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PROLOGUE

THE Aivas FELT its sensors responding to a renewal of power fromthe sol ar
panel s on the roof above it. The wi nd must have become strong enough to bl ow
t he cl oggi ng dust and vol canic ash away fromthe panels. There had been enough
of these incidents over the past 2,525 years so that Aivas had been able to
mai ntain function, even if only at a very | ow maintenance |evel.

Runni ng t hrough the main operating circuits, Aivas found no mal functions.
Exterior optics were still obstructed, but once again the A vas was aware of
some activity inits vicinity.

Was it possible that humans had returned to the Landing facility?

It had not as yet conpleted its priority assignnment: to discover a neans to
destroy the organismthat had been termed "Thread" by the captains. It had
received no significant input to allowit to conplete that task, but the
priority had not been cancel ed.

Perhaps, with the return of humans, that assignment could at |ast be
conpl et ed.

Power began to swell its resources as the panels were uncovered; the
renoval was not haphazard, as would be caused by wi nd and weat her, but was
consistent with a workmanli ke activity. As nore of the panels were cleared,
sol ar energy recharged the |ong-unused power collectors. The Aivas responded
by distributing the revitalizing energy through its systems, running rapid
function checks through circuits | ong dormant.

Ai vas had been efficiently designed, and as power continued to be
available, it found itself in full running order by the tine the exterior
sensors had al so been uncover ed.

Humans had returned to Landi ng! Many of theml Once agai n humanki nd had
triunphed over tremendous odds. Aivas duly noticed through its adjustable
optical elements that they were still acconpanied by the creatures called
fire-dragons. Noise, too, was now filtering through the audi o channel s: hunman
voi ces speaking in unusual word patterns. A lingual shift? In 2,525 years,
that was entirely likely. Aivas listened and interpreted, measuring the
altered vowel s and slurred consonants agai nst the speech patterns that had
been programred into it. It organi zed the new sounds into groups and checked
themw th its semantics program

Wthin its vision came an i mense white creature. The descendant of the
bi oengi neer's first production? Aivas did a rapid extrapol ation fromthe
biolab's files and reached the inescapabl e conclusion that the so-called
dragons had al so matured and prospered. It searched for, but did not find,
"white" in the parameters of the engi neered species.

Not only had humanki nd survived the incursion of Thread for 2,525 years of
Threadfall, but it had flourished. The species had the tenacity to survive
wher e ot hers succunbed.

I f humans had been able to return fromthe Northern Continent, had they
al so managed to destroy the organi sn? That would be well done. What nust Aivas
then do if its priority was superseded?

Humans, with their insatiable curiosity and restlessness, would undoubtedly
have new tasks which an Artificial Intelligence Voice-Address System coul d
undertake. They were not, Aivas knew fromits menory banks, a conpl acent
speci es. Soon those who worked to clear the debris of centuries would uncover
the entire building and reach its position. It must, of course, react as its
pr ogram or dai ned.



The Aivas waited.
1
Present (Ninth) Pass, 17th Turn

BY THE TIME the Aivas had finished its recital of the first nine years of the
col oni zation of Pern, the sun Rukbat had set with an unusually fine display.
Not that many of the reverent listeners of the history that the Artificial
Intelligence Voice-Address Systemnarrated were aware of such externals.

During the hours that the Aivas's resonant tones had filled the chanber and
penetrated to the hallway beyond, nore people had crowded in to hear what it
said, jostling each other to get an occasional ook at the incredible nmoving
pictures with which Aivas illustrated its narrative. Those Lord Hol ders and
Craftmasters hastily sunmoned by fire-lizard nmessengers willingly crowded into
the stuffy inner room

Lord Jaxom of Ruatha had asked his white dragon, Ruth, to sumon the Benden
Weyrl eaders, so they were the first to join the Masterharper Robinton and
Mastersnmith Fandarel. Lessa and F' lar slid onto the stools that Jaxom and
Jour neyman Har per Pienmur vacated for them Piemur frowned at his mate,
Mastersmith Jancis, when she started to get down and gestured to Breide,
standi ng gawki ng in the doorway, to bring nore seating. Wen F nor, the Benden
W ngl eader, cane, he sat on the floor, where he had to crane his neck to see
t he screen, though he quickly became too engrossed in the history to notice
any di sconfort. Roomwas made in the small, crowded chanber for the Lord
Hol ders, Groghe of Fort, Asgenar of Lenbs, and Larad of Telgar. By then, Jaxom
had been pushed back to the doorway and politely but firmy refused entry to
anyone el se.

Subtly the Aivas increased its volume so that the tale was audible to al
those in the corridor. No one seened to mind the stifling cl oseness of room
and corridor, though matters inmproved when soneone considerately passed around
water and redfruit juice and, later, neatrolls. Someone al so had the foresight
to open as many of the windows in the building as possible, thus circulating
some air down the corridor, though little enough reached the Aivas chanber.

"The final message received by this facility from Captain Keroon was to
confirmthat Fort Hold was operational. This nessage was |ogged in at 1700,
fourth day of the tenth nonth, eleventh year after Landing."

VWhen the Aivas ceased speaking, there was a profound and awed sil ence,
finally broken by small scufflings as people shifted, al nost apol ogetically,
fromlong-held positions. A few polite coughs were quickly nuffl ed.

Feeling it incumbent on himto make some response to these historic and
unexpect ed revel ati ons, the Masterharper cleared his throat.

"We are deeply indebted to you, Aivas, for this amazing tale." Robinton
spoke with deep humility and respect. A murrmur of agreenent circul ated room
and corridor. "W have lost so nuch of our early history: It's been reduced to
myth and |l egend in many cases. You have clarified nuch that puzzled us. But
why does it end so abruptly?"

"There was no further input fromthe authorized operators.”

"\Why not ?"

"No expl anation was given. Failing prior instructions, this facility
conti nued observations until the solar panels becane cl ogged and power was
reduced to the mni mum needed to retain core integrity."

"Those panels are the source of your power?" Fandarel asked, his bass voice
runbling with eagerness.

"Yes."

"Those pictures? How did you do that?" Fandarel's usual reserved manner was
di scarded in his excitenent.

"You no | onger have recording devi ces?"

"No." Fandarel shook his head in disgust." Anong many of the other marvels
you mentioned in passing. Can you teach us what we have forgotten?" Hi s eyes



glowed in anticipation.

"The menory banks contain Planetary Engineering and Col oni zi ng data, and
the multicultural and historical files considered rel evant by the Col ony
Admi ni strators. "

Bef ore Fandarel coul d organi ze anot her question, F lar held up one hand.

"Wth respect, Master Fandarel, we all have questions to ask Aivas." He
turned around to signal Master Esselin and the ubiquitous Breide to conme to
the door. "I want this corridor cleared, Master Esselin. This roomis not to
be entered wi thout express perm ssion fromone of us present now Do |I make
nmysel f plain?" He | ooked sternly fromone to the other

"I ndeed, Weyrl eader, perfectly plain," Breide said, his manner as
obsequi ous as ever.

"OfF course, Weyrleader, certainly, Weyrleader," Master Esselin said, bow ng
with each use of Flar's title.

"Brei de, make sure you report today's event to Lord Toric," F' lar added,
knowi ng perfectly well that Breide would do just that w thout perm ssion
"Esselin, bring enough gl owbaskets to light the hall and the adjacent nons.
Bring a few cots or pallets, as well, and bl ankets. Sone food."

"And wine. Don't forget wine, Flar," Robinton called. "Benden wine, if you
pl ease, Esselin, and nake that two w neskins. This could be very thirsty
work," he added in a conversational tone, grinning at Lessa.

"Well, you're not going to drink up two skinsful, Robinton," Lessa said at
her sternest, "talking yourself hoarse with Aivas. Wich | can see is what you
have in mnd. |1'd say you already had quite enough excitenment for one day.

It's certainly nore than | can believe in one day."

"Be assured, Madam Lessa," Aivas said in a placatory voice, "that every
word you have heard is factual."

Lessa turned toward the screen that had di spl ayed marvel s to her, images of
peopl e who had turned to dust centuries before and objects totally foreign to
her eyes." | don't doubt you, Aivas. | doubt ny ability to absorb half the
wonder s you have described and shown us."

"Be assured that you have achi eved wonders of your own," Aivas replied, "to
survive the nenace that nearly overwhel med the settlers. Are those i nmense and
magni fi cent creatures ranged on the slopes outside the descendants of the
dragons which Madam Kitti Ping Yung created?"

"Yes, they are," Lessa replied with proprietary pride. "The gol den queen is
Ranot h-"

"The | argest dragon on all Pern,'
eyes tw nkling.

the Masterharper said in a sly tone, his

Lessa started to glare at himbut instead burst out |aughing. "Well, she
is."

"The bronze who is probably resting beside her is Mienonth, and I am his
rider," Flar said, grinning at his mate's disconfort.

"How do you know what is outside?" Fandarel blurted out.

"The exterior sensors of this facility are now operational."

"Exterior sensors..." Fandarel subsided into silent anazenent.

"And the white one?" Aivas went on. "It-"

"He," Jaxomsaid firmy but without rancor, "is Ruth, and I amhis rider."

"Remar kabl e. The bi oengi neering report indicated that there .were to be
five variations, imtating the genetic material of the fire-dragons.”

"Ruth is a sport,"” Jaxomreplied. He had | ong since stopped bei ng defensive
about his dragon. Ruth had his own special abilities.

"A part of our history," Robinton said soothingly.

"Which," Lessa said with another stern glare at the Harper, "will wait
until sone of us have rested: "

"My curiosity will be contained, Madam"

Lessa darted a suspicious |ook at the dimscreen panel." You have

curiosity? And what is this 'nmadam ?'
"Gathering information is not restricted to humans. Madamis a title of
respect."”



"Lessa's respectful title is Weyrwoman, Aivas," F lar said with another
grin." O Ranmoth's rider."

"And yours, sir?"

"Weyr| eader, or Mienenth's rider. You have al ready met Masterharper
Robi nt on, Har per Journeynman Pienur, Mastersnmith Jancis, and Lord Jaxom of
Ruat ha Hol d, but et me make known to you the Mastersnmith Fandarel, Lord
Groghe of Fort Hold, which we have al ways known was the first to be founded-"
F'lar hid a grin at Lord G oghe's suddenly nodest deneanor. "-though certainly
not why. Lord of Telgar, Larad, and Lord of Lenbs, Asgenar."

"Lenos? I ndeed." But before the listeners could react to the nmild surprise
in Aivas's tone, it continued. "It is good to know that the name Tel gar
survived. "

"W have | ost the know edge of the nanming," Larad nurnured. "And are
prouder to know that the sacrifices of Sallah and Tarvi are renmenbered so
lastingly."

"Aivas," F lar said, standing squarely in front of the screen, "you said
that you were attenpting to di scover where Thread cane from and how to
extermnate it. Did you cone to any concl usion? "

"Several . The organi sm known as Thread is sonmehow attracted to the
eccentric planet which, at aphelion, pierces the OCort Coud; as it approaches
perihelion, it drags matter with it into this sector of space. This trailing
cloud disgorged a little of its burden into the skies of this planet.

Calcul ations at the time indicated that this would continue for approxinmately
fifty years, at which time the material in Pern's orbit would be exhausted.
Cal cul ations al so indicated that there would be recurrences of the phenonmenon
at intervals of two hundred fifty years, give or take a decade either way."

F' I ar gl anced about to see if anyone had understood what the Aivas was
sayi ng.

"Wth due respect, Aivas, we do not understand your explanation," the
Harper said wyly. "A great deal of tine has passed since Admral Benden and

Governor Boll led the settlers north. W are currently in the seventeenth Turn
-what you call a year, |I think- of the Ninth Pass of the Red Star."
"Not ed. "

"It has al ways been assumed,"” F' lar said, "that Thread came fromthe Red
Star."

"It is not a star: the nost reasonable explanation is that it is a stray
pl anet, probably drawn out of its native system by sone odd event, traveling
t hrough space until it was attracted by Rukbat's gravitational pull and becane
trapped in this system The matter you call Thread does not come fromits
surface. It originates in the OCort Coud of this system™

"And just what is an Oort C oud?" Master Fandarel asked ingenuously.

"According to the Dutch astrononer Jan Cort, the eponynous cloud is
conposed of material orbiting a sun far beyond the orbit of its outernost
pl anet. Conetary nmaterial |eaks fromthe cloud into the inner part of the
system In the particular case of Rukbat, sonme of the material is hard-shelled
ovoi ds that change in a peculiar manner, losing their outer |ayers and
attenuating on contact with the upper atnmosphere, falling to the surface as
what has been termed 'Thread'; this resenbles a voraci ous organi smthat
devours carbon-based organic nmateri al

Fandarel blinked in his attenpt to digest the information

"Well, you did ask, Master Fandarel," Piermur remarked with a m schi evous
expr essi on.

"Your explanations only confuse us, Aivas, for none of us have the | earning
to understand them" F lar said, lifting a hand to indicate that he was not to
be interrupted. "But if you knew, and presumably our ancestors knew, what
Thread was and where it came from why didn't they destroy its source?"

"By the time this facility reached those concl usi ons, \Wyrl eader, your
ancestors had renoved to the Northern Continent and did not return to receive
the report."

A depressed and defeated sil ence prevail ed over the room



"But we are here now," Robinton said, straightening up on his stool. "And
we can receive your report."

"I'f we can understand it," F' lar added drolly.

"This facility has educational progranms that can supply renedial teaching
in all branches of science. The prinme directive given this unit by captains
Keroon and Tillek, as well as Adm ral Benden and Governor Boll, was to gather
i nformation and formulate a course of action that would end the threat posed
by these incursions.”

"Then it is possible to renpve the threat of Thread?" F |ar asked,
carefully schooling his expression to reveal none of the hope that he was
feeling.

"The possibility exists, Wyrleader."

"What ?" was the incredul ous response of everyone in the room

"The possibility exists, Wyrleader, but will require tremendous effort
fromyou and quite likely the majority of your population. First, you rust be
abl e to understand scientific | anguage and learn to work with advanced
technol ogy. In addition, access to the main banks of the Yokohama mnust be
obtained to add to rel evant data on asteroid positions. Then a course of
action can be initiated that could probably result in the cessation of these
i ncursions. "

"Possibility? Probably result? But the possibility exists?" F lar strode to
the screen and put a hand on each side of its subtly gl ow ng bl ankness. "I
woul d do anyt hi ng-anything-to rid Pern of Thread."

"I'f you are prepared to relearn lost skills and perfect them the
possibility does exist."

"And you would hel p us?"

"The end of these incursions remains the first priority of this facility."

"Not half as much as it is of ours!"™ Flar replied. F nor fervently
seconded him

The Lord Hol ders exchanged qui ck gl ances, hope warring with surprise. The
destruction of all Thread was what F' |ar had prom sed them ni neteen Turns
bef ore when he had becone | eader of Pern's then single Wyr. Benden's w ngs of
brave dragons and riders had been all that stood between the certain reduction
of humanki nd on Pern to hunters and gatherers by the totally unexpected
resunmpti on of Threadfall after a |apse of four hundred Turns. In their
extremty, the Lord Hol ders had promni sed support of all his energency
nmeasures. Struggling with the exigencies of the Pass, they had quite forgotten
his vow. But all three were quick to perceive the advantages to themif they
could al so see the disadvantages to the Dragonriders-to be quit of their
ancient responsibilities. Jaxom as both rider and Hol der, regarded F'lar with
consternation. Yet there was no doubt the Benden Weyrl eader neant exactly what
he said-that he would do all he could to rid Pern of Thread forever.

"Then there is nuch to be done," Aivas said in a brisk tone. Al nost, Master
Robi nton thought, as if the thing was relieved to have enpl oynent after so
long a recess. "Your Records, Masters Robinton and Fandarel, woul d be of
i mense val ue in assessing your history and potential, and what know edge of
sci ence you currently possess. Certainly a synopsis of your own history would
assi st an evaluation of the educational prograns required to achi eve your

goal . "

"The Harper Hall has assiduously kept accounts," the Harper said eagerly,
"though the ol dest of them have becone illegible over the hundreds of Turns
whi ch have passed. | think the nore recent Records of the seventeen Turns of

this current Pass would informyou adequately. Jaxom could you and Ruth
possibly go to the Harper Hall and collect then®"
The young Lord Hol der inmedi ately rose.

"I'f you wouldn't mnd, bring Sebell and Menolly,"
at F'lar, who nodded enphatically, "back with you?"
"The records of my crafthall," Fandarel began, inching forward on his

stool, winging his huge hands together in an uncharacteristic gesture of
tension, "are m ssing so nmany words and expl anations -perhaps even one about

Robi nt on added, gl ancing



this OCort Coud. Generally what's missing is just where we cannot possibly
figure out fromthe context what was neant. If you were able to tell us what
words were missing or corrupted, you would be granting the nost inval uable
assistance to our efforts at self-inprovenent."

He was about to continue when Robinton's hand on his shoul der stopped him
They all heard Master Esselin come bustling down the corridor, directing those
who carried food, cups, and wi neskins to hand them over to Jancis and Pienur.
He perenptorily gestured those carrying pallets and bl ankets into the smaller
adj acent roons. At a nod fromF |lar, he horned back down the corridor, out of
ear shot .

"A nonment, dear friend," Robinton said when Fandarel was about to continue
his request for help. "Aivas, you may have all the information the col onists
considered relevant, but | don't really think we should dispense it without
due consideration.”

"Exactly what | was about to say," F |ar added.

"Discretionis a built-in feature of this Aivas nodel, Mster Harper,

Weyrl eader. You shoul d di scuss anong you who is to have access to this
facility and in exactly what ways it may be of use to you."

The Mast er har per groaned, holding his head in both hands, and was
i medi ately surrounded by Lessa, Piemur, and Jaxom

"I"'mall right, I'mall right," he said testily, waving themoff." Have you
all realized just what this source of know edge can nmean to us?" H s voice was
rough with enotion." I've only now begun to absorb how profoundly this
di scovery coul d change our lives."

"I'"ve been struggling to absorb that nyself,’

" Flar said with a grim

smle." If this Aivas knows sonething about Thread and the Red Star that would
help us ..." Flar halted, his hope too precious to express aloud. Then he
smled wyly and held up his hand."” First, | believe it is extrenely inportant

to decide the question of who should be permitted into this room As you
poi nted out, Robinton, Aivas cannot be accessible to everyone.™

"Definitely," Master Robinton said. He took a long swig of the wi ne he had
poured for hinself." Definitely. Considering that crowd in the hall, there's
no way we can censor the discovery of Aivas nor, " he added, holding up his
hand at the protests, "do I think we should. However..." He grinned." W can't
just have anyone who wants to popping up here and nonopolizing -this-"

"Facility," Piemur put in, his expression genuinely thoughtful." Wen word
of Aivas gets about, there'll be any nunber of people who'Il want to talk to
Aivas just to say that they had, because they don't grasp its significance."

"For once | agree with you, Pienur," Lessa said. She |ooked around her. "I
think there's enough in this roomright nowwith a real need to talk to Aivas
and the common sense and courtesy to know when to stop." She paused to cast a
stern eye on Master Robinton, who grinned back amiably. "Certainly we are
representative of the planet -Wyrleaders, Masters, and Lord Hol ders-so no one
can say Aivas is being nonopolized by one group. O is that too many, Aivas?"

"No." For sone reason this easy acceptance nmade the Msterharper grin.
Aivas went on. "The authority may be expanded or contracted as may be deened
necessary. To recapitulate, it is permtted for you..." And all those in the
room were naned in pleasant baritone tones.

"And Jaxom " Pi emur added quickly, since Jaxom had gone on Robinton's
errand and someone needed to speak up for the third party to the origina
di scovery of Aivas.

"And Lord Jaxom of Ruatha Hold," Aivas amended, "to command ny services. Is
that correct? Very good. The necessary voiceprints have been registered,
i ncluding Lord Jaxom s, whose voice | registered earlier, and this facility
will respond to no others, or in the presence of others, until further
notice."

"As an added precaution," Master Robinton said, "to change that roster, there
nmust be one of the Weyrl eaders, one Master, and one Lord Hol der present in
this room" He glanced about to see if that precaution was acceptable.

Just then, Esselin bustled down the corridor to ask if there were any



fisher orders for the night.

"Yes; Esselin, assign the nobst responsible and | east curious of your nen to
guard the building s entrance. Only Lord Jaxom and those who acconpany him are
to be pernmitted to enter the building tonight."

By the time Esselin had assured F'lar of his total cooperation, a rather
tense di scussion had started between Fandarel and Larad as to which crafthalls
shoul d have precedence in | earning from Aivas.

"I'f I may interject a suggestion," Aivas said loudly, startling themall,
"it is arelatively sinple matter to expand this facility to accomobdate many
requi renents. " When the silence | engthened, Aivas added in a mlder, alnost
apol ogetic tone, "That is, if the contents of the Catherine Caves are stil
i ntact and undamaged?"

"Do you mean the caves at the southern side of the grid?" Pienur asked.

"Those woul d be the ones."” To the bew | dernent of the watchers, images of a
variety of itens appeared on the screen. "And these are the objects required
to supply additional stations."”

"Your beaded panels, Piemur," Jancis said, clutching at his sleeve with one
hand and pointing excitedly with the other.

"You're right," Piermur said. "What are they, Aivas? W seemto have boxes
and boxes of them all different sorts.”

"Those are conputer cards." To the listeners, it sounded as if Aivas's
nmeasured tone betrayed a discreet excitenent. "Were there also any of these
obj ects?" And boxes were displayed with screens that were smaller replicas of
the screen facing them along with rectangles resenbling what Aivas had
identified as a touch panel
"Yes," Master Robinton said with surprise. "I couldn't think what they m ght
be when | saw them swathed in that thick film"

"If there are sufficient parts in good working order, then there need be no
contention for access to this facility. These were the remai nder of the
ordinary processors. Al other voice-activated units were packaged for
shipnment to the north and, it seens, |ost, but these elementary nodels will
admrably suit the current need. Wth sufficient power, up to twelve stations
can be accommodat ed wit hout affecting response tine."

Once agai n the audience | apsed into nunb sil ence.

"Do | understand you correctly?" Fandarel began, after clearing his
throat." You can divide yourself into twelve segments?"

"That is correct.”

"How can you do that?" Fandarel demanded, spreading his. arnms wide in
di sbel i ef .

"Surely, Mastersmith, you do not limt yourself to one hearth, or anvil or
forge, one hamrer, one fire?"

"Of course not, but | have many nen..."

"This facility is not a single hearth or fire or hamrer, but nmany, and each
can work as diligently as the others.”

"This | find very hard to understand," Fandarel adm tted, scratching his
bal di ng pate and shaki ng his head.

"Before you is a machine, Mastersmith, which can be segnented, and each
di screte part can function as a separate tool."

"I don't begin to understand how you can do that, Aivas, but if you can, it
woul d certainly solve the problens of priorities,"” Master Robinton said,
grinning fromear to ear. Ch, the questions of past paradoxes that could now
be answered by this marvel ous creature! He took a large pull of his w ne.

"To create these separate tools,"” Aivas went on, "will, in itself, provide
the first of many | essons that nust be understood before you will be ready to
attack your prinmary objective, the annihilation of Thread."

"By all means, let us begin then," F lar said, rubbing his hands together,
infused with the first stirrings of real hope he had felt during the last few
grueling Turns of the current Pass.

"There isn't enough space in here for a dozen of us all talking with a
dozen of you, Aivas," Lord Larad of Telgar said reasonably.



"There are other roons in this building that can be utilized. |ndeed, it
woul d be wi se to have separate offices, and perhaps one | arger room where many
could observe and learn. It is best to begin at the beginning," Aivas said,
and suddenly sheets began to roll out of a slot to one side of the main
screen. "These are the itenms that will be needed in the nmorning, the tools
that will be required to construct the additional stations, and a di agram of
how to design this building to acconmodate them"

Bei ng earnest, Pienur caught the sheets as they were spewed out. Jancis
cane to his aid.

"More material will soon be needed for the printer," Aivas went on "Rolls
shoul d be stored in the Catherine Caves with the other supplies. Paper would
be an acceptabl e substitute."

"Paper?" Larad excl ai nred. "Wod- pul p paper?"

"I'f nothing else is available, that will do."

"I't would seem Asgenar,"” F' lar said with a chuckle, "that the skills of
Mast er Bendar ek were not devel oped a Turn too soon."

"You have lost the skill of extruding plastic fromsilicates?" Aivas asked.
Mast er Robi nton thought he heard a note of surprise in its voice.

"Silicates?" Master Fandarel asked.

"But one of the many skills we have |ost,’
make diligent pupils.”

The flow of sheets stopped, and as Piemur and Jancis sorted them they
realized that there were six copies of each page. Wen they had assenbl ed the
sheets, they |ooked around expectantly at those in the room

"Not tonight," Lessa said firmy. "You' d break your necks stunbling about
those caves in the dark. W've waited this long, we can wait until norning.
And | think that we all shoul d* -she swung around to pinion the Msterharper
with a stern eye "either seek a bed for the night or go back where we bel ong."

"My dear Weyrwonan," Robi nton began, pulling hinself erect. "Nothing,
absol utely nothing, including your direst threat would conpel ne-" And
suddenly he seemed to wilt and fold in on hinself. Pienur caught the cup
before it fell fromthe Harper's hand. As-he supported his Master's |inp body,
he had a smug snile on his face.

"Except of course the fellis juice | put in his last cup of wine,’
by way of explanation. "So let's get himto bed."

F'lar and Larad i medi ately started forward, but Fandarel held up one huge
hand. Picking up the long Harper in his arns, he nodded to Jancis to show him
where to put the sleeping Robinton to bed.

"Pi enur, you haven't changed, have you?" Lessa accused with a nock scow
that turned into a grin. Then, because she wondered at what the machi ne woul d
think of what it had seen, she added, "Aivas, Msterharper Robinton often lets
hi s enthusiasmget the better of his well-being."

"This facility is able to nonitor for physical stress,"” Aivas said." The
Mast er har per emanat ed consi derabl e excitenment but nothing harnful ."

"You are a healer, as well?" F' lar exclained.

"No, Weyrleader, but this facility is equipped to nonitor the vital signs
of those in this room However, the nedical information stored in files was
updated to state-of-the-art at the tine the expedition departed for this
system Your medics may wish to avail thenselves of this information."

F'lar's groan was audi ble. "Master A dive nust come here as soon as

Robi nton said ruefully. "W wll

he said

possi ble."
"Hal f the planet nust come as soon as possible," Lessa said tartly. She
gave a gusty sigh. "I doubt twelve of Aivas will be half enough.™

"Then |l et us organi ze ourselves," Fandarel said, returning fromhis errand.
"We nust contain our excitement and direct our energies in the nost efficient
way..." There were chuckles at the Mastersmith's use of his favorite word.
"You may | augh, but you know it is only sensible and tine-saving to work
efficiently, and we are each going in several directions at once tonight. W
cannot but be stinulated by this sudden gift fromour ancestors, but we should
do nothing hasty. | will go back to Telgar crafthold now, if F nor and Canth



will be so kind. | shall make suitable arrangenents and draft the services of
t hose who can help us delve into the caves to find the required materials, and
to find people to understand the di agrans Aivas has given us. But tonorrowis
soon enough. F nor?" And, raising his hairy eyebrows at the brown rider
Fandarel nodded to one and all, bowed courteously to the screen, and took his
| eave.

"A nmoment, F' nor,’
you join us?"

Larad said, "for | should return to Tel gar. Asgenar, do

Asgenar | ooked about himand smled ruefully. "I think I'd better |eave
now. My mind is seething with questions to put to Aivas, yet | don't think
could actually cone out with a sensible query. I'll bring Bendarek with nme in

t he norning."
Lord Groghe, who had said very little but |ooked exceedingly thoughtful
asked N ton to return himto Fort Hold.

"Jancis and | will stay here in case Master Robinton wakes," Piemur told
Lessa and F' lar. Then his mschievous grin surfaced. "And | won't ask ny eight
t housand five hundred and thirty-two burning questions all in one breath,
either."”

"Then | think we all bid you good night now, Aivas,
toward the dark screen.

"Good night." The lights of the roomdinmred to a faint glow One pulsing
green light remained at the bottomleft-hand corner of the screen

F'lar said, turning

Two hours |l ater Jaxomand Ruth arrived with both Harper Masters, Sebell and
Menol | y. The white dragon was festooned with sacks. By considerably reducing
the I evel of klah in the beakers Esselin had provided, Pienmur had nmanaged to
stay awake while Jancis got a nap

"One of us has to be alert tonmorrow to organi ze people,"” she had told the
young journeyman harper. "lI'mbetter at that than you are, |love." She had
given hima kiss to sweeten the coment.

Pi emur had no quarrel with that; with a nock-paternal kiss he settled her
on a pallet in the room beyond Master Robinton's.

Despite his joke about not asking questions, when Pienur returned to the
Ai vas room he found that he couldn't inmmediately formulate a single
intelligent query. Instead, with a cup in hand and the beaker beside him
Pi enur sat, bereft of words, in the senigloom of the chanmber.

"Ai vas?" he began tentatively.

"Yes, Journeyman Pienur?" The room bri ghtened enough for Pienur to see
clearly.

"How do you do that?" Pienmur asked, startled.

"The panel s that you and Journeywonan Janci s exposed yesterday are capabl e
of drawi ng energy fromthe sun: it is called solar power. Wen all the panels
are exposed, an hour's bright illum nation will power this unit for twelve
hours."

"You're not going to have ordinary usage fromnow on;" Pienur said with a
snort.

"A query: You apparently utilize the | um nescent organi smin handlights,
but do you not have some sort of power generation, perhaps hydroelectric
power ?"

"Hydroel ectric?" Pienur's quick ear allowed himto repeat the unfaniliar
wor ds accurately.

"The production of electric current by the energy of noving water."

"Master Fandarel uses water wheels in Telgar Smithcrafthold to drive the
big hammers and the forge bellows, but '"electric' is an unfamliar word.

Unl ess that's what Fandarel does with those acid tanks of his."

"Acid tanks? Batteries?"

Pi emur shrugged." | don't know what he calls them 1'ma harper. \Watever
"electric' is, solong as it is efficient, Master Fandarel will love it."

"Wul d Master Fandarel's equi pment resenble this structure?" The screen
suddenly lit up with a diagramof a water wheel



"That's it. How did you know?"

"This is the nost frequent primtive application. Have you explored the
Landi ng site, Journeyman Pienur?"

"I don't need ny title all the time, Aivas. Piemur is enough.”

"No disrespect would be construed?"

"Not fromne, Aivas. Sone of the Lord Holders get a bit touchy, but Jaxom
doesn't, nor Larad and Asgenar. Lessa can be sticky, but not F lar, or F nor
or Nton. And yes, |'ve explored the Landing site. Wat should | be | ooking
for?"

The screen displayed a conpl ex nechani sm set at the base of the river
hill.

"Nothing like that there now, " Pienur said, shaking his head.

"As Mastersnmith Fandarel already uses water wheels, a new installation can
be erected so that this facility is not dependent on the solar panels, which

wi || be inadequate for the projected demands just discussed.”
"They didn't store away any of your panels in the caves?"
"No. "

"How can you be sure?" Pienur found such didacticismirritating. It would
be totally unfair if this-this intelligence was always right.

"The list of items in the Catherine Caves is available data and does not
i ncl ude spare panels."

"It nust be nice to know everything," he said.

"Accuracy is required of an Aivas systemand a very |large data base, what
you would call 'know edge.' You nust not believe that the data base can
contain 'everything.' But sufficient to realize the priorities of the
pr ogranm ng. "

A harper has to be accurate, too," Pienur said sourly. Master Fandarel's
search for efficiency had al ways had, for Pienmur, its hunorous side. He wasn't
sure if he could be as tolerant of Aivas's rectitude.

A harper -one who plays a harp, an instrunent?" Aivas asked.

"I do that, too," Piemur replied, his capricious hunor revived as he realized
that Aivas did not know very rmuch at all about present-day Pern." The primry
function of the Harper Hall is, however, to teach, to comunicate, and at
need, to arbitrate."”

"Not to entertain?"

"W do that, too-it's a good way to teach, as well-and there are many who
only do that, but the nore skilled of us have multiple duties. It would be
presunptuous of nme to usurp Master Robinton's right to enlighten you on that
account. Although, in actual fact, he is no | onger the Masterharper of Pern.
Sebell is, because Master Robinton had a nearly fatal heart attack and was
made to retire fromactive service to the Harper Hall. Not that he has
retired, despite being in Cove Hold now, because of all that has happened
since Jaxom di scovered Landi ng and the Ship Meadow, and then the caves."
Pienmur halted, realizing that he was rattling on. It was just like himto want
to inpress Aivas with his know edge; nore than that, Piermur was experiencing
an intense need to anchor his personal values in the presence of this superior
intelligence.

"Sebell, who is now Masterharper of all Pern, is on his way with the
Records,"” he went on. "And Menolly. They may | ook young to you, but they are
the nost inmportant people in the Harper Hall." Then he added deferentially,

"But you should know t hat Master Robinton is the nost honored and respected
man on Pern. The dragons kept himfromdying. That's how i nmportant he is."
"The dragons then have been a successful experinent?" Aivas asked.
"Experinment?" Piemur was indignant and then subsided with a rueful chuckle.
"I wouldn't let the Weyrl eaders hear you calling their dragons 'experinments."'"
"The advice is appreciated.”
Pi emur eyed the screen for a noment." You nean that, don't you?"
"Yes. The culture and societies of your present-day Pern have evol ved and
altered considerably fromthe early days of the colony. It is incunbent on
this facility to learn the new protocol and thus avoid giving unnecessary



of fense. The dragons have, therefore, becone inportant above and beyond their
initial role in the aerial defense of the planet?"

"They are the nost inportant creatures on the planet. W couldn't survive
wi thout them" Piermur's voice rang with pride and gratitude.

"Wthout intending any offense, is it currently acceptable to maintain the
sports of the breed?"

Pi emur snorted.” You nean Ruth? He and Jaxom are exceptions-to a | ot of
rules. He's a Lord Hol der and shouldn't ever have Inpressed a dragon. But he
di d, and because they thought Ruth wouldn't survive |long, he was allowed to be
raised.”

"That is contradictory."

"I know, but Ruth's special. He always knows when he is in tine.

The resultant pause did rmuch to assuage Piemur's feelings of inferiority.
He had stumped the Aivas.

"Your remark is unclear."

"You did know that dragons can nove instantaneously between one place and
anot her ?"

"That was a basic ability of the fire-dragon from whose genetic materi al
t he dragons were originally bioengineered. It was sinilar to the teleportation
ability denonstrated by sone species on several other planets.™

"Well, dragons can al so nove between one tinme end another. Lessa did, and
Jaxom " Piemur grinned, being one of the few people to know exactly when and
why Jaxom had noved between one time and another. "But it's an exceedi ngly
dangerous ability and severely di scouraged. Very few dragons have Ruth's sense
of time and space. So, if a dragonrider tinmes it without his Weyrl eader's
express perm ssion, he gets royally reaned -if he hasn't come to grief nessing
around with timng, that is."

"Wul d you be good enough to explain in what circunstances tinng is
per ni ssi bl e?"

Pi emur had al ready berated hinself for nmentioning Jaxoms little excursion
He should have kept it to Lessa's adventure, which was already part of the
fabric of recent history. So he switched to a | ess sensitive subject and told
Aivas in detail the tale of Lessa's heroic ride on Ranoth: how she had brought
the five lost Weyrs of Pern forward in tine to save those in the Present Pass
fromanni hilation. Even if he said so hinmself, Piemur thought he recited it
wi th considerable flair. Though Aivas no conment throughout, Pienur sensed
that his unusual audi ence heard-and renenbered-every word.

A Spectacul arly brave and daring. exploit, clearly of epic proportions
despite the considerable risk she ran in losing both herself and the queen
Rarmoth. The results clearly justified the journey," Aivas stated. It was nore
prai se than Piemur had expected. He grinned with satisfaction that he had
managed to inpress the thing.

"You mentioned that the Long Interval caused the decline of the Wyrs
authority and its prom nence in your society," Aivas said. "Do you know how
many times the cycle has been sinmlarly altered?"

"The cycl e?"

"Yes. How many times has the orbit of what you call the Red Star failed to
bring Thread to Pern?"

"Ch, you nmean how many Long Interval s? There have been two recorded in our
history. W were told that long intervals would occur, but | don't know who
knew that. That's why so many people were so certain, right up till the tine
we had our first Fall of this Pass, that Thread had actually di sappeared
forever."

From her favorite spot, wrapped | oosely about Piemur's neck, his golden
fire-lizard roused and gave a warning cheep

"Sensors register that the lunmp on your shoulder is actually a creature
clinging to you."

"Ch, that's only Farli, ny queen fire-lizard."

"The creatures have remained in contact with you?"

"Yes and no." Piemur did not think there would be tinme to give Aivas the



recent history of the fire-lizard.

"She just told ne that Ruth and Jaxom have returned with the records and
Sebell and Menolly." Piemur stood up, draining the last of the klah fromhis
cup. "Then you'll know all that's happened this Pass. Which hasn't been dul
at all, but you-you sort of cap it.

Pi emur coul d hear the exchange of | ow voiced conversati on down the hal |l way,
and he started to the entrance in case Esselin's guards were being officious.

He had taken no nore than a few steps when Jaxom Sebell, and Menolly, bowed
under the weight of the sacks they were carrying, canme striding down the hall.
Menol Iy, her dark hair still tangled fromher flying cap, reached Pienur
first.

"Where's Master Robinton?" Menolly asked, |ooking about, her narrow,
el egant features reflecting her perpetual anxiety for her nentor

“In there, Menolly," Piemur said, pointing. "As if we'd risk him"

She thrust her heavy sack at him and ducked into the roomto reassure
herself, while Piemur smiled tolerantly.

"And they left you to mind Aivas all on your own?" Jaxom asked in a
whi sper. "Learned all the secrets of the universe yet?"

Pi emur gave a snort. "As it turned out, | answered his-its-questions. But
it was interesting all the sane," Pienur said. "And | gave himit-a few tips
to the wise. "He laid his finger along his nose, grinning. "Wiich is a harper
function."”

Sebel I, 1 ooking browner than ever in the dimy lit corridor, gave Pienur
the slow smile that added consi derable charmto the handsome, intelligent face
of the tall Masterharper.

"According to Jaxom this Aivas of yours is a tale spinner to shanme the
best of us, with know edge of all that we were, and what we can be."

"Well, | suspect Aivas might well create nore problens than he sol ves,"
Pienur said, "but | guarantee you it'll be exciting." He hel ped Jaxom renove
the Records, carefully, fromthe sacks."” Aivas is right interested in you and
Rut h, too."

"What have you been telling hinP?" Jaxom asked in what Piermur privately
called his Lord Hol der attitude.
"Me? Nothing you'd object to, friend," Pienur hastily reassured him Jaxom

could still be touchy about other people discussing Ruth. "I spent nore tine
reciting Lessa's ride, which he said was of epic proportions.” He grinned
broadl y.

As Pienmur tal ked, Sebell had been taking in the details of the room
studying the strange wall furnishings. Sebell rarely rushed in the way Pienur
di d.

"And this Aivas has preserved itself fromour first days on Pern?" Sebel
let out a long, soft whistle. He tapped one of the clear panels and | ooked
around the room "Where does it store its records? Jaxomsaid it displayed
amazi ng pictures of our past, as well."

"Ai vas, speak for yourself," Piemur suggested cockily, wanting to see how
Sebell -or Menolly, who entered just then-handled the entity. "Aivas?" he
prompted. "This is Sebell, Masterharper of Pern, Mster Robinton's successor,
and Master Menolly, Pern's abl est conposer."” Wen there was still no response
fromAivas, Piemur felt his irritation rising. "They've brought the Records
for you to read.”

Ai vas renained silent.

"Maybe it's used up the power stored in the sun panels," he said, forcing
hinself to keep his tone light as he wondered how the Aivas could be forced
into answering. He scow ed at the unresponsive screen and the green pul se
wi nking in the corner. The feckless thing was awake, so it had to be
listening. "I don't understand," he said to the others, disgusted by the
inactivity. "He was talking up a stormto ne just before you came-oh, shards!"
He sl apped his forehead dramatically with one palm "Neither you nor Menolly
are on his list yet."

"His list?" Jaxom asked, frowning in irritation



"Yes, his list," Pienur said. He sighed wearily and sagged onto the nearest
stool. "The people he is authorized to speak to. Master Robinton and the
others decided to limt those who have access to Aivas."

"But | was here," Jaxom excl ai ned.

"Ch, he'll probably talk to you once Sebell and Menolly |l eave. It got set
up so that it takes a Weyrl eader, a Lord, and a Masterharper for Aivas to add
someone to the privileged list."

"Well, I'mLord Hol der of Ruatha," Jaxom began

"Pienmur's not a Master yet, and there are no Wyrl eaders present,"” Menolly
said with alittle laugh. "Aivas is doing as he was told, which is nore than
you al ways do, Piemur." She grinned at him
"Yes, but now would be the best tine for Aivas to catch up on our history
while there's peace and quiet. And before Fandarel returns to nonopolize him"
Pi enur said, scrubbing at his face. The effects of a very exciting day were
catching up with him

“I"'mon the list though, am| not?" Jaxom asked, a touch of asperity in his
Voi ce.

"Yes-you, ne, Jancis, Master Robinton, all of us who were in the room when
Ai vas woke up."

"And he tal ked to you when you were al one," Jaxom said. "Mybe, if Sebel
and Menolly | eave-sorry about that-he'll talk to me, and | can feed the
Records to him"

"Qur feelings won't be hurt,"” Menolly said, glancing up at Sebell to see
hi m nod in agreenent. Sebell's good sense and equable nature were two of the
many reasons she |l oved and respected him "There're other enpty pallets,

Pi enur; you |l ook to be out on your feet. You and Sebell go sleep in with

Master Robinton, and I'Il join Jancis. If this Aivas has waited-how many Turns
did you say, Jaxon? Twenty-five hundred-" She gave a little shudder for such a
l ong span. "-we can wait until tonorrow "

"I shouldn't leave it all to Jaxom.." Pienur said, definitely tenpted by
t he thought of lying horizontal for a while. That |ast cup of klah had made no
dent in his fatigue.

Menol |y took himby the hand. "I'Il even tuck you in, the way | would
Robse." She grinned at his disgusted snort." You're no better than Master
Robi nton in taking care of yourself. Conme, get sonme sleep, now. You, too,
Sebell. Tonmorrowno, it's already today here, isn't it-well, | suspect
everyone is going to rush about |ike headl ess wherries. So it'll behoove us to
stay cool and calm™

VWen the doors had cl osed quietly behind them Jaxomturned to Aivas.

"There's just me here now, Aivas."

"That is obvious."

"You were obeying your orders, then, weren't you?"

"That is nmy function."

"Al'l right, then it is ny function to show you the Records of our history,
as Master Robinton wanted."

"Pl ease place the Record facedown on the lighted plate."

Carefully, with full regard that Master Arnor, the head archivist at Harper
Hal I, woul d have his guts for garters if he danaged a single one of the
preci ous pages, Jaxom opened the first Record, Present Pass One, and laid it
on the green gl owi ng panel

"Next!"

"What? | barely had time to place it," Jaxom excl ai ned.

"Scanning is instantaneous, Lord Jaxom"

"This is going to be a long night," Jaxom renmarked, and obedi ently opened
the Record to a new page.

"Journeyman Pi enur said your white dragon is an exceptional beast,"’
said, "with many unusual qualities."

"Conpensation for himbeing small, white, and uninterested in mating."
Jaxom wonder ed what Pi emur had said about Ruth, even though he knew the
journeyman was devoted to both himand the white dragon

Al vas



"Was the journeyman correct in saying that Ruth always knows when he is,
and that he has traveled in time?"

"Al'l the dragons can travel in time, at |east backward," Jaxomsaid a
trifle absently, his attention focused on turning the pages carefully, as well
as quickly.

"Timng is al so prohibited?"

"Tim ng is dangerous."

" \Why 2"

Jaxom shrugged as he changed pages. "A dragon has to know exactly the tinme
when he is going to, or he can cone out of between at the same spot he's
i nhabiting at that earlier tine. Too close, and it is thought that both dragon
and rider will die. Equally, it's unwise to go any place you haven't already
been, so you shouldn't go forward, because you wouldn't know if you were there
or not." Jaxom paused to snpoth sone pages flat where the binding was
particularly tight. "Lessa nmade a particularly spectacular flight."

"So Journeyman Pienur told me. A brave feat, but apparently not w thout
debilitating consequences. The nethod of tel eporting was never fully
expl ai ned, but judging by the journeyman's account, an abnormally |ong period
spent in such travel causes sensory deprivations. You and your white dragon
have also timed it?"

"That is the term" Jaxomsaid in a fiat tone that he hoped woul d
di scourage further questions. But Aivas was not human, he realized, and m ght
not perceive his reluctance fromtone or words. "The episode is not conmon
know edge. "

"Understood," Aivas replied, to Jaxom s surprise. "Wuld you object, Lord
Jaxom to a discussion of the duties of the various social groups that have
been mentioned in the Records so far? For instance, what are the
responsibilities and privileges of a Lord Holder? Or a Wyrleader? A
Craftmaster? Sone terns are so well understood by the scribes that they are
not defined. It is necessary to have a firmgrasp of such terns to understand
the current political and social structures.”

Jaxom gave a little chuckle. "You' d do better to ask one of the nore
experi enced Lord Hol ders: Groghe, for instance, or even Larad or Asgenar."

"You are here, Lord Jaxom"

"Yes, am | not!" The quickness of the Aivas anmused Jaxom So, as talking
woul d certainly relieve the tedium of turning pages, Jaxom conplied-and found
it very easy indeed to talk to Aivas through the long night. Only later would
he realize how skillfully he had been queried. He could not even guess how
val uabl e his expl anations woul d prove to be.

Jaxom had worked his way through five Turns of the Present Pass when the
muscles in his shoul ders began to tense. He needed a break. So when he heard
someone stirring, he called out softly.

"Who's up?"

"Janci s. You cane back-oh!" She grinned as she entered the chanber. "Shal
| take over? You | ook exhausted. Why didn't Sebell or Menolly do this?"

"Because Aivas will have nothing to do with themuntil they've been
formally introduced to him By a Lord Hol der, a Masterharper, and a
Weyr | eader . "

Janci s's expression was rueful. "Sonmetinmes we outsmart ourselves. Here,
"Il take over, Jaxom GCet yourself sonme klah. It should still be good and
hot." And taking the Record from his hands, she spread the pages on the panel
"Master Robinton, and the others here then, quite rightly decided it was wi ser
tolimt who could talk to Aivas."

"Hmm vyes, there's no telling what people will ask Aivas," Jaxom said,

t hi nking of the way he had rattled on and on, although Aivas had done all the
aski ng.

By the time he had finished the klah, which was not as hot as he |iked but
did stinulate him Jancis had finished that volune. She started on anot her

How soon, Jaxom wondered, could he get his lady, Sharra, adnmitted to the
roster? She had been so excited when he had told her about the nedica



know edge Aivas claimed to possess. She had two cothol ders, suffering intense
pai ns that she was unable to alleviate with fellis. They were slowy wasting
away. Master O dive, whose advice had been sought, was also baffled by their
declines. Then Jaxomreni nded hinmself that Q dive, being Msterheal er, would
have precedence with Aivas. Jaxom was careful about using his privileges as
Lord Hol der, and yet, in a case of life or death, could he not make an
exception?

"That will be all for now, Journeywonman Jancis," Aivas said in a muted
voi ce. "The energy supplies are nearly exhausted. An hour of good sunlight
will be needed to restore power. If the remaining panels could be cleared,

there woul d be nore power available in the future.”

"Did I do sonething wong?" Jancis asked Jaxomin confusion

"No," Jaxom said, chuckling. "It gets its power fromthose panels you and
Pi emur uncovered on the roof. Sun power. Sun's been down for hours now " He
yawned hugely. "It's late. W should both get sone sleep.”

Janci s considered the idea, then reached for the nearly enpty klah beaker
"No, |I'mawake now. I'll brew nore klah. W'll need plenty of that when people
start arriving." And she bustled off.

Jaxom | i ked Jancis. Not |ong ago, they had shared | essons at the
Mastersmithcraft and he renenbered that she had worked a | ot harder than he
had-and that she clearly had a talent for snmithing. She deserved her Master's
status. He had been a bit surprised when she and Pienur had conme to an
under st andi ng, though Sharra had heartily approved. Wandering up and down the
Sout hern coastline had turned Pienmur strange there for a tinme, she had said.
What he needed to set himright was a sound rel ationship. And certainly the
i mpudent young harper woul d encourage Jancis to devel op sone needed
assertiveness and maybe | ose sone of the inhibitions caused by growing up in
t he shadow of her awesone grandfather, Fandarel. Jaxom knew just how capable a
draftsman she was.

Tired but unwilling to settle down to sleep, Jaxomwandered to the
entrance, nodding to the two bored guards as he wal ked out into the cool night
air and up the nound of excavated dirt, to stand on its summit. Ruth runbl ed
affectionately at himfromthe next hillock, and Jaxom sent the white dragon a
caressi ng thought.

Though Jaxom hadn't even nentioned it to Sharra, he felt oddly
proprietorial about this plateau, which he and Ruth had originally discovered,
and in particular about this Aivas entity, which they had dug out. Having
heard Aivas list the names of the first col onists, Jaxom wondered who his
ancestors had been. He had never been confortable with having Fax as his sire,
whi ch was the main reason why he so rarely nade use of many of a Lord Hol der's
traditional privileges. Larad of Telgar was not a prideful man, but he nust
feel imrensely proud of his heritage after hearing of his forebears, Sallah
Tel gar Andi yar and Tarvi Andiyar. G oghe was a sensible man, but know ng that
his direct ancestor had been a universal hero would nmake the Fort Lord Hol der
i nordinately proud. But why hadn't Fort Hold been named after the valiant
Admi ral Benden? Why was Benden Hold in the east? And why hadn't Aivas known
nore about the dragons? Fascinating. No doubt there would be nore revel ations.

| listened, Ruth said, gliding fromhis perch to the mund on which Jaxom
stood, to what this Aivas creature said. It is true that we were an
experiment? Ruth nmoved forward until he was close enough to touch Jaxom and
then | eaned his head against his weyrmate. What is an experinent?

Jaxom heard the indignation in Ruth's tone and stifled a chuckle at his
friend s reaction.

"A nost felicitous happening, dear friend, not that it matters a | ead mark
how you and the other dragons cane to be," Jaxom said stoutly. "Besides you've
al ways known-better than anyone el se on Pern-that dragons are cousins to the
fire-lizards. So why should it bother you how you were created?"

| don't know, Ruth replied in a strangely subdued, uncertain tone. Is this
Ai vas thing good?

"I believe it is,

Jaxom answered, briefly considering his reply. "I think



it will depend on us, the use to which we put the information tire Aivas can
give us. If it rids Pern of Thread. "

If it can, that neans dragons won't be needed anynore, doesn't it?

"Nonsense, " Jaxom said nore sharply than he had intended. He threw his arm
around his dragon's neck in quick reassurance, caressing Ruth's cheek and
leaning into his shoulder. "Pern will always need dragons. You could do a | ot
nmore useful and nmuch | ess dangerous things than sear Thread out of the skies,
beli eve you nme! Don't you fret for a single nonment about our future, ny
friend!"

Jaxom wondered if F lar, Lessa, and F nor had heard fromtheir dragons on
that score. But he knew that such a worry would not be the inportant issue to
them The dragonriders were totally comritted to ridding Pern of Thread.
Everyone knew that F'lar had set that as his life's task.

"No, Ruth, don't you worry your heart out over that. Threadl ess skies are,
| fear, a long way off in Pern's future! Aivas may know a great deal nore than
we do about CQort C ouds and planets and things, but it is only a machine that
speaks. Tal k's cheap."

Still soothing Ruth's cheek, Jaxom | ooked out over the settlement that his
ancestors had once inhabited. There were unsightly nmounds in every direction
wher e buil di ngs had been greedily excavated only to prove disappointingly
enpty. How ironic that the real treasure should be nearly the last thing to be
uncovered. Incredible that the treasure should prove to be the agency that
unl ocked the truth to their past. Wuld it be the key to their future? Despite
hi s reassurances, Jaxom harbored sonme of the same doubts that nade Ruth
fretful.

Maybe it was wong for F'lar to wish an end to Thread, if it inevitably
meant an end to useful ness for dragons. And yet, to see the last of Thread, in
his own lifetime...Mre inportantly, to be able to inprove life on Pern with
the vast store of know edge Aivas said it had-surely that was for the good of
all?

Just then he saw lights comng up in sone of the buildings that the
excavation teams were using as dornmitories. It was not yet dawn, but obviously
there were many others who, |ike Jaxom had slept little that night, restless
with all the history and incredible nmoving i mages churning in their mnds.

And what of Aivas's prom se of help? It? He? Referring to this-this
entity-as an 'it' seenmed inpolite. The nasculine voice was so rich and lively.
Yet Aivas called it/hinmself a machine, the product of an advanced
technol ogical culture and, for all its know edge, an inani mate device. Jaxom
felt nmore confortable thinking of Aivas as real, as real as his own
fl esh-and- bl ood sel f.

It was then that Jaxomrealized that he was going to have to revise nany
previously accepted concepts. That could be hard to do. The famliar was so
confortable. But the thought of the challenge brought a thrill to Jaxom -the
i ncredi bl e excitement of a future he could not have inagined just two days
bef ore, when he and Ruth had hel ped Pi emur and Jancis excavate this one
buil di ng out of the hundreds here. He didn't feel tired-he felt exhilarated.

"It's going to be exciting, Ruth. Think of it that way, as an exciting
chal l enge." He rubbed Ruth's eyeridge with his knuckles. "W could both use a
chal | enge, sonmething new. Life's been getting dull."

You' d better not say that to Sharra, Ruth advised.

Jaxom grinned." She'll be challenged, too, if | know nmy mate."

Ranot h, Mementh, Canth, Lioth, Golanth, and Monarth are com ng, Ruth said,
hi s tone brightening.

"Rei nforcenents, huh?" Jaxom gave the eyeridge one nore stiff drubbing.
"Conpany for you certainly.”

Ranoth is grunpy, Ruth said, his tone suddenly wary. Canth said that |ights
were burning all night in Lessa's weyr, and Ranoth had | ong conversations wth
all the other queens. He sounded anxi ous.

"Don't worry, Ruth, please. It's going to work out. This is just a new
begi nni ng, just as our I|npression was! Though nothing coul d ever be better



than that day was for ne!"

Ruth raised his head, his eyes altering froma murky shade to a happier
bl ue- green.

The incom ng dragons were circling, their faceted eyes vivid green and bl ue
poi nts agai nst the dawn-gray light. As they back-w nged, their hind |egs
poi sed to take the inmpact of |anding, Jaxomwas just able to discern that each
dragon carried extra passengers. Some of the dragons waited only |ong enough
to let their passengers dismount before they |aunched thensel ves again,

di sappeari ng between when they had gai ned sufficient height. The others
settled dowmn to wait while their riders and passengers headed for the
admi ni stration buil di ng.

Jaxom si ghed and gave Ruth an affectionate farewell slap before slipping
back down the dusty slope to greet the new arrivals. Wen F lar, Lessa, and
Mast er Fandarel reached himin the doorway, Jaxominformed themthat Aivas was
resting.

"Resting?" Lessa demanded, halting so abruptly in mdstride that F |lar had
to sidestep to avoid barging into his slender weyrnate.

"The sol ar panels run out of power," Jaxomreplied.

Mast er Fandarel |ooked both aggrieved and incredul ous.

"But-but Aivas said that he could provide twelve different stations."

"Lower your voice, please, Master Fandarel. Master Robinton's stil

asl eep." Jaxom kept his own voice low as a hint to the others. "I brought
Sebel |l and Menolly and the Records Master Robinton wanted Aivas to see. Jancis
and | got as far as the sixth Turn before Aivas turned off. He says he'll be

all right again after a few hours of sunlight."

"So we get here in the mddle of the night and it isn't working?" Lessa
sai d, disgusted.

"Now, there is nuch we can do while we await his revival,'
soot hi ngly.

"What ?" Lessa demanded. "I don't want people bungling about in the dark
caves, you know. And it's scarcely the time to start reassenbling this
facility. F lar and | have questions for Aivas. It's one thing to be promn sed
a mracle, quite another to produce it. In courtesy, we should allow the other
Weyrl eaders to see and hear this Aivas for thenselves, for | assure you," she
added at her drollest, "they didn't believe what had happened here. And if
they come and there's nothing to see..." Her voice trailed off om nously.

"I hardly believe it nmyself,"” F lar remarked with a wy grin at Jaxom "So
| can't fault others."

"There are nore than enough gl owbaskets to illum nate the caves," Master
Fandarel said in his approximtion of a whisper, "and the dawn is not far away
now. My craftsmen can begin to assenble the itenms Aivas said it needs. Where
are those sheets Aivas nade? Bendarek is fascinated by ny description of
printed sheets energing froma wall. He's just coming up the hill now. "
Clearly Master Fandarel entertained no reservations about accepting the
Aivas's offer to restore his Records to legibility.

"Where are Sebell and Menolly?" Lessa asked, peering down the corridor
toward the Aivas chanber.

Jaxom chuckl ed. "They're getting sone rest. Aivas wouldn't even talk in
front of them"

"Why not ?" Lessa asked, surprised. "W told himthey were comng."

"But they're not on the list. And while I'ma Lord Holder, and Pienur's a
harper, we had no Weyrl eader present."

Lessa frowned.

"That's exactly what we stipulated, Lessa," F' lar said. "I can trust
someone that is scrupul ous about obeying orders. Particularly something as
potent as this Aivas."

A bass runble startled them and it took a nonment to realize that the noise
was Fandarel's chuckle. "It is the function of a machine to do what it is
designed to do. | approve."

"You approve of anything that's efficient,"’

Fandarel said

Lessa said. "Even if that isn't



al ways sensible."

"We've lived too long with dragons,” F' lar said, grinning down at his
dim nutive weyrmate, "who understand what we nean, even when we haven't said
it."

"Hmm " Lessa replied in a testy munbl e as she gave him a sour gl ance.

"We all will have new things to learn, |I think," Fandarel said. "And it is
time. Jaxom |'Il need those sheets Aivas made, so | can give themto
Bendar ek. "

oedi ently, Jaxomcollected themfromthe flat worktop where Piemur and
Jancis had left them "Jancis went to make fresh klah," he told Lessa. "She
shoul d be back any tine now "

"Then off you all go," Lessa said, flipping her hands at themin dism ssal
"Jaxom if you're all determined to get a start on the caves, take Fandarel on
Ruth, will you? That way he won't break his neck stumbling about in the dark
"Il wait for Jancis and Aivas."

2

BY THE TI ME the sun had risen, many had cone to view Aivas-the tale had
spread as fast as Thread burrows. Curiosity and disbelief are m ghty novers,
so nen and wonen had cone fromevery Hall, Hold, and Weyr. To the disgust of
some, nost of the fervor was pronpted not by Aivas's vast store of new
know edge, but by the chance to glinpse the miracul ous nmoving pictures that
this marvel was purported to produce.

Fandarel , supervising the acquisition of the material on Aivas's list, was
busy in the Catherine Caves. Breide, overwhelned with hel pers, was naking
great strides in carefully clearing the ash and dirt fromthe roof to expose
t he remai ni ng sol ar panels. Master Esselin was poring over Aivas's redesign
pl ans, though he railed that Breide's men were not working fast enough for him
to begin his job. Breide retorted that he hadn't even disnmantled the buil dings
that were to provide the material for the extensions, so what was Esselin
bl eati ng about ?

Lessa, hearing the argunment, told themto stop behaving |ike apprentices
and go about their duties. Then she, with Menolly and Jancis, found willing
hel pers anong the wonmen to do the drudge work of washing down the walls of
| ong- di sused roons and shoveling out the dirty ash that had seeped in around
wi ndows and doors. The | argest room which the wonen deci ded nust have
originally been intended for conferences, was prepared for that purpose again.
Remenberi ng what she had seen stored in the cave, Lessa sent for enough
furni shings to make the roomuseful: tables, desks, and as many chairs as
could be easily reached w thout getting in Fandarel's way. Al these were
washed down, revealing bright colors that nmade cheerful accents in the
ot herwi se bare roons. The roomfarthest fromall the activity was turned into
a private retreat for the Masterharper, conplete with a confortable bed, a
wel | - cushioned chair, and a table.

"The only problemw |l be in getting himto use it," Lessa said, giving the
table a final swipe with her cleaning cloth. She had smudges on her cheeks,
across her fine-bridged nose, and on her strong chin. Her long black hair was
com ng | oose fromits braids. Menolly and Jancis exchanged gl ances to deci de
who would tell her how dirty her face was. Jancis thought that the Wyrwoman's
di sarray, as well as her energetic cleaning, nade her suddenly nore
accessi bl e. The young Sm thmaster had al ways been scared of the fanobus
Weyr woman.

"Somehow | never thought that |I'd see the Weyrwoman of Pern working like a
drudge," Jancis murrmured to Menolly. "She does it with a vengeance."

"She had practice,"” Menolly said with a wy chuckle, "hiding herself away
fromFax in Ruatha Hol d before I npressing Ranoth."

"But she looks as if she was enjoying this," Jancis said in faint surprise.
Actual ly, she was, too. It gave her a sense of achievenent to return a dirty
roomto cleanliness and order



The charts that Lessa had requisitioned fromEsselin's archives arrived,
and the Weyrworman had the girls hold themup on the various walls to decide
t he best position.

"I's it really right to put such precious artifacts to such a..
struggled to find the appropriate word.

"Mundane use?" Menolly asked with a grin.

"Exactly."

"They were initially used in this way," Lessa said, quirking her lips and
shruggi ng her shoul ders. "So why not put them back up?"

Applying herself to the task had restored the Weyrwoman's equilibrium the
di scovery of Aivas and its promise to help F lar achieve his deepest anbition
had shaken her. She desperately wanted what was pronised, al nost as nmuch as
F'lar did, but she was fearful of the consequences. The norning' s scrubbing
attack had all owed her to expend some of her anxiety. Now she felt herself
peculiarly revived.

"Since the maps haven't deteriorated-anmazing material the settlers used-|
see no reason why we shouldn't use themfor the purpose they were designed
for," she went on briskly. She had decided that "settlers" was a | ess
intimdating word than "ancestors." She studied one of the maps." The Sout hern
Continent certainly does spread out, doesn't it?" And she smiled, half to
herself. "Lift your corner a trifle, Jancis. There! Nowit's straight!"

She smoot hed the map of the Southern Continent against the wall. Then, with
consi derabl e satisfaction, she sited a tack and hamrered it in with a
rectangul ar lunmp of rock she had found. Esselin had dithered so nuch about
giving themtwo baskets and a shovel that she hadn't bothered to ask for a
hamrer. The rock did as well.

She stood back with the girls to survey her handiwork. The lettering on the
maps still took her nmoments to decipher. It was fam liar and yet different,
and certainly larger. She wondered how Aivas had fared readi ng the crabbed
tight script that Master Arnor had used in witing up the Records. Poor Master
Arnor .

Not to nmention poor Robinton, who had been so nortified to learn that there
had been | anguage shifts despite all the hard work that the Harper Hall had
put into keeping it pure. Add Arnor's mnd was notoriously inflexible, and the
old fell ow m ght have spasns when he heard that. Which was yet another aspect
of this discovery: Its know edge and its obvious intelligence put Aivas into
the role of a Master of Masters in all disciplines except, perhaps, the
dragons. She m ght have been reading things into its tone, but had there been
a note of excitement in that otherw se |evel voice when it nmentioned the
dragons?

"Yes, the maps are appropriate here, aren't they? Not nerely decorative."
She smled at Jancis and Menolly. Wrking with Pienur's young woman had
reassured her that the journeyman was well matched with Fandarel's
granddaught er. Lessa had been dubi ous about including Jancis on Aivas's
roster, but she had | ost her reservations this norning. Jancis had earned a
pl ace, and not sinply because she had been instrunmental in finding the room
and was proving to be a willing worker. She had the right attitude toward
Ai vas and the future.

Janci s's eyes glowed as she studied the map. "They produced so nany
wonder ful things. Things that could last for centuries; materials inpervious
to Thread. Things that will enrich our lives, too."

"True enough, but how am | going to reduce this-" Menolly waved an armin
Aivas's direction "-into a ballad that will explain these events to peopl e?"

Lessa chuckl ed. "A change from your usual subjects, isn't it? You'l
manage, Menolly dear. You always do, and splendidly. And don't bother to
explain | doubt even Master Robinton could 'explain' a phenonenon, |ike Aivas.
Present himas a challenge, to shake us all out of our md-Pass doldruns." She
pull ed out a chair, absently gave it a flick of her rag, and sat down with a
| oud sigh. Then she cocked her head at the other two. "I don't know about you
two, but | could certainly use a nice hot cup of klah."

Janci s



Jancis sprang to her feet. "And fruit and nmeatrolls. The cook was up before
dawn, conpl ai ni ng about hordes to feed on short notice-but he was naking
enough food to feed a Gather. |'Il be right back."

Menol |y turned to Lessa then, her expression serious. "Lessa, is Aivas
going to be a good chal |l enge? Jaxomtold us such incredible things. Sone
people are sinply not going to accept them or even try to." She thought of
her hi debound parents and others of simlarly rigid mnds whom she had not in
her Turns as a har per.

Lessa gave a resigned flick of one hand. "It's been found. | don't want to
deny it, even if its discovery neans sone painful reassessnents. | found it
fascinating to hear how the settlers got here-the pictures they had of Pern in
t he bl ack heavens are truly awesone. 1'd no idea it could look like that! And
it was thrilling to hear how bravely our ancestors struggled to destroy
Thread. W've been used to it-even if some thought we'd had our |ast Pass four
hundred Turns ago." Her lips curled with remenbered nmalice for those doubters.
"But what a terrible shock it nmust have been for them" Wth an apol ogetic
expression, she touched Menolly's hand lightly. "You are one of those who
truly deserved to hear that history, Menolly, but we'd no idea what had been
di scovered when we were sent for. Maybe Aivas wouldn't mnd repeating it for
you, and the other Harper Masters, because that is something the Hall should
circulate. It should be conpulsory for children to | earn our true origins.

W' || need new Teaching Ballads. But that is for Sebell to decide, isn't it?"
Then her expression altered again, first to a look of awe, and then to a
grimace. "l can tell you that | had trouble believing nmy eyes and ears when
Aivas said that the settlers actually created-'bi-o0-en-gin-eered was his
wor d- our dragons." Her grin was tinged with rancor. "I'm al nost relieved that
there are so few Addtiners left alive. They'd have found that very hard indeed
to accept."

"Do you find it hard to accept that dragons were engi neered from
fire-lizards?" Menolly asked teasingly. Lessa had made her dislike of the
smal | draconic cousins very plain over the Turns, and Menolly was al ways
careful to keep hers out of the Weyrwoman's way.

Lessa made another face, nore reflective than angry. "They are dreadful
nui sances at tines, Menolly. Did you | eave yours behind in the Harper Hal
t oday?"

"No." Menolly's sideways gl ance chall enged Lessa. "Only Beauty, Rocky, and
Di ver cane along this norning. They're keeping Ruth conpany. They've al ways
adored him™"

Lessa | ooked thoughtful." Aivas comented on Ruth, but he appeared to be
quite surprised by Ranoth, Menmenth, and Canth. | nust ask hi mwhy when | get
the chance. Well, at |east we have sonething we can explain to Aivas." She |et
out a gusty sigh. "And if he can help us end Thread forever... | only hope
that he can!"

To Menolly's fine-tuned harper's ear, she thought that there was an
undertone of desperation in Lessa's voice. The Weyrwonan caught her expression
and nodded slowy, her eyes sad. "At this point in a Pass, Menolly, we do very
much need a hope that there could be a way to clear our skies of Thread. And
get on with the sort of life the settlers had hoped to | ead here."

"Jaxomtold us that Aivas had said that there was a possibility."

"At | east Jaxomrepeats things accurately," Lessa said at her driest. "You
shoul d have heard sone of the runors in the Weyr this nmorning. The Weyr Har per
is going to see that those are suppressed, and accurate information

circul ated. Hope is all very well, but it nust be realistic."
"But Aivas did say it was possible?"
Lessa nodded. "Possible! But we'll have to work hard to achieve it. W'l

have to learn a |l ot of new things."

"Even that could inprove norale." Then Menolly added nore briskly, "The
wonder is that our ancestors managed to survive each new Pass losing so little
of our culture.”

"They had to, as we have had to. But we know that so much of our culture



was lost. If that threat were renoved, oh, what a wonderful future we could
contenpl ate!l "

Menol | y caught Lessa's eye in a significant stare.” Wonderful for the
dragons and the Wyrs, too?"

"Yes!" Lessa's explosive reply surprised the Harper Hall Master. "Yes, it

will be even better for dragons and Weyrs." She took a deep breath and
exhal ed, jabbing her finger at the map. "W'll have a new world to explore
again." She | eaned forward, peering at the map. "I wonder what 'Honshu' was."

Just then Jancis returned, carrying a basket with a klah pitcher, cups, and
food. She was also full of news.

"You shoul d see what they' ve done while we've been cl eaning," she said, a
broad smle on her face. "You should al so see the nob waiting to gawk at
Aivas." Wen Lessa sprang to her feet, Jancis waved her back down. "F'Iar
Sebell, and Master Robinton are in control. W'Ill be the better for something
to eat. Here, Lessa, fresh redfruit and nice hot rolls. If you' d pour the
kl ah, Menolly," she said, passing around the fruit and rolls.

"You're as efficient as your grandsire,"” Lessa remarked approvingly,
settling back into her chair. The snell of warm bread and neat rem nded her
that it had been a long time since that hurried early-norning porridge at
Benden Weyr. "Menolly, as soon as you've eaten, | want you on Aivas's roster."
She turned to Jancis. "How |l ong has Aivas been-" She searched for the
appropriate word. "Avail abl e?"

Janci s grinned over the rimof her cup. "Long enough to approve or discard
what G andf at her brought out of the caves for inspection. Masters Wansor and
Terry are attenpting to follow a di agramon how to assenbl e the-the
conponents."” She hesitated briefly over the unfamliar word. "They've sent for
Mast er gl assman Norist, because two of the screens were cracked. Aivas wants to
di scover if we have the skill, only he said 'technol ogy,' to duplicate the
material. He's very diplomatic, but he's certainly putting every one on their
nmettle. He-it-" Jancis shook her head, then appealed to Lessa. "Wat do we
call the thing? Aivas says he/it is a machine, but with that beautiful voice,
he sounds very human."

"Beautiful voice? " Menolly asked through a nmouthful of redfruit, hastily
stemming the juice fromdrippi ng down her chin.

Lessa chuckled. "Yes," she said with a grin at Menolly's reaction. "A
beautiful voice. Al nbst as good as Master Robinton's."

"Real | y?" Menolly's thick eyebrows rose at that conparison to her bel oved
Master. "How clever of our ancestors," she added, not rising to Lessa's bait.

Lessa grinned nore broadly. "Yes, it's only fair to warn you. The thing is
rat her awesone."

Menol Iy grinned back. "Too kind of you. | wonder if he knows anythi ng about
ancestral nusic fornms?"
Lessa | aughed. "I could hear that question comng."

"He said," Jancis put in, keeping her expression bland, "he had the
Pl anetary Engi neering and Colonial Kit in his nenory banks, as well as what
cultural and historical records were deenmed rel evant by the colonists. Surely
musi ¢ woul d be considered a cultural necessity?"

Lessa hid a snile, delighted by Jancis's subtle tease.

"I'f it isn't, it should be. It will be ny first question of this Aivas,"
Menol Iy replied equably. She took a firmbite out of her neatroll

"Aivas is a clever enough affair, but it's only got the one voice, however
mellifluous," Lessa went on. "Only one voice to sing with, even if it does
have ancient nusic in those formn dabl e menory banks.™

F' | ar appeared in the doorway, | ooking harassed as he pushed a wayward | ock
off his forehead. "There you are, Lessa. Menolly, Robinton wants you and
Lessa, and we have got to discuss the length of that sharding roster. Everyone
has questions that require answers from Aivas. Pienur has the right of it,
t hough. Mbst of themdon't believe what they've been hearing." He perched on
the tabl e and broke off apiece of meatroll. "They probably won't believe even
after they' ve seen Aivas."



"How can we fault them on that score?" Lessa asked. "But it's a waste of
Aivas's valuable tine to hunor skeptics. And ours. W nust have a conference."

Janci s junped up, aware that her presence night be superfl uous.

"No, child, don't disappear. A conference is not that immnent." Lessa gave
a droll snort. "Not with everyone rushing around every which way this norning.
But do get nore cups, klah, and food. F lar, eat sonething."

F'lar made a disnissive gesture. "I don't have time right now. There's too
much to be done." But he cranmed another bite of neatroll into his nouth.

"When did you intend to stop for food?" Lessa asked tartly. Rising, she
pulled F'lar off the table and pushed hi mby the shoul ders into the nearest

chair. She put the rest of the neatroll in front of himand refilled her own
cup for him adding the amount of sweetener he preferred in his klah. "You
didn't sleep last night, and if you don't eat, you'll be useless just when

you' re nost needed. Now, who's inportuning you? Do we have enough Lord
Hol ders, Craftmasters, and Weyrl eaders to constitute a majority?"

"Every single Lord Holder we didn't cramin yesterday is here, and every
Mastercraftsman.” F' lar flung up both hands in an extravagant gesture of
i mpati ence.

"Surely you've explained..."

"We've all been explaining," Flar said irritably. "I know we've got touchy
pri des anpbng our ranking personalities, but you'd think each one had been
personal ly insulted by not being summoned yesterday." He bit into the neatrol
and washed it down with a gulp of klah, scowing as he swall owed. "The worst
conpl ai ners are those who haven't paid nuch attention to what's being done
here at Landing. Different tune right now, | can tell you."

Lessa regarded himw th astoni shnent. "How d they all find out? "

F'lar flashed an ironic grin at Menolly. "CGuess?"

The harper groaned and hid her face in her arns.

"Those dratted fire-lizards again!" Lessa's scow was fierce. She shook her
head. "And | suppose they came a-dragonback."

F'lar grimaced as he pushed hair off his forehead again. "I should never
have given Hall and Hol d resident dragonriders. They've taken to using the
courtesy as if dragons were runnerbeasts."

"Ch, well, we have to take the bad with the good, and the courtesy
certainly inproved relations with Hold and Hall. It's just awkward at the
nonment. Nevertheless, it is essential that the Lords and Craftnasters
experi ence Aivas for thenselves. There'|ll be sone hi debounds who will deny the
evi dence of their eyes and ears anyway. So, if they're here, they night well
have a chance at Aivas."

"Ch, they're here," F'lar said airily, waving his second neatroll. "Sebel
lets themin a fewat a tine and interrupts the session whenever Aivas is
needed for the ongoing work. Mst of the them go away shaking their heads and
trying not to | ook bew | dered. Very few of them have understood the
significance of Aivas." He brought his fist down on the table. "Wen | think
of what we once had, once were! What we can be again with Aivas's hel p!"

Lessa smiled at his intensity. "According to Aivas, even Landi ng wasn't
built in one day." She began to knead the taut mnuscles about his neck and
shoul ders. "Eat, love. We've handl ed the skeptics before. We'll do it again in
our own inimtable fashion." She | eaned down and ki ssed his cheek

F'lar gave her a rueful grin. "And you're handling ne as you usually do,
aren't you? "

Lessa gave hima look of mld indignation as she slipped back into her
chair and picked up her half-eaten roll. "Reassuring you, dear heart."

From Mienenth, Lessa heard an incredul ous nental snort.

Don't spoil the effect, she told the bronze dragon

Not likely, Miementh replied sleepily. The sun is exceedingly warm here in
thi s Landi ng pl ace.

Ranmot h agr eed.

Sebel | appeared in the doorway then, nodding at the two Weyrl eaders as he
beckoned to Menolly.



"Master Robinton wants to have Menolly added to the roster. N ton's there
as Weyrl eader. And Fandarel snatched Jancis on her way to the kitchens. She's
needed to do sone drafting. Someone else is bringing nore klah and food."
Sebel |l hel ped hinself to the remaining neatroll. "This'|ll make a good
conference room" Then, draping one arm around Menolly's shoul ders, he steered
her out the door.

Lessa shot an intimte | ook at her own mate, and he grinned as he chewed
the last of his nmeatroll and reached for a redfruit.

"Are you already on the list?" Menolly asked Sebell as they made their way
down the corridor.

He gave her a mi schievous grin, hugging her against his side. They fel
easily into step. As he often did, Sebell wondered at his great good fortune
to have won Menolly as his mate. He could not mind that part of her heart
whi ch was Master Robinton's. Part of his was the Harper's, too, along with his
conplete loyalty and respect; but Menolly was the joy of his life.

"How | ong nust we wait?" Qterel, Lord Hol der of Tillek demanded, scow ing
deeply as the two harpers passed himwhere he waited in the hallway.

"The roomis small, Lord Qterel, and there is a great deal to be done
today," Sebell said placatingly.

"Smal | or not, Fandarel and other very mnor craftsmen have been in there
for hours, and now he has haul ed his granddaughter in, too," Qerel conplained
peevi shly.

"I'f you were able to draw cl ear diagrans as she does, Lord Oterel,"” Menolly
said, "you would doubtless be in there." She had disliked the testy old Lord
of Tillek Hold ever since he had spoken out so vehemently agai nst her
attaining her Mastery.

O erel glared fiercely back at her. Beyond him Lord Toronas of Benden Hol d
covered a grin with his hand. "You're inpudent, young woman, far too inpudent!
You di shonor your Hall."

Sebell gave hima long quelling | ook and then pulled Menolly into the snall
room It was hot and stuffy, with stools crammed so closely together that she
wonder ed how Jancis, Pienur, Terry, and another smith she didn't recognize
could draw at all. Fandarel was hovering over themwhile N ton | eaned
i ndolently against the far wall. Then she saw the screen and its display of
unfam liar objects as clearly defined as if the actual item had sonehow gotten
i nside this Aivas and been nagnifi ed.

"Now, once the connections with the F-322RH have been made"-the rich
beautifully nodul ated voi ce made Menolly gasp in surprise; she glanced around
and caught Sebell's grin at her reaction as she tried to |l ocate the source of
the voice-"the circuit will be conpleted. Add this board to those already
installed and cone back to nme for the next step.”

oediently the four left, talking to one another in |ow tones. N ton cane
forward then, and Fandarel cleared his throat.

"We three-Wyrleader Nton; |, Craftmaster Fandarel; and Masterhar per
Sebel | -request that you add Master Menolly of the Harper Hall to the roster.”

"WIl Master Menolly please speak so that a voiceprint may be taken?"

"A voiceprint?" Menolly asked, astonished.

"Yes, a human's voice is a nore effective nmeans of identification than
physi cal appearance, which could be duplicated. Your voiceprint cannot.
Therefore, it is necessary for you to speak so that a voiceprint ID can be
registered to the roster file."

Menol |y, rendered uncharacteristically speechless by the unusual request
and the gl orious voice, |ooked helplessly at Sebell. He flicked his fingers
encour agi ngly, grinning cheerfully while N ton nouthed words at her

"I'"'m Menol Iy, once of Half Circle Sea Hold, and |I'm better at singing than
speaki ng," she said, stamering slightly in her confusion. Then she fretted
that she was letting a stamrer be registered.

Mast er Fandarel nmade a tunmbling gesture with his hands, which she took to
nmean that she should continue talking.



"My rank is Master in the Harper Hall. | conpose music and wite lyrics.
Master Sebell, here, is ny mate, and we have three children. Have you heard
enough?"

"That is sufficient for a voice with such a distinctive tinbre," Aivas
said. "Are copies of the nusic you wite available? For the main files?"

"You want ny nusic?" Menolly exclaimed in surprise.

"Miusi c was very inmportant to your ancestors."

"You have sone of their music?" She could barely contain her excitenent.

"There is an extensive file of nusic, spanning over two thousand years."

"But you're only one voice?"

There was a significant pause. "It would be inappropriate to use nore than
one in conversational node. This systemis, however, adapted to reproduce
music in its varied instrunmental formns."

"It is?" Menolly was aware of Sebell's chuckle and N ton's grin.

"We'| | get our turn, lovey," Sebell said softly. "I prom se you that.
Master Robinton is as eager as we are, but there are nore urgent priorities.”

Menol | y gul ped back di sappoi ntment and | ooked hel pl essly at Sebel I .

"I must |eave now," Fandarel said." W are going to see how to reconstruct
t hat power station, Aivas, and dragonriders have gone to bring ny
ni ckel - cadm um batteries, as you call them"

"Does Master Facenden understand how to connect themto the auxiliary power
poi nts shown to hi n?" Aivas asked.

"Yes, | made certain of his conprehension. He will also construct a cage to
keep the unwary fromtouching the fluid or the wires. Cone, Nton, if you' d be
so good as to assign dragonriders to take us up the river to the damsite."
Fandar el wheel ed about and strode down the corridor, N ton beside him Both
i gnored attenpts by those waiting in the hall to stop and quiz them Sebel
gestured for Menolly to take one of the stools before he called Lords Oterel
Si gonmal , Toronas, and Warbret to enter. Oterel pushed his way in first,
wearing a triunphant expression that faded as he | ooked about himin
bewi | dernent. Wen all four were in the room Sebell introduced themto Aivas.

"It is a pleasure to make your acquai ntances, nmy lords," Aivas replied
courteously. Menolly noticed that his deep voice was subtly deferential. "Soon
this facility will be enlarged so that |arger audi ences can be accomvpdat ed. "

Sebel | caught Menolly's eye and wi nked at her. Both appreciated Aivas's
snmoot h tact.

"You can see us?" Oterel asked, still |ooking around for something, Menolly
wagered, that he could recognize as eyes.

"The visual sensors are registering your individual presences. You wll
nost certainly be recognized agai n whenever you return."

Menol |y hastily covered her nmouth. It wouldn't do for Oterel to see her
grinning at his confusion. This Aivas was hal f-harper. How did it know just
how to deal with the old bore? Had Sebell warned it?

"You don't have any eyes," Oterel said querul ously.

"Optics are the eyes of a nmachine, Lord Gterel."

"I understand that you knew our ancestors, Aivas," Lord Sigomal said while
O erel floundered over the inplication that eyes were somehow inferior. "Can
you tell nme who mne were?"

"Lord Sigomal," Aivas replied, sounding genuinely apologetic, "no input has
been received on such specific details. Alist of the nanes of those settlers
who renoved to Fort Hold is being prepared and will be made available to
anyone who requests a copy. Your own Hold Records probably detail who
established Bitra. However, you may be pl eased to know that your province was
naned for one of the shuttle pilots, Avril Bitra."

Menol | y wondered at the odd clipped delivery of that information. Aivas had
an incredibly flexible voice, capable of amazi ng dynam cs and nuances. Maybe
Mast er Shonagar, the Hall's eccentric voice teacher, could be pried out of his
domai n to hear such a Wnder

"Lists of ancestors are the best you can do? That isn't going to be nmuch
use to us!" Qerel exclained in keen dissatisfaction



"I'n your case, Lord OQterel, it is reasonable to assume that Till ek was
ei ther established by or named for Captain Janes Tillek, the captain of the
Bahrain, a man of consi derabl e acumen and talent as a seaman and explorer."

O erel began to swell wth inportance.

"Regretfully, Lords Toronas and Warbret, your Holds were established | ong
after input ceased. Wuld it be possible to add your Records to the
information files of this time period? That would further the understanding of
the structure of a Hold. There is so nmuch that must be gathered before what
you have created here on Pern can be fully appreciated."”

Just then Master Wansor wal ked in and, munbling over the page he was
readi ng, stunmbled into the seated Warbret. Profusely apol ogi zi ng, he was
confronted by a glaring Oterel, who accused himof barging in on Lord Hol ders.

"I"ve only one small question, but it is extrenmely urgent," Wansor said in
his gentle, contrite voice. He took a breath to deliver the question

"Master Wansor, you need only place the paper on the plate for it to be
read and an answer given," Aivas reninded himnpbst courteously.

Menol |y rai sed her eyebrows. Few people paid Master Wansor the
consi deration his true abilities deserved.

"Ch, yes, | keep forgetting," Master Wansor said. Excusing hinself, he wove
a path past the stools to the control board. A round, little, unpretentious
el derly man, he had to bend over to see with his weak eyes where to place the
paper. The panel glowed nore brightly. "Ah, yes. There!" And he patted the
paper into position

"Lord Toronas, your Hold was obviously named to honor the nenory of Admira

Paul Benden," Aivas said, while several lightning flashes on the panel
suggested to Menolly that Wansor's paper was being attended to sinultaneously.
Then, to the amazenment of all, the main screen displayed the imge of a fine

| ooki ng man, his face full of character. A man to trust, Menolly decided. Then
she was stunned by the realization that Aivas had known and tal ked to that

man, so |ong dead and so |ong renenbered. "A fine man, Admiral Benden," Aivas
went on. "Hol ding the settlers together, always encouragi ng, preserving them

t hrough considerable trials to establish a safer haven in the Northern
Continent."

"And |'mrelated to the adniral ?" Toronas asked, rather nmore hunble in his
request than Gterel. "Qur earliest Records are inpossible to decipher.™

As the Lord Holders awaited Aivas's reply, Menolly noticed Wansor's
di screet departure.

"It is entirely possible," Aivas said, "even likely that you are a direct
descendant. Four children were recorded to the narriage of Paul Benden and Ju
Adj ai. Perhaps if you bring in your Records at sone | ater date, they can be
deci phered. A programis available that utilizes a special |ight which can
often restore | ost words and phrases.”

Enthralled, Menolly listened as Aivas dealt with both Sigomal and \Warbret,
as cleverly and in as personal a fashion, catering to their self-inages.

Then Jancis, Piermur, and Benel ek hovered uncertainly in the doorway, each
clutching several sheets. Piemur rattled his to get Sebell's attention; the
Mast er harper deferentially told the Lord Hol ders that Aivas must be consulted
again and politely gestured for themto | eave.

O erel grunbled, but Sigomal rose readily enough and took the old Tillek
Lord by the arm "It's stifling in here, Oerel. Far too stuffy for confort. |
don't know about you, but | intend to search out those Records and then see
what this Aivas thing can tell nme. Come al ong now. "

"He mani pul ates themlike so many string-dolls,” Menolly told her nate in
an undertone after he had escorted the Lord Holders into the hallway.

"Master Robinton had advised that tact and flattery m ght be required,”
Aivas replied. "Especially for those who cannot be accommpdated with a | engthy
interview'

"How di d you hear ne?" Menolly asked, dismayed that Aivas had overheard her
whi sper.

"Master Menolly, you are sitting beside a receptor. \Wispers are clearly



audi bl e. "

She caught Sebell's amused gl ance. He might have warned her about that.

"Don't distract Aivas, Menolly," Pienur said, arranging his papers on the
pl ate.

"Master Menolly is not a distraction,'
pl ease, Pienur."

"Could you really read those old noldy Records?" Menolly asked.

"The attenpt should be nade. The ink that was used to wite the Records you

Aivas said mldly. "Next page

were kind enough to bring last night is of an indelible type that will yield
to certain techniques available to this facility. Qutside manual assistance
wi Il be needed, however, to prepare the docunments before they can be scanned.

That is a project which has been put on hold."

"On hol d?" Menolly was delighted by the unusual but descriptive phrase.
"How expl anat ory!"

Then she heard the sounds of nmovenent in the hall and saw a file of people,
| aden with cartons, striding purposefully toward her. She saw F' | essan and
F' nor among them

"I'"d better leave," she said reluctantly.

"Hang about," Sebell told her

"You seemto be bringing the cave here. Wuldn't it have been easier to
nove Aivas to the caves?" she asked.

"Negatory," Aivas said in as sharp a tone as Menolly had yet heard him
utter." This installation nust remain in its present position, or it cannot
access Yokohana."

"I was being facetious, Aivas,'
eyes at Sebell .

As the dragonriders cane in, Menolly noved to N ton's earlier position
agai nst the wall and watched as carton after carton was di splayed to Aivas, to
be either dism ssed or sent into the roons where others were attenpting to
construct the devices that would permit w der access to Aivas's facilities.
None of the dragonriders seemed at all surprised to see her there, and
F'lessan's grin had | ost nothing of his usual inmpudence in the presence of
Aivas. But then the son of F' lar and Lessa took nothing very seriously except
his dragon, CGolanth. Mrrimfollowed close on T gellan's heels; the two from
the Eastern Weyr were never far apart since they had decl ared thensel ves
weyrmates. Mrrimhad certainly bloomed and relaxed in the warnth of his
preference, Menolly reflected.

"I didn't see you here earlier,” Mrrimsaid in an aside to Menolly while
waiting for her burden to be assessed by Aivas.

Menol |y said penitently, and rolled her

"Ch, | arrived here late last night with the Records of this Pass,"” Menolly
replied. "Then Lessa grabbed ne for some drudgery." She extended her strong
hands, her callused fingers still showi ng water-winkles.

Mrrimrolled her eyes. "I'"'mjust as glad we got in on the fetch-and-carry end

of things. Let's conpare notes later, huh? |1'd better go," she added with a
smug grin, "T' gellan's waving at ne." She hefted the carton over to Aivas's
screen.

VWhen Aivas had delivered a verdict and the riders had |eft, Sebell gestured
for the Craftmasters to come in and be introduced. Again they were al
courteously, if briefly, addressed, and Aivas issued the request to see their
craft Records. Wen they had left, Menolly slipped over to Sebell.

"How on earth will Aivas find time to | ook at so many Records?" she asked
whi spering in his ear.

"He doesn't need sleep, only power," Sebell replied. "If we can supply that
when the solar panels falter, he'll go on all day and night. You don't sleep

do you, Aivas?"

"This facility operates as long as it has sufficient power to do so. Sleep
is a human requirenent."

Sebel I wi nked at Menol ly.

"And you have none?" she demanded, jamming her fists into her belt as she
faced the screen squarely.



"This facility is programred to give opti mumuse at human conveni ence."

"Do | hear a tinge of apology in your tone, Aivas?" she asked.

"This facility is programred not to give offense."

Menol |y had to chuckle. Later she realized that that was when she began to
accept Aivas as an individual entity and not as an awesome relic of her
ancestors' contrivance.

"Menol | y?" the Masterharper called fromthe far end of the corridor, which

was, for the first time, enpty of inportunate visitors. "Is Sebell there with
you?"

Sebel | noved to where he could be seen

"Take over fromhim wll you, Menolly?" Robinton asked. "W've got enough

here for a conference."

Sebel |l put his hand on Menolly's upper arm giving it a reassuring squeeze.
"You saw how | conducted the encounters,” he said. "If anyone el se shows up
just introduce them™

"That didn't work [ast night when Pienur tried it," Menolly said.

Sebel | grinned, squeezing her arm again. "Master Robinton and F | ar worked
out a necessary alteration in the protocol."

" Anot her new wor d?"

"Aivas's for convention or courtesy.'
cheek. "You won't be mssing anything in the conference, you know

"I do, and I'mrelieved not to have to sit through another one," she called
after himas he hurried down the hall to Master Robinton. Sebell knew how she
hated formal cerenonies. O would they now be called protocols? She sniled to
herself, then realized that she was alone wi th Aivas.

"Aivas, would you be able to give ne an exanple of ancestral nusic?"

"Vocal , instrunmental, orchestral ?"

"Vocal ;" Menolly replied without hesitation, prom sing herself that she
woul d hear the other categories, too, when there was a chance.

