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Prologue
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Come see our world, a dark green ball

An emerald drifting in a lightless sea

Silent as the thought of a falling star

Tethered to a yellow sun like yours

.

Look down on us from high above

Eleven pearls strung round a burning jewel

Ours, like yours, the third rock from the sun

One of four warmed in the inmost rings

.

Beyond are four giants, then two icy titans

And far beyond them, deep in the endless night

Circling slowly in the dark, is the eleventh

The cold, lonely home of the Banaan

.

Now up close, see the silva rise like breath from stone

A vast lattice of limbs and leaves

Three miles high, trunk upon trunk entwined

Each one massive as a mountain

.

Casting a giant shadow on plains and deserts

It covers the oceans, rises from the depths

Mighty roots burrow below polar ice

Trees beyond counting, all bound in a single, silent sway

.

Now descend past the canopy’s green mantle

Down through dripping leaves and laden mists

Slip between giant trunks, through moss and bone

To a dimly lit path worn deep by ancient footsteps

.

Look there: a thin gray creature moves slowly

Wolf-boned, trailing a ghostly path

Bearing the weight of years and pain

Lame, lost in memory, he still serves his clan

.

This is Katan, a watcher in the web of leaves

Tracing the ancient path beneath the green

His gaze is bound to the living and the dust

As he bears the weight of terrible news
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1 | Shining Mountain
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Long ago, Katan was young and strong, a warrior and a hunter. Now he is older, thinner and weaker. His eyes, bright and clear in his prime, are clouded, often downcast and brooding. His thick black fur has faded to gray. Five of his six legs are healthy enough given his age, but his left foreleg cannot take much weight, causing him to wobble a bit as he moves.

He has been traveling for three days, bringing terrible news to the clan.

Katan approaches the edge of the clearing, limping slowly out of the forest. Looking around, he pauses to take in the sights and smells of home: the network of narrow footpaths, the faint aroma of smoke from the firepit, the assortment of rough wooden structures for storing firewood, and underneath it all, the mingled aroma of his people who have lived there for countless generations.

Across the clearing rises the great sandstone cliff, pocked with dozens of ancient caves dug from the soft stone. There are almost no silva trunks here in the clearing, although they stand in regular intervals throughout the rest of the forest and, as far as Katan knows, across the entire world. This oddity, combined with the cliff’s soft stone, makes this place ideal for a clan village.

In one of the larger caves lives Pataza, the clan leader. There is a rumor that in the deepest recesses of her cave, hidden from visitors’ sight, are etched the sigils of every clan leader who lived there before her. It is said there are hundreds of carvings, so many that the entire back wall is covered with them. Of course, Katan would never have been allowed there, even in his younger days.

On the other side of the clearing, Katan sees Pataza and the other two members of the clan council. They are sitting and chatting in the dim sunlight that filters down through the silva. Slowly and painfully Katan crosses the open ground and approaches them. They look relaxed, but he knows that is about to change. He is about to kick over a stinger nest, but it can’t be helped. His job is just to report what he’s seen. The rest is up to them.

Katan crouches submissively, tail tucked under his hind legs, forepaws flat on the ground in front of him. He keeps his eyes down, not daring to look at his superiors directly. 

He feels their eyes on him, waiting until their conversation ceases. Daring to look up, he sees Pataza acknowledge him with a slight nod of her head. 

“The humans have emerged again,” he says, managing to keep his voice clear and steady.

The three council members abruptly stand up and face him. Their tails are held high. The one on the far right, an old, scarred male named Maza, says, “Tell us more, damaged one.”

Katan ignores the slight, though he wonders briefly if Maza is referring to the old injury to his leg or something else. He replies, “It was three days ago. Seven of them came out from the great shining mountain. All full-sized, from what I know of their kind.”

He tries not to wince from the pain in his left foreleg, which is worse than usual. It never healed completely from the desperate battle he’d fought decades ago, and three days trek through the forest has only made it worse. He really needs a shot of glowjuice, but that will have to wait.

Katan can feel Maza’s cold eyes on him. “What were they doing?” he demands.

“An opening appeared in the shining mountain,” replies Katan, “just like the time before.” He doesn’t have to remind them of the terrible events of the time before, when the visitors emerged and brought so much pain and death. “Then the creatures came out, single file. They arranged themselves in what looked like a defensive perimeter in front of the doorway. At least, that’s what it looked like to me.”

He immediately regrets speaking such weak words in front of these three who hold his fate in their paws, but he is determined to show no fear. He presses on. “The first four were holding dark sticks in their, ah, upper paws. These looked like the deathsticks we know from before. One of them looked directly towards me, even though I was well hidden in the watchers’ den. Then, three more came out. These carried bunches of long, thin sticks. Not deathsticks, something else.”

