&*#8209; huh. O an oversized alien food processor. Right
now we are sonewhat |ack-ing in information."

She was studying the ovoid intently. "If it's a means of transport, it's odd
that it didn't energe conpletely fromits surroundings."

"I's it? Wien did we becone specialists in alien trans-portation systens?"
Bendi ng | ow, he put both hands on the exposed rimof the ovoid and | eaned

i nward.
"And where the hell do you think you' re going?" she chall enged himsharply.
He gl anced back with that fey, confident snile she'd cone to know so well. "Not
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there, | pray. Hopefully just down another road, as the Parramati would say."
She was | ess than encouraging. "lI'd think that after your |ast experience with
the vagaries of stone&#8209;inpelled transport you wouldn't want to try it again. The
Parra-mati might not be able to bring you back a second tine."

He tapped the ovoid's outer rim It gave back no sound. "We're not dealing with
a couple of | oose stones here. If this is indeed sone kind of device intended to
transport individuals down a particular road, then it quite likely is designed
to al so transport them back. O herw se why de-sign and build sonething this

el aborate? Wiy not just use a couple of the transportation stones? | don't think
it's unreasonable to assume that the nore intricate the de-vice, the nore
conplex and varied its function."

"You're assuning a lot," she insisted

Again the smile, alittle wider this time. "I certainly am but | have a feeling
it's the only way we are going to divine this object's intended function."”

"It could take you sonepl ace," she brooded, "and not bring you back."

"There is that possibility," he conceded. "But the liturgy of discovery. is rife
with explorers who never |ooked over the next cliff or clinbed the next nountain
because they were afraid they mght fall off."

"Or run into something with a bad attitude and |ots of teeth,” she added dourly.
He nodded knowi ngly. "Either way, we can expect to get sone answers."

"Before we go stunbling off in search of them" she countered, "let's see what
the Parramati think."

He hesitated, then reluctantly deferred to conmpn sense.

"Hi stories insist that the how i ng stones open new roads." Ascel a exchanged a
ook with Jorana. "But they do not say what kind of roads, and | have never seen
a road open like this." She indicated the beckoning, enig-matic ovoid.

"This is a new thing," Jorana agreed.

Fawn franmed her question carefully, not wanting dia-lect to get in the way of
meani ng. "Do the histories of the Goggel ai say anything about returning back

al ong any roads that are opened?"

"No," the big person adnmitted, "but it is well known that the clearer the road,

the easier the return. | believe we should go and find out." Pulickel was a

little startled to find his position so readily supported.

"If it looks |like anything," Jorana put in, "it looks like a boat." He was

studying the ovoid's exterior. "It is cov-ered to keep off the rain, but there

are no outriggers.”

Pul i ckel essayed a seni bark indicative of | ow&#8209; key hu-nor. "If you are right and

it is sone kind of boat, Jorana, then | think it will have outriggers&#8209; but of a
ki nd we can-not see and cannot i magine."
The senior big person indicated agreenent. "No matter their kind, so long as

they work. W will go together, friend Pu'il." He straightened on his powerfu
hind legs. "It is the responsibility of big persons to investigate any new
roads. "

Fawn's attention shifted fromalien to fell ow xenolo-gist. "You' re determined to

go through with this, aren't you?"

Pul i ckel nodded. "Mbst assuredly."” Peering into the de-vice, he added

of f &#8209; handedl y, "There is room enough for all of us."

A threeé&#8209; fingered hand gripped his shoulder. "It is good," Ascela told him "Each
of us may see things only another will understand. Know edge can be shared."

Slit-ted bl ue&#8209; bl ack eyes gazed deeply back into his own, the bond of curiosity
linking their two species nore effec-tively than any words.

"Not hi ng may happen." Fawn eyed the ovoid uneasily. "Or it nmay collapse in on

you. "

"Or fill up with water, or toxic gas." Pulickel |ooked up. "Possibilities will
remai n nothing nore than possibili-ties unless we do sonething. There's nothing
for it but totry it. Either way, the results will be recorded. Despite all its

clainms to precision and exactitude, great science often boils down to a | eap of
faith."

"That's a fine sentinent for a book, not a life." The line of her mouth

ti ghtened and she took a couple of steps back. "So go ahead and | eap." She
raised the forearmto which her recorder was strapped.

Jorana touched his side and he turned. "Let us find out what the how ing stones
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do, friend Pu'il. Let us learn together."

"Yes, together." Knowi ng that the nenory of his re-cent transgression stil
burned hot in Parramati menory as well as his own, he was touched by the

senti nent.

Ascel a had conveyed their intentions to several other big persons. Now, as she
entered the ovoid, they ex-plained what was happening to the rest of the
assenbl ed. Everyone retreated to the edge of the neadow as every eye focused on
the lum nous green mass. Fawn found hersel f surrounded by warm&#8209; bodi ed,
heavy&#8209; hi pped alien forns.

Jorana followed his fellow villager into the device, noving toward the rear and
maki ng room for Pulickel. Wiile the seni squatted, he was forced to assunme a
cross-1egged position on the foglike floor. Arrayed in single file, they faced
the opening, the enerald brilliance at their backs.

"Just a minute!l Wait!" canme a frantic shout. Breathing hard, Fawn craw ed in
next to him

"OfF course we'll wait," he told her. "W don't have any choice, since we don't
know how to go." At that monent she was closer to himthan she'd ever been

bef or e&#8209; and not just physically. "I thought you were go-ing to stay behind?"
Scrunched up against the curving, transparent wall, she did not have enough room
to cross her long legs but had to stretch themout in front of her. "I've al ways
been an avid nmountain clinber, and I'mnot afraid of heights."

"CGood. | am"

They sat silent and nmotionless within the ovoid, listen-ing to the how ing whine
of the device and the distant, submerged but still audible chant of the

assenbl ed big persons. After a while, Pulickel began to feel foolish.

"I't's not responding to our presence. Maybe we're overl ooki ng some nmeans of

activation. Look for a depression, a discoloration&*#8209;any kind of inperfection in
the structure of the inner surface."

Fawn translated for the two Parramati. Together the four of them comenced a

secti on&#8209; by&#8209; secti on search of the ovoid' s interior. Except for the fog floor, it
proved to be as featureless as it | ooked.

"It has to be here,"” Pulickel nuttered. "There has to be sonething."

"Does there?" Fawn was | ess assured. "We're dealing with the technol ogy that

made the stones. Stones that stinulate instant growth in plants, affect the

weat her, send a curious xenol ogi st god knows where but |ets |ocal aborigines

bring himback, and nerge to form gl owi ng green searchlights the size of a

ski mrer hangar. We don't have a clue how any of this works, what powers them or

why they're here. | have yet to recognize so nmuch as an on&#8209; of f switch on the

| east of them so why should we expect to be able to find one in here? Face it,
Pul i ckel : the Goggelai's a no&#8209; go. "
"Thank you for those encouragi ng concl usi ons,
"Hey, | say what | feel."

"Perhaps we nust use the proper chant," Ascel a suggested.

Pulickel didn't laugh. In the absence of any obvious method of physica
activation, who was to say that an oral variety might not prove nore effective?
It certainly couldn't be |less so.

As it turned out, the correct thing to do proved to be to do nothing at all, a
dynamic in which they were at pres-ent actively engaged.

Before the Parramati coul d conmence any new chants, the open end of the

encl osure shut. As with its opening, this took place in utter silence and

wi t hout warning. Again, no door or hatch appeared. One nonent egress to the
outside world was readily available, and the next a red -tinged barrier as
transparent as the rest of the ovoid had silently taken its place.

Perhaps it had finally detected the presence of living creatures within and
responded appropriately. Possibly it self&#8209;activated after an i ndeterm nate but
predeterm ned pe-riod of time. Perhaps a sniff, or an especially deep breath, or
the exact intonation of a word had activated sone hidden nechanism It was

i mpossible to tell what had done the trick, and quite likely they would never
know.

Light, warnth, and a flow of fresh air emanated fromthe fog beneath. How the
machi ne knew what of which the occupants required, Pulickel couldn't inmagine, so
he settled for being grateful instead. In finally sensing and reacting to their
presence, the device had al so sensed and reacted to their needs.

he replied dryly.
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Per haps sonet hi ng out si de changed as well, because a nunber of big persons were
hopping frantically toward the ovoid. Their nobuths were open and they were
gestur-ing enphatically. Wthin the transparent egg, however, all was conposed
and surprisingly quiet. They could no | onger hear the Parramati chanting or the
how i ng of the stones.

Leani ng forward, Fawn pushed gently, then firmy, on the end of the new

encl osure, on the place where they had entered. Unsurprisingly, it did not yield
to her efforts. She sat back.