"Cl assical, ancient, or nmodern; contenporary folk or popular; with or
wi t hout instrunental acconpani nent?"

"Anything, while we've got a free nmonent."

"Anything is too vague a category. Specify."

"Vocal, popular, with instruments."

"This was recorded at the Landing celebration." And suddenly the room was
filled with nmusic. Menolly inmmediately identified several of the instruments:
agitar, a fiddle, and something with a pipelike sound; and then voices,
untrai ned but enthusiastic and nusical. The nmel ody was hauntingly famliar to
her; the words, though clearly sung, were not. The quality of the sound,
however, was incredible. These voices and instrunments had not been heard for
centuries, and yet the sounds were as unblurred by tinme as if the nusicians
were present. Wen the song ended, she couldn't speak for the wonder of it.

"Was that not satisfactory, Master Menol | y?"

' He gave her a quick kiss on the

She shook herself. "It was imrensely and incredibly satisfying. | know that
tune, too. What did the... settlers"-yes, she thought, Lessa was right to cal
them by that less intimdating noun-"call it?"

" '"Home on the Range.' It is classified as Anerican Western fol k nusi c.

Several variations were included when the nusic library was installed in the
menory banks. "

She woul d have asked for nore, but Pienmur cane striding into the room
carrying a strange contraption, a thin wi de ribbon of col ored strings hanging
fromone side. The front of it resenbled part of the Aivas worktop, a series
of depressions in five ordered ranks under a dark sheet of what |ooked to be
nore plastic.

"Kindly hold it over the view panel, Piemur. Level with your head, please."
There was a | ong pause for assessnent. "It seens to be correctly assenbled. A
final check will be its installation and activation, but that nust wait on a
power source and connections to this board. How is Master Terry progressing
with the wring?"

"I don't know. He's in another room 1'll just go and check for you. Here,



Menol Iy, hang on to this. | don't want to risk dropping it."” Wth an
encouraging grin, Piemur deposited his load in her arnms and half ran down the
corridor.

"Why do you have that?" Jancis asked, arriving with a siml|ar object in her
hands.

Menol |y told her and watched while Jancis repeated Piemur's antics. R ght
behi nd her cane Benel ek, Lord Groghe's clever son, who was now a smth
journeyman. Fandarel had found himso extrenely inventive that Menolly was not
at all surprised to see himtaking an active part here.

VWhen Aivas had approved their efforts, Benel ek wanted to know when t hey
coul d hook up

"When there is power available. So, Journeyman Benel ek, you may as well
assenbl e anot her keyboard while you're waiting," Aivas replied. "Ten are
possible with the parts in hand. Two need repl acement screens, if the
@ assmaster will oblige.”

"I really do not understand how you woul d be able to handl e twel ve people
at once, Aivas," Menolly said.

"You play nore than one instrument, do you not? That is, if this facility
has properly understood the training practices of your Hall."

"l do, but not all at once."

"There is in this facility many parts, each of which can operate separately
and si mul t aneously. "

Silently Menolly considered that concept, unsure how to respond. Then, just
when it woul d have begun to seemrude for her to remain quiet, Master Terry
cane trotting down the corridor, |oops of material strung all over him

3

DOMN THE HALL, in the refurbished conference room seven Lord Hol ders,
ei ght Craftmasters, eight Weyrleaders, and four Weyrwonmen were assenbled in an
extraordi nary meeting. Harper Journeyman Tagetarl had been brought in to take
full notes of the proceedings.

F'lar stood up to take charge, though everyone could see that Master
Robi nt on woul d have been happy to officiate. There were those who thought the
Har per had not | ooked so ani mated and vigorous in many a Turn, and assumned
that the runors of his decline nust have been vastly exaggerated. Note was
al so taken that the Weyrl eaders | ooked | ess haggard, al nost cheerful -even
optimstic.

"I believe you' ve all been introduced to Aivas," F lar began

Lord Corman of lgen snorted."Introduced? To a tal king wal | ?"

"It is much nore than a talking wall," Robinton said tartly, glaring at
Corman, who rolled his eyes at the Harper's unexpected vehemence and nudged
Lord Bargen of H gh Reaches Hol d beside him

"Considerably nmore than just a wall,” Flar said. "Aivas is an intelligent
entity, constructed by our ancestors who first settled this planet. It
contains the informati on which our ancestors needed and used. Val uabl e
know edge which can teach us how to inprove Hold, Hall, and Weyr." He took a
deep breath. "And destroy Thread completely."

"That 1'1l believe when | see it," Corman replied with a disbelieving
snort.

"I prom sed you that, Lord Corman, at the begi nning of this Pass, and now
can fulfill that promsel™

"Wth a wall's hel p?"

"Yes, with this wall's help," Robinton replied, his voice intense with
conviction as he glared angrily at the Hol der.

"You woul dn't be so skeptical if you' d been here yesterday and heard
Aivas!" Larad said, junping to his feet, his tone trenmbling with controlled
anger. Cornman recoiled in surprise.

"Wth all due respect, F' lar, Robinton, Larad," Warbret said appeasingly,
"we' ve been called down here so frequently to see usel ess hul ks, enpty



bui | di ngs, and caves bulging with shards and artifacts that | personally

didn't think anything could be that urgent this tine. | do find it very odd in

you, Weyrleader, to be taken in by talking walls spouting archaic |egends."
Robi nton rose up out of his seat, bellow ng such a protest that Warbret

regarded himw th amazenment. "Qullible? Warbret, |, Robinton of Cove Hold, may
be old but | cannot be considered gullible..."

"Nor 1|," Fandarel added, also on his feet and | oom ng over the incredul ous
Hol ders. "This is not a wall, Lord Corman." The scorn in the usually equable

Mastersmith's manner made everyone stare at him "This machine, this Aivas,
was so efficiently and beautifully crafted by our ancestors that it has
survived centuries and still functions. That is nore than the best any present
crafthall can do!" He jerked his big head to enphasize his respect. "Mke no
further insult on our intelligence or integrity, Lord Corman. You may not
choose to believe in Aivas but nobst assuredly, |"-and he thunped his chest
with his nmassive thunb- "Fandarel, Mastercraftsnman, do!"

Cor man subsi ded in bew | dernent.

"So why have you called this session, then?" Warbret asked.

"Qut of courtesy. So you'd all be nade aware of the inportance of this find
as soon as possible,” Lessa snapped. "lI'mnot letting the Weyrs open to any
charge of duplicity or hiding away val uable artifacts.™

"My dear Weyrwonan," Warbret began placatingly.

"Well, maybe not you, Warbret," Lord G oghe intervened, "but | could nane
some..." He left his words hanging. "You weren't here, so you didn't listen
as | did, and 'mno nore gullible than Robinton, F lar, or Fandarel. But if
this Aivas thing really can rid us of Thread, I'mall for giving it every
assi stance. "

"If it can do that," Corman chall enged, "then why didn't it do it for our
ancest ors?"

"Yes, why didn't it?" Toronas of Benden asked.

"Because two erupting vol canoes altered their plans,” F lar replied with
great patience. "Landing-which is what our ancestors called this place-had to
be evacuated. No one returned fromthe North to find out what Aivas might have
| earned. "

"Ch." Wth that, Tbronas subsided.

"I didn't nmean offense, F lar," Warbret said reasonably. "I just think
you're all junping to conclusions on very flimsy evidence that this Aivas
apparatus can do the half of what you think it can."

"Aivas has already proved to ne," Fandarel said, his runbling voice
overpowering the others, "that it can restore information that has been | ost
to ny Craft over the last millennium information that will inprove not just
my Craft but conditions throughout Pern. You know very well, Lord Warbret,
that the depredations of tinme have rendered many Records illegible. And that
many of the conveni ences which were our heritage fromour ancestors have begun
to fail. Further, Aivas has given me plans for a far nore efficient power
system One so efficient,” the Mastersm th added, pointing a thick forefinger
at the lgen Lord Holder, "that your Hold could be kept cool even at high noon
at the height of the sunmer by the current of your river."

"Really? | can't say I'd mind that," Corman admitted, but his skepticism
remai ned. "And just supposing,” he added in a sly voice, glancing sideways at
F'lar, "this Aivas does help you get rid of Thread, what will dragonriders do
for occupation?”

"We' || worry about that when we have destroyed Thread."

"So you have sone doubts yoursel f, Weyrl eader?" Corman asked quickly.

"I said when, Lord Corman," F'lar said in a grating tone. "Are you argui ng
wi th our eagerness to dispense with accepting your tithes?" The Wydeader's
expressi on was sardoni c.

"No, | nean, we've willingly tithed this Fall..." Corman floundered briefly
and threw up his hands, recalling the time when he had not willingly supported
Benden \Weyr.

"And just howwll this talking wall of yours destroy Thread, Weyrl eader?"



Mast er gl ass-smith Nori st denmanded, his cheeks red with nore than the broken
capillaries fromfacing his hearths. "By blowing up the Red Star?"

Larad | eaned across the table toward Norist, his eyes narrowed in anger
"Does it matter howit is achieved if it is, Master Norist, so long as there
i s never another Pass?"

"May | live to see that day," Corman said in a facetious tone.

"I intend to." F lar's voice and expression were steely with determ nation
"Now, if we have settled the question as to why at |east the dragonriders fee
Aivas is inmportant..."

"Dragonriders are not the only ones, F lar," Fandarel said, bringing his
heavy fist firmly down on the table, rattling everything on it.

"Nor Mastercraftsmen,” Lord Asgenar added staunchly.

"I, too," Goghe said when Corman snorted. "Sonetines you can be sharding
hard to convince, Cornman. You'll change your nind when you' ve heard Aivas.
You're not that nuch of a fool."

"Enough!" F'lar took charge again. "The purpose of this nmeeting is to
apprise you of the discovery of Aivas and its inescapable value to Pern as a
whol e. Whi ch we have done to those of you who bothered to come. Further,
trust you other Weyrleaders" -F'lar scanned the seven present. "-will join
Benden in making full use of the Aivas."

"Now listen here, F'lar. You can't arbitrarily decide sonmething that's
going to effect Hold, Hall, and Weyr until everyone's had a chance to see for
t hensel ves, " Corman began, glancing at Warbret and Bargen to support him "I
think this ought to be taken up at the Hol ders' quarterly meeting-which isn't
that far off now "

"Hol ders may decide for thenmselves," F'lar said.

"And Craftmasters,” Norist put in, his expression forbidding. Hi s glare
rested | ongest on Fandar el

"Deci sions on who uses the Aivas ought not to be delayed,” F lar said.

"Cnon, Flar," Goghe said. "You haven't waited on anything. Scranbling
about caves in the dark, hauling in apprentices and journeymen fromall over
the continent to resurrect bits and bobs of strange gear." He held up a hand

when he saw F' lar's concerned expression. "Not that |, personally, don't agree
with you, Weyrleader. Deciding anything at the Holders' Quarterlies can try
t he patience of a dragon. However, | did see and hear Aivas." He turned

slightly in his seat toward the other Lord Hol ders. "The device is anazing,
and | am convinced of its value!"

"There was a tine, Corman," F'lar said, with a slight smle that remn nded
the Lord Hol der of another occasi on when the Benden Wyrl eader had faced the
massed and arned di sapproval of the Lord Hol ders and bested them "when you
and all the other Lord Holders urgently required me to put an end to
Threadfall. Surely you want ne to get on with that task as swiftly as
possi bl e?"

"You' ve done exactly as you ought," G oghe said, daring Corman to protest.

"I ndeed you have, Weyrleader," Toronas agreed. F'lar found the new Benden
Hol der a vast inproverment on the previous one, Lord Raid.

"However," the Weyrl eader went on, "it is painfully obvious that we have
| ost nmost of the skills our ancestors had. W nust relearn them with Aivas's
gui dance, so that we can indeed renove forever fromthis planet the nenace of
Threadfall." F lar | ooked fromMNorist to Corman to Warbret and then other Lord
Hol ders, who had not taken part in the argunent. "lIsn't it sensible to start
on the program as soon as possible? To restore what we have | ost?"

"And you expect all of us to take our orders fromthis Aivas?" Norist asked
sarcastically. He had been exceedingly reticent when Aivas had queried him
about his Craft.

"Master Norist," Fandarel began in his slow deliberate way, "if there are
opportunities to inprove our Craft skills, surely it is incumbent on us to do
so?"

"What that Aivas suggested | do in the Craft which | have Mastered, and
efficiently, for the past thirty Turns, goes agai nst every established



procedure of ny Hall!" Norist wasn't going to give an inch

"I'ncluding the now illegible ones in your ol dest Records?" Master Robinton
asked gently. "And here is Master Fandarel, fretting to get on with the
restoration of an ancestral power station, quite willing to accept new

principles fromAivas."

Sonething akin to a sneer curled Norist's thick, scarred lip. "W all know
that Master Fandarel is endlessly fiddling about with gadgets and gi nmi cks."

"Always efficient ones," Master Fandarel replied, ignoring the
di sparagenent. "I can plainly see that every Craft can benefit fromthe
know edge stored in Aivas. This norning Bendarek was given inval uabl e advice
on how to inprove his paper, Aivas called it, and speed up its production
Very sinmple, but Bendarek i mediately saw the possibilities and has gone back
to Lenos to develop this nuch nore efficient nmethod. That's why he's not
here.”

"You and Bendarek," Norist said, a flick of his fingers dismnissing the
newest Mastercraftsman's products, "may exercise your prerogatives. | prefer
to concentrate on maintaining the high standards of ny Halls w thout
di ssipating effort on frivolous pursuits.™

"You don't, however," Lord Asgenar said, with a droll grin, "object to
maki ng use of the frivolous pursuits of other crafthalls. Such as the | oad of
sheets delivered to you |l ast nonth. Bendarek expects to be able to increase
producti on of paper" Asgenar grinned nore broadly-"so that no one will be kept
wai ting for supplies.”

"dass is glass, made of sand, potash, and red lead," Norist stated
stubbornly. "You can't inprove on it."

"But Aivas suggested ways to do just that," Master Robinton said at his
nost reasonabl e and persuasi ve.

"I'"ve wasted enough tinme here already.'
down the hall.

"Damed fool," Asgenar nuttered under his breath.

"Back to the inmportant point, F lar," Warbret said, |eaning forward across
the table to the Weyrl eaders. "The possibility of elimnating Thread. Just how
does this Aivas propose to go about this? F nor didn't have nuch | uck when he
tried."”

Renenberi ng how cl ose F nor had conme to dying in his attenpt to go between
to the Red Star itself, F lar stared at himfor a nonent, then collected
hi nsel f and went on. "Lord Warbret, until you have first listened to and seen
the history Aivas has to tell you, you will not appreciate how nuch we will
have to | earn before we can even understand his expl anations of what we have
to do."

"And Aivas's showing and telling beggars nmy poor skill," Robinton said with
unusual humlity. "For he was there! He knew our ancestors. He was created on
t he planet of our forebears! He witnessed and recorded events whi ch have
become our myths and | egends.” Hi s voice rang with such feeling that there was
a nonent of respectful silence.

"Yes, you and Lord Corman should hear Aivas before you dismss the gift we
have been offered,"” Lessa added softly but just as fervently.

"M nd you, |I'mnot against going along with your course of action," Warbret
said, after a noment, "if it can help us eradicate Thread. And if you say,
Weyrwonman, that we should hold our decision until we've heard this Aivas
speak, when will that be possibl e?"

"Hopefully, later today," F' lar replied.

"The batteries should be in place now," Fandarel rem nded him "but | rnust

Nori st stood up and stal ked of f

go. Aivas is going to need rmuch nmore power. And | will see that he gets it."
He rose and stood there for a nonent, surveying the gathering. "Sonme of us

will be called upon to change the ways and patterns of a lifetime, which is
not an easy thing to do, but the benefits will nore than conpensate for that

effort. We have endured enough of Thread. Now we have the chance to eradicate
this menace, and we nust grasp it firmy in both hands and succeed! Facenden,"
he said, turning to his journeyman, "stay in ny stead and report to ne later."



Then he left, his heavy steps audi ble down the short corridor

"I think this neeting has gone on | ong enough, too," Corman said. "Do as
you wi sh, Weyrleader. You generally do anyhow " But this tine his coment held
no rancor. "Just see that there is a full report of these activities for the
quarterly Convocation."

He al so got to his feet, nudging Bargen to join him But the H gh Reaches
Lord Hol der only regarded himthoughtfully and did not rise.

"WIl you not stay to hear the history, Corman?" Robi nton asked.

"In that stuffy little roon?" Corman asked indignantly. "Have ny harper

learn it and I'lIl hear it in ny om Hold, in confort and at my own
convenience."” And with that he left.

"I will listen," Bargen said. "I have come this far, though I am by no
means certain that it is the wi sest course to encourage this awesone Aivas
t hi ng. "

"At least you will listen," Robinton said, giving an approving nod.
"Sebel |, how many can we confortably accomobdate in that stuffy little roon®"

He said it blandly enough, but several of the Wyrl eaders sml ed.

"Certainly all here who wish to attend,"” Sebell said. "There are now enough
benches and stools, and if a few of us have to stand, | gather no one mi nded
yesterday. | certainly won't."

"We don't have to ask this creature's perm ssion?" Bargen asked.

"Aivas is nothing if not accomodating," Master Robinton said, grinning
broadl y.

They filed down the hall then; three Lord Hol ders, the Wyrl eaders and
VWeyrwonen, and the Craftmasters. Terry was already there, |ooking mghtily
pl eased with hinsel f but warding people away fromthe bundl e of cords that
wound from Aivas and stretched along the left-hand wall and out into the
adj acent room A wi ndow had been inserted, high on the right-hand wall,
allowing fresh air to circulate through the room There turned out to be
enough benches and stools to seat al nost everyone, including Lord G oghe, who
had decided to sit through Aivas's telling a second time. Menolly stood beside
Sebel . She groped and found his hand when the first vision of Pern in the
bl ackness of space lit the screen

"Now that's amazi ng," Bargen exclaimed, but he was the |last to speak unti
Aivas ended its account with the final view of an airsled disappearing through
the ashfall to the west. Then, slightly dazed, he muttered, "Corman's an old
fool. Norist, too."

"Thank you, Aivas," G oghe of Fort Hold said, rising and shaking out

stiffened linbs. "OF course, | saw it yesterday, but it's worth seeing again.
And any time | can." He nodded enphatically at F lar. "You know that 'l
support you, dragonriders. You will, too, won't you, Warbret, Bargen?" Hs

guestion was nmore of a demand, and he jutted his chin at his peers, ready to
coerce theminto agreenent.

"I think we nust, Warbret," Bargen said as he rose and turned, courteously
inclining his body toward F'lar and then Master Robinton. "Good day. And good
luck."

The other lords left with him

"I don't mean to dash all this optimsm" Gdened of Ista Wyr said, "but
Aivas said nothing to the point of just how we're going to acconplish the
elimnation of Thread."

"No, he didn't exactly, did he?" R mart agreed, shaking his head as if to
clear it. "The ancestors had a | ot nore equi pnrent and gadgets and those sl eds.
If they couldn't get rid of Thread, how shall we?"

"There is a time for all things to be acconplished,” Aivas said. "As
mentioned | ast night, several conclusions had been nmade. The nobst inportant,

for you, is that in four years, ten nonths, and twenty-seven days, it will be
possible to jolt the eccentric planet out of its present orbit, permanently.
It will then be close to the orbit of your fifth planet, far from Rukbat

t hough, as you now know, the Thread swarns still follow it past Pern."

The Aivas had the stunned attention of everyone in the roomas a diagram of



Rukbat's pl anets bl azed on the screen. They noved slowy around their prinary,
and the wanderer crossed at an angle to them

F' | ar gave a weak | augh. "The dragons of Pern are strong and willing, but I
don't think they could nove the Red Star."

"They will not," Aivas said. "For to attenpt the feat would be to endanger
their lives and their riders'. But the dragons are able to perform ot her
vital tasks that will allow you to alter that planet's course permanently."

Once agai n everyone was silent.

"That | might live to see the day," G dened of Igen nurnured fervently.
"I"d go forward another four hundred Turns if we could do that!"

"I'f that could be done," R mart asked, "why didn't our ancestors do it?"

"The conjunction of the planets was not then auspicious." The Aivas paused
briefly, then went on with what Master Robinton heard as irony. "And by the
time these cal cul ati ons had been nade, all had gone north, leaving this
facility unable to informits operators." Aivas paused again. "The dragons you

have nourished to such size and strength will be critical to the success of
the project. If you are willing."
"If we are willing!" T gellan and T bor cried in astoni shed chorus. Al the

dragonriders sprang to their feet. Mrrimhugged T gellan's arm her
expression fierce with determnation

"F'lar's not the only one," N ton added, "whose greatest wish is to
exterm nate Thread!"
D ram the ol dest of the riders, had tears stream ng down his cheeks. "W are
nothing if not willing, Aivas. Even this old nman and his anci ent dragon!"

From out si de came a chorus of dragons bugling, the rich bass of the
bronzes, the thrilling sopranos of the queens, and the high piercing tone of
Mrrims green Path.

"It will not be an easy task, Aivas said, "and you will have to study
assiduously in order to lay the necessary foundation to bring success to that
day."

"Why must it be four years, ten months, and whatever days?" K van, the
youngest Weydeader, asked.

Twent y- seven days," Aivas corrected him "Because that is the precise
nmonent when a wi ndow will be open."

"A wi ndow?" Inadvertently K van | ooked at the new one in the wall.

"As a rider, you always take your dragon to a precise place when you go
bet ween, do you not?" K Van was not the only rider to nod agreenment. Aivas
went on. "It is even nore inportant to be precise when one is traveling in
space. "

"We're going to be traveling in space?" F' lar asked, gesturing toward the
screen where they had briefly seen what space was |ike.

"I'n a manner of speaking," Aivas said. "You will come to understand, and
correctly interpret, the terns that define the tasks before you. In the
| exi con of space travel, a windowis the interval that brackets the nonment
wi t hi n which you have flexibility to achieve your objective, also traveling in
space. If this is to succeed-"

[f?" Rmart alnost yelled. "But you said it could!'" He glared accusingly at
Flar.

"The plan is viable and has every chance of succeeding if the requisite
effort is put intoits inplenentation," Aivas said firmy. "But success wll
depend on the learning of new skills and disciplines. It is obvious that while
all dragonriders are dedicated nen, you also have little |leisure at your
conmmand. But the dragons and the riders are requisites to the task, supported
by Craftmasters and those Lord Hol ders who will |end nen and wonmen as support
staff. It would be best if everyone on the planet could be involved in the
project. As were your ancestors."

"I still don't see why our ancestors didn't take care of the problem when
they had the chance to," R mart said.

"Your ancestors did not have dragons the size and intelligence of yours.
The speci es has evol ved and exceeded the original genetic specifications. If



you will observe..." Inmages of two dragons flicked onto Aivas's screen. "The
bronze is Carenath, Sean O Connell is his rider, and the other is Faranth and
Sor ka Hanrahan." Two nore dragons appeared on screen, three times the size of
the first two. "Now, there are Ranoth and Mienenth. The scal e of conparison is
accurate. "

"Why, that bronze isn't as big as Ruth," T bor said, shooting an apol ogetic
gl ance at the Benden \Weyrl eaders.

"No, he doesn't seemto be," F lar replied equably. "You' ve made the point,
Ai vas. Now, how do we start this training you speak of?"

"Not today, certainly," Aivas said. "The first priority is a proper power
source, which Master Fandarel has been good enough to undertake in his
efficient fashion." Master Robinton swung to stare sharply at the screen
Ai vas continued. "Second, the installation of the additional stations. Third,
a supply of paper sufficient for hard copy for instruction and expl anati on
Fourth-"

F' I ar waved both hands, grinning. "Enough, Aivas. Wen the craftsnmen have
done your bidding, we'll be ready to take instruction. That | prom se you."

"Good," Master Terry said, rising fromhis stool and hitching his heavy
tool belt to a nmore confortable position. "Are you | eaving here now?" he asked
am ably. "Because |'ve got nore connections to nake to Aivas, and you're in ny
way. "

"There'll be food and drink in the conference roomby now, " Lessa said,
encour agi ng everyone to | eave.

Mast er Robinton waited until all the others were well down the corridor. He
gl anced at Terry, busy laying out the cables and muttering to hinself.

"Aivas?" the Masterharper said in a whisper, "do you have a sense of
hunor ?"

There was a distinct pause before the reply cane. "Master Robinton, this
facility is not programred for senses. It is programed to interact with
humans. "

"That is not an answer."

"It is one kind of an explanation."

Wth that, Master Robinton had to be content.

The four Eastern Weyr dragonriders glided down in a spiral to the hillside
above the dam Al interest in the ancients' settlenent had been centered on
Landi ng. No one had yet had any occasion to wander about the nearby hills
| ooki ng for evidence of the settlers' handiwrk, so the presence of an
obvi ousl y man-rmade | ake for Fandarel had dammed up a few useful streans in his
Turns as apprentice and journeyman in the Smithcrafthall and recognized the
configuration-was yet another surprise.

The | ake stretched back, a glittering long finger contained between two
hi gh ridges. The dam had been built across the neck of the southeast end.
Though the structure had been broached and two cascades fell gracefully from
the height into the ravine below, it was still the biggest dam Fandarel had
ever seen.

The marvel ous thing, Master Fandarel realized, was not that it had been
made, but that so nuch of it had survived for twenty-five centuries. As
D clan's brown Pranith skimed the top, Fandarel could see that the passage of
all that tine had taken sonme toll on the dam G ooves, like the bites of a
creature | arger even than a dragon, had been gouged in the top, creating
openings for the falls to tunble through. Floods, no doubt, he decided,
pushing | arge boulders or debris relentlessly against it. He pulled on
D clan's sleeve and pointed a thick forefinger vigorously dowward. D clan
nodded, grinning, and in the next instant, Pranith tightened his spiral and
glided to a neat landing on the left-hand side, the |longer intact span

Wth a grace and agility envied by many younger and fitter nen, Fandare
slid fromthe brown neck and landed lightly on his feet. In a noment he was
down on his hands and knees, knife blade scraping aside nud and caked dirt to
exam ne the material of the dam He shook his head.



"Plascrete, Aivas said," he nuttered to hinself as the others in his party
joined him Evan, the journeyman who often translated his designs into solid
reality, was a self-contai ned man who hadn't so nuch as blinked when he took
instructions from"the talking wall." Belterac was nearly as grizzled as
Fandarel; he was wise in his craft, and the steadi ness of his work habits
of fset the apprentice Fosdak, who was erratic and troubl esome but strong as a
draft animal. The last was Silton, a useful and diligent young man who had
shown some of Master Terry's dogged perseverance. "They built this of
pl ascrete,” Fandarel went on. "Stuff that will last for mllennia. And it has.
By the shell of the first Egg, it has!"

The three dragons were as interested in the damas the hunmans were: they
wal ked along the wide top, their wings folded to their backs, and suddenly
V' line | aughed and said aloud that his bronze darinath wanted to know if
there would be tinme for a bath. The water | ooked so clear and clean

"Later, please," Fandarel said, continuing his inspection of the edifice.

"Amazi ng construction," Evan nmurmured, scuffing the surface with his heavy
boots on his way to the | ake side of the structure. He peered over the edge.
"Water |evels are marked, Fandarel. Can't have been high in Turns, though it
has been fromtine to tine."

Then he wal ked to the ravine side and pointed downward and to his left.
"There, Master, that's where the ancients had their power station.”

Fandarel squinted, shielding his eyes with one huge hand, then nodded in
sati sfaction as he saw the remai ns of the building. Sonething had smashed into
it froma height. Probably the same debris that had breached the dam crashing
down on the place with trenendous force.

"Dclan, if you and Pranith woul d be good enough to take us down there,"
Fandarel said, pointing. "Evan and | will go first to be sure it is safe
enough. "

D clan and Pranith obliged, finding sufficient roomto set down by the
ruins. All that was left of the structure were the heavy girders that had
supported the roof of the power station, and the inner wall, which |ooked to
be cenented to the naked rock. But the floor, despite a thick carpet of
pebbl e-encrusted dirt a full knife blade deep, had renai ned inpervious to the
passage of tine.

"Those strong young backs can clear this, Evan," Fandarel said. "D clan
can you wave the others down here? Then the dragons may have a swim"

"They spend nore tinme in the water than in the air," D clan conpl ai ned.
"They're nore likely to wash the hide off 'em if they're not careful. A
hi de- damaged dragon's no good between." But his tone was nore affectionate
t han capti ous.

VWi le the others started shoveling away the nmud, Fandarel and Evan nmade
careful measurenents of the area to be enclosed, then cal cul ated where the new
power wheel would be situated. Wth deft lines, Evan nade a prelimnary sketch
of what the finished installation would | ook Iike. Fandarel, watching over his
shoul der, nodded approval. Then he | ooked about, squinting up at the high
snmooth face of the dam and the hillsides.

"Now, " he said, satisfied with his analysis of the site's needs, "we go
back to Telgar, to assenble the conponents.” He grinned at Evan. "It will be a
novel thing, will it not, to work from proper plans?"

Evan nerely raised his eyebrows. "Can't be but nore efficient that way."

"My dear F'lar," Robinton said reassuringly to the Weyrl eader, who was
patently di sappointed at his failure to gain the full backing of the Lord
Hol ders, "Aivas inpressed Larad, Asgenar, G oghe, Toronas, Bargen, and
Warbret, plus Jaxom Seven out of sixteen's not bad for a start. Qerel's
doddering, and Corman al ways needs time to mull things over. If the various
projects for which you will need workers here continue to clear out that
beggars' cave of Laudey's, he'll back you." Robinton put one hand on F'lar's
shoul der and gave it just a little shake. "F' lar, you so desperately want to
eradi cate Thread. That's your first responsibility. Managing their Holds is
theirs, and sonetinmes, as we both know, they forget the w der view Yes,



K' van?" The Harper had been aware that the young Sout hern Weyrl eader was
hovering in the background. "Have | been nonopolizing F |ar when you need a
word with hin®"

“I'f I mght intrude..." K van said.

"My glass is enpty." Wth a raffish grin, Robinton took hinself back to the
food-1 aden table in search of a wi neskin.

"Was Lord Toric asked?" K van said hesitantly.

"Yes, indeed, he was, K van." F lar drew himto one corner of the room
where they were less likely to be drawn into the lively discussions of the
ot her Weyrleaders. "I charged Breide in particular to |let himknow. "

K van managed a fleeting grin-they both knew that Breide's main function at
Landing was to report to the Southern Lord Hol der everything of interest.
Brei de's consci entiousness often served up such quantities of trivia that
Toric obviously did not bother to read the reports.

"He's trying to get enough men over to the island to shift Denol and his
kin." Everyone knew that Toric was furious about the attenpt by a band of
rebels to take over the island he clainmed as part of his Hold.

"I"d" ve thought he'd acconplished that already,” F lar said in surprise.
"Toric can be very deternined."

K van's grin was sour. "He's also determined to have the Weyr's hel p."

F'lar started angrily. "There's no way he's to have that, K van!"

"And so I've told him time and again. The Weyr is not there for his
conveni ence. "

" And?"
"He doesn't take ny no as final, Flar." Kvan faltered and he gave a
hel pl ess shrug to his shoulders. "I know |I'myoung to be a Wyrleader..."

"Your youth is not a relevant factor, K van. You're a good Weyrl eader, and
|'ve had that assurance fromthe older riders in your Wyr! "

K' van was young enough to flush with pl easure at hearing such praise.
"Toric wouldn't agree," he replied, twitching his straight-held shoul ders.

F'lar could not deny the fact that K van's slim vyouthful build would put
himat a disadvantage in a confrontation with the tall and powerful Southern
Lord Holder. At the tinme K van's Heth had fl own Adrea's queen, Toric had been
ent husi asti ¢ about having a Benden-trai ned Weyrl eader. But he had not had rank
rebellion in his Hold at that point.

"At first," K van went on, "he wanted the Weyr to take his soldiers to the
i sland. When | refused, he said that he'd be satisfied that I'd done ny duty
to the Hold if | told himwhere the rebels had made their canp. Hi s argument
was that we overfly the island during a Pass so wed see where they were, and
that information would assist himin suppressing the rebellion. Wen
refused, he started to harass sone of the older bronze riders, suggesting that
I'"'mtoo young to know ny duty to the Lord Hol der."

"I trust he's had no joy on that score,” F lar said sharply.

K' van shook his head. "No, they told himthat such action was not a \Weyr
responsi bility. Then-" The young Weyrl eader hesitated.

"Then?" F' lar pronpted grimy.

"He tried to bribe one of ny blue riders with the promise of finding hima
suitable friend."

"That is enough!" F'lar's expression darkened, and he irritably pushed hair
back fromhis forehead. "Lessa!" he called, beckoning urgently to her

VWen F' |l ar explained K van's problem she was equally incensed.

"You'd think he'd know better by this tinme not to try to bully
dragonriders," she said, her voice crisp with anger. Wen she saw K van's
appr ehensi ve expression, she gave hima reassuring touch. "lIt's scarcely your
fault Toric is as greedy as a Bitran."

"Desperate, nore like," Kvan said with the hint of a smle. "Master
I darolan told ne that Toric had offered hima small fortune in gens and a fine
harbor if he'd sail a punitive force to the Island. But he wouldn't. And,
furthermore, he's told all the other Shipnasters that they're not -to help
Toric in this matter. They won't, either."



"Toric has ships of his own," Lessa said irritably.

K van had rel axed enough to grin. "But none |arge enough to transport a
sufficiently large force to be effective. Hi s | anding parties have been
anbushed and either wounded severely enough to nake them usel ess or inprisoned
by the rebels.” His grin grew broader. "l1've got to hand it to Denol-he's
clever. But | wanted to tell you what's been happening before lies or runors
got back to you-or other Lord Hol ders conpl ai ned about our attitude."

"Quite correct, Kvan," F lar said.

"We'|l have to find time to visit Lord Toric," Lessa said, a steely look in
her eyes. Then she snmiled, a nasty smile that made K van relieved that it was
not directed against him "Lord Toric needs a full report on Aivas and what's

happeni ng here at Landing. | think we'll inform himourselves, F lar?"
"I"'mnot sure when," F lar said with a sigh. "But we'll make the tine
somehow. K' van, just keep your Weyr out of Toric's squabble.”
"I shall!" And there was no doubt in the Benden Weyrl eaders' ninds that he

woul d. K van had been a determ ned and responsi bl e youngster, and now that he
was grown to manhood, those traits were refined. He woul d stand agai nst Toric
simply because Toric didn't think he could.

Now, place this plug,” Aivas told Pienur, illustrating the appropriate one
on the nonitor, "in this fermal e socket!" When Piemur had conplied, Aivas went
on. "There should be a green light on the base of the monitor."

"There isn't," Pienmur said in a voice that was alnost a wail. He sighed

gustily, hanging on to his patience.

"Then there is a faulty connection. Renove the cover and check the boards,
nmot her, input-output, and nenory," Aivas said. It didn't help Pienmur's tenper
that Aivas seened totally unruffled by yet another failure. It sinply wasn't
normal for an entity to be so bloody nethodically insensitive. "Machi nes nust
first be properly assenbl ed before they can function as they were desi gned.
That is the first step. Be patient. It is only a matter of discovering which
is the faulty connection.”

Pi emur found that he was trying to bend the screwdriver in his hand. He
took a deep breath and, not daring to |l ook to either side of him where
Benel ek and Jancis were concentrating on assenbling their own devices, he
renmoved the cover of his. Once nore.

They had been at this tedious and exacting task ever since Terry had
arranged all the wires and connecting cords to Aivas's satisfaction. It
soot hed Piemur only slightly that Benel ek, who had al ways been nechanically
i nclined and good with his hands, was not faring any better. Nor was Jancis,

t hough her current ineptitude distressed himfor her sake. Pienur's shoul ders
ached with cranp, his fingers were thick with all the finicky little
noverent s, and he was goi ng sour on the whole project. It had seenmed such a
sinmple affair. Find the cartons in the caves with the stored units, dust 'em
of f, start "emup, and that d be that. But it wasn't. First Aivas had nmade
them | earn what each unit was-keyboard, |iquid-crystal display, conputer box,
touch keyboard panel and the codes for the various "boards" that activated the
conputer termnal. Fortunately, when it canme to sol dering broken connections,
Janci s and Benel ek were adept. Piemur burned his fingers once or twice in
practice, but he caught on quickly enough. Fingers made dexterous by playing
instruments easily adapted to the new task. But the initial enthusiasmthat
had noti vated Pi emur since before dawn had | ong since drained out of him Only
the fact that neither Jancis nor Benelek faltered kept hi m going.

"Let us begin again," the inexorable, calmAivas voice continued, "by
checki ng each panel to be sure there is no damage or break in the circuits or
chips."

"I"'ve done that twice already," Piemur said, setting his jaw

"Then it nmust be done again. Make use of the magnifying glass. That is why
our boards were all made to be visible, serviceable. On Earth it was not
possi ble to check themvisually like this. There it was done by facilities in
factory outlets. Here we nust just proceed patiently."



Hol ding his tenmper firmy in check, Piermur went over the chips, circuit by
circuit, scrutinizing the resistors and capacitors. The beads and silvery
lines that had once fascinated himhad become anathema, called by stupid terms
that meant nothing to himbut trouble. He devoutly w shed he had never seen
the bl oody things. Cose scrutiny did not disclose any obvi ous breaks. So,
exercising the greatest control on his fingers, he replaced each component as
carefully as he could. They all slotted firmy into place.

"Be sure that each card is seated securely in the grooves," said the
ever-cal m Al vas.

"I just did, Aivas!" Piemur knew he sounded petul ant, but in the face of
Aivas's inmperturbability, he found it even harder to be objective. Then his
good hunor reasserted itself. Machines, he rem nded hinmsel f facetiously, did
only what they were progranmed to do. They did not have enptions to interfere
with the snmooth performance of their duties-once a snmooth performance had been
att ai ned.

"Before you replace the cover, Pienur, blow gently across the unit to be
sure there are no notes of dust clogging the connections.”

Mast er Esselin had the reconstruction of the Aivas facility in hand, but
the work roused clouds of dust, some of which sifted into the chanber despite
al |l precautions.

Pi emur bl ew carefully, Replaced the cover. Picked up the plug and inserted
it. It took hima full nonment to realize that a green |ight indeed shone on
t he panel just where it was supposed to, and that a letter had appeared on the
liquid-crystal display. He Il et out a whoop, startling Jancis and Benel ek

"Don't do that, Piemur," the young journeynan exclai med, scow ing up at
him "l nearly soldered the wong connection."

"It's really working, Piermur?" Jancis |ooked up hopefully.

"Green and go!" Piemur chortled, rubbing his hands together, ignoring
Benel ek' s sour |ooks. "All right, A vas, now what do | do? "

"Using the letters on the keys in front of you, tap out README "

Hunting out the various letters, Pienur tapped out the phrase. Instantly
the screen in front of him bl ossonmed with words, nunbers, and letters.

"Hey, |ook, you two. Words! My own screen full of words!"

Benel ek spared only an irritated gl ance, but Jancis rose to stand behi nd
himand admre the result. She gave himan approving pat and then returned to
her task.

"Read carefully and absorb the information on the screen,” Aivas said,
you will learn how to access the prograns you need to reach the information
you desire. First you nust become famliar with the terms. Being confortable
with these terns increases your efficiency as an operator."

By the time Piemur had read through the instructions several tinmes, he
wasn't much wiser, for it appeared to himthat famliar words no | onger neant
what they should. He sighed and started at the beginning of the page again.
Wrds were a harper's profession, and he would | earn these new interpretations
if it took hima full Turn

"I"ve got it, too!" Jancis cried elatedly. "I've got a green light, too!"

"That makes three of us then," Benelek said snmugly. "And | tap Qut READVE
Ai vas? "

"The initial lesson is the same for all, Benelek. You are to be
congratul ated! Have nore students been enlisted in this project? There is nuch
to be done."

"Patience, Aivas," Piermur said, imtating the machine's tone and grinning

and

at Jancis. "They'll come in their fairs once word has got round."
"The rider of the white dragon, Lord Jaxon? WI| he be one?"
"Jaxon®?" Pienur asked, mldly surprised."l wonder where he got to."
4

FOR MOST of that day, Jaxom had been as thoroughly thwarted as Pienur could
have wi shed. He and Ruth had transported five | oads of cartons fromthe caves



to the Aivas building, then just when the | ast had been off-I|oaded, Master
Fandarel had urgently requested the two of themto convey Bendarek back to
Lemos and his crafthall. The woodsmith couldn't wait to initiate Aivas's plans
to redesign his paper-naking machinery and to i nprove the quality of the
product by adding a rag content to the wood pul p.

VWhen Jaxom and Ruth returned to Landing, Master Terry had needed help in
| ocating cables and wires which, after much scranbling about, were found in an
al nost - over | ooked al cove in the caves. Jaxom and Ruth naturally obliged Master
Terry by transporting himand the coils back to the Aivas building. Jaxom
tried not to care, rem nding hinmself that he was assisting the overall effort,
except that he had had rather different notions of how he and Ruth woul d spend
t he day.

The white dragon had | ooked forward to basking in the hot Southern sun. The
winter in the North had been cold and clamy, with little sunshine. And Jaxom
had especially wanted to work on Aivas's contraptions with Piemur, Jancis, and
Benel ek.

But Jaxom had made a habit of being accessible, am able, and hel pful
Peopl e found it nuch easier to ask himto oblige than they did other dragons
and riders. As Ruth never objected, Jaxomfelt constrained to assist whenever
they could. Sharra thought it was because he was so determ ned to be the
opposite of his despotic sire, Fax. She felt Jaxomcarried this
second- generation atonenent too far sonetines, and she was quick to interfere
if she felt his willingness was bei ng abused. But she was back in Ruatha, and
this was rapidly becom ng one of those tines when amiability was a bl oody
nui sance.

By the time Terry had of f-1oaded his coils of wres, Jaxom becane aware of
a runbling in his stomach-not surprising, since he had had not hi ng but kI ah
and a nmeatroll with Menolly and Sebell in the early norning. Sharra al ways
worried about himrenmenbering to take tine to eat, and Jaxomtried to renmenber
her injunctions. He wished that her gravid condition had not prevented her
from acconpanyi ng hi m here, but she couldn't risk going between right now. So
he wal ked over to the kitchen building, unaware that F' lar was hol ding the
extraordi nary meeting, or he would have been there to lend his support. Jaxom
had to help hinmself to food, because the cook and the drudges were busy
dealing with an apprentice who had badly burned his hand do a hot spit-which
rem nded himthat he had prom sed to convey Master O dive to Landi ng. Maybe
when that chore was done, he and Ruth could do as they w shed.

VWhen Jaxom and Ruth cane out of between above the great courtyard of the
conbi ned Harper and Healer Halls in Fort Hold, Ruth was suddenly surrounded by
a chittering fair of fire-lizards, their demands shrill w th warning.

"What's the matter with them Ruth?" Jaxom asked.

Master O dive doesn't want you to land in the courtyard, Ruth replied. He
says the harpers will latch on to you and he'll never get to Landing. Ruth
sounded puzzl ed, but Jaxom | aughed.

"I shoul d've thought of that nyself. So what does Master O dive suggest we
do?"

| don't know. They've gone to tell himwe're here. Ruth glided to the far
side of the big Harper Hall conplex, where they would not be so easily seen
fromeither the Hall or the adjacent Fort Hol d.

He cones, Ruth said, just as they were once again surrounded try now
happily chirping fairs of fire-lizards, doing one of their intricate aerial
di spl ays of delight. They see us fromthe Hold, he added, as another full fair
of fire-lizards came zoonming in on them shrieking urgently. No, we have nore
i mportant things to do than stop at the Hold right now, Ruth said, and added a
war ni ng bugl e that sent the newcomers whi zzing back, their voices thin with
di stress at his reprimand.

"Lord Groghe's at Landing," Jaxomsaid, trying not to feel guilty about
ignoring the request. "He'll tell themall he wants themto know when he gets
back. "

Hi s queen fire-lizard has been in and out of the Hold with nessages. They



know all they need to know about this Aivas, Ruth rumbled in subtle
di scontent.

Jaxom sl apped the white dragon's neck affectionately. "You wouldn't fit in
the room dear friend. Piemur said his Farli went to sleep, totally
uninterested in Aivas."

Rut h runbl ed again. Here cones the Masterheal er. He veered sharply,
descendi ng at such an angle that Jaxomreflexively grabbed the riding straps
and arched backward agai nst the steep

"You coul d have warned ne," Jaxomrenonstrated mldly. Ruth had a habit of
sharpening up his rider's reflexes with unexpected maneuvers. The white dragon
grunted with satisfaction at the success of his trick as he back-w nged to
land neatly a length from Master O dive, who shanbled up to themat a
surprisingly rapid rate for a man with | egs of unequal |ength and a hunped
back. He had a | arge satchel thunping behind his normal shoul der, but he waved
a greeting, a huge grin on his face.

"Ho, there, Jaxom | feared that you'd forgotten me in all the furor." He
| eaned against Ruth for a noment to recover his breath. "I'mnot as fit as |
think I am" he said. They both heard the shouts and saw fol k i n harper bl ue
chargi ng out of the courtyard archway. "Quickly. If they catch you, we'll
never |eave."

Rut h crouched down on his forequarters, crooking his left foreleg as a step
for the Masterheal er. Jaxom | eaned down to grasp A dive's arm Wnded the nman
m ght be, but he exerted a powerful pull as he hauled hinself to Ruth's back
and settled behind Jaxom

I mredi ately Ruth sprang aloft, his white wings taking the first inportant
downstroke and beating upward so that the di sappointed cries were quickly
| ost.

"When you're ready, Ruth," Jaxom said, picturing the Aivas building and
being very careful to detail the alteration of the mounds in front of it so as
not to have Ruth land out of time. Since the initial excavation, enough space
had been cleared there for several dragons to |and.

The col d of between sucked warnth fromtheir bodies, and then they were
suddenly in the bright, hot southern afternoon sun. A good-sized fair of
fire-lizards swirled up to wel come Ruth, who was a particular favorite of
theirs. As usual in the South, there were as many wi |l d ones as those whose
necks were banded in the colors of the people they were behol den to.

"By the first Egg, | don't recognize the place," ddive said in an awed
voice as Ruth glided in to | and.

"Um not sure | recognize it either,"” Jaxom said, grinning over his shoul der
at A dive. "Master Esselin has already got one annex up." He pointed to the
swarm of nmen working furiously to erect walls on the right-hand side of the
Ai vas bui | di ng.

"Ch, you're using parts of the old building!" Qdive exclained.

"F'lar suggested it! Makes sense, instead of having to haul in building
materials when there are all those enpty buil dings."

"Ch, true, true." Adive's tone did not indicate conplete approval

"And only fromthe smaller buildings-the famly units, Aivas called them
There are several hundred of them" Jaxom went on reassuringly. During their
rummagi ng in the Catherine Caves, Terry had gi ven Jaxom an account of the
nmorni ng's session with Aivas and the renovati ons pl anned.

"I's every Weyrl eader here?" ddive went on, suddenly aware of the long line
of sunbat hing dragons on the ridge above the settlenent.

Jaxom | aughed. "Since Aivas pronmises to help obliterate Thread, they wait
on his every word." He held up a steadying hand as O dive di snounted from
Rut h' s back

"How?" The old nman al nbst lost his footing in surprise. Jaxom braced him
catching the pack before it could swing around and totally unbal ance the
heal er.

"I don't exactly know " Jaxom shrugged, experiencing another surge of
annoyance at being out of things so far that day. "I was hoping to find out



nore this norning, but |I've been otherw se occupied."

A dive put a synpathetic hand on Jaxoms arm his expression apol ogetic.
"Conveying the curious to the new wonder ?"

"Ch, | don't mind, Odive." He grinned slyly at the healer. "If you wll
renenber to ask Aivas about those two patients Sharra's so worried about."

"They are first on ny list, | assure you, Jaxom Marvel ous wonman, Sharra,
al ways giving of her own energies and as selfless as you are yoursel f!"

Jaxom | ooked away, his enbarrassnment nmade all the nore acute by the
awar eness that he woul d have preferred to have spent the norning | earning new
things from Aivas. But he was here at |ast, and he eagerly anticipated Master
O dive's reaction to Aivas.

Inside the building, Esselin's craftsmen were naking an appal li ng anount of
noi se with their hamrering. There was dust everywhere. Jaxom was anazed at how
much had been acconplished. Walls had been washed cl ean, revealing bright,
cheerful colors. He wondered how col or had been inpregnated into the materi al
for it didn't look |like any painted surface he had ever seen. He coul d hear
lively conversations off to the left; F lar's voice was recogni zable, as were
T gellan's and Rnart's. He guided Master A dive to the right and relived the
thrill of the previous day's discovery as they faced the cl osed door to
Ai vas's room

Jaxom rapped on the door in a courteous warning and then opened it on a
scene of great industry, which only served to reinforce his niggling
resentment. Seated in front of a table made of a board supported by enpty
cartons, Piemur, Jancis, and Benel ek were crouched over the units that he had
hel ped resurrect fromthe Catherine Caves. And, adding insult to his sense of
injury, the sharding things were working. His three friends were tapping away
i ndustriously at the keyboard units in front of them He inhaled deeply
through his nostrils to disperse his pique: a reaction he found unacceptabl e
in hinsel f.

Pi emur craned his neck around to see who had entered. "Good day to you,
Master O dive. Wl conme to the hall owed Ai vas chanber. \Were' ve you been al
day, Jaxon®"

"I see you've made good use of your tinme," Jaxomreplied, trying very hard
to neutralize his ill feelings and not quite succeeding. He caught ddive's
si deways gl ance and nade hinmself smle. "But I'mhere now, and you can teach
me what | need to know "

"No chance of that," Piemur replied with his usual inpudence. "You have to
start fromthe sane point we did. Aivas's orders."

"I"'mquite willing," Jaxomsaid, trying to see the witing on Jancis's
screen, the closest to him

She had stopped whatever she had been doing to smile at her old friend
Master O dive. Now she winkled her nose at Pienur. "You are the limt
sonmetines. The conponents are all carefully set out in the next room Jaxom
"Il help you, even if he won't."

Benel ek didn't look up fromhis work. "He's to nuddl e through all by
hi msel f, Jancis, or he doesn't learn."

She roll ed her eyes at Benel ek's unconprom sing attitude. "Ch, he'll have
to do it hinself, but a wink is as good a nod at times. Besides, | think wed
all better nove into the other room | can't stand it when Master O dive goes
into gory details. And that's what he's here to do with Aivas." She w nked at
the healer. "Every Craft has its hazards, | suppose.”

"Ch, yes, we certainly should allow him sone privacy," Pienur agreed,
rising fromhis stool

"Interruptions, always interruptions,” Benelek nuttered sourly. But he got
up, too, and carefully began to start the transfer

"I heard the Weydeaders back there," Jaxom began, wanting to effect the
i ntroduction protocol for Aivas. "Should I get one in here?"

"Wn't be needed," Piemur said. "Special dispensation has already been
recorded by Aivas. Just go ahead and introduce Master A dive."

VWi ch Jaxom di d, exceedingly grateful that he would have no further del ay



in catching up with his friends.

"It is a pleasure to neet a man who is so highly praised by all,"’
sai d.

The rich voice, so humanly inflected, caused Master A dive to stare about
in considerabl e consternation

"Aivas is, so to speak, all around you in this room" Jaxom said
encour agi ngly when he saw how di sconcerted the healer was. "He's a bit nuch to

Al vas

get used to at first, | agree. Scared the |lot of us."
Busy di sassenbling the makeshift table, Piemur shot Master A dive an
i ndul gent grin. "You'll get used to a di senbodi ed voice real quick, the kind

of sense Aivas talks."

"Go teach yourself to be sensible for me, young Pienur,’
jocular tone that startled everyone.

"Yes, sir, good Master Aivas, yes, sir," Pienur quipped, bow ng hunbly as
he backed out of the room carrying the table board and nearly knocking
hi nsel f down when he forgot to |l ower the board to get it through the door

Jancis, follow ng Piemur and Benel ek, pulled the door shut behind her as
she left.

"Pl ease make yourself confortable, Mster O dive," Aivas suggested. "D d
you by any chance bring recent Records fromyour Hall? Those fromthe Harper
the Mastersmith, and the Wodsm th have al ready been assimlated, but for a
proper assessnent of your society's achi evenents, Records fromevery Hall
Hol d, and Weyr are gratefully accepted.™

Master O dive had absently seated hinself, and his satchel, heavy with the
notes he had brought with him began to slide fromhis shoulder. He caught the
strap and, with a shake of his head, recalled his wts.

"Lord Groghe said that-" Master A dive hesitated briefly, not know ng the
appropriate formin which to address the entity, -you know, well, everything."

"The menory banks of this facility contain the nost conprehensive data
available at the tinme the colony ships set out for their destination of the
Rukbat system That includes nedical information."

"May | ask how that information is organized?"

"Basi ¢ anatony, m croanatony, physiology, autocrinology, mnedica
bi ochem stry, and nmany nore categories, such as imunol ogy and
neur opat hol ogy-which, it is fair to suggest, may no | onger be known to you."

“In that you are correct. For we have |ost so much know edge, so many
techni ques.” O dive had never been nore keenly aware of the gaps in his Craft.

"You di stress yoursel f unnecessarily, Master A dive, for all those whom I
have met so far are in excellent health and well above what was consi dered
normal wei ght and height by the nedical standards of your ancestors. There is
much to be said for a non-industrialized civilization."

"Industrialized? That termis unfaniliar to ne, though |I recognize the root
word. "

"Industrialize, Aivas intoned. "Transitive verb: to organize |arge
industries in; as, to industrialize a conmunity; to introduce the economc
system of industrialization into; as, to industrialize a new nation. An

i ndustrialized society, in contrast to an agrarian one |like yours."

"Thank you. Why would an industrialized society produce | ess healthy fol k?"

"Pollution of the atnobsphere and environment by industrial wastes, noxious
fumes, chemical effluents, contam nation of field-grown edibles, anong other
evils."”

Mast er O di ve was speechl ess.

"Those who settled Pern wi shed to found an agrarian society. To that end
they were receptive to many anti-industrial cultures, like the ancient
gypsies, as well as retired mlitary types. Their objective has been attai ned
in this, your present," Aivas said.

"I't has?" Master O dive was surprised that Pern had succeeded in anything
ot her than surviving nine Passes of Threadfall

"I'n nore ways than you m ght imagi ne, Master O dive, being too close to
have an objective view Apart fromthe inconveni ence of the organism Thread,

Aivas said in a



you have achi eved nuch."

" Addr essi ng you, Aivas, | perceive that we have also | ost nuch.”
"Perhaps not as much as you think, Masterhealer.”
“In ny Craft, | know that we have lost the capacity to alleviate nmuch

suffering, prevent the plagues which have all but deci mated the popul ation
fromtine to tine..."

"The strong survived, and your popul ati on was renewed. "

"But so much know edge was irretrievably lost, especially in ny Craft."

"Those | osses can be renedied."

Mast er O di ve was caught up short by what sounded very ruch like a pun to
him But surely a machine... He cleared his throat, but it was A vas who
conti nued speaki ng.

"Wuld it ease your mind to know that even the nost astute nedical
practitioners anong your ancestors sonetinmes felt thensel ves hel pl ess agai nst
pl ague? That they constantly sought new nethods of easing pain and correcting
afflictions?"

"It should, but it doesn't. But, to urgent matters, if | may, Aivas?"

"Of course, Mster ddive"

"There are several patients, three suffering severe pain which we are
unable to relieve, wasting in both flesh and spirit. If | tell you their
synmptons, would that be sufficient for diagnosis?"

"Proceed with the synptonms. If they can be matched with cases on record, a
di agnosis is possible. As there are three point two billion docunented
histories that can be consulted, a simlarity may be found that woul d suggest
suitable treatnment."

Wth fingers funbling with hope, Master O dive opened his casebook to the
first of Sharra's two patients. He owed Jaxomthat courtesy.

"What ' re you doi ng?" Jaxom asked, nystified by the way the others were
intently regarding their gray screens. Aivas's main screen was not at all like
these smal | er ones.

Benel ek gave a snort of inpatience and bent further over the board. He
pecked about with his index fingers in no pattern that Jaxom coul d di scern

"We're beconming fanmliar with the keyboard configuration,” Pienur said,
with a malicious grin at Jaxom s ignorance. "W're |earning our way through
the commands. Don't let us keep you fromcontrapting your own. You're a half
day behind us al ready.

"That's mean, Piemur," Jancis said. Taking Jaxom by the hand, she pulled
hi m over to the boxes and cartons that had only been partially unpacked. "Take
a keyboard, then one of those |arger boxes. Put themon the table, and take
one of the liquid-crystal display screens.”

"The what ?"
"One of those." She pointed. "And be careful. Aivas said they're fragile,
and we only have so many of them Take off the plastic, and you'll need your

knife. That stuff is unbelievably tough. Then," she continued, handing hima
very smal | - headed screwdriver and a magni fying gl ass, "unscrew the big box.

You'll have to check over all the circuits to be sure none of them have cone
adrift. The glass will help you quickly | ocate any breaks."

Benel ek suddenly uttered a resoundi ng oath and banged his fists on the
table. "lI've lost it all. Everything!"

Pi emur gl anced up, surprised at Benel ek's uncharacteristic outburst. "Well
reboot." The new word tripped easily fromhis Harper-trained tongue.

"But you don't understand!" Benel ek waved his hands wildly above his head.
"I lost all I had typed. And | had it al nost done!"

"Did you save?" Jancis asked synpathetically.

"Yes, | did, up until just the last bits," Benelek said, his frustration
di ssi pating. Jaxom wat ched in fascination as the journeyman jabbed at various
pl aces on the board in front of himand then ahhed in satisfaction at the
resul t.

"Don't dally now, Jaxom" Piemur said with a wicked grin. "You nust join



our jolly band, where one nisused key can destroy a whole hour's hard work."

"Aivas did say we'd have to |l earn nmany new skills," Jancis said reasonably.
"Ch, shards! |'ve done something wong now, too." She peered at the blank
screen, then frowned down at the keyboard. "Now what key did | press that |
shoul dn't have?"

As he drew his beltknife, Jaxom wondered just why he wanted any part of
what was obvi ously an occupation fraught with frustrations.

The quick tropic evening caught them unawares. Piemur, cursing under his
breath at any interruption, darted around the room opening the gl owbaskets.
But the light was not shining at the correct angle to light up his screen so,
still swearing, he altered his chair. Absently, still tapping away, Benel ek
foll owed his exanple. Jancis and Jaxom seated at the right angle, continued
with their |essons.

"Who's in here now?" Lessa's voice said fromthe hallway. The door opened
and she stuck her head in. "So this is where you all got to. Jaxom Master
A dive needs you and Ruth again, and | think it's high time you left here.
Your eyes are burnt holes in your head. And the rest of you are no better.”

Benel ek glanced up only briefly. "This is no time to stop, Wyrwoman."

"This is the tine to stop, Benelek," she replied in an uncontradi ctabl e
t one.

"But, Weyrwonman, |'ve got to assimilate all these new terms and be able
to-"

"Aivas!" Lessa raised her voice as she turned her head to the right. "Can
you turn these things off? Your students are too diligent. Not that | don't
approve-in theory-but they could all use a good night's rest."

"I didn't save-" Benel ek shouted, spreading his hands in high indignation
and staring in horror at a suddenly darkened and unresponsi ve screen

"Your work has been saved," Aivas's voice assured him "You have toiled
wi t hout renewi ng yourself all day |ong, Journeyman Benel ek. Even nachi nes need
mai nt enance. Your body can be considered a soft nachi ne which al so needs
frequent sustenance. Refresh yourselves. Return tomorrow with energy and
concentration renewed. "

For a few seconds Benel ek | ooked as if he might rebel. Then he sighed and
pushed hinmsel f back fromthe table over which he had been bent for hours. He
gave Lessa a sheepish grin. "I will eat and rest. And begi n again tonorrow but
there is so much to be | earned, so much nore than | ever imagined."

"Indeed there is," Master A dive said, enmerging fromthe Aivas room a
t hi ck sheaf of papers clutched in one hand and his satchel in the other. He
| ooked fromone to the other in bew |ldernent. "So nuch nore than | dreaned."”
And then he sighed with great satisfaction, holding up the sheaf. "But this is
a good start. A very good start.”

"You will need sone klah before Jaxomtakes you anywhere, Master ddive,"
Lessa said. She took the healer firmy by the armand nodded to Jancis and
Jaxomto take his encunbrances fromhim

He relinquished the satchel readily enough but he clutched the sheaf to
hi m

"Let me at least tidy themup, Master A dive," Jancis said earnestly. "
shan't disarrange their order."

"I't wouldn't matter anyway," Odive said with a weary flick of his
| ong-fingered hand. "They're numbered and separated into categories." Jancis
still had to gently pry his fingers |oose. "I have |earned so rmuch, so nuch,"”
he nuttered with a benused smile on his face as Lessa | ed himdown the hall
The others foll owed, suddenly aware of their own fatigue.

You have been in there for six hours, Jaxom and you had better eat
somet hing, or Sharra will blame me, Ruth said. You're very tired, you know.

Oh, | know |l am | know | am Jaxom wondered if klah would be enough to
revive him

"I's it our turn now?" Terry asked as he and several eagerfaced journeynen
cane around the corner fromthe entrance hall. \Wen Lessa nodded, he urged his
foll owers down the hall at a jog trot.



Their energy appeared al nost obscene to Jaxom No one had the right to have
that rmuch vitality at the end of a day. As they passed him he noted that
their shoul der knots identified themas coming fromTillek, far enough west
that it was actually early in the day for them He sighed.

Lessa installed Master A dive in a chair at the table and gestured for the
drudges to supply everyone with klah and plates of roast beast and tubers.
Never had such a plain neal snelled so appetizing to Jaxom He gobbl ed down
the food, and when he was of fered a second hel pi ng, he took as nuch agai n.

There was nore color in Master A dive's cheeks as he made inroads on his
generous serving. Benelek ate with single-ninded intensity, his eyes focused
on some obscure distance, and occasionally he nodded his head as if approving
his rum nati ons. Jaxom deci ded he hadn't the energy for thinking right then
He woul d think again the next norning. Sharra woul d understand. He hoped Brand
woul d, since he would once again have to | eave the Steward to cope with the
details of running Ruatha Hol d. Brand never seened to mind. On the other hand,
Lytol might, but surely Master Robinton would explain the inportance of Aivas
to Jaxom s ol d guardi an

"I must send a nessage to that young journeyman of Wansor's," Odive told
Lessa, his enthusiasmvivid on his long face. "I nust have an apparat us
simlar to the one that was found in Benden Weyr. It will magnify bl ood and
tissue so that we can identify disease and infection." He reached for the neat
pile Jancis had nmade of his papers and started |eafing through them "Aivas
states that the use of a nicroscope is essential to inprove nedical diagnosis
and even treatment. He has given ne the details of how to run other necessary
di agnostic tests."

"A mcroscope?" Lessa asked indul gently. She thought highly of the
Mast er heal er, who had recently sent her a woman possessed of a mracul ous
talent for repairing even the nost damaged wi ngs or hi deous Thread scores.

"That's the word." O dive put a hand to his forehead. "Aivas cramed so
much into ny poor head today that | wonder | can renenber ny nane."

"It's Adive," Pienur said, putting on an innocently hel pful expression. He
rolled his eyes at the quelling glance Lessa threw him Jancis poked himin
the ribs, and he subsi ded neekly enough

VWhen they had finished their nmeal, Jaxom presented hinmself ready to convey
Master O dive back to the Harper Hall

"Ah, no, Jaxom | would like to go directly to Ruatha. | have advice for
Sharra." There was a radiant smile of erect satisfaction on the healer's face.

"Aivas knows a cure?" Jaxom asked.

Mast er O di ve nodded toward his stack. "Cure? Perhaps. Certainly severa
avenues of investigation that may provide relief." Then he sighed. "There was
so very much medi cal acumen | ost over the centuries. He didn't say so, of
course, but Aivas was clearly taken aback by our |ack of remedial surgery. He
was, however, nobst commendatory about our preventive nmeasures and non-surgica
techni ques. Ah..." He nade a weary gesture with one hand. "I could go on and
on." He smled with self-deprecation. "Wth whom should | arrange additiona
time with Aivas? There are both Masters and journeymen who woul d benefit
i mensely by consultations with him™"

Lessa | ooked up to see a weary-looking F'lar standing in the doorway. He
shrugged.

"I hadn't thought about apportioning Aivas's tine,

"As soon as we nanage to set up these individual stations,
"there'll be four nore links to Aivas."

"The Heal er Hall should have priority," Lessa added with a frown, scrubbing
at her face in fatigue.

"Those are to be teaching consol es,"” Benel ek said, scowing.

"For us, maybe," Pienur said. "But if they access Aivas, then they can be
used for other purposes. At least that's what | figure."

"You're a harper, not a journeyman mechanic."

"I"'ma Mastersnmith," Jancis put in, her tone edged, "and let ne rem nd you
that Piemur got his unit up and running before either of us did."

the Weyrl eader said.
" Pienur said,



" Enough! Lessa brought her hand down on the table with a slap of authority.
"W're all tired." She rose abruptly. "Ranoth!" Qutside, the gol den queen
dragon bugled a response. "You're all to leave this building now" She |evel ed
a stern look first at Benelek and then the others. "Including us." Her gaze
settled on F'lar, who grinned and held up both hands as if to fend her off.
"The two buildings to the left of this one have been set up as dormtories.
Go!" She shooed themoff with her hands, then glared at themuntil they
started to nove

Mast er O di ve chuckl ed softly as he acconpani ed Jaxom out of the building.
"Not that | think I will sleep tonight at all with so much to absorb and

review. Wy, Jaxom even what | learned today is only the veriest crunb of the
nmedi cal know edge whi ch Aivas had stored! He clarified ny understandi ng of
several perplexing conditions. | nust have Master Anpris, our herbalist, bring

hi m our pharmacopoeia.”" A weary smile lit Master A dive's face. "He said we
have nade very good use of indigenous plants, and he recogni zed nany as those
brought by our ancestors from Earth. Earth!" And O dive | ooked up at the
star-spangl ed sky, turning his tw sted body to scan the dark heavens above
them "Do we know where Earth is in relation to Pern?"

"I don't think so," Jaxomreplied in mld surprise. "I don't renenber that
Ai vas gave the direction. Maybe he didn't want to. Qur ancestors cane here to
escape a war, a conflict of such scope and di nensi ons, waged agai nst an evil
far nore destructive than Thread, that they wanted to forget Earth."

"Real | y? Coul d anyt hing be nore destructive than Thread?" The heal er was
bot h astoni shed and appal | ed.

"I find it hard to believe, too," Jaxom agreed.

Ruth glided in fromhis sunning spot to the cleared area in front of the
Ai vas buil ding. He ducked his head to receive his weyrmate's affectionate
sl ap.

"You must have baked yourself," Jaxom sai d, shaking his hand as if to coo
it.

Yes. It was good. Ranoth and Mienmenth are waiting for us to | eave this
space, Ruth said. There's really enough room but you know Ranoth. She I|ikes
to boss ne.

Jaxom chuckl ed as he nounted, aware that fatigue was maki ng himcl unsy.
Wth no pronpting needed, the white dragon crouched down to accommodat e Master
a dive

Haul i ng the heal er up only enphasi zed Jaxom s weari ness. But they would be
hone soon. Inwardly he groaned: They would have to make yet another run later
to take A dive back to his Hall

Sharra will make him stay the night. He'll want to talk, so she won't |et
hi m go, Ruth said.

As Ruth rose fromthe ground, Jaxom and O dive were able to appreciate just
how busy Landi ng had beconme. Paths lit by gl owbaskets spread |ike the spokes
of a wheel radiating out fromthe Aivas building. Carpenters and joiners were
wor ki ng by glowight to finish roofing the substantial annex. Al of the
housi ng i medi ately adjacent was lit, and the warm evening air was redol ent
with the aromas of roasting nmeats. On the nounds beyond, |arge, vivid,
bl ue-faceted dragon eyes punctuated the darkness |ike i Mmense jewels on a deep
bl ue background. Two rose and glided beneath Ruth as he continued to rise.

Al right, Ruth, let's go home to Ruatha. Jaxom gratefully focused his
t houghts on the Hold, the big courtyard in front of the w de steps, and the
smal l er court that had been their quarters during their youth. The cold of
bet ween held a wicked bite on tired mnds and bodies. It did not help to
energe into the weak afternoon sunlight and the chill of wi nter. Jaxom coul d
feel A dive shivering behind him But Ruth had enmerged only a few wi ng strokes
above the Hold and glided effortlessly into the main courtyard, the Hold's
fair of fire-lizards wheeling in raptures at his return.

Sharra, a thick furry cloak thrown over her shoul ders, came runni ng down
the steps to them effusive in her wel conme, hel ping Master d dive di snmount,
securing his satchel as it swung off his shoulder, sniling her delight up at



Jaxom and with her free hand giving Ruth an affectionate slap. Though she
asked not hi ng, Jaxom knew his wife well enough to know that she was bursting
wi th questions. He threw one arm across her shoul ders and ki ssed her cheek
her snpoth skin and the scent of her revived himas he guided Adive up the
steps and into the warmh of the Hold.

I"mgoing inside imMmediately, Ruth told his rider, or I'll lose all the
benefit of my sunning. And he took hinself off to his weyr in the old kitchen
where, Jaxom knew, a fire would be waiting in the hearth.

Sharra ordered food and drink as she pushed the two nmen toward the small
of fice where they woul d have sone privacy fromthe many peopl e eager to hear
Jaxom s report of the ongoing events at Landing. "Later, later," she told them
firmy, and cl osed the door

Bef ore A dive joined Jaxom and Sharra at the fire, he carefully laid his
satchel on the w de desk where Jaxom generally sat to manage the details of
his Hold. A pile of messages and Records lay waiting for his attention. There
was a scratch at the door, and then the Steward hinself entered, carrying a

| aden tray.
"Ch, that's kind of you, Brand," Jaxom said. "Lessa nmade us eat before
she'd let us |eave, Sharra, but klah will go down well. Wth a | ashing of that

fortified wine I see you brought along." Jaxom grinned at the stocky man who
had been his friend since his childhood and was now his nost val ued assi stant.
"No, stay, Brand. You've the right to hear what keeps me fromny proper
tasks. "

Brand waved his hand in a disclaimer as he hel ped Sharra pass the hot
drinks, the pungent wi ne masking the klah's fragrance. Jaxomtook a judicious
sip and felt the liquid rushing to restore warmh. Master O dive, too, seened
to revive somewhat and sank into the chair that Brand placed close to the fire
for him

"My dear, your female patient is suffering a gall bladder nmal function," the
old healer told Sharra. "Unfortunately, the man appears to have a cancerous
growm h, as we suspected. W can cure the one, for | have been given a specific
nmedi cation for dissolving the gravel within the organ, but we can only ease
the other fromlife." Master O dive paused, his eyes wide and bright with
excitement. "Aivas has the nost extraordinary fund of medical information
which he is quite willing to inpart to us. He can even help us revive
corrective surgical procedures, which you know | have yearned to do. Qur Craft
may have been linmited to repair surgeries for lack of proper training, but he
can help us recover nmuch of that lost skill."

"That woul d be wonderful, Master, but would we be able to overcone the
prejudice in the Hall about intrusive measures?" Sharra excl ai med, her face
mrroring her hope.

"Now t hat we have a nentor of unquestionable probity, | think that once we
have proved the benefits to patients who will not mend w thout drastic
nmeasures, we can overcone those scruples.” He drained his cup and resolutely
rose to his feet. "A few nonents in your infirmary, my dear Sharra, and we
shal | have the medication for your gall bladder sufferer. The other poor
wight..." ddive shrugged, his expression deeply conpassionate

"Come then, and you can tell me all the medical details that would bore
Jaxom and Brand to tears," Sharra said, grinning fondly at her nate.

"You never-" Jaxom paused to give that adverb full enphasis. "-bore ne,
Sharra." The |l oving | ook that she gave hi mwarmed as the klah had not.

"You | ook tired, Jaxom" Brand said when the door had cl osed.

"I am Brand, and ny head aches with what |'ve seen and heard in the | ast
two days. But | feel-1 feel-" Jaxom stopped, clenching one fist. "That this is
nost nonentous thing that has happened to Pern since-" and he | aughed. "-our
ancestors |l anded here." H's second | augh was not as easy. "Not that everyone
will see it that way, |'msure.”

"There are al ways those who oppose change," Brand said with a resigned
shrug. "Has the Aivas told you exactly how it proposes to elimnate Thread?"

"W are mere babes, Brand, and nust put in nmuch hard work and | earn many



new t hi ngs before Aivas will give us any details. But you should have seen
Fandarel ." Jaxom s | augh was uni nhi bited. "And Benel ek. They were spinning
like tops to do everything at once. When Ruth and I got off transport duty, |
was allowed to put together one of Aivas's gadgets." He exam ned the fingers
of his right hand, the solder burn and the nicks where the screwdriver had
slipped. "I'mlearning to access know edge. Tonorrow | may even get to read
some of Aivas's stored wisdom | tell you, Brand, the next few weeks are goi ng
to be fascinating."

"Anot her way of telling me you'll frequently be away fromthe Hol d?" Brand
asked, grinning.
"Well, apart from overseeing Falls, there's not much to do right nowin the

depths of winter, is there?" Jaxomreplied defensively.
Brand | aughed and, with the famliarity of their |ong and cl ose

rel ati onshi p, clapped Jaxomon the shoulder. "That there isn't, lad. I'd be
happy to learn if Aivas knows any way of heating stone-cold holds."
"Il ask him" Jaxom prom sed earnestly. "I'Il ask him" And he | eaned

forward to warm hi s hands agai n.
5

AGAI NST HI S ENTREATIES, F' lar took Master Robinton back to Cove Hol d.

"You need the rest and the quiet, Robinton,” F lar told the Harper sternly.
"You won't get that if you're allowed to stay at Landing again tonight. You're
exhausted. "

"But what a wonderful way to get tired, Flat. And every tine | turn around,
I think of sonmething else | must ask Aivas." Robinton chuckled. "It's rather
i ke knowi ng you have the nost fabul ous vintage in your glass and being torn
bet ween dri nking and admring."

F'l ar shot himan amused | ook. "That's apt enough, considering the source.”

"I try! But surely you appreciate why I'mloath to | eave?" And the Harper's
expressi on was entreating.

"Ch, | do, Robinton." F lar grinned as he handed the nan down from
Mhenent h's great shoulder. "But it'd be worth ny peace with Lessa if we |let
you overstretch yoursel f."

"But this is giving ne newlife, Flar. A new hope that | never inmagined to
receive."

"Nor I," F'lar replied fervently. "Wich is why we nmust take care of you
all the nore-to interpret for us."

"Interpret? He speaks in plain and sinple terns."

"Not what Aivas says, Robinton, but how our people will see what he offers.
For me, and all dragonriders, despite the future effects on Wyrs and
dragonki nd, | cannot but accept Aivas's offer to rid us of Thread. But already

there are those who are either frightened or feel threatened by what Aivas can
tell us, or give us."

"Yes, simlar thoughts had crossed my mind," Robinton said solemly, but
then he flashed F'lar a roguish grin. "But | also cross themout. The good

done us will far outweigh the bad."

"CGet a good night's rest, Robinton. Benden flies Thread tonorrow, but Dram
will oblige, I'"'msure, to get you back to Landing."

"Hi m" Robinton was suddenly petulant. "He's worse than a nilk nother, as
it is.”" And he settled easily into Drams voice." 'l wouldn't, if | were you,

Robi nt on! Have you eaten enough, Robi nton? Now would be a good tine to rest in
the sun.' Tsck! He fusses ne!"

"Not tonorrow. D ranls as eager to see and hear nore of Aivas as you are,
you know, " F'lar said just before Menenth | aunched hi nsel f upward.

I"ve told Tiroth to take you tomorrow only if you're well rested, the
dragon said. Zair, bronze tail wapped about the Harper's neck and tal ons
lightly clasping his right ear, chirruped agreenent.

"Ch, you!" Robinton was torn between irritation at their overprotectiveness
and pl easure that Menmenth had a word for him He could never forget how much



he personally owed the dragons who had kept him alive when his |abored heart
had faltered that terrible day at Ista Weyr two Turns earlier

When he arrived at Cove Hold, Robinton was forced to admit to hinmself that
he was tired. Just wal king the short distance to the steps of his lovely

resi dence wi nded him There were lights on in the main hall: Dram and,
doubtl ess, Lytol waiting up for him
Zair chirped again, confirmng his guess. Well, they would not tax him and

certainly they both deserved a brief report of the day's activities. Only how
to be brief, considering all that had occurred since he had awakened early
that nmorning? Only that nmorning? It was Turns away in know edge and
under st andi ng.

But when he wal ked into the pleasant, well-lit room Dram the venerable
retired Weydeader, and Lytol, former dragonrider and Jaxom s nentor, would
listen to no explanations; they ushered himto his roomw th instructions that
he was to rest first.

"\What ever nonentous events occurred after | left can wait until norning,"
Dram sai d.

"Drink your wine," Lytol added, holding out the Harper's beautiful blue
gl ass goblet. "And yes, |'ve added sonething to make you sl eep tonight,

because just one | ook at your face tells me you need rest above all else.™

Robi nton cl osed his hand about the goblet. Norist mght be a closed-n nded
Craftmaster, but he bl ew el egant gl ass when he had a nind to, and in the exact
shade of harper blue. "But I've so much to tell you," the Harper objected
after a sip of the w ne.

"Al'l the better told when you' ve had a good night's sleep,” Lytol said.
When he woul d have bent to undo Robinton's boots, the Harper becane indi gnant
and pushed hi m away.

"I"'mnot quite that tired, thank you, Lytol," he said with great dignity.

Laughi ng, Dram and Lytol left. Robinton took another sip of w ne before
| oosening the fastenings of his boots. The third before he hauled his tunic
over his head. And another as he | oosened his belt with his free hand. That's
enough, he told hinself and, draining the cup, |lay back. He had only
sufficient energy to pull the |light blanket over him against the possible
chill of a norning sea breeze. He felt Zair nestle down on the next pillow and
that was all.

The next norning he awoke slowy, aware that the dream he had had during
the night had been both satisfying and confusing, but its epheneral details
el uded a conscious effort at recall. He lay for a nonent, orienting hinself.
Sonetimes, of a nmorning, he had difficulty remenbering what day it was, or the
tasks he had nentally assigned hinself to acconplish

Today he experienced no such disorientation. He renmenbered everything that
had happened the day before with amazing clarity. Ah, that was good. A
chal l enge to stimulate his flagging faculties. Corman and his accusation of
gullibility! Indeed! Zair runbled reassuringly on the pillow and stroked his
head agai nst Robi nton's cheek

"WIl you pass the word along that |I'm now conpletely refreshed?" he asked
the bronze fire-Ilizard.

Zair regarded him tilting his head sideways, his eyes whirling ever so
slightly with the green of contentment, and gave a chirp. Then he rose and
stretched, his transparent wi ngs arching over his head before he shook and
folded themtightly along his spine.

"So, are Tiroth and Dram awake to take nme?"

Zair ignored himand began to groomhis left hind claws.

"I gather that neans | nust bathe and eat first?" As he rose, Robinton
realized that he had slept in his trousers-for the second night in a row He
shucked them of f, snagged a | arge towel, and, opening the door fromhis corner
roomto the wide porch that sheltered Cove Hold fromthe intense sunlight,
strode out. Descending the flight of steps with nore vigor than he had cli nbed
them t he previous night, he jogged down the sandy track to the sea. Zair
swirl ed overhead, crooning approval as Robinton dropped the towel on the white



sand of the Cove and continued on into the pleasant waters. Wth Zair plungi ng
into the next wave right beside him Robinton enmerged, propelling hinself
forward with a strong overarm stroke. A group of wild fire-lizards joined him
and Zair, zipping just above the water al ongside himor plunging in just in
front of his face, mssing body contact by inches. As often as they had seen
humans bathing in the sea, they never ceased to be fascinated by sw mers.

Robi nton turned back to shore, allowi ng the waves to carry his body
forward. The sea was gentle this norning, but the exercise was still a fine
toner. He dried hinself off, then knotted the towel about his waist and strode
of f toward the house, where Dram and Lytol were waiting on the porch. "Tel
them Zair, that |I'mconmpletely refreshed and in vigorous health.”

"You' re awake, are you?" D ramcalled. "About time. It's well past noon."

"Past noon?" Robinton stopped in his tracks, appalled at having wasted so
much tinme sl eeping. Wo knew what he had mi ssed of Aivas's disclosures that
nmor ni ng? "You shoul d have wakened ne!" He did not attenmpt to keep the
irritation out of his voice.

"Your body has nore sense than you do," Lytol added, rising fromthe
hamrock hanging in the corner of the porch. "You got only the sleep you
needed, Robi nton. Pour him sone klah, Dram while |I finish preparing his
br eakf ast-our [unch."”

As Robinton canme up the steps, the aroma of the klah that Dram was pouring
was enough to rem nd himthat hunger was a need, too. He settled hinself down,
and between bites of the substantial breakfast that Lytol served him he
brought themup to date.

"And so, the nmiracle begins," he said, finishing his account.

"You' ve no doubt in your mnd, Robinton," Lytol said with his usua
skepticism "that this A vas can effect the annihilation of Thread?"

"By the first Egg, Lytol, one cannot doubt it. The marvels we saw, the very
fact that our ancestors made that incredible flight fromthe planet of our
origin, lend credibility to his prom se. W have. only to relearn the skills
we lost, and we can triunph over this ancient nenace."

"Aye, but why didn't the ancients rid us of Thread then, with all their
incredible crafts and their full know edge of the technology |ost to us?"
Lyt ol asked.

"You're not the only one to query that, Lytol," Robinton said. "But Aivas
expl ai ned that the volcanic eruptions came at a crucial tine and the settlers
went north to establish a safe base. So their plans to defeat Thread were
interrupted.”

"Way didn't they come back when Threadfall ceased?"

"That Aivas didn't know. " Robinton had to recognize that there were gaps in
Aivas's account. "And yet... a mnusical instrument can only do what it is
constructed to do, or one of Fandarel's nachines. Therefore, a machine, even
as sophisticated as Aivas, could do only what it/he was designed to do. It/
he"-1 really nust nake up ny mind how | consider the thing, Robinton
t hought-"is unlikely to tell lies. Though | suspect he," Robinton said, making
up his mnd, "does not reveal the whole truth. W' ve had enough trouble
absor bi ng and understandi ng what he's already told us."

Lytol gave a snort, a cynical expression on his face which, Robinton was
relieved to notice, was not mirrored by Dram

"I would like to believe that we can!" Robinton added.

"Who woul dn't?" Lytol said, relenting slightly.

"I believe Aivas," Dramsaid. "He speaks with such authority. He expl ai ned
that the tinme will be right in four years that is, Turns-ten nonths and
twenty-seven days. Twenty-six today. The time factor has to be correct to
succeed. "

"Succeed in what?" Lytol persisted.

"That is sonmething we nmust also | earn.” Robinton |aughed in
sel f-di sparagenent. "Not to put too fine a point on it, Lytol, but we're
plainly too ignorant to understand his explanation. He did try-something about
wi ndows, and | eaving Pern at just the precise nonent to intercept the Red



Star, or rather the planet which appears red to us for so nuch of its orbit in
our skies. He showed us the diagram" Noting his defensive tone, he shook
hinself. "If you wish to query him Lytol, |I'msure you can."

Lytol cast Robinton a sardonic |ook. "There are others with greater reason
to consult Aivas."

"But you nust hear our history fromAivas, Lytol," Dram said, |eaning
forward across the table. "You'll appreciate then why we can so unreservedly
believe in Aivas and in his promse."

"He really has got to you, hasn't he?" Lytol shook his head at their
cr edul ousness.

"I'f you listen to what he says, you'll believe," Robinton said, rising. He
had to clutch at the towel to keep it from slipping, which reduced the dignity
of his pronouncenment. "lI'mdressing to return to Landing. Dram wll you and

Tiroth oblige me?"

"Since you are rested," Dramsaid, giving his housemate a | ong and
searching | ook, "we will, of course, oblige. Lytol, will you not join us?"

"Not today."

"Are you afraid of being won over despite your reservations?" Robinton
asked.

Lytol shook his head slowly. "That's not likely. But go. Enjoy your dream
of Threadfree skies."

"The | ast of the true skeptics,"” Robinton nuttered under his breath,
somewhat di sturbed by Lytol's continued disbelief. Did Lytol think old age had

dull ed Robinton's wits or discrimnatory faculties? O did he believe, like
Corman, that the Harper was gullible enough to be taken in by any pl ausible
story?

"No," Dram assured hi mwhen he voiced the question to the old Wyrl eader as
t hey wal ked toward bronze Tiroth, waiting for themon the strand. "He's too
pragmatic. He told nme yesterday that we were far too excited to think
| ogically about the repercussions Aivas will have on our lives. Altering the
basi c structure of our society and its values and all that twaddle." D ramns
snort indicated that he did not agree. "He's been through several upheaval s
hinself. He's unlikely to wel come anot her."

"But you do?"

Dram smi |l ed over his shoul der at the Harper as he settled hinself between
Tiroth's neck ridges. "lI'ma dragonrider, Harper, and dedicated to the
eradi cation of Thread. If there is even the slightest hope . " He shrugged
"Tiroth, take us to Landing!"

"Watch out, Dram" the Harper cautioned. "lIt's undergone considerable
alterations even since yesterday noontine when you left it."

So Monarth warns ne. Although the Harper knew that Tiroth was speaking
directly to Dram his chest swelled with the privilege of hearing. | have the
altered .scene fromhim It has changed.

Was there a note of discontent in Tiroth's tone?

However, the great bronze dragon took them between and reentered on the

hill west of the Aivas building, hovering in the air above the line of dragons
sunni ng thensel ves on the pronontory. Robinton | ooked up at the dragons on the
hill, to see if he recogni zed any of the bronzes or the queens. Then he

renenbered that Benden Weyr woul d be involved in riding Threadfall today.

@ iding down toward the building, Robinton and Dram could not see the
alterations until the bronze veered to his right and backwi nged to land on the
wi de yard.

“I"d no ideal" D ramgasped, turning to stare at the Harper, who was no
| ess surprised than he.

Robi nton hid his own reaction behind a quick snile of reassurance.
Qoviously, Lytol was in the mnority, to judge by the changes here: al
designed to facilitate access to Aivas. The original wing had been tripled in
size, with odd lean-to sheds, like skirts, along all three sides. As the
Har per di smount ed, he recogni zed nore of Fandarel's batteries housed under the
sheds-sufficient power, he assumed, to sustain the entity all the hours of the



day and night until the new and nore powerful water-turbines were finished.
In the broad new courtyard, several knots of folk were arguing vociferously
with each other while, above their heads, fire-lizards nade raucous sounds of
agitation. Mst of the people wore the shoul der knots of Masters and
journeynen fromvarious Crafts; their tunic devices told Robinton that they
cane fromdifferent Holds, as well.
"Free-for-all?" D ram asked, dropping to the ground besi de Robi nton
"That's what it certainly sounds like," Robinton did not recognize any of
the dissenters, though he noted four of Master Esselin's biggest workmen
standing in front of the closed doors of the building. He took a deep breath
and strode forward.
"Now, just what seens to be the trouble here?" he asked loudly. It took
only a nonent for all the disputants to realize who was addressing them
i medi ately he was encircled, each plaintiff demanding his attention. "Now

wait just a nmonent!" he bell owed. Behind himon the hill, bronze and gold
dragons added their authoritative bugle, and silence fell. Then he pointed at
one man wearing a Masterm ner's knot and Crom s device.

"Master Esselin will not let us in," the man said belligerently.

"And my Lord Hol der"-a nman wearing the head-Steward knots of Boll pushed
forward fromthe group-"insists that we be given the facts about this
nmyst eri ous being."

"Deckter charged ne to do the same," a Steward from Nabol said in the nost
aggrieved tone of the three. "W demand to know the truth about this Aivas.
And I'mto see this marvel before |I return to Nabol."

"Yes, you all have been unconscionably slighted," Robinton said soothingly.
"And those of us who have been fortunate to hear Aivas know that seeing Aivas
is the first step in believing what he can do for us all, Hold, Hall, and
Weyr. Wiy, |'ve only just been allowed to return.” He feigned indignation at
such an onmission. That the much respected Harper of Pern should be denied
access, too, seenmed to appease them "Now, you nust realize that the room
where Aivas is installed is quite small, though | notice there have been
attenpts to enlarge the space." He craned his neck as if trying to see just
how much larger it was. "Hmm Yes, working day and night fromthe ook of it.
Most commendabl e really. Now, if you'll just bide here, I'lIl see what can be
done about your quite legitimte request to see Aivas."

"I don't want to just see it," the miner conplained. "I want it to tell ne
how to get back to the main |l ode of a very rich vein of ore. The ancients
| ocated all the ores on Pern. | want it to tell ne where to dig, since it

knows everythi ng about Pern."

"Not everything, ny dear fellow " Robinton said, |ess than surprised that
Ai vas was al ready bei ng consi dered an omi sci ent being. Shoul d he enphasize
that Aivas was only-only? he thought benusedly-a nachine, a device that had
served their ancestors as the receptacle of information? No, their
under st andi ng of machi nery, craftsnen though nany of them were, was too
rudi mentary. They would not grasp the concept of so complex a mechanica
apparatus, let alone the concept of an artificial intelligence. The
Mast er harper didn't understand that all too well hinself. He sighed with
resignation. "And he knows very little about Pern as it is today, though a
great deal about Pern as it was twenty-five hundred Turns ago. | suppose none
of you heard that you were supposed to bring Hall Records with you? Aivas
particularly wants to bring himself up to current times with every Hall, Hold,
and Weyr."

"No one said anything about Records,’
heard it knew everything."

the m ner said, taken aback. "W

"Aivas will be the first to informyou that while his know edge extends to
many subjects and skills, he is not, happily, all knowing. He is... a talking
Record, and far nore accurate than ours, which tunnel snakes, time, and other
perils have rendered illegible."

"W was told he knew everything!" the miner insisted stubbornly.
"Not even | know everything," Robinton responded gently. "Nor has Aivas



even once suggested that he does. He knows a great deal nore, however, than we
do. And we shall all learn fromhim Now, |et nme speak to Master Esselin on
your behal f. There are, let's see, how many of you?" And he did a quick head
count. "Thirty-four. Well, that's too many for one go. Dram choose by |ots.
You all know Dram here as a fair man. You'll all have a turn-brief it may be,
but Ai vas you shall see."

Mast er Esselin was delighted to see the Harper but appalled at Robinton's
solution to the matter of the plaintiffs.

"W can't send them away unhappy, Esselin. They have every bit as nuch of a

right to see Aivas as a Lord Hol der. Mre, even, because they'll be the doing
of Aivas's grand plans over the next few years. Wo's in there now?"
"Master Terry with Masters and journeynmen fromevery Smithcrafthall in the

worl d." Then his eyes went round with anxiety. "And Master Hami an from
Sout hern Hold and two of his apprentices.”

"Ali, Tories finally sent an em ssary?" Robinton wasn't sure if the news
pl eased or worried him He had rather hoped not to have to contend with Tories
avarice yet.

"l don't think he cones on Lord Tories behalf." Esselin shook his head, his
eyes still wide with apprehension. "Master Hanmian did say to Master Terry that
his sister, the Lady Sharra of Ruatha, suggested that he drop everything and
cone here imedi ately."