Katan pauses to look at them, trying to assess their reaction. Pataza’s gazes at him, her eyes like black rock, her expression unreadable. Maza’s eyes glitter, as if he is leading a hunting pack and has just spotted their prey. Zaka, the frail elder, just cocks her head, seeming more curious than angry.

He continues, “The three humans fanned out slowly, looking around. They seemed nervous, ready to run if they saw anything threatening. They each took maybe twenty steps away from the shining mountain. Then they began pushing their sticks into the ground, one at a time. When they were finished, there were maybe fifty sticks arranged in a circle around the shining mountain. Then the sticks began burning with a dim white light at the top end. The three retreated back behind the four who held the deathsticks. Then they all went inside the mountain.”

“Did they speak?” asks Zaka. Thin, with a gray muzzle and a bit of a tremor, she is the oldest member of the council.

“No.” That question seems harmless enough.

“Where were you during all this?” growls Pataza, standing in the middle. She has midnight black fur and a highly domed head. She’s the one who assigned Katan to keep watch on the shining mountain, the strange silver shape that stands in a clearing two or three days from the village. There had been no sign of movement there for years, but she wanted constant surveillance just in case. 

The solitary work of a watcher suited Katan just fine. Not inclined to socialize much anyway, the opportunity to spend time alone appealed to him. But now the long-dreaded event has occurred, and he expects this to be the end of his career as a watcher. Soon he will return to his quiet life near the bottom of the clan’s hierarchy.

“I was doing as you ordered, of course,” Katan replies, eyes fixed on the ground. “I was in the watchers’ den, just beyond the edge of the clearing. I’d been at the shining mountain for eighty days. As I said, this was three days ago, just before dark.”

“How much glowjuice did you have that day?”

“Not a drop.” Not entirely true, but close enough for the purposes of this meeting. 

“Ummm,” growls Maza. He turns to the other council members, ignoring Katan for the moment. “The last time those miserable creatures came out of the shining mountain, they brought fighting, pain, and death. Now it appears the time for such things has come again.”

The others are silent for a time. Then Pataza looks at Maza and says, “Those were dark times, yes. But these are even darker times. The simians are dying. Perhaps some good can come of this.”

“You can’t be serious,” replies Maza. “What good could possibly come of humans with deathsticks?”

“I don’t like them any more than you do, and I like their weapons even less. But the simians are disappearing. We have never known anything like this. The old stories say nothing about this plague, and there are no images in any of the deep caves. If this is truly the end of the simians, it will be the end of us. Not just for us and our families, but for all the clans. For all we know, it might be the end of all the people of the world. Something must be done.” 

She pauses for emphasis, then growls, “These are desperate times. We cannot just wait and watch our people die.”


* * *
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Ricky is the last one to go back inside the ship. Seventeen years old, tall, lean and muscular, he has the beginnings of a wispy beard, pale blue eyes, and long brown hair tied back in a queue. He points his rifle outwards as he backs slowly into the hatch which serves as the front door. “All clear,” he says.

Angie steps in front of him and pulls the door closed. Stocky, powerful, and dark-skinned, she easily spins the heavy locking wheel.

Ricky turns and looks around the entryway. All six of his siblings are there, standing uneasily. Today is the first time any of them have set foot outside the ship. Despite all of the shipmind’s preparations and their years of military training, Ricky can see they are scared.

They have good reason to fear the world outside the ship. These seven are the second generation of colonists, hatched from frozen embryos decades after the first generation was massacred by the large, six-legged carnivores they called wolves. The shipmind selected these embryos not to be explorers or scientists like the previous generation. These seven are fated to be soldiers, defenders of a human outpost, saviors of the species. Ricky and the others were hatched because the shipmind had no intention of letting the wolves kill off another generation.

“Status?” barks the shipmind. Ricky looks up at the wall-mounted video display to see a face he and the other the crew know intimately as their mother, their teacher, their platoon leader. She appears to be a middle-aged woman of South Indian heritage. Today she wears a military uniform, her hair tied back tightly. Her face, usually kind, looks deadly serious.

“Perimeter in place,” replies Marta, the comms specialist. She is almost as tall as Ricky, with olive skin, black hair cropped short, and under most circumstances, a warm smile. But not now. “All pickets functioning normally. If anything approaches, we’ll know it.”

“Good work,” says the shipmind. “Let’s see what happens.”