"Won't budge," she reported tensely. "Watever hap-pens next, we're sealed in
tight."

"Sonet hi ng nust be happening." Her coll eague | eaned cl ose and poi nt ed.

The Parramati who had | eaped so anxiously toward the ovoid had halted abruptly.
Al'l were staring while a number had begun to retrace their steps as fast as

they had advanced. It |ooked |ike they were conversing |oudly anmong

t hensel ves&#8209; Pul i ckel could clearly see their nouths nmovi ng&*#8209; but the two
xenol ogi sts and two big persons within the device could hear nothing beyond the
ovoi d wal Il .

Ascel a and Jorana were utterly calm resigned to what-ever mght happen next.
They were no | ess curious about this than their human conpani ons&#8209; sinply | ess
concer ned.

As the world outside began to vanish, it took a nonent for Pulickel to realize
what was happeni ng. The ovoid was sinking, or retreating, or being absorbed back
into the efflorescent green nass fromwhich it had partially enmerged. He kicked
experimentally at the front of the egg. It yielded no nore readily to his foot
than it had to Fawn's hands.

Satisfied that they were saf e&*#8209; or trapped&#8209; he settled back to await whatever Fate
and an ancient alien tech-nology had in store for them

Chapt er N neteen

Though they were being sucked into the very heart of the emerald radiance
itself, the light outside actually dinmed slightly. Wile the conmposition of the
transparent mate-rial encasing themdid not appear to have changed, the potent

ef fl orescence no longer fully penetrated their sanctuary.

As the ovoid continued to be absorbed into the pulsat-ing mass, their w ndow on
the outside world shrank proportionately. Soon only a snall circle of visibility
re-mai ned through the forward tip of their enclosure, and then that, too, was
gone.

It was black outside the ovoid. Black, but not threaten-ing in the manner of the
dar kness Pul i ckel had experi-enced previously. Unlike that abom nation, the
current absence of light did not carry with it the flavor of evil. Wthin the
device, the | anbent fog beneath their feet pro-vided enough pink&*#8209; hued
illumnation for themto see one another w thout straining

There was al so the slightest sensation of novenent. Fawn found this especially
interesting, because if the original pace of absorption had been nuintained,
they should |l ong since have cone out the other side of the main green nmass. That
they had not yet done so sug-gested that they had either halted somewhere in its
depths or el se noved oné&#8209; sonewhere el se.

The inpression intensified. Nor was it restricted to the two humans, for Ascela
and Jorana felt it equally. There was a definite sense of being inpelled
forward, though in what direction no one could say.

Sonet hi ng gave thema sharp jolt, the ovoid rocked, and Pulickel instinctively
grabbed for a handhol d. There were none avail abl e, unless one counted his
conpani ons. Sound once nore began to reach them steady and un-varying. Only
mldly surprised, he recognized it.

The stones were how ing afresh.

Just when he didn't think he was going to be able to take it any | ouder, the

whi ne | evel ed off. Beneath his feet and posterior, the ovoid vibrated like a

wel | &#8209;tuned violin string. It was inpossible to escape the feeling that they were
goi ng sonewhere.

Ascela confirnmed it. "W are set upon a road&#8209;though by ny grandnother's tail |
cannot say what road that may be, or where it may lead." She rested back on her
haunches in a position that would have painfully cranmped any hunan but that the
seni found nost rel axing.
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Jorana tried to lighten the atnosphere within the ovoid. "I know this road. It
is the road to wherever."”

"To wherever the howing stones |lead," Ascel a agreed.

Wth nothing to see, nothing to do, and no control over either, Pulickel saw no
reason why he should not emulate the attitude of their nonhuman fell ow
travelers. Shifting his body, he put his hands behind his head and | eaned back
agai nst the pale red transparent wall. This was now slightly warmto the touch.
Fawn attenpted to do like-wi se, but the length of her linbs nade it difficult
for her to find a confortable position. She was expectant, but not particularly
happy.

"So you have no idea where this “road' |eads?" she queried their conpanions.
"No," Jorana confirmed. "But | think we are going to find out."

"Look here." Pulickel held out his wist. "My chrono-neter's stopped."

Fawn gl anced down at herself and nodded. "M ne, also." She checked her other
wrist. "Recorder's not work-ing, either. Readout says the cell is drained, but
I. put in a fresh one before | joined the rest of you."

"M ne read half charged before | clinbed in here." Re-noving the protective
backpl ate, he slipped a fresh cell fromhis belt into the appropriate receptacle

and snapped it shut. The readout did not change. "Dead, also. | have a feeling
they' ve all been drained, or discharged, or Tesla knows what else."
She nodded confirmation after checking her own in-ventory. "Then we'll just have

torely on the only re-corders left to us." She pointed two fingers at her eyes.
He nodded. "Let's hope nothing drains that power source.”

Tune passed without measure. They were still discuss-ing the nystery of the

depl eted power cells when it happened&#8209; so suddenly no one had tine to react or
pre-pare. Subsequently, they were too overwhelnmed to remem ber the exact noment
when everyt hi ng changed.

Gone was the all &8209; pervasi ve darkness as the ovoid burst out into a gigantic
tunnel composed of brilliant streaks of excited plasma. Yellow red, and blue
flares darkening to deepnobst purple twi sted and withed around there, raw energy
disciplined and held in check by inmense unseen forces. It was an electric pipe,
a pi ece of hollow Iight-ning, down which they were being sucked at

i nconcei v-abl e speed. The ovoid was channeling an aurora.

It wasn't straight, their chosen course. It bent and | ooped, and, given the
radical twi sts, they should by rights have been sick all over thensel ves. But
whi |l e the universe outside went nad, something unseen naintained their interna
equi librium No one upchucked, though Pulickel was about ready to throw out
everything he'd ever |earned about physics.

And as if the astonishing road down which they were flying wasn't wonder enough
beyond the flaring walls of the tunnel could be seen dozens, hundreds of others
of equally inpossible brilliance, coiling about each other |ike mating pythons
or flaring off in a thousand different directions. Awed, they could only stare.
Nunbed, Pulickel could only wonder how many ovoids |ike their own were racing

al ong those inprobable | engths at inpossible ve-locities to unknown
destinati ons. Fawn specul ated al oud on who or what m ght be riding in them
Strands of a rope, threads of a weave, the tunnels were not inviolate.
Cccasionally a burst of sheer radiance would junp fromone tunnel to another.
The travel ers | ooked in vain for signs of another voyaging ovoid simlar to
their own but saw none. It left themto won-der if they sinply didn't know how
to ook, or if they were truly alone, the only ones abroad on the i mense

net wor k.

Wthin the speeding ovoid the air stayed pleasant and fresh, the tenperature
agreeabl e. Hearts, however, raced.

"I wonder if we're traveling along some kind of natu-ral structure,
specul ated, "or if soneone actually built all thus."

Pulickel stared at the web of plasma tunnels, thor-oughly entranced. "If the
latter, it would qualify as the nost inpressive piece of engineering in our part
of the gal axy."

She | aughed softly, a sound that always nade himthink of fired brandy. "What
makes you think that we're still in “our part of the gal axy'?"

He smil ed back. "Figure of speech. Everyone needs a reference point to start
from™

"Roads." Jorana was speaking. "There are an infinite nunber of roads |eading to

Fawn

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (115 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

an infinite nunber of spaces."”

"Yes," Ascela agreed. "This one chose us. W did not choose it. W are not the
masters of the how ing stones."

"Wel |, sonmebody nust be." Fawn tried to stretch, had to settle for a half.
"Roads have buil ders. And destinations.”

Pul i ckel recalled the naked, overpowering, soul-crushing evil he had
encountered. Did one of these roads lead to that? Did the one they were on? But
if anything, they continued to suffer froma surfeit of light and not its

absence.
Fawn was right. They had no i dea where they were. Perhaps not even in the sane
gal axy or, for all he knew, in the same universe. Wat, after all, did roads of

such magni tude and wonder connect? Different dinensions, parallel universes? He
woul d have given a great deal to see just one star&#8209; one ordinary, everyday,
spherical bail of thermonuclear fire. But there were none; there were only the
roads.

The two transportation stones he had taken and i nad-vertently activated had sent
hi m careening wildly fromplace to place, with no control over direction or
destina-tion. This was different. This was controlled travel down a desi gnhated
route. To where, neither human nor seni could say. But Fawn was right: a route
inplied a des-tination. He wondered what woul d happen when they reached it.