"And so he should. So he should,"” Robinton agreed affably. Hanmi an woul d be
an excellent man to have involved here. A clever innovator who had al ready put
back to use what the ancients had |l eft behind in a Southern mne. "I'lIl just
see when it's convenient to interrupt themfor a few nmonents. Believe ne,
Esselin, it's the better part of discretion to give those fellows out there
the chance to see Aivas for thenselves."

"But they're only Stewards and small mners

"There are nore of those than of Lord Hol ders and Crafthall nmasters and
Weyrl eaders, Esselin, and every single one of themhas the right to approach
Aivas."

"That wasn't what | was told," Master Esselin said, resorting to his usua
obstructive attitude, thrusting his heavy chin belligerently forward.

Robi nton eyed himpityingly for such a |l ong nonent that even the
t hi ck-ski nned Esselin could not fail to notice that his behavior was
unacceptabl e to the Harper

"I think you will find before the day is out that you will be told
differently, Master Esselin. Now, if you will excuse ne..." And with that
Robi nton strode down the hall to the Aivas chanber.

As he approached, he could hear Aivas's sonorous voice using the sort of
penetrating tone that suggested he was addressing a | arge group. Wen Robinton
qui etly opened the door, he was first anmazed at how nmany peopl e were standing
in the room and then that even nore occupi ed the new wi ngs on either side of
the Aivas facility. Two doors had been opened into the | arge annexes on either
side. The two walls enclosing Aivas were intact, of course, but rmuch nore
space had been made for |arger audi ences. This afternoon the group was
conposed of smiths who were, in general, possessed of |arge, powerful bodies.
Master Nicat, the Masterm ner, was seated at the front on a bench with Terry
and two of his best Masters, who were all busily copying the diagrans on the
mai n Ai vas screen. Jancis was also there, in a corner, bent over a draw ng
board on her lap. G hers in the roomwere doing their best to draw, too, sone
using the backs of others to steady their pads. Robinton could make no sense
of the conplicated design, but it was obvious fromthe rapt attention it was
being given that it was of great inportance to the Smithcrafters. Aivas was
expl ai ni ng, addi ng nunbered specifications that also neant nothing to the
Har per. The measured voice enjoined his listeners to ask questions on any
poi nt that was not clear.

"You have explained in such detail,"” Master N cat said, his swarthy face
wearing a nost respectful expression, "that even the nost sinple-ninded
apprenti ce woul d understand. "



"Ah, if you don't nmind, Aivas..." A Msterniner whom Robi nton knew to be
the Master of the works at one of the larger Telgar iron foundries raised his
hand. "If faulty nelts can be renedied up to standard, then can we repair the
damage to ones |ong since discarded?"

"That is correct. The process can be applied to used netals. In fact, quite
often the use of old netal inproves the final product."

"Even metal s made by the ancients?" Master Ham an asked. "W have found
some in what | understand were the original workings at Andiyar's Stake in
Dor ado. "

"Once in the crucible, the nmelt burns off inpurities of all kinds." Then
to Robinton's astonishnent, Aivas added, "CGood afternoon, Mster Robinton
What assi stance do you need today?"

Robi nton found hinsel f enbarrassed. "I do not intend to interrupt..."

"You aren't," Terry replied, rising and stretching. "Right, N cat?" he
added to the Masterm ner, who | ooked |ike a man hoping that he had understood
hi s orders.

The ot her craftsmen began | ow conversations wi th nei ghbors, and those
nearest the door began to file out, carefully folding their draw ngs and
not es.

As Robi nton noved farther into the room he caught the pungency of sweating
bodies, laced with the taint of netal's acidity and the odd dank snell of deep
m ne shafts. As the roomenptied, he could appreciate the size of the room
t hat had been achi eved overni ght.

"Well, well!" he murnured, noticing the wi ndows on either ends, opened to a
breeze which began to circulate freely as the last of the craftsnen left.
Janci s alone remained in her corner, furiously scribbling.

She | ooked up and sniled at the Harper. "W' ve acconplished so nuch today,
Mast er Robinton. "

"And did you get any sleep last night, young wonman?"

Her cheeks dinpled in a nischievous smle. "lIndeed we did!" And then she
colored. "I nean, we both slept. | mean, Pienur fell asleep first-oh, blast!"
Robi nton | aughed heartily. "I won't m sconstrue, Jancis, even if it

mattered. You're not going to let all this fuss and fascination delay your
formal announcenent, are you?"

"No," she said firmy. "I want to bring the date forward." She bl ushed
prettily but kept the eye contact. "It would nake things easier." She gathered
up her things. "The others are all in the conputer room You m ght want to

take a crack at it, too."

"Me?" The Harper was dunbfounded. "That's for young resilient mnds |ike
yours and Piermur's and Jaxomis."

"Learning is not limted to the young, Master Robinton," Aivas said.

"Well, we'll see," the Harper replied, hedging and running his fingers
nervously over his face. He was acutely conscious that he could no | onger
retain the words and notes of new nusic and had few doubts that the problem
woul d extend to other areas. He did not think hinmself a vain man, or
excessively proud, but he did not wish to show to di sadvantage. "We'l| see.
Meantinme, we have a ninor problem.."

"Wth that lot out there; determ ned against all Master Esselin's prejudice
on seeing Aivas?" Jancis asked.

"Hrfm a minor mner problem" Robinton heard hinself saying, and groaned.

Janci s pleased himby chuckling. "It is apt," she said. "They need to see
Aivas so that they can tell their lords and masters that they have?"
"That's about the size of it. Aivas, if you would agree, | shall waft them

in and out, with just tine enough to say that they' ve been here."

"I's that your true wish in this instance?"

Robi nton cleared his throat. "I could wi sh that as many nen and wonen as
possi ble on this planet could be exposed to your fund of know edge, but even
wi th these enl arged acconmmodations, that is neither possible nor wise. The
parochially mnded tend to flog petty issues to a nubbin. The worried assune
their problens are uniquely threatening, or that you are omniscient enough to



sol ve any problem put to you."

"It has al ways been so, Master Robinton," Aivas said, as accepting as ever.
"Manki nd has always put great faith in oracles."

"Oracles?" The word was unfamiliar to the Harper

"A full explanation of the phenomenon should be kept until you have
forty-four hours free, for the file on religion is lengthy. At this noment in
time, how do you propose to satisfy the petitioners outside?"

"By sending in small groups to see and question you, however briefly."

"Then permit themall to enter. The outside sensors indicate the exact
nunbers that this roomcan now accommodate. "

VWil e Master Esselin | ooked on in dismy and di sapproval, the entire gaggle
hurried down the corridor

"CGood afternoon, gentlenen,"” Aivas said, his nellifluous voice startling
the newconers into awed silence. "Wthin the walls you are currently facing,
there is an Artificial Intelligence Voice-Address Systemthat stores
information for retrieval. O Aivas, to use the appropriate acronym It is
seen that there are anong you those of the miner craft. No doubt you noticed
that Masterm ners attended the previous lecture. It would be of considerable
value to you to consult with these nen on the new methods of snelting ores. It
is hoped that you two Stewards from Crom and Nabol have brought with you the
Records of your Holds. These will be vital in assessing the present, and
future, productivity of the properties you so ably manage for your Lord
Hol ders. You gl ass-smiths and journeymen fromthe Halls at Igen and Ista have,
in the sandpits and | ead mines of your respective Holds, some of the best
silicates in this world, which accounts for the fact that you produce the
finest, nost durable glass on the planet. If this facility may be of service
in any way to your crafthalls, please ask Master Robinton to appoint a tinme
for a | onger discussion.”

Most of the attendees sinply gawked, trying to find the source of the
di senbodi ed voice. The Ista glass-snmith took a hesitant step forward,
swal | owed hard, and spoke.

"Master Aivas, Master A dive asked me to construct the lens of a mcroscope
for him" The words cane out in a rush.

"Yes, such an instrunent is of vital inportance to the Healer's Hall."

"I 1 ooked up our Records, Master Aivas." He pulled fromhis tunic sone
nol deri ng sheets, stained, spotted, and full of holes. "But, as you see..." He
hel d them out toward the screen

"Place themover the Iit panel on the worktop, Msterglasssnmith."

Looki ng about for reassurance, the Istan hesitated, until the Harper shooed
himforward. The others stared at the glass-snmith for his audacity. Part of
one page crunbl ed off even as he placed it over the lighted panel. H's
journeyman rushed forward and, with the air of a man greatly daring, shoved
the missing corner up against the broken end.

Instantly the screen lit up with an image of the nuch damaged draw ng.

Magi cal |y an unseen point connected up the mssing lines and while the
wat chers gasped in wonder, the diagram becane entire. Fromthe printer slot
energed a sheet, which the dazzled journeynman took at Aivas's suggestion

"Look! Look! Finer than the best draftsman we have could render it!" the
excited man excl ai nmed.

"Next page, please,’
managed to conply.

Very shortly the m ssing notes and expl anations had been restored, and
everyone in the roomhad had a chance to see the reconstructed sheets.

"Have you any queries regardi ng the manufacture of barrel, focusing
devices, or |enses?" Aivas asked politely.

There were one or two questions fromthe journeyman; his master was too
dazed to be coherent.

"I'f some should arise during manufacture-" Aivas finished.

"During what?" the journeyman was startled into asking by the unfaniliar
wor d.

Aivas said, and the glass-smth, with sone funbling,



"During the nmaking, either send your question to Master Robinton or return
for additional explanations or further denonstration."”

It was easy then for Robinton to nove the group out of the room and speed
themon their way down the hall.

"That took ten minutes," Aivas said in a |low tone. "A useful disposition of
tinme."

"Have you been advised to appoint ne your aide?" the Masterharper asked in
an anused tone.

"Your inpartiality is |legend, Master Robinton, and your scrupul ous sense of
fair play has just been denmponstrated. Master Esselin's definition of priority
is noticeably skewed toward rank. The glass-smth's need of stored information
was indeed a priority that ought to have been i medi ately schedul ed when he
arrived early this norning. Master Esselin ignored him"

"He di d?" Robi nton was annoyed.

"I'f you will see to it that he does not exceed his very limted authority,
consi derable future ill-feeling will be avoided."

"I will see to that inmediately, Aivas."

"I'f you should be unwilling to act in this capacity, perhaps Dram the
bronze dragonrider, would assist. He, also, is held in the highest regard by
peer group, Hall, and Hold. Is it true that he came forward in time four

hundred Turns to fight Thread? That he has al ready spent a good portion of his
l[ife in that onerous task?"

"That is correct, Aivas."

"This generation, and his, are amazing, Master Robinton." Though the words
were spoken levelly, the tone of admiration was unm stakabl e, and Robi nton
squared his shoul ders proudly.

"W are of one mind in that." Then, brusquely, Robinton added, "As your

ai de, Master Aivas, |I'Il just set Master Esselin straight on the matter of
assigning priorities without consultation. You nmay be sure he will obey you as
promptly as he does nyself or the Weyrl eaders."

Back in the hall, Robinton cut short all of Master Esselin's tedious

expl anati ons and apol ogies. He found Dramin the roomwhere Piemur, Jancis,
Jaxom and Benel ek were clattering away at their | essons on the snmall screens.
They were each working on different projects, he could see; he recognized that
Janci s was sonehow replicating the diagramthat Aivas had shown the m ners.

"Come on, Master Robinton," Pienur said, |ooking up fromhis screen. "I
fixed a station for you to experiment with."

Robi nton hel d up his hands and backed away. "No, no, |'ve appointed nyself
aide to Master Aivas for the afternoon. You cannot believe how stupid Esselin
is."

"Ha! Yes, | can!" Pienur said enphatically.

"He's as thick as two short planks,"” Benel ek grunbl ed. "And he doesn't |ike
any of us com ng and going as we need to."

"I don't have any trouble," Jancis said, but her eyes danced with m schief.
"Al'l 1 have to do is give hima cup of klah or sonething to eat fromthe tray
when | bring it in." '

"And that's another score I'mgoing to settle with of Master fuddy-duddy
Esselin," Piemur said heatedly. "You are not a kitchen drudge. Does he never
see the Master tab on your collar? Doesn't he know you're Fandarel's
granddaughter and top of your own Craft?"

"Ch, | think he will," Jaxomrenmarked w thout |ooking up fromhis board,
his fingers flying across it. "I caught his paternal act this norning, and
rem nded himthat the proper form of address for Jancis is Mastersmith. You
know, | don't think he had noticed the collar tabs."

"That's no excuse," Pienur retorted, likely to fume until he hinself had
settled the score with the old nan.

"Perhaps Master Esselin should go back to his archives,"” D ram said.
"That's what he's supposed to be doing."

"And about all he's good for," Pienmur mnuttered.

"However, since soneone must take over his current responsibility, | think



| shall appoint nyself in his place.”

"A marvel ous notion, Dram" Robinton said while the others let out a
cheer. "Actually, Aivas had already recommended you in that capacity. He's
heard that you are a well-respected and scrupul ously honest character. He
doesn't know you as well as | do, of course.” Wen D ram gl anced
apprehensively at him Robinton broke into a teasing grin. "In fact, | think
we should inveigle Lytol up here, too. O would three honest nmen be too nmuch
for the job?"

"There can never be enough honest nen," Jaxomsaid firmy, |ooking up from
his screen. "I think the challenge would be good for Lytol." H's expression
refl ected a deep concern for his aging guardian. "The pair of you already | ook
the better for sone proper use of your |long experience. And there ought to be
someone in charge who's got the sense he was born with."

"I second that," a voice said fromthe doorway. In wal ked Mastersmth
Ham an. "I had to el bow the old fool aside to get back in here. | see what
Sharra neant when she said you were all wapped up in this, Jaxom" he added,
tolerantly grinning at his sister's nmate before he nodded courteously to the
others in the room "I didn't want to cause undue consternation anong ny peers
earlier, Master Robinton, but would Master Aivas be able to tell any of us-ne,
because |I' m dead keen to know how the ancestors nade their durable plastics?"

"Hurrah!" Piemur and Jancis cheered together. And Pienur junped fromhis
stool and thunmped Ham an's back

The big smith from Southern Hold was not as tall or as massive as Master
Fandarel, but he was solid enough to absorb Piemur's hearty poundi ng w t hout
giving an inch. He grinned at his friend, his large and even teeth white in
his tanned face. "d ad soneone approves. Do you?" He | ooked directly at the
Har per .

Robi nton | ooked inquiringly at Dram "And thus we make the first test of
our authority?"

"I"d say Hamian is exactly the right man to try sonething so newnew to us
at least," Dram said, nodding.

"So it's now up to himwho knows,'
towards Aivas's room "Let's ask."

Al'l but Benel ek traipsed along to hear what Aivas woul d say. Robinton
beckoned for Hamian to stand squarely in front of the screen, then had to prod
hi m when the big smth suddenly found it difficult to frame the question

"Ask him He hasn't bitten anyone," Robinton said.

"Yet," Pienur added, pretending to be worried.

"Ahem Master Aivas . . ." Hamian faltered again.

"You are volunteering to |l earn how to make silicate-based plastics such as
your ancestors used in building materials, Mster Hani an?"

Ham an just nodded, his eyebrows raised in com cal surprise. "How d he know
that?" he asked in a | ow aside to the Harper

"He's got long ears,” Robinton replied, amused.

"Incorrect, Master Robinton," Aivas said. "This facility has far nore
sensitive receptors than ears, Master Hami an, and since the door to the
adj acent room was open, the conversation was audible. To reiterate, you w sh,
Master Harman, to learn how to produce the plastics your ancestors used."

Ham an squared hinself in front of the screen, throwing his head up. "Yes,
Master Aivas, that is ny wish. There are sufficient of my peers eager to
i nprove the quality of iron, steel, brass, and copper, but, having seen the
durability of the ancients' plastic materials, | would |like to specialize in
them It is ny belief that this could be as inportant a material to us as it
was to our ancestors.”

"The manufacture of plastics was a highly refined skill in your ancestors
time. Different polyners produced different end products that could be
pliable, sem nalleable, or rigid, depending on the chem cal formulae. As
surface petrol eum was di scovered near Drake's Lake, there is no reason you
cannot revive organic plastic manufacture. However, you will have to
under stand considerably nore chemistry than is currently part of your Mastery

Robi nton said, and jerked his head



training. The manufacture itself can be defined as a continuous mass sol ution
process. Two units were left in the Catherine Caves by Joel Lilienkanp."

"Lilienkanp?" Piemur cried, pivoting to point both forefingers at Jancis,
who al so cried, "Lilcanp?"

"Who was Joel Lilienkanp?" Piemur asked Aivas.

"The Expedition's supply officer: the person who preserved so many
artifacts in the Catherine Caves."

"Jayge just has to be a descendant," Piemur crowed, and then abruptly
apol ogi zed for his interruption.

"The two | arge polynerizing units are not nmarked as havi ng been

protectively packaged. Therefore they will have suffered decay and are
unlikely to be operative. But they can be used as tenplates. You will learn
much in the reconstruction, Master Ham an, and have nore to learn in the
chem stry and physics experinments that you will be set."

Ham an's grin stretched fromear to ear. "My pl easure, Master Aivas, ny
pl easure." He rubbed his big callused hands together in eagerness. "Wen do
start?"

"First, you nust find the prototype nodels in the cave."

Aivas's screen lit up with the pictures of two thick cubes with a variety
of curious extrusions. "These are what you rnust find. They will be heavy and
cunmber sone to nove."

"I'"ve noved odder and heavi er objects, Master Aivas."

A paper illustrating the necessary objects extruded fromthe slot, and
Pi emur handed it to the Southern smth.

"You will require a workshop in which to disassenble them and deci de what
materials you have readily available with which to assenble a nodern nodel. It
i s advisable that you not be the only one to study these basic sciences: The
manuf acture of suitable polymers will require a considerable team of workers
trained in chem stry and physics."

Ham an sniled ruefully. "Study will obviously be necessary, just to
understand the unfanmiliar words you' re using."

"I think it's safe to say," Master Robinton put in, glancing pointedly at
Pi emur and Jancis, "that you will have at least three or four nore students in
your class, Aivas. |'msure, Hami an, that you will want some menbers of your
own Hall trained, as well."

"I"ve one or two likely fellows in mnd, that's certain,"” Ham an replied.
He drew in a deep breath and exhaled. "My thanks, Master Aivas."

"Acknow edged, Master Hanian."

"How d you escape Toric?" Pienmur asked softly, masking his words behind one
hand.

"Escape doesn't enter into this, Pienur." Again Ham an said with a drol
grimace, "lI'mmy own master. |'ve organized Southern's mnes to produce wth
or without me | eaning on anyone. Now | shall broaden ny own horizons, as Toric
did his. My thanks, Master Robinton, Dram | know where the caves are. |'lI
start right away." And he strode purposefully out of the room and down the
hal | .

As soon as the smith had turned the corner, Master Esselin ducked out of
one of the sleeping roons on the corridor, his expression aggrieved.

"Master Robinton, | told that smth he wasn't to-"

"Master Esselin..." Robinton adopted his nost charm ng manner as he put an
arm around the man's fl eshy shoul ders and turned hi maround. Dram closed in on
the other side, so that Esselin was inexorably led toward the entrance hall
"I do believe that you have been nost shamefully treated lately."

"I?" Esselin's fretful look turned to surprise as he laid one plunp hand on
his chest. "Yes, Master Robinton, when bullies |like that Southern smth pay
absolutely no attention to my orders..

"You're quite right, Master Esselin. Mst shaneful, and | think your good
nature in suspendi ng your invaluable archival contributions to this site has
been woeful |y abused. Therefore, it has been decided that \Wyrleader D ram
Lord Warder Lytol, and nyself should relieve you of this onerous duty and |et



you get back to your own responsibilities."

"Ch, but, Master Robinton..." Esselin would have slowed his pace if the
other two had let him "I didn't mean to inply that | was unwilling..."
"You have been willingness itself,"” D ramsaid, shaking his head. "And al

to your credit, Master Esselin, but fair's fair, and you' ve been nore than
kind to officiate. W will now take over fromyou."

Mast er Esselin continued his protests all the way out the door and down the
wal k to the path that Ied to the Archive conplex. Gently but firmy Weydeader
and Harper gave hima final push, smling and nodding and totally ignoring his
repeat ed denurrals.

"There!" D ram said once they were back in the building. He brushed his

hands together in satisfaction. "I'Il take the first watch, Robinton." He
turned to one of the guards. "I'min charge now What's your nane?"
"Gayton, sir."

"I'd take it kindly, Gayton, if you'd fetch sonmething cool to drink from
the kitchens. Bring enough for all of us here. And no, Robinton, he is not
going to bring you any wine quite yet. You'll have to have a cool head when
you stand your watch, you know "

"Wy, you old coot!" Robinton exclained. "My head remains cool no natter
how much wine | take. The very notion."

"Take yoursel f off, Robinton." Ginning, Dram shooed himaway. "Get into
m schi ef sonmewhere el se.”

"M schi ef ?* The Harper grunbled with nock indignation, but just then they
both heard a triunphant shout from Piemur, so he hurried along to see what had
occurr ed.

"I didit! | didit!" Piemur was still carrying on when the Harper arrived
Janci s and Jaxom bot h | ooked slightly envious; Benel ek adopted a di stant
attitude.

"Did what ?"

"Made a programall by nyself."

The Harper peered at the enigmatic words and letters on the screen and then
at his journeyman. "That... is a progran®"

"Sure is. Dead easy once you get the hang of it!" Pienur's elation was
i nfectious.

"Pienmur," the Harper found hinself saying, "I have a few hours to spare
right nowwhile Drams on duty. Did you or raid you not nmention that there
was a spare one of these contraptions? "

"I ndeed there is, Master." Wth considerable satisfaction on his face and
not a trace of his usual inpudence, Piemur spun out of his seat and went over
to the shelf where the conponents were neatly stacked.

"I think I may regret this," Robinton said to hinself.

"It is to be hoped that you will not, Master Robinton," was Aivas's |ow
reassurance.

Zair nipping his ear roused Robinton froma doze. He had been | eani ng back
in his chair, head resting on the support, |egs propped up on the desk, and as
he woke the first thing he was aware of was the crick in his neck. H s knees
woul dn't at first bend as he |lowered his | egs. Wien he groaned, Zair nipped
hi m agai n, eyes flani ng red-orange.

Instantly the Masterharper was alert. Down the hall, he could hear Aivas's
voi ce expl ai ning sonething and the |ighter voice of one of the students
guerying. That was as it should be. He | ooked up at Zair, who was staring out
the door into the night. It was then he caught the faint noise of sonething
cracki ng, and the even fainter splashing of |iquid.

He rose, silently swearing at the recal citrance of aging joints that no
| onger functioned smoothly. As stealthily as he could, he noved across the
entrance hall and out into the night. He knew it was near dawn; the insect
sounds that had lulled himto sleep on his post had ceased and dayti ne noi ses
had not yet begun. He crept forward, hearing that soft cracking noise again.
To his left, where the banks of Fandarel's batteries had been installed



agai nst the wall, he saw darker shadows. Two nen.

Two nmen busily smashing the glass tanks that held the battery fluid.

"Now, just what do you think you're doing?" he demanded, outraged. "Zair!
Grab them Pie... mur! Jancis! Someone!" He ran forward, determined to prevent
any further damage to Aivas's power supply.

Later, he wondered what he had thought he was doing, an unarmed elderly nman
attacki ng vandal s. Even as the pair canme at himw th upraised clubs or iron
bars or whatever they had been using to smash the battery tanks, he wasn't
afraid: just purely and sinply furious.

Fortunately Zair had weapons, twenty sharp talons, and as the little bronze
swooped to tear at the eyes of the first man, Pienur's Farli, Jancis's Trig,
and half a dozen other fire-lizards joined the battle. Robinton caught a
handful of tunic and tried to drag the man to the ground, but with a savage
j erk, acconpani ed by an angui shed squeal as fire-lizard claws racked faci al
skin, the man broke free and took to his heels. H s conmpani on swatted
viciously at the aerial attackers and then ran off as well. The fire-lizards
followed, dividing into two groups to follow the separating fugitives.

By the time human assi stance arrived, even the sound of the vandal s’
retreat was lost to |listening ears.

"Don't worry, Robinton," Pienmur said. "W've only to check who got clawed.
W'll find them Are you all right, Mster'?"

Robi nton was clutching at his chest and panting fromhis exertions, and
al t hough he gestured fiercely for Piemur and the others to follow the
fugitives, he became their first concern

"I"'mall right, I'mall right," he cried, trying to avoid their solicitude.
"Go after them " And he fell into a fit of coughing, caused nore by
frustration than by exercise

By the time he had convinced them of his well-being, the firelizards had
returned, |ooking exceedingly pleased with thensel ves for having chased the
i ntruders. Disgusted at the vandals' escape, Robinton grabbed up a gl owbasket
and led the way to the point of attack

"Five smashed, and if you hadn't heard-" Piermur began

"I didn't hear. Zair did." Robinton was furious with hinself for having
dozed off.

"Same thing," Piemur replied with an inpish grin. "And they didn't break
enough tanks to jeopardize the power supply. Don't fret now, Master. There're
spares in Stores."

"I"'mfretting because it happened at all!" Robinton heard his voice rise in
angry stress.
"We'll find the vandals," Pienmur assured his master. Quiding the old Harper

back to his chair, he poured hima cup of wine.

"Wed better,"” Robinton said savagely. He knew there was grow ng antagoni sm
to Aivas, but he had not really considered, even for a nonent, that someone
woul d actually attack the facility.

But who? he wondered, sipping at the wine and feeling its usual efficacious
soot hing. Esselin? He doubted the fat old fool would dare, no matter how upset
he m ght have been over losing his sinecure. Had any of Norist's glassnmen been
at Landi ng that day?

"Don't fret yourself," Pienur repeated, regarding his master with conti nued
anxiety. "See? Zair's bloodied one of them W'Il|l find them never fear."

The nmen were not found the next norning, although Piermur organized a
di screet search of the entire conmplenent at Landing. He even went so far as to
rouse Esselin well before the indolent man was apt to be awake, but the round,
fat face was bl enish-free

"They must have just kept running," he reported to the worried Harper, who
was overseeing the replacenent of the battery tanks.

"We must build a barrier across these,” Robinton said. "W nust nmount a
watch at all times. Aivas cannot be jeopardized."

"Have you deci ded who's the nost likely suspect?" Pienmur asked, watching
his master's tired face.



"Suspect? |'ve a variety of choices. Proof, no!"

Pi emur shrugged. "Then we watch harder." Then, as an afterthought, he
asked, "Wy didn't Aivas sound an alarn? He usually sees what's going on
ni ght or day."

VWhen queried on that point, Aivas replied that the vandal s had been
operating under the |level of the exterior visuals, and the only sound the
audi o sensors had picked up had been consi stent enough wi th usual nocturna
activity.

"What about in here?" Robinton asked.

"This facility is safe. Do not fear vandalismin here."

Robi nton was not all that reassured but could not argue the point, as the
first of the new day's students were arriving.

"We' || keep this to ourselves for the tinme being, Piemnur,
a tone that brooked no argunent.

"What about a nmessage to all harpers to watch out for claw marked faces?"

Robinton lifted his shoulders briefly. "I doubt they'll appear in public
until they're heal ed, but send the nessage."

Robi nton said in

6

As EVENTS OVER the next few weeks proved, the self-appointnment of the
Harper, the old Weyrleader, and the retired Lord Warder as Aivas's custodi ans
was providential. The management by three men who al ready enjoyed reputations
for probity and inpartiality went unchall enged. Certainly the accumnul at ed
know edge of Harper, Weyrleader, and Lord Warder was utilized to its fullest
in the rebirth and adm ni stration of Landing.

Sone visitors-the nerely curious-becane di senchanted when they discovered
that Aivas ignored foolish or egocentric questions. Those willing to be
enlightened and to work hard to acquire the new di sci plines stayed on and
profited.

Until ten secondary stations were up and running, the three custodi ans
arranged appointments for Aivas, deftly slotting in energency consultations
wi t hout of fendi ng anyone. And, because Aivas needed no rest, concentrated
| essons, such as those for Master O dive and ot her healers, were schedul ed for
the early hours of Landing' s day.

The major crafthalls were not the only ones to send representatives; it
became prestigious for the Lord Holders to send proni sing sons and daughters,
as well as likely candidates from m nor holds. There were so nany at first,
some of whom were obviously ill-equipped to deal with radical new concepts,
that it was kinder and | ess bothersone to set each applicant a basic test: an
aptitude test, Aivas called it. It certainly weeded out the idlers and those
wi t hout true schol arship.

Lessa and F'lar never becane proficient in their use of a console, nostly
because, in the Harper's estimation, they had little time to spend | earning
the essentials; but they did grasp the fundanental s of accessing information
F'nor didn't even try, but his mate, Brekke, joined the Masterhealer's
dedi cated group in their striving to regain the | ost nedical techniques.
Mrrim determined to keep up with T gellan, struggled on despite a npst
di stressing start and succeeded. K van becanme as adept as Jaxom and Pienur.

To the surprise and delight of his close associates, the taciturn Lytol
became an avid user, accessing files fromthe w dest range of topics. He
insisted on taking the late shift, as he never required nore than four hours
of sleep anyway.

"Lytol's always been a deep person, with unexpected reserves-or he woul dn't
have survived as long as he has," Jaxomreplied to those who commented on
Lytol's new obsession. "Though | don't understand his fascination with al
that dry historical stuff when there's so much nore that we can apply to
living and working here and now. "

"On the contrary, Jaxom" the Harper replied. "Lytol's investigations may
be the nost significant of all."



"Even nore significant than Fandarel's new water-turbine power stations?"

The Mastersmith had taken great satisfaction in denmonstrating how a node
of the proposed generator worked, as his foundry | abored day and night to
conpl ete the conponents of the full-scal e nmachinery.

"That is certainly significant now, " the Harper replied, choosing his words
carefully. "But there's the probl em of general acceptance.”

Various study roons had been set up, each dedicated to a different subject.
Two of the larger roons becane | aboratories to teach the basic sciences that
Aivas felt were required as foundation courses, as he terned them chem stry,
physi cs, and bi ol ogy. One room had been set aside for short consultations, and
anot her for general teaching; a fairly |large roomwas set aside for the
heal ers, and its walls covered with various diagrams "of the nost gruesone
sort," in Jancis's estimation. Aivas al so requested that a room be reserved
for special students, those who were taking concentrated courses in a variety
of subjects: Jaxom Pienur, Jancis, Kvan, T gellan, Nton, Mrrim Ham an
three journeynmen, an apprentice of Hami an's, four other young bronze riders,
two brown, four blue, and three green riders. Qher riders would foll ow when
there was space in the classes, since the Weyrs were the nost eager to take
advant age of Aivas.

Qccasionally Robinton liked to walk down the hall and listen in on the
instructions. One day when he peered in on a | esson including Jaxom Pienur,
Jancis, and two Snmithcraft Journeymen, he saw an astoni shing sight.

A ring of dull netal hovered about two inches above the high worktop in
front of them As they reached forward to touch it, it slipped along the bench
as if it were on invisible rollers. Aivas continued his explanation

"The lines of magnetic force in the ring are induced in such a way that
they exactly oppose the el ectromagnets that are generating the field."

Robi nton made hi nself small against the doorjanb, so as not to disturb the
fasci nat ed students.

"This is far nore Dramatic at very |low tenperatures, where there is no
el ectrical resistance, the rings are superconducting, and the current passes
wi t hout any | oss. There are not the facilities here to show you this, but you
will be ready for the superconductivity lesson in three or four weeks. Jaxom
will be ready for it sooner; Pienmur must do nore on w ndi ng el ectronmagnets
wi th proper toroidal w ndings. Journeyman Manotti, your netal formers were not
up to the standard required, but you have a week in which to inprove."

Robi nton tiptoed quietly away, not wi shing to enbarrass the students. But
he was sniling as he sauntered back to the entrance hall: a good teacher
shoul d gi ve prai se, encouragenment, and adnonition as required.

There were auxiliary workshops for snmith, glass, and wood crafts in the
| arger of the excavated structures at Landing, staffed with masters,
journeymen, and apprentices.

One norning, Lytol and Robinton were startled to hear a | oud expl osi on and
rushed to the source of the sound, which had cone from Master Morilton's gl ass
forge. There they found Master Morilton hel ping Jancis to blot the blood from
a nosaic of cuts on the face of Caselon, one of the dass-smith's apprentices.
There were tiny bits of mirrored gl ass everywhere.

"Now, " Master Morilton was saying calmy, addressing his remarks to the
others in the forge, "you appreciate why protective goggles are so inportant.
Casel on could well have | ost his eyesight when that thernmps gl ass expl oded. As
it is..." Mrilton glanced inquiringly at Jancis.

"As it is," she said, with a wy grin, "Caselon's going to have the nost
interesting pattern of scars. Onh, don't worry," she added as the youth
cringed. "They'll heal to nothing. Don't grimace. You'll only bleed until 1've
got you properly annointed with numbweed. "

As Lytol turned to deal with the press of curious people who had rushed
over, Robinton | ooked about the place. Master Mrilton had certainly set up
quite a crafthall here. A punp was goi ng tapockety-tapockety in the corner. A
tube reaching up to the apparatus had a | eather collar at the top, on which
were the remains of a mirrored bottle neck. The rest of the glass was



everywhere in the room a nyriad of tiny glinting pieces.

"Shards," Caselon nuttered, trying not to flinch fromJancis's
mnistrations. "That was nmy twentieth!"

Robi nton then noticed that nineteen vacuum fl asks were neatly racked on
Caselon's half of the worktable; another twelve stood on the other side, where
anot her apprentice, Vandentine, was working. How they had escaped the flying
glass splinters, he didn't know

"W are not in conpetition node here, Caselon," Master Mrilton said,
waggi ng a stern finger at the boy. "Wat exactly happened? | was concentrating
on Bengel's wand work. "

"l dunno," Casel on said, shruggi ng one shoul der

"Aivas?" Master Morilton asked. The glasswork facility included a direct
connection to Aivas.

"When he nol ded the glass, he didn't ultrasonicate it or even tap it as you
have taught him to get the bubbles out of the mx. He was too busy trying to
out produce his partner. There were bubbles in the glass, so that under vacuum
it inmploded. But you nmay now use two of his vessels to denponstrate the
properties of liquefied gases."

Nurmbweed had stenmed the bl oodfl ow from Caselon's face, so Master Mrilton
gestured for himand Vandentine to follow himto an adjacent room Robinton
trailed behind. In this room there was a different kind of punp; froma
frost-covered nozzle, drops of a faintly blue liquid dripped to fall into a
thick, mrrored catch-pot every second

"The blue liquid is the air itself, the air in this room" Aivas continued,
"which we are conpressing and then rapidly expanding so that it cools again
and again, further and further, until a tiny fraction of it liquefies."

Master Morilton said, "Don't touch the radiator vanes-they'|ll blister your
fingers. This, Master Robinton," he added, snmiling at their guest, "is a
multistage refrigerator, quite different fromthe one you' ve been using in
Cove Hold to chill fruit juice and foodstuffs."

Robi nt on nodded wi sely.

"This last stage is the nmost difficult," Aivas said as Master Morilton
gestured for Caselon to fill his flask. The roomwas filled with m st as the
liquid air seethed until it had cool ed Caselon's flask. Robinton noved his
feet away as some of the pearly drops ran across the floor toward him " Now,
Casel on,"” Aivas instructed, "return to your workspace and observe the antics
of liquid air."

Casel on was al ready doing so as he left the room

"Play with air?" Robinton asked, perplexed, and he noticed Master
Morilton's knowi ng smle.

"This liquid helium" Aivas went on

or rather, these liquids can flow in

opposite directions at the same tine; they will creep out of the top of a tal
vessel and | eave none in the bottom and will even creep faster, nuch faster
t hrough tiny holes than through large ones. You may fill a flask with liquid

air yourself, Master Robinton, and experinment on your own. This is one of the
nost dangerous, and therefore educational, exercises for the students to do.
Jancis, Sharra, there are flasks for you, too; this experiment is an inportant
one for both of you." The way the two girls smrked at each other suggested to
Robi nton that they didn't know why it would be. "Wen you have becone famliar
with liquid air, we can begin to | earn about the special properties of liquid
hydr ogen, and especially of liquid helium"

"If it's dangerous, should we be doing it?" the Harper asked.

"Danger can be quite educational,"” Aivas replied. "It is unlikely, for
i nstance, that Caselon will forget to tap his mx no nmatter how nmany gl ass
inserts he blows from now on."

It was an hour before Robinton and Lytol, whomthe Master harper had
interested in the |iquid-gas experinents, returned to their usual duties.

More and nore of the dwellings at Landi ng became occupi ed. Many of the
artifacts so long stored in the Catherine Caves had been put to use, though
t he custodi ans had decreed that samples of each be retained to exhibit in



Master Esselin's Archive buil ding. Abandoned Landi ng once agai n becane a
bustling community. Where the wal ks and small yards had been cleared, there
were even signs of renewed grass and weed grow h.

"Are we a bit mad to reestablish this settlenment?" Lessa asked one evening
when she and F'lar had taken an evening neal in the Aivas building with Jaxom
Robi nton, D ram Lytol, Pienur, and Jancis. "Those vol canoes coul d erupt
again."

"I did nention that to Aivas," Lytol said, "and he replied that he is
naturally nonitoring seismc activity. Some of the instruments which the

settlers' vulcanist installed are still functioning. He al so assured ne that
there is little activity in the chain."
"And that is a positive thing?" Lessa asked, still skeptical

"So Aivas assured ne," Lytol replied.

"I 'd hate to lose all we've rebuilt here,” Flar said.

"Unfortunately," Lytol comented, with an ironic half smle, "Aivas can't
be noved."

"Then let's not worry about something that may not develop into a problem”
Robi nton said firmy. "W have sufficient inmedi ate ones. Such as how we're
going to handl e Master Norist. As you know, he had threatened to di savow
Master Morilton's Mastery and to disown all journeynmen and apprentices who
have produced gl ass according to the, ahem spurious nethods and techni ques of
Aivas."

"He calls Aivas 'the Abomination'!" Pienur said with a malicious chuckle.
"Avas said-"

"You didn't tell Aivas that?" Jancis was aghast at Pienur's tactl essness.

"He didn't mind. | got the feeling it anused him"

Mast er Robi nton gave Pienur a | ong | ook. "Do you-any of you-ever get the
feeling that Aivas is anused by us?"

"Sure," Piermur replied blithely. "He may be a machine and all that, and
while | know a great deal nore about machinery than | used to, certainly, he's
a Master machine that interacts with hunmans, so he nust have criteria by which
he recognizes levity. He may not guffaw as sone do at my jokes and anecdot es,
but he certainly enjoys listening to them"

"Hrmmi was the Harper's nonconmittal response. "About Norist... As the duly
el ected Mastercraftsman, guiding his Halls, he can be replaced only at a
convocation of all Masters. Unfortunately, the dass-smithcraft is not a |large
one, and nost of the Crafthall masters are as dogmatic as Norist. On the other
hand, I won't sit by and see Master Morilton di savowed or harassed or
hum | i at ed because he has | earned sonmething Norist didn't teach him He's
certainly proved adept at the new skills."

"Nori st has al so been | eaning heavily on poor old Wansor," Lytol said.
"Fortunately, Wansor appears oblivious both to the criticismand the fact that
he m ght suffer the same discipline as Mrilton. In spite of Norist's
decl aration, Mrilton has nmanaged to recruit quite a few journeynmen and
apprentices who have felt restricted by Norist's rigid adherence to Recorded
t echni ques. "

"I'f Norist is |eaning on Wansor, why don't we |ean on hin?" Jaxom asked.

"I will,"” Lytol replied with a ghost of a smle. "And | woul d be happy to.
A man who will not see beyond his nose has no right to be Craftmaster!"” Hi s
smle was replaced by censure.

"Hear! Hear!" the Harper cheered.

"I also heard that Norist is denying Morilton the use of the best

sandpits,"” Lytol went on, frowning.

"That's no problemat all. W' ve sand aplenty on this coastline," Pienur
r esponded.

"Dimnit. Beach sand isn't what's used for glass,” Jaxomsaid with sone
disdain. "It's the pits at lIgen and Ista that have fine stuff."

"And those are the ones that Norist has denied Mrilton," Lytol expl ained.
"He hasn't denied Lord Jaxom of Ruatha Hol d!"
"Nor Dram" the aged bronze rider said as firmy as the young Lord Hol der



Even Lytol grinned at that solution to Norist's intransigence. "M croscopes
require a very high quality glass, you know. "

"In any case, | don't see that as a major difficulty,"” D ram said, glancing
over to Jaxom "Ruth and Tiroth won't mind a little excursion, |I'msure."
Jaxom nodded obligingly. "You take Ista, and I'll get some fromlgen."

"There's nothing on the settlers' map to indicate closer deposits, to
reduce transportation tine?" F |lar asked.

Robi nton held up one finger. "We'll ask." And he pecked out the query wth
consi derabl e speed on the keyboard of the unit in the room

Imredi ately a list of locations scrolled out, with the type of sand to be
found at each. Those sands that could be used for nedical glass were starred,
but Aivas recommended in particular the sands found at Paradise River and in
an inland sandpit near the site of old Cardiff.

D ramsaid he would go to the Cardiff site, as he knew that Jaxom woul d
prefer a chance to see Jayge and Aram na, who were hol ding at Paradi se River.
"Hmm " the Harper said, studying his screen. "Aivas rem nds ne that he

wants nore green and bronze riders for training,"

"Wuld he take a big brown or two?" F lar asked. "I've several riders
who' ve of fered. Seens |ike Aivas is biased against the medi um sizes."

"I asked him about that,”" Dramsaid, "for | thought it odd that he'd want
only the largest and the smallest. He says the operation requires them but he
won't el aborate beyond stating that he nust have enough candi dates to all ow
himto pick the nost likely to succeed in the venture and to have suffi cient
trai ned backup personnel." D ram shrugged at his inability to explain further

"I wish," Lessa said, "that occasionally he would be specific. Then we
woul d have sonething to tell those we nust disappoint. | don't want any
resentful dragonriders. Though, in general, |I'd say that noral e has inproved
in all the Wyrs. And," she added, making a face, "all the Wyrs want to
participate.”

"Aivas did remark that it was easier to teach the younger dragonriders,"”

D ram went on, "since there were fewer set nental patterns. O course, there
are naturally some few exceptions," he added smugly, rather pleased that he
was one of them

"I's that all right now?" Jaxom asked. "I'd better get back to Ruatha." Hs
grin was abashed. "I'Il bring in Paradise River sands tomorrow, but |I'd better
spend sone time at hone."

"I n danger of being di sowned?" Pienur asked with an inpudent grin.

Jaxom di sdained to reply, while Jancis el bowed the young journeyman har per
in the ribs.

"Go on, then," F' lar said, with a bland sideways gl ance at Lessa.

"Il just ask Aivas to print out the location of the sandpit,"” D ramsaid
rising to leave with the young Lord Hol der

There was a slight frown on Lytol's face as the two left.

"Don't fret, Lytol," Lessa said reassuringly. "Sharra's got every right to
be annoyed at the ampunt of time Jaxom s spending here."

"Especially when I'm sure she's dying to take the heal er | essons,” Jancis
said. "But Pienur, have you noticed it, too? That whenever Jaxom mi sses a day,
Aivas particularly asks why?"

"Hmm vyes, | had at that," Piermur replied, nmonentarily thoughtful. Then he
assuned a carel ess pose. "But Aivas sure works Jaxom harder than any of the
rest of us, bar Mrrimand S len."

"S'len?" F lar asked. "lIsn't he that young green rider from Fort?"

"That's the one. And Aivas insisted on drilling Mrrimto bring her up to a
level with the rest of us," Pienmur added.

"Why woul d the green dragons be so inportant to Aivas?" Lessa asked.

"They're small, that's why," Pienur said.

"Smal | ? "
"Well, that's nmy hunch, and Ruth's the smallest of themall," Pienmur went
on. "There's no doubt in my mnd that those two will play a special part in

Al vas's Great Schene."



Lessa and Lytol both | ooked concerned.

"Ch, don't worry about Jaxom" Pienur said airily. "He's the best of us
all. Has a real grasp of all that navigational nmathematics Aivas throws at us,
and the spatial relationships."

"Has he suggested anything yet?" Lessa asked Robinton and Lytol. Both nen
shook their heads.

Then Robinton grinned. "I get literary quotations, such as: 'There's a tine
for sone things, and a tine for all things: a time for great things, and a
time for small things.' | amforced to assune that this is the tine for snall
things, like assinmilating all those foundation courses from Aivas; while the
time for great things is still four Turns, seven nonths, and however many days
away fromus."

"Literary quotations?" F'lar asked, surprised. H s | essons with Aivas
tended to the practical: tactics, mathematical projections of Threadfall, and
draconi ¢ heal i ng-though he practiced none of the latter, he kept hinself
i nformed of Aivas's innovations.

"Ch, yes. And though Aivas admts he is choosing what he thinks m ght
appeal to ny tastes, our ancestors had fascinating and conplex literatures
fromever so many cultures that put ours to shane. Some of our epic sagas he
has identified as paraphrases of Terran originals. Fascinating."

"I ndeed, ny studi es have been equally absorbing,"” Lytol said, |eaning
forward on the table, his face lighting with his own enthusiasm "I don't
think any of us realized that our present political structure was handed down
fromthe very Charter our ancestors brought with them That is historically
very unusual, Aivas told ne."

"Why should it be?" F'lar asked, mldly surprised. "It allows Wyr, Hold,
and Hall to function w thout interference.”

"Ah, but interference was a major factor in Terran politics," Lytol
replied. "Spurred by territorial inperatives and, all too often, sheer greed.”

Adroitly interrupting another of Lytol's historical perorations, Lessa
rose, nodding to Robinton and the two young journeynmen. "We nust get back to
t he Weyr now. Aivas gave ne anot her healing conpound to try on Lisath's w ng
It sinply isn't mending as it should.™

| told Aramina that we're comng, Ruth said as Jaxom nmounted him She |ikes
to know, you know, he added in a confidential tone.

Jaxom rat her wi shed that Ruth hadn't committed themto paying a call on
Aranmi na and Jayge. He really ought to get right back to Ruatha, and go to
Paradi se River in the norning, as he had said he woul d.

"Well, we won't stay long, mind," Jaxorn said, giving Ruth an indul gent
sl ap.

The white dragon was very fond of the young woman who, as a girl, had heard
dragons so easily-and so incessantly-that she had inveigled Jayge of the
Lil canp Traders to take her as far away from dragons as he could to preserve
her sanity. Shipwecked on their way to the Southern Continent, they had been
rescued by shipfish and set ashore. There they had di scovered and restored
anci ent buildings, not realizing the significance of their find. Located by
Pi emur on his coastline survey, they had been officially naned as Hol ders of
Par adi se River and had increased their nunbers to a sizable Hold, including a
Fi sher Hall. The former trader had been i mensely surprised when Piemur and
Jancis told himthat a paternal ancestor named Lilienkanp had been
instrumental in saving so nuch useful material in the Catherine Caves.

Fol I owi ng Aivas's directions, Jaxorn and Ruth emerged over rather anonynous
grassland. It wasn't until they had overflown the alleged site several tinmes
that Jaxorn noticed the declivity well overgrown with grass and shrubs, wth
t he suspicion of white glinting through the vegetation. They | anded, and by
ki cki ng and gougi ng, Jaxom peel ed back the obscuring greenery and lifted a
handful of sand so fine it was nearly powder. Wrking up quite a sweat, he
filled the | arge sacks he had brought with him Finally, hot and tired, he
renount ed hi s dragon

He had cooled off by the tinme Ruth glided to a gentle, faultless halt in



front of the gracious ancient residence of the Paradise R ver Hold.

"And a good day to you, Lord Jaxorn and Ruth!" Jayge said, coning down the
stairs fromthe wide porch. "Ara started squeezing fresh juice the noment Ruth
told her you were conming. And |I'mglad you did, because sonething's come up!"

I"mgoing swimring. The fire-lizards said they'll scrub ny back, Ruth told
Jaxom his eyes whirling with green delight. At Jaxomi s approval, the white
dragon hop-glided right into the river, several full fairs of fire-Ilizards,
both wild and banded, circling ecstatically above him

"OFf for a scrub, is he?" Jayge asked. He was of medi um height, his bare
chest burned a fine deep brown, his legs not quite as dark. H s oddly flecked
green eyes stood out in a tanned face that reflected a hint of a strong
personality and a basic tranquility, even though a slight frown crossed his
face as he |l ed Jaxorn up to the cool ness of the porch. "I'mglad you stopped
by, Jaxom How did you work up such a sweat in between?"

"Stealing sand."

"I ndeed?" Jayge regarded himthoughtfully. "Now what would you need
Par adi se River sand for? As |I'msure you're going to tell me anyway." He
gestured for Jaxomto take the hamock while he | eaned agai nst the porch
bani ster, arns fol ded across his chest.

"The settlers had a sandpit back in that scrubland of yours. They thought
hi ghly of Paradi se Ri ver sands-for glass making."

"There's enough certainly. Did Pienur and Jancis find those
what chamacal | uns. . . "

" Chi ps?" Jaxom supplied with a grin.

"Chi ps, then, useful after all?"

"Well, we managed to sal vage the usable transistors and capacitors, but
t hey haven't actually been put onto a board yet."

Jayge gave hima |l ong, hard, suspicious |ook before grinning. "As you say!"

Just then young Readis, clad only in a clout, came out onto the porch
rubbi ng sleep out of his eyes. He eyed Jaxom steadily. "Ruth?"

Jaxom poi nted to where the white dragon, surrounded by industrious
fire-lizards, was wallowing in the shall ow wat er

"He's enough of a guardian, isn't he?" Readis asked his father, tilting his
head back in a stance that rem nded Jaxom of Jayge.

"Ruth's bathing right now, and besides, | d like you to tell Jaxom what
happened to you and Al em the other day," Jayge said.

"Did you conme just to hear?" There was a certain element of vanity in young
Readi s's grin. Jaxomwas suddenly aware of how rmuch he m ssed his own son
Jarrol, an engagi ng two Turns ol d.

"Well, that was one reason," Jaxom replied nmendaci ously. "So what did
happen to you and Al em the other day?"

Aram na emerged fromthe house, carrying her squirmng daughter under one
armand a tray in her free hand. Jayge sprang quickly to relieve her of the
tray, but she gave himtwo-Turn-old Aranya instead and served Jaxom a tall
cool drink and sone freshly baked sweet biscuits. It took a few nore ninutes
until Readis had been sat in a chair, his small glass and two biscuits to
hand. As Arami na settled herself, Readis |ooked to his father for his cue to
begi n.

"Uncle Alenmi took ne fishing three days ago in the skiff. The big reds were
schooling out there." Readis's brown armindicated a general northerly
direction. "W was to have a beach nmeal 'cos it was Swacky's naneday and we

needed big 'uns to grill. There was only little squids on the edges of the
school. Then, all o' sudden, a big one got Uncle's hook and it dragged us,
boat and all"-Readis's eyes were shining with renenbered excitenment-"right

into the current. But Uncle Alenmi, he westled it aboard and it was this"-he
held his arms as wide as they could go-"big. No funning!" He glared briefly at
his father, who was hiding his laughter in his hand. "It was big! You ask
Alenmi! But he hung on, and | helped himgaff it aboard. Then ny reel started
spinning, and Uncle Alem and | had to plat our backs into |anding that one.
That's why we didn't notice the squall coming up."



Jaxom gl anced anxi ously at Jayge and Aramina. Alem knew his Craft, and he
woul d never endanger anyone.

"It was sone squall, | can tell you," Readis said, jerking his chin to
enphasi ze the details, in the manner of any good storyteller. "W got tossed
and spun about 'cos there was no way the sail would have lasted in a blow Iike
that. And then a big wave overturned the skiff and | came up coughi ng and
sputtering, Uncle Alem hanging on to ny armfit to break it." The little
brown face regarded Jaxom seriously. "lI'mnot afraid to admit | was sone
scared. The sky around us was bl ack and the rain com ng down so heavy we
couldn't see the shore. But I'ma good swinmer and | can see now why Uncl e
Al emi al ways makes ne wear ny deep-water vest even if it is hot nost tinmes and
rubs ny back. See?" He swiveled his torso, raising one armover his head, to
show Jaxom where t he underarm skin had been abraded. "Then it happened!"

"What happened?" Jaxom asked as if on cue.

"I had ny arns out, trying to keep my head up, when suddenly sonethi ng cane
smack-dab into my right hand. And started pulling me. Uncle Alem yelled at ne
that it was all right. W were safe. | was to hang on tight, just as he was
doi ng. "

" Shi pfish?" Jaxom asked with an incredul ous gl ance at Readis's parents. He
knew t hat Jayge and Aramina owed their lives to shipfish; even Master |darol an
swore that the sleek big sea creatures would rescue humans in storny areas.

"A whol e pod of '"em" Readis said proudly. "And every tinme my hand slipped
of f, there was another one right behind to hang on to. Uncle Alem says there
nmust have been twenty or thirty. They pulled us far enough in for us to see
t he beach and reach safety on our own. And," he added, pausing to give
enphasis to his final words, "the next norning the skiff was found beached up
by the Fishhold, |ike they knew exactly where it bel onged."

"That is sone tale, young Readis. You're a harper born. An amazing rescue:
Truly amazing," Jaxomsaid with genuine feeling. He glanced at Jayge, who
nodded supportively. "The redfish weren't by any chance returned with the
skiff?" he asked.

"Nah." Readis dismssed that with a flick of his wist. "They drownded. So
we had to eat of stringy wherry 'stead of good juicy redfish steaks. And you
know sonet hi ng el se?"

"No, what ?" Jaxom asked politely.

"The shipfish kept talking to us all the tinme they was saving us. Uncle
Al emi heard them too."

"What did they say?"

Readi s frowned deeply in concentration. "I don't 'xactly renmenber the
words. The wi nd was shrieking, but |I know they were shouting at us.
Encouragi ng us like."

Until Jaxom caught Jayge's eye, he thought it was a youthful enbellishment
on a hectic rescue story, but Jayge nodded in confirmation

"Readi s, why don't you run down and see if the fire-lizards are giving Ruth
a proper scrubbing?" Jayge suggest ed.

The sturdy little boy junped to his feet. "Can 1? Really?" He flashed a
radiant grin at Jaxom

"Real |y, you can," Jaxom assured him wondering if Jarrol would be as
enchanting as Readi s when he was five.

"Yahoo," Readis cried, tearing off down to shore where Ruth was afl oat.

"That's exactly what happened to himand Al em ?" Jaxom asked.

"Wth no invention," Aram na said, obviously proud of her son. "Alem said
that Readis didn't panic and obeyed himinstantly. O herw se-" She broke off,
her face paling under her warmtan

Jayge | eaned toward Jaxom "I wondered if you'd mind asking this Aivas
thing of yours what he knows about the shipfish. Alem also swears that they
wer e speaki ng words, though over the wind and sea noi ses, he couldn't
di stingui sh exactly what they were saying. He thinks they were giving them
directions or reassurances. Pienmur mentioned a passing reference to the big
fish-doll-fins-which Aivas said were brought here from Terra. | asked himto



inquire, but |I guess it slipped his mnd."

These days Jaxom al ways carried a small pad and pencil in his belt pouch
He nade a notation. "I won't forget," he assured them patting his pouch when
he had repl aced pad and pencil.

As soon as Ruth had had time to dry off in the sun, Jaxomcalled himup
fromthe beach. Readis was squealing with rapture, for Ruth had all owed the
lad to clinb up on his back for the short wal k back. Aram na gave Jaxom a ful
net of fresh fruit to bring Sharra and Jarrol, and he thanked her profusely.

As Ruth ascended to a safe height, Jaxomcane to a conclusion, based on the
guilt he experienced in being so |l ong away from Ruat ha-yet agai n!

Ruth, let's shave three hours of our return. That's safe enough, and we'll
be back in Ruatha just as everyone's getting up

You know Lessa doesn't like us timng it.

W haven't in Turns, Ruth.

Sharra will know.

" m hoping she'll be so glad to see me she won't nmind-this once. Jaxom
stroked Ruth's neck urgently. Let me handle ny mate. Ruth didn't like to
deceive either Sharra or Lessa. It's not deceiving Sharra. It's getting hone
early for a change. Not a big thing to ask

Oh, | suppose it won't matter this once. | always know when we are.
However, as soon as they cane out of between above Ruat ha Hol d, Jaxom had
cause to regret conming home at all. Awld blizzard bl owi ng down fromthe

nount ai ns all but obscured the Hol d.

A good thing | always know where I am too, Ruth remarked, craning his neck
and bl inking wi ndbl own particles out of his faceted eyes.

Can you see to land, Ruth? | never thought to check on the weather
conditions. Jaxom covered his cheeks with his gloved hands, feeling the chil
entering his bones despite the heavy riding jacket. His legs, clad in trousers
appropriate to Southern's sumer, felt |like lengths of ice.

| didn't either, Ruth replied forgivingly. Only a noment or two longer. |I'm
ri ght above the courtyard.

Suddenly he backw nged, and Jaxomfelt the jar as the white dragon | anded
with an uncharacteristic thud.

Sorry. Snowdrift.

Jaxom wasted no time sliding off his dragon, but his path to the big doors
that opened into Ruth's weyr at Ruatha Hold was inpeded by the heavy drifts.
He had to scoop snow away to get one |eaf of the door open w de enough that
Ruth could find purchase for his forepaws. Then dragon strength haul ed the
stout netal door back through the drifts.

Get inside. Go on, Ruth ordered his rider, and Jaxomwas all too willing to
obey.

Once inside the weyr, which was only warmer by virtue of being out of the
chill and gusting wi nd, both dragon and rider struggled to pull the door shut.
Rubbing his legs fiercely to restore feeling, Jaxomhalf ran across the stone
floor of the chanmber to the capacious hearth, where a fresh fire had been
laid. Hs fingers funbled with the firemaker before he got it lit, but at |ast
the flames were eating hungrily at the dry wood, and Jaxom was able to warm
hi nmsel f.

"I don't usually mind the cold," Jaxom said, renoving his jacket and
shaking off the snow "It's just coming fromall that |ovely weather

Meer says that Jarrol has a bad cold and Sharra's not feeling good with
being up all night, Ruth told his weyrmate, his eyes tinged with the yell ow of
worry.

"Young children often have colds this time of year," Jaxomreplied, though
he knew that Jarrol had had far too many sniffles that wi nter. And poor Sharra
was exhausted fromnursing him for she refused to all ow anyone else to tend
their firstborn. "Sonetimes, Ruth, |'mvery stupid," he exclaimed abruptly.
"There's no reason in the world Sharra can't cone south, enjoy decent weather
and study with Aivas!"

How? She can't go between carrying a baby.



"She can conme by ship. W'll just find out from Master I|darolan when he can
acconmmmodate her on a trip south. They rmake the journey often enough. Yes,
that's what we'll do. We'll all go south. There's nothing here at this season
that Brand can't manage w t hout ne."

Suddenly Jaxomfelt a great deal better. And not long after, when he found
Sharra rocking their cold-fussy son in the warnth of their apartment, her
i nstant enthusiasmfor the renoval was as keen as his. The subject of his
unusual arrival did not cone up at all. As soon as Jarrol was lulled back to
sleep and laid down in his cot, Sharra proved to Jaxom s delight just how gl ad
she was to have himhonme and in bed.

Hi s face screwed in an anxi ous grimace, Harper Journeyman Tagetarl cane
striding out of the Aivas conplex toward Robinton's desk in the foyer. "Aivas
woul d Iike to speak to you and Sebell when it's convenient," he announced.

"Ch? What's he stewing up now? " the Harper asked, noting how
uncharacteristically perturbed the journeyman appeared to be.

"He wants the Harper Hall to build a printing press.” Tagetarl agitatedly
ran his hair back fromhis face with both hands and heaved an exasper at ed
groan.

"A printing press!" Robinton gave a gusty sigh, then reached up to nudge
his bronze fire-lizard awake. "Zair, please find Sebell and ask himto join
us?"

Zair chirruped sleepily but obediently unwound his tail fromthe Harper's
neck. He wal ked down Robinton's armand onto the table; stretching hinself as
he did so, and then | eaped away and fl ew out the open door

"Sebell can't be far if Zair's not bothering to go between,"” Robinton
remar ked. "Have sone klah while we wait. You look as if you need sone. Wy did
Ai vas suddenly decide the Harper Hall needs a printing press?"

Tagetar|l gratefully poured hinmself a cup, hooking a chair to Robinton's
desk and, once again, snoothing back his long black hair, less urgently this
tine.

"I asked could we pl ease have copies of the string-instrument quartets he
pl ayed the ot her evening. Domick particularly wanted to have a transcript. He
said he's tired of hearing us rave about ancestral nmnusic. Donick
added, "-Tagetar!l sniled ruefully- "that with so many nasters and jour neynen
wor ki ng here, he's not able to cone and hear for hinself."

Robi nton grinned, knowi ng that Tagetarl had probably edited the Conposition
Master's acerbic conments.

"Aivas said that he's got to conserve the paper he has left and he has to
consider nusic to be a nonessential in view of the demands on his resources.
He's down to the last two rolls. He feels we ought to have our own replication
machi nes." Tagetar!l grinned expectantly.

"Hmm That's certainly reasonable.” Robinton tried to sound enthusi asti c,
since Tagetarl was evidently much taken by the idea. But he was considerably
concerned over just how much nore could be added to the "essential"
nmechani zati ons al ready bei ng undertaken. There were so many people from so
many Halls already working full tilt on half a dozen critical projects.

"Undeni ably a great deal of information ought to be circulated. Especially for
distant Halls and Hol ds that cannot send representatives here."

Zair returned, chirping in the tone that said his errand had been
successful. He had only just settled hinself again across Robinton's shoul ders
when Sebell canme running. He had obviously dressed in a hurry, and his hair
was still wet.

"Easy, Sebell. There's no urgency," Robinton said, raising a hand to sl ow
t he Masterharper down. "I hope Zair didn't msinformyou."

Cat ching his breath, Sebell gave his nentor a salute and a wy grin.

"Cbedi ence to any sunmons from you, Master, is too deeply engrained to change
now. "

"Even when you're Masterharper of Pern?" Robinton's grin was sly.
"Especially now that you are Masterharper of Pern, you should be allowed to



finish your norning ablutions."

"Kl ah?" Tagetarl suggested, and when Sebel |l nodded appreciatively, the
j ourneyman poured hima cup

"I'"d just finished showering," Sebell replied, accepting the klah. "So now
that 1'm here, how can | assist you?"

Robi nton gestured to Tagetarl

"It's really Aivas who wants to talk to you and Master Robinton," the
journeyman said. "He needs a printing press, and he says that according to his
under st andi ng of our present structure, that should be the responsibility of
the Harper Hall."

Sebel | nodded, accepting the information. Robinton recognized the manneri sm
as a habit of his own, which Sebell adopted when he, too, was absorbing
unexpect ed requests.

"Any form of conmunication is indeed a Harper Hall function. Wat exactly
is a printing press?" Sebell asked after taking several thoughtful sips of his
kl ah.

"An inmprovenent on Master Arnor's crabbed script, | devoutly hope,"

Robi nton remarked in a bland tone. The other two harpers rolled their eyes.
" Somet hi ng approxi mati ng the readable print which Aivas produces would be an
enor mous hel p. "

"Aivas is apparently the only one in the world who easily reads Arnor's
script. What's the probl en?" Sebell asked Tagetarl

"Domi ck's been after me to get copies of sonme of the splendid nusic Aivas
has been playing for us."

Sebel | nodded understandi ngly. "That was inevitable. And certainly the
request is only fair, when he's had to take over so much Hall managenent to
keep us here."

"Don't |et Domick pressure you with insidious suggestion," Robinton said,
waggi ng a finger at his colleagues. "Though he will certainly find the string
music utterly fascinating."

"We all do," Sebell said as he rose. "Let's see exactly what this
printing-press project entails. W are certainly not a mechanically inclined
Hal |, even if we produce our instrunents.” And all three harpers went to
consult with Aivas.

"Harpers may not be nechanically inclined,"” Aivas replied when Sebel
expressed his concerns, "but they are not without skill or intelligence,

Master Sebell. Replicating or duplicating witten material can be achi eved by
a variety of methods, of which the current |aborious hand copying is the nost
prone to error. Using the relics of machinery and parts still available in the
Cat herine Caves, it will be possible to assenble a nore efficient nethod of
reproducing multiple copies of essential information, and the nusical scores
requested by your colleague in the Hall."

Sheets spewed fromthe print slot into Tagetarl's agile hands.

"The drawi ngs item ze the parts you should be able to find in the caves,
and the few that Master Fandarel will need to fabricate for you. It will be in
his interests, also, to cooperate." There foll owed one of those pauses that
Robinton liked to interpret as indicative of the various hunors of Aivas. This
one, he was sure, was a pointed rem nder of how much the Smthcrafthall had
al ready benefited by Aivas's assistance. "Wth the intelligence that appears
to mark even apprentices in your Hall, you should be able to assenble the
apparatus by the tinme Master Fandarel has finished installing the
wat er-turbine station. There will then be sufficient power to run the printing
press, as well. Master Bendarek has succeeded adnmirably in producing
continuous rolls of paper, which are also essential to the process.

"The manufacture of the individual letters and nunbers to conprise a
| egible type font, and the musical and scientific signs, should be relatively
sinmple for those with good manual dexterity." Another page came out,
illustrating a highly readable type font. "Journeyman Tagetarl is a dexterous
carver." H s remark astoni shed Tagetarl, who could not imagi ne how Ai vas had
| earned about his handiwork. "There may be others with simlar artistic talent



who m ght assist."

"There isn't a printing press in the Catherine Caves?" Sebell asked, his
tone slightly w stful

"Unfortunately, no. Replication and data storage had devel oped wel| past

such cunbersome processes. This method will, however, be sufficient for your
needs for sonme tine to cone.”
Sebel | had taken the type-font sheet from Tagetarl. "It'Il be nice not to

have to squint or use a magnifying glass to read." He gave his head a shake.
"Master Arnor won't like it."

Robi nton grimaced and then sighed with regret. "Perhaps it is tine. He's
al rost blind right now, you know. And those wetched apprentices take terrible
advantage of him Menolly was telling me about an incident only | ast week. One
i mpertinent youngster handed in a scurrilous verse in place of the ballad he
had been assi gned-and poor Master Arnor approved it."

Tagetar|l nasked a grin. "That's not the first time Master Arnor's had that
trick played on him"

"This printing press would hel p conserve your supplies, Aivas?"

"It will, but that was not the basic reason to suggest that you extend your
activities to include such a fundanental inprovenent in data handling. You
will find that eventually you will need nore than one press, so it would be
prudent to learn the principle and inprove on it in your own tine."

"I think-" Robinton paused to glance at Sebell, aware that he was
encroachi ng on the new Masterharper's authority with the suggestion. "-that

this first printing press should be constructed here in Landing."

Sebel | nodded, guessing the real reason for his mentor's suggestion. "That
woul d certainly be less of an affront to Master Arnor." He exani ned the sheets
with Tagetarl. "Dul kan's already here, and he's done some fine brasswork for
harp plates. There're four nmore of the older apprentices, waiting for their
hour on the General Science Course. W could use themuntil their
appoi ntment . "

Robi nton beanmed at the two nmen, pleased to see the alacrity with which they
were al ready nmoving forward on the project.

"Terry's down at the Catherine Caves right now, in fact. If we hurry, we
can get advice fromhim too," Tagetarl said eagerly.

Wth the briefest but still nost courteous of farewells to Robinton, the
two young men strode out of the room and down the hall, exchanging ideas on
how t o proceed.

Soneti mes, Robinton thought as he slowy eased hinself down into the
nearest chair, such energy exhausted rather than revived him Not that he
woul dn't be delighted with this printing press. Able to run off as nany copies
as needed? What a concept!

It truly amazed himthat there were now so nany devi ces that had never
bef ore been required. The effects on Hall, Hold, and Weyr, only beginning to
filter through, would be profound. Lytol, having delved into the history and
politics of their ancestors, had already worri ed about what he called the
erosion of values and the subversion of tradition by new demands. The prom se
of the eradication of Thread-the possibility, Robinton sternly corrected
hi nsel f-notivated all but a few dissenters. Even the nost conservative of the
surviving A dtinmers had come around to support the Benden Wyrl eaders.

And how were dragons and their riders to occupy thensel ves when Thread was
no |l onger the rationale for the Weyrs? Robi nton knew, though the notion was
not widely discussed, that F lar and Lessa wanted to lay claimto considerable
| ands here in the Southern Continent. But would the Lord Hol ders, who
t hensel ves | ooked greedily toward the open space of the vast Southern
Continent, be complacent about such clainms? Toric's realization that he had
settled for such a small portion of the southern lands still rankled in that
anbitious man's mind. In Robinton's estimation, the Wyrs deserved what ever
they requested after centuries of service, but would the Lord Hol ders, and the
Hal | s, agree? That concerned himthe nost. Yet it seemed to worry the
Weyrl eaders least. And what if, in the four Turns ten nonths, and three days



specified by Aivas, the attenpt should fail? Wat then?

Per haps, and he brightened suddenly, all this new technol ogy woul d absorb
both Hold and Hall, to the exclusion of the Weyrs. Hold and Hall had al ways
managed quite nicely to ignore the Weyrs between Passes. Perhaps things |ike
power stations and printing presses were indeed val uable, but for nore
abstruse reasons, as well as the obvious ones.

"Aivas," Robinton said in greeting, carefully closing the door behind him
"Awrd with you." He cleared his throat, wondering why Aivas could sonetines
reduce himto the nervousness of an apprentice. "About this printing press..."

"You do not concur with the necessity of such a machi ne?"

"On the contrary, | nost certainly do."

"Then what troubl es you? For your voice betrays a note of uncertainty."

"Aivas, when we first realized what you represented in terns of know edge,
we had little idea of the scope of all that had been | ost over the centuries.
Yet now, rarely does a day go by but sone new device is suddenly on the
essential list. Qur skilled craftsnmen have enough lined up to keep them busy
for the entire Pass. Tell me, truly, are all these machi nes and devices really
necessary?"

"Not to the way of life you had, Master Robinton. But to acconplish what is
apparently the desire of the majority of Pern, the destruction of Thread,

i mprovenents are essential. Your ancestors did not enploy the highest
technol ogy available to them They preferred to use the | owest |evel necessary
to performthe function. That is the level that is presently being
reestablished. As you yourself requested in the initial interview"

Robi nt on wondered if he had inagined the tone of mld reproof.
"Water-driven power..." he began

"Whi ch you al ready had available to you."

"Printing presses?”

"Your Records were printed, but in a |aborious and tine-consuning fashion
that, unfortunately, permitted errors to be nade and perpetuated.”

"The teachi ng consol es?"

"You have harpers who instruct by set |essons. You had even nmanaged to
redi scover papernaki ng before accessing this facility. Mst papermaking
techni ques, Masterharper, are refinenents of techniques you already enpl oy,
made easier by sonme basic nmachinery and of no higher |evel than your ancestors
brought with them It is little nore than correcting |ong-standing errors and
m sconceptions. The spirit of the original colonists is still intact. Even the
technol ogy that rmust be utilized to thwart the return of the wanderer planet
will be of the same | evel as your ancestors'. There may be ot her
scientifically advanced methods now available to Earth scientists that could
be utilized if there were still conmmunication between this planet and Earth.
Great strides in cosnology were being announced at the time the col ony ships
left Earth's system These were not, however, incorporated into the nmenory
banks of this facility. Once you have regai ned the appropriate |evel of
under st andi ng, you may progress, or not, as you choose."

Robi nt on pensively rubbed his chin. He could scarcely fault Aivas for doing
what had been specifically requested, that Pern be brought back to the I|evel
of know edge it had originally enjoyed. It was al so obvious that Aivas was
obeying the initial request that only what was really needed be revived. It
was just stunning to realize how nmuch had been |ost.

"This world has survived, Master Robinton, with nore dignity and honor than
you woul d i magi ne-as Lord Warder Lytol is discovering in his exploration of
history."

"Perhaps | have not paid as nuch attention to his studies as | ought."

"That statenment was a private anal ysis of achi evenent, Master Robinton. It
is for Lord Warder Lytol to arrive at his own concl usi on based on his
studi es. "

"I wonder if his conclusion will parallel your inpartial one."

"You should delve into history and arrive at your own, Mster Robinton."
There was one of the interesting pauses that Aivas tended to affect. "Printed



books woul d rmake that much easier for you."

Robi nton glared at the green light on the face of the Aivas facility and
wonder ed, once again, what constituted "artificial intelligence.” The severa
ti mes he had asked that direct question, the reply had been a repetition of a
translation of the acronym Robinton now understood that there were
expl anati ons which Aivas either could not, or was programred not to, nake.

"Yes, printed books would be much easier," the Harper agreed at |ast. "But
according to what you've shown us, the settlers had other devices, much nore
compact . "

"That technology is too advanced to be considered at the present tinme and
woul d i nvol ve processes that are presently beyond your abilities or needs."

"Well, then, 1'lIl settle for books."
"That woul d be prudent of you."
"And you will remmin prudent in what you ask us to recreate? "

"That is a corollary to the prine goal of this facility."
Robi nton was content with that answer. But just as he had his hand on the

door pull, he turned. "Wuld this printing press be able to print nusica
scores, as well?"

"Yes. "

"That woul d be nuch, much easier for the entire Hall," he said. He felt so

buoyant as he retraced his steps down the hall that he began to whistle.
4
Present Pass 19

LESSA ROUSED ABRUPTLY, opening her eyes to a darkness whi ch suggested that
daylight was still hours away. F'lar lay sprawl ed beside her, his forehead
touchi ng her shoul der, one armthrown across her, one |eg pinning hers down.
Their bed was oversized, but he invariably managed to occupy nmore of it than
she did. In fact, there were only finger |engths between her and the edge. She
nmust have told herself to wake up at this barbarous hour-she had al ways had
that ability. But why? Her mind was too sl eep-fogged to provide an inmedi ate
answer .

Ranot h was sound asl eep, too. And Mienenth! Al of Benden Weyr was asl eep
i ncludi ng, she discovered with irritation, the dragon and rider supposedly on
watch on the RRm She woul d bl ast him as soon as she figured out why she was
awake at this appallingly early hour

Then she saw the |lighted clock face on the bedside | ocker. Three bl oody of
the cl ock! Progress was a two-edged dagger. Having a reliable timepiece that
was visible in the dark only made the darkness and this early rising harder to
endure. But seeing the clock rem nded her of why she had to get up early that
norni ng. She pushed at F'lar, who was never easy to wake up unl ess Mienenth
cal l ed him

"F'lar, wake up! W've got to get up." Ranoth, dear, wake up! W' ve got to
be at Landing. Aivas particularly wants us there. She prodded F' lar's shoul der
nmore urgently and, struggling to pull her legs out fromunder his, reluctantly
rose fromthe confortable, warm bed. "W ve got to get down to Landing early
this nmorning. Early their norning."

There were nonents, and this was one of them when Lessa's enthusiasmfor
the Project faltered. If, however, this was the norning when Aivas woul d set
intrain the results of two Turns of hard studying and work, the early rising
woul d be a minor sacrifice.

In the bigger chanmber of the queen's weyr, she could hear Ranmoth nunbling
and grunting, denying the sumons just as F'lar was doing.

"Well, if | have to get up, you will, too," she said, and callously haul ed
t he sl eeping-fur off her weyrnmate.

"What the-" F'lar tried to grab the fur, but Lessa, with a chuckle, snatched
it from his hand.

"You' ve got to get up."



"It's the niddl e of the bl oody night, Lessa,’
Fall for another day and a half."

"Aivas wants us there at five of the clock Landing tine."

"Aivas! " He sat bolt upright, w de-eyed, pushing his tumnbled hair back
fromhis face.

Lessa snorted at F' lar's response to that nane.

"My shirt!" he cried, shivering convulsively in the predawn col d.
"Heartl ess wonan!"

She snatched shirt and pants up fromthe chair and tossed themto him "I
amnot at all heartless!"

Then she opened a gl owbasket to find fresh clothes for herself. F lar made
a quick stop in the bathing roomwhile she poured klah for themboth. Wth her
cup in her hand, she passed F'lar on her way in; then she washed quickly and
replaited the ends of her braids.

"Watch rider's asleep," she told himwhen she got back into the weyr, where
he was stanping into his boots and shrugging on his riding jacket.

he conpl ai ned. "W don't have

"I know. |'ve sent Mienmenth to scare the living lights out of both of
them" He cocked his head then as they both heard a reverberating roar and a
startled squeal. "That'll teach them™

"One day Mhenenth's going to startle one or both of a watchpair off the
Rim" she replied.

He grinned at her. "Haven't yet! Here!" And he held out her flying jacket
and cap. As she stuck her arns in the sleeves, he bent and ki ssed the back of
her neck. F lar was often anorous when he first woke.

"That makes ne shiver! " But she didn't pull away, so he kissed her again
and hugged her affectionately. Leaving one arm across her shoul ders, he guided
her out to Ranmpth's weyr.

The gold queen's tail was still in the weyr; the rest of her was out on the
| edge. And, as F'lar and Lessa joined her there, Miementh | owered his head
fromthe | evel above the queen's weyr, his eyes gleaming brilliant blue-green

in the darkness.

VWho did you scare awake on watch up there, NMenenth?

Lessa asked.

Bf ol and green CGereth. They won't ,sleep on watch again.

The bronze dragon's tone was particularly severe, an attitude with which
Lessa had no quarrel, for both B fol and Gereth were well enough on in Turns
not to be delinquent.

"Next Fall, B fol and CGereth will handle firestone sacks," F lar remarked,
havi ng foll owed t he exchange. This was no tinme for Benden Weyr to get
slipshod. "Have we time for porridge? " he asked hopefully.

Consi dering that days at Landing were apt to be spent in nonstop work,
Lessa t hought a good breakfast was only prudent, even if they were already

behi nd the appointed hour. "W'll nmake tinme," she said, a ripple of
m schi evousness in her vaoice.

"Now, now, Lessa," he began in a tone of nmock reproof, "if we don't |et
anyone else time it..."

"Rank has sone privileges, and I'll think the better for a decent breakfast
inm guts,"” she said. "So we'll make a little time. Especially since you're
so hard to wake up." She | aughed softly when he sputtered a protest. "If you
pl ease, Ranoth!" And the queen crouched to allow her rider to mount. "You
won't mind giving Flar a lift, will you, dearest? | don't want himfalling

of f that upper |edge, trying to mount Mienmenth in the dark."

Ranot h turned her head toward F lar and blinked. O course.

Mhementh waited until both riders were settled on the queen's neck before
pushi ng off fromthe upper | edge and gliding down beside themto the floor of
the Bowl . As soon as they had | anded, the night lights in the Lower Caverns
were visible, as well as the banked fire on the small hearth where a big
kettle of porridge was simering. The huge klah pot was pulled slightly to one
side so that the contents woul d not becone too strong to be pal at abl e.

As Lessa filled two bowls with the steaning cereal, she was glad that they



had the place to thensel ves. The bakers nust just have left-for the big table
near the main hearth was full of cloth-covered breadpans. F'lar brought over
two cups of klah, spooning an al nost indecent anpbunt of sweetener into his,
and then sprinkling as nuch again over the porridge Lessa set in front of him

"It's a miracle you don't gain weight with all that sweetener," she began

"Or lose ny teeth," he said, adding the second half of that | ong-standing
conplaint. He gave her his wi dest grin and tapped his teeth with his spoon
"But | don't and | haven't." He dug into his breakfast.

Lessa sipped at her klah first, wanting to clear the last of sleep from her
wits.

"Do you suppose that Aivas is going to start the Project this norning?"

F'l ar shrugged as the question caught himwith a hot nouthful. He
swal l owed. "I can't think why el se he called a neeting of such a group at such
an hour. According to the original schedule he gave us, we should be ready to
start. Despite what sone critics inmply," he added with a grinmace that had
nothing to do with the piping-hot porridge on his spoon, "he keeps his

proni ses. "
"So far," Lessa said in a dour tone.
"Well, he has!" Then F'lar |ooked at his weyrmate. "You don't really

bel i eve he can keep his pronise about Thread, do you?"

"I just can't figure out how he can contrive to have us do what the
settlers couldn't! " She glared at him both relieved and sorry that she had
cone out with the doubt that had been increasingly bothering her

F'lar covered her hand with his. "He's done everything he's prom sed to do.

And | believe him not just because |, as a dragonrider, want to, but because
he sounds so very sure."

"But, F'lar, every tine he's been asked, he hasn't promi sed that we will be
able to destroy Thread. He's said it is possible. That's not quite the sane
t hi ng. "

"Let's just see what today brings, huh, [ove?"

F' | ar gave her that know ng | ook of his which sonetinmes she wanted to
scratch off his face. She took a deep breath and held back a scathing retort.
Today coul d prove much, and as deeply as she wanted it to prove that F lar was
right to place so nuch confidence in Aivas, she had to prepare him for
possi bl e di sappoi nt nent .

"But if today is a disaster, that's going to reduce our effectiveness at
next week's Conference at Tillek Hold to choose Oterel's successor."”

F'lar frowed. "I recognize that danger. |'mreasonably sure that Aivas
al so does. |1'd say that's why he scheduled this nmeeting. His timng so far has
been not hi ng short of phenonenal .”

"He and Lytol are really into the political aspects, aren't they? |I could
al rost wi sh that Lytol was still Ruathan Lord Warder. That'd give G oghe the
support he needs. Even | have heard the grunbling about Ruatha's young Lord
Hol der spending so nuch time down here instead of in his Hold."

"At |east Ranrel can't be considered too young to be a Lord Hol der, Lessa,"
F'lar reminded her. "He's in his md-thirties, with five children. And he's
certainly the only one of Qterel's sons who's shown any initiative at all
That port-renewal project of his was inspired.” F lar chuckled. "Even if he
did add insult to injury by insisting on using Hamian's stuff to build the new
wharfs and reinforce the piers.”

Lessa had to grin, renenbering the fuss Ranrel's innovative engi neering had
caused anmong those who derided or downright rejected any useful products of
"the Abomi nation." F lar scratched sleepily at his scalp and yawned.

"And when the other brothers tried to belittle Ranrel's project, along
cones Master ldarolan, raving about the facilities," she said.

"That's not going to hurt when the Lord Hol ders convene. His mate's a
Mast erweaver. She's interested in having a power loom | don't know where she
found out that such things were possible."

Lessa threw up her hands. "Everyone's gone 'power' nad."

"It sure reduces sheer drudgery."



"Hhm Yes. Well, eat up. W'll be late."

F' lar grinned before he upended his klah nmug. "W already are, you know.
It's as well you're permtting us to time it." He laughed at the w cked glare
she gave him

After putting their crockery in the main sink to soak, they fastened
jackets and caps and |l eft the cavern

"W were supposed to be there half an hour ago, Ranoth," Lessa told her
gueen as she mounted. "W need to be there on tine."

If you insist, Ranoth replied disapprovingly.

The others were already assenbled in the nmain hall when the Benden
Weyrl eaders arrived. Robinton | ooked sl eepy, but Jaxom Mrrim Pienmur-wth
gold Farli curled about his shoul ders-and the three male green riders ai
appeared very w de-awake i ndeed.

Jaxom strai ghtened his shoul ders and pulled at the |ightweight sleevel ess
tunic he wore, to free it fromhis sweaty back. Irrepressibly, Pienur grinned
at that evidence of his friend' s nervousness. Mrrimwas equally nervous. The
other three green riders, L'zal, Grannat, and S len, were shifting fromone
foot to another.

"Al'l present and accounted for, so let's see what Aivas wants with such an
ill-assorted crew," F'lar said, nodding at Lessa to |lead the way. As he strode
forward, he tossed a reassuring smle over his shoul der at Jaxom and the
ot hers.

VWhen Aivas had asked for this predawn neeting two days earlier, his special
students had been excited by the prospect that he intended to |l aunch the plan
They had been careful to contain that excitenent to prevent even nore runor
circul ating. Not even Piemur had been brash enough to ask Aivas for
confirmation.

Certainly all these young folk had studied diligently over the past two
Turns, even if their lessons and drills seemed to be irrelevant or endl essly
repetitious until, as Jaxom had remarked to Piemur, he could do themin his
sl eep.

"That may be what Aivas wants," Piermur had said with a shrug. "They make
about as nmuch sense as the drills he gives me for Farli."

Jaxom saw hi m stroking Farli's back as they marched down the hall and into
Aivas's room The lights brightened, and Piemur grinned to hinself: Master
Morilton's "light bulbs" worked just as the original ones had. Yet another
m nor triunph for the Mastergl ass-snith, working from plans of the
"Abom nation." The thought of that epithet caused Jaxomto frown-Master Nori st
was not the only one who had come to refer to Aivas in that manner. O course,
if today was truly the beginning of the assault on Thread, that tune could
easily change before there was nore cause to worry about the grow ng nunber of
di ssi dents.

"Good norning," Aivas said at his npst polite and nonconmittal. "If you
will seat yourselves, | shall explain today's project.” He waited until they
had taken their places and their excited murrmurs had dwi ndl ed i nto respectful
si | ence.

Then the screen displayed a clear picture of the view with which they had
all become famliar: the bridge of the Yokohama. Only this time there was an
addition: a space-suited figure slunped over one of the control panels. There
was an al most sinultaneous intake of breath at the realization that the body
was that of Sallah Telgar, who had died so valiantly to save the col ony. This,
then, was the actual bridge of the Yokohanma-not the image that Aivas had
supplied during their training. Then the focus of the picture slid across the
consol es beyond the figure to rest on the board marked LI FE- SUPPORT SYSTEM

Jaxom saw Pi emur reach up to stroke Farli, whose gaze was fixed on the
screen. She gave a little chirp, for she, too, recogni zed the board. She had
been working for a month on a nmockup, pushing at two toggles and depressing
three keys in a certain sequence. She could now performthose novenents in
less than thirty seconds.

Over the past two Turns, Aivas had subtly collected many facts about both



fire-lizards and dragons. The nobst rel evant fact was that both creatures were
able to maintain the oxygen levels in their systenms for alnbst ten mnutes
wi t hout suffering undue disconfort or harm That tinme could be pushed to
fifteen minutes, but after that anount of tinme, both fire-lizards and dragons
woul d need several hours to recover fromthe effects of oxygen deprivation

One of the exercises with fire-lizards and dragons in which there had been
no success had been getting themto take an object fromone place and bring it
to another. Tel ekinesis, Aivas had called it, but the concept-patiently
expl ai ned- confused the dragons as thoroughly as it did the fire-lizards. They
woul d go between to get the required object, but they could not bring it
wi t hout physically collecting it. Aivas had explained that if the dragons and
fire-lizards could transport themselves telekinetically, it logically foll owed
that they ought to be able to use their abilities to lift distant itenms to
t hem

"Today, Piemur, you are asked to send Farli to the Yokohama to manipul ate
the switches as she had been taught to do. There is no oxygen at present on
the bridge, and it is essential that the |ife-support system be activated
before we can take the next step. Another of the toggles will transnmt a
report on the general condition of the Yokohana.

"Ch!" Piemur murmured very softly, then sighed gustily. He stroked Farli

who chi rped again, her unblinking eyes still on the screen. "Sonmehow | thought
that's what you'd say."
"She has been an excellent pupil, Pienur. There should be no problem as

she is well accustonmed to obeying you."

Pi emur took a deep breath. "Al right, Farli," he said. He unw apped her
tail fromhis neck and held up his armin the position that indicated she was
to take a nessage.

Carefully wal king along his bare armw th her tal ons sheathed, Farl
reached his forearmand turned about to face him her eyes whirling alertly.

"Now" Pienmur held up his right hand. "This is going to be slightly
different, Farli. | want you to go up in the sky, to the place you see in ny
mnd." He closed his eyes and focused his thoughts tightly on the scene of the
bridge and the particul ar console she was to activate.

Farli chirruped queryingly, |ooked over her shoul der at the picture on the
screen, and burbl ed once, recl osing her wings on her back

"No, Farli, not into the screen. Get the 'where' fromny mnd." Pienur
cl osed his eyes again, concentrating on the exact place he wanted her to go,
enphasi zing the |life-support console next to the slunped corpse. Wen she
chirruped again, this time alnpst inpatiently, he sighed and turned to the
others in defeat.

"She just doesn't understand,"” he said, trying not to let his
di sappoi ntment col or his voice. Not that he blaned her. She had been to npst
of the places he sent her. How could he get across the difference between
traveling around the planet and going into space above it? Especially as he
could not quite grasp the concept hinmself.

Farli enphasized this by flitting fromhis armto the roomin which she had
been trained, nmonents |ater com ng back and trying to fly into the picture on
the screen.

Piemur's grin was weak. "Wiat do you bet she's gone and done her exercises
agai n? That much she understands!™”

Di sappoi nt nent was pal pable in the room Piemur kept his eyes straight
ahead, on the tantalizingly unreachable view on the screen

"So?" F'lar asked. "What do we do now, Aivas?"

There was a | ong pause before Aivas spoke. "The mind of the fire-lizard
does not function in recorded ani mal behavioral patterns.”

"That's not surprising. Your records only cover Terran types," Pienur
remarked, trying not to feel so depressed about his little queen's failure.
She was the best of the whole fair, better even than Menolly's Beauty, who was
certainly very well trained. But he had hoped that she would be able to make
this strange variation of flight. "It's also a long way to ask her to go when



no one's been there before.”

Anot her silence hung on the room

"There's only one dragon in fact," F lar said slowy and thoughtfully,
br eaki ng the pause, "who's ever been off the planet."

"Cant h!" Lessa excl ai ned.

"F'nor's brown Canth is too large," Aivas said.

"It wasn't his size | was thinking of," Lessa replied. "It's his experience
i n going above this planet. He's done it, so perhaps he can explain to Farl
so that she'll understand what's wanted of her." Her eyes lost their focus as
she sought for Canth.

Yes, we can cone imrediately, Canth replied to Lessa's request.

There was a stir of anticipation anmong those waiting in Aivas's room
Pi emur kept stroking Farli, who had returned to her position on his arm He
mur mured softly that she was a marvelous fire-lizard, the best in the world,
but that the toggles she was to pull and the buttons she was to press were
really not the ones in the next roombut, rather, identical ones up on the
Yokohama, far above their heads in the dark sky. She kept cocking her head
this way and that, her throat pulsing as she tried her very best to understand
what was wanted of her.

"Ah, they're here," Lessa said. "F'nor's on his way in."

Looking as if he had dressed in a hurry, F nor came running into the room
"Canth said it was inportant,"” he said. After a puzzled glance around the
room he regarded Lessa expectantly.

"Aivas needs Farli to get to the bridge on the Yokohama," she expl ai ned.
"Farli doesn't understand her directions. You and Canth are the only two on
Pern who have left the planet. W thought Canth mi ght be able to clarify the
instructions so Farli will know what she is expected to do."

As she spoke, F nor pulled off his flight cap and shucked of f his heavy
riding gear. When she had finished, his expression turned hunorously
qui zzi cal

"Well, now, Lessa, that's a problem 1've never been exactly sure how Canth
and | managed that abortive flight in the first place-"

"Do you renenber what you were thinking?" Flar asked.

F' nor chuckled. "I was thinking | had to do sonmething to keep you from
trying to get to the Red Star." Then he frowned. "Cone to think of it, Meron
was there, and he tried to nake his fire-lizard go. She disappeared in a
flash, and | don't know if she ever returned to him"

"Farli's not afraid,"” Piemur said staunchly. "She just doesn't understand
where she's supposed to performwhat she's been trained to do."

F' nor spread his hands in a gesture of appeal. "If Farli can't get the hang
of it, I don't think any of themcould."

"But could Canth explain to her that he went off the planet? Into space?"
Lessa asked.