* * *
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Immediately after the first generation was wiped out in a large, well-coordinated assault by hundreds of wolves, the shipmind began considering alternative strategies for establishing a viable human colony. It was obvious the wolves were not just large predatory animals. They were intelligent, capable of planning and executing a complex military operation. 

The shipmind had no easy responses. It could, of course, build any number of different weapons of mass destruction and wipe out every wolf for a thousand miles in every direction. But that was not an option, at least for now. Long ago, the mission planners had embedded into the shipmind a powerful aversion to genocidal actions, making them unacceptable except in desperate situations. In the shipmind’s calculus, the massacre of a couple of dozen colonists was serious, but not enough to justify wiping out a sentient native species.

So, what to do? Sorting through its database of human conflicts, the shipmind found thousands of historical scenarios matching, to varying degrees, the current situation. There were also many fictional scenarios, ranging from hard sci-fi novels to zombie apocalypse stories, which the shipmind considered but did not take as seriously as the historical accounts. Among the relevant historical records were a small squad of German World War II soldiers trapped in a bombed-out building and surrounded by the enemy, a Native American village surrounded by hostile European settlers, and the siege of Masada during the first Jewish-Roman war. 

The shipmind was most interested in scenarios involving the encirclement of a small population by a powerful entrenched enemy. It did not classify the current situation as a siege, because there was no shortage of food, water, or other supplies. Even with seven live humans on board, there was a nearly endless supply of nourishment thanks to the ship’s vast stores of raw materials and the food printers. The shipmind could wait for years, decades, centuries if it wanted.

But still, the shipmind felt a certain sense of urgency to solve the problem. Waiting centuries to fulfill its mission of establishing a colony was not exactly a defeat, but it hardly counted as a victory either. 

It took no action for ten years. The delay was not needed for research, planning, and running simulations, which were completed in just a few minutes. It was to see what moves the wolves would make. But ten years passed with no further actions by the enemy other than surveillance by a few individuals who apparently thought they were not being seen. Eventually the shipmind felt the cost of doing nothing had increased to the point where it exceeded the perceived risk of doing something. 

It could wait no longer. It plucked seven frozen embryos from its library of two thousand, and began growing the second generation of colonists.


* * *
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“We need to discuss this,” says Pataza, dismissing Katan with a flick of her head. He rises and limps slowly across the village to his den on the outskirts of the village. On the way, he passes a dozen or so others but does not greet or even acknowledge them. 

His den isn’t much, just a simple hole scratched into the cliffside long ago, but Katan is comfortable enough there. It’s far from the center of the village and relatively quiet. He curls up on a bed of dried grasses and closes his eyes.

Later that day, a messenger arrives and informs him the council has summoned him. Surprised, he gets up, stretches, and walks back across the clearing. The three council members are seated again. To Katan’s eyes they look tired, as if they’d spent much of the day talking and arguing. Zaka in particular looks weary, her eyes half-closed.

Pataza says, “We have decided. You will return to the human infestation and attempt to make contact.”

He waits for more instructions, but none are forthcoming. How exactly he is to contact these ruthless killers is not clear. He concludes that the council considers him to be expendable. After all, he is old, lame, and overly fond of glowjuice. If he attempts contact and fails, well, the clan will learn valuable lessons from his death.

As he turns to leave, Pataza adds, “Takaqa will accompany you.” 

Takaqa is already waiting outside his den when he returns home. “Greetings, Katan,” she says, dropping her tail a bit.

“Greetings, Takaqa,” he replies. 

He knows her, of course. The clan has fifty-three members, not counting the clan babies, so everyone knows everyone else. But ever since the death of his mate so many years ago, Katan has become more and more reclusive. He knows little about Takaqa except that she is relatively young, intelligent, and has been seen often with a young male named Gana. He says to her, “The council has told me you will be coming with me to the human nest.”

“Yes,” she replies, dropping her tail even lower. “I hope this will not be an inconvenience to you.”

“Of course not,” he replies. “I will be happy for the company.” The prospect of having to keep up social contact with someone for several days is not something he looks forward to, but he has to admit there are advantages to two going instead of just one. He says, “It will take at least three days to reach the human nest. It is sometimes difficult for me to travel for long distances.” He doesn’t need to mention the old injury to his leg, which is obvious to anyone who sees him walk.

At first light the next day, they set out. At first, the follow the ancient trail through the dimly lit forest. When the trail ends, they push their way through underbrush, climb over gigantic tree roots, and splash through cold rushing streams.