If they reached it, he corrected hinself. They knew nothing of the |ifespan of
the beings that had fabricated the network, nor of their tol erance for |ong&#8209;term
travel. Perhaps a real &8209;tine journey of a century or nore was like a week to
them In that event, when it finally slowed to a halt the ovoid would bring
forth a | oad of desiccated corpses.

He felt of his field pack. They had a few concentrates with them a little juice
and water. It wouldn't |last very long and, consequently, neither would they. If
they didn't stop fairly soon, they would have to try to turn the ovoid around or
find anot her way back.

He smled sardonically to hinself. Mght as well try to reverse the spin of a
pul sar. Wich, though he did not knowit, was an evaluation not far off the
mar k. Senisran, Earth, the whole Commonweal th seened very far away. |In that view
he was conpletely correct.

Eventual ly the maze of fiery, flaring plasnma tunnels began to thin out unti

| ess than a hundred remai ned, twi sting and coiling |ike emanci pated Aztec
deities in the vastness of enpty space. As the ovoid sped on, showi ng no signs
of slow ng, this nunber was reduced until only a handful renained, then |ess
than a dozen. Finally there was only the one, a cascade of explosive red and

| anbent purple, coruscating yellow and throbbing blue. Their tun-nel. Their

r oad.

The notion of conparative velocity had |ong since |ost any relevance. Wth

not hing to measure thensel ves agai nst, they had no way of estimating their

speed. Faster than fast was the best description Fawn could cone up with. No one
was foolish enough to propose an actual nunber.

Wt hout warning, the plasma tunnel began to con-strict around them until it was
no wi der than the ovoid itself. This nust be how a corpuscle in a capillary
feels, Pulickel imgined. And then, as the tunnel walls drew tight, so at |ast
did the cosnos.

They were surrounded by stars. Odinary, normal -looking, unremarkable stars.

Sol &#8209; types and red giants, white dwarfs and binaries, they were clearly visible
through the blazing walls of the tunnel. They swamin a sea of coruscating

nebul ae, and Pulickel wanted to reach out and ki ss each and every one of them
Instant confla-gration aside, it would have taken himquite a while.

More stars were visible than any of them had ever seen at any one tine in a
crystal &#8209; cl ear night sky or froman orbiting platform So many stars that they
crowded the nebulae for living space and threatened to elimnate the bl ackness
of space in which they swam Enough stars to nmake the mddle of the MIky Wy

| ook enpty and un-popul ated. You could skip fromstar to star, hop from system
to system Fawn thought. O such was the inpres-sion the sight created.

A new sensation rippled through them one of progres-sive deceleration. Curving
to their right, the attenuated plasma tunnel carried themtoward a yell ow sun
sur-rounded by a ring of matter and energy that coexisted in a state foreign to
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ei ther xenol ogist's experience. Qut past this striking systemthey flew, curving
sharply above another star that boasted an entourage of no | ess than twenty

pl anets plus assorted nmoons and conets and as-teroids. Half these worlds were

i nked by | esser versions of the energy tunnel through which they were
travel i ng.

Still another system arrayed around a black hole or-bited by strange fan&#8209; shape
obj ects whose nouths pointed toward the gravitational nonster in their mdst,
drawi ng upon its energy, sucking up collapsed matter and feeding it to a world
the size of Jupiter. There it was nol ded and shaped, energy bending energy into
a bridge that spanned a gal axy. This gal axy.

Pul i ckel and Fawn had al ready deci ded that they had abandoned one in favor of
another, but they didn't know the half of it.

Proceedi ng down the tunnel at speeds that had dw ndled fromthe inpossible to
the nerely incredible, they passed structures so i mense and overawing as to

| eave them bereft of superlatives. How could they be expected to re-late to an
entirely artificial world built, as it were, frommatter up?

There was one individual fabrication so grandiose in the conception, so
breathtaking in its execution, that it was difficult to believe inits

exi stence. As the tunnel passed through a portal the size of |o, they found
them sel ves confronted by a star that had been entirely en-gl obed by an
artificial structure. On its inner surface |ived unknown beings in their
quadrillions, warmed and nurtured by their captive star. The ovoid passed
quickly through its orbit and out an opening on the far side of the engl obenent.
New tunnel s hove into view, passing close to a pulsar to boost their cargoes
between the mul titudi nous stars at ever nore incredible velocities. Here were
suns enough, planets enough, for individuals who mght desire it to have a whole
world unto thensel ves. Desire conpany, and the plasma tunnels could bring it to
you in | ess than a &#8209; day.

Above one world soneone or sonething was trac-ing abstract designs in the

pl anet's upper atnosphere, us-ing its ionosphere for a canvas. El sewhere stellar
wi nds were focused through holl ow noons, resulting in true music of the spheres.
It was a universe of wonders and enchant ments.

It was al so very far from hone.

Once, a ship passed close. O was it a planet, fitted out with engi nes and
powered out of orbit, vacationing fromone sun to the next? Pulickel couldn't be
sure and size gave no clue. The scale of values and conpari sons on which he
relied for such things had long since crunbled to dust.

A smal l er speeding artifact cane near enough for as-tonished faces to be seen
staring back at the occupants of the ovoid. Anything but godlike visages of
authority and power, they conveyed a certain shyness rather than om ni potence.

Bl ack and gray waiths, hairless and wi de- eyed, they left in their wake a sense
of startled surprise at the nature of the ovoid' s passengers.

Fawn felt a wenching dislocation, as if they had sud-denly reversed direction
and picked up speed. Sooner than they had |left them behind, they were once again
sur-rounded by hundreds of the dazzlingly efful gent tunnels. She fought to
recover her internal equilibrium

"What happened there? It felt |ike soneone pulled the floor out fromunder us!"
Pul i ckel swal | owed several tines, working to clear the rising gorge fromhis
throat. "Maybe sonebody did."

"The gods saw us." Having long since resigned herself to whatever fate had in
store for them Ascela wasn't overly concerned. Jorana gestured agreenent.

"They didn't | ook nuch like gods to ne," Pulickel countered. "They were snall
and kind of skinny. Builders yes, engineers certainly, perhaps mracl e&#8209; wor kers
even, but gods? | don't think so."

"I know what happened."” Fawn squeezed her eyes shut, blinked once, and shook her
head. " Sonebody just pulled our superstring.”

He summoned up his usual subdued smile. "I wouldn't doubt it. | wonder what
they're going to do with us now that they've seen us?"

It didn't take long to find out. There was a renewed sense of slow ng. Their
tunnel took a sharp turn away fromthe nass of fiery filanments, which vani shed
rapidly behind them This was followed by an interval of utter blackness.

Not |ong thereafter, the ovoid stopped. Light slowy returned to the interior.
Not light froma mllion stars, or a thousand bl azing plasma tunnels, but a
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softer illum na-tion. Moonlight, supplenented by the flickering dance of torches
and | ant erns.

The ovoid was oozing its way out of the green mass. They were back.

Through the transparent walls they could see a joyous nob of Parramati | eaping
and hopping toward them And when the far end of the elliptical capsule
evaporated, they could hear them as well.

Behi nd him Fawn Seaforth was specul ating on their unexpected return., "They
sent us back. Reprogrammed the egg, or threw us into reverse, or whatever was
neces-sary. But they sent us back." Rolling onto hands and knees, she prepared
to exit in Pulickel's wake. "I have a feeling we weren't supposed to be where we
were, sort of like a kid who borrows the fam |y transport and goes for a run

w t hout first asking pernission.”

"l disagree." Energing fromthe ovoid, he fought to make sense of what they'd
seen. "I think the process was autonmatic from beginning to end."

Pushi ng past him the jubilant Parramati surrounded Ascel a and Jorana, enbracing
t hem exuberantly. There was nuch cl aspi ng of hands and rubbi ng of snouts. Ears
bent forward to catch the travelers' every bark while sensitive nostrils sniffed
for signs of foreign roads. Swall owed by the howing stones, the two big persons
had been given up for lost. Their return, alive and in apparent good health, was
cause for nore than ordinary cel ebration.

Congratul ati ons were passed on to the hunans, as well. Pulickel dimy heard
Jorana expl aining that they had visited the abode of the gods, seen nany
wonders, and traversed the preem nent road. It was a miracul ous place, the
Torrel auapan bi g person avowed, but not for Parramati. Torrelau, Mllatyah, and
the rest of the islands were better. None disputed him there being little merit
intrying to renpbnstrate with an eyew t ness.

What it ultimately proved, of course, was that those who hewed to the ways of
kusum woul d al ways have miracles and wonders at their beck and call, to enhance
their lives and confound their enem es

A hand clutched at Pulickel's shoulder, one with five fanmiliar fingers instead
of three long, doubl e&#8209; | oi nted ones. Fawn was | ooki ng down at himand sniling.
"How did that conpare to the trip you made with the transportati on stones? At

| east this tinme nobody cane back comatose.”