Coul d you, Canth? F nor asked the brown dragon. Canth was in the process of
draping hinself on the ridge above Landi ng where the rising sun would warm
hi m

You showed nme where you wanted ne to go. | went.

F' nor repeated Canth's answer. "A planet is a bigger target than a
spaceship we can't see."

Farli does not understand, Canth added. She has done the things she was
asked to do in the place where she has al ways done t hem

Canth, Lessa asked the dragon directly, do you understand what we're asking
Farli to do?

Yes, you want her to go up to the ship and do the things she has been
trained to do there! She doesn't understand where she is to go. She's never
been there.

Jaxom squirmed a little on the chair. Considering how hard Pi emur had
worked with Farli, it was a crying shane that the little creature couldn't
grasp the essential point.

Rut h, do you understand? he asked the white dragon. Sometines fire-Ilizards



listened to Ruth when they ignored everyone el se.

Yes, but it is a cold, long way for a fire-lizard to go if she hasn't been
there before. She's trying very hard to understand.

A lot of thoughts crowded Jaxomis mind just then. But the main one was that
Ruth was not too big to fit on the bridge-if his wi ngs were fol ded back and he
| anded precisely on the floor just in front of the Iift door. He would al so
have to remain very still, for Aivas had said there was no gravity on the
bridge. Ruth would be in free-fall. Aivas did not see that as a problemfor a
dragon or a fire-lizard, accustomed as they were to being airborne. Jaxom had
known that that was one reason Aivas had grilled himso |ong and so hard on
the I ayout of the bridge and |l ectured himon null-gravity conditions. But
until Farli had done her exercise on board the Yokohama, turning on the
bridge's life-support system Ruth and Jaxom could not go.

Ai vas had had crews searching the Catherine Caves assiduously for "space
suits." They had found two-or, rather, the perished scraps of fabric and the
bright plastic shapes that had once serviced it. Oxygen cylinders had been
manuf act ured, being not dissimlar to agenothree tanks. HNO3, Jaxom reni nded
hi nsel f, now that he knew the preci se chemi cal constituents of the
fl ame- produci ng m xture. But there was no protection for a frail human body in
the absolute cold and airless vacuum of the Yokohama's bridge in its present
stat e.

Jaxom t hought that manufacturing proper equi prent would prove to be Aivas's
alternative. He had al ready had several |ong discussions with Msterweaver
Zurg. But alternatives would take tinme, not to nmention nore experimentation on
the part of both Zurg and Harman's innovative crewnore time in which the
di senchanted Lord Hol ders could steadily withdraw their support from Landi ng.

If only Farli coul d understand, Jaxorn thought, searching his own mind for
any clues that he, or Ruth, m ght be able to give her. Ruth had perceived the

di fference, but he was nuch smarter than Farli. He understood so nmuch-as much
as | do, Jaxom thought with great pride.
As you understand, so do |I. Ruth's tone was al nbst accusatory. It is not

really a very long way between but it is up far

Al t hough Jaxom | eaped to his feet, shouting "No, Ruth, no!" he was too
late. For Ruth had al ready gone between.

"Jaxom " Lessa exclainmed, her face white. "You didn't send hinP "

"I nmost certainly did not. He just went." Jaxom was aghast, and Farli began
shrieking protests, her wi ngs extended, her eyes whirling with startled, angry
red.

Qut si de, Ranoth and Mhenenth bugl ed their own warnings.

Don't, Ranoth! ©Mhenenth! Lessa cried. "W'Ill rouse everyone in Landing and
they' Il know somet hing's gone wong." Then she turned into F'lar, clutching at
himin her fear for Ruthand for Jaxom

' Jaxon? " F'lar bellowed seeing the shock on Jaxom's race. Mrrim her
tanned cheeks bl eached white, had | eaped to Jaxom s side, as had the other
green riders, their expressions anxious, ready to support him Robinton and
F' nor were too stunned to react, so there was only Jancis to watch the screen
and count.

"He's all right," Jaxom managed to say, though his mouth had gone terribly
dry. The strong link with Ruth had attenuated to just a faint touch. "He's
still with me."

"Did you tell himto go?" F'lar denmanded, his expression so fierce that
even Lessa recoil ed.

Jaxom gave the Benden Weyrl eader an inscrutable glare. "He bl oody just went
and did it! Ruth's got a mind of his own!"

Then Jancis | eaped to her feet, gesticulating at the screen. "There! There!
He's there! On the count of ten.”

There, undeniably on the bridge, w ngs tucked tight, his whol e body
flattened, was Ruth. Before their eyes, he drifted upward, peering about him
wi th an expression of astonishnent, until his head touched the ceiling.

"Ah! Well done, Ruth! Jaxoml " Aivas's bellow of triunph cut across the



racket of astoni shnent and surprise that reverberated around the room "Jaxom
tell Ruth not to be surprised to float. He is, in free-fall, with no gravity
for up and down. Warn himnot to nake any energetic novements. Does he
under st and, Jaxon®"

"I am | did. He understands," Jaxom said, staring in fascination at the
screen.

"See, Farli!" Piemur pointed excitedly. "Ruth's I ed the way for you." But
Farli was so confused by the sudden cheering and shouting in the roomthat
Pienmur had to grab her by the cheeks and turn her head toward the screen and
Ruth! "Go to Ruth!"

The little queen gave a squawk and, |aunching herself fromPienur's arm
di sappear ed.

"Jaxom you tell Ruth to get back here right now" Lessa shouted,
recovering fromher shock. "M nd of his own, indeed! I'll give hima mnd to
obey!"

"Restore yourselves to cal mobservation! " Aivas's voice once again cut
through the furor. "Ruth is unharned. And... Farli has found her way."

Piemur let out a yelp of surprise, plainly audible in a room suddenly gone
very quiet. For Farli had indeed found her way to the bridge of Yokohana and,
with one talon firmy hooked on the edge of the console, was diligently
pul l'ing toggl es and pressing buttons. Lights appeared on the board.

"M ssion acconplished,"” Aivas said. "They may return.”

Farli canme and has done her job, Ruth said, not realizing that Jaxom coul d
see him I'mfloating. Let go, Farli. It's not at all |ike being between. A
nmost unusual sensation. Not |ike swi nmm ng, either

It was al so a nost unusual sight for those observing Ruth as he drifted
gently across the bridge, a handspan above the arc of consol es, ducking his
head to keep from scraping the ceiling.

As Farli released her grip, she, too, began to float. Startled, she
ext ended her wings and gently revolved end over end, colliding with Ruth. He
reached out to steady her, and both were propelled farther away fromtheir
original locations, toward the great plasglas w ndow on the bow of the bridge
conpl ex. Suddenly Jancis began to giggle, and the tension in the room
evapor at ed.

I think that's quite enough cl owni ng about now, Ruth, Jaxomsaid, trying to
sound stern. But he couldn't help grinning along with everyone el se over the
antics of the two creatures. You scared the life out of me! Now get back down
her e.

| knew exactly where to go. | showed Farli. | had no problemat all doing
it, and this is fun. Wth a negligent shove of one wing, Ruth executed a
conplete turn in the air and began floating back toward the lift. WII we get
to come back agai n?

Only if you and Farli get your bodies back on Pern this instant!

Ch, all right. If you say so.

Laughing with a nmixture of anmusenent, sheer relief, and fury, Jaxom dashed
down the corridor and outside. The others were close on his heels, full of
triunph and the laughter of relief. Lessa, however, was raging at the risk
Rut h had taken, and she knew fromthe set expression on F' lar's face that he
felt the sane.

Hal fway down the corridor, F |lar caught Lessa by the arm "You may be
furious, Lessa, but we can't intervene in this. And | probably lost as nmany
seconds of ny life as you did over Ruth's leap.”

"Ruth cannot be allowed to be so irresponsible,” she said, fum ng. "Jaxom
isn"t. | don't understand how Ruth gets away wi th such di sobedi ence. Ranoth
woul dn't. "

"Ruth and Jaxom were not Weyr-trained. But don't think Ruth's going to get
of f easily for this escapade." He managed a droll grin. "Judging by the | ook
on Jaxoms face, he's had a fright he won't forget. That will inhibit Ruth far
nore surely than threats fromyou and nme." He gave her one of his little
shakes. "Myre inmportant, the less furor there is right now, the fewer runors



wi |l abound."

Lessa let out a heavy sigh, glared at him and then gave herself a shake,
rel easing herself fromhis grasp

"Yes, we don't want this bruited about-at |east, not quite yet. But | tel
you, and I'll tell Jaxom too, | don't want to |live through another few
seconds like that again. Al | could think about was how under the heavens
woul d we explain to Lytol."

F'lar grinned wyly. "As it's turned out, Lytol can print this up as a
turning point in the nodern history of Pern.”

"And just won't he!"

Di scretion nmuted the congratul ations for the brave venturers, but everyone
patted Ruth and scrubbed at his eyeridges until his eyes were whirling with
delight. When Farli finally settled down again on Pienur's shoul der, she al so
recei ved extravagant caresses. False dawn was just |ightening the eastern
hori zon, so there was a good chance that few were awake to wonder at the fuss
bei ng made of Ruth.

"I think," Robinton began when the elation abated, "that we'd better return

to Aivas. |, for one, would like to know what's next."
"Well, that depends on what Aivas learns fromthe instrunmentation that
Farli just turned on," Jaxomreplied. "If the bridge is intact, warns up, and

there's enough oxygen left in the tanks that supply that area, Ruth and | go
up-together." He grinned. "That's when we initiate the tel escopic sequences
that will reaffirmthe position of the systems planets-nost particularly, our
old eneny, the Red Star."

That was, however, not quite all that Aivas had in mnd when, |ate the next
day, the bridge atnospheric conditions were found to be satisfactory.

"Piemur, | would like you to acconpany Jaxom " Aivas said when the group
reassenbl ed

"I"mnot supposed to go with himthis trip," Piemur exclained.

"Originally, no. Two nen will be needed for what should now be the first
project. To denonstrate proper respect for Sallah Telgar, it is fitting that
her nmortal remains be brought back to Pern and properly interred. No doubt,
Lord Larad would like to attend to whatever burial rituals are currently
practiced. "

A profound silence prevailed until Robinton cleared his throat.

"Yes, that would be not only respectful and appropriate, but a |ong-overdue
honor for such a valiant lady. I'll informLord Larad i mediately."

"Wul d her space suit be usable after all this time?" Pienur asked,
curious. When he saw t he shocked expression on Jancis's face, he belatedly
realized how callous that sounded and, groaning, hid his face against his arm
Farli curled her tail consolingly around his throat.

"Wth some minor repairs, it is to be hoped that the space suit is usable,"”
Aivas replied so calmy that Robinton was certain that recovery of both body
and suit had been planned fromthe start. "You are both to dress as warmy as
possi bl e, as the bridge tenperature currently reads ten degrees bel ow zero."

Jaxom was unnoved by that information, since he was used to the absolute
cold of between, but Piemur gave a dramatic shudder and hunched his shoul ders
as if already warding off the chill

"Can Farli come, too?" he asked.

"That woul d be advisable," Aivas said. "If Jancis's Trig will acconpany
Farli, there would then be two fire-lizards who understand this sort of
between transfer."

Despite an obvi ous reluctance, Jancis instructed her young bronze Trig to
settle hinself on Piermur's right shoul der. Jaxom and Piermur |eft the buildings
by thenmsel ves so as not to suggest to anyone outside their small group that
this journey was anything unusual. The bul ky tanks of oxygen, which Aivas had
insisted they bring in case of energency, had already been secured to Ruth's
back, but Jaxom checked the ropes before he and Pi enur nounted.

"Ready, Pienmur?" Jaxom asked over his shoul der

"As ready as I'll ever be," the harper replied, resettling his grip on



Jaxom's wide belt. "But I'mawfully glad Ruth's already been there."

Tell Piemur not to worry. It's fun to float! Ruth remarked as he | aunched
hi nmsel f.

As Jaxom passed on that encouragi ng nmessage, he felt Pienur's spasnodic tug
on his belt and knew that the harper was al so nervous. Not that he didn't
trust Ruth to get themthere. It was just such a | ong way!

Bet ween never seened so cold nor the transfer so |l ong, yet Jaxom counting
silently, reached ten seconds just as they energed onto the bridge deck of the
Yokohama.

"Are we there yet?" Pienur asked. His hands were rigid on Jaxom s belt. As
Jaxom | ooked over his shoul der to reassure the harper, he realized that Pienur
had his eyes squeezed shut.

Rat her than laugh at his friend, he cleared his throat and turned his head
forward-and began to slide sideways off Ruth's neck

"Shards! What's happeni ng?" Pi enur exclai med, opening his eyes as he and
Jaxom continued to slide to their right until they came up against the cold
wal | .

Don't make sudden noves, Ruth warned both of them

"I heard you, | heard you," Pienur replied. The freezing wall seened to
burn through the leather of his helmet and his jacket. "It is cold up herel™
Jaxom only nodded. "I'mgoing to pull us back up on Ruth, Piemur," he said.

Carefully grabbing a neck ridge, he slowy righted them Farli unw apped her
tail and peered up at Jaxom chirping encouragingly.

"That's all | need," Piemur said wyly. "My fire-lizard telling me howto
handl e free-fall! " Farli pushed off from his shoul der and fl oated upward.
Tri g squeaked; when Farli answered himin an encouragi ng tone, he let go of
his perch and, follow ng her exanple, also drifted away. The two cane to rest
on the ceiling, chittering ani matedly.

"That's enough, the pair of you," Pienur said, disgusted.

"They're not conming to any harm" Jaxom said, "and Ruth says if we nove
slowy enough, we'll be all right. W' ve got a lot to do. Look, Pienmur, 'l
di smount - careful l y-and then you can untie the oxygen tanks. Ruth says the
tanks are bul ky and he doesn't nove until we've untied them He wants to | ook
out the w ndow. "

"He woul d!'"

Jaxom heard the note of self-disparagenent in Pienur's voice and grinned.
"They did have sonme practice, you know. "

"Hrmmm The air here snells peculiar, sort of dead."

"I't'"ll probably inprove with the fresh tanks," Pienur said cheerfuly.

Cautiously, Jaxom di smounted on the right-hand side of the white dragon
Keepi ng between Ruth and the wall mght prevent himfromfl oating about.

Your placement is perfect, Ruth, he told his weyrnmate approvingly, hanging
on to a neck ridge as he judiciously | owered hinself.

It's the only place 1'd fit, Ruth remarked, slowy turning his head to his
right to observe the margin. I'lIl hook ny tail so | won't drift when you
unl oad ne.

Now | know why dragons have tails! Jaxomreplied, giving a nervous chuckl e.

"Don't |augh,"” Pienmur warned. He had just swung his |l eg over and had to
clutch at Ruth's wing joint to keep fromfloating upward.

"I wasn't laughing at you, Piemur. Ruth's just found out how to anchor
hinsel f. Watch his tail. And disnount to the right, not the left. Don't grab
that wing joint so hard. Wngs are fragile."

"I know, | know. Sorry, Ruth." But as Jaxom watched anxi ously, he could see
that Piemur had to make a considerable effort to relax his grip. "I've done
some crazy things in nmy life, stealing fire-lizard eggs, crawing into
carry-sacks, scranbling along shorelines-but this is undoubtedly the
craziest," Piemur nmuttered to hinmself as he eased off Ruth's back, follow ng
Jaxom s exanple. At last his feet touched the deck. "Made it!" he excl ai ned.

Wedged between the wall and his dragon, Jaxom began to untie the ropes that
secured the oxygen tanks to Ruth's back



"Huh!" Jaxom exclainmed in surprise as the tiniest push sent the first tank

drifting toward the deck. "Well, easier off than on

As Aivas said." He grinned at the young harper, who was gaping in surprise.
"No weight at all." Wth one finger, he pushed the second tank after the
first.

"Hey, | could get to like a place where work is play," Pienur said with a
grin as he began to rel ax.

"Here-let's stack them against the wall. By the first Egg!" Jaxom

i nadvertently used nore force than necessary to lift the tank and nearly
| aunched it over Ruth.

"Ww " Pienmur stretched out to restrain the tank and found hinself rising.
But he was qui ck enough to grab Ruth's wing and correct the reaction. "Yeah,
this free-fall stuff has distinct advantages! |['Il tend to the others."

VWi | e Jaxom wat ched in surprise, Piemur took a firmhold of Ruth's shoul der
neck ridge and executed an effortless flip over the white dragon's back

"Whee!" The excl amati on was part |augh and part surprise that his
unor t hodox maneuver succeeded in guiding himneatly into the narrow space
bet ween the dragon and the railing around the upper level of the bridge. "This
is fun!"”

"Watch it, Piermur. We don't want those tanks crashing into anything."

“I"1l just tie these down."

"It is safest to secure any | oose object on board a spacegoi ng vessel,"

Ai vas agreed, as calmas ever. "You are doing well. Bridge tenperature is
still rising, and all proximty alarns are qui escent."

"Proximty alarns?" Pienur asked, his voice rising in surprise.

"Yes, this facility is now receiving function reports and damage anal ysis,"
Ai vas went on. "Considering its length of time in space, the fabric of the
Yokohama has not had a significant breach. The sol ar-powered defl ector shields
di spl ay no operational damage. As you will remenber from your studies, these
panel s provide power to the small thrusters that keep the ship inits
geosynchronous orbit. There has been m nor penetration of sone of the
out ernmost sectors of the main sphere, but these were automatically sealed off.
None of those sections are now required. The doors on the cargo bay are stil
open, and a nmal function light is on. However, your assigned tasks take
precedence. Pl ease proceed. Oxygen renmains at a normal |evel, but you wll
shortly feel the effects of the |ow tenperature, decreasing manual dexterity.
Gymmastic di splays should be curtailed."

Jaxom smot hered a | augh and hoped that only he had heard Pienur's insol ent
mutter about all work and no play.

Movi ng carefully, Jaxom ducked under Ruth's neck and took a firmhold on
the railing. To his surprise, he saw that Pienmur was hovering notionless on
the wi de steps down to the command | evel of the bridge. Looking up fromhis
ci rcunmspect novenents, Jaxom too, was transfixed by what had stunned the
harper. Below themlay Pern; its blue seas glistening to port; while to
starboard was visible the coastline and vivid greens, browns, and bei ges of
t he Sout hern Conti nent.

"By the Egg, it's just like the pictures Aivas showed us,'
reverently. "Magnificent!"

Unexpected tears pricked his eyes, and Jaxom swal | owned hard as he vi ewed
his world as his ancestors had once seen it at journey's end! That nust have
been a triunphant nmoment, he thought.

"It's big!" Pienur added, daunted by the prospect.

"It is a whole world," Jaxomreplied softly, trying to reorient hinself to
the incredible size of it.

Wth great nmajesty, the scene was inperceptibly altering as the pl anet
swung toward the dusk line.

"Jaxon®? Pienur?" Aivas recalled themto their duties.

"Just admiring the view fromthe bridge," Pienur said briskly. "Seeing's
believing." His eyes still on the wi de wi ndow, he floated over to the flight
of stairs and pulled hinself hand over hand along the railing down to the

Pi emur nur nur ed



flight deck. Fromthere he used every avail able handhold to nake his way to
t he consol e he was scheduled to program At |ast he wenched his gaze fromthe
spectacul ar view and studi ed the job at hand.

"I got nore red lights than | like," he told Aivas as he strapped hinsel f
into his seat.

Jaxom making his way around the upper level to the science positions,
could see the red lights on those boards, as well. He pulled hinself into a
seat and strapped in.

"I"ve got them too!" he said. "But not on the tel escope settings."

"Jaxom Piemur, key in the override commands and then go to manual . "

Jaxom s board was i medi ately cleared of over half of the red dysfunction
lights. Three remained, along with two orange lights. But none of those would
interfere with the programhe was to initiate. A quick glance told himthat
Pi enmur was al ready tapping away at his assigned keyboard.

Jaxom set to work, stopping now and then to flex his fingers and gaze
wonderingly at the fantastic view of Pern. Nothing could detract fromthat
spectacl e, not even the comical antics of two fire-lizards cavorting in the
wei ghtl essness. Oddly enough, their excited squeakings and chitterings as
Farli dared Trig to nore and nore outrageous maneuvers hel ped di spel the
unreality of this bizarre environnent.

Once Jaxom began to concentrate on setting the programfor the tel escopes,
Ruth released his tail anchor and drifted with great dignity toward the wi de
bri dge wi ndows, where he could indulge his fascination in Pern and the starlit
bl ackness. The fire-lizards continued their chittering conversation

| don't know what they are, either, Ruth said. But they're pretty.

VWhat's pretty? Jaxom asked, | ooking up. Can you see the other two ships?

No. There are things flow ng past us.

Thi ngs? Jaxom craned across his console to see what Ruth was seei ng.
However, his view was bl ocked by the bodies of the dragon and fire-1lizards,
who had their faces pressed against the far right of the bridge viewort.

Suddenly all three creatures flung thensel ves back, away fromthe w ndow,
the notion sending them careening toward Pi enur and Jaxom

"Hey, watch out!" Jaxom ducked as Ruth zooned overhead. At the sanme nonent,
there was a distinct rattling sound.

"Something's hitting us! " Piemur cried. Unstrapping quickly, he pushed
himself off to the viewscreen

"What is hitting you?" Aivas demanded.

Pi emur bunped agai nst the viewscreen, |ooking right and left. "Jaxom ask
Ruth what he saw. | can't see anything." Pressing his left cheek to the
pl asglas, he tried to see beyond the thick curve of the w ndow.

Things-like fire-lizard eggs-conming straight at us, Ruth replied.

"Well, there's nothing out there now," Pienur said. He headed back to his
station, grabbing the back of his chair just as he was about to overshoot it.

" Al vas?" Jaxom asked

"The pinging indicated the screens deflecting a small shower of objects,"
Aivas replied calmy. "No damage is reported. As you will have |l earned from
your studies, space is not a barren void. Mnute particles are in constant
noti on through space. Doubtless a shower of some sort startled Ruth and the
firelizards. You would be wise to continue your tasks before you.

Jaxom noti ced that Pienmur, too, was not conpletely reassured by that
explanation. But it was true that the icy cold was seeping through their
| ayers of clothing and so, as Ruth and the firelizards cautiously, w th nuch
chirping and twittering, returned to their positions at the w ndow, the nen
returned their attention to their consoles.

Jaxom wor ked as fast as he could, but still the cold increasingly
penetrated the down-lined gl oves that had al ways kept hi m warm through hours
of Threadfall. Maybe space was col der than between, he thought, flexing frozen
fingers.

"Aivas, didn't you say there'd be heat on the bridge?" he conplained. "MW
hands are getting nunmb with cold."



"Readi ngs indicate that the bridge heating is not working as efficiently as
possible. It is probable that the resistive ceramc of the units has
crystalized. This can be repaired later."

"That's good news," Jaxom said as he doubl e-checked his entries. Then he
strai ghtened up. "M ne's done-programready."

"Activate," Aivas ordered.

Jaxom punched that key with sone trepidation-though the Egg knew how he
could have gotten it wong with the endless drills Aivas had put himthrough
in |learning the sequences of attitude, exposure, and sectors. Wth
consi derabl e personal satisfaction, he watched the fast-forward scroll of the
display as it confirmed his plotting.

"This board's nmuch faster than the ones we've been using," he remarked.

"The equi pnent on the Yokohama was state-of-the-art when the ship was
conmi ssioned by the Pern Charter Goup," Aivas said. "H gh-speed computations
woul d have been essential in astronavigation."”

"I told you we were using baby stuff," Pienmur nurmnured.

"Before the infant wal ks, it nmust learn to craw ," Aivas said.

"I's everyone hearing all this?" the harper demanded with some indignation

No.

"I thank your mercy for that! And ny program s up and running, too, by the
way. "

"That is correct. You rmust now begin phase two of the schedule. You will
find the auxiliary oxygen storage behind Bul wark B-8802-A, -B, and -C " Aivas
i nstructed.

Pi emur was shaking the fingers of his gloved hands. "My fingers have never
been this cold! I'll give you Bitran odds this bridge is colder than between."
"I'n point of fact," Aivas remarked, "it is not. But you have been in that

very cold tenmperature far |onger than you have ever renai ned between."

"A point," Jaxomrem nded Pienmur as they pulled thenmselves up along stair
rail. "Remarkable feeling, this weightlessness,” he said with a conradely grin
at the harper.

Pi emur gave hima happy grimace of agreenment. Just then Farli and Trig cane
tunmbl ing end over end above their heads, naking them duck-which sent them
bounci ng of f the steps.

"Careful! " Jaxomcried, reaching for the railing as snmoothly as he coul d.

" Chohohohoh! " Pi emur continued to float on up to the ceiling.

By the time Jaxom securely holding on to the rail with one hand, had
grabbed the floating Piemur by the ankle and haul ed hi m down, neither was sure
whet her to | augh or swear at their clunsiness. However, the slight m shap nmade
themall the nore circunmspect in their nmotions. They | ocated, opened, and
exam ned the auxiliary oxygen compartment, then carefully renmoved the one
enpty tank, maneuvered the four they had brought with theminto the space
avai | abl e, and nade the necessary connections to bring the replacenents into
the system

"Phase three may now be initiated," Aivas told them once the connections
had been checked.

Jaxom caught Pienur's gaze, and the young harper gave hima wy grin,
shrugged, and turned back to the space-suited figure they had both been
avoi di ng.

Rut h, we need you back on the | anding, please, Jaxomsaid as he and Pi enur
sol emnly converged on Sallah's body. He swal | owed.

As they lifted it fromthe chair it had occupied for 2,500 Turns, the rigid
space-suited body retained the position in which it had originally collapsed
across the console. Jaxomtried to feel reverence for the personality that had
once inhabited the frozen shell they were handling. Sallah Tel gar had gi ven
her life to prevent the defector, Avril Bitra, fromdraining the Yokohama's
fuel tanks in her bid to escape the Rukbat system Sallah had even managed to
repair the console Bitra had wecked in her fury at being thwarted. Odd that a
Hol d had been naned after such a wonan, but then, Bitrans had al ways been an
odd | ot. Jaxom chi ded hinmself for such thoughts. There were some very honest,



worthy Bitrans-a few, anyway-who were not given to ganbling and the ot her
fornms of gami ng that fascinated so many of that Hold. Lord Sigomal kept to
hinsel f, but that was far preferable to the late Lord Sifer's well-known
unsavory appetites.

Wth the ropes that had held the tanks in place, Jaxom and Pi enur strapped
t he bent body between Ruth's wi ngs. Sensing their nmood alteration, Farli and
Trig had ceased their cavorting, and when Pienmur again nmounted the white
dragon, they quietly settled to his shoul ders.

VWhen Jaxomslid astride Ruth, he could no longer control his jaw, and his
teeth began to chatter. Had Sallah felt this creeping cold as she di ed? Was
that what had killed her, abandoned so far above the planet? His chilled
fingers could barely feel Ruth's neck ridge.

Let's get back to Landing before we freeze solid, too, Ruth, he said.

"Can we go before we freeze solid?" Pienur asked wistfully, unaware that he
was echoi ng Jaxom s silent request to Ruth.

Now! Jaxom | ongingly projected a vivid scene of warn, balmy Landing to his
dr agon.

As they entered the chill blackness of between, he was still not sure which
was col der.

Much later in the evening of that nomentous day, when Lessa had a chance to
sit down and think about it all, she wondered just how Aivas-quite likely with
Lytol 's conni vance-had contrived such an extraordinary and tinmely event as the
return of Sallah's body. This woul d have consi derable inpact on the entire
popul ati on, both North and South, both doubters and believers. Sallah Telgar's
heroi sm and self-sacrifice had, in the past two years, becone a favorite
harper ballad, repeatedly requested at all Gathers and evening entertainnents
of any consequence. To be able to bring her back fromher lonely crypt should
be considered a significant vindication of the Landing effort.

Lord Larad was absol utely dunbfounded when Robi nton, conveyed by Menenth
and F'lar to Telgar Hold, apprised himof the retrieval of his ancestress's
remai ns.

"Yes, yes, indeed, Sallah nust be honored. There must, of course, be sone
cerenony fitting such an occasion." Larad | ooked hel pl essly at Robi nton

Burial services were usually brief, even for the nost honored being. The
deeds and goodness of unusual persons were perpetuated in song and har per
tal es, which were considered the nost fitting of nenorials.

"A performance of the Ballad of Sallah Telgar would certainly be
appropriate,” Robinton said. "Full instrumental acconpaninment to chorus and
solo voices. |I'll speak to Sebell."

"I never thought to have the chance to honor our brave ancestress," Larad
sai d, and fl oundered once agai n.

Fortunately Lady Jissamy, Larad's astute and capable wife, stepped to his
side. "There is that small cave, just to the north of the main court, the one
whi ch that recent rockslide revealed. It is just |arge enough-" She faltered
and then recovered. "And certainly accessible, easy to reseal."

Larad patted her hand gratefully. "Yes, the very place. Ah... when?" he
added tentatively.

"The day after tonmorrow?" Robinton suggested, resisting an urge to grin in
triunph. The day after next would be just the day before the Lord Hol ders
convened about the matter of the late Oterel's successor

Larad shot hima quick glance. "You couldn't possibly have planned it this
way, could you, Masterharper?"

"Me?" Years of practice made it possible for Robinton to affect genuine
surprise. He waggled his hand in denial

F'lar cane to his assistance with a disgusted snort. "Hardly, Larad. W
knew she was there. So did you. Aivas included her sacrifice in his historica
narrative. Today was the first chance to actually get to her. And it just
doesn't seem proper to-well, just to | eave her remains there."

"To give her rest after all that long time in cold space,” Jissany said



with a delicate shudder. "It's time and past it. Should we nake it an open
cerenmony?"

"I think that only proper. Telgar, of course, should have the honor, but
many will wish to be respectful,” Robinton said with a properly grave nien
hopi ng that the occasion woul d spark considerable interest through Hold and
Hal | . Even those who were not curious about Sallah could be expected to cone,
if only to see who el se attended.

VWhen Jaxom Piermur, and Ruth arrived back at Landing, they had gratefully
turned their burden over to Masterhealer A dive and two of his Masters. Now
the nortal remains of Sallah Telgar rested in a finely joined coffin of Master
Bendar ek' s best wooden panel s.

Shown the cl eansed space suit, Aivas assured all that the heel of the suit
and the other small tears could be nmended. Aivas remarked to Lytol that since
someone woul d be expected to wear that suit, it was fortunate indeed that
superstition was not a facet of Pernese culture. Lytol disagreed. He and Aivas
i medi ately becane involved in a discussion of primtive religions and arcane
beliefs, so that Robinton was just as glad that he was free to | eave for
Tel gar Weyr with F'lar. The Harper wondered fleetingly if he would have done
better to have stayed to listen to what was certain to be a fascinating
debate; but he was deriving too much satisfaction in being the bearer of such
remar kabl e ti di ngs.

One of the ol der Telgar sons brought in a tray with wi neglasses and a fine
crystal decanter, which Robinton decided nmust be one of the new designs
@ assmaster Mrilton had produced. The next son arrived with a tray of
pi ping-hot little pastries and some good Tel gar nountai n cheeses. Wth a gl ass
of white Benden in his hand, Robinton was definitely pleased that he had cone.

"You said, did you not," Larad began, "that sonmeone had actually been on
the old ship? Was that judicious? "

"Necessary," F' lar said. "No danger involved. Piemur's little fire-lizard
did exactly as Aivas taught her. So there's air on the bridge, and it's warnmed
up. Ruth will take Jaxom back again tonmorrow to find out why the cargo-bay
doors have remai ned open. Probably a trivial malfunction, according to Aivas.
Al inall-" Flar paused to sip his wine. "-a nost auspicious begi nni ng. Most
auspi ci ous. "

"I"'mglad to hear that, F lar," Larad said, nodding, his expression solem.
"I"'mvery glad to hear that."

"Not half as glad as | amto be able to report it," the Benden Weyr| eader
replied.

8

KEEP A GRIP on ne, will you, Ruth ? Jaxomsaid as he carefully swung his
right leg over the white dragon's neck ridge. Maneuvering in free-fall had
been easier the previous day, when he and Pienur had had each other to hold on
to. He had gotten the hang of slow, controlled novenents, then, but today the
bul ky suit inmpeded him and he felt ungainly. The heavy nagneti csol ed boots
made his feet especially clunmsy. He clutched at Ruth's neck suddenly as he
felt his body noving in a direction other than down. Ruth caught himby the
ankl e, and suddenly he was right side up, the boots anchoring himsafely to
t he deck.

Knowi ng that his fellow students were observing hi mmade hi m hope devoutly
that he didn't ook as ridiculous as he felt. Sharra had told himrepeatedly
that he had not |ooked at all foolish coping with weightl essness the day
before. He should relax in satisfaction that both he and Pienur had handl ed
t hensel ves nost creditably. She only w shed that she could somehow have seen
the view of Pern which had so transfixed them

"I'"ve never seen that particular look on Pienur's face before. Jancis was
i mpressed. "

"So how did I |ook?"

"Dunmbstruck, just like Pienur," she replied, giving hima m schievous grin.



"About the same way you | ooked when you saw Jarrol for the first tinme."

At | east today, Jaxom knew he had some control over his novements-as |ong
as he kept his feet on the deck. He took the first step forward, wenching the
heavy boot's grip off the floor and stanping it down in front of him Ruth had
| anded in the sanme spot as before, right by the Iift door. Jaxom had only to
duck under the dragon's neck to reach the control panel, which Aivas had
assured himwas in working order

"1l nmove out of your way, Ruth said obligingly. Picking up his hind |egs,
he flipped over and over backward, coasting toward the window. It's better
than the view fromthe Star Stones on Benden or the fireheights at Ruatha. By
the tine Jaxom had pressed one thick-gloved finger on the pressure panel, Ruth
had his nose against the plasglas and was staring out into space.

Jaxom still could not dispel the sense of being an intruder which he had
felt keenly the day before, wal king where his ancestors had, manipul ati ng
swi tches, toggles, and keyboards just as they had once done. He had told
hi nsel f that that was partly because of the gruesone errand he and Pi emur had
been on, retrieving Sallah Telgar. He had hoped the feeling would have altered
now t hat he was here on another errand, but it had not.

Though he and Pi enur had, mracul ously, been able to log into their
respecti ve consoles and conplete their tasks, Aivas had not been able to
di scover why the cargo-bay doors remnai ned open. Today, after a brisk tutorial
session from Ai vas, Jaxom s assignhment was to descend to the Cargo |evel and
attenpt to use the control console or the nanual override there.

"It is to be hoped that one of those two systens is operational," Aivas
sai d.

" \Nhy 2"

"Qt herwi se, you would have to venture outside the ship to discover what was
keepi ng the doors from cl osing."

"Ch!" Jaxom had seen enough footage of Aivas's training tapes to wonder if
he woul d have the nerve to space wal k.

The Iift opened and he stepped in. The door shut. Once again consulting the
di agramin his hand-though he had nenorized it-he punched the button marked CB
for cargo bay before he noticed how many levels the lift served. Al though
Ai vas had assured himthat the solar panels of the Yokohama cont ai ned
sufficient power to operate the bridge lift, he had a nervous nonment before
t he | ong-unused mechani smrunbled into action

"The Iift is operational," Jaxomtold Aivas in what he hoped

was a casual tone. "I'mdescending." He had al so been instructed to keep up
a runni ng comrentary. Jaxomwas not by nature garrulous; it seened inane to
keep reporting sinple actions, even if they were not taking place under nornal
conditions. Aivas had nmerely repeated that this was nornal procedure for a
single operative in what was to be considered a hostil e environnent.

"Proceed," Aivas said.

The descent seenmed to take both a long tine and no time at all. A warning
note sounded, and a red sign- DANGER VACUUM - appeared on the door of the lift.

"What do | do now, Aivas?"

"Press the PUMW DOMN button on the right of the sign and wait for the
danger lights to go out."

Jaxom did as he was instructed. He noticed that his suit puffed out and
seened slightly less wieldy. He was just growi ng accustomed to that alteration
when there was a nel odi ous ding and the door slid silently aside-and Jaxom
| ooked out at a vast blackness that framed an even bl acker area that was
punctuated by star lights. There was no reassuring sight of sunlit Pern bel ow
him He didn't nove a nuscle.

Don't be nervous. |I d cone after you if you fell out, Ruth said
encour agi ngl y.

"I"ve reached the cargo bay," Jaxomsaid belatedly. "There's insufficient
light." And that, Jaxomsaid to hinself, nmust be the single nost stupid
under st at ement he had ever made!

"Feel to the left of the door. There will be a panel." Aivas's voice in



Jaxom s ear was steady and reassuring, and he let out his breath, only just
realizing that he had been holding it in. "Wave your hand across the panel
and enmergency lights will come on."

We hope, Jaxomsaid to hinself. Mving with extrene care, he obeyed and was
unutterably relieved to see a line of lights conme up all around the inmense
cargo bay. The effect did heighten the bl ackness of space, but he felt better
with the partial illumination. "Yes, | now have light." It's bigger even than
Fort's Hatching G ound, he told Ruth, |ooking about in awe.

"There is a handrail all around the inside wall of the cargo bay," Aivas

went on conversationally. "To your left you will see a bank of lights, and the
consol e shoul d be visible under them"

"It is."

"It will be faster to go hand over hand, Jaxom" Aivas went on, "and quite

safe. Otherw se you woul d exhaust yourself needlessly."
Jaxom wondered i f Aivas knew just how scared he was. But how could he? So

Jaxom took a deep breath and, lifting his left foot, reached out and caught
hold of the handrail. It was round and firmin his grip and amazingly
reassuring for a nmere thin rail of metal. "lI've got it. |I'm proceeding as
directed."

Hol ding very tightly with both hands, he kicked off his right foot,
bal anced the reaction against the solid rail, and began to nove hand over

hand, hauling his weightless body after him

"How did nmy ancestors manage to | oad ships working |ike this?" he asked,
unable to think of anything else to say.

"Your ancestors worked in half gravity in this area during |oading, but the
rest of the ship was on nornal gravity."

"They could do that? Amazing," Jaxomreplied dutifully. He was nearly
hal fway to the console. The curve of the bay now hid the unnerving sight of
star-studded space. He wanted to increase his pace but sternly held hinself to
a rhythmthat woul d prevent sudden, unexpected reactions. He could feel the
sweat on his forehead, and then the little suction fan in his helnmet turned on
and the noi sture was evacuated. That phenonenon occupied his nmind until he was
actually at the lighted consol e.

He activated it, and a range of red and orange lights flickered into being.
Jaxom experi enced a slight shock and then began reading the dials. Sonme of the
red lights were perfectly in order, indicating, as they were neant to, that
t he cargo-bay doors were open. He sighed in relief and applied his |lessons to
deci phering the rest. \When he was sure of what sequence to use, he entered the
appropriate code. The orange light began to flicker. The | egend above it said:
RTC. He reported that to Aivas.

"That expl ains why the cargo-bay doors remai ned open. They were on a renote
time control, which nust have nal functi oned. The sinplest method nowis to use
the manual rel ease, Jaxom" Aivas told him "It is found under the term nal
Open the glass lid and pull.™

Grabbi ng the handl e of the manual rel ease, Jaxom gave a yank. Wen not hi ng
happened, he gave a second, nore forceful yank. Fortunately he was stil
hol ding on to the handle, for the force of the yank sent hi mdangling above
t he deck, hanging on by one outstretched arm A strange gargling noi se echoed
in his ears.

"What has happened, Jaxon®?" Aivas asked, his voice as calmas ever.

Jaxom s nmomentary pani ¢ subsided. In chagrin, he expl ai ned.

"Pull yourself toward the deck by exerting a downward pressure on the
handl e, and very slowy tuck your feet forward," Aivas instructed.

Jaxom obeyed and was relieved to feel his soles restored to a firm contact
with the deck. Engrossed in recovering fromhis hasty action, he did not at
first notice the alteration in the light on the deck. The motion caught his
peri pheral vision to the right; he turned his head, remenbering to nove
slowy, and saw the great cargo-bay doors folding slowy inward, w apping him
in nmore conpl ete safety.

The door lights on the panel turned fromred to green, and suddenly the



aggravating orange |light w nked out.

"Qperation conpleted," Jaxom said, wanting to shout in relief.

"That is enough for today. Retrace your steps and return to base."

Later that afternoon, when Robinton, Lytol, and Dramarrived for a private
neeting, Aivas had further interesting disclosures to nake.

"Your wandering planet is flagrantly erratic,” he told them "There has
been tinme to study nost of the Records presented to this facility. Even the
nost illegible ones have been deci phered, using available restoration
techniques. The Red Star, as it is inaccurately called, has an aberrant course
and does not cross Pern's path every two hundred and fifty years. The orbit
varies by alnost ten years in four Passes-three were two hundred fifty-eight,
and one was two hundred forty. Thread Passes alter fromforty-six years in the
Second Pass to fifty-two in the Fifth and forty-eight in the Seventh. The two
intervals of four hundred years each appear to suggest that the planet did
not, in fact, orbit as far as the Cort Coud, or was, in sone inexplicable
fashion, diverted fromits usual orbit. The fornmer theory is nmore acceptable
than the latter. Another possibility"-and the resonant tone indicated that
this was nost unlikely-"is that it passed through attenuated portions of this
conetary reservoir. OF nore inportance, and based on cal cul ations fromthe
Yokohama's bridge, this Pass will be short by three years."

"Now that is very good news indeed," Dramsaid. "But | don't understand
how such inaccuraci es could have slipped into the Records."

"That is not at issue," Aivas replied. "Though the method of dating on this
pl anet pronotes error."

"Then that would account for the need to position the Eye Rocks, wouldn't
it?" Lytol asked. "Because no matter if dating was faulty, the Wyrs would
al ways know exactly when a Pass was inm nent."

"An ingeni ous method of ascertaining the correct position of a planet,

t hough by no neans original," Aivas replied.

"Yes, yes," Lytol said hastily. "You told ne about Stonehenge and the
Triangl es of Eridani. Do the inaccuracies have any other inportance?"

"That information is still being correlated and updated. Optimistically, it
augurs well for the success of the Plan.”

"And we can reassure Holds and Halls on that account?" Robinton asked, his
voi ce buoyant with hope.

"You can indeed."

"This briefing, then, is to decide what information can be made public."

"Yes."

"What el se can we tell then®"

"As much as you know. "

Robi nton chuckl ed. "Wiich is very little."

"But significant," Aivas replied. "The two expeditions to the Yokohama have
been extrenely successful. You may al so report that the next exercise wll
extend to the four green riders. It is vital for themto make bridge transfers
and continue the research that Jaxomand Pienur initiated. Each will have an
objective during his time on board."

"Why did Jaxom have to cl ose the cargo-bay doors today? Especially when you
said that that area will not be used for sone tine," D ram asked, curious.

"It is necessary for soneone to get practice in working in free-fall and to
become accustonmed to using the space suit. Jaxomis the npst adept conputer
operator, and Ruth is the nbst courageous of the dragons."

Robi nton noticed that Lytol perceptibly preened hinmself on hearing such
prai se of his ward.

"Does the fact that he is also a Lord Hol der and can report on his
expedi tion come into consideration?" Robinton asked, amused.

"That did figure in the choice; but conpetence, and being a dragonrider
were nore inportant.”

Robi nton chuckl ed. "So who goes next?"

"Now that Ruth has led the way, the green dragons will feel conpelled to
follow where the littlest one of them has gone before. They will be sent in



pairs: Mrrimand Path, G rannat and Sul ath. They have conpl enentary
tenmperanents and skills."
Robi nton chuckl ed. "You are indeed well versed in manipul ating people.™
"It is not manipul ation, Master Robinton. It is understanding the basic
personalities of those who are being trained."

"The cargo area is |large enough for bronze dragons to transfer,” D ram
suggest ed.

"Not until there is also sufficient air for themto breathe. They will play
a mpjor role in future steps, Dram" Aivas said. "But the next step will be
to reestablish oxygen-producing algae in the hydroponics area to purify the
air of the few usable areas on the Yokohama. The tel escope will have to be
adjusted periodically. There is one probe left that may or may not be
operational. It could be useful. Failing that, it would be hel pful if perhaps

a bronze dragon and his rider could venture to obtain samples fromthe Cort
debris."

"What ?" The exclamation came in a chorus fromall three startled nen.

"A sampl e of pre-Fall Thread was never obtained by the colonists, though
several attenpts were nmade. An analysis," Aivas insisted, raising its voice
over renewed protests fromthe three custodians, "would be carried out in the
one remai ni ng operational |aboratory on the Yokohama in the col d-sleep
facility. The rewards of a proper scientific analysis of the Thread materi al
far outweigh any risk. Fromwhat | have seen of the abilities and intelligence
of the bronze dragons and their riders, the risk would be m nimal -once, of
course, they have the exact directions for such a flight, and when protective
gear is available for the rider."

The three regarded the screen with varying degrees of stunned amazenent.

"Thread in its nodular formis not dangerous," Aivas continued, as if
oblivious to the effect of that statement on the custodians. "It is only when
it finds a hospitable environnent that it alters. For the purpose of analysis,
it can be kept safely contained in one of the sleep capsules. Seven of the
nost proni sing biology students are already sufficiently trained to handl e
such investigations, Lady Sharra being the best of them Mch equi prent for
the investigation of frozen human and animal tissue is still up there. Even an
el ectron mcroscope is in place in the cryogenic |aboratory-making it an idea
site for our purpose.”

Ai vas sounded perfectly reasonable, his suggestions as |ogical and
forthright as always, but Robinton instinctively bal ked at the mere notion of
such an undertaking. He didn't dare glance at D ram or Lytol

"To destroy a nenace, one nust perceive it as a whole and in its separate
mani festati ons," Aivas conti nued.

"How can we possibly destroy Thread, if what you have told us about this
Qort Coud that surrounds our systemis true?" the Harper asked.

"What you have been told is fact."

"Fact is not the only truth,” Lytol rem nded them all

"Now, let's not deviate fromthe subject at hand," Robinton said, eyeing
Lytol sternly. The forner dragonrider and Aivas could indulge in semantics and
phi | osophy on their own tine.

"One alters the facts," Aivas went on as if Lytol had not interrupted.

"That is the plan."

"I wish," Robinton said, |eaning forward earnestly, "that you would tell us
the whole of this plan of yours."

"Master Robinton, to use an anal ogy, you would not expect a new student to
read a score of nusic perfectly on his first try, would you?" Wen Robinton
agreed, Aivas continued. "Nor would you expect that same student, no natter
how talented, to be able to performto a high | evel of competence, playing
intricate passages, on an unfamliar instrunent, would you?"

"I take the anal ogy," Robinton said, raising both hands in surrender

"Then be reassured by the successes al ready achi eved: the | essons | earned
and understood. Progress toward the high level that nust be achieved is being
made, but it would be harnful to overwhel myour valiant people before they are



properly prepared by education and experience."

"You are right, conpletely right, Aivas," Robinton agreed, shaking his head
at the folly of his inpetuous denmand.

"How critical to Pern, and to this project, is this Lord Hol ders
Convocation, Master Robinton?" Aivas asked.

Robi nton gave a wy snmile. "That's the debatabl e point. But when all the
Lord Hol ders assenble, minor irritations have a habit of flaring up into

roari ng debates. We-Sebell, Lytol, Dram and |-have good reason to believe
that Landing, and this project, may be called to question by sonme of the
di ssatisfied and conservative elenents. W'll be better able to gauge

reactions after Sallah Telgar's internment tonorrow "

"WIl many attend that cerenony?”

Robi nton's grin turned broad and slightly malicious. "Anybody who is
anybody on Pern will be there! Mster Shonagar has been relentlessly
rehear si ng apprenti ces and journeynen; Domi ck has been killing hinmself to
produce suitable nmusic, including a splendid fanfare of trunpets. Dragons will
fill the sky to do her honor." Robinton felt an unexpected closure of his
throat at the thought of the tributes arranged for this fabled ancestress.
"Perschar, anong others, will be on hand to illustrate."

"Such scenes woul d be an unusual addition to the archives of present-day
Pern," Aivas remarked.

"You shall have them of course,” Robinton prom sed earnestly.

"As well as your individual verbal accounts of the proceedings."”

"Al'l of us?" D ram asked surprised.

"Different perspectives often supply the full dinmensions of an event."

By the next evening, Robinton was not certain if the full dinmensions of
Sallah Telgar's interment woul d ever be properly recorded. It had been quite a
day, and for once he admtted that he was very, very tired.

Larad and his |l ady had organi zed a spl endi d occasion, with naster
instrumentalists, under the direction of Domick hinself, and singers from al
over the continent to sing the Ballad of Sallah Telgar. The |arge Tel gar
Gat her pits had been utilized to feed those who had begun arriving the day
before. Most had thoughtfully brought their own rations, but Telgar stinted no
one, and anyone of consequence was acconmpdated in the portions of the great
Hol d that had not been tenanted since the |ast plague. Robinton rather thought
that every holder in Telgar had been drafted to cl ean; Lady Jissany was by no
means |lax in her duties, even the farthest corner of her domain enduring
i nspecti on once every Tam but the place sparkled and shone as never before.

The internent had been set for md-afternoon. Every dragon came |aden with
as many passengers as it was safe to carry. Toric hinself arrived on K van's
Het h; his sel domseen wi fe, Ramala, acconpanied him He innmedi ately began to
solicit the other Lord Holders for guards to help himwith his rebels. From
t he expression on the big Southerner's face, Robinton surm sed that he was
meeting with little success. Wen the Harper had a chance to conpare notes
with Sebell, it appeared that the Lord Hol ders, without exception, felt that
this was an inappropriate tinme to recruit a punitive force-which neant that
Toric would air that problem at the Conference. That was another debate sure
to be heated. Robinton was of two mi nds about attending: he was no | onger
obliged to, but the invitati on had been made to him and though he trusted
Sebell to report accurately, he preferred to nake his own observations
whenever possi bl e.

However, all mnor rifts and major controversies faded into insignificance
as the internent cerenpni es commenced. The Ballad was magnificently perforned.
Then, cued by Ruth and Jaxom the massed Weyrs appeared in the skies above
Tel gar. Robinton felt tears well up in his eyes, tears not only in reaction to
t he honor the nassed Weyrs did Sallah Telgar, but in remenbrance for the
previ ous occasion, nearly twenty Turns before, when the five Lost Wyrs had
reappeared in the Telgar skies to neet Threadfall with Benden's valiant w ngs.
Today, Lessa's Ranoth and Tel gar's senior queen dragon Solth carried between
t hem t he hamock containing Sallah's coffin. The sun glinted off the gold



plate, trim and handles, giving the inpression that Rukbat itself was
honoring the gallant woman and causing the throng to gasp in awe. Ranged above
the two queens, the Weyrs formed seven sections in a close formation, wingtip
to wingtip, that was a feat of wi ngmanship in itself.

The entire mass followed the two queens down, hovering as Ranpoth and Solth
delicately placed their burden on the bier, the hanmock falling gracefully to
either side. An honor escort of Holders stepped forward to bear the coffin the
last few lengths to its final resting place.

The massed dragonriders swirled, each keeping its Weyr formation, and cane
to rest either on Telgar's fireheights or as a border to the assenbl ed. Then
Larad stepped forward, his sons behind him as Aivas had confirmed that they
were, indeed, the direct descendants of Sallah Tel gar and Tarvi Andiyar.

"Let this be a day of rejoicing that this valiant |ady has returned to the
worl d she gave her life to protect. Let her rest now with others of the Bl ood
in the Hold that bears her nane and honors her above all its ancestors.”

Wth those sinple words, Larad stepped aside, and the coffin was lifted to
t he shoul ders of the escort and carried in nmeasured step toward the tonb. As
the coffin was placed inside, the dragons, one and all, lifted their heads to
keen. A heart-tearing sound on any occasion, but to Robinton, tears streamn ng
down his face, the notes had an oddly triunphant ring. As if in response to
that, an imense flurry of wi ngs was heard, and what nust have been every
fire-lizard in the North and South, wild and tame, swooped down in a deep
wi de aerial veil just above the heads of the escort, across the still open
tomb, adding their high voices in counterpoint to the dragons' deeper tones.
Then they swept up and, at the top of Telgar's precipice, abruptly
di sappear ed.

Robi nt on had wondered where Zair had gone to, and only now realized that
t hose around hi mwho were usually adorned by a fire-lizard had had enpty
shoul ders fromthe nonment the massed dragon wi ngs had appeared in the sky.

The escort, sonewhat stunned by that final flourish to the solemm event,
st epped back, and the Tel gar masons, their Gather-best clothes protected by
new aprons, noved forward to seal the opening.

In respectful silence-for even the youngest had been awed by the dragon and
fire-lizard displays-the assenbled waited until the tonb was completely closed
and the masons stood aside. Larad and Ji ssamy noved together to face the tonmb
and bowed deeply, as did the escort. The obei sance was repeated by everyone
present.

Then Larad, his lady, and the escort stepped back and proceeded toward the
broad court of Telgar Hold. Dom ck's nusicians began to play a sol enm and
maj estic piece to signal the end of the cerenonies. They foll owed behind the
| ast of the crowd dispersing to enjoy the hospitality of Tel gar Hol d.

Robi nton was | ooking forward with great anticipation to tasting one of the
roast beasts turning on the great spits, not to nention a fine vintage of
Benden wi ne that he was certain Larad would provide him when he felt a touch
on his el bow.

"Robinton!" Jaxomsaid in a | ow voice, his eyes sparking with fury. "They
tried to attack Aivas. Cone!"

"Tried?" Robinton repeated, shocked. He sinply couldn't conprehend what
Jaxom had just said.

"Tried!" Jaxomrepeated grimy, guiding Robinton by the el bow toward the
edge of those sauntering along toward the court. "Farli brought just a
scribble, so | know no nore than that, but | for one can't stand about here."

"Nor I!" Nothing would settle Robinton's pounding heart until he saw with
his own eyes that Aivas had suffered no damage. The very thought of being
deprived of the know edge they were daily gaining fromthe facility was enough
to give himanother heart attack. He al so decided not to spread the
information until he had reassured hinself. Shards! He was getting old. Wy
had he not realized that today would be the perfect time to make a direct
attack-when Landi ng was nearly deserted. Everyone who could come was up here
in Tel gar.



"Edge over further, Master Robinton. We're alnbst to Ruth now W' Il just
get to Landing and see for ourselves. | don't think anyone should ruin this,"
Jaxom said, gesturing to indicate the festivities.

"Properly said, Lord Holder." Robinton noved with nore alacrity to where
Rut h had been edgi ng toward them as i nconspi cuously as possible. No one would
think it odd that Jaxom and the white dragon would offer to save Robinton the
wal k back to Telgar Hold court. So they nounted and Ruth, sw nging upward and
over Telgar cliff, abruptly went between.

The white dragon canme out right above a clearing in front of the Aivas
bui | di ng. As Robi nton and Jaxom nade their way to the door, those crowding the
entrance parted to let themthrough. Noting their expressions, the Harper was
puzzl ed: anger woul d have been understandabl e; anusement was not.

Lytol was on duty that day-soneone had to see that the students appeared
for their schedul ed courses-pernitting D ramand Robinton to attend the Tel gar
cerenopny. He was sitting in his customary seat, but he wore a bandage on his
head and his clothing was torn. Jancis and the Landi ng healer were in
att endance, but she grinned reassuringly at the new arrivals.

"Don't worry! His skull's too hard to crack,"” she said gaily. Wth an
expansi ve wave, she directed their attention down the corridor to Aivas. "And
he's got a few tricks he never bothered to nention."

"Go |l ook," Lytol said with a npbst uncharacteristic grin of pleased malice.

Robi nton was first down the corridor; he stepped two strides in and
st opped, causing Jaxomto bunp into him Standing guard were Piermur and six of
the sturdiest students, hefty clubs held at the ready. Two of them wore head
bandages. On the floor were the unconscious bodi es of the attackers, the heavy
axes or metal bars with which they had intended to weak havoc on Aivas piled
beyond reach.

"Aivas protects hinself,’
circle on its thong.

"What happened?” Robi nt on demanded.

"W were taking a neal break," Pienur said as Jancis joined him "when we
heard the nost awful noise. W rushed back and found Lytol, Ker, and M skin
knocked down, and then this lot acting as if their brains were on fire. \Wich
fromthe residual sound we heard, is a fair description.”

"But what-"

"This facility was provided with resources to prevent tanpering," Aivas
said, his voice reaching down the corridor. As matter-of-fact as the tone was,
Robi nton al so sensed a faint note of satisfaction, certainly permssible, he
t hought, given the circunstances. "There are sounds that, emtted at vol une,
can render humans unconsci ous. Wen the intruders attacked Lytol, Ker, and
Mskin, it seened advisable to initiate this defensive measure. Regrettably,
some permanent aural damage may result, but nost should regain consciousness
within a few hours. They took nore sonics than is-was-normally required in
di ssuasi on. "

"I -we-had no idea you had def enses,’
relief and surprise.

"A built-in feature of any Aivas, Mster Robinton, though sel dom required.
These units are programed with industrially and politically val uable
i nformation, which dissidents would find useful. Unauthorized access and/or
destructive actions nust, therefore, be actively discouraged, and this has
al ways been a minor function of an Aivas facility."

"Well, | nmust say, | do feel better knowi ng that, but why didn't you tel
us?"

"The question didn't arise.”

"But you knew there'd been that attenpt to ruin your battery power,'
began.

"The facility was not in any danger from such crude vandalism You were
quick to provide effective nmeasures against a repeat of such sabotage."

"But why didn't you do whatever you did today then? " Jaxom asked.

"Such measures are best invoked during a direct assault, when they are nost

Piemur said with a grin, swinging his club in a

Robi nton said, struggling with both

Jaxom



effective.”

"What exactly did you do?" Jaxom gestured to the linp bodies.

"Soni c barrage," Pienur said, grinning. "Pure and penetrating sound. Mist
have hurt." He gestured to one man who |lay face-up wearing a contorted
expression that suggested the pain he had endured before unconsci ousness had
relieved it. Pienmur gave the body a contenptuous push with his toe. "I don't
know where Norist got them"

"Norist?" Robinton excl ai ned.

Pi emur shrugged. "Has to be Norist. He's the one who's nost vocal about
destroying the ' Abomination.' And look..." He bent and lifted the |inp hand of
one of the attackers. "Those | ook |ike gl ass-pipe calluses, and he's certainly
got old burn scars on his arns. He's the only one who has them But once they
wake up, we can ask a few questions. And get answers!" Pienmur's voice took on
a harsh edge

"Who knows about this?" the Masterharper asked.

"Everyone presently in Landing," Piemur said with a shrug, and then grinned
i mpi shly. "Wiich isn't many, since everyone who coul d grabbed a dragonride to
Tel gar. How d that go?"

"I npressively," Robinton said al nost absently as he noved to check the
ot her woul d-be vandal s. "The dragons and the firelizards accorded her their
own tribute."

"Ruth didn't even warn ne," Jaxom added with a wy grin.

It was fitting. The dragons were in agreenent. The fire-lizards imtated
them but that was fitting, too, Ruth told Jaxom who told the others

Robi nton didn't recogni ze a single face anong the attackers. doomly he
wondered if Norist had i ndeed pl anned and organi zed the assault. "Lytol's
truly all right?" he asked in a | ow voice, glancing back toward the front
ent rance.

"He's got a terrible bunp,” Jancis said, "and the heal er says he cracked a
rib, falling on the edge of the desk, but his pride's nmore injured than his
skulI. You shoul d have heard hi mconpl aining that Ker and M skin were too sl ow
on their feet to be of any assistance."

"Agai nst eight nen arned with axes and bars?" Robinton said, appalled at
t he possi bl e harm such inplenents could have done to his friend, nuch less to
Aivas. He found hinself swaying a bit on his feet.

| mredi ately Piermur grabbed him roaring at Jaxomto take the other side and
ordering Jancis to get the healer and some wine, and they hel ped himinto the
nearest room and into a chair. Protestingly, he flailed at their hands, but
even to his own ears his voice held a quaver of weakness that appalled him

"It's time to bespeak Lessa and F' lar," Jaxomsaid, "and | don't bl oody
care what excuse they give Larad. Ruth!"

As Robinton lifted a hand to object, Jaxoms expression told himthat he
had al ready given Ruth the nmessage to forward. Jancis arrived with a huge nug
of wi ne, which Robinton sipped gratefully while the healer fussed at him

"The Masterharper has taken no harmy his vital signs are restored to
acceptable levels," Aivas said. "Do not distress yourself, Master Robinton
for there has been no | asting harm done to humans and none to this facility."

"That is not the point, Aivas," Jaxomsaid, whirling around. "No harm
shoul d have been consi dered, much less attenpted."”

"The wi nds of change create a climate of resistance. That is to be
expect ed. "

"By you?" Jaxom asked, irritated by Aivas's inperturbability. Wy hadn't
they realized how ideal this day was to dissidents |ike Norist, who would have
known that Robinton and D ram woul d attend the honors done Sallah Tel gar, that
anyone who could grab a ride a-dragonback woul d be gone from Landi ng?

"And me. Ease up, lad," Lytol said, entering the roomjust then. "I figured
an attenpt might be nmade. That's why | nade Ker and M skin stay back. But |
didn't think there'd be so many of 'em Rushed us, and wed no chance." He
| ooked keenly at Robinton. "Humpf. You |l ook rmuch the way | feel, Robinton." He
| owered hinself carefully into the nearest chair. "Master Esselin was with ne



at the tinme, but he fainted when that gang barged in. | hadn't thought to arm
the students. They were nearby, and fifteen of 'em should have been sufficient
deterrent.”

Just then two of Esselin's young apprentice archivists cane runni ng down
the corridor, shouting for Pienur.

"Quietly!" Piermur bellowed, then grimaced in apol ogy.

"Harper, we found their runners, tied up in a copse just off the old sea
road," the older lad reported. "Silfar and | rode a pair back after we'd noved
"em fromwhere they was in case soneone escaped. Trestan and Rona stayed 'cos
Rona has a fire-lizard." H s eyes were big in his flushed young face, and he
was panting fromexcitement, as well as exertion. The eyes of the bronze
fire-lizard clinging to his shoulder were whirling in violent patterns of red
and or ange.

"Wel| done, Deegan," Piemur said. "Have you wi nded your runners?"

"No, sir, Harper." Deegan's expression becanme indignant at the thought of
injuring a valuable beast. "They're sweet novers. Cost a pouch or two for that
sort of runner, sir."

"Send your bronze to reassure Rona and go back and bring in the others. W
m ght find sonething interesting in their gear."

"Al'l they had in their saddl e packs was food, sir," Deegan added
apol ogetically. "I |ooked, 'cos | thought there m ght be some clues."

Agai n Pi emur nodded approval. "Of you go, then." He turned grimy to the
others. "There're nore in on this than Norist and his cranks. How d expensive
runners get south? Who put up the marks to buy eight and send 'em here?"

"Meani ng a di ssident Masterfisher is also involved?" Jaxom asked.

"That's the one craft that has not benefited very nuch fromAivas's stored
i nformation," Piemur said, frowning.

Robi nton shook his head, but it was Lytol who spoke. "Not at all, Pienur.
Mast er | darol an was exceedingly grateful to Aivas for the detailed charts of
depths and currents that Captain Tillek conpiled. The overviews from space are
truly astounding." Lytol paused in respectful awe, then shrugged. "OF course,
there have been alterations in coastlines since then, but the accuracy of the
charts nakes it all that much easier to update them Every master has been
gi ven copi es, and specific area charts are being supplied to every fisherman.
What Master |darolan approves is accepted by every master of his craft.”

"True enough," Pienur replied, but added in a sardonic tone, "though |I can
thi nk of one or two extrenely conservative and hi debound Masterfishers,
wi t hout nami ng any nanmes, who night synpathize with Norist's discontent. Look
at how nmany people nmade it to Southern who weren't supposed to."

"A full purse can close many a nouth," Lytol added cynically.

"Let us not nmake rash assunptions," Robinton said.

"Lessa says it's inpossible for either herself or Flar to cone,” Jaxom
reported at that point. "But F nor can. The Weyrleaders're both livid and want
to know how such an attack coul d occur."

One of the assault group stirred, noaning.

"We'll find out!" Jaxom and Pi enur said sinultaneously, and exchanged
grimy determ ned gl ances.

"M ght | suggest we tie these fellows up before they regain their wits?"
Robi nt on asked, eyeing the sizes and conparing themto the slighter frames of
t he student guards.

"Yes, and we've just the thing to hand." Piemur reached for a coil of thick
flex, a savage grin on his face. "C non, you lot," he said, turning to the
students, "let's truss these sharding dimwits up properly."

Once restraints were in place, each man's cl ot hing was searched, but the
exercise proved fruitless. AOd scars, thick ears, and broken noses suggested
that five of the eight had fought often. Only the one bore marks of the
glass-smth craft, but the remaining two were equally rough livers.

"Swacky m ght know sonme of 'em" Pienmur suggested. "He's been sergeant at
arnms i n enough Hol ds over the Turns to know a |lot of the regulars.”

"They'd hardly pick nen wed recogni ze, now woul d they?" Robinton said. "But



i f Swacky could identify any one of them that mght give us a direction for
inquiry. Aivas, howlong will they renmain unconsci ous?"

Aivas said that the period was variable. "The duller the subject, the nore
sonic barrage is required. As you see, they survived to the very threshold."

"I don't like that at all," Robinton said expl osively.

"However, they would not have passed the threshold,"” Aivas assured him

Robi nt on shuddered and drank down the rest of his wine. "Let's get them out
of the hall. Surely we have some secure building to hold themin. It's
al nost - al nost obscene | eaving themsprawled in the hallway like this."

"Assi stance just arrived," Jaxom said.

They heard the bugling challenge of many dragons-F nor, T gellan, Mrrim
and nearly a full wing of Eastern Weyr riders.

"From now on there will be full dragon surveillance for Aivas," F nor said
when he had heard Lytol's concise report.

"Eastern insists on the honor," T gellan said.

"I just wish it hadn't conme to this,"” Robinton said, shaking his head
wearily.

"My dear friend," Lytol said, placing a consoling hand on the Harper's
shoul der, "it was bound to happen. You should have taken time to read the
histories as | did. You would then have been better prepared for the cultura
upheaval which is occurring in every Hold, Hall, and Weyr."

"I had hoped that Aivas would insure a bright future for us all..."
Robi nt on began, raising his arns in an expansive gesture before letting them
fall linply to his knees.

"That's because you're the eternal optimst,"” Lytol said with a sad snile

"That's no bad way to be," Piermur said firnmly, shooting Lytol a quelling
glare. It pained the young journeyman to see his master so depressed and
listless. The warder shrugged and turned away to hide his cynicism

T gellan di spatched a rider to bring Swacky from Paradi se River Hold in the
hope that he might recognize one of the intruders. Jayge, reckoning that he,
too, mght be of some help since he had seen so nmuch of the Eastern Hol ds
during his trading days, arrived with Swacky.

"Yeah, | recognize this pair," Swacky said, reaching out to turn one
lolling head fromside to side. "Bitrans, if |I remenber rightly. Bitrans'l| do
anything if you give 'em enough marks."

"Any nane cone to m nd, Swacky?" F nor asked, frowning.

Swacky gave a shrug of his thick shoulders. "No. Bitrans aren't friendly,
and | don't think you're going to get nmuch out of this lot. They're too
stubborn to give in and too stupid to give up. They do stay bought,"” he added
wi th grudgi ng respect.

Jayge, kneeling by another man, shook his head. "I know him | don't know
where | know himfrom 1'Il tell you one thing, though-he's worked fishnets.
Look at these three-corner tears on his fingers and palnms. That's net damage."

Robi nton heaved a | ong sigh, and Lytol |ooked grimrer than ever.

VWen the first of themfinally regained consciousness |ate that evening, he
stared around with bleak panic in his face; it soon becanme obvi ous that he had
lost his hearing. To witten questions he nerely shook his head. Consultations
bet ween Aivas and the heal er about a return of hearing produced no hel pful
results.

"As a consequence to the extrenme deterrent required to prevent their entry,
regrettably permanent danage may have been inflicted,"” Aivas said.

VWen the vandal s' animals were brought in, none of the gear identified its
source. The saddl es were new but bore no | eatherman's stanp; the runners were
not ear-notched or branded and betrayed t he nervousness of very green animals.

"Probably stolen from Keroon or Tel gar herds before spring culls" was the
opi nion of Masterherder Briaret, who cane the next day to assist in the
i nquiry. "Woever chose them knew his runners and picked those that don't show
any particular characteristics fromsire or dam They was rough broke," he
added, | ooking into the mouth of one and pointing out biting scars, "never
been shod, and cane by sea." He indicated the marks on hips, runps, and



shoul ders that had been caused by rubbi ng agai nst the sides of the narrow
stalls used to transport animals by ship. "Don't think we'll find out where
they was stolen from but 1'll put the word out to ny Halls."

The tack, he said, was all apprentice-made, pointing out the flaws that
woul d have nade them unsal abl e at any reputabl e Tannerhal I .

"These coul d have been picked up fromvarious Halls over the course of a
Turn or two, from'prentices needing Gathermarks. |1'd say that whoever planned
this has planned long and well," the Masterherder stated.

The sturdy but worn clothing was of a style and fabric available all across
the continent, and the canpi ng equi pnent had seen consi derabl e use.

"Coul d' ve staked out here for a spell, just waiting for a good
opportunity,” Briaret guessed. "Like the cerenbny at Telgar."

In one saddl ebag the searchers found a snmall collapsible tel escope of the
sort used by fishermen, but it bore no other mark than the usual Telgar Smith
stanp on the nmetal rimof the eyepiece.

VWhen Master |darolan was asked his opinion, he was outraged that any of his
Craft could have been involved. He promised to investigate, admitting that
there were some who were, unfortunately, no credit to their calling and were
not above naking a cl andestine voyage for a full purse of marks after a bad
season. He woul d nane no one as yet, but he knew whomto watch, he assured
everyone.

Swacky vol unteered to stay at Landing as warder of the invaders, hoping
that he m ght yet get one of themto confide in him

Jayge lingered, too, finally admtting to Piemur and Jancis that he would
very much like an interviewwith Aivas, if that was at all possible.

"No problem Jayge," Piemur reassured him He grinned broadly. "Beginning
to think all this new technol ogy has sone use?"

Jayge gave a wy chuckle. "I need to know if Readis and Aleni are both
losing their wits. They swear they've had nore conversations with
shi pfi sh-dol phins. The dol phins say they came with the original settlers.”
Jayge set his jaw as if waiting for derision

"Dol phins did come with the settlers, Jayge," Piemur reassured him Jancis
nodded, as well. Then the young harper's expression turned rueful. "W've been
so busy with space that we really still haven't caught up on other inportant
details. Croon. Everyone else's busy with the intruders right now, so Aivas is
free. "

"The dol phins are indeed capable of comunicating with humans,"” Aivas told
Jayge when he asked. "Mentasynth enhancenment is genetically transmtted, so
that the ability would have survived through any number of generations. They
were the nmost successful of the nentasynth experinents. It is good to know
that the species has survived. Are they numerous? It would appear fromthe
guestion, Hol der Jayge, that contact has not been naintained. |Is that so?"

"No, it has not," Jayge admitted apol ogetically. "Though ny wife and
nmysel f, as well as my son and Masterfishernman Alenmi, owe our lives to them™

"The speci es has al ways been consi derate of humanki nd.

"And they do speak a | anguage we humans coul d | earn?"

"Since humans taught themthe | anguage, yes. But it would be the |anguage
of your ancestors, not that which is in current usage. This facility was able
to make linguistic adjustnents that would not be avail able to the dol phins,
despite their great intelligence."

"The shipfish have great intelligence?" Piemur asked in surprise.

"They possess an intelligence nmeasurably equal to, if not surpassing, nost
hurman intellects.”

"I find that hard to believe," Piemur nuttered.

"Believe it," Aivas replied. "Holder Jayge, if you are interested in
reviving the communi cations link with dol phins, this facility would be glad to
assi st you."

Jayge grinmaced. "It's not me, Aivas. | was just here and wanted to know.
It's ny son, Readis, and our Masterfisherman Al em, who thought the dol phins
wer e speaking."



"The resunption of that link could be of great value to fishernmen and al
who use the seaways. Time can be allotted to that study."

“I"1l tell Alemi. He'll be delighted to hear it."

"Your son?"

"Ch, Readis is a child."”

"A child has fewer inhibitions in |earning new | anguages, Hol der Jayge."

Jayge's eyes bulged in surprise. "But he's only fivel™

"A nost receptive age. This facility would take great pleasure in
i nstructing young Readis."

"I"d really thought you all were enbellishing your accounts of that Aivas
of yours," Jayge said in a low voice to the grinning pair who escorted hi mout
of the room "but you were harpertrue this tine."

"Ai vas doesn't need enbel lishnments,"” Piemur assured himsmugly.

"You will bring Readis, won't you?" Jancis asked. "Tell Ara that |'d take
very good care of himwhile he's here." She giggled. "I think it's the best
thing I've heard yet. Shipfish are smarter than us humans!™”

"I think we better keep quiet on that score,"” Piemur said, his expression
sol emm. "We've got enough trouble as it is. That opinion'd really start a
snake hunt. Even with fol ks who've got a | ot of common sense.”

"I think it's marvel ous,"” Jancis repeated, grinning in broad malice. "It's
perfect. Alem'll be over the nobons."

Jayge | ooked chagrined. "Ara'll beat himthere. She swore blind that the
dol phins talked to her when they saved us from drowni ng."

"Then bring Ara, too," Pienmur suggested. "There ought to be nore than just
two to |l earn dol phin tal k. Say, you know it night be smart to teach nore kids
than just Readis. Not neaning to detract fromhim Jayge, but if, say, we put
it about that Aivas was teaching mainly kids, no adults would get suspi cious.
Because |'m serious, people. | don't think we ought to spread this
intelligence thing about."

"I agree," Jancis said.

Jayge shrugged. "I'll accept that judgnent. And I'Il bring Readis, Al em,
and whoever el se he thinks we should include. Talking to shipfish! Ww That's
a real stunner." And he shook his head slowy as his friends escorted hi m back
to where V' line and bronze Carmath waited to convey hi mback to Paradi se
Ri ver Hol d.

The day before the Lord Hol ders Conference, the Benden Wydeaders held a
short neeting at Cove Hold to decide whether to bring up the matter of the
attenpt to disable Aivas.

By then all eight nen had recovered fromthe sonic coma: two would never be
of use to anyone; none had recovered their hearing. Three wote nessages
asking for relief from unbearable head pains, which finally abated after
consi derabl e dosing with fellis juice. Since none of themwere willing to
di vul ge any informati on about those who had hired themto attack Aivas, his
guardi ans had no recourse but to have themall transported to the m nes of
Cromto work underground with other incorrigibles.

"Why do we have to bring the subject up at all? Let's just let runor work
for us," Master Robinton suggested with a devious smile. "Let themask us for
expl anations. That is, if any are required."

"Seeing it nmy way for a change?" Lytol asked sardonically.

"The runors are alive and exploding with inventiveness," Jaxom said,
nni ng at Pienur.

"I"'mnot sure that's altogether the wi sest course," Lessa said, scowing.
"Who has ever controlled runor?" Robinton denmanded.

"You!" Lessa retorted pronptly, her scow disappearing into a wide smle
for the person who had so often deliberately spread runors.

"Not really,"” Robinton replied smugly. "Not after |I sent off the origina
version."

"Well, then, what's being bruited about right now?" F'lar asked.

"That Aivas perceives the notives of anyone approachi ng hi m and has
wi t hered the unworthy," Pienur answered eagerly, ticking off the variations of

gr



his fingers. "That he horribly mained sone i nnocent petitioners who had the
audacity to approach himearly one norning because they overheard himplotting
with Lord Jaxom" Jaxom had apparently heard that variation and only snorted.
"That we installed a squadron of Gather chanpions to defend the place and
they' Il beat up anyone they didn't like the ook of; that there is a full w ng
of dragons constantly on guard and that they are somehow under Aivas's
conplete control; that fire-lizards are afraid of their lives to come near
Landi ng anynore; that the Aivas has deadly and powerful weapons that can

paral yze anyone not totally committed to his intentions for Pern's future.

That Ai vas has control of all Wyrleaders and Lord Hol ders-" Piermur had to
wait until the indignation of the attendi ng Weydeaders subsi ded. "-and was
going to take over the running of the planet, and that all too soon the three
Dawn Sisters were going to conme crashing down on Pern, causing irreparable
damage to any Hold or Hall that won't support Aivas. And if the Dawn Sisters

| ose their position in the sky, all the other stars will go out of control, so
that's how Aivas will prevent any further Threadfall, because Pern will be
totally destroyed and not even Thread will find it hospitable.” Piermur took a
deep breath and, his eyes glinting with amusenent, asked, "Heard enough?"

"Al'l | care to, certainly," Lessa said with considerable asperity.

"Absol ute twaddl e!"

"I's anyone taking any of it seriously?" F lar asked, |eaning forward.

Lytol sucked in his breath. "Some of that foolishness would account for the
extreme tenseness of that delegation from Nerat, that group who applied for
advice on how to counteract a blight. Masterfarner Losacot had to chivvy them
to enter the room | nentioned the fact in nmy day report."”

"Did Aivas notice their reluctance?" Lessa asked.

"I certainly wouldn't ask Aivas a question like that. Totally irrelevant,"
Lytol said, sonewhat surprised and indignant. He gave Lessa a sharp | ook. "The
i mportant point is that they apparently received a positive answer, for they
were discussing the ways to inplenent his advice when they left. Master
Losacot stopped to thank me for slotting themin so pronptly. | thought the
matter quite urgent.”

"I still maintain that the nore people who encounter Aivas," Robinton said,
"the nmore support any plan of his will receive."
"Not always," Lytol disagreed in a | ow voice.

Then he smiled at the Harper. "But you and | have agreed to differ on that
score, haven't we?"

"W have," the Harper replied affably, but there was a sad shadow in his
eyes as he gazed on the ol d warder

"So, what attitude do we take at the Conference tonorrow?" Lessa demanded.

"Presum ng, of course, the Weyrleaders will be allowed into the neeting."

"Ch, you will be," Jaxom said. "Larad, G oghe, Asgenar, Toronas, and
Deckter wouldn't permit exclusion of Benden and Hi gh Reaches Wyrl eaders!" He
grinned. "I think we ought to wait until they bring up the subject."

"Tonmorrow s a sol emn occasion, Jaxom" Lytol said, favoring his former
charge with a stern | ook.

"Not all of it, and | really can keep countenance when | need to, old
friend." Jaxom grinned engagingly at Lytol and ignored Pienmur's snort. "Since
so many of us should be in attendance, T gellan and K van have doubl ed the
dragon guard here."

"Drams in charge," Robinton added. "lInsisted, since both Lytol and mnysel f
ought to attend the Conference." "As if you'd miss it," Lessa replied, her
eyebrows raised. "This one |least of all," Robinton renmarked affably.

9

IN THE SPRING of the year, Tillek Hold was at its nost attractive, for the
vivid blue skies seenmed to brighten the Hold's granite cliffs and the sun
often. glinted off surfaces that were nonmentarily silver-gilt. Fromits
position on the heights, the uppernost |evel of the Hold provided north and



south views; on clear days, as today, one could see across the pronontory to
the southern coastline where the terrain fell away fromthe Hold hei ght. Today
banners flew fromevery w ndow, brilliant panels in audaci ous colors bright
agai nst the gray stone.

Bel ow the Hol d, the natural deep harbor and the smaller holds and cots on
the terraces that made up the large Tillek settlenent were al so decorated with
banners, streamers, and even garlands of the various yellow bl oons of spring.
Ranrel's recent |abors to inprove docking facilities were being put to the
test. Many people had elected to sail up the western coast to attend the
Conference and the festivities following the confirmati on of a new Lord
Hol der. But so spacious was the anchorage that not even the mass of craft,
small and large, strained its capacity.

To Jaxom s surprise, Ruth cane out of between over the harbor waters,
giving himand Sharra an excellent view of the activity below them It would
appear that every small craft that could be paddl ed or rowed had been drafted
to do lighter duty between the visitors' ships and the new wharf. There was
even a line of crafts bobbing at each landing stair waiting to discharge
passengers, gay in their festival attire.

Then Jaxom appreci ated why Ruth had el ected to bring them out over the
water, for the congestion of dragons above the Hold itself would have taxed
even the white dragon's vaunted ability to avoid collision

"W really should have brought Jarrol and Shawan to this, Jax," Sharra
yelled in his ear. "They woul d have adored all the col or and excitenent."

Jaxom shrugged; actually he was gl ad that Sharra had been di ssuaded from
that notion. The day was going to be full enough wi thout his having to worry
about the antics of two active and inventive little boys. And he wanted Sharra
at his side wi thout an incunbrance.

"There'll be other investitures, |ove, when they're old enough to
appreciate it nore," he shouted over his shoul der

Rut h descended, noving with nore decorumthan usual in order to prevent
Sharra's heavy formal skirts frombill ow ng out.

"The unexpected perils of dragonriding," Sharra muttered, gathering the
fabric in as nmuch as she could while Ruth circled slowy to find a place to
land in the crowded forecourt. Then, continuing the conversation that they had
broken off to go between, she added, "Am| really to go up to the Yokohana
with you the day after tonorrow?"

"Yes, indeed." Jaxom was pleased by the excitement in her voice. "Aivas
says we've got to have the oxygen recycling to spend our tinme aboard
efficiently, even in the few areas we'll be using. Putting breathable
at nosphere in the cargo bay and the engine roomis going to take a | ot of
oxygen, and we can't keep lugging tanks up and down. You and Mrrimw Il do
just fine setting it up. You know the prograns, and the instructions for
starting the algae by heart. | heard you nuttering the steps in your sleep."
He grinned back at her, thrilled that he woul d have a chance to share with her
the incredi bl e experience of viewi ng Pern from space and happy for her to have
a part in the project that absorbed him al nost, he adnmitted with private
candor, to the exclusion of everything else. "Besides, Aivas says the whole
programis fool proof but we need the conputer-controlled porous-technol ogy
CO2/ 2 to supply sufficient oxygen. The systemjust wants starting and then

regul ar checks. Once you and Mrrimunderstand the system you'll teach other
green riders. And with Path and Mrrim and you and Ruth, there'll be proper
control on the system Meanwhile, the greens'|| be hauling oxygen in tanks to

tide us over until the systemis fully operational again."
"Ruth woul d take anyone you asked himto," she rem nded him She wanted
nore than anything to be the one to join her nmate on the Yokohama, but she was

al so very much aware that the mssion could be dangerous. After all, she had
two children to think of now, not just herself.
But | like taking you better, Sharra, Ruth put in. Maynooth says it's ny

turn in the forecourt, but you're to dismount as quickly as you can, he added.
Maynooth's rider is terrified of having a collision while he's on duty. Ruth



added a contenptuous snort for that possibility.

Jaxom hel ped Sharra unclip the riding straps and di snount, careful to keep
the full skirts of her brand-new gown from becom ng entangl ed in the harness
or getting excessively runpled. The col or was an amazi ngly vibrant blend of
green and blue, and the fabric was cut to a pattern that had been found by
Mast erweaver Zurg in Aivas's files. Jaxom stunned anew by her subtle beauty,
was torn between pride in his beloved and anxiety that others m ght nonopolize
her when the dancing began. Wth a smle, he hel ped her shrug out of the
equally fetching jacket, its leather dyed a slightly darker shade than her
dress, its fur lining too warmto wear in Tillek's sun. Then he offered his
lady his arm leaving Ruth free to find hinself a spot on the sun-warned
hei ghts, and the tall, handsone couple made their way across the crowded
forecourt to the Hold entrance, smling and nodding at friends and
acquai nt ances.

Sharra chuckl ed softly. "I see that everyone who could afford it has been
spilling marks into the Wavercraft coffers.”

"I thought Master Zurg | ooked excessively smug when we passed him"

"He shoul d be. Everyone, including that wetched dandy Bl esserel, is
wearing new clothes, either tailored by or nade fromfabrics bought from good
Master Zurg. Except you." Sharra said that with a sniff of disapproval. "It

woul dn't have taken much tine to have a new outfit for today."

".Why? |I'mnot exactly threadbare or colorless,” Jaxomreplied. He was fond
of the deep brown and russet he wore; he thought those colors went well wth
Sharra's azure. "And these clothes aren't all that old. They were new for our
| ast Gat her day."

Sharra sniffed again. "Half a Turn ago. You don't care what you wear so
long as it's confortable. Just |look at the variety of style and hue others are
wearing. "

Jaxom cl osed his right hand over hers on his armand gave it a squeeze.
"You | ook grand enough for both of us."

Sharra gave hima droll sideways glance. "If you'd ever taken the time to
be fitted for what | wanted you to wear, we'd outshine everyone else, |ove."
She gave a resigned sigh. "As it is, it's just too bad the Craftmasters can't
vote on the succession.”

"They shoul d, you know," Jaxomreplied. "They're as vital to the snooth
managenment of Pern as any Lord Hol der."

"Sshhh," Sharra said, though her eyes twi nkled at his heresy. "You upset
sufficient Lord Hol ders without suggesting that innovation."

"It'"1l come! It'll come,"” Jaxom said. "Once the conservative el ement anong
the Hol ders are replaced.”

"What if Ranrel doesn't make it? Brand did say that there would be protest
over his use of the 'Abom nation's' materials."”

Jaxom snorted. "Wth bl oody near everyone el se wearing then? Besides,
Ranrel's the only one of Oterel's issue who's ever worked. And he's inproved
the Hold's facilities. That has to count heavily in his favor."

"Yes, but he's also a journeyman, which men |ike Nessel and Cornan take as
an admi ssion that he hinself knows he's not Hol der material."

"And Bl esserel and Terentel, with their soft hands and steep debts, are? A
journeyman's knot in the Fisherman's Craft at |east says a man has skill,
strength, and endurance. And he's had nore of nmanagi ng nen than either of that
usel ess pair," Jaxom sai d.

"Brand nentioned that Bl esserel's been actively striving to get support
from Corman of Keroon, Sangel, and Beganon and even went to see Toric."

"Well, if he's pronmised to help Toric with Denol's island rebels, he'll be
wor ki ng agai nst hinmsel f," Jaxom said scornfully.
"I don't know about that, Jax, | really don't," Sharra said, frowning

slightly. "My brother's devious, as well as plain contrary at times." Then she
snmi |l ed as she saw Toronas and his wife heading in their direction

"Four votes wouldn't be enough anyway," Jaxom rmurrmured with a reassurance
he didn't really believe before the young Benden Hol ders joi ned t hem



Robi nton had wanted to arrive early at Tillek, to have a stroll around and
get the feel of the assenbl age. Sonehow or other, Lytol had nanaged to del ay
their departure so that T gellan deposited themonly just before the actua
Conference was due to start. Lytol secured him an oversized gobl et of Benden
white and insisted that he be seated on one of the few wall benches on the
forecourt "for an overall view " Ganted he had that, but he would have
preferred to mingle with the crowd and sense the general nopod.

"You're fussing over ne, Lytol!" Robinton said querul ously.

"You'll have enough excitenent..."

"There are people | wish to speak with down there!"

"You can't alter the outcone of today's proceedings a half hour before they
start, Robinton," Lytol replied.

"But you can!" Robinton knew that he was being testy with his old friend,
and j eal ous.

"I will do as common sense dictates, Harper, and when that will be npst
effective." Lytol caught sight of Blesserel, Oerel's firstborn son, clad in
uncharacteristically sober dark colors in a conservatively cut outfit. "As if
that garb is going to counteract his years as a gaudy guy!" Lytol mnuttered
cont enpt uousl y.

"l don't see Ranel,’

Robi nt on conpl ai ned.

"To your left, on the third riser, speaking to Sigomal," Lytol said,
poi nti ng.
"Well, good for him He's not afraid to parade his acconplishnents,"

Robi nton said after a nonent's regard. The youngest of Oterel's eligible sons
had dressed in Fishcraft colors and wore his journeyman's knot fastened to his
Tillek rank cord. "Ista and H gh Reaches will appreciate the conplinent. And
Master |darolan.”

"For all the good it does."

"Now, if only Craftnmasters were allowed in on the voting..." Robinton said,
half to tease Lytol and half in wi shful thinking. Lytol nerely grunted, a
surprising reaction since, in previous tines, he had been dead set agai nst
such an innovation. Was Jaxom havi ng sone effect on his former guardian after
al | ? Robi nt on wonder ed.

"I darol an's a sound man and manages to keep nost of a very wayward lot in
line-nost of the time," Lytol said. "But inlanders would not be swayed by his
opi ni ons. "

"Sangel of Boll is scarcely an inlander," Robinton protested.

"That doesn't mean he thinks with his wits," Lytol replied. "And it's the
undeci ded Hol ders that nmust be swayed one way or another: Sigomal, Nessel, and
Deckter."

"Deckter will appreciate Ranrel's harbor reconstruction. He's got a
merchant's mnd on such matters. Blesserel and Terentel have done nothing to
i mprove Tillek Hold."

"Sigomal will side with Blesserel, if only to recoup the boy's ganbling
| osses. You know the way Bitra always turns: narkward."

The Hol d bugl er appeared at the massive entrance and bl ew the ten-m nute
war ni ng. The babble of the crowd briefly abated, then increased with
excitement as the fifteen Lord Hol ders began to make their way toward the
steps. Lytol watched for Jaxom Sharra on his arm to energe fromthe throng
and unobtrusively beckoned himover. Jaxoms face it with a big snile as he
saw t he Harper beside his fornmer warder.

"My dear Lady Hol der, you outshine the day," Robinton said, rising to take
Sharra's hand warmy in his. "Has everyone here made Zurg nmarkedly richer
t oday?"

Sharra | aughed at his outrageous conplinent. Though she was a tall girl,
she had to stand on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. "Even Master Norist,"
she whispered in his ear, giggling as she indicated with a nod of her head
where the d assmaster could be seen in the crowd, resplendent in red and
yellow. "Did anyone have the nerve to tell himhow nuch Zurg's Craft has been
enhanced by the ' Abomi nation's' data?"



Robi nton let out a bellow of |aughter, beginning to let go of his annoyance
with Lytol

Sharra took an admiring pinch of his gracefully belled deep blue sleeve. "I
see you endured the fittings and pinnings, too."

"I was excused them" Robinton said loftily. "Master Zurg has had ny
nmeasurenents all these years and presented nme these glad rags as a token of
his Hall's appreciation for time well spent with Aivas."

Sharra affected a shocked expression. "And here | thought you were Pern's
nost honest man."

"Not even Lytol is." Robinton gestured at the former Ruathan Warder's back
for Lytol was just entering Tillek's Great Hall with Jaxom "But then Lytol
as a former weaver, has always been particular in nmatters of dress.™

"I wish he'd managed to install that particularity in Jaxom" Sharra
sniffed. "1'd chosen such a beautiful fabric, one of the new brocades in
mar vel ous dark bl ue-green, and he never nanaged a single fitting."

"I fear he fit in other things," Robinton replied, unable to forgo the
wor dpl ay.

"Ch, you!" Sharra rolled her eyes dramatically, |aughing.

A singularly lovely ripple of laughter, Robinton thought, grinning back at
her. Zair, perched on the Harper's shoul der, chirped agreenent.

Just then the Tillek steward pulled shut the great Hold doors with a
finality that echoed across the forecourt. The Harper and Sharra were cl ose
enough to hear the clang as the | ock was spun shut. Conversation was
monentarily stilled, and the kitchen doors opened. Drudges streaned out,
carrying trays of klah, chilled fruit juices, and finger foods to ease the
tedi um of awaiting the decision

The clang signaled the Lord Holders within the Great Hall to take their
pl aces at the round table. Before them their places were set with fine
gl assware and small pitchers of klah, w ne beakers, and bow s of succul ent
fruits.