The dominant feature of the forest is, of course, the silva. Their gigantic vertical trunks are covered in rough bark as hard as stone. The bark is rarely exposed directly, as it is almost uniformly coated with a dazzling variety of air plants and mosses, many of which give off a faint greenish glow in the dim light. In these moist vertical habitats, hundreds of different kinds of crawling and flying creatures make their homes, some as tiny as seeds and some as large as Katan’s head,

Each silva trunk is so large that if Katan’s entire clan formed a circle around it, each person would be a full body length away from the one next to them. They are arranged in a roughly hexagonal pattern about twenty body lengths apart, far enough that even with the spreading roots at the base of the giant trunks, there is still plenty of room to pass between them. 

The trunks grow straight up, not branching at all until far above the forest floor. Then, nearly out of sight from the ground, each trunk sprouts three equidistant branches at almost exactly the same height as its neighbors. Each branch reaches out horizontally to fuse with the branch approaching it from the nearest neighboring trunk, forming a stable, interlocking lattice of massive horizontal braces.

The trunks continue upwards. Far above the first branching is a second branching, and a third, and so on, until the trees and branches fade into the ever-present mists. From the forest floor it is impossible to see the top of the silva, or even to know how far away it is. 

Katan has never seen the sun, since its direct rays can never penetrate the vast network of silva branches and drifting mists to reach the ground. But some diffuse light manages to reach the ground. His world is softly illuminated in daytime by this filtered sunlight, and at night from the greenish glow of silva fungus and flashes of yellow from nocturnal flying creatures.

As they walk, Katan and Takaqa have plenty of time to work out their approach to the seemingly suicidal task of learning more about the humans. Katan has the benefit of many years of experience, though his memory for details had become a bit foggy due to age and his glowjuice habit. Takaqa, young and bright, is eager to ask questions and propose ideas.

“I don’t like the idea of attacking them,” Katan says, as they clamber over large, slippery boulders. “They have deathsticks and who knows what else. And these humans seem different from the ones who came before. These seem bigger, stronger, faster.”

Takaqa leaps gracefully over a puddle. “Okay,” she says, “so, we don’t treat them as enemies, at least not yet. We treat them as dangerous wild animals that need to be domesticated.”

Katan twitches his tail just a bit. “Oh? Tell me more.”

“We know how to tame an animal. First, win its affection by giving it tasty treats. Then tame it through shows of affection and more treats. Finally, train it to behave and do useful work.”

Katan considers this. It’s not a bad idea. Whether or not it will work with these murderous invaders is unclear, but it’s certainly better than a frontal assault. He says, “All right, let’s try it. What kind of gift do you suggest?”

“Something simple. Maybe a groundmouse.”

“Good idea.” Katan briefly considers giving the humans some glowjuice but he does not mention it, not wanting to bring Takaqa’s attention to his habit or, worse, have her report it back to the council. Also, he has no idea what effect the narcotic might have on the aliens. Better to go with groundmice.

Late on the third day they come to the shining mountain, the human nest. It stands alone in an open field, surrounded by burned stumps and blackened, half-rotted logs, grim reminders of the mountain’s blazing arrival when Katan was still young.

Takaqa has caught some groundmice along the way. They’d eaten a few and put the rest in woven sacks they both wore around their necks. Now Katan plucks one out of the sack, kills it quickly with his sharp teeth, and limps towards the shining mountain. As he approaches one of the glowing sticks, he sees its tip change from faint white to flashing red. Alarmed, he backs off and hides in the watchers’ den, behind a large silva root.

A short time later, two of the human creatures come out, carrying deathsticks. They look towards the red flashing stick, then beyond it, but apparently they cannot see Katan or Takaqa. After a while they retreat back inside the mountain.

“Those sticks are like sentries,” observes Katan. “Not dangerous, but they warn the humans of intruders.” Takaqa thinks this is obvious, but she politely defers to her elder and says nothing.

They wait for a while. As darkness falls, Katan limps close to the nearest sentry stick, stopping just short of where his previous trip triggered the stick’s alarm. He arches his back, standing on his middle and rear legs, and with his good right foreleg he hurls the dead groundmouse towards the shining mountain. It lands in the dirt just outside the hatch. He retreats, and they wait to see what comes next.
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“Something happened outside,” says the shipmind. It saw the arrival of the two wolves outside the clearing, detected the alarm signal from the picket, and heard the faint thump of the groundmouse hitting the ground.

Without saying a word, Ricky picks up his rifle and positions himself just behind the door to the hatch. He nods to Marta, who swings the wheel to unlock it. She opens it a crack.

Ricky looks out with night vision goggles, rifle at the ready. He doesn’t see any movement. Then, looking down, he notices a small dead rodent-like animal a few feet away. He stares at it.

He backs into the ship, and Marta closes the hatch. “Dead mouse,” he says.