"Completely different. This tine | felt |ike something was in control, that it
wasn't random junping fromplace to place." He | ooked past her, to the gl ow ng
green bulk. Its radiance had not dim nished. "These how ing stones assenble
thenmsel ves into sone kind of station or term-nus. It's one tiny part of the

i ncredible transportation sys-temwe saw. Those hundreds of tunnel s&#8209; nany if not
all of themnust begin and end with terminals just like or sinilar to this."
Excitenent shone in his eyes.

She was nodding slowy. "Tunnels or highways, it's all the same. Thousands of

them all leading ... where?"
"We can find out.” H's tone was urgent, eager. "Make a map, |earn the routings."
Her eyes wi dened. "Woa, let's back up a step. W still don't know for certain

that soneone built these.”

"Of course we do. W even saw some of the builders.”

"W saw aliens. W don't know that they were the originators of the tunne
system or that the builders even still exist. You don't have to be an engi neer
to find your way around on public transport."

"No, but sonebody keeps those tunnels functional. Somebody |ives on that
spherical artificial platformfacing the enclosed sun, and sonebody builds and
operates starships the size of worlds. O planiforns worlds into starships. |f
not the original builders, then who?"

She made a face. "Ask nme another sinple one.™

"Leap of faith, renmenber? Sometines you just have to accept, even in science."
He was puzzled by her tenta-tiveness. "These beings englobe stars and tap bl ack
hol es for power. They string tubes of supercharged plasma between star systens,
probably between gal axi es, and naybe between adj oi ni ng uni verses. They're for
real, and we have to nake contact with them"

She smled wanly. "Excuse nme if | don't feel up to nonkeying with anything like
that. I'ma field xenol o-gist; not a phil osopher, netaphysician, or theoretica
physicist."
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"Same here,"” he retorted. "I just like to see what |lies over the next nountain."”
He was | ooki ng past her now. "All those stars, all those systens! There could
have been a thousand intelligent races out there."

"Amllion," she added sonberly.

"Yes, a mllion&#8209;and we only saw the one. Don't tell ne you didn't get the
feeling that they reacted to our presence."

"Reacted to it," she nurnured, "by turning us around and getting rid of us."
"The engineers."” Pulickel was insistent. "The builders. | know they didn't | ook
i ke much, but that doesn't nean anything."

"So |'ve been told."

He m ssed her sarcasmentirely. "But why a termi nus here? And why abandon it who
knows how | ong ago, along with the other stones? It's alnpst as if they wanted
to break connections with this system or this part of the gal axy, permanently."
Extracting a drink cylinder fromher pack, Fawn snapped the tip open. It chilled
i medi ately and she downed half the contents in a series of |long swallows, then
| ooked I ong and hard at her colleague. "A reasonable interpretation of the

evi dence. Think about it."

He turned away to eye the perfect, unpolluted night sky of Senisran. "But that
still doesn't explain why this world?"

She brooded. "Maybe Senisran isn't the only one with connections. Maybe if you
know where and how to | ook, how ing stones can be found on other worlds within

t he Commonweal t h. "

He gestured sharply at the anorphous structure fromwhich the cryptic enerald
radi ance continued to emanate powerfully. "Nobody's ever found anything |ike
this.™"

"You nean nobody's ever reported finding anything like this," she corrected him
"That's not the sanme thing as knowing for a fact that nothing like it has ever
been found." She waved at the star&#8209; speckl ed but uninformative heavens. "There
coul d be howing stones scattered across half the Armw t hout humans or thranx
or AAnn or any of the other sentient races knowi ng about them" After draining
the drink cylinder, she tucked the enpty con-tainer back in her pack.

"There are a lot of tribes and clans right here on Senis-ran, and of them al
only the Parramati have access to and know edge of the stones. And that probably
by accident. Who knows? This may be the begi nning of the discovery of sacred
stones t hroughout the Conmonweal th."

Hi s voice fell. "You' re nocking ne."

"Not hi ng of the sort. Just being realistic." She | ooked back at the gl ow ng
green termnal, or whatever it was. "Maybe |I'mjust not ready to rethink
everything | know about natural |aw "

Bef ore he coul d respond, Ascel a hopped in between them The Torrel auapan big
person regarded them both. "W have made a decision. Al the big persons of al
the islands, resolving together. Jorana and | have told them of what we have
seen and experienced, and a conclusi on has been reached."

Fawn brightened at this return to reality. "You nean you' re going to accept the
treaty?"

Ascel a peered up at her. "You have already been told: we make no treaties with
anyone. This is not about treaties. Qur kusum has just proven its superiority to
all other ways of knowi ng and of acting. Conmandi ng such know edge frees us from
any need to concern ourselves with your technol ogy or that of the shiny&*8209; ski nned
AANN.

"There will be no treaties. No one will be allowed to cone and dig in our

i slands. W readily forgo any bene-fits this might have brought to us." The
seriousness of her pronouncenment was confirmed by her careful inflection.

"You have seen how the stones are tied to our kusum and how kusumrelies for
support on the stones. There will be no nore denpbnstrations. The how i ng stones
will be renpved and returned to their places of rest through-out the islands."
"No, you can't do that!" Seeing the look in the eyes of the two big persons and
interpreting it correctly, an agi-tated Pulickel struggled to conpose hinself.

"I mean, you need to think this through carefully. If the how -ing stones are

di sassenbl ed, next tine they may not fit together properly. O the source of
their energy could disappear.”

"It does not matter." Ascela was unyielding. "The Goggelai is ended. W have
seen the nmeaning of the howing stones, and that is enough. It opens the road
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that does not heal, or nake the heart grow, or bring happi-ness. A road that

gi ves questions but not answers holds nothing for us. Cosing it will keep kusum
pure.” She put her face close to the xenologist's. "It was to try to show you
the inmportance of this that the Goggelai was held."

At a gesture from Jorana, several big persons stepped forward. It was obvious to
both visiting humans what the Parramati intended to do next. They had assenbl ed
the remarkabl e ternminal stone by stone, and they were going to break it down by
enpl oyi ng precisely the same procedure.

I gnoring Fawn's warni ng, Pulickel rushed to place hinself between the advancing
bi g persons and the green mass. Hi s words were hurried and so his enunciation of
the alien words and phrases not as polished as usual .

"Pl ease, you cannot do this!" He indicated the edifice behind him the
protrudi ng cone of the ovoid. "I cannot explain its inportance unless you give
me sone tinme. There are concepts that are difficult to render in your |an-guage
But | can tell you, with every fiber of nmy being, that this is nore inportant
than mning rights, than any treaty, than ny life, or yours, or the supposed
sanctity of kusum

"Your traditions will not be harnmed by leaving this as it is, to be exam ned and
studi ed. Indeed, | promise you that they will be enhanced by the know edge that
is to be gained."

Jorana had joined the gathering line of big persons. H's reply was flat. "W
will begin by renmoving the |argest stone fromthe top. One by one, the stone
masters will take their stones back hone. This is the way of kusum™

Ascel a was | ess brusque. "W have | earned what the Goggelai had to teach us,
friend Pu'il. You should have learned it, too."

Pulickel didn't nbve. "You can't just destroy sone-thing like this, just take it
apart and throw away its promise!"™ Behind him the front end of the ovoid stil
gaped tenptingly, beckoning to | ong&*#8209; vani shed passengers.

Standing off to one side, Fawn spoke gently. "I think we ought to listen to
them Pulickel. This&#8209;this is alnost too big."
He shot her a challenging |ook. ' What are you tal king about? Are you siding

with these aborigi nes?

She stiffened. "Put it that way if it nmakes you feel nore confortable. W have
no conception of the possible ranifications of continuing to use this device.
Neither do the Parramati. We're dealing with sonething nore than nere science
here. This is a door to a technol ogy we can't begin to understand. Mybe, just
maybe, we're not advanced enough, not mature enough to deal with it."

H s gaze narrowed. "Don't be oblique with me, Fawn. You know | can't stand that.
What are you trying to say?' The Parramati held their ground, watching the two

hu-mans, listening to their strange speech.
"You had a bad experience with the transportation stones. Just two stones." She
nodded in the direction of the softly lanbent termnal. "W were |ucky this

time. Next try might be different. A photo&#8209;trap is a wonderful piece of
technol ogy. They're placed all around the station to secure speci nens for study.
But the fauna they catch probably don't think they're such a wonderful piece of
technol ogy. They don't even know what's happened to them or how If we're not
careful, we could find our-selves in a simlar position."