The ni ght before, Jaxom had been present at a special mneeting-the subject
of whi ch had been hinself-that included the Benden Weyrl eaders, Lytol, Master
Robi nton, D ram and Sebell. He was the youngest Lord Hol der, and while he was
as capabl e as any of the nuch ol der nen, perhaps nore so than some, nany had
not yet forgiven his age.

"Especially," Sebell continued, holding Jaxom s eyes with an apol ogetic
gl ance, "as you're working so closely with Aivas."

"That figures," Jaxomsaid with deep contenpt. "And just how many of the
oldsters refer to Aivas as the Abonination?"

Ginning at the epithet, Sebell w nked at him "The ones you'd expect:

Cor man, Sangel, Nessel, Sigonal, Beganon."

"Five, huh?" Jaxomreplied. "That neans no clear mandate for Ranrel, and
"Il be stuck all day in Council."

"Wth little to say," Lytol added grimy

Jaxom threw up his hands and, junmping fromhis chair, began to pace the
room "And how nmuch longer do | have to play the idiot before my opinions"-he
jabbed a thunmb into his chest-"bear any wei ght?"

"I't's what you don't say that will bear weight on this occasion," Lyto
replied crisply.
"Lytol!" Robinton said warningly, raising an eyebrow at the ol d Warder

"Hi s actions speak | ouder than words."

"Even if they do get nme deeper into trouble with those hi debound relics,"
Jaxom said bitterly. "All right, all right." He spread his hands to pacify the
ot hers before he received another lecture. "I appreciate the circunstances.
["lI'l content nyself with voting as | see fit. I'll be polite when they cast
aspersions on Aivas and all we're doing, but by the first Egg, | know nore
about Hol d precedents and procedures than they've forgotten."

Al t hough he had not mentioned that neeting to Sharra, it still rankl ed-al
t he nore because the climate agai nst Aivas, and hinmself, was so changeabl e.

Wth suitable dignified reserve, Jaxom seated hinsel f between Lord G oghe



of Fort and Asgenar of Lenpbs. He was not of a tenperament to hold a grudge or
keep a sulk, so he was anused that the known pro-Ranrel group had ranged

t hensel ves together in one quadrant of the table. Predictably, the supporters
of Blesserel and Terentel had al so seated thensel ves in bl ocks, though he
wasn't sure how many supported which ol der son

He nodded pl easantly to those opposite himSangel of Boll, Nessel of Crom
Laudey of lgen, Sigomal of Bitra, and Warbret of Ista, the ones reputed to
favor Bl esserel, the eldest son of terel. Beganon of Nerat, Corman of Keroon
and, surprisingly, Toric of Southern were said to prefer Terentel. Toric was
probably bei ng perverse, since he didn't know any of Qterel's sons well enough
to have made an educated choice. It was enough for Toric that his sister's
husband, al ong with Benden, Nerat, Telgar, and Lenps, was for Ranrel

Jaxom t ook a deep breath, determ ned to be on his best behavior no matter
how sorely he was tenpted to "explain" matters to some of the old idiots. He
pi cked up the klah pitcher, glancing courteously at G-oghe with an offer to
pour, which Goghe declined with a brief shake of his head. The portly Lord
Hol der was pulling at his pursed |ips as he | ooked about the table, though his
gl ance, Jaxom noticed, seened again and again to veer back to Toric.

Skin bronzed and hair bl eached al nost bl ond by the -Southern sun, Toric was
quite a contrast to the older lords on either side of him By conparison
Sangel | ooked nore w zened than ever, and Nessel downright desiccated. On
Nessel 's ot her side, Laudey of lgen, his face as tanned as Toric's, |ooked the
heal t hi est of the ol der group

"D you think Toric'll support Ranrel ?" G oghe asked, shielding his nmouth as
he bent toward Jaxom

Jaxom gave a slight shake of his head and replied with equal discretion
"Toric's been in a perverse state of mind ever since Denol went to the Big
I sland two Turns back. Then, too, Ranrel used Ham an's material, and Toric's
annoyed with his brother and furious with the dragonriders for not assisting
himin ousting Denol fromthe Big Island. So, since |'ve made no bones about
preferring Ranrel and |I'm a dragonrider, Toric is nmaking his protest public."

Groghe gave a snort. "He's making too nmuch of this Denol affair."

"You tell him then, Lord Groghe. As | understand the tradition of Hol ding,
he doesn't lose the island no matter who's inproving it-it remains
i ncontrovertibly his as part of his Hold grant. No one can usurp his title to
it. Especially not soneone |ike Denol."

Groghe swi vel ed around in his chair to gaze with some astoni shnent at
Jaxom "Are you sure of that? | mean, about the Hol di ng? That no one can
supersede his clai n?"

"OfF course | am" Jaxomgrinned slyly. "That sort of irrevocable grant is
mentioned in the settlers' Charter. And, remarkably enough, Pern stil
operates, and enforces, the rules and restrictions of that Charter, even if
hal f the world doesn't know it. So, once given, a grant can't be rescinded. It
can't even be ceded out of the Bloodline of the original grantee. \Wen the
| ast of the Bloodline dies, challenge decides the new Hol der."

Groghe smiled grimMy at that rem nder of how F |l ar and Fax had dueled to
make Jaxom the heir to Ruatha Hol d.

"Toric was awarded those specific Southern |l ands in conmpensation for
Hol di ng during the A dtiners' incunbency of Southern Wyr," Jaxom went on. "If
you'll remenber, the Big Island is within the borders of that grant. No act of
Denol's can alter Toric's title to the Island.”

"Even if Toric's not put his own hol ders there?"

Jaxom gri nned. "When Denol first came South, he agreed to hold for Toric.
He can't disavow that. |I'm sure he thought that because others have been
granted the right to hold in their own nanes, he could sinply cross the water
and claimthe Big Island. It doesn't work that way." Jaxom was rather pleased
to note the respect in Goghe's eyes as he explained the ram fications. He had
al ways been | ucky to have the Fort Hol der's good opinion, but he felt that he
had rei nforced that today. He val ued G oghe's approval over that of any of the
others, so this conversation was doing nuch to restore his pride. "Mantine,



Denol 's been inproving the place with every cot and shed he's built, every
crop he's planted. In fact," Jaxomsaid with a slightly wicked grin, "if Toric
gave ldarolan the word, Denol's marketabl e goods could be collected and sold
north, and the profit credited to Toric!"

"Well, that would solve that problem surely.”

"Yes, but Toric's not listening, and certainly not readi ng any nessages
from Landi ng," Jaxom said ruefully.

"Hmm yes." G oghe pensively fingered his full lower lip. "Well, he'l
listen to ne, by the first Egg! Best thing about getting old is that you've
got the authority to make people listen to you." He nodded sharply,
enphasi zi ng his remark.

Jaxom did not grin, nor did he add that getting older did not always give a
person sonmething worth |listening to. But Groghe was nore open-m nded than somne
of his contenporaries, for which Jaxom was thankf ul

"Heard you went upstairs again yesterday," G oghe comented, changing the
subject. "What'd you do this tine?"

"C osed sone doors," Jaxomsaid with a diffident shrug. He had al so spent a
long tinme, Ruth beside him |ooking down at the splendor of Pern as seen from
space. Not even Pienur, harper-trained as he was, had been able to describe
t he scene adequately or convey how deeply it had affected him Nor had Jaxom
t hough he had tried to tell Sharra something of the grandeur he had seen and
the awe he had felt. He kept the vision solidly in one bedazzl ed corner of his
mnd. If only nore of the Lord Hol ders woul d see, he thought, they would stop
their petty bickering.

"Cl osed doors? Was that all?" Goghe asked in surprise.

"There's a lot to be done to set the Yokohama to rights. It's dangerous up
there," Jaxomreplied. That was a slight exaggeration, but Aivas had steadily
repeated the fact that space was a hostile environnent and humans nust |earn
the necessary cautions to prevent accidents. "Wen the safety neasures do
check out, it would be our pleasure, Ruth's and mne, to take you up there."

Groghe, clearly astoni shed, hetmmed and hawed nervously. "W'Ill see, |ad,
we'll see," he said finally.

Jaxom nerely nodded and asked amiably, "Do you think this will take al
nor ni ng?"

"Likely to." Goghe gave a snort, then covered his nmouth so that only Jaxom

woul d hear his next comment. "Sigomal needs Bl esserel to be confirmed or he'l
never get his nmoney. That young fell ow was ganbling on succeedi ng and havi ng
the Hold's mark-coffers at his disposal."

Jaxom had al ready suspected that OGterel's ol dest son was heavily in debt to
the Bitran Hol der.

"Does Terentel have any support?" Jaxomfound it hard to inagi ne who woul d
back Gterel's middl e son. Some people seemed to be born |osers: Terentel was
such a one.

"Actually," G oghe said, his eyebrows going up in surprise, "I believe
Beganmon will. Corman, too, but probably only because he dislikes Blesserel and
is feeling testy about the amount of interest in the Landing projects. He's
still not convinced."

"No one from Keroon Hold itself is involved, but there're enough fromthe
m nor holds so that no one at Landing's worried overrnmuch about his
opposition,"” Jaxomreplied. "Keroon's nore agriculturally oriented anyway."

"And Corman's a stubborn old fool," G oghe added, eyeing Jaxomcritically.

Jaxom contented hinmself with a grin. Then Asgenar touched his arm and he
turned to his right.

"Larad says that we have Deckter of Nabol, who of us all appreciates
Ranrel's harbor repairs, ourselves, you, and Toronas," the Lenos Hol der said.
"Which way will Lytol go?"

Jaxom shrugged. "Were his conscience |leads him™"

"Then he'll be for Ranrel," Asgenar said snoothly. "W think Bargen of High
Reaches is with us, too."

"Real ly? I'd" ve thought he'd go with the other, ah, older Lord Hol ders."



"He was inpressed with Aivas, remenber. He's got an odd tw st of mind and
woul dn't hold with Blesserel's profligacy or Terentel's apathy."

"That gives Ranrel eight votes on the first ballot. Not bad. Maybe it won't
take too long after all."

"How di d yesterday go for you?"

"Easy enough," Jaxomreplied diffidently. "Just had to cl ose the cargo-bay
doors. "

"Doors, huh?" Then Asgenar |eaned cl oser and spoke for Jaxom s ears al one.
"What was it like, Jaxom bringing Sallah Tel gar back?"

Jaxom felt hinself go rigid in surprise. He hadn't thought Asgenar had a
penchant for the macabre. "I've been sent on sone odd errands now and then
Asgenar," he replied, "but that was the nost unusual ."

"Aivas said she'd ve been frozen as she died. Could you see her face? What
did she ook Iike?"

"W could see nothing," Jaxomlied. Even from Larad, Sallah's descendant,
such norbid curiosity would have been unacceptable to him "The facepl ate of
the hel met was cl ouded. "

Asgenar seened di sappointed. "I just wondered if she | ooked anything like
we do."

Jaxom gave a snort. "OF course she did. Al the settlers were humans, just
like us. What were you expecting her to be?"

"I don't know but I-" Asgenar faltered.

Jaxom was exceedingly glad that Lytol took that noment to call the neeting
to order. In his position as the retired Lord Warder of Ruatha, Lytol had been

chosen as the nmeeting's arbiter. He was also still entitled to vote, as a nmark
of respect for his probity and integrity in raising Ruatha's heir to his
maj ority.

"We know why we're here and that the accession to this Hold has been
chal l enged by the legitimte sons of the late erel. Proposing thensel ves, as
is their right, are Blesserel, the eldest, Terentel, and Ranrel."

"Cet on with it, Lytol," Goghe said, testily flapping his fingers at the
man. "Put it to a vote and let's see where we stand.”

Lytol regarded Groghe a nonent. "There are procedures, and we w |l adhere
to them"

"Thought you'd plunged headl ong into all the new ways," Sangel said
sarcastically.

Lytol regarded the Boll Holder with narrowed eyes and expressionl ess face
until Sangel stirred restlessly and gl anced at Nessel for support. Wth a.
slight smle, Nessel turned to his right-hand nei ghbor, Laudey, and nurnured
sormet hi ng.

| mperturbably, Lytol continued. "You mght be interested to note that the
manner in which this Council conducts the business at hand has not changed
since it was first instituted twenty-five hundred Turns ago. The Charter was
carefully promul gated and every contingency addressed. W will go on as
usual . "

Warbret of Ista | ooked surprised and | eaned to Laudey to snake a conment.
Laudey' s di sapproving expression did not alter.

"If there are no further comments," Lytol said, having scanned the faces
around the table, "let us cast the first vote. | do not need to renind anyone
at this table that a majority of twelve is required to confirma candi date.

Si gnify your choice by nunber: one for Blesserel, two for Terentel, and three
for Ranrel."

VWen he resumed his seat, he picked up the ink pen and, shielding the pad
wi th one hand, nmade a brief inscription. Folding the sheet, he tore it from
its glued backing.

Jaxom noted that everyone at the table was sinmlarly enpl oyed and wondered
if any of themrealized that they were using new products to exercise their
tradi tional franchise

The votes were passed around to Lytol, who shuffled them as he received
them so that the order in which he finally opened them would not indicate the



origin. As he read them he sorted themin three neat piles, one nuch thicker
than the others. Meticul ously he counted each pile before announcing the
resul t.

"For Bl esserel, five votes; for Terentel, three; for Ranrel, seven. No
clear mgjority."

Jaxom inhal ed a long breath. The voting had gone as he had expected, but
even so, seven on the first ballot was a minor triunph for Ranrel. Lytol made
a wad of the voting papers and, putting themin the brazier, watched them burn
bef ore he again rose to his feet.

"Who will speak for Blesserel, the eldest?" Lytol asked as required.

Jaxom sl unped down into the heavy chair, glad of the cushions that gave him
a small measure of confort. He hated this tedious part of the proceedings. The
ol der lords would go on and on, given an opportunity. Then he remenbered his
covert role.

Rut h, please tell Mster Robinton that the vote went seven to Ranrel, five
to Blesserel, and three to Terentel, and |I'm reasonably sure Toric voted for
Terentel. He can't be serious, but he can be a nuisance, Jaxomtold his
weyr mat e.

| told the Harper. He expected this outcone.

We both did, but it's going to be a long day. Are you confortable in the
sun?

| aml It is a fine dory.

For you!

There will be time for feasting and dancing later. Now you nmust be Lord
Hol der .

Hastily Jaxomturned his inadvertent chuckle into a cough and reached for
his cup, displaying an i nnocent expression when frowns were directed at him
He nodded apol ogetically at Sangel for interrupting his neasured renarks
supporting Blesserel's claim Then Beganon rose and, with a series of rather
di sjointed comrents, tried to sway votes in favor of Terentel. Privately Jaxom
t hought anyone el se woul d have done better for Terentel than the Nerat Hol der

Wth the second vote, Terentel |ost two supporters to Bl esserel. The el dest
son acquired seven votes, while Ranrel received eight. As before, Lytol burned
t he papers. Too close, and Jaxomtried to control the nervous jiggling of his
| eg.

Groghe signal ed that he wi shed to speak, and Lytol consented.

"I"'mnot the oldest of you, but | have held Fort for |onger than any of you
ot hers, bar Sangel." G oghe accorded the Boll Hol der a bow and a snile.
"Tillek was the third Hold to be established-"

"Wrd of the Abom nation?" Sangel asked slyly.

"Ai vas has now seen, and restored, the Records of every Hold, which can
scarcely be called an abom nabl e duty-boring, probably, if your ancestors
inscribed as nuch trivia as mine did-"

"What's your point, G oghe?" Laudey asked testily.

"My point is that Janes Tillek, who founded this Hold, was a
f orwar d-1 ooki ng man who charted the coastline and started the first
Fi shercrafthall. Tillek has al ways been the safest harbor on the western
coast, with the biggest fleet and nore Masters sailing 'em its Lord Hol ders
have al ways encouraged and assisted our fishermen. Ranrel thought enough of
his heritage to take a Master's knot fromthe Fishercrafthall-"

"He did that because Oterel threw himout of Hold," Sangel retali ated.

"Order!" Lytol's voice booned out with unaccustoned force, and Sange
subsi ded.

"Be that as it may," Lord G oghe continued, "he's certainly the only one of
O erel's sons who's ever done a day's hard work. | think he deserves to Hold
now. Fort'll support himas Tillek's Holder in every way it can, so we will!"

Murmurs of "well said" caused Groghe to flush with pleasure as he seated
hi nmsel f.

Larad then asked to speak and did so concisely, adding that in his |ast
nmonths Qterel had been too ill to attend to many matters, and that the only



one of his sons to take an interest in Hold managenent had been Ranrel. If
Bl esserel, however, or Terentel had done anything to take Hold in their
father's name, he would like to hear of it.

"Cl ever point," Jaxom murmrmured to Asgenar

Si gomal asked to be recogni zed.

"Bl esserel had the onerous task of caring for his ailing father," he said,
"and was scrupulous in all duties to ease Gterel in his last illness. He is a
man of integrity..."

"He paid his ganbling debts,"” Asgenar whispered to Jaxom "when he could
squeeze the marks out of Qterel's purse.”

"...with four fine strong sons and a fine wonman to be his Lady Hol der..

"Ranrel's wife is not only a Masterweaver but considerably easier to get on
with than Lady Esrella," Asgenar added quietly.

"Put in your mark's worth, Asgenar," Jaxom sai d.

"Why don't you speak?"

"And ruin Ranrel's chances altogether?" Jaxomtried to sound as if he
didn'"t mnd

Asgenar inclined his head, accepting what Jaxom had inplied: that as the
youngest of the Lord Hol ders, his opinion was not much sought by ot hers.

Meanwhi | e Si gomal wound up his peroration and sat down, glaring at Jaxom
who turned his head to regard Asgenar as the Lenos lord stood to speak for
Ranr el

"When a man does not wait for honors to be given himbut works with his

hands and achieves a nastery in a Hall, he has | earned many of the skills
needed to nake a prudent and resourceful Hol der under whose gui dance Till ek
will prosper. W can ask for no better-qualified a nman than Ranrel. On al
counts. "

"I"d heard," Toric began, standing w thout Lytol's perm ssion, "that Ranrel
had quarreled with Oterel and was told never to show hinself in Tillek Hold
again. Can a father's express w shes be so totally disregarded by this
Counci | ?"

Bargen junped to his feet, glancing belatedly at Lytol for perm ssion

"I'n ny presence, Oerel retracted that statenent two seven-days before he
expired," he announced after Lytol nodded to him "Ranrel is the only one of
the legitimate male heirs who has achieved nerit on his own cogni zance. At the
last, Oterel was proud of the boy, which is why Ranrel has ny conplete
support."

"But he did not nanme him successor?" Toric continued, an enigmatic half
smle on his face.

"Do you doubt my word?" Bargen demanded, scowling at the Southern Hol der

"Doubt doesn't enter into it, Bargen. The incident is recorded fact."

"Which is why the succession has been chall enged,” Lytol said. "And the
right of any nmal e descendant to chall enge the succession, no matter what bad
feeling existed between father and son, has been upheld on nunerous
occasi ons. "

Groghe | eaned across the table toward Toric and spoke in the bl andest
possible tone. "lI'"msure Lord Toric appreciates that fathers and sons nmay
agree to disagree."

Toric stared at the Fort Hol der hard enough, Jaxom thought, for his gaze to
burn hol es through the man. G oghe shrugged. How had G oghe known that Toric
had stornmed out of his famly's fishhold in Ista? That wasn't generally known,
nor woul d Sharra have been so disloyal to her brother as to nmention it.

"But it is as Lord Toric has said," Sigomal said, rubbing his hands
t oget her nervously, his expression one of specious regret. "Qterel disavowed
Ranrel, and that should be noted. Hi s challenge should be nullified."

"Bl esserel nmust owe Sigomal a great deal," Asgenar murrmured to Jaxom his
expr essi on bl and.

"Does anyone support Terentel's clainP" Lytol asked into the pause. Wen
Beganmon did not respond, he added, "Then let us vote between the two remaini ng
candi dates: Bl esserel and Ranrel."



This ballot raised Ranrel's support to ten, but with Bl esserel stil
polling five, the requisite majority had still not been attained.

"I amcalling a brief adjournment, ny Lord Holders, for private
di scussions," Lytol said and, rising, noved away fromthe table.

The others foll owed his exanple.

"W need two nore votes," G oghe murnured to Jaxom Asgenar, and Larad as
they made their way to the tables where food was avail abl e.

"Toric has to have been the third vote for Terentel. | know Corman and
Beganmon espouse him" Larad said. "Is Toric hoping that loon Terentel, wll
give himguards for that armed assault he wants to make on the Big |sland?"

"Something like that, but 1've a word for his ear alone," G oghe said,
wi nki ng at Jaxom and gri nni ng broadly.

"C non, Asgenar." Larad haul ed the Lenpbs Hol der after him "W' |l bear you
out, Goghe."

Jaxom nmade a plateful of the spice cakes he knew Lytol |iked and served his

old guardian, all the while surreptitiously watching the three in close
conversation with Toric. He | ooked quickly away when Toric suddenly sw vel ed
in his direction, an indecipherable stare on his broad, tanned face. Jaxom
wondered if Groghe had identified the source of his information. Toric then
asked Larad a sharp question. G oghe responded, and Larad added a few words,
whi | e Asgenar nodded, one corner of his mouth slightly upraised.

"I think we just obtained one nore vote for Ranrel,"” Jaxomnmurrured to
Lytol, being careful to keep his face bl ank

Larad and Asgenar stayed talking to Toric while G oghe made his way back to
t he Ruat hans.

"That seenmed to go down with no trouble, Jaxom C ever of you. Though I
don't think Denol should attenpt to have a neeting with Toric when he finds
out he can't make any profit for hinmself. \Wo el se can we approach?"

"I mnot approachi ng anyone, renenber? |I'm deeply involved with the
Abonmi nation," Jaxomsaid with a disgusted snort. "I'mnot about to ruin
Ranrel's chances by speaki ng up."

"You do yourself a disservice, lad," G oghe said kindly.

"I'"d rather not do Ranrel one, Lord G oghe."

As Groghe turned away, Jaxomtook the opportunity to inform Ruth of what
was happeni ng, asking himto tell Sharra.

Mast er Robinton thought it would go that way, Ruth replied. He asked have
you told Toric? He didn't say what.

Groghe did, with Larad and Asgenar backing hi mup, Jaxomreplied. Certainly
it's giving Toric sonmething to think about. More'n | could get himto do.
There's a recess on right now. The west coast contingent needs nore klah to
wake up enough to listen. I'Il keep you all inforned.

Shortly thereafter, Lytol called the Lord Holders to order again and asked
i f anyone wi shed to add anything or supply new information to the Council

"Anot her vote, Lytol," Deckter said. "There is other business to be
di scussed. "

Jaxom had noticed Deckter in deep discussion with Warbret and hoped for
success in that area. Two votes were all that was needed-unl ess Toric decided
to be nore difficult than usual

This time everyone appeared to be counting as Lytol sorted, so all knew
before the formal announcenent that Ranrel had won. Sigomal |ooked ready to
spit nails, glowering at Toric and Warbret, who had abandoned his cause.

"Ranrel has polled the requisite majority of twelve votes and is duly
el ected to succeed to his father's honor as Lord Holder of Tillek." Lytol gave
Jaxom a war ni ng sideways gl ance that the young Ruat han had no trouble
under st andi ng: He was not to nake any premature announcenent through Ruth.

"There are two other inmportant reports to discuss in this Council. | now
call upon Lord Jaxom of Ruatha Hold to informus of any progress nmade toward
the end of destroying Thread." Lytol inclined his head courteously to his
former ward and sat down.

Jaxom st ood abruptly, catching the attention of the entire table. The



phrases he had rehearsed so often piled out of his mouth and continued even
when he heard soneone nunbling inprecations about the "Abom nation's
corruptions.”

"Havi ng received extensive training fromthe Aivas, Journeyman Harper
Pi emur and nyself rode Ruth safely between and | anded on the bridge of the
Yokoharma. W conpl eted the programmi ng of the tel escope for use by Aivas from
the Landing facility and initiated a damage report on the space vessel. W
retrieved the remains of Sallah Tel gar, which have since been suitably
interred at Telgar Hold." He bowed deeply to Larad. "The next day Ruth
transported ne back to the bridge. | then proceeded to the cargo-bay area to
cl ose the outer doors, which had not shut due to a malfunction in the
renote-cl osure program Once the doors closed, | returned to the bridge and
fromthere to Landi ng. Additional journeys to the Yokohama will be
necessitated to inprove the basic |ife-support systems, nanely to replant the
al gae tanks. Additional personnel nust becone acclimated to free-fal
conditions, and there will be several missions conposed of different teans,
usi ng green dragons, in order to alter the tel escope to naximze its use."

"And just what does that all mean when translated i nto normal speech?"
Cor man demanded

"That the Yokohama can be used as a base fromwhich to attack Thread in
space, Lord Cornan."

"So all the dragons are going up to the spaceship and attack Thread at a
di stance fromthe planet?" H s sarcastic remark nust have seemed as silly to
hinself as it did to the others, for he flushed and | ooked away from Jaxom

"No, that is not the plan, Lord Corman. The plan is to divert Thread from
ever falling to the surface."

"And how far are you toward that desired end?" Laudey asked, not quite as
cont enpt uous as Corman had been

"There are still two Turns, five nonths, and seven days before that end is
achi eved, Lord Laudey."

"And | suppose that you're here to ask our permission to draft nore
journeynmen fromour halls, nore drudges from our hol ds?"

"No, sir, we don't 'draft' anyone," Jaxomreplied. He couldn't help
grinni ng-the probl em was turning unsuitable people away from Landi ng wi t hout
gi ving of fense.

"And | suppose you're unhappy that those | ower caverns of yours are pretty
much enpty of beggars and | ayabouts?" G oghe asked pointedly.

"And will they all stay usefully enployed two Turns, five nonths, and
however many days from now?" Laudey denanded.

"Do you, or do you not, wish to be rid of Thread, Lord Laudey? Lord
Cor man?" Jaxom demanded. "Admittedly, in two hundred and fifty Turns, you
won't have to care whether or not we succeed. But your descendants will!"

"Are you speaking as a Lord Hol der or a dragonrider, Jaxon?" Nessel asked
sni del y.

"Both, Lord Nessel!"

"Then we won't need dragonriders anynore!" Sigonmal roared. "What're you
dragonriders going to do then?"

Jaxom grinned back. "I think you will find, Lord Sigomal, that you will
al ways want to have dragonriders on Pern."

"And how do you arrive at that?" Sigomal demanded

"They do a lot nore for you, and everyone here, than rid the skies of
Thread. Think on it, Lord Sigomal." Jaxomsmled enigmatically. Let them
cudgel their brains over that one. "Lord Toric knows what | mean, |'msure."

Startled, Toric swung his piercing gaze to his sister's husband and began
to frown.

"I don't get what you mean, young man," Sangel said in sonme agitation

"My Lord Sangel, | would have thought that was too obvious to require
expl anation. May | continue, Lord Lytol?" Wen he had received the nod, Jaxom
went on. "I will also tell you that Harper Pienur and | have seen this |ovely

worl d of ours, turning in space, fromday toward night. It is the nost



incredible sight!" He knew his voice trenbled slightly, but he was not
ashaned. "Once we are certain that the |ife-support systems-oxygen and
heat-are stable, | will take it upon Ruth and mnmyself to bring any Lord Hol der
who wi shes to the bridge of the Yokohama to see for hinself what a splendid
world we live on and how essential it is for us to rid ourselves of Thread
forever."

Jaxom | ooked around, inviting someone to take up his offer. Wen his first
round of the startled faces produced no other responses than nervous throat
clearings and foot shiftings, he fixed his audience with a | ook that dared
themto vol unteer.

"I"'d like to go,’
wel I .

"And 1," Lytol added.

"One doesn't see too much of the north fromthe Yokohama's bridge," Jaxom
admtted, "but Aivas is hoping to repair the danaged port-side viewers. That
shoul d make sone of the east coast visible fromspace." He | ooked pointedly at
Toronas who, after visible hesitation, raised his hand.

"How nmuch of the Southern Continent is visible?" Toric asked in a hoarse
bar k.

"More, if we can repair the stern viewers," Jaxomreplied, delighted that
Toric had responded.

"I don't see what good' |l cone fromall this," Beganmon began querul ously.
"Risking lives on foolish sundreans of destroying Thread. It's been with us
for hundreds of Turns. And | say again, if the ancients knew so rmuch, why
didn't they get rid of the stuff in their tine? Huh? Wiy didn't they?"

"Aivas has answered that to ny satisfaction,” Lytol said firmy. "And don't
forget that every task we have undertaken since his discovery has benefited
everyone on this planet.”

"How? Tell me, how?" Beganon demanded.

Lytol held up the pad, the ink pen, and a sheet of the weather reports that
Ai vas had been producing for the past two Turns to the delight and relief of
hol ders, major and mnor. Then he pointed to the ornate clock on the wall,
ticking away the minutes of the nmeeting, and to the new clothing in which
Beganmon was dressed, made fromone of Master Zurg's latest fine fabrics.

"I also heard that you' ve new power to irrigate your fields and portable
stoves to heat your orchards during frosts," Lytol replied. "Not to nention
the fact that your youngest granddaughter owes her life to Master A dive's new
surgi cal techniques."

"They're things we can use, see, touch, Lytol." Beganmon waved his hand over
hi s head. "Not sonething beyond our reach and our ken."

"Then let the things you can use, see, and touch reassure you that there is
nore to be | earned, nore to be explored, nore to be understood to inprove our
lives, to insure our lives," Jaxom said, speaking so earnestly that even the
ol dest, nost hi debound Hol ders |istened with sonething akin to respect for his
sudden authority.

"Thank you for your report, Lord Jaxom" Lytol said, snmoothly breaking the
| ong pause. "Let us now address the subject of-" At the nurnur of
di sagreement, he held up his hand. "You will all have plenty of tinme to speak
to Lord Jaxom after the business of this Council is over. The second matter to
be brought to your attention is a notification fromthe Mastercraftsmen of
Pern. "

"Not all the Mastercraftsmen,” Cornman said, jutting his chin out
bel l'i gerently.

Lytol neither glared nor stared, but his | ook succeeded in nmaking Corman
feel abashed at having interrupted so rudely. "The Mastercraftsnmen of Pern
wi th one exception, that of Master Norist of the @ ass-smthcraft, notify this
Council of their intention to formtw new Halls: Printer Hall, to be |oosely
allied with the Harper Hall but independent and autonomous, with three main
crafthalls: the main Hall to be at Landing, with additional installations at
Ruat ha, which currently harbors no Crafthall, and at Lenobs, in conjunction

Larad said quietly, and Asgenar held up his hand, as



wi th the paper industry of Masterwoodsnith Bendarek. The second new Hall is to
be Technicians Hall, loosely allied with the Smithcrafthall, to deal with
probl ems arising fromthe new equi pnent-"

"I"ll say no to that one inmmedi ately,"
"That's catering to the Abom nation and-"

"There will be no vulgar epithets at this table, Lord Sigonal," Lytol said
at his nost censorious. "Nor should | have to repeat that the Mastercraftsnen
have no need of your pernission. You have only to abstain fromthe purchase of
any materials produced by a Crafthall which distresses you. Since it cones to
my notice that certain projects of yours have benefited from new gadgetry of
whi ch only Aivas could be the source, you would be wiser to refrain from
uttering such arrant hypocrisies in the Council."

Gapi ng, Sigomal sank back

Jaxom managed not to smile at the Bitran Lord Hol der's disconfiture. One of
the men who had tried to attack Aivas had been a Bitran, but that was scarcely
proof that the Lord Hol der had been connected with the attack. Bitrans hired
out to anyone who woul d pay them enough to make the job worth their while.

Si gomal said, junping to his feet.

Still, this was the first tinme Sigomal had publicly |abeled Aivas an
abomi nati on.
"W will be duly informed when the new Mastercraftsmen are chosen and the

paranmeters of their professional spheres decided. Let me further remnd the
Lord Hol ders that such additions to the Crafthalls require no ratification by
this Council since the Halls have, by long custom been autononous. This is a
formal notification of intent."

"I's that in the original Charter, too, Lytol?" Sangel asked nastily.

"No," Lytol replied, not the least bit perturbed. "The Crafthall schene was
originated shortly before the end of the First Pass by Fort, Ruatha, and
Benden Hol ds to preserve skills and educate young men and women in the various
urgently needed crafts. Originally," Lytol added, snmiling slightly as he
gl anced toward Cornman, "Ruatha Hold played host to the Masterbeastnan and
Masterfarmer until the wi de plains of Keroon were explored and found nore
suitable to ani mal husbandry."

Larad rose to address the Council. "It is also worth noting that both
Mastersmith Fandarel and Masterharper Sebell are conpletely within their
rights to propose additional, separate Halls w thout even consulting other
Mast ercraftsmen. But they have done so and received full support-"

"It isn't full if one Mastercraftsnman abstains!” Nessel took up the
conplaint in his peevish whine of a voice.

"Master Norist did not attend the neeting, though he was duly notified,"
Larad said. "Both the Printer and Technicians Halls will supply the special
trai ning now required and unavail abl e el sewhere. W have all benefited by the
new machi neries, especially clearly printed instruction books and records. For
nore people to enjoy these benefits, additional craftsmen nust be trained in
the skills."

"Why can't the printers work under Master Sebell and the repairers under
Mast er Fandarel ?" Corman denmanded. "Wy all this fuss to create new
crafthal |l s?"

"Master Fandarel is working all the hours of the day already, filling
orders for new equi pnent," Larad said. "He does not have the tine, or the
personnel, to oversee a new Craft."

"Well, this printing could be handled by your Masterwoodsmith, Asgenar,"
Corman replied. "He's not overworked."

Asgenar | aughed. "He is, | am and we still can't keep up with the demand
fromevery single Hall and Hold for paper in the sizes, qualities, and styles
you all seemto feel you must have." He shook his head. "Master Bendarek has a
hall full of apprentices, only two journeymen, and no other master yet. He
needs every pair of hands he can enploy, but he can't oversee the printing, as
wel | . Papernaking takes all his time and energy.

"Master Fandarel wished me to explain that specialist technicians will be
required to keep all the new nachinery operating at peak efficiency," Larad



continued. "Right now we have machinery only a few peopl e can understand or
repair, while others are able to operate but not repair them Eventually,

we' |l have nen and wonmen who can do both, but not right now "
"Then why don't you wal k before you start running?" Cornman demanded with a
snort. "In ny experience you can't race a yearling runner or force an i mmature

her dbeast to breed or lactate.”

Jaxom started to rise but felt Goghe lay a warning hand on his arm It
took a great deal of self-control for Jaxomto obey that tacit command. He
fervently wi shed that he could speak for hinself but grimy recognized that
the ol der Lord Hol ders were not going to accept himas a peer. \Wen he really
had hel ped destroy Thread, woul d they consider himan equal then? O would he
still be classed as Hol der by default?

"Machi nes are slightly different, Corman," G oghe replied, grinning
patroni zingly at the Keroon Lord Holder. "Once a machine is built, it does
what it was designed to do. Wen it breaks down, you replace the worn part.
You can't do that with |ivestock."

"No, danmged |ivestock can be sl aughtered and eaten. Waddya do with
wor n-out machi nery? First thing you know we'll have piles of rusting scrap in
every Hold and Hall. And probably the Wyrs, too, since this is all their
fault."

"Lord Corman!" Trenbling with outrage, Jaxom wenched his armfrom G oghe's
grip and sprang to his feet, his fists clenched. "You may not disparage the
Weyrs in ny presence!"”

He was only barely aware that Lord G oghe had risen beside himand cl anped
both hands on his left arm while Asgenar, also on his feet, was restraining
himon the other side. Larad was loud in his protest, as were Toronas,
Deckter, Warbret, Bargen, and, to Jaxom s inmense surprise, Toric.

"Lord Corman, you will imrediately apologize to this Council for that
remark!" Lytol roared.

Wth ten Lord Holders on their feet in protest, Cornman had no option but to
apol ogi ze. When he nmunbl ed a phrase, Lytol icily demanded that he speak | oud
enough to be heard. Then Lytol stared at each of the standing Lord Hol ders
until they sank back into their chairs.

"If we are to elimnate the nenace of Thread, it will be necessary to have
t he equi pnent - equi prent we are able to manufacture, operate, and service-with
whi ch to achieve that elimnation. That has already been the anbition of every
Weyr since Fort was first established. It is the end to which every Hold and
Hal | has worked. If to destroy Thread conpletely causes sone reeval uati on of
ways and means, a displacenment of useless or archaic traditions, the price is
not too high for the reward of Thread-free skies." Lytol paused a nonent, as

if surprised by the vehenence of his own rhetoric. "There will be no nention
of this incident when the Council is adjourned."
"Now, " he continued briskly, "let us show sone unanimty of purpose and

encourage the two new Halls. How say you, Lords? Wite 'yea' or 'nay.'

Corman sat hunched in on hinmself, glowering, and his was probably the one
bl ank sheet turned in to Lytol. There were two boldly printed "nays," but the
"yeas" signified the approval that would be passed on to the two
Mast ercraftsnmen invol ved

"Who decides who're to be Craftnasters and pay for the establishment of
these Hal |l s?" Nessel asked.

"Craftsnmasters have not yet been chosen, but there are suitable candi dates.
Enmpty buil dings at Landi ng have al ready been altered for both new Crafts,"

Lytol went on, consulting his notes, "and the additional Halls will be built
by those seeking to apprentice thenselves to the new Crafts. Anyone w shing to
transfer to either the Printer Hall or the Technicians Hall will need the

perm ssion of their Mastercraftsman and the Master of their present Hall."
"What about those working wi thout their Mastercraftsnman's permni ssion?"
Sangel asked di sparagi ngly. Everyone knew he neant Morilton.
"That is an internal Craft matter,"” Lytol said, "and will be resolved by
the parties involved, not by this Council."



"But what if we can't get glass-"

"There's no shortage of glass," Goghe said, curtly. "W buy what we choose
from whom we choose. Sinple as that! And there's many of us who patronize one
Hall in preference to another. Al ways have, always will. It's only sensible,
human nature being what it is.”

Mast er Robi nton wants to know what's del ayi ng the announcenent, Ruth said
to Jaxom

Tal k. The choi ce has been made, but Lytol 'dl peed me if | usurp his
prerogative. Just hearing Ruth's voice hel ped to soothe Jaxom who was
seething at the subtle, and not so subtle, currents. At |east he now knew
whi ch Hol ders to watch: Cornan, Nessel, Sangel, and Beganon. Cornman was bl unt
enough to speak his mnd, but the others had been nursing their resentnent and
grievances, and that wasn't healthy. Did their intransigence stemnore from
fear of Aivas, or froma stubborn intractable resistance to change?

"I's there any other business before the Council ?" Lytol asked as procedure
di ct at ed.

"I have a question,'

"Yes, Lord Toric?"

"Who is to be Lord Hol der of Landi ng?"

For once even Lytol lost his conmposure and gawked at the Sout hern Hol der

Toric gave a faint snile of satisfaction. "Certainly a place as inportant
as Landi ng cannot be left w thout proper supervision." He sounded em nently
reasonabl e, but Jaxom al nost guffawed at the shock regi stered on the faces of
t he ot her Hol ders. The expressions were even nore indicative of which Lord
Hol ders felt Landing was inportant; Jaxom noted those who did not, confirning
hi s guesses; Sangel, Nessel, Sigomal, Corman, Beganon, and Laudey, though the
| gen Hol der seenmed nore diffident than antagonistic.

"You' ve not been keeping up with such minor details in the east,"” Jaxom
heard hinself saying in an amused drawl. "Lord Warder Lytol, Masterharper
Robi nton, and Dram Tiroth's rider, jointly adm nister Landing and equably
represent the interests of Hold, Hall, and Weyr. The shared authority works
wel I . You have al ways been wel come at Landing, Lord Toric."

"The monent the di scovery of the Aivas was made," Lytol said, firmy taking
charge, "a neeting was called on the site. The eight Lord Hol ders, eight
Craftmasters, and seven Weyrl eaders unani mously decided that, in viewof its
hi storical significance and its current educational status, Landing woul d
remai n an uncontested area.

Corman growed irritably to Nessel, but when Lytol gestured for himto
speak up, he norosely subsided.

"How much of an area?" Toric all but pounced on Lytol with the question

Lytol regarded himin subtle rebuke before answering. "The sane area that
was enconpassed by the Landing site on the settlers' maps, of course.”

Toric flicked a grimce at Lytol and sat down, his enigmatic stare checking
t he expressions of the others at the round table. Jaxom scrutinizing him
under cover of a hand on his brow, could not guess what thoughts m ght be
goi ng through the Southerner's covetous mnd. Surely the man knew that further
territorial acquisitions would be met with resistance fromHall, Hold, and
Weyr-especially the Weyrs. Jaxom began to regret that he had given Toric a
solution to the problemof the Big Island: that problem had kept the man from
| ooki ng eastward for over two full Turns. Jaxom sighed. Sonetimes one solved a
problemonly to create a hal f-dozen nore

He was considerably relieved when, with no nore ado, Lytol called the
Counci |l meeting adjourned. There were protests and reproaches fromcertain
quarters, but Lytol chose to ignhore them as was his right. However nuch Jaxom
woul d have liked to stormout of the Geat Hall, first he had to endure one
nore cerenony.

We' re adj ourned, he told Ruth.

Lytol led the procession, Jaxomdeftly inserting hinself between Larad and
Asgenar and ahead of the Fort Hol der. He grinned an apol ogy at Groghe. Lyto
gave the traditional three pounds of his fist on the door, which was opened

Toric said, rising.



i mediately by the Tillek Hold head Steward. Privately Jaxom deci ded that al
St ewar ds shared sone arcane instinct that allowed themto sense the ending of
a neeting. Lytol nodded, and the men at either side of the great doors
westled to turn the metal |ockwheel and haul ed the hal ves apart. The bri ght
sunl i ght was al nost as dazzling as the finery on the people crowding the
steps. Forenost of those were the three contenders: Bl esserel, conmanding a
position in the exact center and | ooking far too snmug; Terentel, standing a
length to his left and wearing an al nost inbecilic expression; and Ranrel
standing quietly at the far right. Behind himstood Master Robinton, Sharra,
Sebel |, Menolly, and the Benden Weydeaders.

Jaxomlifted his lips in the merest of smiles and saw the relief on their
faces even as Lytol began his formal announcenent.

"On the third vote, a majority of twelve was achieved," he said when the
crowmd' s babbl e had died sufficiently for his voice to be audible. "The Counci
has elected a new Lord Holder. Lord Ranrel, may | be the first to offer ny
congratul ati ons on your succession to the honor."

VWil e jubilant cheers echoed off Tillek's granite walls, Ranrel | ooked
genui nel y stunned and none too sure he believed what he had heard. Bl essere
| ooked murderous, and Terentel merely shrugged and, turning on his heel
pushed his way through the crowd to the nearest wi ne keg. Fromthe
fireheights, the dragons bugled their congratul ati ons, and the air overhead
was made hazardous by fire-lizards, zipping and darting and singing their high
descants to dragon sound.

Lord Ranrel was imediately surrounded by well-w shers thunping his back
punpi ng his arms, and shouting congratul ati ons. Bl esserel was surrounded, too,
by Sigomal, Sangel, Nessel, and Beganon. Jaxom didn't bother to check
Bl esserel's reactions. Sigonal's face was frozen with di spl easure and a
cunni ng that boded no good for anyone crossing himthat day.

"Was it very bad?" Sharra asked as she enmbraced Jaxom "Ruth said you were
angry and upset, but he didn't know why."

"I was and | am Gve nme your cup,” he said, needing a steadying draught.
"Let's get to Sebell and Master Robinton. There're things they should hear, as

wel | . Your brother wanted to know who'd be nmade Lord Hol der of Landing."

Sharra rolled her eyes in dismay. "He'll never learn, will he? So what was
he tol d?"

"The truth," Jaxomreplied. "You'll renmenber we asked Breide to be sure
Toric knew Aivas was an inportant discovery."

Sharra wri nkl ed her nose, a mannerism Jaxomstill found engagi ng. "He was

so livid over Denol occupying his island that he could think of nothing el se."
Then she cast a sharp | ook at her husband. "You told himabout the irrevocabl e
grant ?"

"I didn't. Groghe did. W needed his vote cast for Ranrel."

"He wasn't voting for Blesserel, was he?" Sharra was aghast.

Jaxom gave her a flash of a grin. "What happens in Council is not to becone
public know edge!"

"Since when is your w fe public?”

They made their way through the crowmd and on to the quiet corner where
Robi nton and the others were waiting.

"My harpers, too, report resentnent fromthose Hol ders, Jaxom" Sebell said
when Jaxom had fini shed summari zi ng the proceedings. "I told Master Robinton
and Lytol as much earlier today. And |'ve every apprentice with any wit
what ever keeping his or her ears open here today."

"It's alnmobst a relief to have the dissenters identified,” Master Robinton
sai d.

"I's it?" Jaxom asked skeptically. The retelling had depressed him They had
so nmuch to hope for in the future-if only they could get over the pitfalls and
trivial machinations of the present.

Sensing his nood, Sharra | eaned agai nst her tall husband, and he all owed
hinself to be conforted. After all, they had voted Ranrel in despite the
opposition. The dissenters were few in nunber, and all of them old.
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MASTER | DAROLAN BECAME | egl ess before anyone el se on Lord Ranrel's
celebratory day. He rarely inbibed, but having stood to | ose the nost if
Ranrel was not el ected, he had been under great stress and evidently had
started drinking at his Hall over breakfast and continued all through the |ong
morning until the result of the convocation was announced. Since the
Masterfi sher was al so extrenely popul ar, his uncharacteristic inebriety was
kindly ignored. When he lurched over to the courtyard corner where Jaxom

Sharra, Robinton, Sebell, Menolly, and Tagetarl were seated, his gaiety was a
wel come change fromtheir gl oony conversation

"There was no way," |darolan announced in drunken joviality, "that we
fisherfol k woul d have been happy to keep our Hall here with Bl esserel Holding.
He' d nortgage us mast, spar, hull, and anchor when we wasn't |ooking!" H's
exuberance was so infectious that Jaxomwas not the only one to grin at his
antics. "I'd ve nmoved nme, Hall, Master, journeynman, and apprentice, down to

that fine harbor the old nmaps call Mnaco. Yessur, that's what |'d've done had
anyone but Ranrel become Hol der."

"But Ranrel is Lord Holder, so you don't need to worry now," Robi nton
assured the Masterfisher. The Harper gestured for Sebell and Jaxomto find the
man a stool before his |egs buckled. Menolly and Sharra offered himchoice
portions to eat in the hope of counteracting the w ne.

"I won't waste tinme eating what'll doubtless return on ne all too soon,"”
| darol an said, waving aside the plates. Then he bel ched and apol ogi zed. "Don't
mnd me, ladies. I'ma relieved man, and | think that's what |'d better do, if
you'll pardon the expression. Lord Jaxom.." He | eaned at a dangerous angle

toward the young Hol der, his eyes unfocused. "Before | continue mny drinking,
woul d you be good enough to indicate the proper direction?"

Jaxom si gnal ed to Sebell to help, and with both | ending |darol an support,
they steered himtoward the nearest head, just past the busy kitchens.

"I was fearful worried, I was, ny of friends, that that Bl esserel would
take the honors. W'd be done for then, we would, we decent hardworKking
fisherfolk," ldarolan ranmbled on. "I couldn't've borne the waiting sober
could I? So I'd had to take a heartener, or three or four," he added, grinning
with a fine appreciation of his present state. "But you know ne, lads, | never
drink on board. Never. Nor do any of my Masters-themas are on the Crafthall
rolls, that is."

Jaxom got himinto a stall, Sebell deftly adjusting his clothing. Then they
both politely | ooked away. |darolan began to sing sonme sort of a sea song, but
t hough his speech was clear for a man well gone in wine, he couldn't do nore
than mouth the lyrics in a hoarse bass voice. He took his relief for such a
long tinme that, despite thenselves, the two old friends | ocked eyes in
amazement at the older nman's bl adder capacity. Jaxomi s grin became a chuckl e,
and then Sebell started to laugh. Oblivious to them Idarolan continued his
wi | d garble.

Then abruptly, the Masterfisher conpleted his business and sagged between
t hem

"Qops! Hang on to him" Jaxom said urgently, just nanaging to throw
Idarolan's linp armacross his shoulders as the man started to slide to the

pavi ng.

"He is gone, Jaxom gone," Sebell said, grinning broadly and shaking his
head. "It m ght be kinder to just |leave himhere to sleep it off."

"Master Robinton would never forgive us. Slip into the kitchen, Sebell, and

grab a pot of klah. We'll sober himup. Wiy should he celebrate only half a
day? The best part's still to come." Closing the lid, he eased Idarolan onto
the stool, one hand on the Masterfisher's chest to keep the flaccid body from
falling.

"Be right back." Sebell slipped out of the stall, carefully closing the
door behind him Jaxom heard his boot scraping on the stone floor, and then



t he second door opened and cl osed.

Jaxom rearranged I darolan into what he felt would be a nore confortable, or
at | east nore manageabl e, posture, but the man was as slippery as a fish on a
deck.

Jaxom adj ust ed bonel ess arnms and hands on the man's lap, all the while
hol ding his torso upright on the stool. The knees were together and the toes
pointing in. Even in the soft court |eather boots, Idarolan had big feet,
Jaxom noticed for the first tine.

Just then the outside door slamred i nward, and the brush of footsteps on
the flagging indicated the arrival of several nen; nen shod in | eather shoes,
not workboots, Jaxom deci ded, pleased with his power of observation. Wshing
to spare ldarol an enbarrassnent, he quickly | eaned forward to slip the bolt of
the stall door shut.

"Well, he's not the only heir. He's not even the direct heir,"'
sayi ng.

"We know that," a second man said in a gravelly voice. "H's damwas only a
third cousin, once renoved, of the Blood. But the second cousin's alive, known
to be of the Blood, and it's her son wed support in his place. The lad' d be
dead easy to mani pul ate. Fancies hinself as a true Blood."

"Which he is," a lighter voice said.

"Don't forget her son has sons who're in the direct line, even if his
not her disqualified himto the succession," the gravel voice said.

Jaxom coul dn't figure out who they nmeant, for there had been no question of
Ranrel's lineage. He had his father's |ight eyes and the rugged features of
his maternal grandfather. But the tone of their discussion about this facile
rearrangenment of sons and true Bl oods was distinctly unsettling.

"That doesn't disqualify him" the first man said in disgust.

"He's weyrbred, not holdbred, and a dragonrider, so he can't hold."

"His sons are too young to be considered, even with a warder. No, this
local lad will suit the purpose. He only needs encouragenent."”

"So all we have to do is arrange a conveni ent accident to bring the Hold
into contention agai n?"

"That's all," the gravel voice said.

"Yes, but how?" the light voice asked.

"He flies Thread, doesn't he? And he goes up to the Dawn Sisters, doesn't

one nman was

he? That's dangerous. W just wait for the right nonent and..." He had no need
to finish his grisly premnise

I ncr edul ous, Jaxom shook his head. He was aware of a paralytic chill oozing
fromhis guts to his gorge as he realized that the men had to be referring to
hi nsel f, Lessa, and F' |lessan. The "local lad" could only be Pell, for his
not her, Barla, was of the direct Ruathan Bl oodline.

"I"mnot going off good solid earth, I'mnot," the second nan excl ai med.

They were movi ng away, their business conpl et ed.

"You won't have to," the first man said with an icy chuckle. "W've..." And
the closing of the door cut off the rest of his sentence.

Jaxomrealized that he had been holding his breath and expelled it. He was
shaki ng. Lack of oxygen, he told hinmself, drawing in deep breaths. |darolan
groaned and began to slide out of a grip Jaxom had i nadvertently rel axed.

"C nmon, Sebell. Hurry up!"™ If only Sebell arrived just at that nonment, he
woul d see who had left the head. "Croon, Sebell!"

"Il tell his fire-lizard, Ruth said suddenly, his tone anxious. Wuat's
worrying you? | can feel it. Is the fisherman ill?

No, Ruth, he's only very drunk. Ask Kim to tell Sebell to get a nmove on
Though | think it's too late now, he added glumy. He had not recognized any
of the voices, and none of them had betrayed any particul ar twang that m ght
have identified which Hold or Hall they came from

He heard the door crash open. "Jaxon? Wat's w ong?"

"You didn't happen to see three men | eaving here, did you?" Jaxom call ed
anxi ously.

"What's wong? Kim said it was urgent. Wich three nen? Everyone and his



cousin is packed into the courtyard."

Sebel | funbled with the stall door until Jaxomthrew the [ atch over.

Anxi ously the Masterharper | ooked down at the comatose Masterfisher and then
i n astoni shment at Jaxom He had a pitcher in one hand and a nug tucked under
his arm

"Never mind, too late now, " Jaxom said, feeling defeated.

He deci ded not to worry Sebell by reporting a conversation that night well
have been just disgruntled specul ation. Tal king was harm ess, he told hinself,
t hough the conversation he had overheard had sounded anythi ng but harm ess. He
sighed in fateful resignation

"What happened?”

Sebel|'s harper instincts were very good, Jaxomthought grimy. But then
the man was trained to observe, to hear the unsaid.

Jaxom managed a detached nmanner. "I suppose one has to expect that not
everyone i s happy about Ranrel's Hol ding."

Sebel | gave hima shrewd | ook. "No, but here's one who is. Hold his head
up. Maybe the aroma of klah will revive him And we've got reinforcenents
com ng. "

"I don't mind..." Jaxom began. He hated people to think himpretentious and
unwilling to cope with an inebriated friend.

Sebel | grinned as he passed the full cup of klah back and forth under
| darol an's nose. The man began to stir. "Yes, you're good about such things,
Jax, but his people are worried about him so let themhandle it discreetly.”

Once again the door crashed open and several nen entered in haste. "Master
Sebel | ?"

Sebell swung the stall door open. "In herel™

The swi tchover of attendants was qui ckly nade, and just as Sebell and Jaxom
swung out of the place they heard the unm stakabl e sounds that |darolan had
foretold and grinned at each other

"My timng has always been excellent," Sebell said. "Even Master Shonagar
agreed. Ali, the nusic has begun."

In the doorway, Jaxom hesitated, seeing very well why Sebell would not have
noticed three men energing fromthe head. In just the short time that they had
been assisting Idarolan, the courtyard had filled up with cel ebrants, al
merry with wine and stuffing thenselves on whatever was on the trays the
drudges were carrying.

"When are you and Menolly doing a turn?"

Sebel | wi nked. "Wenever the good Lord Ranrel asks us to!"

"A new song?"

"What el se for a Lording!"

Jaxom t ook heart from Sebell's nmerrinent. No use borrowi ng trouble. It had
probably just been talk. But he would keep his eyes open

Jaxom was feeling decidedly better by the tinme he and Sharra reluctantly
retired fromthe dancing square. But duty called: Threadfall was scheduled to
begi n over water but creep forward over the southern border of Ruatha Hol d.
Jaxom never nissed flying agai nst Thread, no matter how i nvol ved he was with
Aivas at Landing, and obligingly joined the wings of T gellan's Eastern \Weyr
when Thread fell there. It wasn't sinmply a point of honor with Jaxom both he
and Ruth were stinulated by the inplicit danger of Fall and reveled in being
part of a fighting Weyr.

"Look, Jaxom " Sharra said as they readied thenselves to | eave the Hol d.
She pointed upward, to the mass of dragon bellies just visible in the gl ow of
the nyriad lights that had bl ossoned at sundown on every wall, hold, cot, and
ship. "I'll bet that's all of Fort Wyr going hone!"

Jaxomwas trying to adjust the riding straps so as not to danage Sharra's
gown and spared only a glance. "You'd be right about that."

"Don't worry about ny skirts, Jax, not after all the dust they've picked up
fromthe dance square.”

Jaxom hunmphed and felt Sharra's hand ruffling his hair. Then he grinned. He
had worried that she had worn herself out with the dancing, but if she was



still so playful, she wasn't too tired. They woul d get back to Ruatha in good
tinme. Ruth?

"Il time it for you for good reason, but that isn't.

Oh, and isn't it? Jaxom swung up on the white dragon with a huge snmle on
his face. Sharra sm |l ed back as she wapped both arns tightly about him
trying to work her fingers up under his flying jacket to his bare skin.

You' ve tine enough in hand. And Ruth sprang lightly fromthe ground, his
wi ngs maki ng that crucial downward sweep.

"lt's so beautiful!" Sharra shouted in Jaxom s ear. "Ask Ruth to hover.
W'l | never see Tillek | ook so beautiful again.”

Ruth considerately began to glide in a wide slow circle, head down so that
he, too, could enjoy the sight. Jaxomcould see that the white dragon's eyes
were sparklingly blue; each of the nmany facets of his eyes reflected tiny
points of the bright lights of Tillek. The Hold, all the cots, and every ship
in the harbor were outlined in radiance. There couldn't be a gl owbasket |eft
i ndoors.

Jaxom felt Ruth's sigh through his buttocks and, replacing this with a
vi sion of Ruatha's unadorned heights, told Ruth to take themthere.

It was not easy to clinb out of bed the next norning, even though Sharra
had already left it to confort young Shawan, who had cried fretfully about
dawn. Fall was not due until early afternoon, so Jaxom allowed hinself a few
nore nonents to savor the first norning cup of klah. Sharra came in with
Shawan, once nmore a cheerful child. Jarrol appeared the monent he heard his
father's voi ce and bounced across the bed, demanding a tickle, his cheeks
still rosy with sleep and his curly hair nashed on one side of his head. The
tickle duly adm nistered, Jarrol followed his father as he washed and dressed.
By then, breakfast was ready in the main roomof their apartnent.

Jaxom sent Jarrol to request Brand's conpany. Now was a good tinme to clear
up any urgent Hold business that m ght have come up in the past seven days of
his | atest absence from Ruatha. Wth Sharra and Jarrol planning to acconpany
hi m back to Landi ng the next day, there were other details to be arranged, as
wel I .

It was while Sharra took the boys off on her own rounds that Jaxom
renenbered the strange conversation in the Till ek head.

"Tell me, Brand, what's young Pell, Barla and Dowell's son, doing with
hi nsel f these days?"

"Learning his Craft fromhis father, but he'd rather be in Landing."

"Li ke half the Northern youngsters,"” Jaxomreplied, |eaning back in the
fine wooden chair that Dowell had carved for him "Has he any ability as a
j oi ner?"

"He's capabl e enough when he gets into a task." Brand shrugged carel essly.
"Why do you ask?"

"In the head at Tillek, | heard a rather odd conversation. It could be no
nore than di sgruntl ed supporters spouting di sappointrment with the decision, |
suppose. Pell would have a good claimto Ruatha, wouldn't he?"

Brand sat up, a |ook of consternation on his face. "Wat are you tal king
about, Jaxon?" he scolded, in the tone he had used to scold the erring boy
t hat Jaxom had once been. "There's not a thing wong with you, and you' ve two
fine sons and probably nore to cone." He scowl ed. "What exactly was said? Have
you told Lytol ?"

"No, and you're not to either. This is between us, Holder to Steward, as
well as friend to friend, Brand. | want that understood."

"Yes, of course," Brand hastily assured him then waggled a finger. "But
only if you tell me what you heard."

It was a relief to unburden hinself, for Jaxomtrusted Brand conpletely. He
had hoped that, in the telling, the sentences would | ose their burden of
dread, but Brand took the inplications quite seriously.

"Coul d anyone plan an accident for you or Ruth up there?" Brand asked.

Jaxom gave a snort. "l assure you that fromnow on, | intend to pick ny
conpani ons carefully. But | don't think an accident could be easily



contrived. "

"The two trips you' ve already nade were not without dangers."

Jaxom shook his head vigorously. "Not with Ruth so close at hand. Not with
Aivas in constant communication with me. Piemur, and Farli and Trig, as well,
were with us the first time. Sharra's to go up tonorrow you knew t hat ? Good
Mrrimand S len are scheduled for the day after. None of them would conspire
agai nst me. Besides which, Ruth wouldn't |et anything happen to ne."

You may be very sure of that!

Jaxom gri nned, and Brand, recognizing the signs of a Ruth-Jaxom exchange,
began to relax and even allowed hinself a slight smile

"Clearly they underestimate both you and Ruth, and now that you're
forewarned..." Brand frowned, his eyes narrowing into slits. "I'll have a word
or two with young Pell. And young he is, proud of his heritage but not so
foolish as to wish to become Hol der by way of your demi se. Besides you and
your sons, there're also those three lads of F lessan's. Their claimto Ruatha
is direct through Lessa, even if she did defer to you at your birth. | can't
see the older Lord Hol ders denying their claimbecause F |lessan's a
dragonrider. The Bloodline would be the inmportant aspect, so | don't think
Pel | woul d have a chance. At least not with the present conposition of the
Council. Not that the circunstance will ever arrive!"” Brand' s conviction did
much to assuage the niggling anxiety in Jaxom s m nd.

Then Brand squared his shoul ders the way he always did when he was about to
change the topic. "That was quite an inauguration," he commented. As Chief
Steward of Ruatha, he had al so attended the festivities at Tillek Hold. "Can't
say as how Till ek Hold ever |ooked as inviting. W'l see sone grand changes
now Ranrel's Lord Hol der. Good for you to have anot her Hol der nearer your
age."

Jaxom gri nmaced. "Yes, maybe then | can speak now and again at these
Counci ls. "

Brand smiled broadly. "I heard that Toric finally got your nessage."

"Hmm vyes, even if it was Groghe who delivered it. Now, what have you for
nme? |1've Fall after the noon neal."

"More or less minor details to be discussed, Lord Jaxom Let's see." Brand
lifted the top sheet fromthe pile he had brought with him

As Jaxom and Ruth circled down to Fort Weyr, Jaxom once agai n wondered what
it had been like for the first dragonriders who had inhabited the old crater
Had they ranged thenselves in preparation for their |eader's commuands as this
century's dragons did, along the rimfromthe Star Stones to where Fort Weyr's
bow had crunbled in an ancient |andslide? How many dragonriders had there
been before they had needed to expand into Benden Weyr? There was no way of
knowi ng-and Jaxomfelt a pang of regret for the lost history, a regret made
all the nore bittersweet for the history they had been able to reclaimthrough
Aivas. Still, whatever the glory of the past, the sight of the Weyr displayed
was as breat htaking as ever. And Fort was right now at full strength, wth
this Turn's young riders taking their places in the wi ngs. Geen, blue, brown
ranked in their wi ngs beyond the bronze W ngseconds, every hide glistening
with health in the mdday sun.

Bronze Lioth, carrying Mn, stood statuesquely in front of the Star Stones.
Rut h answered Lioth's bugle of welcome and neatly took his customary position
to the right of the Fort Wyrl eader. Mn. gave Jaxom a sal ute and poi nted down
to the Bowl, where four queenriders were being accoutered with flamet hrowers.
A blue rider, returning froma prelimnary sweep, energed abruptly into the
air, giving the ancient two-armed signal that Thread was inminent. Mn
acknow edged that even as the assenbl ed dragons, al nost sinultaneously, turned
their heads to receive firestone fromtheir riders. The queens bellowed their
readi ness and one by one lifted fromthe floor of the Bow and spiraled up to
take their positions to the left of Mon and Lioth. The big bronze was
carefully masticating the first of the many |unps of firestone that he would
chew before the end of the Fall. Jaxomoffered Ruth his hunk and |istened,
awed as ever to the sound of draconic teeth chonping on the phosphi ne-bearing



rock. Knowi ng as he did now the scientific explanation for the process by
whi ch dragons digested the rock in their second stomach and bel ched the
phosphi ne gas forth in flane did not in the |least destroy his reverence for
dr agonki nd.

Jaxom carefully watched Ruth chew, for now and then every dragon bit his
own tongue or cheeks, a minor accident that neverthel ess would disqualify him
fromflying that Fall.

VWhen Lioth had finished his chewi ng, he |let out another roar, and Mn
punped his armin the age-old signal to take to the skies. Wth a powerful
upward lunge, Lioth left the RRm Ruth a breath behind him The queens with
effortl ess grace were airborne the next second. Making height, Lioth veered to
t he sout heast, and one by one the wings rose into the air, maneuvering into
their fighting positions: three on the | evel above, three just behind Mn and
Ruth, and the third carefully on a |lower level with the queens' w ng just
bel ow t hem

Al human eyes were trained on Nton; all dragons listened for Lioth's
word. As often as Jaxom had seen the flights of dragons go between, as often
as he had hinself been a part of that transfer, it never ceased to thrill him

Bet ween is col der than space, he told Ruth. A breath later they were above
Ruat ha' s sout hern border, the expanse of the river a silver snake bel ow t hem
And to the east was the silver rain they had come to destroy.

The wings met Thread, breathing fire on the thick strands and wat chi ng t hem
curl and twist in flame and drop harm essly as ash on the ground far bel ow.
The upper w ngs streaked across the sky, and at the | owest |evel, the
qgqueenriders sent flaring gouts of liquid fire after those few Threads t hat
escaped t he upper wi ngs.

Once again, Jaxomand Ruth were part of the ancient defense of Pern
falling into its rhythm escaping its hazards, flicking in and out of between,
weavi ng across the breadth of Thread, flani ng swathes through the deadly

rainfall. Together they acted by reflex born of Iong practice, quite apart
from consci ous direction of either partner
They had done at |east eight traverses of the Fall, drifting farther and

farther south and east, when a blue dragon just ahead of them screaned and
ducked between. Jaxom tensed and waited a heartbeat, scanning for the blue's
return. The blue reentered hundreds of |engths below his point of exit. H's
left wingsail was dotted with Threadchar

He's badly hit, Ruth told Jaxom as the blue w nked out again, no doubt to
return to the Weyr and the waiting weyrfol k who woul d drench his injury in
nunbweed, ending his pain. One of the new young riders. There's always one who
doesn't keep his eyes open

Jaxomwasn't sure if Ruth meant the rider or the dragon. Suddenly Ruth
veered, the riding straps cutting into Jaxoms left thigh as the white dragon
evaded a thick clunp. He did a reverse turn, alnost on his tail, and flung
hi nsel f down at the receding cluster, blowing mghtily. Righting hinmself, he
turned his head perenptorily to his rider, and Jaxom obedi ently offered nore
firestone. Chonping as he rose to see where his flame woul d next be useful
Ruth swerved to his right, once again throw ng Jaxom s wei ght against the
riding straps. Abruptly Jaxomfelt the front strap stretch, |eaving himfar
too I oose in the saddle. Quickly he grabbed a neck ridge with his right hand,
clanped his legs tight to the saddle, and hung on tight to the |eft-hand
straps.

Ruth reacted on the instant, halting mdair to allow Jaxomto regain his
bal ance. A dribble of flanme escaped his |ips as he turned wondering eyes on
his rider.

The strap broke? Ruth's query was | aced with astoni shment.

Jaxom felt along the length of it with gloved fingers. The worn spot was
easy to locate, right belowthe belt clip, the |eather stretched but not
parted. It had been a very near thing. Alittle nore pressure, and the strap
woul d have snapped, flinging the rider dangerously out of the saddle.

Al too clearly now, Jaxom remnmenbered the om nous conversation he had



overheard. Surely they could not have inplenmented their plan overnight? "An
accident," they had said. What would be | ess suspicious than a rider's faulty
har ness?

A dragonnman mai ntai ned his own riding straps, renewi ng them frequently,
testing themevery Fall for signs of wear or strain. Jaxom cursed hinself. He
hadn't actually | ooked at his harness that norning, nmerely lifted it fromits
peg in Ruth's weyr, a place open to anyone in Ruatha. And to any casua
visitor.

One thing was col der than between or space. Fear

It's not broken, Ruth. But the leather is badly stretched. Let's get back
to Fort, and |I'Il cadge a replacenent fromthe Weyrlingmaster. Tell Lioth why
we're leaving. W won't be | ong.

Jaxom endured a wel | -deserved scolding fromH nalt, the Wydi ngmaster, for
when they exam ned the |l eather strap, they found it to be plainly
col d-hardened, brittle enough to stretch and crack. At |east the netal work of
the toggl es was bright enough to pass old Hnalt's scrutiny. Relieved that in
this instance the probl em had been caused by ordi nary wear and tear, Jaxom and
Ruth rejoined the Wyr and fought till the end of the Fall.

The first thing Jaxom di d when he reached Ruatha was to cut new straps from
the thick well-tanned | eather made in his own Hold. That evening, wth
Jarrol's assistance, he oiled and sewed the straps onto the turnbuckles. He
sai d nothing about the close call to Sharra, who, fortunately, was accustoned
to seeing Jaxom spendi ng an eveni ng nending riding straps. Later, when he saw
that Ruth was confortably bedded down in his weyr, Jaxom put the nended
harness on the peg, but thereafter he conceal ed the one he was using, as well
as the doubl e harness he and Sharra shared. Forewarned is forearnmed, he told
hi nmsel f.

Waki ng hours before dawn in Ruatha for the trip to Landi ng, Jaxom hel ped
Sharra wap a sleeping Jarrol in his warmflying gear. Shawan was far too
young to be exposed to the cold of between and would be tended by his nurse
during his nother's absence. There were enough enticenments on this trip to pry
Sharra from her maternal duties: she would see firsthand why Jaxom was so
preoccupied with this venture; she would have a chance to practice her
prof essi on; and she woul d see her dearest friends; Jancis had agreed to nind
Jarrol along with her own Pierjan while Sharra was on the Yokohama. Her two
fire-lizards, bronze Meer and brown Talla, were even nore excited than she was
and were rebuked for their agitation by Ruth as he launched hinmself fromthe
dark courtyard at Ruatha.

The weat her at Landing was chilly, as the Southern Continent was in its
Wi nter season, but the |land was never as bl eakly brown and bare as Ruatha in
winter. Sharra |l oved Ruatha-it was Jaxom s honme and where her children had
been born-but Southern was where she had spent her youth.

As soon as they entered the Aivas building, Mrrim who had been chatting
with Dram ran to greet them

"I'"'mready when you are," she announced.

"Easy, girl!" Jaxom | aughed. Her association with T gellan had cal ned her
consi derably, but she still tended to becone a bit overzeal ous in her
ent husi asnms. Not necessarily a bad trait, Jaxomrealized, but it could be
weari ng on her conpani ons.

"Well | amready, with only the two barrels and tanks to be positioned on
my green Path. And if we don't know what we're supposed to do by now'-she shot
a glance at Sharra- "we never will. It's so sinple. Open the packets, add
water, and stir."

"Not quite," Sharra said with a grin. "It's the setting of the mrrors
that' Il take time, and their positioning is crucial to the success of the
al gae propagation.”

"I know, | know." Mrriminpatiently dismssed that with a flick of her
fingers.

"I's S'len ready, too?" Jaxom asked.
"Hm" Mrrimgave an anused grunt. "He's studying the photos of the bridge



area in spite of the fact that we're supposed to get our placenment directly
fromRuth."

"Who's to carry the water barrel s?" Sharra asked. Taking Mrrimby the
hand, she |ed her away to check on that detail.

"Heard you told Toric what to do," D ramcomented to Jaxom his eyes
sparkling with m schief.

"No," Jaxomreplied snmoothly. "Lord Groghe told Toric. Anything else
shoul d know about Landi ng?" he asked pointedly.

"Aivas will tell you what you need to know about Landing." D ram shooed him
down the corridor. "He's expecting you."

Just as if Jaxom had not been absent for several days, Aivas outlined the
schedul e.

"There is sufficient oxygen in the Environnent Sector now, but the duties
are nevertheless to be carried out as expeditiously as possible. The
fire-lizards are to acconpany Lady Sharra and Greenrider Mrrim as they would
be sensitive to any sudden drop in pressure or in oxygen level. It is also an
integral part of these exercises to accustomas nmany fire-lizards as possible
to the act of transferring fromthe planet to the Yokohana."

"When will you explain that particular winkle in your master plan?" Jaxom
asked. Silently he nouthed the response he had conme to expect.

“I'n due tine. If you knew the answer, why did you ask, Jaxon®?"

Jaxom batted both hands at the Aivas. Little escaped that entity-even
silent flippancy.

"Just checking,"
was gone."

"There is a great deal to be prepared before that tine is acconplished.
Surely you, of all people, who have been on the Yokohama, should realize
that."

"Two nmore Turns?"

"Five nmonths, and twelve days, with respect to the position of the
eccentric planet. Meanwhile the fire-lizards can becone messengers even as
they are here on the surface, transporting items required on the Yokohana
which are within the scope of their abilities.”

Jaxom kept his resignation to himself. They had no option but to proceed at
t he pace Aivas set. But what-eventually-did Aivas intend the fire-lizards to
transport? Jaxom coul dn't i magi ne.

Aware that further questioning of Aivas would be futile, he joined the
others to prepare for the day's exercise. There were plenty of willing hands
to help themload Ruth, Path, and S len's Bigath with oxygen tanks and water
barrels, although Mrrimfussed inordinately about how the tanks were situated
on her bel oved Pat h.

"You're wasting time, Mrrim" Jaxomsaid finally, when she insisted on
paddi ng the knots across Path's back. "The load sits fine and we're not flying
straight, you know " Privately he wondered if Mrrimwas covering up a case of
nerves. Sharra was conposed enough, and so was S'len, though his face was
flushed with excitenent.

"I just don't want themshifting," Mrrimreplied stiffly.

"Shift they will. Al the way to the Yokohama," S len remarked, grinning at
her .

"Enough. W go! Now, Ruth!" Jaxom said, and felt Sharra's hands work
tighter onto his belt. Then he gave Ruth the nmental vision of the bridge and
heard the white dragon pass the instructions on to Path and Bi gat h.

If there were many things Jaxom did not understand about Aivas, the
artificial intelligence had some probl em understandi ng dragon capabilities.
For instance, how rmuch wei ght could a dragon carry? For which the answer was:
How rmuch wei ght did the dragon think he could carry? An answer Aivas found
speci ous-and certainly not hel pful when what was needed was hard numnbers.

Then there was the question, How do dragons know where to go? "Their riders
tell them" did nothing to explain the actual process to Aivas. Wile Aivas
did accept teleportation, it could not understand why tel ekinesis was so

he replied amiably. "In case due tine had arrived while



i mpossi bl e a concept to explain to the dragons and the fire-lizards.
Especi al |l y when Ruth had i ndeed understood what Farli had not: to go to the
Yokohama.

In checking the details of this joint trip to the spaceship, Jaxom had
asked Ruth if he could carry two riders, as well as two padded barrels, one of
pure water and one of carbonated water. Ruth's reply had been affirnmative
al t hough, as Aivas saw the load, it was nore than the dragon's slight frane
ought to be able to bear

"I'f Ruth thinks he can, he can," Jaxomcould only reply. "And it's not that
far."

It mght be easier, the white dragon remarked to his rider as he | aunched
hinself into the air, to just go between fromthe ground instead of lifting.

Is the load too nuch for you after all? Jaxom asked, teasing.

O course not. Just bul ky! Everyone's set. Here we go!

There was a squawk fromthe five escorting fire-lizards, and the next
nmonent the tanks cl anked agai nst the bridge walls. Exclamations of surprise
fromthe three newconers punctuated their arrival. Jaxom heard Sharra inhal e
i n astoni shment. Ginning, he skewed about on Ruth's neck and saw t he
expression of w de-eyed awe on her lovely face as she viewed the incredible
vista of Pern spread out beneath them franmed by the vast bl ackness of space
beyond. Meer and Talla, her fire-lizards, plus Mrrims three, Reppa, Lok, and
Tolly, had made the successful transfer and were tunbling about, shrieking
with delight at the experience of free-fall

"Ch!" she said, her eyes luminous with the dazzl e she behel d. "Now
under stand, dear heart, why you're so involved with this! Pern is so
beautiful, so serene fromup here. If only sone of those contentious sour old
men could see our world fromthis vantage point... Isn't it incredible,
MrrinmP" There was a pause. "Mrrin®"

Jaxomturned to the green rider, who was staring out the w de wi ndow wth
bul gi ng eyes.

"That's Pern?" Mrrimasked in a cracked voice. "Down there?" A linp hand
pointed a finger to the deck.

"That's Pern! Isn't the view great!" Jaxomtried to sound reassuring-Mrrim
was patently overwhel med. "S'len? You all right there?"

"I th-think-ssso,” the other green rider said with little confidence.

Jaxom gri nned back at Sharra. "It is awesone,"” he agreed with the
nonchal ance of one who has overcome astoni shment. "But stir yoursel ves.
Remenmber how Ai vas keeps rem nding us we can't waste oxygen."

"Way not?" Mrrimdemanded in her usual assertive way. "All we have to do
is haul nore tanks up here." Wth crisp notions, she unbuckled her riding
straps.

"Careful now, Mrrim You' re in-ah-oops." Jaxom broke off; Mrrim had
i ndeed forgotten how she was supposed to nove in free-fall and was drifting
ceilingward. "Just hold out one hand, and very carefully push away fromthe
roof. That's right."

Mrrimhad been too startled to cry out; also, she had no great wish to
show t o di sadvant age. Now she did as directed and managed a weak grin as she
grabbed Path's hel pfully extended nuzzle. Fortunately, the green was wedged
fairly tightly between guardrail and wall and thus was not susceptible to the
whi nsi es of free-fall.

"Make every notion slow and easy, S'len, when you' re di smounting. Hang on
to a neck ridge or sonething," Jaxom advi sed. Before he detached his riding
straps he nodded to Sharra to follow the sanme advice.

Keeping up a running |line of encouragenent and advice, he supervised the
unl oading. S len crowed in delight when he realized that the heavy tanks coul d
be shifted by the judicious prod of one finger.

"They're still awkward," Mrrimsaid, poking one of the tanks toward the
storage area. Then she grinned. "T gellan should see me now. But | understand
why Ai vas specified green dragons."

"For once greens get the best assignnents,'’

S' I en added proudly.



"Green dragons are far nore versatile than anyone knows," Mrrim added
staunchly. "Can't say the sane for green fire-lizards," she went on, sourly
observing the absurd antics of Reppa and Lok, who were tunbling end over end
overhead, chittering ecstatically. Meer, Talla, and her own brown Tolly had
abandoned such nonsense and were plastered agai nst the wi ndow, their w ngs
linp in their utter fascination with the view

As soon as the dragons had been unl oaded, Ruth encouraged Path and Bi gath
to join himat the window While the white dragon floated serenely fromthe
upper level, Path and Bigath had a few problens that the human observers found
hi | ari ous.

"They get the hang of it quickly enough,” Jaxom said, watching approvingly.
"After all, they're used to flying."

Once the oxygen tanks had been secured, the others had a chance to viewthe
magni fi cence of the vast planet beneath them

"Does the view stay the sane?" Mrrimasked. "I can't see Benden from
here.”

"O Ruatha, " Sharra added

"I can barely make out Eastern Weyr,'
pretty big!"

"That's what a geosynchronous orbit neans, ny friends, the ship stays in
the sane position relative to the surface of the planet,"” Jaxom said.
"However, if you'll nove over to that first consol e-easy does it!" He grabbed
Mrrimbefore she could propel herself too forcefully away fromthe w ndow
"We can see the coast of Nerat and sonething of Benden on the rear screen
but," he added with a nod to Sharra, "Southern Hold' s over the horizon."

"Then don't let Toric up here, because all he wants to see is Southern
spread out before him" she replied with a wy snile.

They all nanaged to transfer w thout incident to the. navigation consol e,
where Jaxom activated the rear screen

"That's nothing," Mrrimsaid bluntly. "Too snmall."

"Just a minute," Jaxomreplied, holding up one hand as he nentally
rehearsed the procedure for altering the view on the main screen. He tapped it
out and was gratified to see the screen alter

"By the Egg, that's incredible!™ S len sighed, eyes round with amazenent.
"How d you do that, JaxonP"

Jaxomrecited the sequences, and S'|en nodded, repeating themin a nmutter

"Now, I'Il help the girls get the barrels to Environnent. If you'd rather
Ruth and | acconpani ed you to the Bahrain..."

"No, no, that's hardly necessary,"” S len said, affronted, and started to
fasten his jacket.

S I en mount ed Bi gat h.

Rut h, check their direction, would you? Jaxom asked hi s dragon

Bi gath knows exactly where he's going. Be easy, Ruth replied without
turning his head fromthe w ndow.

VWhen Bigath and S'len had departed, Jaxom cl apped his hands briskly.

"Al'l right, girls, let's get these barrels down to Environnent," Jaxom
sai d, beckoning to them "The section we're using is only one | evel down. It
woul d keep the bridge supplied in case of energency."

They got the barrels into the lift and down to the next |evel.

"I thought you said Aivas warnmed this place for us," Sharra excl ai ned,
rubbi ng her arns vigorously.

Jaxom grinned. "It's warnmer than it was, believe ne."

Mrrims teeth started to chatter, and she rolled her eyes and hurried to
pal m open the double doors just in front of the lift. "Ww This is bigger
than | thought it would be," she said as she entered the white room gl ancing
at the cabinets that |lined one wall and the huge spirals of trays that would
slowy revolve on their posts to allow each section the required anmount of
deflected |ight to propagate the al gae.

"Come back here, Mrrim" Jaxom said as he gently kicked a barrel out of
the lift.

S'len put in, "and | thought it was



It didn't take the three long to set up the supplies. Jaxomoffered to help
prepare the trays with the wet padding that woul d noisturize the al gal spores,
but the girls shooed himaway. He watched while they found the supplies they
needed, the packages of algae and nutrients that had to be added carefully to
the fluid.

"Where's the con-" Sharra began, and then spotted the consol e that had been
meti cul ously covered by whoever had deconmi ssioned the facility. "Al'l right,
dear," she said, snling absently at her benused mate and flicking her fingers
at himto leave, "we've all we need. You'd best get on with your chores."

Jaxom made no nove to |leave. Mrrim hunkered down by the shelves, gl owered
at him "Gt!"

Back on the bridge, Ruth and the five fire-lizards were still plastered to
the wi ndow. Jaxom activated the |link between the two ships and located S'|en
as he was painstakingly soaking the padding in a tray, holding one hand to
prevent water from flowi ng out of the barrel

Reassured that the others were doing fine on their own, Jaxom at | ast
settled hinmself at the navigation board and activated the tel escope to begin
his own chore. He opened the channel to Aivas and received the new sequences
for the tel escope, which he was programring to scan the visible stars above
Pern. By the time he and Aivas had doubl e-checked the installation of the
program Sharra and Mrrimhad returned to the bridge, noving with
consi derably nore confidence in the weightl essness.

"S'len's working away?" Mrrimasked. "Time for us to do the Buenos Aires,
then." She buckl ed up her jacket, nodding at Sharra to do the sanme. "Aivas,
Farli has turned on the |ifesupport systens there, hasn't she?"

"Yes. There is now oxygen in the rel evant areas of the Buenos Aires."

Sharra gave Jaxom a | ook that was tolerant of Mrrims predilection to take
char ge.

Rut h, Jaxom began, for although he did really trust Mrrimand Path, it was
Sharra they would be taking to the Buenos Aires.

If Path caught me looking in, Mrrimd never forgive you, the white dragon
replied, giving his rider a doleful stare.

Al right, all right. | trust her or I don't. And | do. I'Il restrain
nysel f.
So will Il And the white dragon dropped his jaw in a draconic grin.

VWen the girls were nmounted on Path, Mrrimgave hima salute. "Don't wait
for us. W'll go straight back to Landing."

Bef ore he could protest, Path di sappeared, along with the firelizards.
Jaxom s fingers flew on the console, calling up the Iink to the Buenos Aires
just as Path, with the girls and the firelizards, arrived.

Rut h gave such a scornful snort that he blew hinself slightly away fromthe
wi ndow.

"Al'l right then, big eyes," Jaxom said, closing down the console. "Since ny
work's finished, we can go back to Landing."

VWhen Sharra and Mrrimreturned to Landi ng, Brekke and Master O dive were
there. Brekke, F' nor's introverted wife, had agreed to | earn nore about the
treat ment of wounds, since she often worked as an aide to Benden Weyr's
heal ers.

"Master Morilton delivered the petri dishes today," she told them "Aivas
says that if you are not too tired, he can elaborate on his last |ecture about
bacteria and how to overcome themw th what he calls an-tee-bi-ah-tics."

Sharra and Mrrim exchanged gl ances, but they were nore exhilarated by
their norning's work than tired. Sharra had been fascinated with the concept
of isolating certain bacteria and finding ways to conbat infection by
devel opi ng speci al bacteriophages. So they filed into the | aboratory room and
exclaimed in pleasure at the sight of sufficient mcroscopes for all. Brekke
smled quietly.

"W won't have to take turns!™ Mrrimcried. "For ny eye only!" Slipping
onto the high stool, she peered through the eyepiece. "Hmm If you're | ooking
at nothing, that's what you see.”



"Pl ease take positions at the mcroscopes,” Aivas told themin a tone that
meant they should listen carefully. "Not only has Master Morilton been able to
deliver the petri dishes in which you may culture the bacteria of your choice,
and the mcroscopes so that each of you may progress at your own speed, but
Mast er Fandarel has contrived an ultrasound devi ce by which we can break the
bacteria up so that we may exam ne their structures chemically. Master
Fandarel has put to good use his studies in electromagnetics. This is but one
application-but, for you, a very inportant one.

"The bacteria collected for today's | esson cone fromwounds," Aivas went
on, oblivious to or ignoring the grotesque face that Mrrim mde. "Wunds that
you wi Il have seen in your independent areas. Wunds that becone infected. By
separating the bacteria, it is possible to discover the parasites, nostly
symbi oti c-which exist in the bacteria. By altering these symbiotic little
parasites into pathogenic forns, making themlike predators-you do recall the
| esson on determning which is a predator and which is a parasite?"

"Yes, indeed, Aivas," Mrrimsaid, grinning. "Wether you admre them or
t hey di sgust you."

"You can al ways be counted on to renmenber such distinctions, Mrrim It is
to be hoped that this skill will extend into this area of your studies."
Mrrimwinkled her nose inmpudently, but Aivas continued. "So, one can
di sinprove a synbiotic parasite, turning it into a predator, and have a useful
organismto destroy that particular bacterium This is often nore useful than
using antibiotics, as you will see.”

"How many bacteria are there?" Brekke asked.

"More than there are grains of sand on all your beaches.™

"And we have to find every one of then?" Mrrimwas not the only one aghast
at that prospect.

"You will have anpl e chance for independent study to do so if you desire.
This is, however, one step to take along the road toward the reduction of
bacterial infections. Now you will begin by culturing the efuent froma wound

or a bl ood-containing medium then isolating one kind of bacterium™
11
Present Pass 20

"I SUPPCSE WE shoul d be grateful that there are still so many youngsters
who' d prefer to be dragonriders in spite of the conpetition from Landi ng, "
Lessa said wyly as she | ooked out over the sixty-two candidates standing in
t he Hat chi ng G ound.

F'lar | ooked down at his dinmnutive weyrnate and gri nned. "Anyone is
avai l abl e for Ranmoth's clutches. G oghe was al nost danci ng when hi s youngest
daught er was chosen on Search."

"He'll be insufferable if she Inpresses the queen," Lessa said with a
chuckl e. "Such a pretty child. Wnder where she got her |ooks."

"Lessa!" F'lar said, pretending shock. "G oghe shouldn't expect a clean
sweep of the honors. After all, Benelek was elected first Master of the
Technical Hall, and G oghe's got another son and a daughter doing very well in
Aivas's study group.”

"At | east G oghe keeps his sense of proportion. Here he cones now " She
pointed to Lord Groghe, who was | eading the Fort Hold contingent into the
Hatching Ground. His attire was al nost sober in the mdst of the other gaudily
dressed fol k. Lessa nodded approval. "And he's sensibly wearing boots," she
went on as she watched the sturdy Lord Hol der striding out across the hot
sands while others in his party mnced, lifting their feet high in an effort
to cool their |eather soles. "The Dance of The Hatching G ound Sands," she
added, stifling a |augh

"Come, we'd better get to our seats,” F lar said, extending his armto her
"And see if the insoles Master Ligand' s so proud of really do insulate the
foot against heat, as well as the cold of between."



Lessa spared a critically admring | ook at her new red boots before she
took his arm "It's the plant fiber he used for the felt that provides the
insulation for either extreme."

She had a conplete new outfit in a deep wine-red for this Hatching-Ranoth's
thirty-fifth-especially as this clutch included a queen egg, the first in
twel ve seasons. The great queen rarely laid fewer than twenty eggs; this
clutch, appropriately, nunbered thirty-five.

The ei ght Weyl eaders had al ready agreed on the necessity of the foundation
of a ninth Weyr. The existing eight were completely full, with sone
two-year-old dragons still living in the Weyrling cavern for |ack of space.
Whil e Weyrl eaders were proud to be flying at strength, dragon dignity required
i ndependent quartering. Not only were there no nore suitable sites in the
North, but since so many people were taking up holdings in the South, it was
agreed that a new Weyr should be located in the vast Southern Continent,
preferably equidistant between K van's Southern Weyr and T gellan's Eastern
The grubs might protect the I and and vegetation, but dragons were still needed
to repel Thread from human habitati ons and beastholds. Alittle reshuffling
anong the existing Weyrs and there would be plenty of ol der dragonriders to
bal ance out the young ones: dragons and riders who woul d appreciate quarters
in the South, where the climate was kind to agi ng bones and the stiffness of
old injuries.

Lessa experienced a flush of pride for what had been achi eved over the past
Turns by an ex-drudge from Ruatha Hold and the bronze Benden rider whom no one
had wanted to believe. She glanced up at her mate, noticing that even nore
silver strands had appeared in F lar's crisp black hair. The sun creases
around his eyes had deepened, additional touches of aging, though he seened to
have lost not a jot of his vitality. Maybe they should resign Benden to the
energy of younger riders, she nmused. Wth fewer responsibilities, they could
devote nore tinme to all the splendid projects at Landing. Not that she thought
she had a chance of coaxing F' |ar away from Benden until he had eradicated
Thread fromthe skies forever

F'l essan had spent sonetime explaining to her that once there was a
br eat habl e at nosphere in the cargo bay on the Yokohama, even as big a dragon
as Ramoth woul d be able to junp between to view Pern from space. Lessa wasn't
sure either of themwanted to go that far, though she was nore than pleased to
find her ebullient son becom ng a responsible and dedi cated part of the Aivas
team She was genuinely fond of the only child she had been able to bear
F'lar, but she had no illusions about him

"Gone between in thought, [ove?" F lar nurnured, |eaning down to her,
anusenment in his anber eyes. "G oghe's waving at us."

Spreadi ng her best welcoming smle on her face as she stepped off the hot
sands, Lessa located the Fort Hol der and acknow edged his salute. The tiers
were al ready packed with fol k who had cone to see a son or daughter Inpress a
dragon, or nerely to attend what was invariably a magnificent occasion

"Those new insoles work," F'lar said as he handed her up the stairs.

"Hmm don't they?" Then she noticed Larad and Asgenar with their w ves and
their ol der children on the second tier and waved cheerfully to them Master
Bendarek was on the sane row as they were, but deep in a private dialogue with
the recently appointed Masterprinter Tagetarl, he didn't see her

She surveyed the ranks behind her, |ooking for Master Robinton and D ram a
pair who rarely nmissed an Inpression. Her eye picked them out easily,
respl endent as they were in their Gather finery. Becom ng so involved with the
Ai vas project had given them both, and Lytol, stinulation and new purpose. Wy
was it that these older nen thrived on the chall enge, while others, I|ike
Sangel, Norist, Corman, Nessel, and Beganon, rejected all that the new
i nformati on provided Pern? No, not new retrieved information. And just at the
time of a Pass, when everyone needed such an infusion of hope.