A few of the others crowd around the small round window in the door, trying to see the dead animal on the ground, but visibility is poor through the thick glass portal. One of them grabs the wheel to spin it open, but the shipmind says, “No, wait.” They wait. 

“Tell me,” says the shipmind, “what is going on here?” 

Yuxi is a small lithe girl with pale skin, high cheekbones, close cropped black hair and narrow eyes. She says, “The wolves are back. They must have seen us last week when we set up the pickets. This is their response. It’s some kind of weapon. I don’t know exactly what it is. Maybe it’s poison, maybe it’s explosive. Whatever, it’s dangerous.”

Ivan, pale and blond, looks up from a book he’d been reading. He says, “Yuxi, you’re being paranoid. There’s no way this is a weapon. Look at it. It’s just an animal. It must have died and fallen from a tree. Or maybe it slipped and fell to its death.”

Yuxi glares at him. “You think this little animal just happened to show up at our front door while wolves are watching us at the edge of the clearing? That’s naïve to the point of being stupid. They are enemies, and anything coming from an enemy is a threat, even if it doesn’t look like one. Go back and read your Sun Tzu.”

Ricky generally does not like siding with Yuxi on this or anything else, but this time he agrees with her. He walks over to the wall and hangs his rifle on a hook. He says, “She’s right. It came from the wolves. We just don’t know what it is, or what it means.”

Marta says, “I once read a story from old Earth. There was a man who had a pet cat. The cat would go out, kill birds and mice, and bring them back to the man as gifts.”

“These aren’t pet cats. These are wolves,” mutters Yuxi.

Marta sighs and says, “I’m just saying, maybe they’re sending us some kind of message. If they just wanted to kill us, they’d use something bigger, right?”

“Not necessarily. They know they can’t make any kind of frontal attack. This might be a trick to get something dangerous into the ship.”

“Ah,” says Ivan. “A Trojan mouse. Cool.”

“All right,” says the shipmind. “What should we do?”

After some discussion, the crew arrives at a consensus. They first want to determine if the mouse is alive, so they send out a small rover to poke at it. The thing does not move. It is truly dead. Then they check for explosives by having the rover push it around and bang on it with a hammer. This has no effect. Finally they check for poison and bioweapons by bagging it, bringing it inside, and running tests on it. They find no evidence of unusual chemicals or other abnormalities. As far as they can tell, it is just a dead mouse. 

So while there is still a remote possibility it arrived at their front door as a result of a natural death, the most likely explanation is that it was delivered by the natives for reasons unknown. It could be a gift, or a warning, or something else entirely. For all they know, it could be a declaration of war.

From examining the faint skid marks left in the dirt by the incoming mouse, they determine the direction it came from. Sure enough, it had been thrown, or shot, from the place where the wolves were hiding. They set up additional video cameras to monitor that area. 

The next evening, another dead groundmouse arrives in similar fashion. The crew gathers around a computer screen to review the footage. They see, just outside the clearing, a large wolf arching its back to stand up on its four hind legs, rearing back, and throwing a mouse towards the ship’s main hatch. This one certainly had excellent aim. 

“Well,” says Ricky, “it looks like there’s a wolf out there. And it’s sending us gifts.”

Yuxi glowers at him. “If it came from a wolf, it’s not a gift. Wolves only kill.”

The shipmind says, “We lack the information we need to make an informed conclusion. Let’s see what we can find out.”

Now the shipmind has to recalibrate its strategy. They are looking not at open warfare but negotiation. At least, for now.


* * *
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Katan and Takaqa remain hidden in the watcher’s den, venturing out only to hunt or to relieve themselves. Every evening for the next three days, Katan throws another groundmouse at the shining mountain. Each time the door opens and a human scurries out to retrieve it. But there is no other response. On the sixth day he starts throwing two groundmice a day, once in the morning and once just before dark. Still no response other than the quick collection.

Katan is starting to think this is becoming a pointless exercise, but just after first light on the ninth day, the door opens and a strange little animal emerges. It is black, shiny, and has no face. It has four round spinning appendages instead of legs. It scuttles quickly towards them, making a strange whining noise. Katan and Takaqa remain hidden behind the tree root, not daring to move.

The little black animal moves just past the sentry sticks and stops. Then its rear end snaps forward and upward. Ten dead groundmice go flying through the air and land in the dirt. The black animal backs up, turns around, and retreats quickly back inside the human nest.

Takaqa looks at Katan, then at the scattered bodies of the groundmice, then at Katan again. She says, “Well, so much for giving gifts to the humans.”

“Maybe they don’t like the taste of groundmice.”

“Or maybe they are too stupid to understand how to eat one.”