He shook his head sadly. "This is a nodus for travel, not a trap! | amsorry,
Fawn, but your analogy fails ne. | cannot believe what | am hearing&*#8209;and from a
fell ow scientist, no less.”" He spared a quick glance for the term-nal, as if to
assure hinself it was still there.

"Thi s discovery may change our view of the entire cosnmps. It's fundanental. The
tunnel s may give us ac-cess not to a few new worlds but to millions. It wll
alter hunmankind's entire future."

"Yes," she murnured, "but how? New physics are one thing. New ways of thinking
are harder to cope with. W can't even keep a |asting peace with the AAnn or

mai n-tai n psychol ogi cal peace anbng our own kind. Wat nekes you think that
we're ready to deal with hundreds, nmaybe thousands of new sentient species, at

| east one of whomis not just nore advanced than we are but in-conceivably nore
advanced? Bei ngs who push worlds around |i ke cookie crunbs."”

"There's nothing nmagical about this." He indicated the ternminal. "Once the
princi ples are understood, we can manufacture our own and access the tunne
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network with them | have yet to hear of a piece of engineering that dedicated
research couldn't break down."

"As easy as that," she nuttered

"Yes," he replied defiantly, "as easy as that. We'll use the tunnels to travel
wherever we wi sh. |'mnot saying that the process will be sinple, or immediate
but it will happen.”

"I"'mnot so sure.” She took a step toward him "I really think maybe it would be
better to let the Parramati take charge of these stones. They'll keep them safe,
and sonme-day the humanx will discover the secrets of the tunnels on its own.
When we're ready."

"We stand on the threshold of the discovery of the ages and you stand there
spouting Luddite cliches. " He eyed her pityingly.

She was not to be noved. "I just believe in taking exis-tence one universe at a
tine."

He backed up until he was standing next to the ovoid "Conme with ne, Fawn."

"Come with you? Cone with you where?" She watched himwarily. "Wat are you

t hi nki ng now?"

"We'l | go back. Instead of racing about aimessly we'll find some way to make
contact. Draw attention to our-selves. It is the right thing to do. You'll see

I have so many questions ... "

"Too many questions. |I'msorry, Pulickel, but you' re wong about this. Let the
Parramati dismantle the term-nal. Then we'll talk. I'm having enough trouble
trying to deal with this one world without having to worry about thousands.
Let's see if the humanx can get a proper handle on this one comer of this one
gal axy before we expose it to a few thousand others we know not hi ng about and
may not be able to handle. Somehow | don't think that we and the thranx are the
only intelligent species with an agenda for advancenent."

He stared at her in disbelief, tight&#8209;!ipped and quivering with anger and
frustration. Had she |l ost her mind or just gone troppo? She'd been too | ong
alone in this place.

Finally he woul d get the recognition he deserved. CGovernment &#8209;w de, soci et y&#8209; w de
recognition; not just piddling little pronotions in the aftermath of each

assi gn-nment successfully carried out. He woul d have anythi ng he wanted. This
woul d make hi mthe nost fanmous scien-tist in the Conmonweal th, placing himon a
level with Newton and Einstein and Kurita. And his coll eague, his friend, wanted
to consign it all to the care of a group of heavyé&#8209; | egged aborigi nal aliens, who
intheir turn would reduce it to a pile of useless, inert green rocks.

Absurd, unthinkable, nmad. He woul d not be deni ed.

He had only once used the pistol that was part of his field kit. It was intended
for defense agai nst Senisran's |ess benevol ent species. But he'd carried sinilar
devices on other worlds and was no stranger to their function. They were tools,
not hi ng nore. Wt h&#8209; careful deliberation he removed it fromits hol ster.
"... and that's why we&#8209;" Fawn was telling Ascela and Jorana when she saw the
gun. She stopped in md-sentence, her eyes w dening. Pulickel had seen her
surprised before, but never shocked. A first time for everything, he told

hi nsel f.

"What ... do you think you are doi ng?"

"You know, Fawn, a nman waits all his fife for one big chance, one rea
opportunity to rise above the crowd, to distinguish hinmself fromthe herd. To
take it and fail is bad, but not to take it at all is a hundred tinmes worse." It
felt good to give voice to his feelings. He m ght not con-vince her, but he was
certainly convincing hinself.

"Most people never get that chance. |'ve spent a career toiling for the
Departnent, doing good work but not great work, receiving comendations but not
accol ades. Wen the nedia want comrents on the division's inner workings, |I'm
never the one they interview Wen proce-dural decisions are made, |'mnot the
one consulted. |I'ma valuable functionary, but nothing nore. Wll, I'mtired of
being a cog."

She did her best to reassure him but she wasn't snil-ing. "Take away one cog

and t he whol e nachi ne stops."

"Nice try. Please don't cone any closer, Ascela." The big person had taken a
short hop toward the di mnutive xenol ogi st. Now she retreated. Fawn had
denonstrated the effectiveness of nodern weapons for the Torrel aua- pans on
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several occasions. Ascela herself had seen a pis-tol cut a revavuaa in half. She
passed a warning along to the increasingly restless big persons nearby.
Retreating slowy, Pulickel used his left hand to feel behind himfor the
entrance to the ovoid. "Please keep back. It would distress ne greatly if | had
to shoot anyone.™

Fawn just stared at him "Don't do this, Pulickel. You're not feeling well."

"On the contrary, | feel fine. Very nuch alive, thank you. Exhilarated, even.
I''m going back, Fawn. By ny-self, it seens. I'mgoing to try to make contact, to
learn as nmuch as | can, and then | amreturning. | will see that you receive due

credit for your degree of participation in this sem nal exploration.”
Wat chi ng the weapon, she chanced a couple of steps in his direction. "You need

to come back to the station with ne, Pulickel. You need to rest. I'll take care
of you." Striking a pose, she bestowed on himthe nost inviting, sexy smile in
her considerable but infrequently unveiled arsenal. "Cone with ne, and we'l|

talk it over."

"Just stay back, Fawn." The pistol didn't waver. "Tell everyone to keep away."
This wasn't as difficult as he feared. Unable to see over the heads and ears of
their tightly packed brethren, nost of the Parramati were un-aware of what was
goi ng on.

Still pointing the gun, he clinbed backward into the ovoid and sat down. It was
easi er now. They could only cone at himfromone direction. As he tried to watch
Fawn and the nearest big persons sinultaneously, it oc-curred to himthat he was
going to |l ook very foolish if this time the device didn't react to his presence
and not h-i ng happened.

Her expression a mx of hurt and anger, Fawn noved to converse with Ascela. He
coul dn't hear what they were saying, but they glanced frequently in his
direction. Let themlook all they wanted, he thought grimy. He was snug and
secure within the ovoid.

It was all bluff, of course. He couldn't shoot anyone. But the Parramati did not
know that, and Fawn didn't know himwell enough to count on it. Especially if
she thought he'd gone off the deep end. By the tine she reached the concl usion
that he was incapable of harming another intelligent being, he would be |ong
gone. O so he hoped.

As he sat pondering, the pistol positioned |oosely be-tween his knees, the
entrance seal ed over. The sensation of novenment returned and the outside world
darkened as for the second time the ovoid slid backward into the ter-mnal.
Qut si de, he could see Fawn shouting at him and gesticulating. No sound
penetrated his shelter.

He snmiled to hinself. Throughout his career, his offi-cial reports had been
nodel s of precision and organi-zation. The one he intended to file from Torrel au
would top themall. It had to, since it was destined to be filed al ongsi de On
the Origin of Species, A CGeneral Theory of Relativity, and Proposals for a
Special Gravitational Al-gorithmfor Space&#8209; Pl us Routi ng.

For a second time that night blackness envel oped the ovoid. Vibration increased.
He was on his way.

Chapter Twenty

It seemed to take a little longer than the first time until the capsul e burst
out into the realmof fiery plasma tun-nels and rampant rivers of channel ed
energy. Having sone idea of what to expect, he was able to devote nore tine to
st udi ous observation and | ess to slack jawed amazenent.

After a while the tunnels began to fall fromview, ex-actly as before, unti
only the one down which he was racing remai ned. Arching sharply to the left, it
punched back into the star&#8209;rich region that had so entranced himand his fell ow
travel ers previously.

Sonewhat to his own surprise, he recognized several systems and structures in
passi ng. But then, he'd always been good at recording details for future

anal ysi s, and when sone of those "details" were the size of entire worlds, they
tended to remain firmy in nmenory.