Absently she responded to several other salutes before taking her place in
the first tier.

It's alnost tine, Ramoth told her driver, sw nging her head possessively



over the queen egg.

Now don't scare the girls, dear

Ranoth's eyes glittered in a rainbow gamut as she | ooked straight at her
rider. If they scare, they're not worthy of ny daughter

You |iked them well enough yesterday.

Today it is diferent.

Yes, Lessa agreed affably, versed in her dragon's whinsies. Today your
daught er | npresses.

The hunm ng had al ready begun as the massed dragons of Benden chanted their
wel cone. Feeling the sound vibrating through her bones, Lessa turned to snile
softly at F lar, who smiled back and took her right hand in his. This noving
overture had becone a special nmoment for them an affirmation of their own
| ove and a rededication to their own dragons.

An abrupt hush rippled down the tiers as the audi ence becane aware of the
di stinctive sounds. Fire-lizards darted in to seek roosts on the topnost
ri dges, and though Ranoth followed their progress with her brilliant eyes, she
no | onger bellowed a warning if the creatures entered the Hatchi ng G ound.
After Lessa had heard Aivas's account of the fire-lizards' reception of their
huge cousins at the first Hatching, she had told Ranpoth, and both of them had
felt nore charitabl e since.

Sone of the eggs in the main group were rocking slightly, and the
fifty-seven boys closed in about them hope and eagerness mirrored on their
cl ean, shining faces. The five girls noved slowy but resolutely toward
Rarmot h, whose i mense form covered the nmottl ed queen egg.

Move back, dear, Lessa said gently.

Not quite growling, Ranoth took one backward step, flicking her tongue over
her egg.

Ranot h!

"Up to her usual tricks?" F'lar asked.

"Hmm " Two nore steps, please, dear, and do keep your tongue in your head.
Such an undignified posture. Lessa spoke firmy, and though Ranoth swung her
head in a | ast show of reluctance, she did nove back-five steps, deliberately
nore than requested-before she crouched down, glaring with orange-red flashing
eyes.

Then Lessa cast an appraising glance over the five young wormen confronting
t he queen egg. Groghe's daughter, barely fifteen Turns old, was the smallest,
a daintily made child. She had already Inpressed two bronze fire-lizards, and
Lessa hoped that they would contain thenselves until after Inpression was
over. Rampth might tolerate the creatures in the Hatching G ound, but not
flying about her head. Still, Nataly had bin sensibly raised, and her two
fire-lizards had behaved thensel ves admi rably since arriving at Benden

Breda, the waithlike blonde, canme from Ctom Odd that Nessel did not
object to Search, for all he opposed the Weyrs' energetic support of Aivas.
She was very quiet, a journeyman weaver and, at twenty-two, the ol dest
candi dat e.

Cona was Neratian, and Manora had reported that in the sevenday that the
girl had been at Benden Weyr, she had already been in the weyrs of three
bronze riders. That was not a bad trait in a queen's rider; it was certainly
preferable to a | ack of sensuality.

Wy the dragons had chosen Silga was a bit of a puzzle, for the girl had
been terrified by her first flight between, and that was not a good onen.

The final girl, Tumara, was a cousin of Sharra's and so delighted to |eave
the isolated fisher's island off the |Istan coast that Manora had commented the
girl was wearing her out in her efforts to be useful

Conpl i ancy was a good trait, but too much becane subservience, and that was
not one of the nore desirable qualities. A Weyrwoman had to be firm fair, and
synmpathetic with her queen. Not that this pairing was certain to beconme senior
in any V\eyr.

Much had to be done, besides finding a suitable place for the new Wyr.
Then, whi chever junior queen-in whatever Wyrnext rose to mate would be fl own



by all unattached bronzes. The triunphant pair would be tenporary Weyrl eaders
only until they had proved thenselves. As fully three-quarters of the other
gueens on Pern were likely to come into season over the next few nonths, this
was as fair a method as any to determine the | eadership of the new Wyr.

The hunm ng had increased to a frantic pitch. The first egg. Lessa breathed
a sigh of relief when she saw a bronze head and wi ng enmerge-had split cleanly,
and the hatchling was up and out. A fine strong bronze, unsteady on its feet,
of course, but able to extend its wet wings and swivel its head to and fro,
trying to focus its bleary eyes on the figures before it.

Wth a shriek of triunph, it made a trenmendous |eap and | anded in front of
a stocky lad-froma Smithhall in Igen, if she recalled accurately. Sonetimes
t he eager young faces seened to blend into nenories of all the candidates from
the many Inpressions held in this Hatching Gound over the past twenty three
Turns she had been Weyrwonan. Hol di ng her breath, she watched that magica
nmonent when the boy realized that the dragon had chosen him ecstasy w eathed
his face as he knelt to caress the inperious creature butting at him Tears of
joy streamed down his cheeks as he threw his arnms about the damp bronze neck

"Ch, Braneth, you are the nost beautiful bronze in all the world! "

The audi ence let out a cheer and appl auded whil e the dragons interrupted
their humto bugle a wel cone.

After the initial |npression, other eggs cracked or split or crunbled to
tip their inhabitants onto the warm sands, and brown, blue, and green
dragonets were matched with conpati bl e personalities.

"CGood, twelve bronzes," F lar said, keeping track of the pairings. "W
could do with nmore browns-only four-but the distribution of blues and greens
is exactly right."

Lessa had not been paying that much attention past the first three, for the
gueen egg was beginning to rock. Tentatively at first, and then with
consi derabl e energy. No cracks showed on the shell yet, a fact that was
beginning to worry Lessa. Usually the queens were inpetuous in their arrivals.
Then the tip of the nose broke through, both wi ng claws appeared, and-as if
the little queen had given a trenmendous shrug-the shell parted vertically and
she stood there, framed by the casing, |ooking about with great dignity.

"Ch, she's a darling, that one," F'lar nurnured to Lessa. "Just |ook at
her, queen of all she surveys."

Wth the unusual suppleness of a hatchling, the little queen tilted her
head backward al nost to her spine and gave Ranoth one | ong | ook before she
swung her head forward again to regard the five girls facing her. Daintily,
she stepped away from her shell. Wth a cal marrogance she swept her
coruscating gl ance once nore over those awaiting her decision. Lessa wondered
if any of the girls were actually breathing at that crucial nonent.

“I"1l wager you a mark on Cona," F'lar said.

Lessa shook her head. "You'll lose. It's Nataly. The two are perfectly
mat ched. "

However, the little queen was quite an individual. She stal ked to one end
of the semicircle of girls, giving each a close scrutiny as she passed. She
never even made it to Cona and Natal y-she paused at Breda, extending her neck
and pushing her head very gently against the tall girl's body.

"That," F' lar said with a snap of his fingers, "for our choices."

Lessa chuckl ed. "The dragon al ways knows." Then she gave a little gasp. As
Breda knelt to clasp the little queen's head to her breast, her rather plain
face had taken on a beatific glow that transformed her into a radiant beauty.

Eyes | um nous, Breda | ooked up at Lessa. "She says her name is Anmaranth!"”

"Well|l done, Breda. Felicitations!" Lessa called, having to shout above the
appl ause that greeted the queen's Inpression. Are you satisfied? she asked
Rarmot h, who was staring dourly at the pairing

The girl wouldn't have been Searched if she wasn't suitable. Wal see how
she copes with Amaranth. This one is a true daughter to me. From his high
perch, Mienenth added a stunning triple-noted bugle. Ranmoth craned her head up
at him her eyes dazzling with pulsating color. You flew nme well.



F'lar grinned at Lessa, for they had both heard the remark. "We'd better
get on with our day's duties, love," he said, using that excuse to put an arm
about Lessa's slender wai st and guide her down the stairs and out onto the
Hat chi ng Ground sands.

In an unusual display of maternal approval, Ranoth foll owed Lessa and F'I|ar
as the Weyrl eaders hel ped Breda escort Amaranth out of the i mmense cavern

"Never for a nmonent did | think 1'd be chosen, Weyrwonan Lessa," Breda
said. "l've never been out of Crom not even to a Gather."

"Did your famly conme?"

"No, Weyrwoman Lessa, ny parents are dead. The Hall raised ne."

In an uncharacteristic gesture, Lessa |laid her hand on Breda's arm "And
you are to call ne Lessa, ny dear. W are both queen riders."

Breda' s eyes wi dened.

"Who knows, ny dear?" F' lar said, half joking. "You may be a Weyrwoman,

t oo, one day soon."

Astoni shed, the girl stopped in her tracks. Amaranth pushed at her
urgently creeling her hunger

Lessa tightened her hand on Breda's armand led her briskly to neet the
weyr f ol k bearing huge bow s heaped with herdbeast flesh. "It is a possibility,
you know. But first, we'll show you how to feed Amaranth. Don't l|et her
bl eati ng bother you. They always think they're starving after they' ve
hat ched. "

Breda needed little instruction in feeding Amaranth, settling to the task
wi th such ease that Lessa thought the girl had probably had to feed youngsters
in the Hall that had raised her. Life in the Weyr was going to be quite
different: Breda had just acquired a huge fanmly

Then Lessa turned to discharge the | ess enjoyable task of an | npression
day: conforting the unsuccessful candidates. Mar had al ready begun that
process anong the young nen and boys. Wen Lessa | ooked about her for Nataly
and Lord G oghe, she found themin a famly knot at one of the tables. Mnora
was there before her, serving wine, klah, and fruit juices. Nataly was
struggling to hide her disappointnent and managi ng nobly, Lessa deci ded.

Better than Silga and Tamara, who were in tears, with their fanilies not
really knowi ng what to say to console them Cona was nowhere to be seen. Lessa
wonder ed who had spirited her away, but decided that the girl's preferred kind
of consol ation m ght nmend nmatters nore effectively than any other avail able
nmet hod.

She paused | ong enough to speak to Nataly and Lord G oghe and then noved on
to hel p assuage the di sappoi ntment of Silga and Tanara.

The harpers had started to play, and although there were sonme |ong faces
anong the visitors, the nmusic would soon brighten them Wyrfolk were al ready
busy pouring fromw ne sacks and serving enornous platters of the pit-roasted
herdbeasts and wherries. Food was so often a sovereign remedy, Lessa
refl ected.

Finally, once the sated hatchlings were asleep on their pallets in the
barracks, the Weyrlingmaster pernmitted the new dragonriders to join their
famlies. Wth the honored guests present, the festivities went into ful
SWi ng.

"A nost positive young queen, hnmmP?" Robinton said, sliding into an enpty
space beside Lessa. He raised his cup in a toast to F lar, opposite her. "Made
rather an entrance, didn't she?"

Lessa smiled and offered to fill Robinton's glass fromthe skin of Benden
white that hung on her chair.

"I's Amaranth why F' |l essan's been so interested in the vacant stakeholds in
t he Sout h?" Robi nton delivered his query in the guileless fashion that told
Lessa and F' lar that he guessed a new Weyr was required.

F'lar gave a knowi ng snort. "He offered."

"He's nmore in Landing than he is here," Lessa added wyly. Wth three sons
by as many weyrgirls, F lessan had need to be absent fromtheir entreaties. He
had provided well for each of his children, but he was no nore ready to settle



down with one than any young, handsone, and popul ar bronze rider. Manora had
even suggested that the absence of that young charner for a while m ght result
in one or nore of the girls settling for an older rider in a nore stable,

| asting attachnent.

Robi nt on cocked an eyebrow, suggesting to Lessa that he already knew about
t he demands on F' lessan. "He's an excellent choice of explorer. Is a Wyr
situation the only thing he's to investigate? "

F'lar picked up on that. "Why? |Is Toric restless agai n?"

Robi nton took a judicious sip fromhis cup. "Not really. Now that Denol's
tenure of the Big Island has been settled, Toric's making up for lost tine
with Aivas."

"And?" F'lar pronpted.

"He hid his chagrin rather well when he discovered just how mm .. |ess
than vast the Southern Continent actually is. Fortunately he's deci ded that
Sout hern nust have Halls of both new Crafts. | believe that he and Hami an had

rather a vociferous confrontation over the filler plant Ham an's been
devel oping as an insulating material."

"The fibrous stuff that Bendarek's been going on about?" Lessa asked. "You
know t hat he's genui nely concerned about the amount of trees that are needed
to supply the demand for paper.”

"I ndeed." Robi nton nodded vigorously. "I do see his point that a weed that
grows rampant in Southern should be utilized instead of choppi ng down those
magni fi cent forests of his.”

"I thought that Sharra di scovered the plant and recogni zed its useful ness,"”
Lessa added.

"I believe that's Toric's contention,"” Robinton replied, his eyes sparkling
with mschief. "That she found it on his holding while on a sweep for him"

"WII the man never be satisfied?" Lessa demanded with sone heat.

"I doubt it," Robinton replied equably.

"WIl we end up having to fight himfor holdings in the South?" Lessa went
on, shooting hima fierce glance for his casual nanner

"My dear Lessa, no one, absolutely no one, is going to challenge a man, or
a wonman, nounted a-dragon! And | et us devoutly hope that there never is a
point at which that is even renotely possible.”

"Sout hern Weyr?" Mar rem nded the Harper severely.

"Well, yes, now, but that was not aggression-it was abduction."” Robinton
had good cause to renenber the time Ranmpbth's egg had di sappeared fromthe
Hat chi ng Ground and how very near Benden dragons had conme to fighting the
A dtimer Southern dragons. Not wi shing to rem nd the Weyrl eaders that they had
ostracized himat that point in tine, Robinton held up his glass, |ooking
plaintively at the w neskin hanging on Lessa's chair. She filled it for him

"Mnd you, | think you're wise to send F'lessan to explore the tantalizing
potential of Southern. Wen is he going?"
Lessa grinned, lifting her eyebrows expressively. "He should be there even

as we speak."

The great plains rolled on below F' | essan and Gol anth as the big bronze
glided on a south-sout hwest path, aided by high thermals. A slight tw nge of
guilt marred F I essan's happy contenpl ati on of the scenery. He really should
have been working up those equations for Aivas, who was under the inpression
that the young bronze rider's presence was required at the Benden Hatching. As
F'l essan had no wish to have to explain to Nera, Faselly, and Brinna why he
couldn't choose anong them he was gl ad enough to spend a free day obeying the
i njunction of Mar and Lessa.

ol anth was so thoroughly enjoying hinself that F | essan decided it was
unsuitable to bel abor hinmself wth unnecessary renorse. He had been unusual |y
diligent in his studies-even enjoyed them In truth, as F |essan | ooked back
over the past two Turns, he realized that he had devoted nore time to Aivas
than to the Weyr-save for Threadfall. He often flew as Wngsecond wth
T gellan and the Eastern Weyr and with K van in Southern. He liked fighting



Thread, and he and Gol anth were exceedingly deft at escaping injury.

One thing he hadn't dared to ask Lessa and F' lar: If he found a suitable
site for another Weyr, was he in line to be Wyrl eader? He di sm ssed that
notion alnost instantly. F lessan had few illusions about hinself. He was a
good W ngl eader, he understood draconic abilities, he knew which were the best
riders in every Weyr and who were the nmost likely weyrlings in Benden, but he
didn't think he was anyone's i medi ate choice for the next Weyrl eader. And he
was well aware of how such matters were decided: open mating flight for al
unat t ached bronzes.

I"mbig and strong, Golanth informed himw th just a hint of boasting in
his tone. |I'd' ve caught Lamanth that tinme, if Litorth had not done that
clip-and-run dive maneuver. He d been practicing with the greens! he added
petul antly.

F' | essan soothed his dragon with hand and voice. He had been a bit provoked
about that himself. O course, Celina was nearly as old as Lessa, but it was
becoming a matter of honor for Golanth to fly a queen, and Celina was a nice
sort. Anyone could get along with her

A dust cloud caught F lessan's attention, and he asked Golanth to veer
toward it.

I"mnot hungry just now, Golanth replied as they got near enough to
di stingui sh the runps of fleeing herdbeasts.

Get inalittle closer, would you, Golanth? |I've never seen any |ike these.
Brown and white, and black and white. Big beasts. Nice and juicy, F lessan
added coaxi ngly.

If they are big now, they will be bigger when | amready to eat.

F' I essan chuckl ed. There were tinmes when CGolanth couldn't be diverted. He
gl anced at the dial strapped to his arm checking the time it registered
agai nst his reading of the sun. Accurate enough. Aivas called it a watch-and
the first time F lessan had worn it he had indeed watched, nesnerized, as the
| ong second hand nmade its way around the dial. Jancis had presented it to him
on his birthing day. She had desi gned and executed the device for him
personally. F' lessan had felt both honored and elated to be the proud
possessor of one of the few wistwatches on Pern. Jancis had only nade six:

Pi enur, of course, wore one; so did Lord Larad and Lady Jissany; Master
Robi nton and Master Fandarel were the other |ucky recipients.

He and Gol anth had been a-wing for the past five hours. If they didn't
sight their objective soon, he was going to ask Golanth to |l and so that he
could eat his lunch and stretch his legs. A six-hour stint during a Fall was
one thing-then he was actively involved, too busy to become unconfortabl e.
Flying straight to a new location was a different matter altogether, always
tedious. But it was necessary when one's destination was unfaniliar, unless
one had been given a detailed description or could grab an inmage of the site
from anot her dragon or rider's mnd-which was not the case today. Gol anth was
maki ng good time, catching the thermals and air currents to increase his
speed, but it was a weary way to go.

Still and all, F'lessan enjoyed being first at something. He was not by
nature an envious sort, but it did seemthat Pienur and Jaxom had the | arger
portion of luck with their discoveries. He was very pl eased that Lessa and
F'lar had entrusted this search to him They could have sent one of the ol der
bronze riders, or F nor. Nevertheless, it was F | essan and Gol anth who were
wi ngi ng over the great plains, toward the huge inland sea that the settlers
had named Caspian, to a Hold call ed Xanadu

Suddenly, off to his right, the sun dazzled him reflecting off water.

To our right, Golly, F lessan said excitedly.

A very big water, Colanth added.

As he often had, F' |essan wondered if he would see clearer, better, farther
if he had faceted dragon eyes.

| can see anything you wi sh for you, CGolanth replied neekly.

F'l essan pumel ed his neck affectionately. | know, big fellow, and I'm
al ways grateful for your help. | was just thinking what it mght be like,



that's all.

Col anth began to stroke the air, beating upward. Thermal, he said
cryptically, and F' | essan | eaned down agai nst the great bronze neck so as not
to i npede the ascent. He felt the alteration in the wind current and let out a
triunphant yodel when Golanth flattened out and set his wings to glide on the
hot air.

And that's sonething el se you can do which I can't-tell where the air
currents are. How ever do you know where the thermals are?

My eyes see the variation of air, | snell the difference, and ny hide feels
the altered pressure.

Real | y? F' |l essan was inpressed with the explanation. Been listening in on
nmy aerodynanics | essons with Aivas?

Col anth thought that over. Yes. You listen to him so | thought | should.
Rut h does, and Path certainly. Ranbth and Mienmenth don't. They prefer to sleep
in the sun while Lessa and F' lar are here. Bigath listens, and Sul ath and
Beerth. C arinath occasionally, but Pranith always and Lioth whenever his
rider's down. Sonetimes the listening is very interesting. Sonetimes it's not.

Not only was that an unusually |ong speech for CGolanth, but it gave
F'l essan such food for thought that he was kept occupied with the
ram fications until the edge of the vast inland sea becane visible.

How are the air currents, Golanth? Shall we cross it, or fly around?

W cross it, was the inmediate and confident answer.

We need a nor' norwest heading, Golanth, to reach the point where the

ancients settled. Not that | think we'll find nuch.
As they crossed the water, passing through several squalls on the way, they
noted all the little islands and the strange pinnacles of rock upthrusts, like

bony fingers or clenched fists. On sone, odd-shaped trees had managed to find
soi|l enough in the rock crevices to support their roots. In two instances,
naked roots twi sted down the spires, seeking additional dirt and sustenance.
The trees, with their closely packed heads, |eaned precariously away fromthe
prevailing winds. O were those branches that were seeking the sumits and
sunlight? Sharra would want to know about these. She |iked such oddities.

The western coastline was visible at last, a high palisade of cliff. The
i nl and sea nust have been forned in a vast subsidence, F' |essan decided,
recogni zi ng the geol ogi cal formation fromAivas's survey |lectures. That would
al so account for the spires and islands: the tops of sunken nountains. Now if
those distant cliff faces also held caves, this would be a splendid place for
a Weyr, he thought. Al that water! One would never have a dry dragon in one's
weyr .

He was to be di sappoi nted, however, once they got close enough to see the
solid granite conposition of the high bluffs.

Dragons don't have cliff weyrs in Southern or Eastern and they don't
conpl ain, Golanth said hel pfully.

I know, but | was asked to find a useful old crater or two.

The sun will find me in a clearing, and there are sone very good-snelling
trees on this continent.

F'l essan thunped Gol anth, grinning at the bronze's effort to console him
for the disappointment. This isn't the only place |I'm supposed to check out.
There was a settler's hold, called Honshu, in the foothills of the Southern
barrier range. However, since we're here, let's |ook about for this Xanadu
St akehol d.

ol anth's sharp eyes spotted unnatural outlines on a slight prom nence, not
far fromwhere a wide river had worn a deep gorge fromthe outer sea to the
i nner one. F'lessan wasn't sure about ruins, but he had to accept that wi de
steps had been cut in the palisade face. Someone had wanted an easy access to
the | akeshore. CGolanth | anded neatly beside his alleged ruins. Looking around,
F'l essan at first thought the dragon had been ni staken in seeing any shape
what soever beneath the heavy vegetation

This is not natural, CGolanth insisted, tapping a vertical thicket of
twi sted vines and noss. Extending his wi ng, he hooked a w ngfinger claw on a



twi sted branch and pull ed away the obscuring greenery. As nyriad creatures
scuttl ed away from exposure to the sun, F' lessan found hinself |ooking at a
tall chi mey of worked stone. So the rest of the ruin had to be the remains of
the walls of a dwelling.

F' | essan shook his head for those foolish enough to build with so nmuch
vegetation all around them making themtw ce as vulnerable to Thread. Taking
a neatroll from his pouch, he ate as he wal ked around the hold walls, using
his belt knife to scrape down to | ong-hidden dressed stone. It woul d have been
a large dwelling. Golanth had shoul dered his way into the thick forest and was
calling his rider to inspect nore ruins.

"Sizable place all right enough,” F'|essan said, kicking at sone rubble.
"Xanadu, huh!" He turned back to the main building, snagging a ripe redfruit
froma hanging |linb as he wal ked. Chewing the juicy fruit, he contenplated the
prospect of sea and distant shore that the original inhabitants nust surely
have enjoyed. Magnificent! If there hadn't been Thread to worry about, it
woul d have been an endl essly beautiful vista. "W ve another place to
i nvestigate, Golanth," he said abruptly, throwing off a sense of regret on
behal f of those | ong-dead hol ders.

He asked Golanth to wheel over the site so that he could inprint the
details in his mnd for future visits. If-no, F lessan corrected hinself
defiantly, when Pernese skies were Threadfree, this would be an adm rable
situation for an open-air weyr.

Col anth caught an updraft that put them quickly back into the westerly
current. They had a long way still to go. Shielding his eyes, F |lessan gl anced
at the lowering sun and then, berating hinself for his forgetful ness, |ooked
at his wistwatch. Four nmore hours until dusk. Not that flying at night
bot hered Gol anth, nor would it be the first night F lessan had curled up in a
bed made by his dragon's forepaws, but if they didn't hurry, F lessan woul dn't
see what he had flown all this way to lay his eyes on

They flew onward, Golanth's wings tirelessly carrying them until the great
Sout hern barrier range devel oped froma pal e | avender snudge to vast purplish
bl ue massifs, dom nating the horizon
Bi-i-ig- F lessan drawl ed the adjective-nountains! H gher than anything we
have in the North until you reach the Icy Wstes.

The air would be very thin up there, Golanth observed. WII we have to
cross then?

| don't think so. F' lessan rumuaged in his jacket pocket for the nmap Aivas
had printed out for him It flapped so badly in the wind of their passage that
he had trouble reading it. No, this Honshu holding is in ,the foothills bel ow
the real range. W're just not close enough to distinguish them

The last of the brilliant sunset illum nated the general area of their
destination. Only because sharp-eyed Golanth saw a |line of herdbeasts anbling
t hrough a wi de doorway in the foot of the cliff did they |ocate Honshu

Are you sure you saw what you said you saw? F' | essan asked in surprise.
Surely they would have taken their beasts with them when they left.

Maybe wi I d ones found the way into a place of safety, Golanth suggested.
Speedi ng up his wing strokes, he reached the foot of the sheer cliff just as
the |l ast of sunset drained fromwestern skies.

There was no mistaking the wide track worn snooth by usage that led to the
cliff face and through a wi de entrance angled into the cliff. Peering inside
F'l essan coughed at the stench of the place. High in the walls, w ndow slits
did not give himlight enough to see nuch-and the snmell al one was enough to
di scourage investigation. The herdbeasts baw ed in surprise at his entrance
and m |l ed anxiously deeper into what he guessed was an i )mense cavern
Choking and with eyes streaming fromthe intense anmoniac snmell, F'lessan
backed out. Leaning against the cliff, he breathed deeply of the fresh evening
air.

"Looks |ike you found me Honshu, CGolanth," he said, running his hand up the
beasthol d entrance. "This was cut as neatly as a hot knife in cheese. Just
like Fort Hold and the Weyr-when the ancients still had power for their



stonecutters. So this has to be Honshu." His fingers also | ocated a door

neatly retracted into the wall. "They left the door wi de open, after all
Wll, Golanth, let's find us a place to canp for the night. Afire would be
right cheerful on a black night like this. | don't knowif those big felines

Sharra and Pi enmur tal ked about range this far south, but..."

No feline would chall enge ne!

"Not one who wishes to see tonmorrow,” F' lessan said with a |laugh as he
peered into the dark for soneplace to settle down.

Foll ow me, Col anth said, and anbled to the left of the cliff face.

"You're better than a torch.” F lessan followed, taking care not to tread
on his dragon's tail.

Dead wood was easy enough to find, and rocks to contain a fire, so very
shortly F' lessan was confortably settled against Golanth's shoul der, munching
on his travel rations and sipping sone Benden wi ne he had tal ked Manora into
putting in his bottle. Then, because there was little else to do, F lessan
unroll ed the fur that padded Gol anth's neck ridge, nestled hinself snugly
bet ween Gol anth's forelinbs, and went to sleep

He woke up just as the eastern skies were brighteni ng. Enough enbers
remai ned fromhis fire to be coaxed back into sufficient warnth to allow him

to heat his nmorning klah and break his fast with a warmneatroll. Gol anth
anbl ed down to the river and drank deeply.
This will be a good place to swimonce the sun is up, he said with the air

of an expert. And the cliff a good place to warmafter a swm The sun will
catch the stone and radi ate heat.

F'l essan grinned as he sipped his hot klah. You have been learning a thing
or two fromlistening.

Only the things that nake sense to ne.

Then F' | essan heard the | ow bl eati ng and nbani ng of the animals sheltering
in the hold.

Stay there, Golanth, or the aninals won't cone out, and | want to
i nvestigate this place.

| don't mind if |I do, Golanth replied equably, but they have nothing to
fear for I amnot hungry yet.

Sonehow | doubt they'd believe you, dear heart. F' |essan made a second cup
of klah and then kicked dirt and gravel over his little fire lest the snell of
burni ng wood al arm t he beasts.

He did not have long to wait. Once the sunlight hit the entrance, the
ani mal s-whi ch proved to be of nore than one speci es of herdbeast-began to file
out, ready for a day's browsing or grazing. Mst of those had younglings at
foot. Not stirring a nmuscle, F |lessan watched the exodus. Only when all had
made their way down the track, spreading out on their separate ways, did the
bronze rider approach the opening.

"Faugh!" The reek still discouraged F'|lessan fromentering-the dung had
accunul ated to the level of md-thigh in sonme places. Holding his breath, he
stuck his head in. The cavern was huge, as far as he could tell in the patches

of early-norning light that filtered in through the high windows. It was then
that he noticed a flight of steps to his right.

Golanth! I"mgoing in. There're steps here. Drawing his collar across his
nose and nmouth, F'|lessan darted toward the steps and ran up to the first
| andi ng, where he stopped. There, to his right, was a | arge door that had once
been secured by a |l ock, now a rusted shell that fell into dust at his touch
He pushed open the door and stood on another |anding, fromwhich steps |ed
down to a large, high-ceilinged room Wndow slits let in barely enough Iight
to make out a bul ky object, half a dragon length in size, which appeared to be
cover ed.

I've found sone sort of an ancient artifact! he told Colanth as he took the
steps two at a tine in his excitenent.

The covering was of ancient manufacture, soapy and slick to the touch once
he brushed aside the filmof dust that had turned a bright green fabric to
gray. Flipping a corner up, F'lessan peered at the unm stakable prow of a



vehicle. Struggling to uncover nore of the incredible object, F Ilessan
recogni zed it fromsone of the tapes Aivas had shown them as a sled, one of
the | arger sort.

Just wait till Master Fandarel and Benel ek see this thing, CGolanth! They'l
go spare! F' lessan crowed with delight and anticipation at the stir this
beauty woul d cause. He rolled nore of the cover back, noticing how carefully
the craft had been stored by its owners and wondering why they had left it
behind. No nore fuel to fly it, probably.

It's a cunbersome-1ooking thing, Golanth remarked.

Don't worry, love, | d never trade you in for one of these. Cranky things
fromwhat the records tell us. Al ways needing to be serviced and have parts
repl aced. Don't have that worry with a dragon. F' |essan | aughed heartily at
the thought of the Smithcrafters swarm ng over the sled-for all the good it

would do them Still, it was quite arelic to find lovingly stored away. So
few of the settlers' everyday inplements had been di scovered. Then he noticed
the racks of dust-shrouded tools on the wall, a pile of enpty plastic sacks

such as the settlers had used to store all manner of itens, and, under |ayers
of fine dust, plastic containers in the settlers' favorite bright colors.

Vell, when | tell Aivas what we've found, he won't be so upset, F'lessan
added. So | d better survey the whole place for a conplete report. Aivas
respects conplete reports.

Then he bounded up the steps to the I anding and proceeded on upward. He
noticed that there were piles of dung on sone of the steps and nuddy hoof
marks that, fortunately, ended at another closed door.

This one slid back into the wall-not w thout sonme grunting and shovi ng on
F'l essan's part. Having achieved a w de-enough gap to squeeze through, he
stepped onto yet another landing, with stairs | eading down to a huge cavern-a
wor kroom to judge by the variety of tables and cabinets. Slightly amazed, he
identified both a forge and a huge kiln, as well as workbenches. And there he
saw his first signs of a hurried departure, for some cabinet drawers were half
out of their slides and there were odd cartons, not quite |idded shut, on
three work surfaces. He didn't go down to investigate further, for yet another
flight of stairs led up to a higher |evel

I"mmoving up in the world, Golanth, with nore marvels to report to Aivas.
Qooowhee, but this place is a treasure trove. The people may have left, but
for once they didn't take much with them Robinton and Lytol are going to be
fasci nat ed!

Col anth's response was a deep grunt that echoed in F |essan's ears;
| aughi ng at his dragon's |ack of enthusiasm the bronze rider galloped eagerly
up the steps.

Nor was F'|essan di sappoi nted. The door on this | evel opened onto what had
to be the main entry to the hold. Through a graceful archway, he could see
i nto what nust have been the central living area. For the first time, he felt
like an intruder as he stepped into the i Mmense room and he stopped in the
doorway. He heard the slither of tunnel snakes, retreating fromhis presence.
Peering into the room he could distinguish little beyond shrouded forns in
t he darkness, but he could see the thin lines of |ight around w ndow
apertures.

Retracing his steps to the hall, he threw open the w de doubl e | eaves of
the main door, blinking at the brilliance of the early-norning sun. The hold
faced northeast, as a southern hold should, and an early breeze ruffled the
t hi ck cushion of dust on the floor. Wth that light to help him he found the
wi ndows, which were set far above his head; he also found the | ong pole that
opened them He had opened five of the ten |large wi ndows before his eyes fel
on the space above them

Col ant h! You should see this! It's amazing!

See what? Where are you now? Is there roomfor ne?

"I -th-think so." F lessan heard his own stammer echo back fromthe vaulted
ceiling, a ceiling that had been decorated in brilliantly colored nurals that
had | ost nothing of their brightness. And he now knew part of the story they



depicted. "This ought to shut up the doubters-an i ndependent verification of
what Aivas told us!" he nurnured, nore to hinmself than to Gol anth, as he gave
the walls a fleeting gl ance before beginning a nore studi ed perusal. So

i nvol ved did he becone with the nmural scenes that it took hima nmonent to
realize that the scrabbling noise he heard was CGol anth's cl aws on stone.

This door is not wi de enough for ne, Golanth said, sounding distinctly
annoyed. F'lessan glanced around and stifled a guffaw Golanth had got head
and neck through the opening, but not his nassive shoul ders.

"You're not stuck, are you?" the bronze rider asked solicitously.

They coul d have made the door a little bit higher and wi der, since they
made it as big us they did.

"I don't really think they had dragons of your size in m nd when they built
it, Golanth. But can you see the nural s? There's even a scene about
dragons-right overhead. On, you can't quite see it, but these nurals are
amazi ng. There are panels for every major event-" F'|essan pointed out the
appropriate panels as he explained. "The actual landing in the shuttle craft;
the ones in Ship Meadow, and yes, there are sleds just |ike the one down
bel ow; and the buil ding of holds, and people working the | and, and then
Thread. They did that panel too graphically. Turns ny stonmach just to | ook at
it. They've got lots of sleds, and smaller craft, and flamethrowers and-ah
high up in the ceiling, they' ve even got Rukbat and all its planets. If only
we'd found this place a long tinme ago..." F lessan was silent a | ong noment,
his eyes noving fromone beautifully painted panel to the next. "They'll al
want to see this place," he said at length with infinite satisfaction. "W did
good, Colanth, dear heart. And we were first here!"

He | ooked around one last time, deciding not to investigate further so that
others mi ght have the pleasure of seeing the place as it had been left. Then
he carefully closed the w ndows.

Gol anth, cramred into the doorway, had been trying to see what he could. As
F' | essan approached him he carefully backed out onto the broad shel f that
jutted out fromthat level. F |lessan closed the doors behind him marveling at
t he workmanship that all owed the heavy netal to pivot so easily after so many
centuries of disuse. He gazed up at the sweep of the hold: three nore levels
of wi ndows were visible.

"Nei ther weyr nor hold but it would serve," F'|essan said, renenbering the
poi nt of his search. "That is, once the artifacters and Craftnasters get their
| ook-in."

Dragons would find this spot emnently suitable, F |essan, Golanth assured
him There is the river, which is deep, clear, and tasty to drink, and there
are many | edges that face the sun all the day |ong. The bronze dragon swung
his head to left and right to bring those places to F'lessan's notice. This
woul d make a very good Weyr indeed

"And so we shall report.”

12

THE DI SCOVERY OF Honshu was partially eclipsed by S len's discovery of
ei ght een usabl e space suits in the Yokohama EVA ready room |n Master
Robi nton' s opi nion, Aivas had received that news with a great deal nore
excitement than he had di spl ayed when hearing about Honshu's state of
preservation. Aivas said that the suits gave his schedul e consi derably nore
flexibility and dispensed with sone rather awkward and possi bly dangerous
alternatives. However, some folk in the Smithcraft, and many in the Harper
Hal |, considered Honshu the nore inportant, and certainly nore immediately
useful , discovery.

VWil e Aivas was revising his plan, Jancis and Ham an were appointed by
Mast er Fandarel to inventory the tools at Honshu and, if their use was not
i medi ately apparent, to decide what function they had had. Aivas did take
time to print out a manual for the sled, out of respect for the keen interest
shown, but added the qualifier that any such investigations were esoteric



since he could give no assistance in powering it. That provoked sone
resentment in those who felt that aerial transportation should not be
restricted to dragonriders and "a chosen few "

Aivas's rebuttal to that accusation was to enunerate all the skills and
t echnol ogi cal inprovenents-whi ch nost of those sane conpl ai nants objected to
in theory-that would be necessary to produce powered aerial vehicles,

i ncludi ng the devel opnent of an alternative and reliabl e power source.

"The settlers used power packs," Aivas rem nded them The subject had
ari sen before. "These units were rechargeabl e, but no recharging nmechani sm
survived. "

"But can't you tell us how to nmake the power packs?"

"There are two kinds of science," Aivas began in his oblique fashion
"Practical and theoretical. Wth practical, engineers use only what is
known-and proved to work in the everyday world-to achieve certain predicted
and predictable results. Theoretical science, on the other hand, pushes at the
boundari es and | aws that are known to work-and sonetines even steps outside of
them For the projects you have been working on, you already had enough
background and know how to | earn the necessary science to follow ny
instructions. But for sone things-such as the alien power packs-Pern, sinply
has not the technol ogy or the science to understand the theories well enough
to apply thempractically."

"In other words, we're stuck with this world and what's in it?" Jaxom
asked.

"Precisely. And it is up to you to work this out for yourself, or to gain
help fromLytol rather than fromthis facility.'

And that was as nuch tinme as Aivas would spend on Honshu. Wth additiona
space suits available, he initiated new projects, which, it was nmade cl ear
were much closer to the major task at hand: the destruction of Thread.

Now that the |ife-support systenms on the Bahrain and the Buenos Aires were
fully operational, Mrrimand S len were sent on their green dragons to make
t he necessary |inks between the bridge consoles on the two snaller ships and
t he Yokohama link with Aivas. The Bahrain and the Buenos Aires had, however,
sust ai ned nore danage over the centuries than the Yokohama, | osing antennae,
exterior optics, and considerable areas of the outside skin frominpacts that
t he shields had been unable to deflect. But that damage, Aivas was quick to
state, would not interfere with the Plan

Terry, Wansor, three of the dass-smith's brightest journeynen, and
Perschar, the artist, were ferried up by green dragons for |ong sessions on
t he Yokohama's tel escope, mapping the Red Star for any distinctive features.
The vid-link down to Aivas was still inperfect; Aivas had been unable to
di scover the problemand so had to rely on human observations. They soon
reported to Aivas that only one side of the planet was turned toward them
Perschar was to do | arge reproductions of whatever geographic features the
surface of the eccentric planet presented. Wansor had to be peel ed away from
the consol e, so exhausted by his lengthy efforts that he actually fell asleep
between on the return trip.

Teans made up of green and bronze riders-all transported by the smaller
green dragons-explored the deserted |l evels of the Yokohama in case anything
el se had been left behind. But the ancients had stripped an amazi ng anount of
material fromthe ship. The space suits-and the banks of col dsl eep
capsul es-were all that had been deened usel ess on the surface.

Then a team of Mastersmiths was sent to all three ships, starting with the
Yokohama, so that all four could fanmiliarize thenmselves with the cargo bays
and engi ne roons. The four-Fandarel, Belterac, Evan, and Jancis-were
fascinated by the ship's construction, pausing to exam ne the way struts had
been secured, how walls, ceilings and floors had been fitted into the skel eton
of the ship. It was difficult for themto assimlate the fact that the
Yokohama had been assenbled in space at one of the old Earth's gigantic
satellite shipyards, and that the heavi est portions had been pushed into
position by single workers with conputer-controlled machi nes.



Mast er Fandarel nmade full use of the Yokohama as a school room getting
Aivas to explain the designs and the safety aspects of the
conpartnentalization. He was truly amazed at the rational e behind the odd
design of the spacegoing ship and had many questions to put to Aivas about the
apparent anomal i es.

The main section of the Yokohama was a huge sphere of many |evels, each of
whi ch coul d be closed off, as could sections of each level-to sustain life,
Aivas told them should the main hull be breached. Thus heat and oxygen coul d
be mai ntai ned only where necessary, as was being done now, to conserve
supplies. The bridge area, the environnental section and the lift accessing
it, a small infirmary, and Airlock A were the nost heavily shielded. According
to Aivas, escape pods had once been attached to Airlock A wuntil the Yokohama
had been reconm ssioned as a col ony ship and those pod positions had been
altered to access supply drones.

The huge matter-anti matter engi nes were housed on a long shaft, attached to
the midsection of the main sphere but separated by the heaviest shielding on
t he Yokohama. Two great wheels on either end of the engine shaft had held the
fuel and cargo pods that had been w apped around the engi nes. Those had, of
course, been enptied during the journey and | aunched to splash down in the
seas of f Monaco Bay. Retrieved, the basic nmetal had been smelted down and
rewor ked. The ceram c fuel tanks had been put to different uses. Very little
of the superstructure of the Yokohama and the other two col ony ships renai ned.
The narrower stern wheel on the end of the engine shaft still held its band of
maneuvering jets which, powered by the solar panels and in conjunction with
t hose around the nmain sphere, were what kept the Yokohama's orbit stable. One
of the first checks Aivas had conmi ssioned was to ascertain how nuch fue
remai ned in the Yokohama's main tank

Fandarel , thinking about that fuel, wondered why the settlers had dared to
| eave the colony ships in an orbit that was ultinmately destined to decay.
Aivas replied curtly that that was not an i nmedi ate concern: So far, the
orbits had not decayed, and the surface of Pern was not at risk-not, at |east,
from ship debris.

It was while Jancis was busy patching the main engi neering board into Aivas
while the others were exam ning the "readi ness" run of the great propul sion
units that one of the green riders activated the red alert fromthe bridge.
Janci s's bronze fire-lizard, Trig, became so agitated that she had a hard tine
cal mi ng hi m down enough to make sense of his response. She could raise neither
S len nor L' zan on the com And the red alert signal continued to blink in the
engi neering facility.

"Thread attacki ng the Yokohama?" Jancis got that much from Trigs chaotic
t houghts. "It can't, Trig. It can't. W're safe here! No, don't you dare
breathe fire in here!"

Janci s then bell owed directions through the speaker to the bridge unti
S'len hit the right sequence of buttons to make voice contact.

"It's Thread, Jancis, I'msure of it," S'len replied. "Not space debris.
There's this flood of egglike things of varying sizes streamng toward us.
Looks just like the stuff Aivas described to us in his |lecture. Space debris
woul dn't cone in a steady flow, would it? This stuff goes back as far as we
can see fromthe wi ndow Only none of themever hits the wi ndow, and the
pilot's board is all lit up and the engineer's station is beeping at us." His
words cane tunbling out in his haste to describe the situation. Then his voice
became agitated. "Bigath and Beerth are demandi ng that we go outside. They say

it's Thread. | never should have even thought what | thought it is!"™ Then in
an expl osive aside: "No, Bigath, we can't fly this sort of a Fall. It's not

Thread yet, -if that's what it is! W haven't any firestone, and there's no

air out there, and you wouldn't fly outside anyway you'd float, just like in
here. Shards! Jancis, | can't make her understand!"

S'len didn't panic easily, and Bigath was not as erratic as some greens. In
t he background, Jancis could al so hear Aivas's |loud reassurances. |If Bigath
was not obeying her rider, she certainly could not be disciplined by the



Aivas. Her bugling challenge at Thread took on a frantic edge.

"Tell them Ruth says they're not to go! They obey him" she said, |atching
on to an authority the greens respected. She didn't know a green dragon who
wasn't partial to the white dragon

"When is Ruth coming, Bigath wants to know" S len's tone had altered from
di smay to desperation. Aivas's cal mvoice continued to exhort the green
dragons to listen to reason, but he was using reason that the dragons were not
in a state to hear.

Jancis was scribbling a note to Jaxomto come at once when S'len, with a
cry of relief, said, "Ruth's here and everything' s under control!"

Jancis | ooked at the note and then at her fire-lizard, who cocked his head
at her quizzically. She considered the matter for a nmoment | onger and then
made a deci sion. There was absolutely no way in which Jaxom and Ruth woul d
have known to cone to the bridge. He was in Ruatha today, and Aivas had no way
of communi cating with himthere. She checked the exact tinme on her watch and
wote it down on the note. She added a final phrase in big letters: "TIME IT!"
Then she sent Trig off to Ruatha and Jaxom

"But if Ruth and Jaxom are here, why send the note now?" Fandarel asked.

Jancis smiled at her grandfather. "Trig needs the practice, G anddad."

Trig was back al nost imedi ately, |ooking inordinately pleased with
hi nmsel f.

"He needs nore than practice," Fandarel said, dismayed at the apparent
di sobedi ence.

"I don't know about you," Jancis said as a diversion, striding over to the
[ift, "but | want to see this "attack.' |'ve never been allowed out of Hall or
Hold during a Fall, so now nay be ny only chance. Aren't any of you
i nterested?"

The reaction to her challenge was i medi ate, and when Jancis found herself
crammed into the lift with three big smths she was sorry that she had issued
it.

Then the lift door opened to a curious bedlam two green dragons, w ngs
pl astered to the wi ndow, were so fiercely hissing and spraying saliva that the
view was | argely obscured, while Ruth, his wing fingers on those of the two
greens, putting himat full stretch, overlapped their bodies. He was |oudly
emtting some sort of croon that was only just audible through their angry
sputters.

Janci s managed to grab Trig before he took off to join the dragons in their
futile posturing. She pinned himfirmy under one armwhile she hung on to the
railing lest his violent attenpts to free hinself send her into a spin. Ruth
turned his redshot eyes in their direction and barked perenptorily. The bronze
fire-lizard i medi ately subsi ded.

The viewor the part of it that was not bl ocked by green and white dragon
bodi es-was awesone: the objects blanketed the entire panorama. Jancis had to
exert a firmcontrol over an urge to recoil as the shapes, zoomning straight at
Yokohama, were deflected at seemingly the |ast noment before inpact by the
ship's shields. But gradually, she and the sniths becane accustoned to the
spectacl e and could appreciate it with detachment. Not that any of them found
it as anusing as Jaxomdid. He was clutching the pilot's chair in one hand to
prevent hinself fromfloating off, but he was nearly doubled up with | aughter
S'len and L' zan, hovering circunspectly out of reach of furiously sw shing
dragon tails, |ooked on in chagrin and enbarrassnent.

Being the tallest man there, Fandarel had a reasonably unobstructed view.
"An ammzi ng spectacle. Aivas, is this one of those neteor showers you've told
us about ?"

"What you are seeing is not a nmeteor shower," Aivas replied. "Conparing the
present onslaught with reports made by Pil ot Kenjo Fusai yuki during his
reconnai ssance flights and pendi ng exam nation of a sanmple, it is reasonable
to assume that Thread, in its space-traveling form is flow ng past the
Yokoharma on its way to your planet."

"But where will it fall?" Jaxom asked, unable to remenber which Weyr was



scheduled to fly Fall next.

"On Nerat, in precisely forty-six hours,"'

Jaxom |l et out a | ong whistle.

"This swarmhas a long way to go yet to reach the atnospheric envel ope of
t he planet," Aivas continued.

"Hmm " Fandarel said, noving closer to peer out the wi ndow "Fascinating!
To be amid Thread and unharmed by it. Truly astounding. It's a great pity we
can't do something to stemthe tide here, before it reaches the surface."

S' len groaned. "Please don't even think that," he said, flicking his hand
at the willing creatures whom Ruth was visibly restraining at the wi ndow.

"Thread doesn't | ook so dangerous right now, " Jancis said thoughtfully as
she wat ched the ovoids sweep in and abruptly di sappear

"Inits frozen state, it is unlikely to be life-threatening,’

"But you don't know for sure?"

"Attenmpts were nade by Nabhi Nabol and Bart Lenpbs to secure specinens, but
their ship disintegrated before they were able to return with them"

"We coul d get some now," Jaxom suggested. "There're plenty out there."

There was a significant pause, and Jaxom w nked at Jancis. It wasn't often
t hat Ai vas was caught speechl ess.

"You fail to recognize the hazards of such a venture,
| ast.

"Why? W could stash the thing in Airlock A for instance, and it would
stay frozen. As you keep telling us, it takes the friction of the atnosphere
for Thread to netanorphose into its dangerous state.”

Janci s was nout hi ng words at Jaxom shaking her head violently. Under her
arm Trig struggled with renewed vigor to free hinmself fromrestraint.

"The Yokohama is noving at approximately 38,765 nautical mles per hour or
about twenty thousand miles per hour relative to the Thread ovoids. To attenpt
to capture one would be an inpossible maneuver even for persons trained in
extravehi cular activities. It would al so be essential to have
nonheat - conducti ng tongs."

Trig squawked.
| would capture a Thread egg for you, Ruth said, turning his head at an
i npossi bl e angl e over his shoulder to his rider

Jaxom | ooked in alarmat his white dragon and regretted his spontaneous
suggestion. "Ch, no, you don't." At Ruth's crestfallen expression, he added,
"No one el se can keep those greens under control."

"Did Ruth just offer to go get a Thread?" Jancis asked, holding nore
tightly to the withing Trig. "Let Trig go."

"You heard what Aivas said about the velocities and nonheat conducti ng
tongs."

"It doesn't look as if we're traveling anywhere near that speed," she
replied. Then she sighed. "Even if | know we nust be. Anyway, fire-lizard
talons aren't exactly heat-conductive, are they? Trig seens to think he can.”

"What!" Belterac demanded, his eyes bulging with horror. "Bring one of
t hose-those things in here with us?"

"Not in here," Jancis told him "Into the airlock, where we can examnmine it
closely. Inits frozen state, it poses no danger."

"Do you really think Trig would be able to manage?" Fandarel asked, his
insatiable curiosity getting the better of an ingrained revulsion to Thread.

"I'f he thinks he can," Jancis said. She | ooked down at the struggling
fire-lizard. "Letting himdo sonething about Thread nmay cal m hi m down." She
| ooked out at the barrage.

"It has been noted," Aivas said, "that fire-lizards are particularly
courageous in the presence of Thread. It has al so been noted that, in both
fire-lizards and dragons, the thought becomes the deed by sone nethod which
does not bear investigation. If Trig should think he can retrieve a specinen,
despite the obvious difficulties, it would greatly facilitate a useful
exam nation of the organism Placing it in Airlock A would, of course, keep
t he speci nen frozen, dormant, and inpotent. Then it could be examnm ned at

Ai vas replied.

Al vas sai d.

the Aivas replied at



| ei sure, a procedure your ancestors schedul ed but did not inplerment. It would
conpl ete their biological investigations of this organism”

Jaxom | ooked warily at Jancis. Al in all, he wasn't sure they should ask
this of Trig. Didn't they know as much as they needed to know about Thread?
And yet, to have a Thread inpotent, at their disposal, |ocked in a prinma
form would be subtly gratifying.

It wouldn't be at all hard to do, Ruth told Jaxom

"Ruth!" Jaxom vetoed that with a sharp chop of his hands. "You stay out of
this fire-lizard assignnent. Show off!"

To his surprise, Jancis |laughed. "Does Ruth think he'd fit in Airlock A?"
she asked, grinning at Ruth's reproachful expression. "First, let's see if
Trig is certain he can manage. Now, dear..." She lifted Trig up level with her
eyes, took his triangular head, and pointed it toward the wi ndow. "W want you
to get one of those big eggs and put it in Airlock A You renenber where that
is. It'd be like catching a wherry mdair."

I"'mtelling him too, in case he doesn't understand, Ruth said, turning a
reproving eye on his rider. |I'd be perfectly safe. |I'm nuch bigger than the
Thread eggs. | wouldn't be thrown off balance as a little fire-lizard would
be. And it's no nore than a junp between.

Trig gave a cheep, turned his head toward Ruth, and cheeped again, the
whirling of his eyes speeding up with anticipation and resol ve.

He understands. He says he can easily do that.

"Ruth has now briefed Trig thoroughly,"” Jaxomtold Jancis.

"You're sure you can do this, Trig? You don't have to, you know," she said,
but Trigs eyes were orange-red with chall enge and confidence. Wth a sigh, she
bounced him off her arm He disappeared. A nonent later they all saw him
t hrough the bridge wi ndow, catching an ovoid nearly as |arge as hinself.
Briefly, the force of the capture sent him spinning backward, but before he
hit the window, he abruptly flipped out of sight again. Three heartbeats
| ater, he reappeared on the bridge, chittering with satisfaction

"His hide is so cold,"” Jancis said as she stroked him "He's got stuff on
his tal ons! Freezing! Ugh!" But, for all of that, she didn't dislodge himfrom
her shoul der.

Everyone made much of him including Ruth, with the notabl e exception of
the two greens, who were sullenly runbling their discontent at being kept
i nsi de the Yokohana.

"Apparently the extravehicular activity was successful ?" Aivas asked.

Jaxom activated the optics in Airlock A and saw the ovoid floating gently
above the | ock floor.

Eyes wi dening in surprise, Jancis jiggled her finger at the screen show ng
the airlock. "Look!" she exclained. It took a noment for the others to realize
that the ovoid was gliding across the lock. It hovered briefly by the wall and
returned to approximately the sanme position in the center of the facility.

"Excel |l ent denonstration of an incident of magnetic levitation," Aivas
remar ked.

"And congratul ati ons from Master Robinton and D ram Warder Lytol is
al ready mobilizing a teamto exam ne the specinmen.”

"I's he indeed?" Jaxom asked flippantly, wondering who Lytol would tag with
t he unenvi abl e task

"The extent and density of this stream would be useful know edge,"” Aivas
went on. "Jancis, such readings can be taken fromthe navigator's consol e by
activating the exterior optics, using title EXAM EXE code. "

"It occurs to me, Aivas," Jaxom began, wi nking at Jancis, "that this
phenonenon was not on your agenda for today in space?" He was anused to see
Fandarel regard himw th astoni shment for such an inpudent question

There was so profound a silence from Aivas that everyone on the bridge
exchanged anused gl ances. Twice in one day they had confounded Aivas? Fandare
began to chuckle, a deep rolling sound, when an answer finally cane.

"Regrettably, this facility did not conpute that possibility, though
cal cul ati ons now i ndicate that the Yokohama and her sister ships have been in



the Iine of Thread showers every fourth Fall."

"Well, imagine that!" Jaxomremarked, his eyes glinting with nischief. He
had never thought to catch Aivas unprepared.
Wth what Jaxom deci ded was consi derabl e apl onmb, Aivas asked, "Is the

shield destroying the ovoids, or is it deflecting then®"

"Deflecting,"” Jaxomreplied. Then he absorbed the nub of that remark. "The
shield has a destructive node? We could destroy what's raini ng down on us?
What an ingeni ous concept! There'd be just that rmuch fewer to fall on Nerat.
And that m ght persuade old Beganon that all this"-he gestured about the
bridge-"is worth the effort."

"Jaxom the destruct capability can be activated fromeither the captain's
chair or the pilot's console. Call up the shield function programand alter
DEFL to DEST."

"I hear and obey," Jaxom said eagerly, his breath quickening as he slid
into the pilot's seat and activated the console. "Programaltered.” For a
monent, he let his finger hover above the ENTER tab. "Engaged!"

In the next instant, the pellets streaking toward them di ssolved in puffs,
clearing a path so that the width and depth of the stream becane all too
vi si bl e.

"I'f you will activate the rearview screen, Jaxom
will see how effective the destruct node is."

Plainly a wide swath of Thread had been el i m nated.

"That's beautiful! Just beautiful! Charring Thread in the air is one thing!
This is nmuch better. Miuch better!" Jaxom nuttered. He turned the forward view
back on and continued to watch the visible destruction of Thread with intense
sati sfaction. The green dragons had stopped spitting and were runbling in
del i ght.

"I's there any way to extend this destruction beyond the Yokohama?" Master
Fandar el asked.

"No," Aivas replied. "The shield's main function is to defect ordinary
space debris. Considering the width, breadth, and depth of the stream it
woul d be anal ogous to trying to destroy a snow shower with a candle."

"Then how, Aivas, do you propose that we shall destroy this menace-as you
prom sed we woul d?" Jaxom demanded.

"By renoving the vector that brings Thread to Pern. That shoul d have been
obvious to you all by now, " Aivas chided them "The path of the eccentric
pl anet nmust be altered sufficiently so that it does not cone cl ose enough to
spin Thread into Pern's orbit."

"And how can we possibly do that?" Master Fandarel denanded.

"That will becone apparent as you continue with the Plan. Everything you
have | earned, every seemingly sinple exercise either here or on the ground is
directed toward preparing you for that end."

No armount of wheedling or blustering could nove Aivas to el aborate. "You
cannot run before you walk," he repeated to al nost every rephrasing of that
guestion from Fandarel, Jaxom Jancis, and Belterac.

Finally, Jaxom desisted and turned to the inmediate situation. "Don't the
Buenos Aires and Bahrain have simlar shields?"

"They do," Aivas replied.

"Well, then." Jaxom rubbed his hands together in anticipation

"Now wait a noment, Lord Jaxom" Jancis said. "You' re not going to have al
the fun today. | want ny turn at destroying Thread."

"And 1," her grandfather said, a rapturous grin replacing his usua
conposur e.

"I't would be a dangerous task for a young woman, a young nother,"'
sai d, gl ancing anxiously at Fandarel to support him

"I will not be done out of my opportunity on those grounds,"” Jancis said,
her stance so belligerent that Belterac nearly recoiled in surprise. "Besides,
| fit into a space suit. You' re nmuch too big, Belterac."

"I"'mnot," Evan said, speaking up for the first tine.

"I thought that |ife-support systens had been reactivated on both the

Ai vas went on, "you

Bel t er ac



smal l er ships," Fandarel said. "Am| not correct, Aivas?"

"You are, Master Fandarel."

"Well, then, space suits are not required.”

"A know edge of the sequence is, G anddad, and you al ways | eave consol e
work to soneone else.”

Fandarel drew hinself up to his full height, swelling his massive chest
importantly. "It did not seemtoo difficult. A few pecks and then the enter."
He threw a quizzical glance at Jaxom

"Cease!" Jaxom said, throwi ng up his hands and nearly propelling hinself
out of the pilot's chair by m stake. "As Lord Hol der, | outrank everyone el se,
so | will make the decision. Master Fandarel deserves the chance for many
reasons, and Jancis, too. However, Bigath and Beerth brought all you
Smithcrafters up here, so they can just haul you across to the other ships, as

well. You-" He pointed at Belterac. "-can be trusted with switching the screen
fromdeflect to destroy. And you-" He indicated Fandarel. "-can then engage.
Janci s, you reprogramthe shield, and Evan, you can hit the ENTER key. So
you'll all take part."

"I't nust be pointed out," Aivas said, "that the amount of Thread that woul d
be destroyed, even utilizing the destruct node of the shields on all three
ships, is only point-oh-nine percent of an average Fall. Is this trip
necessary?"

"That's point-oh-nine percent the dragonriders don't have to worry about,
Aivas," Jaxomsaid jubilantly.

"Then let us make this efficient use of the avail abl e technol ogy," Fandare
sai d eagerly.

"It is apparent that such participation would give i mense psychol ogi ca
sati sfaction, far outweighing either the risk or the actual destruction
ratio," Aivas said.

"I nmrense satisfaction,” Jaxom agreed.

"Raising norale to a new height,"” Jancis put in. "And to think |I can have a
part init!"

"That is," Jaxomsaid, turning to the green riders, "if you and your
dragons are anenable..."

S'len and L' zan were nore than amenable. Jaxomdrilled everyone on the
steps necessary to alter the shield to destruct node. Aivas did insist that
everyone was to take al ong energency oxygen equi pnent. The atnosphere on the
two smaller ships was only mnimal, and oxygen deprivation could not be
ri sked.

VWen the greens, well laden with riders, departed, Jaxom found the bridge
remar kably quiet.

"Jaxom " Aivas began, "how rmuch weight can the green dragons carry? Their
burdens today weigh nore than their body weight."

"A dragon is capable of carrying as nuch as he thinks he can,"’
replied with a shrug.

"So if the dragon thinks he can carry any object, irrespective of its
actual weight, he will?"

"I don't think anyone's actually tried to overload a dragon. Didn't you
tell me that the earliest ones were used to transport |oads out of Landing
foll ow ng the eruption' ?"

"That is true. But they were never, as you surmsed, permtted to carry

Jaxom

great weights. In fact, Sean O Connell, the |eader of those early riders,
resented the fact that the dragons were used in such a capacity."”
n W]y?ll

"That was never expl ai ned."

Jaxom smiled to hinmself. "Dragons can do a |l ot of inexplicable things."

"For instance," and Aivas's voice altered subtly, "arriving in very tinmely
fashi ons?"

Jaxom chuckl ed. "That's one."

"How di d you contrive such a serendi pitous entrance?"

"Janci s was cl ever enough to put down the tine. Wen | visualized the



bridge for Ruth, | also visualized the bridge clock"-Jaxom pointed to the
digital face-"at a mnute before the one she gave. So, of course, we arrived-"
He chuckl ed again. "-in timel"

Tell Aivas that | always know where in tine | am Ruth said, and Jaxom duly
repeated the nessage to Aivas.

"A nost interesting ability."

"M nd you, Aivas, that is for your ears only."

"This facility has no ears, Jaxom"

The di scussion was interrupted by the jubilant return of the teans, the
green dragons | ooking as gratified as their passengers.

"When Thread has passed by," Aivas said, "soneone nust return to the other
ships and reset the shield to deflect. The sol ar panels do not supply
unlimted power and will need to be fully recharged."

There was a unani nobus agreenment to that suggestion. By then, Aivas had
accessed all the data he required, the Thread flow had di m nished to a few
stray gl obul es, and the green dragons returned the teans to reset the shields.

"Ai vas," Fandarel began when they were once again assenbled on the
Yokohama' s bridge, "has the matter of our excursions to the other ships been
nmentioned on the surface?"

"Master Robinton was on duty and approved," Aivas replied.

Fandarel cleared his throat. "No students listening to the exchange?"

"Only Master Robinton was in the chamber at that tinme. Wy?"

"W can count on his discretion, then. This interesting facet of the
Yokohama shoul d be di scussed before it is nade public," Fandarel said. "I
found it nost exhilarating to initiate the destruction.”

"Wuldn't it serve to convince the doubtful that these projects are
useful ?" Janci s asked.

"That is the question that nust be discussed,"” Fandarel told her

Jaxom and Ruth made their farewells and left the bridge. As Jancis and the
other smths returned to the engine roomand their disrupted tasks, she
fleetingly wondered if he had tinmed it back to Ruatha..

Jaxom did not return immediately to Ruatha. He felt obliged to informthe
Benden Weyrl eaders of the incident. Ruth was thoroughly in favor of a Benden
destination, as he always enjoyed visiting his native Wyr.

Ranot h and Mienmenth are happy to see ne, he told his rider as they circled
into land at the queen's weyr. Lessa and F'lar are within. Then he turned his
head up to Mienmenth, and the two dragons touched noses. Menenth says that
F'lar will be very pleased to hear what we did on the Yokohama. He and Ranoth
are.

As Jaxom entered the queen's weyr, Ranoth was watching for his appearance
and runbl ed a greeting.

She greets you as the bearer of very good tidings, Ruth told him

"How about letting nme deliver nmy own surprise?" Jaxommuttered with nmock
irritation.

"And what surprise is that?" Lessa asked, |ooking up fromreinforcing a
join on a long strap. F lar had his harness stretched froma peg set high on
the wall and was rubbing oil into the thick neck strap

These rem nders of his near escape from col d-damaged | eat her sobered Jaxom
He had seen no further indication that the conspirators at Tillek were
carrying out their threat against him But then, he had been careful not to
provi de opportunities.

"Ch," he began casually, "just that the Fall over Nerat won't be as heavy
as usual day after tonorrow "

"How s that?" F' lar sw vel ed about, giving Jaxomhis conplete attention
Lessa's stare suggested that the young Hol der had better be quick with his
expl anati on.

Ginning because it wasn't often that he could astound this pair, he
rel ated what had happened. Wen he had finished, and the two Wyrl eaders had
guestioned himclosely on details, Lessa |ooked | ess than pl eased.

"I"d say we were very lucky not to have last two green dragons. And don't



tell me you didn't time it, Jaxom"
"'*Then | won't," Jaxomreplied. "Bloody lucky Ruth's so clever at it."
Lessa opened her nouth to renonstrate with him but F lar held up a hand.

"And there can be a reduction in the density of Fall, using the destruct node
of the shields?" the Wyrl eader asked.
"It certainly |ooked that way to us out the back window. .. as it were."

Then Jaxom halted in dismay. "You know, if I'd had the sense of a fire-Ilizard,
|'d ve reprogrammed the tel escope and gotten a good | ook."

"It takes tine to become accustomed to using all this new technol ogy.
Anyway, we'll confirmit at Nerat," F lar said, smling as he pushed back his
errant forelock. "This'll be heartening news, Jaxom Fall's right now at its
densest, and unless Thread can re-formwhich | doubt-during its descent
t hrough the upper strata, the wings will have a brief breather. And that'l
cut down on our casualties."”

"It may increase them" Lessa said with a scom. "If we decide to take
advant age of this capability. Riders'|| becone inattentive, expecting a lull."

"Ch, cone now, love." F' lar gave Lessa's long, thick plait an affectionate
tug. "You can be downright ungrateful for a favor."

She paused, reconsidered, then gave a grudging smle. "Sorry. | do tend to
be gl oony just before a Fall."

"I'n that case, Lessa, you'd best conme up to the Yokohama the next tine this
happens. | found it tremendously satisfying to be able to destroy so nmuch
Thread w t hout endangering Ruth or nysel f!" Jaxom paused, then added, "W al so
have a specinmen of Thread on the floor of Airlock A"

"What ?"

Jaxom grinned at her startled, horrified expression. "Ch, it's safe enough
Airlock's got no oxygen, and it's the sane tenperature as outside. Aivas
assured us that it's inmpotent in this form can't alter. At that, we managed
what the settlers never coul d-we captured Thread in its dormant stage."

Lessa shuddered in revulsion. "Get rid of it!" she said with a dranmatic
gesture of her hand. "Get rid of it!"

"Lytol's already assenbling a teamto dissect it."

"Why?" Lessa flinched again.

"Curiosity, | suppose. Though Aivas could nerely be respondi ng to anot her
of those earlier inperatives of his he's so determined to inplenment."

F' |l ar gave Jaxom a |l ong hard | ook. Then he held up the klah pitcher
gesturing for the younger man to join himat the table for refreshnent. Jaxom
nodded gratefully and took the chair F lar indicated while the steam ng kl ah
was pour ed.

"I don't care what Aivas is inplenmenting," Lessa said. "I | don't like the
i dea of Thread on the Yokohama. Suppose-"

"Aivas woul d not expose us to danger," F'lar said, giving her a soothing
smle. "I find Jaxom s conments on Aivas's mandates extrenely perceptive." He
settled in a chair and, cradling his klah cup, |eaned across the table. "I'm
curious, Jaxom and you're nore in Aivas's conpany these days than we are:
Thi s dissection business nakes me wonder if Aivas's basic inperatives conflict
with ours.”

"Not where the annihilation of Thread is concerned. Though sonetimes |
don't understand at all why he has us doing sonme of those endless drills and
exerci ses. Especially now that he has been revealed as fallible."

F'lar grinned. "Did Aivas ever say he was not?"

"He likes to give the inpression that he's never wong," Lessa said in a
sharp tone, |ooking al arned.

Jaxom grinned. "CGood teacher image, and that's necessary when he has to
pound all these radical ideas into our parochial heads."

"I's his fallibility a danger to us?" F'l|ar asked.

"I don't really think so. I"'mjust commenting on it since we are private
today," Jaxom went on, "and because | was so surprised when Aivas did not know
that Thread's descent passed so close to the Yokohana."

F' lar blinked, absorbing that information, and Lessa's frown deepened.



"Surprised? O worried?" she asked.

"Well, it's not his fault. The ancients didn't know it, either," Jaxom said
with some satisfaction.

F'lar grinned back at him "I see what you nean, Jaxom Makes them nore
human. "

"And Aivas not so inhumanly perfect."

"Well, it doesn't please nme," Lessa snapped. "We' ve believed everything

Aivas has told us!"

"Don't fret, Lessa. So far Aivas has not lied to us," F lar said.

"But if he doesn't know everything, how can we now be sure he's guiding us
inthe right direction with this great plan of his that's supposed to destroy
Thread forever?" she denanded.

"I"mbeginning to figure out what that's going to be," Jaxom said so
confidently that Lessa gave hima long | ook. "Aivas is obviously teaching us
at the rate at which he feels we'll be able to absorb the revol utionary ideas;
t hese exerci ses are what we have to perfect before we can achi eve his goal s,
whi ch are ours, and were our ancestors'."

"And will you let us in on your conclusions?" Lessa's tone was as caustic
as Jaxom had ever heard it.

"It has to do with having a Thread in the airlock and being able to anal yze
it unemotionally, the way Sharra, A dive, and the others can identify bacteria
and devel op ways of conbating infection. It has to do with becom ng accustoned
to noving in free-fall or in airless space, in using sophisticated equi prment
as if it were a third armor an extra set of brains. That's all Aivas is, you
know. An extra set of brains with a phenonenal, and infallible, nenmory." As
Jaxom spoke, F'lar regarded himw th grow ng respect. "And possessing a
know edge of the advanced technol ogy we have | acked, so we couldn't do nore
than hold Thread at bay. But it's the dragons, and their riders, that Aivas
needs to denolish Thread."

"That's obvi ous, considering the questions Aivas keeps asking us," Lessa
put in sharply. "lI'd feel happier if we knew what he wants our dragons to do."
Ramot h gave a crisp bark of agreenent. "I'd also like to know when he'll |et
the | arger dragons up on the Yokohama." Both Ranpth and Menenth bugl ed.

Jaxom grinned at Lessa. "Now, Lessa, don't be nean. It's not often that the
greens get the junp on their bigger clutchmates. Allow themtheir nonent of
glory. At any rate, your chance cones soon. Sharra and Mrrimare nonitoring
t he oxygen levels in the cargo bay, and as soon as the atnosphere's at the
proper consistency, you'll be very welcone. O course, you can al ways ask a
green to fly you up there."

Emitting an angry runble, Ranoth turned to fix Jaxomw th eyes that whirled
with occasional flickers of red.

"There! You know what Rampth thinks of that idea," Lessa replied with a
glint of amuserment. "As if |1'd consider for one nonent being conveyed by a
green," she added to soot he her weyrmate.

"A white?" Jaxomoffered slyly.

Ranot h runbl ed again, but not quite so angrily, and sneezed.

"Il be exceedingly careful carrying Lessa, Ranoth, Ruth said. | fit on the
bridge, which is warmer than the cargo bay, and Lessa would see nuch nore on
the bridge than in that dark cavern

"I heard," Lessa said when Jaxom opened his nouth to relay the nessage.

"I know that Aivas wants all the bronze and brown dragons to get used to

free-fall conditions. The bay's the only large open area that they' Il fit in.
The al gae farmis devel oping beautifully, so it shouldn't be I ong now "
Lessa cocked her head at Jaxom her expression thoughtful. "Does Aivas plan

for the dragons to nove those ships?"

"Move the ships?" Jaxom asked, surprised

"Why? How?" F'lar asked

"Remenber, F' lar, when Aivas insisted that the dragons should be able to
nove things tel ekinetically?"

"Dragons can only nove thenselves, their riders, and what they carry,"



F'lar said categorically. "They cannot nove things they're not holding. And
what good woul d conme of noving the ships? If his plan is sonehow to use the

ships to blow up the Red Star, | don't see what good that woul d acconpli sh.
Not as | understand his | essons in spatial nechanics."
"No nore do I" Jaxomtook the last gulp of his klah and rose. "Well, 1've

delivered ny report of today's surprise.”

"For which you have our gratitude,” F' lar said.

"I'f that kind of predestruction turns out to be beneficial, we can set up a
regul ar schedule to switch the shields,” Jaxomsaid. "You can even have a
chance at programm ng the node yoursel ves."

"I"'msure it will be feasible, Jaxom Anything that destroys Thread is
hel pful ," F'lar said, rising to acconpany the young Hol der to the |edge.
"You won't worry about Aivas's fallibility, will you, F lar?" Jaxom asked

in a lowered voice when they were in the short corridor beyond the weyr.

"Me? No, certainly not," the Weyrl eader assured him "W've |earned so nuch
already from Aivas that, even if his vaunted Plan fails, we'll surely find our
own ways of ridding Pern of Thread by the next Pass. But, sonmehow, Jaxom"
F'lar said, gripping Jaxoms armhard to show his inplacable resolve, "I know
we'll manage to do it in this Pass! Make no m stake about that! W'll do it in
ny lifetine!"

VWhen the Smithcrafters returned to Landing, thoroughly elated by their tine
aboard the Yokohama, there was some contention over who should be allowed the
opportunity to initiate the destruct nmode. And of a nore inmedi ate nature, who
woul d have the opportunity to dissect the Thread speci nmen.

"You' d have to choose carefully,” Lytol said, "for too many fol k believe
that just being in the presence of Thread is followed by a terrible death.
I've sent quite a few nessages off to find qualified persons to performthe
task, and so far, there's been no response.™

"You m ght not get one," Pienur said. He had been waiting for Jancis's

return, a sleeping Pierjan linp in his backpack. "I suppose the know edge
woul d be useful even if it'll become acadenic by the end of this Pass.”
Mast er Robinton held up his hand. "I'll go, if no one else will."

He was so besieged with protests that he grinned. "So long as | can visit
t he Yokohama at some point in the very near future. And don't"-he gl ared about
him"tell ne that ny health won't permit it. | found data in the nmedical files
on how heart patients were frequently sent to free-fall wards on satellites to
recuperate. A visit to the Yokohama woul d, therefore, be beneficial for ny
health, and it could do ny heart good to stab a sequence that destroyed
Thread! Did one of your nmessages go to A dive or Sharra, Lytol? Well, then
they're both busy folk, but they' |l get back to you in tine. And if one of
t hem goes, why, |1'd have ny heal er at hand."

Consi der abl e consternati on was roused when it becane nore wi dely known that
a Thread ovoid had been procured. Aivas obliged with scenes of it reposing in
Airlock A 1t renmained there unchangi ng for several days, proving that inits
present state it posed no danger to anyone.

More importantly, Lessa and F' lar reported favorably on the reduction of
Thread density during the |largest Fall over Nerat. There had been three |ong
colums entirely free of the deadly rain. So Lessa and F'|lar cane to Landi ng
to discuss adding that task to the on-board duties. Aivas had a tape of the
i nci dent so that Benden Weyrl eaders could viewit, which they did severa
tines.

"Incredible to think Thread can be destroyed w t hout dragon assi stance,”
Lessa murnured in a | ow voi ce

"Too bad there aren't a dozen nore colony ships up there," Pienur said.
"Then dragons woul dn't have been needed, and that doesn't bear thinking of,
Lessa snapped back at him

"I spoke as a harper, Weyrwonan," Piemur said courteously,
am very gl ad dragons do exist."

"I think, Flar, that we should go to the Yokohama," Lessa renarked.
"There's enough oxygen for Rampbth and Mhenmenth in the cargo bay by now isn't

as |, for one,



there, Aivas?"

"There is. It is essential that the |arger dragons becone accustoned to the
conditions of space,” Aivas replied. Lessa and F'|ar exchanged neani ngf ul
gl ances. "The next stream should intersect with the Yokohama's orbit in three
days' time, at precisely 1522 hours ship tine."

"That's late nmorning, isn't it, Benden time?" F |lar asked, turning to
Lessa. "W'll go then, direct from Benden."

"Who's going to take nme then?" Robinton asked, sitting straight up in his
chair and | ooki ng aggri eved.

"I will,” Dramsaid. "Surely there's enough air for three big dragons,
isn't there, Aivas?" The old Weyrleader's tone inplied that there had better
be.

"Certainly," was Aivas's pronpt assurance.

"Well, then,"” Robinton said, brushing his hands together in conplete
satisfaction, "that takes care of that."

13

LESSA WAS JUST a trifle put out when Ruth, with Jaxom Sharra, and 4 dive
astride, joined the three big dragons the norning of their first ascent to the
Yokohama.

"Sharra and d dive volunteered to dissect the Thread egg," Jaxom said
wi t hout apology, "and I'mto man the tel escope and give Aivas fore and aft
views of the Thread stream"”

VWhat Jaxom did not say was that Ruth might need to give the big dragons a
few hel pful hints on how to nanage thenselves in free-fall. So far, none of
t he green dragons had experienced any difficulty with the unusual sensation of
wei ghtl essness. The fire-lizards had been totally fearless and al nbst casua
about coming up to see what the dragons, especially Ruth, were doing on the
Yokohama. Mrrimwas schedul ed for al gae-farm ng on the other two vessel s that
day, so that would give the party two dragons suitable for bridge-to-bridge
transfer.

Goi ng between fromthe brilliant sunlight and balmy air of Landing to the
big, dimy Iit cargo bay on the Yokohama brought exclamations fromall the
initiates.

"Jaxom | thought you said there were lights," Lessa said.

"There are," he replied, agilely disnmounting and expertly pushing hinsel f
toward the main switches on the wall by the Iift. He was rather pleased that,
wi th such an audi ence, he arrived effortlessly at the exact spot. Being well
aware of the | oad soon to be taxing the solar panels, he activated only the
ring lights, not the power-eating overhead gl obes.

"Amazi ng!" Master Robinton exclaimed, staring around the inmense, enpty
facility.

Ranoth made an odd little noise in her throat as she viewed her
surroundi ngs, her eyes idly whirling. Menenth | owered his head, sniffing at
the scarred deck plates, peering into the corners, his eyes calm D rams
Tiroth stretched his neck until his head reached the ceiling. At that point,
his feet lifted slowy fromthe floor, startling the big bronze into a bell ow
of protest.

You are in free fall, Tiroth, Ruth said casually. Every action has a
reaction. Gently push yourself back to the floor with your snout. See? That
was easy.

Then Ramot h swung her head too rapidly about to see what was happening to
Tiroth and started to drift.

Don't fight the notion, Ranpoth, Ruth said, just relax and let yourself go
with the movenent. Now, easily swi ng your head back. See, it's not hard at
all. Look at ne.

"Ruth!" Jaxom said repressively, "don't you dare show of f."

I"mnot showing off, I'mshow ng! Ruth executed a slow backflip, careful to
keep his wings tight against his spine where they would not interfere with his



progress. W weigh no nore than a fire-lizard up here! And then he twrled
around on his tail end.

"Rut h!" Jaxom bel | oned, his voice echoing off the walls of the bay.

"I think you' ve made your point, Lord Jaxom" F' lar said, a ripple of
suppressed anusenent in his voice. "Easy does it, right?" Moving carefully,
F'lar swmung out of his accustoned perch between Mienenth's neck ridges and
found that he had propelled hinself deckward. "An incredible feeling! Try it,
Lessa. | know you don't weigh nuch under any circunstances, but | just drifted
down! Amazing sensation! No strain for you, Robinton."

There were a few m sjudgnments as the passengers experinmented. Sharra,

di screetly assisting Masterhealer A dive to the deck, made for the lift to
start their day's project: a close exam nation of the egg in the airlock

Ai vas has recommended that they take the Thread to the medical station on the
top col dsl eep deck. Laboratory facilities were still in place there, including
a mcroscope nore powerful than anything they had yet managed to build. The
section had sufficient air but was not yet too warm Aivas assured them For
an unenoti onal piece of machinery, Aivas was exhibiting an odd insistence for
what Sharra woul d have thought a relatively uninportant el enent of the total
proj ect .

VWen the others had grown somewhat accustoned to the vagaries of free-fall
Jaxom escorted themto the bridge. Certainly he was as eager to show Lessa,
F'lar, Robinton, and Dramhis famliarity with the Yokohama's bridge as Ruth
was to discreetly supervise the big dragons. Standing in the open lift,
Jaxom s novices did not disappoint him they were as genuinely awestruck by
the view of Pern as he could wish. He gave themtinme to absorb the wondrous

sight of the sunlit continent and the brilliantly blue sea, then gently shooed
theminto the roomso that the Iift door could close. They clung for a while
to the guardrail, coming to terns with their experience.

Propelling hinself smoothly to the captain's chair, Jaxomfed the tel escope
program checked the ready room where Sharra was hel ping A dive into a space
suit, and tuned one of the ceiling screens in to the |aboratory.

F'lar dragged his gaze away fromthe riveting view of Pern to eye the
specimen. "It's not as big as | thought it'd be," he said.

"No, it's not. That's why it d be interesting to see how a big, |ong Thread
fits into such a confined envel ope," Jaxomreplied.

Lessa shot one glance at it before turning back to the nore conpelling
panorama. "Can we go to the w ndow?" she asked.

"Just push yourself off gently-don't worry," he added when she started to
float and tried to stop herself. "Just flow. Don't struggle." She went by him
rotating, and he reached up and halted the notion. Then, with a gentle shove,
he ai med her at the w ndow.

Robi nt on, havi ng observed her m stakes, did not repeat them and shortly he
was beside her at the window, his feet dangling a handspan above the fl oor
D ram gave a grunt and went handover-hand down to the nearest console, where
he strapped hinmself into the chair.

"How | ong before the streamstarts to intersect the Yokohama's path?" he
asked.

Jaxom set D ramls screen at its highest magnification and called up the
appropriate sector. As Drams screen refocused, the old bronze rider reared
back in his chair, his expression blank with shock as the ragged begi nni ngs of
t he wave appeared so i mediately in front of him

"It's not that close to us yet, Dram | just gave you an enhanced i mage.
Here, 1'll give you the actual perspective." Jaxom altered the magnitude so
that the incomng streamwas nmerely a sunlit snudge dropping toward them from
the fourth quadrant.

"How near is it?" D ram asked, his voice dry and cracking.

"Proximty nonitor suggests we've a good ten nminutes before contact,’
sai d.

F'lar cautiously made his way to D ram and hung on to the chair back, his
| egs al nost horizontal to the floor. Then he levered hinself into the other

Jaxom



station and strapped in.
Are you all right down there? Jaxom asked Ruth as privately as he could so
as not to be overheard by Ranot h.

She's far too busy enjoying free fall, Ruth replied, his tone anused. She's
better at it then Mienenth and Tiroth, for all she's bigger. She's not using
as much shove. | think they are doing rmuch better wi thout their riders

wat chi ng. Watch your wi ngs, Ranoth! Not much roomin herel

Jaxom grinned, then froze as he caught novenent in the |ab. Sharra and
A dive were entering the room Sharra noving as gracefully as the magnetic
boots al |l owed, one gl oved hand guiding Adive's jerkier progress. Jaxom
wat ched, rapt, as they attenpted to penetrate the hard shell of Thread. Then
Mrrim on green Path, arrived on the bridge.

"Who'm | taking to the Bahrain?" she asked, grinning at the sight of Lessa
and Robi nton stretched across the w ndow.

"Whoever will go with you," Jaxom said. "Lessa? F'lar?"

Lessa made an injudiciously sharp novenment of her head and flattened
hersel f against the window "I'lIl go with you, Mrrim" No, Ramoth, it's
perfectly all right. | assure you that you would not fit on the. bridge here,

much | ess on the Bahrain's. You learn to keep your bal ance down there in the
bay where you have sone space to naneuver

Jaxom asked Ruth to oblige F'lar, and the white dragon junped between to
t he bridge.

"You know the drill?" Jaxom asked t he Benden Weyrl| eaders.

Lessa gave hima hard stare as she floated across to Path, but F Ilar
chuckl ed and replied nmeekly, "I assure you, we've been practicing hard, Jaxom
My thanks, Ruth, " he added as he glided up to the white dragon's back and
settled hinself.

"Bit easier to bestride than that great hul k of yours, isn't he?" Jaxom
replied, grinning at the mld surprise on the bronze rider's face. "Have a
good destructive tinme! You' ve got three mnutes before contact."”

"Where do | sit, Jaxon®?" Robi nton asked eagerly, pushing himself off from
the w ndow.

"Where F'lar was."

Much as Jaxom s fingers itched to insert the command, he found it equally
gratifying to watch the expression on the Harper's face as he performed the
task. As the smths had on the previ ous occasi on, Robinton and D ram both
recoil ed as the ovoids hurtled toward the window. D ramgrunted as the first
puffs signaled the destruction, then sat with arns fol ded across his chest,
eyes narrowed, a | ook of deep satisfaction on his face.

"You know, D ram we really ought to get Lytol to cone here one tine,"
Robi nton said. "It nmight ease his heart to destroy Thread. He never had the
chance as a rider."

"M ght do himsome good at that," D ramrenmarked thoughtfully.

"Ai vas?" Jaxom opened the channel to Landing. "Are the pictures comng in
cl early enough?"

"Yes, Jaxom and the density is up by seven percent or nore on the previous
Fall."

"Then this predestruction will be wel cone.”

Jaxom turned his attention to the coldsleep | aboratory, where the two
heal ers were having trouble penetrating the shell of the Thread with the
instruments they had brought with them

"We' ve pounded, we've chipped, we've scraped-and we've not so nmuch as
scratched the surface,” Sharra told Jaxomin disgust, waving a chisel in
frustration.

"So much for those who fear it would | eak out and devour us," ddive said
He sounded nore amused than frustrated. "Amazing envel ope. |Inpervious to
everything we thought would easily cut through it."

"Di anond cutters?" Jaxom suggest ed.

"You know, that might be just the thing," ddive said, pleased. "Wll,
certainly won't mind coming up here again. |'ve never felt so nobile."



Al t hough he generally paid no attention to his physical handi caps, his hunched
back and crushed pelvis had given himuneven | eg | engths and a crabbed gait.
I n wei ghtl essness those problens were neutralized.

"This is an instance,"” Aivas said blandly, "when the tel eportationa
abilities of the fire-lizards would cone in exceedingly useful."

"Meer and Talla wouldn't know a dianmond cutter if it bit them " Sharra
said ruefully. Then Jaxom heard her ruffled breath of a sigh. "I doubt if even
that sort of an edge will have any effect on this thing. Its casing is
i mpervious."

"Not to heat," Jaxom reni nded her

"There is no way, Lord Jaxom of Ruatha," Sharra said, settling her hands on
her hips in a characteristic posture, "that you will get us to heat that thing
up to sinmulate the friction of an ovoid' s passage through atnmospheric |evel s!
Not that one could use a flamethrower in such a confined space as this lab."

"You do not have the technol ogy necessary to produce a narrow heat beam
such as a laser that would be effective on such a casing," Aivas added.

"Anot her area in which you will have to make great progress over the next
Turn. "

"Ch? Why?" Jaxom asked, noting the quick interest of both Robinton and
D ram

"There is no point, at this juncture, to el aborate on device or need,"
Aivas replied. "It is a matter that has been placed in the Mastersmith's hands
but does not have priority over other, nore essential, projects.”

"Haven't you any hel pful suggestions for us?" Sharra asked Aivas
caustically.

"The di anmond-cutter edge will be effective."

"Then why on earth didn't you suggest that we bring one along on this
p?" she demanded

"The question was not put to this facility."

"The trouble with you, Aivas," Sharra continued with sone asperity, "is
that you only tell us what you think we should know not necessarily all we
need to know or what we want to know. "

A long silence ensued, during which she and A dive |left the | aboratory,
seal i ng the door behind them

"Sharra's right, you know," D ramremarked at |ast.

"l ndeed, " Robi nton sai d.

"But woul d we have thought that a dianond cutter woul d be necessary,
consi dering the selection of edged tools Sharra and A dive did bring with
t hen?" Jaxom asked, though he agreed conpletely with his mate and was rather
proud of her for speaking so bluntly. It was significant, too, that A vas had
not refuted the accusation

Robi nton shrugged in answer to Jaxom s question. D ram however, pulled at
his | ower lip.

"Di anond cutters are used for gemstones and gl ass etching. Wiy would we
think to use themto cut open a Thread capsul e?" the old Weyrl eader asked. He
lifted his hands, expressing inadequacy.

"Master Fandarel would have," Robinton remarked. Then he sighed. "W have

tr

so much still to understand, to learn, to appreciate. |Is there ever an end,
Ai vas?"
"To what ?"

Mast er Robinton turned a wy smle to Jaxom "The question was rhetorical
Aivas."

From Ai vas, there was silence.

Later, when the group returned to Cove Hold, the consensus was that the
soj ourn on the Yokohama had been em nently successful. The dragons had becone
confortable in free-fall; the humans had had the gratifying experience of
cutting ship-shaped tunnels through incom ng Thread at no risk to thensel ves
or their dragons. Once their riders had di snounted, the dragons headed for the
war m wat er of the Cove |agoon; and the humans, thenselves, were by no neans
averse to a relaxing swim Fortunately, Lytol had anticipated these needs and



arranged for the nmeal he had ordered to be delayed until everyone had been
refreshed.

Ranot h had beconme so accustonmed to fire-lizards by now that she did not
obj ect when wild ones canme to assist the riders in scrubbing their dragons. In
fact, she insisted that because she was the | argest, she needed nore to help
Lessa scrub her, Lessa being not as big as the other riders. And Ruth has
Jaxom and Sharra to bathe him she added i nperiously.

VWhen a | aughi ng Lessa repeated Ranmoth's remark, Robinton announced that he
was nmore than willing to scrub a queen. Then D ramsaid that there were far
too many fire-lizards hel ping Lessa, whereas Robinton had been flown to the
Yokohama by Tiroth and so the Harper ought, out of courtesy, to wash the
bronze. In the end, all the apprentices and journeyfol k working at Cove Hol d,
save Lytol, waded into the waters and hel ped bathe the five dragons.

After a very pleasant evening neal spent in nost congenial conpany, Jaxom
Sharra, and A dive reluctantly departed for Ruatha. Jaxom was grow ng as
accustoned to these | ong days as Sharra. Mking use of the extra hours allowed
himto acquit his Hold responsibilities while continuing to indulge hinmself in
the Aivas schedule. Wiile Sharra and O dive dealt with the patients in the
Hold infirmary, he | ocated Brand and oversaw the enl argement of the beasthold
at Riverside, and checked over the inprovenents to two nore mnor hold
properti es.

Having put in a twenty-hour day, he was not best pleased then to be
awakened in the black of the night by an urgent nmessage from F' | essan, rel ayed
to him by Ruth.

Col anth says that the roof of Honshu caved in and something very curious,
and quite possibly very inportant, has been discovered in a secret room Ruth
said, faithfully repeating what he had been told. CGolanth has inforned Lessa,
F'lar, K van, and T gellan. Messages have al so been sent to Master Fandarel
and for Master Robinton, to relay to Aivas.

Jaxom di d not nove for a |ong nonment, though his mnd actively considered
the information. He resented being roused from much-needed rest and yearned to
go back to sleep

Col anth does not ever bother us unnecessarily, Ruth added al nost
contritely.

I know that! Jaxomreplied wearily. Any indication of Aivas's response to
thi s message?

If you are not in Aivas's presence, | can't hear what he says.

Ruth was silent for a | ong nonent while Jaxom argued with hinmself about
| eaving the warn bed and his sl eeping, wife and naki ng an adequate response to
this new summons.

Tiroth is bringing all three fromCove Hold with him the white dragon went
on at last. He says that Lytol believes this could be very inportant. Aivas
was insistent that these sacks be investigated as soon as possible. Ranoth and
Mhenenth will cone. Everyone who was asked is comning

Stifling a groan, Jaxom eased himself out of bed, careful not to disturb
Sharra. She needed the sleep as much as he did. Maybe this wouldn't take |ong
and he coul d get back before she discovered hi mgone again. She and d dive
were keen to return to the Yokohama with a dianond cutter. He would hate to
di sappoi nt them because he had been call ed el sewhere.

He dressed, putting on light clothing under his riding gear in anticipation
of the warner weather in Honshu. He was pl eased that, sleepy as he was, he
could remenber such details. But he did not, as he frequently did, check the
riding harness that he always |left openly on the peg in Ruth's weyr. Wth the
deftness of long practice, he rigged his covert gear on Ruth and, throw ng
open the wi de doors to the weyr, followed the white dragon out to the
courtyard to mount. The wat chdragon, the watch-whey, and some of the Hold's
resident fire-lizards silently observed their departure, bright eyes gl eanm ng
bl ue or green spheres in the night.