“Unlikely. You’ve seen them briefly. I saw them for a longer time. These are not dumb animals. They are sending us a message. I just don’t know what it is.”

“Maybe they’re saying, ‘We know you threw these groundmice at us.’ Not much of a message, though. I was hoping for something more interesting.”

“Well, here’s something interesting. We threw eleven mice at them. There are only ten here.”

“Maybe they ate one.”

Just then, the door to the human nest opens and the shiny black animal scoots out again. It follows the same path as before. But when it comes to the spot where it launched its payload of dead animals, its back end flips up again. This time a dark flat object, about twice the length of a groundmouse but square and thin, spins through the air and thumps onto the ground. The black animal turns and retreats into the shining mountain.

The two of them look at the object for a while. It does not move. “Probably dead,” ventures Takaqa.

“Let’s take a look,” says Katan. He moves cautiously from his hiding place, picks the object up with his right forepaw, and limps slowly back behind the tree root. They both examine it. The surface is smooth, black, and shiny, like a highly polished flat rock. It reminds him of a smooth reflective stone he once saw in Pataza’s cave. But as they watch, the surface changes. A colorful image appears. 

Looking at it, Katan recalls a time long ago when he was younger and more fit and climbed to the top of the high cliff bordering their village. He’d seen the village from above, laid out like something one might sketch with a piece of charcoal from a firepit. This image is similar, but instead of looking down on the village, they are looking down at the clearing around the shining mountain. 

In the center of the image they see the shining mountain, looking strange when seen from above but still recognizable. Just to the side, not far from the shining mountain, are the shapes of three people with long dark bodies, thick tails, and large heads. They look a bit like Katan and Takaqa but it’s hard to be sure. The three people are seated on the ground, tails relaxed behind them. Facing them and also seated are what appear to be three humans, though it’s difficult to recognize them when viewed from above. Between the two little groups is something that looks like a campfire.

They study the image for a long time, turning it and looking from different angles. Then Katan says, “Looks like we’ve been invited to a meeting.”


* * *
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Pataza listens to the report from Katan and Takaqa, then she calls a meeting of the council. She says to Maza and Zaka, “We have no way of knowing what this is. It could be a trap, intended to lure us into an ambush. Or it could be an opportunity for negotiation. But the simian plague puts us in a terrible position, so I don’t think we can afford to ignore the invitation.”

Zaka says, “The image on the flat rock shows three people. So it’s obvious we need to send a party of three.”

“I will go,” says Pataza. “Maza and Zaka, you will come with me.”

Zaka says, “It’s a long journey to the human nest. Honestly, I don’t have the strength for it. Please select someone else.”

“What about Akana?” suggests Maza.

“No way,” snaps Pataza, her tail rising. “He’s a troublemaker and a fool. We expelled him from the council for a reason, remember?”

“He does know a lot about the humans, though,” says Maza, recalling the short-lived war against the humans.

Pataza looks at him. “He has experience, yes, but he is blinded by hatred. I would not trust him in a situation like this.” She pauses, thinking. Then she says, “All right, we will bring Katan. He’s the only one who has any current knowledge, however limited, about these creatures.”

Maza swishes his tail in grim amusement. “Good idea. If things go badly, his death would not be a great loss.”


* * *
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The next day, Pataza, Maza, and Katan set out for the human nest. Pataza also decides to bring Takaqa along, but she doesn’t tell Katan why.

Three days after departing the clan village, they arrive at the clearing. Pataza tells Takaqa to stay behind. The other three approach the sentry sticks, making no attempt to hide. They stand and wait. Near the middle of the clearing they see a campfire built but not yet lit.

Soon an opening appears in the shining mountain. Three humans emerge. Pataza is relieved to see none of them carry deathsticks. But one of them holds a flat rectangular object in one of its forepaws, resembling the one Katan brought back from his previous visit but about twice as large. It looks strange, unnatural, and it makes her a bit uncomfortable.

The three humans silently approach their side of the campfire. One of them steps forward and kneels down, holding a small silver stick in its right forepaw. A flame bursts from the silver stick and the campfire starts to burn. Another human places the flat object on the ground. Then the three humans stand and wait, looking across the clearing at Pataza and the others. They hold their forepaws outwards, showing they hold no weapons. 

Pataza, Maza, and Katan pad forward slowly. Pataza leads the way, tail as high as possible, demonstrating to everyone her undisputed leadership. Next comes Maza, walking casually, also showing dominance but being careful to hold his tail just a bit lower than his clan leader. Bringing up the rear limps Katan, not even trying to show dominance. 

The three reach the campfire and stand, Pataza between the other two, and gaze calmly at the three humans.