He saw new negastructures, as well, and marvel ed afresh at the skills of those
who had fashioned them Woever these beings were, they had nastered the art of
materials science, for art it had to be called. They had bent matter to their
needs. He made notes using the ol d-fashi oned stylus and paper he always carried
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in his pack, and sketched as best he could. That human technol ogy, at |east,
seened to function without difficulty in this place.

Unexpectedly, the incredible starfield began to shift |less rapidly around him
He was sl owi ng, much sooner than on the previous journey. Putting up his witing
materials, he turned within the ovoid. No i medi ate changes were visible, but
then, the snooth interior offered little that was subject to alteration.

External notion ceased. Al about him channeled plasma roared silently. The
capsul e canme to, as near as he could tell in the absence of suitable reference
points, a conplete stop

While he did not panic, his curiosity was underscored by a growi ng tension. Wat
i f sonething had gone wrong? As ancient as the systemwas, it was not
unreasonabl e to expect that individual conponents would break down fromtine to
time. It was a dazzling, resplendent place to be nmarooned, but he could die here
as readily as in total darkness. As alone as it was possible for a hunan bei ng
to be, he sat and neditated and waited&#8209; for sonething to happen.

Only the sharp curve of the tunnel allowed himto see the object as it
approached. Though a long way off, he was able to determine that it was
definitely noving toward him |nmense beyond inagining, the star&#8209;treadi ng torus
was fringed with an exotic and unrecogni zabl e assort-nent of protrusions and

bul ges. It was acconpanied by a flotilla of other craft that darted and drifted
about it like worker ants attending to their queen. The | east of these vessels
was far larger than the biggest KK&#8209;drive ship ever built.

The plasma tunnel down which he had been racing was rapidly vanishing into the
exact center of the toroidal wanderer. It did not reenerge on the other side.
One did not have to be an alien nega&#8209; engi neer to understand what was happeni ng.
The road&#8209; bui |l ders were taking up the pavenent.

Where the tunnel disappeared there flared an aurora the size of the Earth.
Energy was not consumed so nuch as it was shifted. Unable in any way to affect
his own destiny, he stared, enthralled, as the torus maintained its nethodica
advance. If it did not stop before it reached him both he and the ovoid woul d
vani sh in an insignifi-cant puff of ruptured particles.

Then he was no | onger alone. Vehicles too small to be seen at a distance, which
had been dwarfed by the torus and its support craft, were suddenly hovering
close by, just outside the raging tunnel wall. As the conduit col-1apsed around
him he was able to nake out nore of the bi g&#8209; eyed, snooth&#8209; ski nned creatures he
and his conpan-ions had glinpsed so briefly on their previous visit. H s earlier
i npressions were confirnmed. Physically, at |east, these creatures . were

deci dedl y unprepossessing. Slight of stature, they were small beings with big
machi nes, and they were closing down the Parramati tunnel. Al because of hin®
Their aversion to uninvited guests could no | onger be deni ed.

Wil e several of the small superfast craft renained nearby, allow ng their
occupants to study him others vani shed, presumably returning to the vicinity of
the ad-vancing torus. He found that he was starting to sweat. Though he'd faced
death on nore than one world, it re-nmined a confrontation he did not relish.

A jolt sharp enough to knock him backward rattled the ovoid. Acceleration
resuned. Gathering hinself, he saw that the torus had begun to recede. O nore
likely, he fromit. H's sanctuary had been thrust into reverse. At the whi m of
alien engineers, he was going to live a little while |onger

Several of the small craft tracked his withdrawal, par-alleling the ovoid as it
retraced its path back up the tun-nel. Though he felt he was noving nore slowy
than before, he soon |lost sight of the plasmaé&#8209; consuni ng torus. Wen eventual ly
the starfield vanished to be replaced by the Gordian knot of intertw ned
tunnels, so did his escort.

For all their inconceivable physical acconplishnents, the engineers had struck
himas a timd species. It was an i npression, a sensation, that ran deeper than
a few brief visual contacts ought to have been able to convey, but no Iess
tangible for that. As tangible as the feeling that they didn't want anything to
do with himor with his kind.

Though he couldn't be certain fromwhat he'd seen, it seened that they were in
the process of closing down the tunnel permanently. Privacy and isolation were
one thing, paranoia was another. Had the entire gigantic apparatus required to
shut down the tunnel been brought into use only since his prior journey in the
ovoi d? Had that visit set off sonme kind of alarn? Certainly these cosnps
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-spanni ng beings couldn't be that frightened of him

The corollaries were unsettling. They inplied that there was sonething else to
be afraid of. Something that on the basis of a tiny, insignificant intrusion
woul d drive beings |like these not just to close off but to break down a
construct as conplex as the plasma tunnel, to elimnate it fromthe fabric of

exi stence. Fromwi thin the safety of the ovoid he had seen many wonders. What
was out there that he had not seen?

What was out there that so terrified these masters of matter?

The rationale for the terminal's original dissipation was clear enough. Its
makers no | onger had need of it and did not want it used. Its conponents had
been taken apart and scattered, perhaps in haste. Evolving subsequently,
prim-tive Parramati had | earned that when conbi ned, certain stones had usefu
consequences. By far the nobst conplex of these conbinations resulted in the

aut 0&#8209; reconstitution of the Senisran terminal. No doubt the engineers hadn't
counted on anyone di scovering the conponent stones, nuch |ess their inherent
reconbi nant capabilities.

Among ot her things, it suggested that they had left in haste. That, too, was not
a pl easant thought.

The bl ackness returned, blotting out his view of other tunnels and ranpaging
energies. In contrast to previous journeying, the ride becane bunmpy and uneven
Once, a violent wenching to the right slamed hi m agai nst the opposite wall of
the ovoid. Dazed, he lay on the floor, trying to focus on the rose&#8209; hued ceil i ng.
How far behind himthe consuming torus lay he did not know, but clearly its
operation was affecting the entire length of the tunnel

He found hinself wondering if it would collapse completely before he nade it
back to Senisran.

The ovoid began to slow and he rel axed. Any nonent now, he knew, it would start
to emerge fromthe termnal, the end would open, and he would step out to rejoin
Fawn and the waiting big persons. Feeling suddenly ashanmed, he knew he owed all
of them a general apology. Blinded by the light of potential discovery, he had
acted in haste and, not to put too fine a point on it, rather badly. He
de-term ned to nake things right with the Parramati as well as with his di smayed
associ at e.

The capsule cane to a halt. Qutside the transparent walls, darkness continued to
reign supreme. No soft noon-light, no welcom ng lanterns illum nated his anxi ous
expression. He could see outside, but only into varying degrees of blackness. A
feeling of dread crept over him

He had been here before.

On the fringes, on the edge, on the hal f &8209; saf e peri phery only, he sensed. This
time penetration was different, deeper, darker. He had traveled to the place
where thrived the worst nightmares of chil dhood, the threat of oblivion,
purgatory, and dammati on.

They had sent himhere, he realized as he tried to shrink back inside hinself.
The alien engineers had put himon course to this place, perhaps shunting the
ovoi d onto another tunnel. He'd been wondering what nade them so uneasy, so

appr ehensive of visitation.

Bewar e what questions you formul ate, he thought feebly, for you nay get answers.
Bringing up his knees, he drew hinself into a tight fe-tal ball with his soul in
the center. Only the faint pink glow that emanated fromthe capsul e walls kept

hi m sane, gave himsonething to focus on. Though the tunnel that had brought him
to this place remained intact, even the burning plasma of its substance was
overwhel nred and subdued by the nonstrous, invasive darkness that seermed to be
everywhere and everything. Wiile his senses fed him perceptions he didn't want,
his mind conjured i mages he was unable to bani sh.

Sonet hing was out there. A formess form it was growing curious about the

m croscopic intrusion in its mdst. He wanted to scream but feared provoking
nore intimate attention. He was also afraid that when he opened his nmouth
not hi ng woul d energe. Wile the conposition of the Presence remai ned unknown to
him he had no doubt as to its active nature.

It was Evil.

H s mind shrank fromconfrontation, fromcontemplation. Once there m ght have
been stars in this place. Suns, planets, people not unlike humans or seni or
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even alien nmega&#8209; engi neers. Al gone now, all vanished; beaten down, overwhel ned,
smot hered by the darkness that oc-cupied this space. There was only one of it,
he sensed, and it was everywhere.

It wanted nore. It wanted totality, and was relentless in its search for

pat hways and conduits to other places. Tunnels, Pulickel told hinself. It
possessed no directing intelligence, no mndful purpose. It was a disease, a
cosnoti c pathogen, ainless and blind as a bacterium and it had to be isol ated.
Vaster than imgination, it relentlessly consuned gal axi es, whol e uni verses,
engul fing themlike trophies, snuffing out the Ilight of stars and intelligence,

| eavi ng behind not so much as a breath of interstellar hy-drogen to begin the

i fe&#8209;reacti on anew.