VWat a time to send for fol k, Jaxom thought as Ruth | eaped skyward

What tinme is it in Honshu? Ruth asked.



"Sunup, probably!" Jaxomreplied testily, envisioning the facade of Honshu
Hold that F |l essan had vividly described to him

Bet ween, Jaxom shivered despite his fur-lined riding jacket. Two breaths
| ater they were hovering above a sea of nmist, with dawn just breaking. Around
them were ot her dragons, clinging to pinnacles that rose above the obscuring
vapor. Ruth descended to the nearest vacant spire and nodded greetings to the
ot her dragons.

"And where is Honshu?" Jaxom asked.

Ranoth says it's obscured in the river fog to our right. | knew where | was
going. It just isn't visible yet, Ruth replied. Today begi ns beautifully,
doesn't it? he added unexpectedly, gazing eastward, where the sky was a

lighter blue.

Grudgi ngly, Jaxom agreed as he contenplated the view. To his left, both
nmoons were visible, half full, hanging in a sky of an unusual clear and
cl oudl ess blue as night retreated westward-where he should still be in his

bed, he thought ruefully. He suppressed the urge to lean forward in his
saddl e, rest his head on Ruth's neck, and go back to sleep until the m st
cleared. But the |onger he | ooked on a day so beautifully beginni ng-he hadn't
known that Ruth could be so lyrical-he found it increasingly difficult to | ook
away.

More dragons arrived, hovering in surprise to discover their landing site
so totally obscured and eventually settling wherever they coul d.

Col ant h apol ogi zes, Ruth informed Jaxom The nmist rolled up fromthe river
just as day broke. He says that once the sun is up this will clear away. He
says he will go stand near the place where the roof collapsed. The white
dragon turned his head in the appropriate direction, and Jaxom spotted
ol anth's bronze shape rising out of the mst to settle on a still invisible
surface. Golanth says that there is hot klah and porridge waiting and so few
of us have seen Honshu that we have a nice surprise comng. He says there is
very good hunting in the valley-when it's visible.

Ruth's. qualifier touched Jaxom s sense of hunor, and he chuckl ed hinself
out of irritability just as the sun rose, shooting bright, hot rays across the
m st. Then a breeze picked up energy and very shortly the m st cleared away,
revealing at last Honshu's cliff face and Gol anth, perched on the heights.

ol anth says for us to land you on the upper level by the hold' s main door.
There shoul d be enough roomfor all. Mre of the roof mght collapse, and on
the I ower level, the beasthold hasn't been conmpletely cleaned out yet.

F'l essan doesn't want anyone entering that way.

Al nmost as one, the waiting dragons |ofted thensel ves. Perhaps it was the
downdraft of great wings wafting away the last tendrils of mst, but by the
time the dragons were ready to | and, the vapor had cleared right up to the
second tier of w ndow slits.

F'l essan and the other weyrfol k who were maki ng Honshu livable were waiting
in the wi de doorway, cheering the arrivals.

"Thanks for coming so pronptly,"” F'lessan said, grinning broadly. "I don't
think you'll be disappointed. Sorry to get you out of your bed, Jaxom because
I know you had a | ong day, but you'd hate nme to | eave you out of this." The
young bronze rider threw a conpani onabl e arm about Jaxom s shoul ders, his
expression so uncharacteristically anxious that Jaxomfelt obliged to reassure
hi m

"I't's thoughtful of you to have food and klah laid on, F'les' san," Lessa
said as she crossed the entrance hall, "but 1'd rather see your discovery
first."”

F'l essan pointed to plastic sacks on the long table in the main room "You
can see the secret room too, if you don't mind a long clinb up w nding
stairs.”

Everyone but Jaxom hurried to the table. He stood on the threshold, staring
up at the amazing nurals, their colors as brilliant as the day they had been
first applied. Vaguely he recalled Lytol and Robinton tal king about the
decorations at Honshu, but he had not expected anything nearly so nmagnificent.



"Rat her spectacular, isn't it?" F lessan asked, turning back to his old
friend. He spent a long noment admring it, too. "The place is not really big
enough for a Weyr, though Gol anth says that there're plenty of good | edges to
lie on. And good eating."

"Sout hern Weyr had less than this originally,"” Jaxomrem nded him

"True. But it's arranged as a hold. | just don't want anyone lording it in
here," F' lessan said with unexpected fervor. "People know they can cone and go
freely in a Weyr. Cnon, you'll want to see the stuff I found. And now that

|'ve got you here at last, you' re going to see the whole place. It is
remarkably well preserved and full of the nost fascinating tools and
equi pment. Al the smths are drooling over them"

"I"ve had the complete inventory fromJancis," Jaxomsaid with a wy grin.

F'lessan's find was nost unusual: liquid carefully stored in plastic bags.
Each had been tied shut around the neck by rigid strips that ended in w de
tabs, which were inscribed with strokes in odd patterns, the like of which
nei t her Robi nton nor Lytol had seen in all of Aivas's records.

"I opened one," F lessan said, pointing to the sack sitting in the bow,
its mouth carefully peeled back so that its contents were accessible. "I
t hought at first it had to be water, but it's not. It's got an odd sheen to
it, and anyway, water would |ong since have evaporated, | think. It snells
funny. | didn't taste it."

Lytol and Fandarel nearly bunped heads as both | eaned over to sniff the
liquid. Fandarel dipped in a finger and snmelled it, grimacing.

"Definitely not drinkable."

"We should take this sack to Aivas for exam nation," Lytol said. "Is this
all there were?"

"No," F'lessan replied blithely. "Thirty-four nore, plus the six here. They
don't all contain the same anpbunt of whatever it is. There were a few enpty
sacks in the attic so sonme | eakage occurred. O maybe tunnel snakes chewed
their way through. They'll eat anything."

"You said sonething about a stairway?" Lessa asked.

"Well, the steps weren't conpletely cut. Just a toehold up the final curve.
W didn't bother to explore that |evel-until Benmeth crashed through.™"

"You didn't say whether she hurt herself or not," Lessa said al npst
accusingly.

F'l essan grinned, rarely affected by his nother's noods. "Scraped her right
hind | eg, but J'lono's slathered nunbweed all over her. She's down in the
wor kr oom '

"Show me where the stairs are, F'lessan,” F lar said, and when the young
bronze rider had indicated the doorway, the Benden Weyrl eader |ed the way,
foll owed cl osely by Fandarel, Lytol, K van, and T gellan

"Ch, no, you don't," Lessa said, grabbing Robinton by the arm "Free-fall's
all right but stairs are not, Robinton. And you won't have eaten yet if | know
you. "

Not fancying a |ong hike, Jaxom added his persuasions to Lessa's, and
F'l essan insisted that Robinton would insult the weyrfolk if he didn't sit
down right that nmonent and enjoy Honshu's hospitality.

"It is fuel,"” Aivas said, and Robinton could have sworn he heard jubilation
in his voice. "Fuel!"

"Yes, but is it any good after so nmany centuries?" Fandarel asked.

Jaxom had a brilliant vision of the three shuttles lifting off the ship
meadow, but canceled it alnost inmediately as a total inpossibility. Those
shi ps would never fly again. Pern hadn't the technol ogy necessary to repair
t hem properly.

"The fuel does not deteriorate with age, nor does the sanple you brought
appear to have suffered any contam nation. Since this discovery is in Honshu
Kenj o Fusai yuki's Stakehold, it is logical to assune that this is part of the
fuel he had diverted for his personal use. Mention was nmade of this cache in
Captain C. Keroon's records; a search for the fuel cache was conducted at



Honshu, but it was never found."
"But the sled was so well preserved, couldn't we-" Fandarel began

excitedly.

"The sl ed used power packs, not fuel. The forty sacks that have been
recovered will be put to excellent use," Aivas said.

"Where? Way? I n what?" Jaxom denmanded. "I thought you said the Yokohana

used matter/antimatter engines."

"For interstellar travel only,'
propul sion in-system"

"The shuttles in the field?", Pienmur asked, his face flushed with
anticipation. And Jaxomrealized that he was not the only one who had had
dazzl i ng vi sions.

"Even were you technol ogically nore advanced, they have deteriorated past
repair," Aivas said. "This unexpected dividend will be put to very good use
when the alternatives have been thoroughly reviewed."

Jaxom and Pi emur exchanged expressions of disgust.

"Let me guess, Aivas," Jaxomsaid. "W could put all the fuel in the
Yokohama's tanks, or split it up between all three ships. There'd be enough to
give us half-grav, some maneuverability-that is, if we wanted to go anywhere
in those ships..." He finished on a querying note.

"There is insufficient fuel to reach the Cort Cloud,"” Aivas said. "O to
follow the direction of the Thread stream and use the destruct capability of
the shields to reduce the density of the ovoids."

Trying not to let his frustration show, Jaxom made hinmself grin at Pienur.
"Well, he thought of one course that |I didn't."

"Who are we to outguess Aivas?" Pienmur asked, but Jaxom noted the
suppressed anger in the harper's eyes.

"One of these days..." Jaxomsaid just |oud enough for Pienur to hear, and
Pi emur nodded.

"But, Aivas, since there is this sanple," Fandarel said urgently, "can you
not analyze its conposition so that we can duplicate it? Surely we can make
enough fuel to take at |east one ship to the Cort C oud."

"For what reason?"

"Why, to blow up the Oort C oud! Destroy the Thread organismthat is
generated there!"

Anot her of Aivas's curious silences ensued, and then suddenly the Rukbat
system cane up on the screen, the sun dwarfing its satellites. Abruptly the
picture altered, the brilliant sun dimnishing to a pinpoint of light, the
pl anets reducing out of visibility on the new scale, and the swirling
nebul osity of the OCort C oud appearing to flow across the screen, blotting out
even the distant Rukbat. As in so many previous denonstrations, a red |line
began to describe the orbit of the Red Star, noving through the Cort d oud and
back into the system swi nging around the primary, inside Pern's conventiona
pat h.

"Aivas certainly knows how to cut us down to size," Pienmur nurmnured.

"Ch!" Fandarel said, resigned. "It is indeed difficult to appreciate the
massi ve scale of the Coud and the insignificance of our tiny world."

"So what do we destroy to be rid of Thread?" F'|ar asked.

"The best way to reduce the threat of Thread is to alter the orbit of the
eccentric planet that brings it into Pern's system™

"And when will you tell us how we acconplish that?"

"The research and technol ogy required will shortly be conpleted.™

"Then finding the fuel nakes no difference?" F |essan slunped in
di sappoi ntnent, his usually merry expression gl um

"I't may make a difference in another area, F lessan. It is always good to
have alternatives. You have all done exceedingly well." That, from Aivas, was
prai se i ndeed. "Do not succunb to apathy."

"What should | do with all these fuel sacks then?" F |essan asked
dispiritedly.

"They should be transferred to a safe storage facility in Landi ng.

Ai vas explained. "This fuel was used for



"I shouldn't put theminto anything el se? Those sacks are old."

"I'f they have lasted 2,528 years, they will suffice for another." A chart
appeared on the screen. "Now, here is the schedule for bronze and brown
dragons to junmp to the cargo bays of all three ships. The | atest readings
i ndi cate sufficient oxygen levels to allow every dragon and rider somne
experience in free-fall."

"Why?" F'lar asked.

"It is essential for the success of the Plan that all the dragons of Pern
learn to handl e wei ghtl essness. ™"

The schedul es were forwarded to the Weyrl eaders of all eight Wyrs, and
there was a good deal of jubilation fromall but a fewand those were mainly
riders of elderly dragons for whom even hunting was beconming difficult. The
weyrlings were ecstatic, and Weyrlingmasters hard put to maintain discipline.

Each group was sent up with someone experienced in free-fall; even Jancis,
Pi emur, and Sharra were sent as nonitors.

There were often full fairs of fire-lizards taggi ng al ong, and though that
occasi oned conpl ai nts, Aivas approved of their interest. A new enthusiasm
swept through all the Weyrs, overcom ng the m d-Pass apat hy.

Three days later, fires were set among the fuel sacks, but firelizards gave
the alarm so no harmwas done. On hearing of the near disaster, Aivas was
unperturbed and, in an offhanded tone, informed the agitated Lytol and D ram
that the fuel was nonflamable. The relief was pal pabl e, but when Fandare
heard, he imredi ately wanted to know exactly how such fuel provided the
desired effect. Aivas responded with a lecture on the intricacies of seven
ki nds of jet engines, fromthe sinple reaction engines they had | earned about,
which made little sense even to Master Fandarel, to nmore conplex nultistage
affairs.

That evening Master Mrilton dispatched his fire-lizard with an urgent and
horrified nessage that sonmeone had destroyed all the |lenses his Hall had ready
to be installed in mcroscopes and tel escopes, ruining nonths of hard and
pati ent work. Later the next norning Master Fandarel found that the netal
barrel s he had been producing to house the | enses had been thrown into the
forge fire and di stenpered overni ght.

It was as well that the orientation programfor dragons was going so well,
or norale would have hit a new | ow. Then O dive and Sharra at |ast were
successful in penetrating the shell of the Thread egg with a bl ack di anond
cutter.

"I"'mnot nuch wi ser,"” Sharra told Jaxom when she returned hone that
evening. "It's a conplex organism and it's going to take us tine to analyze
it. W have to work so slowy. | think that may be why Aivas taught us howto
culture bacteria. Good training for this investigation."

"What did it |ook like-inside, | nean?"

"The nmost astonishing mess,"” she said, frowning in perplexity. Then she

gave a disparagi ng chuckle. "I don't know what | thought it'd look like. In
fact, | never thought about it at all. But the ovoid is coated in |ayers of
dirty, rock-hard ice, with all kinds of pebbles and grains and-and junk m xed
up. It's sort of whitish, yellow, black, gray... Is the yellow heliun? Wre

you there for those lectures on |iquefying gas? No, that was Piermur and
Janci s.

"At any rate, there are rings that wap round and round. You can separate
the rings fromthe other material. There are tubes, and patches of bubbling
stuff. Aivas said it was a very disorganized life-form"

Jaxom | aughed in surprise. "It certainly disorganizes us!"

"Silly! He doesn't nmean it that way. But we couldn't do nmuch today because
we don't have the proper tools to work in threedegree absolute tenperatures.™
She grinned in rem ni scence. "The tools we brought sort of went brittle and
disintegrated in the cold."

"Metal ? Turned brittle?"

"Good Smithcraft steel, too. Aivas says we have to use special glass."

"d ass, huh." Jaxom thought of all the time Aivas had spent with Mster



Morilton and grinned. "So that was why. But how coul d Aivas have known then
that we'd capture Thread when he didn't even know we coul d?"

"I"'mnot sure | followed all of that, Jaxom"

"I"'mnot sure | did, too, lovey. | wonder who's getting the bigger
surprises? Aivas, or us?"

The next norning, Sharra asked Jaxomif he would mind letting Ruth convey
her to Master A dive to confer on who el se they would need to assist themin
their study. Ruth was always glad to oblige Sharra, so Jaxomwas free to
remai n behind in Ruatha to preside with Brand over a | ong-del ayed Hol d
di sci plinary neeting.

He was just taking his seat in the Geat Hall when he caught a glinpse of
Rut h departing with Sharra on his back. He bounced back to his feet in alarm

The harness, Ruth! Wich harness did Sharra use?

At the same nmonent that Ruth replied, She's safe, her two fire-lizards
screamed so loudly that Lanoth, the elderly bronze on Ruatha's heights, bugled
a warni ng. As Jaxom wat ched paral yzed by shock, he saw Ruth sl owly descending
Sharra clutching himtightly about the neck; Meer and Talla hooked their
talons in the shoulders of her riding jacket. The main riding strap dangl ed
| oosel y between Ruth's |egs.

Trenbling in fear for what m ght have been, Jaxom forgot dignity and duty

as he tore out of the Geat Hall. In his wish not to worry her with an
i nci dent he had al nost forgotten, he had nearly cost her her life. As Ruth
delicately landed in front of him his hands were still shaking as he hel ped

Sharra down from her precarious perch and enbraced her tightly.

I shoul d have asked which harness she had with her, Ruth said, his tone
renorseful, his hide tinged gray with anxiety. | could have told her where you
hi de the harness you're using now.

"I't's no fault of yours, Ruth. You're all right, Sharra? You didn't hurt
yoursel f? When | saw you hanging-" H's voice broke and he buried his face in
her neck, aware that she was trenbling nearly as nmuch as he.

Sharra was quite willing to be conforted, but soon enough she becane aware
of the audience and, with a weak, enbarrassed |augh, struggled to be free. He
eased his hold but did not let her go. If she had not been such a skilled
rider... if Ruth hadn't been such a cl ever dragon..

"I thought you'd nended that harness," she said, anxiously looking into his
eyes.

"I had!" He couldn't tell her the truth, not with so many wi thin earshot,
and despite the bond between them she did not apparently realize he was not
being entirely candid.

"I'"ve got to go, Jaxom" she said, duty warring with fright. "Wuld Ruth be
totally offended if | went with G Ilanar on Lanoth?"

"You'll go on?" Jaxom was both amazed by and proud of his wife's courage
and resilience.

"It's the best thing I can do, Jax, to get over this shock." She | eaned

across himto stroke Ruth's nose. "I know it wasn't your fault, dearest Ruth.
Pl ease rel ax! That shade of gray is not beconing!"

| felt the strap go as | leaped, Ruth told Jaxom | should have asked her
whi ch straps she used. | shoul d have.

"It's all right. You saved Sharra," Jaxomrepeated, never nore grateful to
his dragon than at this nonent. "She still has to get to the Healer Hall. On

Lamoth with G lanar."

Ruth eyed his rider, the orange of panic beginning to recede. He's al
right for an Adtiner, Ruth allowed grudgingly. | wi sh that Dunluth and S gar
wer e back.

"You know that pair can't fly Thread now G lanor's failing and Lanoth can
barely chew his food anynore, much less firestone." Jaxomdidn't think nore of
Ruth's comrent then but tactfully called to the elderly dragon and rider to
convey Sharra to the Healer Hall. He stripped off the dangling harness and
rolled it up until he could examne it.

He watched the three until Lanoth went between, Meer and Talla follow ng



wi t hout fuss. Then he retraced his steps to the Geat Hall, while Brand and
t he understewards gestured for those attending the court to settle thensel ves.
"You never told her?" Brand nurnured in Jaxom s ear as they sat down.

"I will now That was too close." Jaxom saw that his fingers were trenbling
as he sorted the papers he had scattered in panic.
"Indeed and it was. Does this... obvious attenpt on your |ife have anything

to do with all the recent incidents?"
"I wish | knew"

"You will speak to Benden now, won't you?" Brand's | ook was severe and
i mpl acabl e.
"I will,"” Jaxomagreed with a faint snle, "because | know that you intend

to.
"So long as that's understood." Then in a |ouder voice, Brand went on. "The
first case concerns the alleged m suse of Hold supplies..."

That evening Jaxomtold Sharra every detail of the incident at Tillek Hold
and the investigations that Brand had set in nption, investigations that had
produced no results at all, for Pell professed hinself to be quite content
working in his father's craft. No one had asked hi m about his Ruathan
Bl oodl i nes, he assured them And he was only a second cousin at best.

After Sharra had torn strips out of himfor "sparing" her anxiety, they
went over the entries in the Hold visitors' book and could find no one in the
| east bit suspicious. Ruth could not even be encouraging, for he was not
al ways in his weyr when Jaxomwas at hone. He usually joined whichever dragon
was on duty on the heights.

Even ol d Lanoth, he added. | scratch his itches; he scratches nine

Both Sharra and Jaxom were due at Landing the next day for a neeting
concerning the vandalism

"I'f you don't come cl ean about this incident, Jaxom | wll,"’
her expression fierce.

"That was about succession, Sharrie,’
different matter entirely."

"How do you know t hat?" she demanded, cl enching her fists on the arnrest
and shooting himan angry and reproachful glare. "Especially when you're the
| eader for all of Aivas's plans."

"Me? The | eader?" Jaxom stared at her in complete surprise

"Well, you are, even if you don't realize it." Then her severe expression
softened. "You wouldn't." She gave hima sweetly condescending snmile. "You
are, though. Take ny word for it, and everyone on the planet knows it."

"But I-1-"

"Ch, don't get fussed, Jax. It's one of your npbst endearing traits that you
don't get puffed up with inportance and irritate people with an inflated
sel f-consequence. "

"Who does that?" Jaxomrapidly thought of all those working so diligently
with him

"No one, but you'd have the right to." She cane to sit on his lap, coiling
one arm about his neck and stroking his frown snooth. "That's why you m ght
wel |l be a target for the dissidents. You certainly can't hide fromthe fact
t hat dissatisfaction about Aivas's far too long-termproject is increasing."

Jaxom si ghed, for it was but one nore thing he had tried to play down. "I'm
all too aware. In fact, it's alnpst a relief to know they' ve cone out in the
open. "

Sharra stiffened in his arns. "You know who they are?"

He shook his head. "Sebell knows who's likely to be involved, but none of
hi s harpers have been able to produce any evidence. And you can't really
accuse a Lord Hol der without pretty substantial proof."

She nurnured agreenent and |l aid her head down on his shoul der. "You are
being careful, aren't you, Jax?" she asked in a | ow and anxi ous voi ce.

He hugged her to him "Mre than you are. How many tines have | told you to
check the riding harness before you use it?" he asked. He net her outraged

Sharra sai d,

he objected. "The destruction is a



reaction with a grin.

VWen the neeting convened the next day in Landing, Aivas took charge, first
ordering the building cleared of all but those i nmedi ately invol ved.

"While these incidents are clearly directed at the new technol ogy you are
devel opi ng," Aivas said, "none, so far, threatens the success of the main
drive of your efforts.”

"Not yet," Robinton said darkly.

"I disagree," Sharra said, and fixed Jaxomw th a steady gl ance. \Wen he
hesitated, she added, "Sonmeone's trying to kill Jaxom™

VWen the conmotion subsi ded, Jaxom gave a full and concise report.

"That is disturbing," Aivas said, raising his voice over the babel of
guestions. "Is not the white dragon protection agai nst such attenpts? Can he
not prevent then®?"

"Don't get so upset, Jaxom sai d, annoyed at the fuss, though he wanted to
set his mind at rest over any further threat to Sharra. "Ruth knew t he nonent
the | eather went, and he saved Sharra's life. |I left those riding straps right
out in the open, and hid the set | use. It was only-"

"He was trying to keep ne fromworrying," Sharra said in an acid tone.
"Brand is trying to find out who could have sliced the |eathers. It was done
very cleverly by soneone who knew exactly what stress would be put on riding
straps.”

"A dragonrider?" Lessa's voice rose to a near shriek, and outside half the
dragons on the heights bugled in alarm "There isn't a dragonrider on Pern
whod endanger Jaxomor Ruth!" And she glared at the young Lord Holder as if he
were at fault. He glared right back.

"Nor any way a dragonrider could do so without his dragon's awareness,"
F'lar said enphatically.

"Not hi ng woul d be gained by-" Lessa faltered. "By disposing of Jaxom™

"Could it have been as protest to ny involvenent with Thread?" Sharra
asked.

Jaxom shook his head violently. "How could it? Wo would know that you'd
want to have Ruth fly you to the Heal er Hall?"

"Since it is usually Jaxomwho flies Ruth," Aivas's calmvoice said, "it is
| ogical to assunme that he was the target. No further attenmpts on his life nust
be permtted."”

"Meer and Talla have their orders," Sharra said resolutely.

"What about Ruth?" Lessa demanded, and was sil enced by a cacophony of
bugling fromthe nmassed dragons at Landi ng. She blinked in surprise at their
bel ligerence. "And, it woul d appear, every other dragon on Pern!" Then she
| eaned across to lay her hand on Sharra's arm "W're alert to the danger
now. " She swung her gl ance to Jaxom and radi ated rebuke. "W shoul d have known
much earlier, young man!"

"I have not been in danger," Jaxom protested. "I have been very careful."

"You woul d be wise to increase personal vigilance, Jaxom Also, proper
security neasures nmust be pronptly inaugurated to prevent further vandalismin
every Crafthall that has undertaken to do specialized work," Aivas said
sternly. "The recent destruction certainly delays the conpletion of useful
equi prent, but the vandals were, fortunately, not aware of the true
significance of other crucial projects: the space hel mets, the oxygen tanks,
and the additional space suits which are vital to the success of our
endeavour . "

"Al'l that work is divided anong several Halls and different |ocations,"
Fandarel said with an air of relief. Then he shook his head, his expression
doleful. "I find it very hard to believe that sonme menber of ny Crafthall
could so wantonly destroy the hard work of his coll eagues.”

"Your society is a trusting one," Aivas said, "and it is sad to see that
trust betrayed."

"It is indeed," Fandarel agreed, his voice heavy with sadness. Then he
strai ghtened his shoulders. "We will be vigilant. F lar, would there be any
riders available for extra guard duty?"



"Wat ch-whers woul d be nore effective,"” Lytol said, entering the discussion
for the first time. He had turned very pale, despite his southern tan, during
the di scl osure of Jaxom's peril. "They would be nost effective, and I am of
the opinion that the Weyrs are stretched as far as they should be right now "

"Wat ch-whers and fire-lizards," Fandarel said. "Many of the Craftmasters
i nvol ved have fire-lizards, and once they know that they are to be vigilant,
they will be."

"My brother Toric had had good |uck using some feline cubs,” Sharra put in.
"OfF course, they have to be caged in the daytinme, for they are ferocious
beasts. "

"Recruit whatever guardians are necessary, but do not permt the essential
manuf acturing to be damaged," Aivas ordered. "Tonorrow the dragons assigned to
exercises in the Yokohana are to transport the fuel sacks. Master Fandar el
you will see that the sacks are enptied into the main tank. That will
elimnate one security problem"

"Woul d that we could renove all the vulnerable materials to the Yokohama!"
ar said. "Could we?" he asked Aivas.

"Unfortunately that is inpossible, for a variety of reasons.

However, as soon as certain itenms have been conpl eted, they should indeed
be transported to the safety of the Yokohana."

"I's there any guarantee that they' d be safe there'?" Lytol wanted to know
He ignored those who regarded himw th anger, dismay, disbelief, or anxiety as
he waited for Aivas's reassurance.

"This facility can efficiently and easily nonitor the Yokohama as you
cannot your individual Holds, Halls, and Weyrs," Aivas replied.

"And the guardi an guards hinsel f!" Lytol added in a | ow voice.

"QED.," Alvas said

"Cue ee dee?" Pienur asked.

"That has been denonstrated."

=
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ON THE BRI DGE of the Yokohama the next afternoon, Jaxom and Pienur | eaned
over the engi neering consol e.

"I know we enptied all those sacks in,’
"but you wouldn't know it fromthe gauge."

"Big tank," Jaxomsaid, giving the dial a tap. "Drop in the bl oody bucket."

"Al'l that work for nothing," Piemur added, disgusted. They had had to suit
up, because the fuel auxiliary intake pipe had been in a | ow pressure section
The harper did not like the restrictions of a suit and the snell of tanked
air. Despite weightlessness, the sacks had been awkward to manage: they could
only take two at a tinme to the engineering level fromthe cargo bay where the
dragons had transported them And they were even nore awkward to enpty into
the intake, following Aivas's instructions on the procedure for handling
fluids in free-fall

"Not for nothing," Aivas replied. "It is now safe fromany tanpering."

"Then it was dangerous?" Pienur asked, shooting Jaxom an |-tol d-you-so
| ook.

"The fuel was not flammable, but if it were spilled, there would be toxic
effects. Also, soil inpregnated with the fuel becones sterile. It is wiseto
avoi d any unnecessary problens."

Jaxomrotated his shoul ders, easing tense nuscles. Sonetines working in
these free-fall conditions was harder than perforning a simlar task on Pern.
"W have quite enough trouble as it is," Pienur said, and then turned to

Jaxom "Klah?" He lifted the hot bottle, one of Hami an's new contraptions: a

| arge, thick, glass bottle, insulated by teased fibers of the sanme plant
Bendarek was using to nake paper and set inside a casing of Ham an's new hard
plastic. It kept liquid warmor cold, though some peopl e could not understand
how the bottle knew the difference. "Meatroll?" He held out several wapped
rounds.

Pienmur said in an aggrieved tone,



Jaxom grinned as he sipped fromthe bottle, taking care not to |let any
droplets escape into the air. "Howis it that you always seemto have the very
| at est thi ngumm es?"

Piemur rolled his eyes expressively. "Aivas said it was a thernos, and
harpers traditionally try new things out! And besides, |'mresident at
Landi ng, where Ham an has his manufactory, and you're just a runner-in, always
m ssing the fun."

Jaxomrefused to rise to the jibe. "Thanks for the food, Pienur. I'd worked
up quite an appetite.”

They had taken off their hel nets and gl oves upon entering the bridge and
now made t hensel ves confortable in the console chairs. After the first edge of
their hunger was allayed, Piemur gestured to Ruth, Farli, and Meer, who were
pl astered across the wi ndow, staring out.

"Do they see sonething we don't?" he asked.

"I asked Ruth," Jaxom said. "He says he just likes to |l ook at Pern, al
pretty laid out Iike that. Wth the clouds and the differences in light, it
never | ooks the same twce."

"While you are eating," Aivas said, "this is an opportunity to explain
anot her very inportant step in the training process."

"I's that why we got the sack duty?" Pienur asked with a wink and a grin at
Jaxom

"You are as perceptive as ever, Piemur. We have a secure channel here."

"W're all ears," Piemur said, then added hastily, "figuratively speaking,
natural ly."

"Accurate. It is essential to team how nuch tinme dragons can spend in space
unprotected by such suits as you are now wearing."

"I thought you'd figured that out, Aivas," Jaxomsaid. "Ruth and Farl
suffered no harmat all during the time they were on this bridge. They didn't
seemto notice the cold and certainly weren't in oxygen debt."

"They were on the bridge for precisely three and a half mnutes. It is
requi red that dragons function normally for a mnimum of twelve m nutes.
Fifteen woul d be the upper tinme required.”

"For what ?" Jaxom asked, |eaning forward, elbows on his knees. Pienur's
eyes were bright with excitenent.

"The exercise is to accustomthemto being in space-"

"Havi ng al ready becone accustonmed to wei ghtl essness?" Jaxom asked.

"Exactly."

"So we're at the wal king stage?" Pienmur asked.

"So to speak. The level of adaptability of your dragons is conmendabl e.
There have been no unfavorable reactions to the experience of free-fall."

"Way woul d there be?" Jaxom asked. "It's on a level with hovering, or being
bet ween, and dragons have no problemw th that. So now, they're to go
extravehicul ar."”

"Wwuldn't they float away?" Pienur asked, casting an anxious |ook at Jaxom

"I mean, like the Thread eggs do?"
"Unl ess a violent noverent was nade, they would remain stationary," Aivas
said. "As they will exit fromthe Yokohama, they are noving at the sane speed,

not at a different velocity as the incom ng Thread spheres are. However, to
prevent any panic-"

"Dragons don't panic," Jaxomsaid in flat contradiction, speaking before
Piermur could utter a simlar rebuke.

"Their riders might," Aivas replied.

"l doubt it," Jaxom sai d.

"Perhaps dragonriders are a breed apart, Lord Jaxom" Aivas said at his
nost formal, "but records of nmany generations indicate that sonme hunans,
despite training and reassurance, can find thenmsel ves overwhel med by
agor aphobi a. Therefore, to prevent panic, the dragon should anchor itself-"

"Hi nmsel f," Jaxom automatically corrected.

"Or herself,"” Piemur added, waggling a finger at the white rider.

"For the dragon to be anchored securely to the Yokohama," Aivas finished.



"Lines? W can get rope or sone of that strong fine cable Fandarel's been
extrudi ng," Pienur suggest ed.

"That will not be necessary, as sonething suitable is already available."

"What ?" Jaxom asked contritely, realizing that their banter was del ayi ng
details that they had wanted to hear for Turns.

The screen in front of themlit up, showing a graphic of the Yokohama
profile. The display altered to a close-up of the long shaft on which the
engines were fitted-and the framework of spars that had once held the extra
fuel tanks in place.

"Dragons can hang on the franes!" Jaxomcried. "That would definitely offer
a secure grip. And, unless |'ve msread the dinmensions, those rails are as
long as a Wyr Rm |nmagine, all the Wyrs of Pern, Pienmur, out in space,
al ong those girders! \Wat a sight!"

"The only drawback to that," Piemur said pragmatically, "is that there
aren't enough space suits for all the riders of Pern.”

"There will be sufficient space suits avail able when required,"” Aivas
informed themcalmy, "though not quite all the dragons in the Wyrs of Pern
wi Il be needed. Since you are still suited, Lord Jaxom and have taken
nouri shment, perhaps you and Ruth would attenpt an extravehicular activity
t oday?"

Piemur's eyes grew wi de and round as he assinmilated Aivas's astounding
suggestion. "By the first Egg, it's not the humans you' ve got to be wary of,
Jaxom It's Aivas who's trying to kill you!™"

"Nonsense! " Jaxomreplied hotly. But he had felt his stomach |eap alnost in
time to the accelerated beat of his heart at the notion of an EVA. "Ruth?"

"Il see a lot nore fromthere than | can fromthe w ndow was the white
dragon's thoughtful response.

Wth a laugh that was only a trifle shaky, Jaxomtold Piemur what Ruth had
sai d.

The harper gave hima | ong incredul ous | ook and sighed. "I don't know which
of you two is nore outrageous. You'd dare anything, the pair of you would."
Then in a wy tone, he added, "And |I'm supposed to be the reckl ess one."

"But you aren't a dragonrider," Jaxom said gently.

"The dragon nakes the man?" Pienmur shot back

Jaxom smi | ed, sending a loving | ook at Ruth, who was watching the two
humans. "Wth a dragon to guide and guard you, you tend to feel secure."

"So long as your riding straps hold" was Pienur's quick retort. Then he
shook his head. "Conme to think on it, with Aivas as your nentor, you don't
need to worry about what mere nmen could do to you."

"Lord Jaxomwi || not be in any jeopardy, Harper Pienur,'
customary conposure

"So you say!" Then Pienmur fixed Jaxomwith a fierce stare. "So you're going
to do it? Wthout checking with anyone?"

Jaxom gl ared right back, anger rising. "I don't need to check with anyone,
Piemur. |I've been making my own decisions for a long time, This time | get to
make it w thout anyone else's interference. Not yours, or F'lar's, or Lessa's,
or Robinton's."

"Sharra's?" Pienur cocked his head, his eye contact unswerving.

It doesn't seemto be a hard thing Aivas asks us to do, Jaxom Ruth said.
It is no nmore dangerous than goi ng between, where we have nothing to hold on
to. My talons are strong. My grip will be secure for both of us.

"Ruth sees no problens. If he did, | would certainly listen to him" Jaxom
said, very nmuch aware that Sharra woul d undoubtedly share Pienur's
reservations. "I don't know why you're upset about an EVA. | thought you'd
want to be first."”

Pi emur managed a flicker of a smle. "One, | don't have a dragon to
reassure me. Two, | dislike being trussed up in this thing." He flicked his
hand at the space suit. Then his expression changed to a cocky grin. "And
three, it's just likely I'mone of those humans who'd panic out there with
solid earth a mllion dragon-lengths away fromny feet. So," he finished,

Aivas said with



rising to his feet and reaching for Jaxoms helmet, "since |l can't talk you
out of it, go and do it. Now Before | get myself in a knot!"

Jaxom gri pped his shoulder. "Don't forget that Aivas cannot endanger hunman
life. And we've seen tapes of spacenen doing EVA drills.”

So let us go. Ruth pushed hinself away fromthe wi ndow with just enough
force to arrive by Jaxom He peered down at Piemur's scow ing face. Tel
Piemur that | won't |et anything happen to you

"Ruth says he won't | et anything happen to me," Jaxom said.

Wth a roughness born of anxiety, Pienmur adjusted Jaxomis hel met, securing
t he fastenings, checking the oxytank unit, and gesturing for himto turn on
the hel net's audio.

"Keep up a running commentary, will you, Jaxon®?" he asked.

"Nod if you can hear nme all right." The sound of his own voice echoing in
the confines of the helnet still sounded unnatural to Jaxom

Pi emur nodded, his expression carefully blank

"Ai vas, show us where we're going so Piemur can watch." Jaxom gave his
friend one nore buffet and then, pulling first one foot and then the other
free of the deck, he floated up to Ruth. Hauling hinmself into position, he
attached his riding straps to the toggles that had been designed to hold
shap-on equi prent for EVA

"You wearing the right riding harness?" Piemur asked acidly.

"That's the second tine you've asked ne that today."

"Bears repeating. Can you see the screen perched up there?" Pienur's tone
was even more acerbic. Jaxom wi shed the harper wouldn't worry so nuch. But
that was yet one nore difference that only another rider would understand: the
supremnme confidence one could have in one's dragon's abilities. And Ruth had
nore than nost.

"I can see it," he said, his voice high and tinny to his ears.

Do you know where we're goi ng, Ruth?

Certainly. Shall we go?

Jaxom was accustoned to very short passages between, but this nust have
been the shortest they had ever taken. One nonent they were on the bridge; the
next, they were surrounded by a different sort of darkness. For one heartbeat,
Jaxom tasted as deep a fear as he had ever known. But Ruth's head, erect and
swi ngi ng around as he surveyed the scene. was all the token of reassurance
Jaxom needed. Then he becane aware-unlike the total l[ack of sensation in
bet ween-of his | egs pressing against Ruth's neck and even the tug of the
straps against his belt.

I won't let go, Ruth said as calmy as ever. | could hang by ny claws. The
netal is .so cold it feels hot.

Jaxom peered down over the | ower edge of his helnmet and saw that Ruth had,
i ndeed, curled his talons about the spars-two different spars. Carefully the
whit e dragon had extended his forepaw talons to grip the upper bar and had
arranged his hind feet on tiptoe, one in front of the other, for a purchase on
the | ower one, stretching confortably between the two |evels.

I"mholding my breath, but I amin no disconfort, Ruth continned as he
gazed alertly around. His left eye was whirling ever so gently in the blue of
i nterest. Above, Jaxom could see nore horizontal spars, a |longitudina
framework that circled the engines. Their mass was behind the grid, an i mense
rect angul ar boxlike structure in which the matter/antimatter drive provided
propul sion for interstellar travel.

"Are you all right, Jaxon?" Aivas asked.

"Perfectly," Jaxomreplied. He woul d have been unwilling to give any other
response, but in truth, he felt his nmuscles relax just a trifle even as he
spoke. After all, nothing had happened.

"Ruth suffers no disconfort?"

"He says not. He's holding his breath."

I wish to clinb higher, for a better view There is nothing to be seen here
but the engines. They are uninteresting. Before Jaxomcould forbid him Ruth
had reached for the spar above his head.



VWhat ever you do, Ruth, don't let go entirely, Jaxom said urgently.

I'"d only float.

Jaxom wondered at his dragon's nonchal ance in this new and dangerous
environnent. But then, didn't dragons neet danger head on every tine they flew
Thread? At |east there was none of that here to score the white hide or pierce
a fragile wi ng-or his space suit.

See? And Ruth did begin to float, rather than clinmb, upward. Jaxom was so
surprised by his dragon's initiative that he could think of nothing to say.

And it doesn't matter if |I float, Ruth went on, because all | have to do is
junp between wherever | need to go. Is it not beautiful up here?

Jaxom had to agree. Ruth had them perched on the topnost rail, and before
them the globe of Pern glowed in brilliant greens and blues: He thought he

recogni zed the Paradi se River Hold estuary and, just at the curve of the

hori zon, the purple hills of Rubicon and Xanadu. Above were the stairs; behind
him shining far too brightly, was Rukbat's blaze. He thought he caught
sunlight glinting off one of the other ships-the Bahrain, no doubt. And far
far above him at an inpossible distance, was the Red Star and the Cort C oud
that the erratic planet would penetrate yet again in another hundred or so
Turns.

Abruptly Meer and Farli appeared floating beside Ruth, blinking out a
nmonent |later only to reappear, hanging on to the spar with their claws,
daintily keeping their flesh fromcontact with the absolute chill of the
metal . Their eyes began to whirl into excited reds.

We're not staying rmuch longer. You d better go in. You can't hold your
breaths as long as | can, Ruth told the two fire-lizards. They say space is
much too big, he said to Jaxom It is also colder than between. | think we
will go in now | feel the need to breathe.

Once again, before Jaxom could direct the proceeding, Ruth had executed his
intention. Alnpbst without ally sensation of transfer, they were back on the
bri dge of the Yokohama.

That was spl endid! Ruth exclai med, chirping happily.

Pi emur' s conpl exi on, Jaxom noted, was noticeably pal e under his southern
tan, and his expression was unusually grimfor a man who traversed the
Sout hern coasts for nonths with only a gold fire-lizard and a runt runnerbeast
for conpany and never |ost his sense of hunor.

"Did you have to make Farli and Meer cone?"

"They came of their own accord. Ruth says they think space is too big."
Jaxom | aughed at their understatenent. "Ruth thoroughly enjoyed it," he went
on, realizing even as he said it how i nadequate the coment was. "And so did
I," he added staunchly, picturing again that vision of grandeur and i mensity,
"once | got used to it." He undid his helnet and grinned down at Pienur. "No
difference really, frombetween, and not really as dangerous. As Ruth pointed
out, all he has to do is go between wherever he wants, so we'd never really be
i n any danger in space.”

"You sound to nme a bit like a man convincing hinself against the evidence
of his own senses," Pienur said, regarding his friend through narrowed eyes.

"Well, it does take getting used to," Jaxomrepeated, running his fingers
t hrough sweat-danp hair and grinning in what he hoped was a nore convinci ng
fashion. He wouldn't admt to Pienur that he had been apprehensive, though he
could now appreciate the sour snell of sweat rising fromhis suit.

"I wonder," Pienur went on, "just how Sharra, and Lytol, and Lessa, and
F'lar, and Robinton will view your |atest escapade."

"Once they've tried it, they'Il see that it's not really dangerous. It's
just... a different aspect of travel on a dragon!"

Pi emur let out an exaggerated sigh. "And if you and Ruth can do it, every
ot her dragon and rider on Pern will feel required to foll ow your exanple. Is

t hat what you wanted, Aivas?"

"The result is inevitable, given the friendly conpetitiveness of
dragonriders."

Pi emur raised both hands in a gesture of resignation. "As | said, with a



friend Iike Aivas, you don't need enenies!"

Jaxom had let hinmself in for a series of harangues once they got back to
Landi ng.

"True harper instincts!" he remarked acidly to Pienur, when the journeyman
bel |l owed the news to Lytol on the duty desk. H's old guardian turned pale and
stern, and Jaxom had the satisfaction of seeing Piemur blanch. "Just let's

keep this all in perspective, shall we?" he added, striding to Lytol. "I'm al
right, really I am Ruth wouldn't put me in danger any nore than Aivas woul d.
Soneone! " He raised his voice. "I need some help herel™

Janci s cane running down the hall, halted as she took in the scene, and

darted into a side room She was back in a nonment with a hot bottle and poured
Lytol a cup of klah.

"Just don't stand there, Pienmur, get sone wine. Sone of that fortified w ne
woul d be best," she called after himas he scurried for the kitchen. "And just
what have you been up to?" she demanded of Jaxom

"Not hi ng as dangerous as springing news on-" Jaxom caught hinself before
saying "old man." "-soneone wi th no advance warni ng or preparation. | gather
Aivas did not nention what he had planned for us today."

"How coul d enptyi ng fuel sacks be dangerous?" Jancis asked, her pretty eyes
wi de with astoni shrment.

"I"'mperfectly all right," Lytol insisted. After he had obediently taken
several sips of the hot klah his color had inproved.

Pi emur burst back into the hall, a wineskin in one hand and several gl asses
in the fingers of the other. He set these down on the table with nore force
t han needed, but he could see that Lytol was recovering. "I need a drink as

much as anyone el se," the harper said, splashing wine into the first glass so
sloppily that Jancis, uttering a protest, took the skin fromhis hand.

"Thanks. | needed that!" And Piemur downed the glass he had filled and held
it out for arefill.

"You wait your turn," she scol ded.

Jaxom gestured for her to pour wine into Lytol's cup and for the ol der nman
to drink again.

"Now, whatever nade you attenpt such a dangerous maneuver?" Lytol demanded.

Jaxom si ghed. "It wasn't dangerous. Aivas asked Ruth and ne to do an EVA
and we did. Ruth and I were quite safe. He had his claws hooked on that
framewor k around the engine section and |I-1 was hanging on to him" Jaxom
grinned at the consternation on Jancis's face.

"Dragonriders!" In that tone, Jancis's single word was a profound
condemnat i on

"Wul dn't you agree, Lytol, that a dragon won't endanger his rider? That a
dragon can take hinself and his rider anywhere between to safety?" Suddenly
Jaxomrealized that this was the first tine in many Turns that he had asked
Lytol to verify draconic abilities. He could see the nmuscles along his
guardi an's jaw cl ench, and wondered if he had overstepped the bounds of tact.

Lytol exhal ed. "On occasion | have thought that Ruth acted too rmuch on
i mpul se, but you, Jaxom have always been cautious; thus the two of you
bal anced each other. He would no nore endanger you than you would put his life
in jeopardy. But your extravehicular activity should have been di scussed
bef or ehand. "

Pi emur shot Jaxom a righteous glare, and Jaxom shrugged.

"W did it, and we have proved that it can be done with no harm™

I amgoing to sleep in the sun, Ruth told him You' re going to be talking
for hours. I"'mglad we didn't talk about doing it first. It could have taken
days to arrive at perm ssion. W mght never have gotten to do it

Jaxom did not repeat Ruth's less than diplomatic remarks or his appraisa
of talk to come-talk that grew into harangue as Lessa, F'lar, Robinton, and
D ramwere infornmed of the EVA

"One nore incidence of Aivas's obsession," Lessa said, not at all pleased
to be sumoned to the hastily convened neeting.

"I wish you would all address the neat of the exercise,"



Jaxomsaid with nmore irritation than he had ever before betrayed in the
Benden Weyrl eaders' presence. "The inmportant fact is that it can be done, has
been done, and that Aivas says that EVA by dragons and riders is crucial to
his plan."

They were not in the Aivas chanber, but in the conference room

"Why on earth would he want dragons clinging to that bloody franework,

t housands of miles above Pern?" F'|ar demanded.

"To accustom dragons to being in space," Jaxomreplied.

"That's not all," Robinton said in a slow, thoughtful tone.

"No." D ramsat erect and alert. "The dragons rmust nove the Yokohana."

"Why?" Lessa asked. "Wat good would that do?"

"To ramit at the Red Star," D ram said.

Jaxom Pienur, and F'lar shook their heads.

"Why not ?" Lessa demanded. "That nmust be why he wanted the fuel in the
tanks. "

Jaxom smled wyly at her ignorance. "That drop of fuel would not expl ode
on inpact, and ramming the Red Star with the Yokohama, ponderous as it is,
would not alter its orbit one bit. But | grant you, he needs the dragons to
nove sormet hing. "

"Let's ask him" Robinton suggested, standing and starting for the door
Wien the others did not nove, he turned back at them "Well, don't we want to
know?"

"I"'mnot so sure | do," Lessa nmurnured, but she rose and followed the
others as they trooped down the hallway to Aivas's room

Jaxom Jancis, and Pienur closed the doors into the various roons occupied
by students and, when all were inside Aivas's chanber, that door was cl osed.
Pi enur | eaned back against it.

"What do the dragons have to nove and where?" F' lar asked with no preanble.

"So you have perceived part of the plan, Wyrleader."

"You mean to use the Yokohama to ramthe planet?" Lessa asked, still sure
that she had the answer.

"That would be totally ineffectual, and the Yokohana is needed as a vantage
poi nt."

"Then what?" F'|ar insisted.

A picture came up of the Red Star, with details gl eaned from Wansor's
pati ent study of the face the planet presented its viewers. A deep chasm could
be seen runni ng di agonally across one heni sphere-an unusual feature caused,

Ai vas had said, by an earthquake of incredible force.

"You all see this fracture. It is entirely possible that the chasm goes
deep into the planet. It is probable that an expl osion of sufficient magnitude
at this point would have the desired effect of altering the planet's orbit.
Especially when the planet is already perturbed by its proximty to the fifth
satellite of this system" The visual altered to the faniliar diagram of the
Rukbat system "Ordinarily an explosion of this magnitude woul d be inpossible
to effect. Not only because of the difficulty of amassing the el enents
required to make such a blast, but because it is nearly inpossible to prevent
chaotic elements fromentering the equations of nmotion of the Red Star and
even of the other planets.

"It is apparent from Master Wansor's investigations that the fifth planet
i s devoid of atnosphere and life. It is also at its farthest distance from
Pern. There will be sone perturbations throughout the system but these have
been cal cul ated as negligible in the face of the desired result, the relief
fromany further incursions of Thread on this planet."

For a very long nonment, no one spoke.

"W have no such expl oding capability,"” Jaxom sai d.

"You do not. The Yokohamm, the Bahrain, and the Buenos Aires do."
"What ?" F' | ar demanded angrily.
"The engines," Jaxom said. "The bl oody engines. Ch, you are devious,
Ai vas!"
"But the engines are dead!" "There's not enough fuel!" "How would we get



them t here?" Everyone tried to be heard.
"The engi nes are dornmant," Aivas said over the uproar. "But it is the

material in the engines that will provide the explosive power. If antimatter
is allowed to contact matter without controls, the result will suit your
needs. "

"Now wait a nonment-" Jaxomcalled for order over the babel of questions.
"You specifically stated in those engineering |lectures to Fandarel that the
antimatter is held out of contact with matter in the densest netals Mankind
has ever forged. W don't have the equi pnent to penetrate those casings. O is
Fandarel working on sonething we don't know about'?"

There was a little pause, and Jaxom found hi nsel f agreeing with master
Robi nton that Aivas seemed to | augh to hinself sonetines.

"It is true that the safety factors built into the great interstellar
engi nes were i mMmensely sophisticated, and that schematics for their design are
not available in the engineering data," Aivas said at last. "But it has long
been the case that conplex things can be attacked best by sinple nmethods. This
facility nust al so obey the stipulation that you are not to be instructed in
| evel s of technol ogy beyond that of your ancestors. Fortunately you al ready
have an agent that will provide the penetration. You have used it in every
Fall for many centuries."”

"HNO3!" Piemur said in a gasp

"Correct. The metal casings of the matter/antimatter drives are not
i mpervious to its erosive effect.” The visual of the Yokohama's engi ne shaft
reappeared, but now there were | arge extraneous tanks placed on the drive

cube. "It will take time, which is why there is a wi de wi ndow of two weeks for
this part of the activity, but the acid will penetrate the casings, and once
t he magnetic chanber is broached, matter and antimatter wll self-destruct,

causing the catacl ysm c expl osion necessary to shift the Red Star's orbit. Any
further questions?"

Jaxom broke the silence that tinme. "So all the Weyrs of Pern will be needed
to take the engines, not the ships, between to the Red Star. To drop theminto
t he chasn?"

"To drop them mi ght displace the HNO3 tanks."

"How heavy are those engines?" F'|ar asked.

"Their mass is the one weak point of the plan. However, you have constantly
stated that the dragons can carry that which they think they can carry."

"Correct, but no one has ever asked themto carry engines!" F lar replied,
awed by the scale of the | oads.

Jaxom began to chuckl e and received offended stares. "That's why the
bronzes have been exercising in free-fall-to get themused to things being so
much lighter in space. R ght, Aivas?"

"That is correct.”

"So if we don't tell them how rmuch those bl oody things weigh..."

"Now, really, Jaxom" F'lar began

"No, really, Flar," Jaxomreplied. "Aivas is applying a valid
psychol ogical tactic. | think it'll work. Especially if we think it can work.
Ri ght ?" He gave F'lar a challenging | ook

"Jaxom nakes a good point," Lytol said. Beside him D ram nodded accord.

"Wth many dragons, all working together... it could be done. No one dragon
bearing nore than his fair share of the burden, everyone believing that he can
succeed. That franmework is convenient. Each dragon will be able to grip the

| oad. "

"Wth padding on their feet to reduce the effects of spacecold netal,"
Ai vas added.

"And take that nuch weight between?" Lessa asked, still skeptical

"You know," F'lar said, rubbing his jaw speculatively. "I think they could
do it-if we think they can. Tell me how Ruth reacted to being in space
Jaxom "

"Wait a minute," Lessa said, holding up her hand, her brow winkled in
concentration. "How | ong woul d such a maneuver take? W coul d get an engine



bet ween, but to go that distance between..."

"You and your queen Ranoth travel ed backward in tinme..."

"And nearly died,"” Flar said, his tone as bitter as the | ook he gave his
weyrmat e for the anguish he had suffered then

"The riders will all have oxygen-which is doubtless what you | acked,
Weyrwonman-to breathe, and protective suits.”

"There aren't that many!" D ram protested.

"Not yet," Piermur said, his eyes glinting, "but Hami an's turning out the
pl astic-coated fabric faster than Master Nicat's men can gl ue the pieces
t oget her . "

"From what has been said by every rider interviewed, only eight seconds
el apse to reach nost destinations here on Pern," Aivas went on. "Of those
ei ght seconds, the dragons seemto use a basic five or so to assimlate their
coordi nates, and the rest of the time for the actual transfer. Using this
prem se and adapting it to a logarithm c conmputation, assune that travel takes
| second for 1,600 kilonmeters, 2 seconds for 10,000, 3.6 seconds for 100, 000,
and 4.8 for | mllion and 7 to 10 seconds for 10 million. Wile this nethod of
transference is still inconprehensible to this facility, it does appear to
wor k. Therefore, know ng the approxi mate di stance fromPern to the Red Star
it is easy to conpute an interplanetary junp. It has al so been established
that dragons are able to function for fifteen mnutes before their systens are
i n oxygen debt-nore than enough tine to make the journey, position the engines
in the chasm and return. The dragons are accurate fliers."

"I"'d want to try that journey," F lar said. Lessa turned on him but before
she coul d speak, he went on. "Love, if we believe in our dragons, we can
believe in our own abilities, as well. Before | ask the Weyrs to undertake
such a trip, | must be sure it is feasible, and | won't risk anyone. Not this
time!" Everyone knew he was alluding to Fnor's nearly fatal attenpt to reach
the Red Star so many Turns before. "ls there any air to breathe on the Red
Star?"

"No," Aivas replied. "Certainly not breathable atnosphere, but there is
some, nostly noble gases and nitrogen. \Watever denser atnosphere it once had
woul d have been | ost when it escaped fromits original system There is no
water, as repeated circuits past Rukbat have boiled off much of its volatiles,
too. F nor has seen this in process. Gravity on the surface would be not nuch
nore than one-tenth of Pern's, so the atnosphere is nmuch | ess dense than what
you are accustoned to."

"You will not take such a perilous expedition by yourself, F lar," D ram
said, rising to his feet, his expression resol ute.

"Dram.." Robinton reached for the old dragonrider's arm while Lytol's
expression was both pitying and approvi ng.

"Dram this is a young man's duty,"” the ex-warder said, shaking his head
sadly. "You have |ong since done yours."

"F'lar?" Lessa's face was screwed up in an anxious grimace, as if she
couldn't deny him but wanted desperately to do so. She shook her head, her
gray eyes wide with fright, as she realized that nothing she could say would
di ssuade him

"I will go," the Weyrl eader repeated.

"Not by yourself," Jaxom said, shaking his head. "1'll go with you." He
held his hands up to silence the others, but had little effect. He raised his
voi ce over the uproar. "Ruth. always knows where he is and when he is. No
ot her dragon has that ability, and you all knowit. I'll go wi thout perm ssion
if you keep on at ne like this!" He allowed his anger to be seen as he glared
at Lytol, Robinton, and D ram Lessa glared back, but she didn't join in the
argunents.

"Jaxom you nmay not come with ne,’

F'lar stated. "You' ve responsibilities-"

"I"'mgoing, and that's that. | trust Ruth as you trust Menenth. Let's keep
this expedition down to as few as possible. Right?"
"What happens, though," Robinton said, his conposure recovered, "if the one

man"-and he gestured to F lar-"who can keep this planet united and the young



Lord Hol der who has earned the respect of Hall, Hold, and Weyr shoul d be | ost
to Pern at this very critical stage?"

F'lar gave a rueful laugh. "I don't intend to be lost, and if I will not go
where | expect the Weyrs to follow, how can | ask themto go?" He took Lessa
by the arnms, appealing to her. "I nust go, Lessa. Surely you see that."

"I do," she snapped. "But | don't have to like it. Furthernore, 1'Il go
with you two fool s!'" She | aughed at the startled reactions. "Wy not? There're
pl enty of queens now to continue dragonkind. Rampbth's still the | argest dragon
on the planet and the bravest, going where no one dared go before. | think we

three deserve the right!" She lifted her chin, haughtily oblivious to
per suasi ons. "Wen do we go?"

Piemur let go a bark of |aughter. "Just |ike that?"

"Why not? We don't have Threadfall for another two days. Jaxon®?"

Three dragons bugled fromthe nounds beyond the building. Lessa, F'lar, and
Jaxom smi | ed.

"I won't tell Sharra." He paused while Jancis savagely nuttered sonething
to the effect that Sharra wouldn't let himgo. "I wouldn't be so sure of that,
Jancis," he said, giving her a quelling |look. "But there are a few things |
must put in order. And to be perfectly candid, I'd like a good night's sleep
It's been a busy day!"

"Tonorrow t hen?" Lessa said, pinning himwith a fierce stare.

"Certainly! I'lIl send Meer to Ruatha with a nessage that |'m staying over
at Cove Hold."

"A good idea," F' lar said, quirking one eyebrow in anusement. "Mienenth is
pretty excited... '

"Ranoth, too," Lessa said, and frowned. "W can't risk some other dragon
sensi ng what we plan. There are fortunately no other dragons at Landing right
now. "

The three riders discussed with Aivas and the others every aspect of their
unprecedented | eap between. As the riders becanme nore and nore confident of
success, the others began to cease their opposition, lapsing into nearly
nor ose sil ence.

"I'f we do not |eave soon," Robinton said into a pause as the three
dragonriders were studying their landing site at the highest nmagnification
Ai vas coul d produce, "sone of our nore perceptive students will start
specul ating about the length of this meeting."

"A good point," Mar said cheerfully. "Aivas, can you print out a copy of
what's on the screen right now? We can study it further at Cove Hold."

"I"d ve thought it was burned in your brains already," Lytol renarked
caustically.

"Nearly," Jaxomreplied gaily. He was buoyed by the confidence that F'I|ar
and Lessa exuded, not realizing that each was infecting the other. Jaxom had
not mssed Lytol's frequent brooding | ooks, but after those first protests,
his old guardian had only been silently reproachful

Aivas printed three copies.

"This facility would not recomrend such an exploration if any foreseeable
danger was involved," Aivas said to reassure the skeptics.

"Foreseeable is the inportant word," Lytol said, and wal ked out.

15

"I'"VE NEVER SEEN so many fire-lizards!" Jancis exclainmed as she hel ped
Pi emur and Jaxom wash Ruth in Cove Hold's |agoon

Lessa, F'lar, and Dramwere simlarly occupi ed, assisted by other nenbers
of the Cove Hold research staff. Lytol and Robi nton had gone to oversee the
preparation of the evening nmeal. The atnosphere was tense with anticipation
and Jaxom hoped that the stress would not be conmunicated to the Hold peopl e;
fortunately it was not unusual for the Benden Wyrl eaders and the Ruathan
Hol der to enjoy Cove's hospitality.

Rut h, have the fire-lizards tw gged tonmorrow s journey? Jaxom asked. He



refused to think of it as an "attenpt,'
failure.

They're excited because | am Ranoth and Mhenenth are, too. Look at their
eyes! But the little ones don't know why they're excited.

Jaxom put sone extra effort into scrubbing Ruth's left wing. There were
hundreds of questions rattling about in his brain, but to settle on any one of
them and find an answer was beyond him This was not at all |ike the day that
he and Ruth had gone hunting for Rampbth's queen egg. He had been a boy then
struggling to achi eve manhood, to be both Lord Hol der and dragonrider and to
avert a mmjor confrontation between the Southern A dtimers and Benden Weyr.
This al so wasn't as spontaneous an acceptance of challenge as that norning's
EVA had been. This was a planned expedition to be nmade in the conpany of two
of the nost inportant people on Pern.

And the three best dragons, Ruth added.

Aware that his roiling thoughts mght also leak to the fire-lizards, Jaxom
earnestly pulled soothing images to the fore in his mnd. Just then a
fire-lizard arrived frombetween with the faint pop of reentry. It was Meer-in
all the excitenment, Jaxom hadn't even noticed that he had di sappeared.

So it did not exactly surprise himwhen Sharra strode into the Hold while
they were finishing their dinner. Still, he had no idea what Meer night have
conveyed to her, so he decided he woul d be best off playing innocent.

"Darling, what an unexpected surprise," he said, rising to greet her with
an enbrace. "There's nothing the matter at Ruatha, is there?" he added with a
fair pretense of alarm He ignored Pienur, who was rolling his eyes.

"No, nothing's wong at Ruatha," Sharra said in the tone that always nade

which inplied the possibility of

himwary. But she smiled with genuine warnth at the others. "It's just that
the biology teamis starting the dissection tomorrow. Mrrimsaid shed convey
me up. G lanar pointblank refused. | hope I'mnot interrupting..."

She was di sabused of that notion by offers of klah from Lessa, wi ne from
Robi nton, and sweet breads from Jancis, while Pienur hastily drew another
chair up to the table.

"G lanar bring you?" D ram asked.

As she nodded, Jaxomleft Pienur to settle his wife and strode out to the
porch to offer hospitality to the Adtimer. But Lamobth and his rider were
already airborne, circling to the east above the | agoon, disappearing into the
ni ght sky.

"I didn't catch him" Jaxom said. "He ought to have at |east joined us for
a cup."

D ram brushed away Jaxom s discontent. "G |anar was always a surly one. How
does he happen-to be at Ruatha these days?"

Jaxom grinned. "The weyrling we had was judged ol d enough to fight and was
sent to join K van's wings. He asked us to acconmodate G | anar and Lanmpth in
their stead. The old bronze sleeps al nost as nmuch as G Il anar does."

"It does them both good to feel needed," Sharra said, her eyes glittering
at Jaxom al t hough her tone was soci al

Jaxom wonder ed what on earth Meer had conveyed to her that had brought her
to Cove Hold. Hi s own nessage had been innocuous enough: the Egg knew staying
over at Cove Hold was nothing out of the ordinary. But he was glad to see her

It was also very like Sharra to say nothing to the point in conpany. But he
began to worry about how to dissenbl e when they were alone in their sleeping
quarters. As the dragonriders whiled away the after-dinner hours, no hint of
their norning's plans was raised-partly because the young men and wonen of the
Archive were present but especially because Sharra was there.

"I"ve a new song fromMenolly," Master Robinton said, gesturing for Pienur
to bring himhis gitar and to get his own. He unrolled the score, passing a
copy to Jancis to put on the rack for Piemur. "An odd tune, unusual for our
Mast er har per Menolly. She says the words were witten by young Har per
El i nrona, " he went on, plucking a string to tune the instrunment. Pienur
corrected the pitch of his and, reading the nusic, soundl essly fingered
t hrough the chords. "But a lovely haunting nelody and words to lift hearts at



this point in a Pass."

Then he nodded to Pienmur and they began. Having sung and pl ayed so often

toget her, they interwove and harnoni zed as if they had rehearsed the brand-new
song a hundred times already.

A heart that's true in harper blue nakes song fromheart's own fire, and
t hough betrayed, is not afraid: in danger, |eaps up higher

Jaxom suppressed the start of surprise the words gave him and dared not
| ook at either Lessa or F'lar.

No world is free of minstrelsy, nor noise, nor rage, nor sorrow. A harper mnust
di scharge his trust before he asks to borrow

My Harper Hall is free to all who serve with song and playing. But you who d
hi de your song inside are very sadly straying.

At those words, Jaxom wondered what cryptic nmessage Menolly and Elinona
were giving, and to whom The next verse was even nore germane to the probl em
of those who considered Aivas to be "the Abomination."

WIl you withdraw beyond the law, lie safely in your slumber, while dangers
shake your world awake and Death nakes up his nunber?

Di d harper here betray those dear he'd feel nore than ny tongue. If place
you'll earn, you'd better learn nore nmusic than you' ve sung.

For if you die, while safe you lie halled in your selfish bone, no chant
will come, no harper drum and you'll lie |long al one.

Jaxom wat ching Robinton's face as he sang, wondered if the words could
possi bly have been pronpted by Robinton or Sebell, who so often suggested
thenmes to their harpers. But then, Menolly had such an uncanny knack of
catching exactly the nmood of the nmoment that this could have been nerely
serendi pitous. The two harpers played a bridgi ng passage; then their voices,
whi ch had been light and al nost taunting, deepened for the final verse.

Get up, take heart-o, make a start, sing out the truth you canme for. Then when
you die, your heart may fly to halls we have no name for

As the last chord died away there was a respectful silence before the
audi ence burst into | oud appl ause. Robinton and Pi emur disclainmed hunbly,
Robi nton saying that with such nmusic any harper would find hinself doing his
very best.

"Who' s next?" Piemur asked, strumming his gitar into a conplicated
alteration, mnor to major.

The next hour was spent happily enough so that Jaxomrel axed, hol ding
Sharra's hand and playing with her long fingers and trying to ignore the
di stance she had put between them Talla was coiled up on her shoul der, but he
saw not hi ng of Meer.

Ruth, did Meer tattle on us? he asked when Sharra was occupied in singing
descant for one of her favorite songs.

He has curled up on the beach and pretends to be asleep. Wat could he tel
her that woul d nmake sense?

Sharra's perceptive, Ruth. She coul d guess.

She knows you are always safe with ne.

But she al so doesn't want ne risking ny neck... nore than | already do

She will not refuse you, Ruth added encouragi ngly, though his tone held a
nuance of doubt.

At last Lessa called an end to the evening's entertai nnent, nurmnuring



somet hi ng about never quite becom ng accustoned to doubl e-ended days. Robinton
acted the perfect host, making certain, with Jancis's help, that all the
guests were confortably installed; his behavior was so cal mand ordi nary that
when Sharra and Jaxom were alone in their usual corner room she frowned in
puzzl enent .

"Why was Meer so agitated, Jaxon®"

"He was? Not much happened today." He began to pull his shirt off, which
served to muffle his voice and hide his face lest his expression give him
away. Sharra had becone adept at reading him a skill that usually snoot hed
matters between them but this time he really didn't want to risk upsetting
her unnecessarily. He had witten notes for Brand and for her and given them
to Pienur-not that he expected that Pienmur would have to deliver them but he
had to plan for contingencies. "Anyone at Ruatha got a randy green or gol d?"
he conti nued as nonchal antly as possi bl e.

He coul d see her considering that possibility. "I don't think so," she said
finally. "Are you all going up to the Yokohama tonorrow?"

"Yes." Jaxom gave her his best grin, which he expanded into a yawn as he
gestured for her to clinb in first. Wen she was settled, he lay down and put
hi s arm around her, cushioning her head on his shoul der as he so often
did-only now he did it consciously, not nmerely in response to the habits of
five Turns.

"What's the schedul e?" she asked.

"More of the sane. Getting accustoned to free-fall."

" \Why 2"

"Well, Aivas let us in on that today," Jaxom said, choosing his words
carefully. "Seens like all the Wyrs of Pern are going to be needed to hoi st
the engine part of the ships to that big rift on the Red Star."

"What ?"

He pushed her back down in the bed, grinning at her astoni shed expression
clearly visible in the noonlight flooding the room "That's what | said. He's
going to call our bluff that dragons can lift anything they think they can."

" But - but - why ?"

"Those engines will be nade to bl ow up, and the force of the explosion wll
nudge the Red Star into a new orbit."

"Ch ny!"

Jaxom grinned. It took sonething as fantastic as that to reduce his bel oved
to an incredul ous whisper. He pulled her close enough to |lay a kiss on her
forehead, meaning only to reassure her. But as his lips touched her soft skin
and his nostrils inhaled the spicy fragrance she used, he felt desire well up
inside of him And, though at first her response was reflexive while she was
still mulling over his news, he had no trouble in getting her conplete
attention.

Later, he was awakened by the scratch of a fire-lizard claw on his cheek
It was Meer, his sense of snmell told himand a Meer who was worried and

puzzl ed.
Jaxom Ruth's anxious tone reinforced Meer's warning. There is soneone in
the hall by your door. Meer senses danger. |'m com ng!

For the I ove of the egg that hatched you, keep him quiet right now, Jaxom
told Ruth. And be as quiet as you can

You know how quietly | can nmove, Ruth replied, slightly aggrieved.

I want this one alive-and identifiable!

Carefully, so as not to disturb Sharra or alert the intruder, Jaxomrolled
out of the bed and went for his belt and the knife sheathed there. In the
dar kness, Meer blinked orange-red eyes that were whirling in a gradually
i ncreasing speed, but the little bronze made no nove.

An alteration in the shadows of the roomtold Jaxomthat the door was being
stealthily opened. He stayed where he was crouched, nuscles rel axed but every
fiber of himready to nove.

The door shadows separated into a crouching figure, knife hol ding hand
raised in a strike position as the intruder crept toward the bed-then paused.



Real i zi ng that the nan had di scerned that only Sharra lay in the bed, Jaxom
sprang, encircling the figure with his arns.

"Ch no you don't!" he cried in a hoarse whisper, still not wanting to wake
Sharra. But there was no hope of that.

Meer, swooping at the man's face while Jaxom struggled to hold him bugled
with no regard for sleeping folk. Qutside, Ruth bellowed, and half the
fire-lizard popul ation of the Cove tried to fly in through the open w ndow.

Though the man struggl ed, breathing hoarsely in his desperation, Jaxom was
the victor of far too many westling matches to have his hold broken easily.
But he didn't quite avoid the slashing blade, which scored his bare shoul der.
Cur si ng, Jaxom grabbed t he dagger hand and, twisting it in a nove F | essan had
taught him broke the nman's wist. The attacker crunpled, crying aloud in pain
just as F lar, Pienur, Lytol, and D ram cane bursting into the room Someone
behi nd them was carrying an open gl owbasket, and light spilled past the
reinforcements to fall on the face of the nan Jaxom had downed.

"Glanar!" Jaxomfell back in surprise and shock

The ol d bronze rider snarled up at him batting at the shrieking
fire-lizards who were still swooping at him claws extended.

"G lanar?" D ramgrabbed the man by the armand, with F lay's help, haul ed
himto his feet.

Jaxomtold Ruth to call the fire-lizards off and, still screamng their
chal |l enge, the fair swooped back out the w ndow

Sharra stared fromthe bed as Jancis and Lessa crowded into the room each
hol ding a bright basket.

"What did you intend, Glanar?" F |lar demanded, his voice coldly
i mpl acabl e.

"He's to blane..." Glanar cried, spitting in his fury, cradling his broken
wist to his chest.

Jaxom stared down at the old rider. "Blane?"

"You! | know who it was now It was you-and that white runt that ought to
have died the monent it was born!" Qutside, Ruth roared exception to the
insult, then thrust his head through the window. "If it hadn't been for you,

we 'd've had our own fertile queen! W' d' ve had a chance!"

Jaxom shook his head slightly, trying to understand the accusation. So few
knew t hat he and Ruth had recovered the abducted queen egg from Benden Weyr.
How had G | anar | earned?

"So it was you who cut the riding straps?" Jaxom demanded

"Yes, yes, | did, and |I'd ve got you. |'d ve kept trying till | did. Nor
wept if your worman had died that nmorning. Save Pern fromnore |ike you and
that abortion!"”

"And you, a dragonrider, would seek the death of another?" D rams scorn
and horror made G lanar flinch-but only briefly.

"Yes, yes, yes!" His voice clinmbed in fury and frustration. "Yes! Unnatural
man, unnatural dragon! Abom nations as vile as that Aivas thing you worship."
Glanar's eyes glittered; his features were contorted.

"That's enough of that," F lar said, stepping forward purposefully.

"I't is! Enough!" Before either Jaxom who had stepped back fromthe man, or
F'lar, who was noving toward him could act, G lanar plunged his dagger into
hi s own breast.

Hi s action shocked everyone to immbility.

"Ch, no!" Jaxom breathed, dropping to the nman's side and feeling for the
throat pulse. Wth the rider dead, the dragon would suicide. Had G lanar's
thrust been true? H's heart quailed, waiting for the keen all dragonriders
dreaded to hear.

Ruth had pulled his head fromthe w ndow, and Jaxom could see him rearing
back on his haunches and stretching to his full height, w ngs spread to
bal ance him The sound he uttered was muted, an oddly strangl ed noi se. There
were ot her sounds in the night, and then Ranpoth and Miementh | anded out si de
the room deepening the shadows.

Lanoth dies. In shanme. Ruth sank back to the ground, wi ngs |inp against his



back, his head | ow. They were m staken to steal Ranpth's egg. W only set
matters right. | amnot an abom nation or unnatural. And you are a very
natural man, Jaxom How can Aivas be w ong when he does everything to help us?

Lessa moved to Jaxomand lifted himup fromthe dead man; her eyes watered
with tears and her expression was dreadful, but her hands were gentle. Sharra,
wr appi ng the sheet around herself, ran to himand put her arms around him
draping a corner of the sheet over his nudity.

"I don't understand this," Dramsaid, running trenbling fingers through
his thick, gray hair. "How could he so corrupt the truth? How could he seek
the Iife of another dragonrider?"

"There have been nonents," Lessa said in a broken voice, "when | wonder
what good | did bringing the five Weyrs forward."

"No, Lessa." Dram recovered fromregret to touch her shoul der
supportively. "You did what was necessary. So did Jaxom though | never
realized it was he who saved that situation." He shot an approving |ook at the
young Lord Hol der.

"Why did no one realize that G| anar harbored such a grievance?" F'lar
dermanded.

"I"'mgoing to get to the bottomof this," Lessa said resolutely. "1'd
t hought the Weyrs were united in this project! Surely even Adtiners are!
They' ve fought two lives' worth of Thread..."

D ram was scrubbing at his face, shaking his head, his shoul ders hunched
agai nst the night's treachery. "Every O dtimer |'ve spoken to-and there are
few enough of us old ones now, and all the younger riders are definitely in
accord wi th Benden. Everyone sees the help, the training, the prom se Aivas
hol ds out as the culmnation of the Weyr objective since the first egg
hat ched. The project has given us all hope at this critical point in a Pass.

"Ranoth has started speaking to the other queens," Lessa said, her voice
strained. "We'll know by norning if there are any other disaffected riders in
any Weyr."

"I'I'l take care of this,"’
himwith G lanar's body.

"No, I will,"” Dramsaid, stepping over the corpse to heave it over his
shoul ders. Hi s face was devoid of expression, but his cheeks were tearstained.
"He was a good rider before he went South with Mardra and T ton."

The ot hers stepped back so he could pass with his sad burden. Sharra handed
Jaxom his long-tailed riding shirt, and as he slipped into it gratefully, she
hurriedly pulled on a tunic. The night breeze was chilly. She went past Jaxom
to the door.

"A cup of hot wine is indicated," she said, and Jancis foll owed her to the
ki t chen.

Sharra had added sonething to the wi ne, Jaxom deci ded when he woke and
found norning well started. She was still asleep beside him so he assuned
that she had taken her own nedicine. A boon for him since he had no intention
of delaying that day's plan. He eased out of the bed, scooped up his clothing,
and went to dress in the head. Wen he entered the main room he found Lessa
cradling a cup of klah in her hands while F lar, a set expression on his face,
was spooning cereal into his mouth. Wthout a word, the Weyrwonan rose and
filled a cup and a bow for Jaxom

"I's everyone else still asleep?"

Lessa shook her head. "Piemur and Jancis have gone to Landing with D ram
and Lytol. Robinton's to sleep himself out." She took another sip of klah
"Ranot h says the queens report no other traitors in our mdst." Her tone was
as bl eak as her eyes. "She says that Southern's queen is inexperienced and
Adrea too young to understand G lanar's grievances. However, apparently old
G lanar had begun to get quite testy, going off a lot on his own after Tillek
When S rond was due to join the fighting wi ngs at Southern Weyr, G |anar
begged for the duty at Ruatha. That woul d have nmade me suspici ous!"

"Why?" F'lar asked. "Ruatha's the duty everyone wants." He gave Jaxom an
encour agi ng smle and spooned nore sweetener over the remains of his porridge.

F'lar said, gesturing to Piemur and Jaxomto help



Noticing that, Lessa opened her nouth to scold and then shut it, | ooking
away in her disgruntlement. F'lar w nked at Jaxom pretending relief.

"No, the A dtinmers who chose to go south with Mardra and T ton were al ready
ant agonistic to Benden's ains," the Weyrl eader said, "as nuch because Benden
suggested them G lanar woul d' ve brooded | ong enough, ripe for any schene to
support his grievances. And we already know there's a fair number who see
Ai vas as an Abonination."

"There may be nore after today," Lessa muttered.

F' I ar dropped his spoon with a clatter. "No one's going to know about
t oday..."

She shook her head, surprised at his remark. "I didn't nean what we plan to
do," she said with some exasperation. "I meant, G lanar's death. Wll, the
Weyrs know the old fellow died but certainly not why. W can at |east keep the
attack quiet."

F' I ar shot an anxi ous | ook at Jaxom who shrugged acqui escence. He
certainly didn't wish to have the story bruited about.

"That's what D rams going to insure: that everyone thinks old G |anar
suffered a brainstorm"

"That's | ane. The dragons'|| know. .."

"Ranoth says not. Lanoth had gone to sleep in the clearing, totally unaware
of what G lanar was doing here. O course, he knew when G | anar died, and he
fl ounder ed between sonehow. To be doubly cautious, D ramneans to speak to
each of the remaining Adtimers. Tiroth may not be a queen, but no dragon
could hide his heart fromthat bronze."

"How, " Jaxom asked, "did G lanar realize that Ruth and | rescued Ranoth's
egg?"

"Have you been timng it rmuch lately?" Lessa asked bluntly.

Jaxomtried to shrug the question away. "Not often."

Lessa raised her eyebrows in resignation. "I keep telling you that timng
it is dangerous. It was bl oody sure dangerous for you. Lampoth woul d have
known. He would have told G lanar. G |anar was m sgui ded but not stupid.
know that all the Adtinmers at Southern have puzzled over who rescued the egg.
In spite of our precautions, they all know Ruth's abilities and m ght have
suspi ci ons. "

"Glanar's the only bronze rider left fromthat group,’
qui ck mental review.

"W have a nore inportant task to performtoday than to fret over this
incident," F lar said, rising to clear the table of his bow and cup. "That
is, if you feel up toit, Jaxom.."

Jaxom regarded F lar scornfully. "1've been waiting on you. Let's do it."

"From here, or the Yokohama?" Lessa asked.

"The Yokohama," Jaxom said, grabbing his riding gear fromthe bench beside
him "W don't have the space suits down here."

"You're sure there's one to fit me?" Lessa asked, shrugging into her
| eat her jacket.

Jaxom grinned. "There're two small ones. One ought to fit, even if we have
to truss you up sonme." As he came out onto the porch, Meer chirped at him
"Lessa, to preserve ny image in my wife's eyes, would you ask Ranoth to keep
Meer fromfollow ng me today? Ask her to tell himl'msafe with you two."

Lessa qui rked her eyebrow, grinning up at him "You' re sure of that?"

Jaxom said, after a

Tucks had to be taken in the arns and | egs and wai st of the smallest of the
suits, which caused sone amusenent to F'lar and Jaxom but none to Lessa. They
contacted Aivas when they were ready to proceed. He brought up their
obj ective, the i mense long scar on the Red Star, on the screen in the cargo
bay.

F'lar frowmed at it again, not so nuch in order to inmprint the scene firny
into his mind as to rationalize what he was seei ng.

"When F' nor made his flight to the Red Star, he said there were roiling
clouds..."



"There probably were," Aivas replied easily. "In orbiting so close to
Rukbat, the planet's surface would have beconme heated, hot enough to nelt rock
and certainly causing steamfromthe ice that coats Thread ovoids. It can be
posited that the planet itself is coated with the debris of the Cort C oud
Steam or dust clouds of considerable density are entirely possible. That is
undoubt edly what F nor saw, not the actual surface. Hi s nenories of the event,
even the abrasive injuries he and Canth sustai ned, bear out the supposition
At this point inits orbit, the surface has cool ed, that phenonenon has
subsi ded, and you see a sterile planet, its surface slowy freezing again."

"Wll, let's do it!" Flar vaulted to Mienmenth's shoul der, grabbing the
riding straps to swing hinself to his customary position between neck ridges.
Despite free-fall, Lessa noved nore clumnsily.

"How anyone can be expected to nove anywhere in this sort of gear..." she
muttered, finally settling herself in place. She had a bit of trouble snapping
the riding straps onto rings lost in the folds about her mddle. "Can't see
what |'mdoing, trussed up like a wherry. for the spit, and this hel met
obscuring ny sight..."

Jaxom grinned at her and | ooked toward F' lar. "Are you |leading this
expedi tion?"

Sonething like a grow came over Jaxomis hel met com and he chuckl ed.

"Do our dragons know where we're goi ng?" Lessa asked. She held her suited
arm up hi gh above her head, looking first to the left at F'lar and then to the
right at Jaxom all three were concentrating on the image of that trenendous
fault. "Very well, then, let's go!" And she dropped her arm

Jaxom counted as Ruth shifted them between. He remenbered to continue
breat hi ng, an exercise he frequently suspended on such trips. He didn't think
of the bl ackness or the frightening cold of the fanmiliar oblivion: he thought
only of where they were going...

| know where we're going, Ruth assured himpatiently .

...and how long it was taking them Jaxom had counted twenty-seven sl ow
seconds, seconds that seened an eternity. He wondered if Lessa had counted
when she had gone back four hundred Turns to-

And then the three dragons emerged simultaneously over a chasmthat nade
Ruth extend his wings uselessly in an attenpt to slow his entry in the Iight
gravity and thin atnosphere.

"Aivas?" Jaxomcried, though in the next second he knew that they were too
far from Aivas for any contact.

"Shards! Jaxom we can handle this wthout his supervision!"™ F'lar roared.
He noderated his tone as he went on. "There are tines when | think we've
gotten too dependent on Aivas. Slow your descent, Jaxoml W want to |and on
the edge, not in that bloody rift."

Just beyond Ruth, the rift widened into a crater nore i nmense than the Ice
Lake. Jaxom s body gave a massive shudder, and he had the nost incredible
feeling that he had expected to see that crater all along, though the detai
had not been on the visuals. To center his wandering attention, he
concentrated on the rimbelow him and in the next breath, Ruth obediently
glided to the hard-packed surface of the planet, his wings fully extended.
Mhenent h and Ranot h, necks stretched out and eyes whirling in a brilliant
rai nbow expressing their consternation, |anded gracefully beside him

"Quickly, now, mark those boulders..." F lar pointed to the huge stone
shafts that made a rim like so many i mrense jagged teeth, across the nouth of
t he huge aperture.

"That crater's a fine |landmark," Jaxom conmented

This place is strangely famliar, Ruth said, walking forward to peer over
t he edge.

Watch it! Jaxom warned his dragon as Ruth's feet sank into what appeared to
be a nass of oval shapes. "Look, F lar! Thread ovoids."

F' | ar peered over Mienenth's shoul der while the big bronze dropped his head
to exam ne the surface under his feet. He didn't appear particularly
concer ned.



"I don't like this place," Lessa commented. Ranpoth seemed to share her
di staste, placing her feet with extrene care as if she were wal ki ng through
putrid mud.

"And watch that edge, too, Jaxom" F'|ar added.

Ranot h was | ooki ng straight ahead, trying to see to the other side of the
gorge. Jaxomcould not see the far side in the dimlight avail able. \Wen he
| ooked over his shoul der toward Rukbat, he had no trouble | ooking directly at
the dimsun, but it did give sufficient light for himto pick out details of
the terrain beyond the canyon. Not that there was much to see. The surface of
the Red Star was pocked and sl agged, minor fissures and fractures spreadi ng
out fromthe imense fault across what | ooked nore |ike bare rock than sand.
The bl ack chasm stretched in both directions into the tenebrous distance.
Jaxom | ooked behind him There were sone jagged projections, fromsmall
terraces to great sheets that would have taken up nost of Benden's Bowl . An
appallingly sterile | andscape. Jaxom coul d al nost feel sorry for the battered
pl anet .

It's a long way across, isn't it? Ruth renarked.

You can see across it? Jaxom asked, squinting in the dismal gloomat the
shadowy far edge

There isn't much to see but nore of the sane.

"See how those levels are situated?" F' lar said, peering down. "We could
settle the engines along them™

"Are they stable enough to hold that sort of weight?" Lessa asked.

F'lar shrugged. "I don't know why not. Don't you feel how rmuch lighter we
are here? The engi nes should weigh less, too. And | ook at the size of the
sl abs! G gantic."

"Li ke teeth. You know, this looks as if sone force broke the planet's
surface as you or | would open a redfruit," Lessa said, her voice awed.

Ruth, can you drop down to that first level of rock? Take it easy now. W
want to see how stable the protrusion actually is.

"Easy now, Jaxoml" F'lar cautioned, raising one hand as if to cancel the
experi ment.

There was plenty of wing space, and Ruth delicately |owered hinself in the
thin atnmosphere past the |ip of the canyon and down onto the first stone
sheet. He dislodged a small boul der, which continued to fall. Jaxom i stened
for a |l ong nonent.

Have you got all your weight on this, Ruth? Jaxom asked.

Jaxom coul d feel Ruth grunting as he bent his knees and pressed downward.

It's not going anywhere. And | don't weigh so nuch here.

True. "We shoul d have brought some lights,"” Jaxomtold the others, peering
al ong the stone protrusion. "But this shelf |ooks plenty |ong enough to hold
even the Yokohama's engine. D you want ne and Ruth to see how far down we can
go before the canyon cl oses up?"

"Shards! No!" F' lar said. "Wat you're doing is dangerous enough."

"How much tine has el apsed?” Lessa asked. "The dragons have only so nmuch
air in their bodies."

"We're only seven nminutes here," Jaxomsaid after glancing at the built-in
suit chrononeter. As a | eader, he was wearing one of the original space suits,
not one of those Hanmi an had so cleverly contrived.

"C nmon up out of there, Jaxom" F lar said. "If the jaws of that canyon
shoul d snap shut..."

Jaxom who had been thinking the same thing, was quite willing to conply.
Beating his wings much faster than he'd need to on Pern, Ruth rose fromthe
bl ack chasm facing the other two dragons.

"This would be one likely site then,” Flar said. "I'll go up, you go down.
Lessa, see what the other rimis like. How nuch tine, JaxonP"

"Five mnutes! No nore!"

Jaxom found it sonewhat unnerving to fly over this aperture, know ng that
it likely extended to the depths of the planet. He kept his eye open for
unusual extrusions to use as | andmarks, but the sides had sheared clean for



al rost four mnutes of flight. Then, a dragon-length below the |lip, he saw
anot her 1ong, thick sheet of pale nottled rock. He asked Ruth to mark it in
his mnd

Ranot h says we must return. They have found a third place, Ruth told Jaxom

Then our mssion is acconplished. Let's join 'emand go back

Ranoth says to jump back from where we are.

Are you all right? Jaxom asked. Are they all right?

I"mall right. They're all right. But it would be good to get back to the
Yokoharma and breat he.

Let's go, then. And Jaxom thought with longing of his own for the safety of
t he cargo bay.

A fraction of a breath after Ruth and Jaxom arrived, the two bi g Benden
dragons appeared. Even in the dimlight of the cargo bay, Jaxom coul d see that
their colors were grayed. Apprehensively, he | ooked down at Ruth, but no
fadi ng was visible. Then he saw that their journey had had an el apsed tinme of
12: 30: 20 mi nut es.

Are you all right? he asked, |leaning forward on Ruth's neck, aware that the
white dragon's nouth was w de open as he inhal ed and exhal ed, great deep
breat hs. Jaxom could feel himtrenbling.

"Jaxon®? Lessa? F'lar?" Aivas's voice sounded very loud in the hel met.

"We're here," Jaxomreplied. "We're all right. W' ve found three points for
the engines. Well down in the chasm w de | edges. Perfect." He | ooked at the
chronometer. "Twelve m nutes, Aivas. Twelve. Strange place," he added,
recal | i ng what he had seen of the lifeless surface and the junbled, tortured
terrain, with the vast canyon |ike a gaping wound that had killed the pl anet.
Had anyone ever lived on it?

| amthirsty and | need a bath, Ruth said so plaintively that Jaxom
| aughed. Ranoth and Menenth agree.

"I think we'll just let you get your full breath back, Ranmpth dear," Lessa
sai d, unsnapping the riding straps. "There wouldn't be any klah up here
anywhere, woul d there, Jaxon?" she asked, alnobst as plaintively as Ruth had.
"I"'mthirsty, cold, and | feel as if |1've been gone fromPern for a century."

"Water's all we've got up here," he told her. "But we're not that far from
hot klah." He wouldn't mind a pitcherful or two hinself. Hs guts felt cold
from his navel to his backbone.

But the water cask proved to be enpty, and Jaxom cursed under his breath.
He woul d have a hard word or two for whatever dimdMt hadn't had the
consideration to refill the on-board cask

Lessa was furious, too, but that made them quick to shed their suits and
rack themcarefully away. By then, all three dragons insisted that they were
restored and wanted nothing nore than a long drink and a | onger swi m

"One thing," Lessa said as she renmounted Ranmoth. "This trip was nuch
farther away, but it didn't take as long as | thought it would. | wonder..

"We've enough to wonder about, Lessa," F' lar said firmy, "and | want to
get the details down as soon as possible before they fade."

"My inmpressions of that sterile place won't fade," Lessa replied
enphatically. "I could al nost feel sorry for it."

"I't has been a dead planet for |onger than Pern has been viable," Aivas
sai d.

"That doesn't nmake me feel any better," Lessa replied.

Meer was waiting at Cove Hold, and he gave both Jaxom and Ruth such a
scol ding of agitated dives and fierce shrieking that Lessa and F' | ar doubl ed
up with |aughter.

Ruth calmy reassured the little bronze and, anbling down toward the beach
invited himto help with the dragons' bath. You are not com ng? he added
pl ai ntively when he saw Jaxom heading in the direction of the Hold.

"Can't, dear heart. Got to put down the details while they're fresh in ny
m nd! Be with you soon enough,"” Jaxomcalled as he jogged up to the beach with
Lessa and F'lar. Fairs of firelizards erupted into the air, diving for the
dragons. "Not that you need us!"



The spacious living area of the Hold was enpty, and calls for Robinton and
Sharra went unanswered.

"I wonder where Sharra's gone," Jaxom said, renenbering all too clearly how
he had | eft her asleep and diverted Meer. She would be worried. O angry! And
wi t h genui ne cause, he thought, w ncing.

Lessa grinned at him understandingly. "You were with us."

"That'l|l be no excuse," Jaxom said glumy, wondering how he was going to
restore hinself in Sharra's eyes. Then he gave hinself a mental shake and
turned to inmediate tasks.

As the Benden Weyrl eaders coll ected drawing materials, Jaxom found a
pitcher of cold fruit juice in the cooler; they all enptied the |large jug
while they recorded their visit. Wen they conpared the i mages, there were few
devi ati ons.

"That's done!" Lessa said, with a sigh of relief.

"You know, " Jaxom sai d, propping his head on one hand and grinning at the
other two, "I still don't believe we've been there and back!"

