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       To my brother, who took us on a walk around Trillium
Lake one early summer's day and taught my children the names of
all the wildflowers.





chapter 1

    Syl Gordon wriggled. She jerked and squirmed. She squeezed
her eyes shut, gritted her teeth and let herself go limp. Nothing
helped. Her body didn't budge one nanopel. Her brand new perfect
career had just become hung up on a giant tree.

    She had no idea how it had happened. One nan she was
strolling down a perfectly safe-looking path, the next she was
attached to the enormous trunk. Now--a hanan later--she was still
stuck despite her best efforts, and was fairly sure she had missed
that all-important first meeting. Nor had she seen a soul since she'd
passed through the enormous gates of The Simjul Research
Institute.

    The decision to walk because it was such a beautiful day and
the institute's grounds so stunningly beautiful was, in retrospect, a
poor one. Like so many of her decisions. Had anyone missed her yet?
Would anyone even bother to look for her? If she were her employer,
she'd probably politely suggest she find other employment. This job
had sounded so interesting and she'd been so certain she could make
it work. Being stuck like an insect on a gantweb was not part of the
plan.

    Her father would laugh and assure her better things were in
her future.

    Her mother would stifle a sigh and try not to look
dismayed.

    Her brothers and sisters... Her eyes flew open and she
renewed her struggles. She really didn't want to think about the
reaction from her over-achieving siblings.

    If her twin...

    A small, red insect scuttled across a fan of fallen leaves
toward her left foot.

    Her mind blanked.

    Two more little red insects darted in pursuit of the first. The
three congregated right at the toe of her amethyst temptation
crossover shoe. At the beginning of the day, the shoes had seemed a
perfect match for her new outfit acquired to celebrate her new
career. Now, with one shoe garnering interest from creatures whose
intent was unclear, they didn't seem like such a perfect choice,
especially since they exposed more skin than they protected.

    More insects appeared. The tiny red puddle at her foot
expanded. A soft hiss rose in the warm, humid air accompanied by an
increasingly noxious odor. The puddle ebbed and flowed.

    Since a miracle might have occurred in the last ten nans, Syl
sent a hasty petition to the gods that they not let her fall and end up
with little red spots smashed all over her fashionable pale purple
tunic, and tried to launch herself forward again. Something ripped
somewhere in her clothing, but her body remained glued to the
tree.

    An ever-growing colony of smelly insects now almost
completely surrounded both her shoes.

    How had this happened?

    "Watcha doin'?"

    "Eek." The surprised shriek left Syl's mouth before she could
stop it. A human had appeared from nowhere and stood planted at
the fringe of the red puddle. As humans went, it was very small. A
midget. No, on closer inspection, it appeared to be a child. A very
dirty one.

    Syl knew nothing about children.

    Buried under layers of muck, this one could be male or
female. She decided on male since she was certain a girl would never
tolerate being in such a deplorable state.

    The midget child peeled back his lips, revealing a wide gap
in his teeth. He popped a grubby digit in his mouth and contemplated
her with sapphire eyes as big as bam-stones.

    Reluctant to take her eyes off her best chance at rescue yet,
Syl slid her gaze as fast as she could first in the direction in which
she'd been headed, then in the direction from which she'd come.
Ignorant she might be about pre-pubescents, but a child this small
would surely be in the company of an adult. Deliverance had to be at
hand. Problem was, she couldn't see anyone in either direction on
the fused metalplat-paved, narrow trail, which wound its way
through tall, feathery, silver-green fronds and squat bushes with
dark bronze leaves the size of small star vessels. She focused on the
child again.

    The digit came out of his mouth with a loud slurp. "Stuck,
aren'tcha?"

    "Ah, maybe." In Syl's opinion, it was too early in their
acquaintance for complete transparency.

    "That's the pinicolan tree. Everyone knows it likes to grab
ya." The digit went back into the midget's mouth.

    "They do? I mean, it does?" Syl sincerely hoped it could also
be persuaded to let go.

    The digit popped out again. "Whatcha doing here then? It'sa
'portant fact. You can't be here if ya don't know that."

    Syl was beginning to feel an aversion to the know-it-all child.
The perfect career was teetering on the verge of destruction. "Of
course I know that." And while the knowledge might not be lodged in
her brain, she had authorization tokens to prove it. Her conscience
reminded her that the authorities in the tokens might not be exactly
legal, but that was her employer's responsibility, wasn't it?

    She decided it was time to go on the offense. "Are you with
someone?"

    "Huh?"

    What? Now the child had developed hearing problems? "Are
you with someone? You're a bit young to be on your own, aren't
you?"

    Really, what responsible adult would let a child this small go
wandering on his own in an exotic garden filled with plants that had
bizarre proclivities, such as snatching live things?

    "I'm this many." The child flashed stubby fingers on both
hands, but he was too fast for her to count them. "An' I'm 'llowed to
play on the paths. Can't go past the birran bushes. Can't go near the
lake. Can't... Huh?" The child tilted his head.

    It took Syl a nanonan to realize he was listening to a
well-concealed communicator.