This, Pulickel knew, was what the engineers were so afraid of. They had used the
tunnels to flee. He understood.

Per haps his understanding triggered sone nental -nechanical subset of a kind he
could not understand, or possibly it had all been carefully timed. The engineers
could not only build: they were al so capabl e of compas-sion. They woul d show him
this thing, but they would not | eave even one intelligent being to it. To do so
woul d have been to violate their own rationale for existence.

Besi des which, the dead could not |ead by exanple.

A m ndl ess gi bbering Sonething reached out to flay his soul, but he was already
beyond its reach. The ovoid was noving again, carrying himaway fromthat place
of aversion and | oathing, picking up speed as it fled. The doors of his mnd

whi ch had shut tight in self&*#8209; defense, began to reopen. Cold sweat plastered
shirt and shorts to his skin

He' d been exposed to only an insignificant portion of It, he knew, for a

m nuscul e length of time, and that was too nuch.

It felt as if days had passed, but in reality it had been only mnutes. He'd
returned full of questions to the universe of the engineers, and had received
one answer too many. Now he wanted only to get away, to go home. Hone was Earth,
but Seni sran woul d do. Anyplace there was light and life would do.

Di d uni verses bicker? he wondered. Oblivious and in-different to what he thought
of as life, did light do battle with the darkness? He'd al ways thought of the
cosnps as a fractious place, but never before as a sinister one. The physica
revel ati ons and technol ogi cal enlightennent for which he had enbarked on his
present journey seened suddenly inconsequential. Everything seened suddenly

i nconsequenti al .

Careful, he told hinmself. That way lies the | assitude that |eads to nadness.

Not long after he deternined that he was likely to sur-vive the experience, he
found hinself returned. Plainly visible through the transparent walls, agitated
Parramati rushed the energing ovoid. Many were arnmed. Towering above them Fawn
was borne along in their mdst.

Movi ng, the capsul e stopped. Sealed, it opened. Trying to rise, he found that he
couldn't nmove. So tightly had he balled hinself up that his | egs had cranped in
posi tion.

"Hel p me," he heard hinself say. It was a pal e shadow of his normal voice, but
his voice it was. He was aston-ished at how relieved he was to hear it.

Several big persons squeezed into the ovoid. Their arns and hands were not
strong enough to lift him but they used their powerful hind legs to gently push
hi m out the aperture.

"Pulickel ? You can get up now." Fawn was there, star-ing down at himwith a

m xture of mstrust and concern. Wen she saw that he couldn't nove, her

m sgi vi ngs vani shed. "He's alive but there's sonmething wong with him" she said
to Ascel a, who stood close at hand. As the Parramati bent to assist her
col | eague, she carefully re-moved his pistol fromits holster.

They carried himaway fromthe term nal and over to the edge of the neadow. Wth
her support and that of the attendant natives, the errant xenol ogist slowy
regai ned the use of his |inbs.

Behi nd and around them the chanting had resunmed. Not quite a dirge, it rode on
a cadence that was noticeably slower than what had gone before. Boosted by his
fellows, a big person from Mal |l atyah stood atop the glowing green termnal. As
the others | ooked on, he renpbved a | arge center stone fromthe summit and passed
it down to waiting hands.

The piercing shaft of emerald |ight w nked out. Near the base, the glassy ovoid
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sank back into the interior. One by one, the howing stones were detached from
the re-markabl e structure they had formed and were distributed anong the
gathering, like a sugar cube being dissenbled by ants. The resonant whine that
had filled the neadow and reverberated through the surrounding trees faded to
si | ence.

The Goggel ai was over.

Cl ouds masked the noon, enhancing the inportance of lanterns and torches. Fawn
eyed her coll eague reproach-fully. "Think you can wal k?"

Bendi ng, he massaged his thighs. "I hope so. 1'd like to wal k. How do | | ook?"
She squinted in the intermittent |ight. "Like you' ve been through hell."
"Sonmething like that." He | ooked behind him "I see that they're taking the

term nal apart. Good.
"Good?" She frowned in confusion. "That's not what you were saying a little
whil e ago. What nmade you change your mi nd?"

Haunt ed eyes gazed back at her. "Being through hell. | will explain later, as
best | can. There's a lot to explain. | got answers to questions, but they
weren't the ones | wanted to ask." Turning, he started purposefully toward the
shrinki ng mound that had been the ternminal. "This is taking too long. Let's help
t hem ™

She hesitated. "That nmay not be such a good idea. A nunmber of themwant to kil
you. Afewwuld like to kill me, as well."

He nodded understandingly. "They can't hurt ne. |1've already died. If they don't
do anything to ne, | amcer-tain they will not harmyou."

She noved to join him "You're very sure of yourself. Wat happened to you in
t here?"

"A mnor epiphany. |'mpretty sure I|'mthe sanme per-son | was when | left, but
believe that the basic nodel has suffered sone inprovenents."

They were not allowed to join in the dismantling. Be-fore they could reach the
remmants of the terminal, they were surrounded by a cluster of excited big
persons.

"Do not try to talk to us again. W do not wish an al-liance, a treaty, with
either you or the AAnn," the | eader of the group declared |oudly.
Pulickel's response was an apol ogetic smle. "I know W won't try to force one

on you anynore." Fawn | ooked at himsharply but he ignored her. "You nmust do as
kusum di ctates, and we will abide by that."

Clearly his response was not the one they had been ex-pecting. G adually weapons
were put up and nuch soft barking ensued. It was Jorana who finally spoke

"Be warned. You know the stones, but if any others of your kind conme to study
them we will throw theminto the deep sea."

The stones, Pulickel wondered, or any newconers? He hoped to avoid either
eventuality. It was evident that the stones could be studied only with the aid
and acqui -escence of the Parramati. Any further attenpts to push the issue would
result in the loss to science of the stones and all they represented. He wanted
very much to learn nore about them He just didn't want to use themto go
travel i ng.

He' d done enough of that.

The cluster of arned Parramati wavered. Pulickel junped on their indecision. "I
prom se that if you let us go, neither I nor FFan will speak of this night to
our big persons. No others will coarse&#8209;at |east, not for a long tine. Let us
stay and learn the ways of kusum Isn't that what you want?"

"We never tried to prevent it," Jorana responded. "It was only that you and the
shi ny&#8209; ski nned ones thought you knew better, that your ways were superior."
Fl ash-ing, slitted eyes cane close to exanune the xenologist's face. "l see that
you now know ot herw se. "

"I"'m not sure about that,"” Pulickel replied, "but I do know that certain roads
are nmeant to be avoided. F an and | nust follow our own kusum but that does not
mean we cannot |earn from yours.

"W will report that the Parramat Archipelago is not ready for devel opnent.

Requests for nining concessions will be denied and actively discouraged. W will
hel p you mai ntain your kusum"
The Parramati di scussed the xenol ogi st's words. Though Pulickel 1istened

intently, he was unable to deci pher their overl apping dial ogue. But their

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20FIinx%208%20-%20The%20Howling%20Stones.txt (126 of 129) [1/16/03 6:53:44 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%6208%20-%20T he%620Howling%20Stones.txt

posture was no |onger threatening, and he allowed hinself to feel hopeful.
Conversation ceased and Jorana turned to face the two hunans. "W will accept
this if FF an will guarantee it." The senior big person | ooked pointedly at

Pul i ckel . "She has never broken her word to us."

"OfF course | guarantee it." She put a hand on Pulickel's shoul der and squeezed
firmy. "1"lIl keep himin line."

Now t hat the tension had been rel eased, he couldn't re-press a grin. "l believe
I would like that."

Jorana's lips curled approvingly. "It is good that you finally recognize the

truth of kusum" A three&#8209;fingered hand reached for his own. "Now we can be
friends again."

The xenol ogi st accepted the proffered fingers in the traditional entw ned
manner, having to strain his less flexible joints to accommpdate those of the
far nore limber seni. "I amsorry for what happened and for what | did.
Sornetimes if you want something badly enough, it can make you blind and dunb."
Fatigue and the | ateness of the hour led to the gradual breakup of the great
gathering. Carrying their respective stones, individual big persons retired to
their assigned | onghouses and huts. Tonorrow, Fawn knew, the inpres-sive arnada
of outriggers lined up on the beach bel ow woul d once nore put out to sea,
swal | owed up in ones and twos by the blue horizon on their way back to out-lying
alien islands replete with unknown nysteries and exotic nanes.