The three humans face them. One of them makes a downward gesture. Pataza says to her companions, “I think they want us to sit down.”

Maza growls, “We sit while they stand? This is an insult.”

“We are in their village, and we do not know our customs. Do as they say. Sit down.”

Maza mutters but dares not argue with her. They sit, settling their back and middle legs on the ground.


* * *
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Ricky, Yuxi, and Marta see the three wolves settle into a seated posture. They take this as an encouraging sign, and also sit cross-legged on the ground. Yuxi reaches slowly into her jacket pocket and removes a dead groundmouse. Then she takes out a telescoping metal rod with a pointed end. She stretches the rod out to its full length, impales the groundmouse on the end, and holds it over the campfire. The wolves watch her intently. For about five minutes she roasts the groundmouse. Then she stands up and cautiously approaches the wolves. She hands the rod, handle end first, to the nearest one. 


* * *
[image: ]



Maza takes the rod with his forepaw and stares at the roasted groundmouse. He says, “What is this? Why are they giving us burned food?”

Pataza says to him, “We do not understand their ways. But this is a meeting between clans, leaders to leaders. I think we’re supposed to take it as a gift.”

“If this is a gift, it’s the worst I’ve ever seen,” replies Maza. “It’s disgusting. They expect us to eat this?”

“Give it to me,” says Katan. “I’ll eat it. A little of it, anyway.” Maza grunts and passes him the rod. Katan brings the burned carcass to his mouth and tears off a small bit with his front teeth. He closes his eyes and swallows it, suppressing the urge to vomit. Then he stands up and gives the rod back to the nearest human, the one with the strange blue eyes.
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Ricky stands up. He takes the rod from the skinny old wolf, bites off a bit of the roasted meat, chews and swallows it. Then he places the skewered mouse on the ground. “I’m glad that’s over,” he mutters as he, Yuxi and Marta sat down.

With the food sharing completed, everyone relaxes a little bit. The wolves wait, evidently assuming the humans, the hosts of this strange party, are entitled to the first move. Sure enough, Marta picks up the tablet. She presses a button on its thin edge. It starts to glow softly. The wolves see the glow and their eyes widen, but they do not move.

Marta notices this. She is secretly pleased to see the creatures are impressed with the human tech. The meeting is being recorded, of course, but that won’t help them understand anything right now. She wishes she had a translator, but since they’d had almost no prior exposure to the wolves’ speech outside of battle cries and barked commands from twenty-seven years ago, there will not be any automated translation during this meeting. For now, they have to get by with pictures and gestures. And roasted meat.

Marta strokes a command on the tablet. Then she steps around the campfire and hands it to the large wolf sitting in the middle.


* * *
[image: ]



Pataza takes it in her forepaw and examines it, as the other two look on. A moving image appears on the surface of the flat rock. Katan had briefed her earlier about the flat rock’s ability to show moving pictures, but she still flinches a little when the image first appears.

On the flat rock she sees what appears to be a huge human nest viewed from above. It reminds her of an ant colony. Thousands of humans swarm everywhere, sitting, standing, walking, and doing incomprehensible things. Square-shaped objects race on paths past tall rectangular mountains with many openings. Overhead, great silver birds streak through the sky. After a while, the view zooms out until the vast teeming nest is no more than a dot on the surface of a blue-green ball hanging in a black sky. A long silver bird, similar to the shining mountain that stands before them in the clearing, rises up from the blue-green ball spewing fire from its tail. It flies through a black sky as white dots streak past.

The silver bird flies through the blackness for a while. Eventually it approaches another ball, this one emerald green, which also floats in a black sky. The bird approaches this ball, then turns end-over-end and begins to descend, fire blasting from its tail. As the image zooms in, the green surface of the ball is revealed to be a dense forest. Pataza realizes she is looking at her own silva-covered world. 

As the great silver bird lowers itself slowly into the forest, a plume of fire from its tail cuts a deep hole, burning everything around it to ash. Finally the shining bird settles in place, its own fires and the nearby burning trees flickering out. A plume of black smoke rises over the green world.

Pataza sets the flat object down. Ignoring Katan, she turns to Maza and says, “I don’t understand any of this.”

“It is a poorly told story,” he agrees. “All gestures but no words. It’s like a tale told by someone who knows no language. But I think they are trying to tell us the shining mountain is actually a large bird that flew here from the human nest.”

Katan, acutely aware of his lowly rank but wanting to be helpful, says, “Yes, that’s right. The silver bird has a faraway nest, but it left and came here. These humans are its young.”