    "I'm at the pinicolan tree with the stuck lady." The child's
gaze flicked toward Syl, then away. The expression on his face was
almost bored. It made Syl wonder how often this strange creature
encountered people attached to the giant tree.

    "Nah," the child said, and let loose a heavy sigh. "She's just
stuck. There's a bunch of grittles chewing on her toes too."

    Ack! Chewing on her...? Syl looked at her feet. The swarming
mass of red insects was twice the size it had been, but so far none
had actually ventured onto her skin. That she could see anyway. She
shot her gaze back to the child. What did he know that she didn't?
Her toes were goners for sure if the insects decided they were
hungry. She might be able to bring herself to sacrifice her pretty
purple crossovers and start stomping, but she wouldn't be able to get
all of the insects. The smell emanating from the heaving red puddle
was starting to make her head swim.

    The child was beginning to wander away down the
path.

    "Wait," Syl yelled. "Who're you talking to? Can you get me
down? Can they get me down?"

    "Hafta go." The child's voice was almost lost in the rustle of
insect activity. "Hava lesson."

    "Wait, don't leave me here." The note of panic in her own
voice made her cringe, but she had visions of her body left to hang on
the tree, to become a mere curiosity for the few privileged souls
allowed to visit The Simjul Research Institute.

    The child was already gone.

    The puddle of insects at her feet hissed louder. Another
wave of noxious fumes saturated the air and made her gag.

    "Beautiful day, isn't it?"

    "What? Who said that?"

    The path in either direction was clear.

    The fumes that were making her lightheaded were also
making her imagine things now.

    Something tickled her toe. A quick check revealed nothing.
No red insects chewing on her. That she could see anyway.

    A pair of very large, brown half boots entered into her line
of vision right at the edge of the red puddle. Sand colored breeches
were tucked into the boots. A tunic, the same color as the boots,
topped the breeches. It was cinched in at the waist with a wide belt
decorated with a number of odd-looking instruments. Above the belt,
it stretched across a very broad chest.

    Syl absently wiggled her toes as the tickle grew worse. She
let her gaze wander across a dark stubble-covered chin, narrow lips
that had a decidedly grim look about them, high cheekbones, large,
straight nose and-- Oh, holy steaming starpits, the most beautiful,
brilliant sapphire eyes she had ever seen on any human.

    A small part of her brain that was still functioning
recognized that the expression in those eyes was none too friendly,
but Syl couldn't look away. The color fascinated her, even when they
began to cloud and darken.

    "You're trespassing."

    The two words were growled, but it was the same voice that
had just remarked pleasantly on the beautiful day nans before, she
was sure of it.

    "I have a permit," she said. Her voice sounded nothing like
her own. It came out as an unimpressive, high, raspy squeak.

    The man grunted and raised an eyebrow. The action drew
her attention to the gleam of sapphire on his temple.

    Steaming starpits. He was Clan of Mariltar.

    Right there, that should have killed her fascination and the
warm little tingles busy multiplying all over her body. It didn't. She
heard another growl.

    "Sorry," she gasped, wondering if the insect fumes were
messing with her brain. "I didn't catch that."

    "I asked the name of the tree you've attached yourself
to."

    What an odd question. But then, nothing about this day had
really been normal. She was, after all, stuck to a tree and no one
seemed to think it unusual. She thought back to her conversation
with the midget child. "It's a pinicolan tree."

    He grunted again. His stern expression seemed to relax. A
sudden strong breeze ruffled his untidy dark hair. For the first time,
she noticed he held a long staff in one hand that had an odd tangled
frond on the point that wasn't resting on the ground.

    The tickle had spread to both her feet. Syl tore her gaze
away and glanced down. Her beautiful shoes had disappeared under
a writhing, smelly red blanket. "Do you think," she said, without
looking back up, "you might be able to help me?"





chapter 2

    Jarek Mariltar studied the exotic creature pinned to one of
his favorite specimens. Certainly The Simjul Research Institute had
never seen a visitor like her. She was really quite lovely, small and
delicate, with huge violet eyes and a mass of long, dark
ambersap-colored curls.

    Her clothes were quite bizarre. Her shoes, if you could call
them that, barely covered the bottoms of her feet and appeared to be
held on by narrow straps encircling her legs, over the hole-filled
leggings, to her knees. Her thin tunic molded to her curvy little body,
except for the filmy skirt and sleeves that floated and fluttered with
every gust of wind that was now swirling down the path. Tunic and
leggings both seemed to be covered with tiny icicles. And everything
was a pale purple.

    No scientist he knew would wear such highly impractical
clothes while working. No woman he knew would be so calm as
hundreds of insects crawled up her all but bare legs.

    She was a complete fraud, albeit a fascinating one.

    The question was, which of his meddling friends, or
competitors, had dreamt this one up?

    Another stronger gust of wind made the branches of the
enormous tree groan. The answer would have to wait. The storm
was moving in fast.

    He extended the staff and poked gently at a knot near the
base of the tree's trunk. The great trunk rippled and shuddered. The
woman suddenly pitched forward and fell flat on her face. Within
nanonans, the
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