They slept in Torrelauapa that night. By mdnorning, Pulickel avowed as how he

t hought he coul d manage the hi ke back to the station. Taking no chances, she
noni -tored his vital signs at regular intervals. A couple of tines he stunbled,
but without injury. By the time they topped the |ast ridge he was near
exhausti on.

"I wonder," she hypot hesized as they started down, "if the Parramati have the
only correct view of existence and every other sentient species is wong. Mwybe
we should all adopt their belief system"”

"Not if it neans having to live by the rules of the sa-cred stones." Pulicke
spoke with feeling. "Learning their properties is one thing, letting them govern
your exis-tence is another." He shook his head. "Too many sur-prises there.”

"I'f we don't report an occasional revelation, we'll be replaced here," she

war ned him

He wasn't worried. "We'll handle it. If we do things right, eventually Ophhlia
authority will tire of reading pleasant nothings about the Parramat Archi pel ago
and fo-cus on nore fertile and accompdating island groups. We'll bore themw th
mldly entertaining but commercially unviable discoveries. Meanwhile we'll |earn
what we can about the stones.™

"And then?" she pronpted him

He stepped carefully over a slippery spot. "I don't know, but |I'msure we'l]l
find out." He smiled. "Kusumwill tell us how to proceed."

She frowned at him "You sound |ike a convert. Wat happened in there? Did you
have sonme kind of religious experience?"

To her surprise, he took his tinme replying. "I don't know. | haven't deci ded yet
if it's quantifiable. But | will let you knowif and when | figure it all out.”
He wasn't joking, she saw. A ready quip sprang to mind, and then she renmenbered
the expression that had been frozen on his face when they'd haul ed hi mout of
the ovoid. She decided, for now at least, to swallow the joke.

She watched himcarefully all the rest of that day and into the norning of the
next. By breakfast tine he was nearly his usual inperturbable, infuriating self.
"How do you feel ?" She picked at her reconstituted onelet.

"Worn out, dizzy, utterly drained."” He sipped at his juice. "Thoroughly ashaned

of mysel f."
"Forget it. The Parramati forgave you. | guess | can, too." She waved a utensi
at him "l understand tenpta-tion. | gave in to it once. It wasn't

prof essi on&#8209; rel ated, but it did cost nme a piece of nyself."

"Want to tell ne about it?" he inquired solicitously.

"No. Let's just say it had to do with the male need to triunph and conquer over
all odds." She didn't |look up at him

"Don't gender &#8209; general i ze ne."

"Why not?" Now she did look up. "It's one of those psychol ogi cal components of

human society that we'll never be able to rid ourselves of entirely. Deal wth
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it. 1've had to."

"I think we should start with a growing stone," he said calmy, changing the
subject. "A small one. Fromits study we can hopefully extrapolate and infer a
great deal .’

"I"ll speak to Ascela about it." Her comment was non-comittal. "Wen the tinme
isright." They ate for a while in silence before he spoke agai n.

"I don't think it's going to matter if the howing stones are ever used to
reassenbl e the term nal again or not. Be-cause they were shutting down the
tunnel behind ne. The engi neers.”

"Shutting it down?" She eyed himuncertainly. "How do you "~shut down' sonething
i ke what we experienced? It's too big, it's&#8209;"

"Small," he told her. "Very small. In the schenme of things. On the scal e of
megad&#8209; engi neering. Wiile they were doing it they sent ne sonepl ace el se." The
dark spot in his mnd that wouldn't go away flared like burn-ing oil. "They

wanted to show nme sonet hing."

"I's that what you neant before, when you spoke about being through hell?" Her
tone was gentle.

"It was the worst thing you can inmagine. Universal evil. O naybe a universe of
evil, I don't know. All | do knowis that | amglad no one will ever be able to
access it from Senisran. The engineers are hiding fromit. At |least, that's the
i npression | received."

"I'"mnot sure | understand."

"I amnot certain | do, either." He finished the last of his juice.

"Why put a term nal on Senisran?" she wondered after a pause. "Wy this worl d?"
"Why not Seni sran? Maybe you were right, Fawn, and there are di sassenbl ed
termnals on other worlds. Now that we know what to | ook for, we mght be able
to find them" H's voice fell. "I"mjust not so sure that would be such a good
i dea. W& might accidentally open a tunnel to the wong place. To that place.
Only when we know nore about the stones, about how they function and on what

| evel s, will humanxki nd be able to think seriously about collecting howing
stones and accessing tunnels.”
She nodded understandingly. "Qther worlds will have to be searched, of course

It's the way we're nmade."

461 know. But there are all kinds of searches. Vigilant and circunspect is best.
To be safe, the know edge nust be restricted and access controlled."
"I"'mcertainly not sorry I mssed what you went through,"” she told him

"Yes. Be glad that you did. Try as | may, and believe nme, | intend to, it's
sonething that will never leave nme. Each tine | relive it, | will diealittle.
But there is some-thing I wll always wonder about."

Leani ng back in her chair, she deliberately put her amazing | egs up on the table
for himto enjoy. "Wat's that?"

"If the race we've been calling the engineers, with their sun&*#8209;girdling
artificial worlds and plasma tunnels and bl ack-hol e energy vents, noved from
here to there&#8209;and why. O if this galaxy, this universe, was just another way
point in their travels. In their search.”

Wth effortl ess and unsurpassing grace, she crossed her |egs. "Search? Wat kind
of search?"

Reluctantly he shifted his eyes away fromthe expanse of exposed flesh. "For a
safe place."

Swi nging her feet to the floor and rising fromher seat, she wal ked around the
table until she was standing be-hind him Wth great deliberation, she put one
hand on his forehead and eased hi m back agai nst her. She could not see himclose
his eyes, but she could hear him sigh.

"The Parramati are right about one thing, Pulickel To-nochelor. Each of us picks
his or her own road. Me, | choose not to worry about whether one universe is
bat-tling for dom nance over another, or over several." She stroked his brow,
enjoying the slight but solid weight of himagainst her. "For a long tine |
wasn't sure that | liked you. Then | wasn't sure what was going to happen to
this installation, or to us. Now |l'mnot entirely sure what | want to do next."
Hi s voice was easy now, relaxed. "You' re not sure of very much, are you?"

"What do you expect? |I'm human." He sensed rather than saw her smile. "It's ny
kusum "
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I n anot her space, in another place unimaginably far away and incal cul ably
difficult to reach, the Xunca consi dered what had happened. They woul d not
interfere, of course. They had fled for reasons that could not be conproni sed
and in the quiet interval that resulted had raised their civilization to heights
greater than even they had once thought possible.

QO hers were not so fortunate. The Xunca nonitored them and so knew. But they
never interfered, limting their concern to their own safety and wel | &#8209; bei ng.
They could do nothing for others |lest they pique the interest of the thing. If

t hat happened, they would be forced to nobve again, and that was no | onger such a
sinple matter. Be-sides, they had grown fond of their current cosnos.

They were confident but frightened, assured but afraid. Perhaps some day their
science would reach a level that would enable themto deal finally with the

anci ent nene-sis. Until then they could only live, and strive, and hide. Lesser
civilizations would have to fend for thensel ves.

In their observations they had nade note of one excep-tion. Unpretentious and
easy to overlook, it was so ex-travagantly different even they failed to
understand it. Wether it could affect the thing they did not know It seened
unlikely, but it was such an anomaly that nothing could be ruled out. O ruled
in.

So they continued to watch and nonitor and observe. Not out of concern for the
survival of the anomaly's species, or out of any elevated sense of altruism but
be-cause despite their grand and unparall el ed acconplish-ments, they had not
lost the curiosity that had raised themto their present lofty |evel of
acconpl i shrent .

Al so, they were |onely.
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ALAN DEAN FOSTER was born in New York City in 1946 and raised in Los Angel es,
California. After receiving a bachelor's degree in political science and a

master of fine arts degree in notion pictures from UCLA in 1968&#8209; 69, he worked
for two years as a public relations copywiter in Studio GCity, California.

He sold his first short story to August Derleth at Arkham Col | ector Magazine in
1968, and ot her sales of short fiction to other nagazines followed. Hi s first

try at a novel, The Tar&#8209; Al ym Krang, was published by Ballantine Books in 1972.
Since then, Foster has published many short stories, novels, and film
novel i zati ons.

Foster has toured extensively around the world. Besides traveling, he enjoys
classical and rock nusic, old filnms, basketball, body surfing, and

wei ghtlifting. He has taught screenwriting, literature, and filmhistory at UCLA
and Los Angeles City Coll ege.

Currently he resides in Arizona.
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