Maza says, “There were many humans in that nest. Too many to count, far more than all the people in all the clans. And now humans are here. This is not good. If it is their way to live in such vast numbers, we cannot let them stay here. There will be more and more of them. They will spread over our land and turn it into that ugly thing we saw. In time, they will destroy our land.”

Pataza thinks about this. “Why would they show us their vast numbers, their huge nest?”

“I think it’s to establish dominance,” says Maza. “To frighten us. I cannot imagine how they can build the things we saw, or feed all those creatures in the nest.”

Pataza considers this. “These humans are powerful, and they are vicious killers. They may indeed spread like a plague and try to destroy us. But we have our own desperate situation, our own plague. We must see if they can help us. We can worry about containing them later.”

“When there are as numerous as groundmice?” asks Maza.

“Again, that’s a problem for another day. Right now, I must explain to these creatures what’s happening to us, and what we need from them.”

“But they don’t speak our language. It will be like talking to a bunch of simians.”

“These are not simians, Maza. These creatures can put moving pictures on shiny black rock. I can’t even begin to imagine how they do that. I hope they are clever enough to understand me.”

Maza says quietly, “But not clever enough to destroy us.”


* * *
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The humans listen as the wolves growl at each other, but they wait and say nothing.

After a while, the wolves conclude their conversation. The one in the middle stands up and begins to growl. The humans listen silently, uncomprehending, but the video recorder captures everything they say.


* * *
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Pataza looks from one human face to another. She’s not sure which is the leader, so she lets her gaze flicker across all three. “Thank you for telling us your story,” she begins. “We hope you will find a safe home here with us, and we hope humans and people can find a way to live together in peace. 

“We can help you to create a good home here. But in return, we want something from you. My story is long, but I will try to make it brief.

“Something, a plague of some kind, is killing the simians, the creatures that help us spread our seed throughout the world.”

Pataza pauses, looking at the humans to gauge their reaction. They seem to be listening intently, although they probably have no idea what she’s saying. Or do they? Are they understanding her words, or is she just howling in the wind? There is no way for her to tell. She briefly considers stopping to ask a question to see if they understood her, but decides against it. It would be inappropriate for a clan leader to ask these creatures a question; it would be like crouching before them with her tail down. No, this is not the time to show weakness. 

She continues, “We have seen little of your ways, so we do not know how humans produce young. I will tell you how it is with us. Our people pair-bond for life, but we mate only once. Half a year after mating, the female gives birth to a young one, or occasionally two. In the years to follow, she may give birth once or twice more, using the seed she received earlier from her mate, who comes from the same clan. We call these clan babies.

“If that were the only way babies were born, there would not be enough young ones to replace those who die. Also, since our clans are small, it could lead to family members mating with each other. So, we have another way. We call it the shared journey.

“The details of the shared journey are too complicated for me to tell you today. The only thing you need to know is that it is, for us, a matter of life and death. And we need the simians to play their part in the shared journey. If the journey is successful, our seeds will spread far and wide to other clans, just as seeds from other clans are spread to us. The old ones have taught us this is the only way our people stay healthy and strong.”

As she speaks, she notices the human with the blue eyes twitching the long thin claws on his right forepaw. Clearly he is nervous, which is understandable. Pataza and her companions are larger than the humans, with long sharp teeth and powerful claws. It would be all too easy for her and her companions to attack the humans and rip out their throats. 

Pataza continues to talk, making an effort to keep her voice non-threatening. “This is how we have lived since before our oldest memories. But not long ago, a terrible plague began to infect the simians, not just here but everywhere. The simians are dying. Without their help, we cannot spread our seeds. And without that, our people will eventually die as well.

“I believe we can help each other. You are newcomers to this land. There are only a few of you, and you do not know the ways of this world. We can help you. In return, you can help us. You look a lot like the simians. Larger and more intelligent, of course, but still, the similarities are obvious. 

“If you want our help, you can have it. All you need to do is play the role of simians. Help us make the shared journey to the land of the bright light. You will help your people, and ours.

“There is much more to discuss, but I have said enough for today. Please consider my words carefully. I hope we will meet again.”


* * *
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The big wolf stops growling. A brief pause, then the other two wolves stand up. The humans also stand, keeping their hands visible. The wolves turn and walk out of the clearing.

Ricky, Yuxi, and Marta watch them leave. Then they put out the fire, collect the equipment, and return to the ship.

“All right,” says the shipmind, “let’s get to work on this translation.”


* * *
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The translation was difficult and could not be completed to anyone’s satisfaction. The dominant wolf only spoke for a few minutes, giving the shipmind an audio sample too short for an accurate translation, and far less than what was needed to build a complete language model. The shipmind did
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