F'lar grinned wyly. "I don't know what | expected especially after F nor's
try-but it's incredible that sonething as
dead as that has threatened us for so long."

"Well, it has!" Lessa said, planting both hands on the table and pushing
herself to her feet. She picked up the sketches and thrust them at Jaxom "Put
t hem somewhere safe until you can show Aivas. Now, |'mgoing to swim"

Though he wanted a swimas badly as the others did, Jaxom detoured through
the room he had shared with Sharra, hoping that she had |l eft hima nessage.
There was none, and he felt nore dejected than ever. He shucked off his
cl ot hes, thankful that he always kept a spare change at Cove Hol d, and made
his way down to the | agoon

Meer and Talla separated thensel ves fromthose scrubbing Ruth and circled
his head, chittering happily. Not entirely encouraged by their response, he
waded out to Ruth.

Sharra's above. She wouldn't let Meer or Talla go with her. They'd get in
the way, Ruth told him

Jaxom sl apped his forehead in dismay: she had told him too, and he had
forgotten about it, once again so imersed in his own business that her doings
hadn't quite registered in his brain. He laughed in self-deprecation. At tines
he knew he didn't deserve a woman |ike Sharra, and this was one of them How
conceited he was! He missed her. Even if he couldn't have told her about the
mar vel ous journey he had just taken, he m ssed her

I"mhere, Ruth said in subtle reproach

I ndeed you are, ny dearest friend, as you always are! And Jaxom waded out
inthe warmwater to help the fire-lizards give his lifemate a good scrubbi ng.
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WHEN M RRI M HAD cone to collect Sharra for the trip up to the Yokohama to
begin their own project, she had found Sharra still asleep

"Sharra? We're to start this dissection business? Renenber?" Mrrimsaid as
Sharra groggily roused, plainly disoriented.

"You know about Lanmoth and G | anar?"

Mrrimwinkled her nose. "I feel sorry for the dragon. D dn't know one
woul d di e of shane. You get dressed. |I'Il get you some klah."

As Sharra quickly dressed, she hoped that Mrrims feelings would be shared
by ot hers. She found some reassurance in the knowl edge that Mrrim woul d not
necessarily side with Jaxomif she felt he was w ong.

"You'd better eat, too," the green rider said, returning with the klah
"And let's bring sonme food, fruit, and juice. | thought 1'd faint w th hunger
during that |ast session Aivas put us through. Maybe he's sophisticated, but
my stomach's not. It's real primtive. It likes to be filled at regul ar
intervals."

Sharra smiled over the rimof her cup. That was Mrrim talking up a storm



to hide her real enotions. The death of any dragon for any reason upset al
riders. Sharra just let her friend talk on. Then, with the klah stimnulating
her, she lent Mrrima hand to pack provisions.

"No meatrolls!"™ Mrrimsaid with a dramatic shudder as Sharra reached into
t he cupboard for sone. "I'Il puke if | have to eat any nore. Thank goodness
Mast er Robinton |ikes proper bread and sliced neats and raw vegetabl es.” They
pl aced fresh fruit in the special quilted sacks that were a spin-off product
from Ham an's search for space-suit paddings, and filled thernoses with coo
drinks. "Al'l right, then, let's lift."

"Isn't Brekke coming with us?" Sharra asked.

"No, F'nor's to do sonething aboard the Yokohama today." M rrimgrinned.
"Probably the same thing Jaxomand T gellan are doing, only I'"'mnot to ask."

"I's it dangerous?" Sharra spoke casually, but she knew Jaxom well enough to
know t hat he had not been telling her sonething the previous night-a something
that had fretted Meer badly enough to send the little bronze skittering back
to Ruatha in fright.

"I doubt it! Riders take good care of their dragons, and the reverse is
true. The dragons are all very happy with thenselves. | wouldn't |et today
worry me, Sharra,"” Mrrimsaid synpathetically.

More bol stered by Mrrims breezy tone than by her words, Sharra foll owed
her friend out to where Path awaited them her .green hide gleanmng with
undertones of deep blue, her eyes dazzling in a green that exactly matched her
hi de.

"Does she do that often?" Sharra asked, pointing to eye and hide.

Mrrimflushed and ran a hand over the short front | ocks escaping the
ti eback. "Sonmetimes." Though she had a slight grin on her face, she woul dn't
nmeet Sharra's eye. T gellan was very good for Mrrim Sharra thought.

When the two wonen arrived at the Yokohama, Mrrimleft Path to anuse
herself at the big wi ndow of the bridge, an occupation that woul d engross the
green dragon for hours on end. Hefting their provisions, they made their way
to the first level of the coldsleep storage facility where they, and the
others Master A dive had inducted to assist in the project, would attenpt to
understand the conplexities of Thread. It was a project that would take far
| onger than any of them had estimated; it would occasionally cause themto
wonder, over the next few weeks, why they had started such an investigation in
the first place

VWhenever she could, Sharra cadged a ride back to Ruatha, to spend a few
hours with her sons, whom she nissed terribly

when she had tinme to miss anything. She was relieved that Jaxom seened so
i nvolved in his own project that he apparently didn't notice, or mnd, her
preoccupati on. Sonetines, when she and the others found thensel ves working
| ong hours, they stayed up on the Yokohama. Mrrim of course, had to fly
Threadfal |, but the others had been rel eased fromany other duties for this
i mportant investigation.

O her times, when the team had to perform endl ess boring tasks, they
grunbl ed about Aivas's obsession with the biology of the Thread organi sm
especially as once the primary task of shifting the Red Star's orbit was
acconpl i shed, Thread would be relegated to a nyth with which to threaten
di sobedi ent children. But Aivas repeatedly insisted on the necessity of this
research: how vital it was to understand the organism They were all,

i ncluding A dive, so accustomed to obeying an Aivas directive that they
conpl i ed.

Casel on, who now sported journeyman's knots as well as a unique pattern of
tiny white scars on his tanned face, did coment about the irony of their
grabbing a few hours' sleep in the very capsul es that had brought their
ancestors to Pern.

Skillfully guided by Aivas, they had sufficient successes to keep a high
| evel of enthusiasmand interest, and to ignore disconforts. As Aivas often
rem nded them the routines they were learning in dissecting the very conpl ex
organi smthat had nenaced their world for centuries could be applied to other



organi sns. So the discipline was an end in itself.

Aivas did insist that they bring one ovoid up to "normal" tenperatures in
an airlock on the far side of the Yokohama, away fromthe sections that were
normal Iy being used. Wth no friction to destroy the tough outer |ayer, the
ovoid remained inert.

"The friction, then," Aivas observed, "is essential to free the organism"

"Let's not free it," Caselon suggested drolly.

"It is as well,"” Master A dive remarked thoughtfully, "to knowthat it is
hel pl ess. "

"At our mercy," Sharra added, grinning.

"The observation will be continued," Aivas said.

"Do let us know if its condition changes,"” Sharra said.

Besi des Casel on, Sharra, Mrrim and ddive, Brekke had vol unteered and
brought Tumara, the unsuccessful queen candidate, for the girl did not seemto
m nd nmonot onous tasks as nuch as others did. Two nore heal ers, Sefal and
Durack, and Manotti, a Smthcraft journeyman, conpleted their staff. There
were times when they could have used tw ce the nunber, but all had been
trai ned by Aivas and soon worked well together, snoothly and efficiently and
in good spirits

Initially they had the barest essentials for the task at hand. In the
| aboratory there were two cubicles. On the top of the work benches were disks
that lit up with various kinds of light; Sefal, a dour but diligent sort, was
fascinated by the effects obtainable during initial denonstrations. Mst
i nportant for their purpose was the binocular stereo m croscope that they al
had to learn to use. The x and y di nensi ons caused no problem but to learn to
use the z proved to be far nore difficult. To denonstrate, Aivas had Sharra
take a hair fromher head and tie knots in it under the mcroscope-not as easy
as it sounded, as each of them|earned when they tried it.

To one side of the mcroscope was a flush drawer with a sliding cover, in
whi ch sone oddly truncated glass instrunment's were found. These, Aivas told
them they had to learn to duplicate in order to do the dissection work
required.

Two nore wor kbenches and stools were found and dragged into the two
cubicles, although that linmted what free space there was.

VWil e Sharra was tying knots in her hair using the binocul ar m croscope,
Aivas had Sefal and Manotti take apart one of the two refrigerators to obtain
the parts necessary to bring the third one down to -150 degrees, the
tenmperature they would need to work on the Thread organi sm They nmight have to
reduce its tenperature to that of the Cort C oud fromwhence it cane, -270C or
3K absol ute-but for the present, they could be content with maintaining the
Thread's tenperature in Pern orbit.

"I don't know what |'m doing," Manotti conplained at one point as he gutted
t he di spensable refrigerator unit.

"That is not at issue," Aivas reassured him "You need only foll ow
instructions, for there isn't tinme to teach you cryogenics or refrigeration
engi neering. Do as you are told."

"I will, I will." Manotti said, grimacing as he very carefully renoved a
coil of tubing fromthe back of the first refrigerator. "Now where does this
go?"

Ai vas expl ai ned. When the transfer was conpl eted and the machi nery purred
into activity, Manotti gave a whoop of triunph. Next, several of the cold
capsul es were altered to provide additional three-degree-absolute tenperature
storage for their specinmens. For they needed many nore than the origina
Thread ovoid that Farn had caught. The ovoids, as they shortly |earned, cane
in a variety of sizes and in many conditions and, surprisingly, tenperatures.

"You'd think one would be enough,” Mnimnuttered to Sharra.

"Hurmmans are not duplicates of each other," Aivas replied, though she had
not intended to be overheard. She rolled her eyes at Sharra. "Patently the
Thread organisns will al so exhibit anomalies-ordinary deviations and quite
likely mutations. They are as much a life-formas humans are, and they are in



a very stressful environment so near Rukbat."

"That puts us neatly in our place,"” Odive said with a grin.

Over the next few days, each team nenber had to learn to cope with the
bi nocul ar m croscope. Tying knots in a strand of hair gave way to carving
flowers fromsplinters of wood and maki ng paper flowers one nillineter across.
Sharra proved the deftest of all, with Brekke and Mrrimnot far behind her

Casel on and Manotti, aided by Sefal and Durack, assenbled a microforge with
a flame two millineters long, in which they heated the special glass Aivas had
had Master Morilton mix, a glass with such a high | ead content that even the
anenabl e Mrilton had protested. After Aivas told himthat he could make
knives with the high-lead m x sharp enough to cut bread, Mrilton was at | east
curious enough to wish to experiment. So Aivas and Casel on got the unusua
mat eri al .

Worki ng carefully, Caselon pulled glass in the tiny flame, then took the
resultant tube down to the 3K absolute in which the finished product woul d be
used. Wien the first rod shattered, he reflexively junped back despite the
fact that he wore protective face and body shields. He glanced around
sheepi shly.

"A good habit to acquire, Caselon,'
again."

VWen the fourth rod had shattered, Casel on was di sgust ed.

"The gl ass may not have been bl ended well enough, Caselon. Master Mrilton
supplied you with several different m xes. Use the one with the highest |ead
content. The instrunments must be flexible, bending rather than shattering,"”

Ai vas said, projecting such a reassurance of eventual success that Casel on
t ook head"

The fifth attenpt bent slightly in the extrene cold but it did not shatter
or crack.

"Now, using that m x, make nore rods, which you will then fashion into
knobs, spikes, and bl ades. Each of you will work your own tools, with Casel on
as your instructor. To further dissect Thread, you will need what are ordinary
tool s, hacksaw, chisel, mallet, scalpel, but in mniature. Carborundum stone
wi || sharpen edges."

Casel on's set was nuch admired by the others, though Mrrimthought them
st ubby i nel egant inplenents. Consequently, when she, on her conpetitive
nmettl e, made her set |onger, she discovered that the flexibility of the length
proved a di sadvantage when the instruments were used.

"There is so much to do before we do anything," she conpl ai ned. "W've
wasted weeks on all this!"

"And you will spend weeks on the next procedures, Mrrim" Aivas said in a
tone that chided her for inpatience. "You have worked with great diligence and
achi eved feats of expertise that two Turns ago you woul d not have been capabl e
of performing. Do not despair. You are about to enmbark on the truly
i nteresting phase.”

"What ?" Mrrimasked bluntly.

"Di ssecting Thread."

"But haven't we?" Sharra exclained, pointing to the cold capsule where the
sectioned Threads were housed.

"You have cut the ovoids apart, but you have not truly exam ned t hem as
mnutely as you shortly will. Now, let us see if the wal does still operate.™

Casel on had been fascinated by these devices, which would allow themto
work in a chanber maintained at the very | ow tenperatures at which the Thread
speci mens were kept. He volunteered to be first, but Aivas chose Sharra, as
she had al ready done nore mcroscopic work than the journeyman. The apparat us
was powered up, the specinen and the glass tools placed inside the wal do
chanmber, and the binocul ar m croscope swung into position

Resol utely, Sharra put her hands into the gloves and gave a little shudder

"Cold!" she said, and attenpted to nove her fingers. "I thought you said
t hese wal does woul d foll ow ny novenents."

"Meters show that current is being taken into the nechanism" Casel on said,

Ai vas remarked approvingly. "Try



| ooking at the dials. "Here, let ne."

Sharra wi thdrew her hands, but Caselon had no nore |uck than she.

"Al'l right, Aivas," she said. "Wat do we do now?"

There was one of the brief but noticeable pauses they had all come to
expect whenever Aivas conducted an internal search

"The mechani sm has been unused for twenty-five hundred years. It is not
unreasonabl e to assunme that mai ntenance night be required. A lubrication of
the finger joints with silicone fluid may restore nmobility."

"Silicone fluid?" Casel on asked.

Manotti raised his hand. "I know what he neans. Aivas, is there a snith
journeyman or master avail abl e?"

"I can send Tolly down for it," Mrrim suggested.

Manotti gave her a sardonic look. "He'll have a day's wait."

She groaned. "Then |'m goi ng down," she said. "I feel the need of a swim
and fresh food and sone tine with ny mate."

"If we really are out of action until the silicone fluid is prepared,
ought to take the day off, too," Sharra said, thinking it had been an age
since she'd had any time with her sons, or Jaxom

Caselon grinned. "I'll stay here and manufacture some nore tools. If | go
down, someone's surely going to find work for ne."

Ai vas gracefully gave pernission for the departures, but to those who
remai ned, he inmredi ately assi gned other tasks.

Jaxom was as absorbed in his current tasks as Sharra was in hers, but these
days he managed to spend nore time at Ruatha, with the two boys, than she was
abl e to. When she was home, he would listen to her descriptions of her
projects-the failures and small successes-and encourage her

"Ai vas knows what he's doing, even if he doesn't devote nuch time to
expl anations," he told Sharra on nore than one occasion. "He's done so nuch
for us already, we sinply have to take the enigmatic on faith and follow his
instructions." Jaxomremnm nded hinself to take his own advice.

To the chagrin of Lessa and F'lar, Aivas had insisted that Jaxom and Ruth
be involved in every aspect of training the dragons and riders in
extravehi cul ar activity. According to Aivas, Jaxom and Ruth would al so be the
ones to guide all future excursions to the surface of the Red Star

"Ruth is the younger dragon," Aivas said at its nost diplomatic, "and has
not suffered the strains and stresses of Threadfall-"

"I ride Fall with Fort Weyr all the tinme," Jaxom protested, as nuch to
soothe Lessa as to make clear that he and Ruth did not fail of their primry
obl i gati on.

"No offense intended," Aivas said deferentially. "Be all as it is, it is
not recommended that such a long journey be nmade w t hout good reason.”

"It's certainly no gather site," Lessa said.

"I do propose one nore investigative trip," F lar said, "taking along an
observer to record the abyss in a permanent form Every dragon and rider who
is to help bring those engines there nust have a vivid picture in his mnd of
where he's going."

"Apart fromthat necessary contingency," Aivas went on smoothly, "this
undert aki ng shoul d be recorded. There is nothing to match this endeavor of
yours in the annals of any other world."

"Not that any other world is interested in our feats," Master Robinton said
in a droll rmurnur.

"Manki nd needs heroes," Aivas replied. "This project is of heroic stature.”

F'lar gestured in disclaimer. "What has to be done can scarcely be terned
heroic!"

Mast er Robi nton shot the Weyrl eader a | ong, thoughtful | ook

"W have three engines to place,” F lar went on, ignoring the Harper's
stare, "so the | eaders of each group need to visit the place. | lead one..."

"Jaxom | eads another," Aivas said crisply.

"All right," F'lar allowed.

"And | lead the third," Lessa said.



F'lar i medi ately objected. "You've risked yourself and Ranoth enough
al ready. "

Lessa's expression hardened. "If you go, | go. Rampbth's scarcely the only
gueen on Pern these days."

Suddenly F'lar's resistance dissolved, which surprised Jaxom but not Ruth.

VWhy not ? Jaxom asked his dragon very privately.

Lessa woul d not risk Ranoth if she is in clutch, would she?

Jaxom hurriedly covered his nmouth with his hand and turned a guffaw into a
cough. No wonder F'lar hadn't pressed the point of Lessa's involvenent in the
event -and Mhementh woul d cooperate by getting Ramoth in clutch. F lar had
| earned subtlety in handling his weyrmate!

"On this one adm ssible expedition,"” Jaxon said, "I think F nor ought to be
i ncl uded. "
F'lar gave Jaxoma friendly clout, grinning broadly. "I was about to insist

that F nor and Canth deserve to see the place."

"It's only fair," Robinton said, nodding wisely. "And Canth won't object to
t aki ng Perschar, who's got the best eye for detail. D rammust be allowed this
opportunity. And Tiroth can easily convey ne," he added, daring protest.

"You can't be put at risk," Lessa said, rising to the bait.

"There'd be no risk involved, would there, Aivas?" Robinton said,
shanel essly appealing to the one authority that Lessa woul d respect.

"The Harper would not be at risk."

"Tiroth's too old!" Lessa declared, glowering at Robinton

"Tiroth is sturdier than nost beasts his age, and the insight of both his
ri der and Master Robinton m ght prove inval uable,” Aivas said.

It took a few nonments for Lessa's irritation to subside, but the matter was
soon settled. One nore exploratory junp would be nade to the Red Star's
surface. The group would include Dram F nor, N ton, and Jaxom wth the
dragons carryi ng Master Robinton, Fandarel, Perschar, and Sebell as observers.
The discretion of these few was unassail able, so there would be no chance of
carel ess tal k generating nore runmor and mi sconception than al ready abounded.

Lord Larad of Telgar and Lord Asgenar of Lenps asked Masterharper Sebell to
nmeet them at Telgar Hold at his convenience.

Since Sebell appreciated the diplomatic tone, he dispatched his
fire-lizard, Kim, with a nmessage that he would attend them an hour after the
eveni ng neal at Tel gar

"What do you suppose is bothering then?" Menolly asked when Sebell told her
of the neeting.

"Runors have abounded lately, pet," Sebell said with a sigh

Menol |y | eaned back fromthe | ectern on which she conposed nuch of her
musi ¢ and, grinning slyly, cocked her head at her husband. "You nean the ones
about Sharra and Jaxom the ones about G lanar and Lanoth, the | atest
Aboni nation m schief, or why the bronze dragons are | ooking so inordinately
pl eased with thensel ves?"

"I'"d rather not have so much choice." He carefully tucked a vagrant strand
of her long hair back into its clasp before bending to kiss her neck. "I
hadn't heard of either Telgar or Lenmps having any problens with vandalism so
it can't be that."

"Those who approve do so whol eheartedly, while those who are fearful
appr ehensi ve, or downright skeptical scuttle around the edges and ruin what
they haven't the wit to understand.”

"It's our task to see that they do understand,"” Sebell said, gently
renonstrating.

"But sone don't want to," she replied in a rebellious tone, stretching both
arnms well above her head to ease her back. "I know the breed. GCh, how | know
the breed! It's just too bad we can't | eave themalone with their closed
m nds, but they're standing in our way forward."

"We are altering the fabric of their lives. That frightens people. It
al ways has; it always will. Lytol's sent me sone fascinating excerpts from
Aivas's historical data. Fascinating. People don't change, |ove. React first,



think later, regret at leisure.”

He bent to kiss her cheek. "lI've tinme to tell Robse and A os a ,story
before I go."

Menol | y snaked an arm around his neck before he could straighten. "You are
such a loving man," she said, and then ki ssed himagain deeply before
rel easi ng her hol d.

VWhen he paused at the threshold to | ook back at her fondly, she was already
bent to her conposition. He smled at the concentrated pose of her back, one
shoul der angled up. She did love him but he accepted the fact that he would
have al ways two rival s-music and the Master. He had the sanme |oves. Wth that
t hought, he went down the corridor to sing to his sons and to adnmire his
daughter, Lensia, who was too young for nore than adoration

Laradi an, Larad's ol dest son, was waiting for Sebell in the well-lit court
when the obliging Fort Hold dragon deposited the harper at Tel gar

"My father and Lord Asgenar are in the small study, Masterharper,’
said formally, and then, relaxing, grinned a wel come at Sebell

A fine fire was burning on the hearth angled in the corner of the pl easant
room the walls of which were hung with rich tapestries and framned
sket ches-probably by Perschar, if Sebell didn't mstake the skill-of the
current Holder's offspring. Several heavy old wherry-hide chairs, sagging from
the confort they had given several generations of weary bodies, and the huge
desk and table where the Lord Hol ders of Tel gar had done their accounts for
centuries, furnished the room adequately. Sebell inmediately noticed the
| atest addition: a very good rendering, though considerably reduced in scale,
of the Honshu nural

"Hrmm vyes," Larad said, noticing his glance. "My daughter, Bonna, went
along with Perschar's group and brought that back. O course, she was under
Master Perschar's eye all the tinme, but it's judged to be a fair
representation.”

"You' d be wel cone to see the original," Sebell said, nodding to Asgenar
who was ensconced in one of the arnthairs.

"What ?" Larad asked, his pleasant face affecting a horrified expression
"And let runmor have it that | wanted the place for one of ny sons?" He
gestured for Sebell to take a chair and held up a wine bottle. "It's Benden."
H's grin was for the allusion to a harper preference for that w ne; but his
reference to runor told Sebell that he was seriously concerned.

"I follow many of Master Robinton's traditions,” Sebell said, accepting the
generous goblet. He sipped judiciously and raised his brows in appreciation
"A 'sixteen?"

"Indeed, and it was Master Robinton who urged me to acquire as nany skins
as | could wheedle."

"So?" Sebell turned politely to the two Lord Hol ders. "Runor bites?"

Lar adi an

"I wish it were only runor, Sebell,"” Larad said. He took a small nessage
roll fromhis sleeve cuff and handed it to the harper. "This is far nore
serious and demands your urgent consideration. | know the sender well enough

to heed his words."

After a glance at the nessage, Sebell shot out of the confortable chair,
seething with anger and swearing blackly.” 'l have good reason to believe that
Mast er har per Robi nton may be abducted to force those at Landing to destroy
what they call the Abonination.' " Sebell was consuned with outrage. "Hazard
t he Masterharper! Ransom himfor the destruction of Aivasl"

Qutrage gave way to panic. "Who is this Brestolli who signs the note?"

"He's a wagonmaster. We both know him" Larad gestured toward Asgenar, who
nodded earnestly. "He wouldn't send a false alarm Actually, it was delivered
by his fire-lizard to his enmployer, Trader Nurevin, who's here now. Nurevin
brought it straight to me, leaving his train a day's trip out. He said that

he'd had to |l eave Brestolli at Bitra with a broken |l eg and cracked ribs froma
wagon acci dent. "
"Nurevin's just outside. I'lIl ask himin," Asgenar said, and slipped out of

t he nmom



Larad gave a wy smle. "Nurevin felt you would heed this message nore if
we presented it to you."

"He'd need no one vouching for himto nme," Sebell said, rereading the
nmessage. "This has the ring of truth. Nothing Bitra initiates surprises ne."

"Then you al so know that your harpers at Bitra Hold have been put in
quarantine for a virulent disease?"

"The Bitran euphemismfor 'reporting truth' ?" Sebell asked. He ran his
fingers through his hair, a gesture of exasperation. "W haven't heard from
themrecently by the usual route. | should have sent at |east one who had a
fire-lizard."

"Qur Master Celewis can mount a rescue mssion, if you'd like,’
suggest ed.

"I'f that can be done without jeopardizing Brestolli," Sebell replied.

Larad raised his eyebrows arid grinned slyly. "Surely you know Cel ewis's
abilities..."

"Indeed | do," Sebell said with an answering grin.

"Then you may be certain that he'll be adroit in the matter."

Nurevin cane in just then, precedi ng Asgenar

"I"ve not had occasion to pass time with you, Trader Nurevin," Sebell said,
snmling as he extended his hand and returned the strong pressure given. "But |

Lar ad

can tell you that the Harper Hall is nore than grateful to you for passing
this message."
"Brestolli's not the sort makes things up for mschief, Masterharper,"

Nurevin said, cocking his head to enphasize his opinion. He was a swarthy man
of medi um height, with grizzled hair worn in a long plait that had recently
been neatly redone. His clothing was of excellent quality but road-worn. "So
knew |'d best get it to soneone who could see it was handl ed proper

| hated to leave himin Bitra Hold, but he'd broke his leg in three places,
mangl ed his arm and cracked sone ribs when a cart overturned. Caught a whee
on uneven flags in Bitra Court. Healer said he couldn't be moved, so | paid
t he brewer both good marks and trade goods to tend him Brestolli's one to
keep his eyes and ears open, despite he tal ks such a streak you woul dn't think
he'd hear for the constant sound of his own voice. But if he's heard what that
nmessage says he heard, then he's heard it. Make no ni stake about that. |
woul dn't want it said we didn't give warning when there're themwhat'd harm
good Master Robinton. No, | wouldn't."

Larad of fered hima goblet of Benden wine, and Nurevin's eyes lit up with
appreciation after his first sip.

"You honor ne, Lord Larad."

"Telgar is in your debt, Trader Nurevin."

"Not just Telgar, Trader Nurevin," Sebell added solemmly as he tilted his
glass to himand drank cerenoniously. Nurevin flushed at such courtesy.

Sebell called to Kim, who had been visiting outside with Telgar Hold's
fair. Silently, Larad proferred witing nmaterials and a nmessage tube.

"I"'msending this to Lytol, who will take appropriate nmeasures," Sebel
said after penning some quick lines. Kinm extended her leg for himto attach
t he capsul e, know ng exactly what was required of her. "Kim, take this to
Lytol, in Cove Hold, where our Master fives! Where Zair lives. Yes?"

Kim had listened intently, cocking her head this way and that, her eyes
whirling with noticeable increase in speed. She gave one chirp and
di sappear ed.

"Forewarned is forearnmed, Trader Nurevin. Has Brestolli's fire-lizard
returned to hinP"

"Yes. It's only a blue, but he's got it well trained. | can send ny queen
if you need nore information. |'ve been keeping in touch with Brestolli to be
sure he's well tended." Nurevin winked and grinned. "Bitrans need nme nore'n |
need them since they're so hard to deal with. I'mthe only trader who does

their route in these parlous tines. So |I've an edge on 'em so to speak." He
paused, his expression grim "Did Lord Larad tell you about your harpers?"
When Sebell nodded he went on. "That was done a-purpose, or I'll be scored



next Fall!"
"When a harper is silenced, all men should listen harder," Sebell said.

Nur evi n nodded solemly. "I heard sone other stuff whilst | was at
Bitra..." He hesitated.

"Be easy, man," Larad encouraged him "There's not much a harper doesn't
hear sooner or later. And, if it's along the lines of Brestolli's nessage,
per haps Master Sebell'd better hear it fromyou."

"Well, it's themrunors."” Nurevin paused again, obviously not happy to

utter them but by gesture and expression, all three nen encouraged himto
speak. "It's said that Lord Jaxom and that white dragon of his killed G |anar
and Lanot h-del i berate. "

"Shards! How coul d anyone repeat such a foul slander?" Asgenar asked,

i ncensed.

"Ch, there've been worse," Sebell said, but he turned to Nurevin. "Master
Robi nton was there hinself and told nme that Jaxomwas victim not assail ant,
and Lanoth died of shame that his rider would turn on another rider. Any
nor e?"

"Well, and this's stupider,’

Nur evin went on, both reassured and encouraged

by his audience. "That dragonriders will take the three col ony ships and
di sappear from Pern, leaving us with only flame-throwers to kill Thread!"
"Did you hear the one that suggests that the dragons will take the old

shuttles and throw them at the Red Star and destroy it?" Wen Nurevin shook
hi s head, Sebell continued, his expression serious. "There's one that the

Mast er heal er has been given nmedicine by Aivas that will paralyze folk so that
pi eces can be carved out of their bodies to repair others who have sickened."
Nurevin snorted. "I heard that one at Bitra. | didn't believe it then and

don't believe it now That Aivas thing is scary, but |'ve not seen anything
produced yet that didn't help us in some way or t'other. Best axle grease
ever had was sonething that Aivas gave the Smithcrafthall. And that new neta
for cotter pins that don't bend or snap when the wheels are stressed.”

Kim reentered, chittering about the success of her trip and stroking her
gol den head on Sebell's cheek before she held out her nessage-|aden |eg.
Excusi ng hinself, Sebell read the message.

"Late as it is there, I'"'mbid to Cove Hold. If you'll excuse ne..."

He was ushered out by the two Lord Hol ders.

"You wonder sonetines, don't you, Asgenar," Larad said sadly as they turned
to reenter the warm confortable room "why people can be so ornery."

"I think it has to do with a resistance to being done good to.'

"Not if they're putting Master Robinton at risk," Larad said, stil
horrified by that possibility. "He's never harmed anyone in his life. This
world would rise up to the least child to protest such infany."

"Which, unfortunately, nakes himthe nost useful hostage," Asgenar said
with a sigh of regret.

By the time Sebell reached Cove Hold, it was early norning there. He and
t he brown dragon who was conveying himwere i medi ately greeted by swarns of
chittering fire-lizards as dense in the sky as Thread. Tiroth, ensconced on
the grassy sward before the hold, blinked orange-laced eyes until he and brown
Folrath identified each other. Sebell was pleased to see so many guardi ans
already in place. Not that the whil om abductors could as yet have gotten so
far as Cove Hold, given the journey they would have to make fromBitra, or
even fromthe nearest seaport.

Every gl owbasket in the main roomwas w de open, shedding light on
Robi nton, D ram Lytol, and T gellan, who were sitting at the big round table.
A col | apsed wi neskin indicated that much di scussi on had al ready taken pl ace.
Sebell was glad to see the Eastern Weyrl eader present.

"Ah, Sebell," Robinton cried, raising his armin wel come, his expression so
nmerry that Sebell thought the Harper was perversely enjoying his jeopardy.
"Any nmore news of this scurril ous schene?"

Sebel | shook his head, grinning at his reception but noting innmedi ately
that the Harper's ebullience was not echoed by others at the table.



"You know as much as anyone, though Nurevin has assured me he'll keep in
touch with Brestolli, by fire-lizard, in case the man hears nore to the
poi nt."

"I'"ve sent Zair with a nessage to Master |darol an,
hope that he can intercept the conspirators.™

"We've had quite enough of petty vandalism and wanton destruction of
property,"” Lytol said, a deep angry scowW on his face. "This time we nust
catch the scofflaws and di scover everyone who has ai ded and abetted them For
anyone to even contenplate harm ng Master Robinton, a man to whomall Pern
owes a very great debt..."

"Now, now, Lytol," Robinton said, circling Lytol's stiff shoulders with a
soothing arm "don't carry on so. You' re enbarrassing ne. And this whole
schenme only shows how basically stupid our detractors are. As if they had a
chance of penetrating nmy loyal mnions." The Harper gestured to the storm of
fire-lizard fairs outside the w ndow.

"I know they can't reach you, Robinton," Lytol said, banging his fist on
the tabl e and naking the goblets junmp, "but the fact that they would dare..."

Robi nton grinned maliciously. "Maybe | should | et nyself be captured?

Haul ed of f uncerenoni ously," he began as Lytol stared at him aghast, "taken
to wherever they plan to incarcerate me, and then-" He lifted his free hand
and clenched it suddenly into a fist. "-let the avengi ng wi ngs swoop down on
t he despicable rabble and carry themoff forthwith to be dropped in the
deepest of Larad's mines, condemmed to toil off their msspent energies in
useful work."

Lytol's expression turned to resignation and disgust. "You should take this
seriously, ny friend."

"I do. | really do!'" Robinton altered his nobile face. "I'm deeply saddened
that |, or anyone, on Pern could be victim zed in this horrendous fashion
But," he added, holding up one finger, "it's nore ingenious than trying to
burn space-engi ne fuel or sabotage Aivas. W really ought to ask his advice,
you know. "

"If it weren't for Aivas-" Lytol began heatedly, then broke off when he
realized what he had said. T gellan and Sebell tried to snother their
spont aneous guffaw. Lytol abruptly got to his feet and strode out of the room

VWhen Sebell made to go after the old Warder, Robinton held up his hand, and
t he younger harper settled back into his chair.

"He has every right to be upset,” Dramsaid in a slow, sad voice. "It is
terrible to think that there are people who oppose all the good that Aivas has
done for us and would go to such great |lengths to destroy himand those of us
who have the vision to appreciate the potential."

"Look, | see no real chance of anyone reaching Master Robinton," T gellan
said, leaning forward on his el bows across the table. "They cannot have
t hought this through very carefully. They can know not hi ng of Cove Hold or how
many people are in and out on a daily and-" He gave Sebell a wy grin.
"-early-nmorning basis."

"Have you forgotten the raid on Landi ng?" Sebell asked. "Horses, gear
experi enced nercenaries. If Aivas hadn't his own defenses, that coul d have
succeeded. W can't allow ourselves to be conpl acent."

"Well said, Sebell," Dramreplied. "However, what Robi nton suggested so
glibly has merit. If we wish to find the ones behind these attenpts, it would
be smart of us to set no apparent”-and he held up his hand to enphasize that
adj ective "reinforcenents, make no obvious alterations of our daily routines."

"Agreed..."

"Al'l the while naking certain that Robinton is never left alone.™

"As if | ever am" Robinton said, feigning an outraged gl ower.

"I apol ogi ze in advance," Sebell said in a contrite tone, "for suggesting
this. But if Glanar was disaffected..."

D ramraised his hand in understanding, but it was T gellan who answered,
hi s expression bl eak

"Ranot h herself spoke to the remaining A dtinmer, dragons they're the only

Robi nton said, "in the



ones who mght still be contentious enough to cause probl ens. But every one of
them was appalled by Glanar's action,” the bronze rider said, "and none can
di ssenbl e before Ranoth!"

Sebel | | ooked inmensely relieved. "Then we can rule out that possibility."

"Somehow t hat doesn't greatly reassure ne," Dramsaid in a |ugubrious
voice. "We're not dealing with fools."

"No, we're dealing with fearful men, and they're nore dangerous."

The silicone fluid, worked well into the joints of the wal do gl oves,
restored nobility-except in the third finger of the left hand, a limtation
t hat posed no great problem

"What woul d we have done if the silicone fluid didn't work?" Mnotti asked,
wi nking at his colleagues to indicate that he was teasing their nmentor.

"There is always an alternative course of action, though it may be | ess
efficient and productive," Aivas replied. "Now, Sharra, be good enough to
pl ace a Thread section in the chanber and, using a blade, slice the specinen
at a slant, thus exposing all layers. Now, what do you see?"

"Ri ngs, springs, and the shapes you called toruses,"” Sharra said. "An odd
goo, a yellow liquid, some strange pastes in peculiar shades of yellow gray,
and white, and sone other substances that seemto change color."

Tamara made a revolted noise deep in her throat and turned away.

"You must all realize," Aivas began in a stern tone, "that the nopst
i mportant piece of apparatus in the |laboratory is your brain. Just as you made
the mcrotools to effect this dissection, you nust make your brains the right
instrument for this task. The mpbst useful thing is the noment-by-nonent
i nteraction of your brain seeing these things for the first time. Even your
reaction, Tamara, has a certain validity. Now, set that reaction aside, and
observe. What el se do you see, Sharra?"

She tapped her mcroblade on a ring. "This feels like nmetal ."

"Then excise it and any nore like it that you see, and have the itens sent
to Master Fandarel for analysis. Wat el se?"

"There're a lot of particles |lodged in the pasty parts, and-and it's hol | ow
in the center. Could that yellow be liquid heliun?" Sharra went on. "It's just
like the stuff you showed us in the liquid gas experinents, and it boils as
soon as it's exposed to the -150 # at nosphere. W haven't yet tried it at 3K "

"There is no reason why it cannot be helium Heliumis liquid at the
tenperatures that Thread inhabits. Isolate a sanple, and a positive
identification can be nade."

"This whol e thing resenbl es those nicrographs you di splayed, Aivas," Mrrim
sai d.

"You are quite right, Mrrim This is the real thing, though, not a slide.
Continue, Sharra."

" How?"
"Di ssect another ring. Slice it so that you go through nore than half the
torus. That will show nore of its conposition."

"That's odd," Brekke said. "Conpare that ring with the other one. The first
has all kinds of springy-like things sort of |layered, while in the other
they're all tw sted up-oooh, shells!"

Sharra had prodded one of the rings, and suddenly it flipped away fromthe
tool, sticking to the wall of the exam nation encl osure.

"This could be their nmethod of reproduction,” Aivas said. "O it could be a
parasite, escaping fromthe dying organism But this is quite interesting. Try
another ring to see if the reaction is the sane.”

Though Sharra's second prod was nore tentative, there was another eruption

"Now, apply your blade to the springs in the first torus," Aivas
i nstructed. "Nothing happens. Now you have seen two entirely different facets
of this organism You are investigating a wholly new creature, and we nust see
everything that it is."”

"Why?" M ni m asked.

"Because you must know how to destroy this organism so that it cannot



reproduce, so that it cannot nultiply anywhere in your system"™

"If it doesn't fall on Pern, that's enough, isn't it'?" Brekke asked.

"For you, perhaps, but the sensible thing would be to destroy it at its
source. "

Casel on recovered first. "But if the Red Star is noved..."

"That doesn't destroy Thread. It only rempves its vector. Your task is to
di scover how you can destroy the Thread organismitself!"

"Isn't that a bit anbitious for us?" Sharra asked.

"The means are available. Even in your very brief investigations today, you
have di scovered nuch about the organism Each day you will discover nore. It
is possible that some of those bits are parasites, smaller entities built on
the sane plan. Parasites or progeny. O predators.”

"Li ke those linpets on the tunnel snakes?" O dive asked. "The ones that
attach thenselves to the snakes and eat their nuscle tissue and then | eave
when they' re sated?"

"A good exanple. Wre they predators, or were they parasites?”

"I don't think we ever decided,” ddive renmarked. "According to your
definition, a parasite does not always cause its host lasting harm and tends
to be unable to survive apart fromthis host; while a predator usually kills
its victimand noves on. As the snake linpet |eaves its host/victimalive and
able to heal, it is nore of a parasite, not quite a predator."”

"What rmust be found are parasites that can be made into predators,
guaranteed to kill their hosts just as you isolated bacteria and altered it to
create bacteriophages to reduce wound infection."

"I still don't see the purpose,” Mrrimnmnuttered.

"There is one," Aivas said so enphatically that Mrrimgrinmaced in di smay
and pretended to be frightened.

"Sharra, have you isol ated those parts that nust be subjected to other
tests?"

"I"ve got a lot of nmessy bits, and springs and netals, and | unps and bunps,
if that's what you nean."

"Good. Place themon the petri dishes and we can proceed with the
i nvestigation. You are to exam ne them under high pressure, with inert
gas- xenon, which we have in that cylinder-to discover if those tubes are ful
of helium Now that you have opened the containing tubular vessels, you are
losing all the helium if that's what it is, very rapidly."

VWen Lessa and F' lar |learned of the threat against Master Robinton, they
were all for sending himup to the Yokohama, or to Honshu, or back to the
Har per Hal |

"I"'mnot a child," he said, considerably incensed by such protectiveness.
"I"'ma grown man and have faced down every danger that has cone nmy way. Do not
deny me that right. Besides, if these conspirators should learn that their
vi ctim has been put beyond them they' Il merely think of sonething el se we
m ght not |earn about in time to counter. No, |I'Il stay here, with half the
fire-lizards of Pern as ny escort and whatever other"-he held up a warning
hand- di screet guardi ans you choose to appoint. Beat a cowardly retreat | wll
not!" Wth his head up, his eyes flashing, his breath rapid, he forestalled
all further protests.

If he noticed those set to guard himin the foll owi ng weeks, he did not
regi ster the surveillants with so nuch as a flicker of his eye. Master
I darol an, as irate as everyone el se, sent nessages to all harbormasters,
consulted at great length with his nost trusted captains, and dispatched his
fastest courier ship to Monaco Bay. Menolly sent Rocky, Diver, and Mmic to
assi st Robinton's Zair, and Swacky and two other big mercenaries were
establ i shed at Cove Hol d. Master Robinton continued his duties at Landi ng and
on the Yokohoma, pretended to be highly intrigued by the biological teams
exacting work.

How Aivas | earned of the threat no one knew, or admtted, but it gave
Fandarel the schematics for a small device that Master Robinton was to wear at
all times. "Alocator," Aivas termed it. "Wearing that, you can be traced



anywhere on this planet and as far as the spaceships.”
That afforded all his friends far nmore relief than any would adnit. Wth Aivas
as protector, Master Robinton was surely safe.

17

BY THE END of the summer, there was still no sign of woul d-be abductors.
Nurevin collected Brestolli fromthe brewer's cot in Bitra, |inping bat stil
adamant about what he had overheard; a visit to Lord Sigomal by Benden
Weyrl eaders secured the rel ease of the "contagi ous" harpers, and Master Sebel
told the Bitran Lord Hol der that, regretfully, he had no replacenments suitable
for a Hold of such stature. Several other Crafts withdrew their nasters,
leaving the Bitran Halls staffed by mnor journeymen and apprentices of |oca

origin.
A simlar withdrawal occurred at Nerat but not at Keroon, for despite his
i ncreasingly vocal distrust of all inprovenents originating fromthe

"Abom nation,"” Lord Cornman did not interfere with any of his Crafthalls or
with the performance of their traditional duties to his Hold. He al so nade
plain that he was distancing hinmself from Sigomal and Beganon.

Every Weyrworman kept her queen on her mark, and every harper tracked down
t he faintest whisper of clandestine activities. Major Crafthalls discreetly
doubl ed security nmeasures. And dragonriders continued to drill outside the
Yokohama, the Bahrain, and the Buenos Aires. Hamian and his crews worked
overtime producing protective covering for riders, as well as a garnent that
would fit like a glove on dragon hind paws to shield flesh fromthe burn of
ice-cold metal. ddive, Sharra, Mrrim Brekke, and the others |abored under
Ai vas's cl ose guidance to anal yze and descri be the peculiar organi smthat was
Thread or, rather, that becane Thread as it net its fiery frenzied doomin the
ski es of Pern.

Sharra tried to explain to Jaxomthe task Aivas had set his investigators,
as much to hear herself explain what she was doing as to make it clear to her
nat e.

"W had one marvel ous day when Mrrimdiscovered the beads under the
nm croscope. Aivas was excited, too, for he feels certain that the beads are
the genetic information of the Thread organism"™ She grinned as she renenbered
that nmoment of triunph. "The mcroscope was at sub-high for nmaxinmm
magni fi cation, so we could all see these tiny, tiny beads strung al ong one of
those long wires |I told you Thread has. Not the springs, but the wires, which
are coiled ever so tightly in a volune no bigger than the tip of ny finger
Ai vas says these ring beads use the material of the Thread ovoid to reproduce
t hensel ves. " She nade a face, indicating her ignorance of how that was done.
"What he wants us to find nowis a bacteriophage to infect the beads and then
di scover just the right one that will replicate itself fast before it uses up
all the Thread material. W' ve done sonmething of a sinilar nature, you know,
when we | ocated bacteria fromwounds and | earned how to disinprove their
symbi oti c bacteriophages so that they would kill their hosts. Qur ancestors
could certainly do marvel ous things biologically to heal people. | hope we can
begin to do as well as they did. This exercise could heal our planet."

"Then why didn't they do it?" Jaxom asked. "Why are we left with the job?"

Sharra grinned smugly. "Because we have dragons to replace fuel-Iess
shuttles, fire-lizards who can nick Thread ovoi ds out of space, and Aivas to
tell us exactly what to do. Even if | don't always understand what we're doi ng
or why we're doing it."

"I thought you said it was to disinprove the Thread' s synbi onts. Though why
that's necessary with what the dragonriders are to do, | don't know "

Sharra was silent a nonment, considering that. "Aivas hates Thread, inasnmuch
as an inanimate machine is capable of hatred. He hates what it did to his
captains and Admiral Benden. He hates what it's done to us. He wants to be
sure it can never menace us again. He wants to kill it in the OCort Coud. He
calls the project 'Overkill.""



Jaxom regarded her in puzzled astonishment. "He's nore vindictive than
Flar!"

Sharra sighed dejectedly. "I mnot sure that we can do what he wants. It's
all so very conplicated. And we're so limted in our understanding. He nay be
the machine, but | feel like one, doing this and that wi thout know ng why."

She was nore buoyant three days | ater when she told Jaxomthat Aivas had
found the appropriate parasitic vector.

"He says that simlar life-forms were found in mcro-gravity conditions in
the asteroid belts. It's very like the one found in the ecol ogy of the
Pl uto/ Charon pair in the original Earth Solar system" Sharra frowned in
perplexity. "Well, that's what he says. He has nanmed the springs 'zebedees.'
And zebedees are what we will now use to nmake our tailored parasite, like a
virus, jump fromone Thread ovoid to the next... once the parasite has
di sinproved itself as a synbiont and becane really destructive! W' ve got to
culture it now, though."

Jaxom managed a suitably appreciative grin for her enthusiasm "Wo are we
to protest an Aivas pronouncenent? What next ?"

"Well, he's got all the fire-lizards searching the ovoid streans for the
springs. Sonetinmes they're enbedded right on the surface of an ovoid. W' ve
had to start up nine nore cold capsules to contain the things and infect them
with the zebedee-makers. "

"Zebedees, the Thread fleas!" Jaxom said, teasingly.

"Well, fleas are parasites, and | could wish we were able to disinprove
some of themquickly! As it is, the tine we have i s nowhere near |ong enough
for the work we have to do."

She had been di sgusted to di scover canine fleas on Jarrol, who was
i ncurably attached to one of the kitchen-spit animals. "Fleas!" She shook her

head. "That will be nmy priority project, as soon as we're finished with
Aivas's: to disinprove fleas."
"Whenever that'll be," Jaxom added. There were so many Aivas endeavors, at

various stages of conpletion, that he wondered if any of them would get
finished on tine now that the deadline drew nearer

"Wuld you and Ruth have time to get ne back to the Yokohana tonorrow
before you fly Fall?" Sharra asked.

Jaxom groaned. "l thought you'd be here a few days."

Sharra | ooked properly repentant. "1've been over everything for the Gather
with Brand and the other Stewards, and all's ready for our guests. But this is
an especially critical tinme, Jaxom.." Her eyes pleaded for his understanding.

"You'll be exhausted. You won't enjoy the Gather..." he heard hinself
saying, and then he pulled her into his arms, savoring the feel of her body
agai nst his, and the spicy fragrance of her hair. Gathers were al ways speci al
times for them

"Pl ease, Jaxon®?" Her |ips brushed his neck.

"I"'mjust griping, love. | could never keep you where you didn't wish to
be. "

"Wn't it be wonderful, when this is all over, to be just us again?" she
asked. "l want a daughter, too, you know. "

That earnest wish elicited a response he was gl ad to make.

Threadfal |l was uneventful, though it was not one in which the spaceships
shi el ds had carved tunnels of Threadfree air. Then Hami an sent a nessage that
he had a new glove for Ruth to test on an EVA. So, after Ruth had tested it
and found it confortable as well as a good shield with an easy buckle
attachment to hold it in place, Jaxomreported the success to Aivas to pass on
to Ham an. For a change, Jaxom and Ruth were al one on the bridge: Ruth was
spread across the big wi ndow as usual, devouring his favorite view

"Aivas, just why are you so obsessed with this zebedee project?" Jaxom
asked when he had delivered his message to Hami an. "Sharra says you call it
Overkill. Why isn't blowing the Red Star out of orbit sufficient?"

"You are al one?" Aivas asked.



That was an unusual question, as Aivas usually unerringly sensed additiona
pr esences.

"Yes, |I'malone. Are you going to cone clean?" Jaxom asked, half joking.

"This is as good a tinme as any," Aivas replied, startling the young Hol der

"That doesn't sound good."

"On the contrary, it is all to the good to know what has been expected of
you since this facility |learned of Ruth's unusual abilities."

"Hi s knowi ng when and where he is?" Jaxom asked slyly.

"Precisely. An explanation is needed."

"They usually are, with you!"

"Fl i ppancy has al ways covered apprehensi on. Candor is required. There are
t hree engines that must be expl oded to push the Red Star out of an of
hazardous to Pern. Two of those expl osi ons have already taken place."

"What ?" Jaxom sat upright in the confortable chair and stared at the screen
in front of him

"As you are aware, records fromevery Wyr, Hall, and Hold were presented
and anal yzed. Two small entries illumnate an anomaly.

"Based on the position of the Red Star when Mankind first | anded on Pern,
that planet is not nowin the orbit it should be tracking at this point in
time. Repeated cal cul ati ons were nade during the First Fall by captains Keroon
and Tillek. Eccentric it mght be, but its current position differs froman
extrapol ati on of those original calculations. Its path shows that it has
suffered a perturbation of nine-point-three degrees off its origina
elliptical orbit. That is not consistent with the extrapol ated position
Therefore, sonmething has already altered its path. Substantiation occurs in
two minor references found in Istan and Keroonian records in the Fourth and
Ei ght h Passes, which were each prior to a long Interval. During each Pass,
bright flashes were observed when the Red Star was at apogee in reference to
Pern. Bright enough to be renmenbered and noted."

St unned, Jaxom blinked, as if closing and opening his eyes would hel p him
focus his thoughts on what Aivas was saying. "Those two craters?"

"Your perception is acute."

"My fear is also, Aivas!"

"Man is wise to fear: it sharpens the sense of self preservation."

"But what | felt when | sawthe first crater was not fear. It was-it had to
be-it was as if | knewit had to be there! | discounted such a ridicul ous
notion at the tinme. And you, Aivas, would not have ne believe that | have been
t here before?"

"The tine paradox has bew | dered many. Your presentinment of involvenent
with the crater is unusual, but simlar incidents are reported in the annals
of psychi ¢ phenonena."

"Are they?" Jaxom asked facetiously. "I'mnot at all sure | appreciate the
position you've put nme in-that is, if | understand you correctly."

"How do you understand what has been sai d?"

"That somehow |, on Ruth, with enough dragonriders to performthe task,
took an engine back in tine and deposited it in that Rift? Were it blewup to
formthe crater | find on my initial trip to the Red Star sone ei ghteen
hundred Turns in the |ater?"

"You have done it tw ce. The second time was six hundred Turns ago. It is
the only explanation. Furthernore, you know that you've done it."

"I don't want to do it," Jaxom protested, thinking how far back he woul d
have to ask Ruth to take himand the others. Yet Aivas had been accurate in so
many other unlikely things. "Wat if something went w ong?"

"True to the tine paradox, if something had, you wouldn't be here, and
there woul d be sone thirty or forty dragons nmissing fromthis tinme."

"No, that's wong," Jaxom said, struggling to understand. "W woul dn't have
gone yet. So wed still be here. W won't be here if we fail when we try it.

No, no!" He waved one hand irritably at his confusion

"You have gone. You have been successful, and each of those previous

expl osi ons has caused Long | nterval s-which are inexplicable by any other



rati onal e-thus setting up the planet for the final orbital dislocation."

"Now wait a mnute," Jaxom said, waggling his finger at the screen in an
aggravat ed fashion. "We've done a lot of queer things to propitiate you,
Ai vas, and we've done them because you've proved to be right..."

"This facility is correct in its findings and conclusions in this nmatter
as well, Lord Jaxom"

"Don't try that tact on me, friend. It doesn't work! The dragonriders are
not going to go along with this. Timng it has always been extrenely tricky.
You know that Lessa nearly died going back four hundred Turns. You want us to
go back ei ghteen hundred?"

"You will be carrying your own oxygen supplies, so you will not suffer from
asphyxia as she did. You are aware of the sensory deprivation syndrome and
will not be disturbed by the disorientation..."

Jaxom kept shaking his head. "You can't ask bronzes to do that, even if
they are able to. | don't think F'lar times it. In fact, the only one I do
know who has is Lessa."

"And your Ruth. Furthernore, you have been proud of the fact that the white
dragon al ways knows where and when he is going."

"You have said that Ruth al ways knows where and when he is going."

"l have, but-"

"I'f Ruth knows where and when he is going-and specific guides are
avai |l abl e-he can supply the necessary visual coordinates."

"But | know that the other riders won't stand for this...'

"They will not know "

Jaxom stared straight at the screen for another |ong nonent.

"How, " he asked at last in a very patient, saccharine tone, '"will they not
know ?"

"Because you will not tell them And since you now have been to the Red
Star on several occasions, and since the distance in ternms of travel between
wi Il not be appreciably |onger than what they woul d expect, they will not know

that they have been transported back in time and to the Red Star in the
position required by the equations that cover the two di sparate expl osions."

Jaxom nul | ed that over and, inhaling deeply, realized that in his state of
shock he had not been breathing regularly.

I think we can do it, Ruth remarked with nore confidence than Jaxom was
feeling at that nonent.

Jaxom turned toward his beloved friend. "You may think we can, but I'm
going to be bl oody sure we can. Now, Aivas, let's go through this again... The
other riders are not to know the tinme of our destination. But there are to be
three teans of us, taking the three engines..."

"Harman wi Il not have sufficient space suits for the three hundred beasts
required to shift all three engines at the sane tine. You will lead two of the
three groups. F'lar will, as planned, head the third. He will be the only one

depositing an engine in this tine. As you know," Aivas went on, overriding
Jaxom s protest, "the |ocations chosen are not in sight of each other. Since
F'lar will think that you are at one end of the Rift, Mon at the other, he
wi Il not know what you are doing."

"The timng's wong, Aivas. | cannot be in tw places at once. Nor doing
that kind of timng without a respite. Ruth doesn't have auxiliary oxygen."

"You m ssed the point about insufficient space suits. Your teamw || have
to get out of their suits and turn themover to the nenbers of the second
unit. That should allow Ruth sufficient tine to regain energy. You will, of
course, be certain that he eats well beforehand and can feed i mediately
afterward to restore hinself."

| could do it the way Aivas suggests, Ruth said am ably.

"I haven't said I'll risk us!" Jaxomroared, bringing both fists down on
the console with such force that he hurt his hands. Rubbing them he grunbled
to hinself.

"You al ready have, or there would not be two craters on the Rift, and there
woul d not have been records of bright flashes.”



"You're inveigling me, Aivas. And I'mnot going to let you."
"You al ready have, Lord Jaxom You are the only one who can, could, would,

has. Think this proposal over carefully and you will see that the project is
not only within the capabilities of yourself and Ruth, but feasible. And
essential! Three explosions at this point in tine will not have the desired
effect on the future path of the Red Star."

Jaxom si ghed deeply, alnpst as if he already felt it needful to fill his

lungs for a junmp tinmed eighteen hundred Turns away. His mind refused to settle
into a |l ogical exam nation of the affair.

"Since this is a confessional noment, tell me why you are so obsessed with
this project you' ve involved Sharra in? Especially,” he added with an ironic
[ augh, "if you say you know |'ve al ready succeeded even before |I've begun.”

"You do succeed, and there is an easy way to prove it," Aivas said, his
tone not quite ingratiating but as close to that as Jaxom had ever heard.

"No, first explain to me about these zebedee things."

"It is extrapolated by the closer exani nation of the Thread ovoids that
there is life, not as you know it, and not even as we see it brought here by
the Red Star, but a whole ecology of life forms throughout the Cort C oud
Sone of them are probably quite intelligent, judging by the conplexity of
their nervous systens; but when they arrive here, they have | ost nost of their
liquid heliumand so can be termed only 'rude nmechanicals.' It is these
degenerate, warnth-tolerating fornms that make it to the surface of Pern; they
don't live long enough to replicate thenselves there, of course, or on the Red
Planet. It is only these 'mechanicals' that can reproduce w thout heliumin
Pern's orbit. But if these mechanicals could be contaninated, infected with
our disinmproved parasite, they would carry it with themto destroy all simlar
life-forms in the Cort Cloud itself, probably including the nore intelligent

ones, too. Then, no matter what happens, Pern will forever be freed of this
menace. That is why there were Long Intervals: The disinmproved zebedees that
you wi Il establish-have established | ong ago-on the surface of the Red Pl anet,
twice in the past and once in the future will infect the Coud when the Red

Star cuts through it twice in every orbit."

"I"'malso to be a disease carrier?" Jaxomwas not sure which he felt nore
keenly: indignation, fury, or incredulity at the audacity of Aivas's schene.

"You will seed the Red Star three tines. That is why it is so inportant to
breed up the disinproved zebedees. A triple thrust in tw different areas.”

"But if 1'mto blow the planet out of orbit..."

"The perturbation will be slight, and you can seed the zebedees at a
sufficient distance fromthe Rift to insure their safety. There will be plenty
of host ovoids on the planet's surface as well as in orbit around it."

"We saw themon the surface, not in orbit."

"Were you | ooking for then®"

"Not in space. Now, tell me how you can prove to nme that all these
i ncredi bl e desi gns of yours wll work-have worked!"

"It is very sinple. Access the file that gives you a graph of the Red
Star's current orbit."

Jaxom had no trouble doing that. The all-too-famliar diagramfilled the
screen.

"Hold that on the nonitor," Aivas instructed.

Jaxom pressed out that command.

"Now, if you will nount Ruth, you can go forward in time fifty
years-Turns-using the digital timepiece as your reference.”

"No one goes forward in tine, that's the nost dangerous..."

"Only if alterations will have taken place," Aivas replied. "There will be
no changes on the bridge of Yokohama. That will be your responsibility. Today
you will go forward in time, call up the orbit. Print it out. Then, wth that

hard copy, return here after a safe interval and conpare the two graphs. The
doors have been | ocked. No one is likely to come to this bridge at this
nmonent, or until you have returned.”

Every ounce of comon sense Jaxom possessed shouted resistance to a tining



forward. And yet... to have done so would be a feat no one el se could possibly
manage successfully. For he had Ruth.

"Did you hear what Aivas said, Ruth?"

| did. Gven his assurances, and | know that he would not risk you, Jaxom

"Or you," Jaxom put in.

I would like to see what Pern looks like in the future. | would like to
know that the future is going to be a good one.

And so would |, Jaxom t hought.

Then, before he could come up with too many arguments against this rash,
f ool hardy, reckless endeavor, he signaled for Ruth to float over to him

"You will, of course,"” Aivas said drolly, "be very sure to keep oxygen
tanks full on the bridge for fifty Turns to cone."
Jaxom gave a grimsmle. "lI'mnot going to take any chances, Aivas. |'lI

just get into nmy suit." He was becom ng quite adept at inserting hinmself into
t he space gear. He mounted Ruth and buckled on the riding straps, just to be
very sure, in case they energed in nothingness. He al so knew that Ruth woul d
have no troubl e anywhere-or anywhen-finding his way back to Ruatha Hol d.

He read the date exposed on the digital and added fifty to the year
di spl ayed: 2579. Wth that legend firmy in his mnd, he told Ruth to transfer
to that tine.

I know when |'m going, Ruth said cheerfully, and they were abruptly
bet ween.

Jaxom counted the breaths he was taking and was rather pleased that they
were slow and steady. At fifteen, they were back on the bridge-which had not,
apparently, altered.

The view hasn't changed, Ruth said disconsol ately.

"No, it hasn't," Jaxom said, surprised to see the diagramstill up on the
screen. The digital clock, however, definitely registered fifty full Turns
past his last view of it. He unhooked his straps and fl oated down fromRuth's
back to the screen

"I suppose | could have put this back up in preparation for nmy comng," he
told himself. "I'Il renenber. | hope. Is there sir up here, Ruth?"

Yes, but it's not very fresh

Jaxom pul l ed of f his gl oves and put them down on the console. He didn't
bother to unsuit, since he had no intention of remaining |longer than this
errand required. He tapped out the appropriate code and saw the cursor outline
a second orbit, deviating by several degrees fromthe earlier one and with the
return path intersecting the orbit of the fifth planet and spiraling in! Wth
trenbling fingers, he pressed the print command and a sheet obediently
energed-a sheet that felt subtly different fromthe paper he had becone
accustoned to. Much whiter, softer! Bendarek had really inproved the quality
of paper over the intervening Turns. Then he conpared its diagramto the one
on the screen

"Shards! Aivas, the path of the Red Star has shifted. Aivas?" An iciness
fl owed across Jaxom s midsections. "Aivas?"

How can he hear you fifty Turns into the future, Jaxon? Ruth said in sone
amusenent .

"Ch, right... | suppose. Except he'd know when we were going..." Jaxom was
still uneasy about Aivas's silence. "I guess | have got so that | rely on him
too much. But he was right. So we're stuck with this new nadness of his,
aren't we, Ruth?"

| do not think it is madness to be certain we never have Thread agai n.

"We're not out of this Pass yet, even if it is possibly the |ast one we'll
have, " Jaxom sai d, pushing hinself off the deck to grab at Ruth's neck and
swing his leg into the saddle. "The old bridge hasn't changed... and yet, it
feels awful still and unused!"

| thought the view would have changed, Ruth said, clearly disappointed.

Jaxom t hought vividly of the digital in his correct present, added thirty
seconds to prevent an overlap, and Ruth took them between. Exactly fifteen
breaths later he was | ooking straight at the digital advanced the thirty



seconds. He did, however, feel very tired, and as he | ooked at Ruth's neck, he
noticed a definite tinge of gray exhaustion in the usually lustrous hide.
"And?" Aivas queried him
"I must have put the graph up, because it was there when | arrived."

" And?"

Jaxom undid his helmet, determined to spin the scene out for all it was
worth. "Well, | nust have remenbered to keep the oxygen tanks topped up, for
there was sonme, even if Ruth said it wasn't fresh-Shards!" He | ooked down at
his bare hands. "I left ny gloves there."

"Then. You will have left your gloves then." Aivas could play the sane
gane.

Jaxom grinned. "I think I'Il just wait and retrieve them.. later. Here's

what came up in the future. Is the variation sufficient for you, lord and
master?" He placed the graph fromfifty Turns in the future in front of the
sensor so that Aivas could see and conpare.

"Yes," Aivas said, unperturbed, "that will be sufficient. The expl osions
have acconplished exactly the desired dislocation. Jaxom your vital signs
show a depl etion. You nust eat carbohydrates.™

"Ruth's a bit gray, too. He needs to eat nore than | do."

You shoul d have told me wed be doing this today, Jaxom W have flown Fall
and | haven't eaten since those wherries |ast week.

"As soon as you're feeling able, dear heart, you shall have as many fat
bucks and wherries as you can stuff down your maw "

Then let us go now | really feel very hungry.
"Jaxon?" Aivas said as the white rider started peeling off his space suit.
"Yes?"

"WIIl you conply?"

"Wth your mad schenme? It appears | nust because | have. Haven't |?"

Ruat ha Hold was gay with banners in the bright autummal air, and fol k had
been flowing down all the roads to the i nmense canpi ng grounds near the racing
course. One of the first tasks Jaxom had undertaken upon being confirnmed as
Lord Hol der had been to revive Ruatha's breedi ng of runners. The ani mals he
had produced since had won significant races fromtinme to time at other
Gat hers, and he hoped that today, racing on home ground, they would perform
even better.

He and Ruth had transferred fromthe Yokohama i mediately to an upl and
meadow where the white dragon had repl eni shed his energi es on three bucks and
two does. He had then glided honme, enitting an occasional satisfied burp so
that Jaxom could eat a nore substantial nmeal than the handfuls of berries he
had found in the bushes surrounding the field. Jaxom had seen his dragon
confortably curled up on the weyr couch, given orders to the first Steward he
saw t hat he was not to be disturbed even if Thread fell out of phase, and
grabbed sonme bread and cheese fromthe kitchen, which he consumed on his way
to his quarters. There, somewhat sated, he renoved his boots and riding belt
and crawl ed under the sleeping furs to sleep

Sonetime during that exhausted rest, Sharra nmust have joined him for when
he awoke just as the sky was |ightening, she was there, nestled agai nst him
What had roused hi mwere unm stakable greetings of Gatherers, arriving after
an overnight journey. His nose told himthat the spits were already turning
over open flames in the roasting pits, and his stomach told himthat he needed
to fill it. He must have slept an entire day.

"Mmm Jax?" Sharra murnured, sleepily reaching for him

"Yes, love, who el se were you expecting?" He | eaned over and kissed her.
"You let me sl eep?”

"Hmm Ruth said you were very tired. Meer wouldn't |let anyone in the room
but ne."

He angled hinmself up to a sitting position, scrubbing at his tousled hair,
runni ng his tongue around his teeth, and hoping that his breath wasn't too
rank. Meer appeared, Talla right behind him chirping a gentle inquiry.

"We're up, we're up!" Jaxom assured them al though Sharra haul ed her pill ow



nmore firmy under her head, her eyes determ nedly shut.

The two fire-lizards di sappeared, and very shortly there was a timd
scratch at the door of the bedroom

"Conme!" He could snell the aroma of klah as soon as the door opened. A
drudge who | ooked freshly scrubbed and attired entered with a well-stocked
tray.

Once he had had sone klah and had caj ol ed Sharra into waki ng up enough to
join him he revived sufficiently to bathe and dress in new Gather finery.

"\What ever were you doi ng that exhausted you and Ruth so nuch?" Sharra asked
as she let himfasten her new Gather gown, a splendid affair in the golds and
rusts that so suited her.

"Well, there was Fall, and then Ruth and | had to test those new gl oves
Ham an's produced and-" He waved his hand airily. "I guess things just nounted
up. Did you get enough rest?" he asked solicitously, dropping a kiss on her
bare neck before he fastened the topaz necklace which had been his nameday
present to her.

"Well..." she began in the tone he knew was to nmake himfeel guilty, but
then she turned in his arns, her face alight with | ove and mschief. "I did
the honors of the Hold for our guests from Cove Hol d, and Lord G oghe and
those fromFort Hold and"-she grinned up at him"they said |I'd better get an
early night and they'd nake thensel ves confortable. Master Robinton was well
on the way through the first w neskin, but he was so pleased that you had sone
of the 'sixteen' for him"

A loud halloo fromthe dawn-1it road brought themto the w ndow, and they
saw a huge contingent of riders, bearing Tillek's banners.

"Come, we nust greet Ranrel," Sharra said, grabbing himby the hand. "And
it's high time the Lord of Ruatha Hold showed hinself to his diligent Stewards
and staff."”

The Gather attracted hordes fromevery Hold, Hall, and Weyr. This was one
of those few days when there was no Fall to be net, and it would be one of the
| ast of the Northern Gathers before w nter weat her nade roads inpassable.
Jaxom and Sharra, acconpani ed by Jarrol and Shawan, now a sturdy toddler
wal ked the long line of booths until Shawan had to be carried and Jarro
revived by one of the first bubbly pies out of the oven. There was an
exuberance and buoyancy to the day that affected everyone and was nirrored in
the gay new clothing and high spirits. Harpers strolled up and down the Gat her
line, playing and singing; children congregated in knots to play their
favorite ganes; adults settled in their own groupings or at tables around the
huge danci ng square where brewers and wi ne sellers were doing a brisk
busi ness.

Jaxom and Sharra hosted a mdday neal in the Hold at which those Lord
Hol ders, Weyrl eaders, and Craftmasters gracing the day were entertai ned.

Robi nton, Menolly, and Sebell gave a special perfornmance of the | atest ball ads
and airs with full orchestral acconpani nent, conducted by Master Dom ck. It
was a leisurely neal, and Jaxom enjoyed it, though he noted that Lords

Si gonal , Beganon, and Corman were conspi cuous by their absence-which caused
himto recall the abduction plot.

The racing went very well, with one Ruathan sprinter winning its first race
and their other runners taking placings in al nost every one of the eight
starts. Anong the beasts for sale, Jaxomand Sharra found a well-trained
little runner to start Jarrol riding, for they had nothing in the beasthold
suitable for a beginner. Saddlery then had to be arranged with the Tanner
Hall. In between these chores, Jaxom and Sharra circul ated anong their guests,
speaking to all the small hol ders that | ooked to Ruatha.

About nidafternoon, young Pell brought his intended to nmeet his lord and
| ady, and Sharra was warmin her responses to the darkly pretty girl, daughter
of a hill holder fromFort. There was nothing in Pell's manner to suggest that
he was not totally engrossed in his future as a joiner, especially after his
| ady showed Jaxom and Sharra the beautiful little coffer Pell had made her

Ruth, his white hide radiant after a restoring sleeps. had enmerged sonetine



in the norning and was on the fireheights, sunning hinself with the other
dragons. Hundreds of fairs swarned about the Hold, their cheerful voices a
descant to whatever nusic the harpers were making.

VWhether it was the long sleep or the stinulation of the day, or both, Jaxom
found hinmself in fine fettle for the Gather exertions. He and Sharra | ed
several of the energetic dance figures, and then he allowed Sharra to be
swirled away by N ton, then F lar, while he partnered Lessa. During one of the
breaks, he sat at the harpers' table with Robinton, D ram and Lytol and nade
certain that the Msterharper had sufficient wine. A dark-haired young drudge
whom Jaxom di d not recogni ze-so nmany were hired tenporarily to assist during a
Gat her - kept the Harper supplied with food, even bringing some tidbits for
Zair.

It was no wonder then that Robinton would need a short nap, and because
Jaxom was busy doing his duty dances with Lady Hol ders, he only noticed as he
danced past that Robinton was alone at his table, asleep, Zair curled up
besi de him

It was Piemur who discovered that it was not Robinton asleep at the table,
but a man dressed in clothing simlar to Robinton's Gather suit-a dead man.
And it was Pienmur who realized that Zair was barely breathing, his color
dangerously dull and his weak breath tainted with a sickly odor. Piermur had
t he good sense not to al arm anyone, sending Farli to sumon Jaxom and Sharra,
then D ram Lytol, and the Benden \Wyrl eaders.

"This man's been dead a long tine," Sharra said, putting her hand on a cold
cheek and testing the rmuscul ar resistance. She shuddered. "This is too
macabre! "

"Robinton's ill?" Lessa asked in a hoarse whisper as she and F'lar arrived.
"That isn't Robinton!"™ First relief and then fury distorted her features.
"They did abduct him Ri ght out of a Gather."

She, Jaxom F' lar, and Dramalerted their dragons.

"Don't just junp about in panic," Lytol said, even as the big dragons
| anded quietly in the shadows beyond the dancing square. "Let us deci de what
to do and who is to search where. There're enough dragons here to cover every
possibility. Wiy did it have to be here, where that device of Aivas's won't
reach to Landi ng?"

Sharra was bending over the linp Zair. "He'd find Robinton no matter where
he is. Union, Zair."

"D you need your medical kit?" Jaxom asked.

"I"ve already sent for it." But her face as she turned to Jaxom was
anxi ous. "Lessa, is your heal er here? She knows nore about dragon and
fire-lizard care than | do. Zair's been poisoned, but |I don't know what was
used. "

Jaxom pi cked up a half-eaten piece of neat fromthe table, sniffed
cautiously at it, and pronptly sneezed vociferously. Sharra took it fromhim
and snelled nore daintily.

"Fellis, all right," she announced, "but mxed with something else to

di sgui se taste and snell. Poor Zair. He doesn't | ook good. How w cked!"
F' I ar picked up the wi ne goblet Robinton had been using and carefully
si pped. He spat it out imediately. "Fellis in the wine, too. | should have

known Robi nton woul dn't pass out from mere w ne.
with hinself.

Jaxom groaned. "I saw him sl eeping, and | ought to have known he never
sl eeps at a Gather..."

"Many's the night he's outlasted everyone else at a Gather," Lessa said.
"How much of a head start do these miserable fiends have? Wich way woul d they
go?"

Jaxom snapped his fingers. "There are marshals on every road. They woul d
have seen who left and in which direction.”

"We' || each take a different road," F'lar said, gesturing for all the
riders to nount their beasts and check with the nmarshals. "You stay here as if
there was nothing am ss," he told Lytol, Pienur, and Sharra.

The Weyrl eader was di sgusted



But each dragonrider returned shortly. No one, the marshals had assured
them had been seen leaving the Gather, no riders or wagons on any road.

Tell the fire-lizards to search, Ruth said to Jaxom

"Ruth says to tell all the fire-lizards to hunt for Robinton,"'
al oud.

"That's exactly what Ranoth just said," Lessa said. The noise of sudden
wi nged exodus coul d be heard above the rollicking dance tune that was
encour agi ng the dancers to outdo thensel ves.

"I'f we announce this to the Gather," Lytol suggested, "we'd have sufficient
people to search the entire Hold from border to border."

"No," Jaxom said. "There'd be a panic! You know how well |oved Robinton is.
It can't be nmore than an hour, at the nobst. That's not enough tinme to get to
the coast..."

"Up into the hills?" Lytol suggested. "There are so many caves up there wed
never be able to search themall."

"The fire-lizards can-and will," Pienmur said.

"There are only so many tracks to the hills,’

Jaxom sai d

Jaxomsaid. "Ruth and | wl|l

start the search. Lytol..." And then Jaxom hesitated

Lytol clutched his arm "D ramand Tiroth will take me. | know Ruatha as
wel |l as you do, lad."

"So do I," Lessa said roughly.

“I"l1l go northeast to the Nabol Pass," F'lar said.

"We'll need sonme Fort Riders," Lessa said.

"And sone to followthe river to the sea," Lytol added.

"We'| | stay here for the fire-lizards," Piemur said, nodding to Sharra.

There were tears running down his cheeks. "Just find him" Then abruptly he
sat down, where the shadow of his body fell across the dead nan dressed in
har per bl ue.

Dawn was breaking by the tinme the dragonriders, augnented by Fort Weyr
riders, adnmitted defeat and returned to Ruatha. A few fol k were awake,
preparing to return home, but nost of the Gather area was popul ated by those
sl eeping off the night's excesses.

"Not a single wagon is |eaving here wi thout being searched,” Sharra told
Jaxom when he got back. "That was Pienur's notion."

"And a good one," Jaxom said, gratefully taking the cup of klah she handed
him "For there was nothing nmoving on the tracks, and I went as far as the Ice
Lake, and Ruth was particularly vigilant over the wooded areas."

He saw then that sonmeone had thrown a bl anket across the dead man's
shoul ders. Pienur and Jancis sat nearby as if guarding their master's sleep

"We thought it wiser to pretend it's Master Robinton," Sharra murnured.
"Sebell and Menolly know, of course, and her ten fire-lizards have been out
searching all night. Sebell's gone back to the Harper Hall to alert everyone.
You heard the druns?"

"You can't miss them™" She grimaced. "Asgenar and Larad know harper codes,
and they were tal king of nmounting an attack on Bitra."

"They' d never have been fool enough to inprison the Harper there. Sigomal's
not stupid. He'd know it would be the first place we'd | ook."

"That's what Lytol told them but they feel badly because they heard of the
abduction first. Larad says that he ought to have confronted Si gomal
i medi ately and denmanded that he forget such a hei nous schene.™

"That woul d have done no good,"” Jaxom said wearily.

"And it was such a lovely Gather..." Sharra said, turning into his shoul der
and weepi ng softly.

Jaxom put his arnms about her, snoothing her runpled hair back from her
forehead and wanting very much to give way to the tears that burned his eyes.

"Zair?" he asked, suddenly renenbering the little creature.

"Ch! Yes." Sharra pulled herself fromhis arms, nopping her eyes and
sniffing. "He'll recover, Canpila says. She purged him and," she added
managing a little smle, "he | ooked so enbarrassed. |'ve never seen that
particul ar shade in fire-lizard eyes before.™



"When will he be able to help us find Master Robinton?"

Sharra bit her lower lip. "He's terribly weak and awful |l y confused.
didn't ask her that, because if they' ve drugged Master Robinton and he's
comat ose, not even Zair could find him"

Suddenly the air was full of agitated fire-lizards, shrieking and bugling.

They've found him Ruth cried. In three mghty hops, he |l anded at Jaxom s
si de.

Jaxom was astride the white dragon before he realized his own intention and
then Ruth was aloft with such speed that his rider was nearly unseated. O her
dragons were airborne as quickly. Like an arrow conposed of nany bodi es-al
flying so closely together that many nust have been wi ngl ocked-t he
fire-lizards pointed the southeastern direction

Can you understand who or where fromthen? Jaxom asked Ruth.

It is not far, and they picture a wagon. You can see the tracks plainly.

And then Jaxom saw the marks, visible over the headl ands of fields recently
pl owed under. The abductors had been clever, taking to the fields instead of
the roads, and the cart had to be a small one, or they could not have
maneuver ed over nuddy fields and the rocky terrain beyond the cultivated
| ands. The dragons had not been airborne | ong when they saw the first of the
foundered runners, splay-legged and gasping, its feet bound in thick rags to
muf fle its passage. Ten ninutes onward, another exhausted beast |lay on the
ground, breathing its last, its sides covered with bloody welts that indicated
how it had been driven

Tell the others, Ruth, that they nust be heading to the sea. Have sone
riders go on ahead.

They go, Ruth replied, and Jaxom saw spaces opening up all around him as
dragons went between.

But dragon wi ngs were quicker than the fleetest of runners, even with a
head start of some six hours, and at |ast Jaxom saw the cart bouncing its way
down the final slope to the sea and the small ship waiting for this
cl andesti ne cargo. Dragons had encircled the ship, and from his vantage point,
Jaxom coul d see men diving fromit, vainly attenpting to evade capture.

Then Ruth and the Benden contingent swooped down to halt the cart.

There was a brief attenpt at innocence by the three nen: two on the driving
seat, and one inside, lying on a thick mattress and pretending to be ill.

The fire-lizards, however, were far nore interested in the unusual dropped
| oad bed, swarmi ng over it, crooning encouragenent, bugling triunph. The
"sick" man was uncerenoni ously dunped out of the cart, the mattress rolled out
of the way, and the boards of the false bottompulled free. And there they
di scovered the Masterharper, |ooking ashen and al nost w zened.

Carefully they lifted himout, rearranging the mattress for his confort.

"He may just need air," F lar said, "stuffed in that pit and jostled like a
package. .. "

He glared at the three who were struggling in the rough grip of angry
riders. Overhead, fire-lizards nmade as if to bonbard them claws and beaks
held in attack readi ness.

"W need Sharra," Lessa told Jaxomurgently. "Unless AQdive is still at the
Gather..."

Jaxom vaul ted to Ruth's back

"Don't neet yourself com ng, Jaxom " Lessa shrieked at him

Despite his anxiety and fury, Jaxom recogni zed the sense of that warning;
still, he didn't waste any time returning with Sharra and her nedi cal case.

"I think they gave himtoo much," she said, her face paler than the
Harper's. "W nust get him back to Ruatha where |I can treat himproperly."

The linp figure was handed up to Jaxom astride Ruth, with Sharra to help
hol d t he Harper between them Wen they arrived back at Ruatha, N ton was
already in the courtyard with A dive, so Jaxom knew that the Fort \Wyrl eader
had risked timng his errand.

"Hold on, Sharra," Jaxomtold her. "Ruth's going to take us straight to our
room"



"WIl he fit-" Sharra broke off as they reappeared in the large living
room Ruth quickly folded his wings and scrunched down, and managed to knock
over only a few pieces of furniture.

By the time Nton and A dive arrived, Jaxom and Sharra had the Harper in
their bed, his clothing removed. Sharra held the Harper's head, and Master
A dive quickly enptied a vial down his throat. Then he exani ned Robinton's
eyes and listened to his heart.

"We nust get himwarm" the Msterheal er said, but Sharra was al ready
tucki ng furs about the | ax body. "H s body has had a dreadful shock. Wo did
this?"

"We'| | find out who's behind all this. The abductors were nearly to the
beach,"” Jaxomsaid. "A ship was waiting to take hi mwho knows where."

"We'| | have the answer to that, too,” Nton said in a grating tone. "Master
Robi nton will recover, won't he, ddive?"

"He nust," Sharra said fervently, kneeling beside the bed. "He nmust!"

18

I T WAS FORTUNATE for the conspirators that Master Robinton recovered from
the overdose of fellis and suffered only bruises fromthat wild cross-country
journey. Until he was certain that Zair, too, would recover, he was not
di sposed to charity, but then he started nurnuring about no real harm havi ng
been done.

"They have been grossly mi sguided," he began

"M sguided!" Lytol, Dram F lar, Jaxom Piemur, Mnolly, and Sebel
chorused in outrage.

"The very idea that they intended to abduct you" -Lessa's expression was SO
fierce that Robinton regarded her with w dened eyes and open mouth-to force us
to destroy Aivas... bloody nearly killing you and Zair! And you call them
m sgui ded?"

"I"ve another name for it entirely," Lord Groghe said, his face flushed
with anger. "I'mcertain that alnost every other Lord Holder will come to the
same conclusion after hearing the confessions we've heard. Norist has never
made any bones about his di sagreement, but for Sigomal to actively assist him
Norist may call Aivas the Abomination, but it is he and Sigomal who have acted
abom nabl y! | nfanously!"

"The masters will deal with Norist now " Sebell said inplacably. Master
A dive was in conpl ete agreenent.

A speci al convocation of both the Lord Holders and the Mastercraftsnen was
hastily called for that next evening. Together the two groups would hear the
evi dence agai nst the scofflaws, although they would deliberate on their
verdi ct separately, meting out justice as each group saw fit.

"These sessions are rare in Pernese Records," Lytol said, trying to find
precedents in now |l egi ble Ruatha Hol d records.

"They've rarely been required," Lord G oghe remarked with a snort. "By and
| arge, Hold, Hall, and Weyr have regulated their own nenbers with few

grievances spilling over. Everyone knows what is expected of them what
rights, privileges, and responsibilities are due or required.”
"It is such a pity," Robinton said, his voice still reflecting his

exhaustion, "that they should take such a perverse view"

"Especially when they've had no scruples about using the things which Aivas
hel ps us produce,"” Lytol said in outrage.

"There may be some justification for their attitude," Robinton began again.

"There's no talking to the man," Menolly said, disgusted. "He must still be
very tired to cone out with twaddle like that!" She gestured for Robinton's
visitors to | eave

"I't's not twaddle, Menolly," Robinton replied testily, restlessly thrashing
about in the bed where A dive had insisted he remain. Zair, curled up
confortably in the furs by the Harper's feet and | ooking considerably nore
bronze than tan, chirped a protest. "W harpers failed sonmehow. .."

"Fail ed nothing!" Menolly said, furious. "Those m sbegotten idiots nearly



killed you... and Zair..." She caught Robbinton's scowl. "Hah! At |east you
care about him even if you don't give two hoots and a hol |l er about your own
skin. Qut, everyone. Robinton nust rest if he's to be fit for the Council."

Wth so nuch excitenent charging the air, few had left Ruatha's Gather site
when the dragonriders returned with Robinton and his captors. The riders had
then been forced to protect the nine nmen frombeing torn to pieces by the
i ncensed crowd. Jaxom had theminterned separately in sone of the small, dark
i nner roons of the Hold, supplying themw th only water and di m gl owbaskets.
The little drudge who had served the Harper the drugged food was found, and
al t hough she was plainly of very linmited understandi ng, she was al so placed in
confi nenent.

The ship's captain, it turned out, was one of Sigomal's sons, which
strongly suggested the Bitran Holder's involvenent. It was remarkable, N ton
commented, how willing a man becane to talk after he had been dangled a while
in mdair froma dragon's forearm

VWhen a wi ng of Benden dragonriders had appeared at Bitra Hold, Sigona
I oudly and indignantly denied any invol vement with such a dreadf ul
contenpti bl e busi ness; he had bitterly denounced a son who would bring so nuch
di shonor to his sire and his Hold.

F'lar adnmitted later that he had cone very close to smashing Sigomal's
| yi ng mout h-only Mienmenth had saved the man. The big bronze dragon had been so
i ncensed by his rider's anger that a little curl of flame had escaped his
lips, which had had the i medi ate effect of silencing Sigomal.

G narish of Igen Wyr and his bronze riders took into custody Master
Norist, five of his masters, and nine journeymen, all of whom had been
i nplicated. By then the abduction cart, and the abused runners, had been
brought back to Ruatha. Two woul d have to be put down. To conpound the
of fense, they had been stolen out of a Ruathan paddock. Wile the Ruathan
beastnaster attended to the poor creatures, the woodsm th and Master Fandarel
i nspected the vehicle that had been used to carry Robi nton away. Bendar ek
found the maker's nanme on the footrest: Tosikin, a journeyman joiner in Bitra.

"Pur pose-made, " Fardarel rmurnured

"No question of it," Bendarek replied, "with this sunken | oad bed, padded
and | ong enough to acconmodate a tall man |ike Master Robinton. Look at this
| ock top, these extra springs, heavy-duty axle, and larger, reinforced wheels.
It was made to be used for fast, hard going." Then Bendarek scow ed, noticing
a poorly mtered edge and nails that had been badly sunk. "And for the one
use. Man shoul dn't have put his nane to such a shoddily nade contraption.™

"Shall we have himhere to speak his piece?" Fandarel asked, his dark eyes
sparki ng as he rubbed his big hands toget her

"Mght as well. | wouldn't trust Sigomal not to slip out of this if he
possi bly can."
"I doubt he will this time," Fandarel said sonberly.

The original intention had been to hold the extraordinary convocation in
Ruatha's Great Hall. So many people flocked to the Hold, adding to all those
Gat herers who had stayed over, that Jaxom after conferring with G oghe,

Lytol, Dram and F lar, transferred the proceedings to the outside court. The
weat her, while crisp with autumm, remained clear, and by using the
dance-square |ight standards, the court would be brilliantly illumnated if
the matter took time. Dragons nmassed on the fireheights, their eyes gl ow ng
with vivid whirling color, added a bizarre display accented by the fairs of
fire-lizards whipping restlessly about.

VWen Lord Beganon sent word that he could not attend, F'lar despatched
F'nor and two wings to see that he did, for the Neratian was al so inplicated.
The drudge, however, was excused. Sharra, Lessa, and Menolly had tal ked with
her, kindly enough when they realized how sinple she was. She had been told by
a man in "beautiful new clothes" to be sure to feed the Master Harper well
from special provisions that had been brought a great distance, just for him
She had been shown the wi neskins that were reserved only for Master Robinton
and she had al so been instructed to feed the fire-lizard only neat froma



speci al bow .

"Clearly she didn't know she was doing wong," Lessa said after the
i nterview Then her expression hardened. "Appalling of themto nmake use of a
simple child like that."

"Clever, too," Menolly said, with a grimtwitch of her lips. "Zair would
have sensed an open threat to Robinton, so they had to use an innocent pawn."

"Cl ever, but not clever enough, Menolly," Jaxom said. "Were does she cone
fronP"

"A hold near a big nountain,” Sharra said, sighing. "And she was so excited
to be allowed to come to a Gather and serve soneone as pleasant as the nman in
blue. 1'Il keep her here. She'll be safe from m suse at Ruatha. The cook says
she's very good with the spit animals."

As soon as Lord Cornan arrived that evening, he stonped up to Jaxom who
was standing with Groghe, Ranrel, Asgenar, and Larad.

"I don't agree with what you are doing to Pern. | don't like to see so many
of our traditional ways and val ues flouted by what that-that nmachine is
teachi ng you, but what you others do is your business. Wat | refuse to do is
m ne! "

Larad nodded solemmly. "VWhich is your prerogative."

"Just so that ny position is understood,” Corman said, his brows running
together in a fierce scow.

"No one doubts your integrity, Lord Cornman," Jaxom said.

Corman rai sed his eyebrows, seened about to take unbrage at the youngest
Hol der's conment, then reconsi dered and, scowing once nore, allowed Brand to
lead himto a chair.

A dai s had been hastily constructed in the shape of a flat-bottoned V: one
side provided for the Lord Hol ders and the other for the Craftmasters. In the
center Jaxom as resident Lord Hol der, would be seated, with Lytol on one side
and D ramon the other. Robinton would sit just below them facing the
accused, who woul d be acconmodat ed on benches in the space between the w ngs.
Lytol had tried to find an inpartial spokesman to represent the accused,
follow ng the | egal practices about which he had been reading in Aivas's
historical files. Harpers generally perforned such services but as no har per
could be truthfully called "inpartial" in this case and no one el se could be
found to performthat function, it was decided that the accused would have to
speak for thenselves-if Piemur had remarked, there could be anything that
would nmitigate their offense since their guilt was already proved.

Promptly at the appointed hour, the accused were brought to the court,
where they were jeered at and reviled by the huge throng, conprising
representatives fromall parts of Pern. It took some time to restore order
but at last all involved were seated and Lord Hol ders and Master Craftsnen
took their places.

Jaxomrose, holding up his arnms for silence. Then he spoke.

"Last evening Master Robinton was drugged and taken fromthe Gather without
hi s consent and know edge. A dead man who has not been identified was left in
his place, wearing simlar clothing. So there are two crimes which nust be
answer ed toni ght: abduction and nurder.

"These three nmen-" Jaxom pointed to each of them holding his hand up to
still the angry murmur fromthe crowd. "-drove the vehicle which transported
Mast er Robi nton wi thout his know edge or consent. These six nmen-" Again Jaxom
poi nted. "-were aboard the ship awaiting them to take Master Robinton to a
pl ace of conceal nrent wi thout his know edge or consent. | now read their
statenments, taken in the presence of a Harper, nyself as Lord Hol der, and
Mast er Fandarel, representing the crafthalls.™

Each statenent began with the nanme and origin of the nman involved and
summari zed the job he had been hired to do. Lord Sigomal and Master Nori st
were named as those who had given the orders and supplied both marks and
equi prent. The d assnasters and journeynen al so assenbl ed had delivered
nmessages to those invol ved and passed payments on. Master |darolan produced a
bill of sale for the ship, signed by one Federen, Msterglass-smith, now



seated anong the accused. It turned out that he had also led the initial
attack on the batteries supplying Aivas, and he was the ol der brother of one
of the nen involved in the assault that Aivas had foiled. He was very bitter
about his brother's punishnent and deafness. Lord Beganon, too, was

i nplicated: he was accused of supplying marks, the horses used on the abortive
assault on Aivas, and a safe harbor for the ship.

Journeyman Tosi kin, a neek and obsequi ous fellow plainly awed and terrified
by the experience, pointed to Gomalsi, Lord Sigomal's son and the captain of
the ship, as the man who had comm ssioned the strange cart. The journeyman had
had no idea of its purpose and had tried to argue theminto a different sort
of vehicle to carry a "delicate cargo." No, he had not known that a man was to
be the cargo.

Brestolli had asked to be allowed to speak of what he had overheard. He
further provided a positive identification of three of the Bitrans fromthe
ship as those he had overheard in the brewer's. That caused a surge of
consternation and recrimnations anong the accused.

"You will each be allowed to speak in your own defense and informthis
panel of any mitigating circunstances,” Jaxom said, pointing first to the
t hree nen who had absconded wi th Robinton. But before any of them coul d speak
Lord Sigomal got to his feet, suddenly rousing from his apathy.

"I aminnocent, innocent, | tell you! My son has been m sguided, |ed astray
by bad conpani ons whom | pleaded with himto give up, little knowi ng what they
were involved in-"

"I protest!" Gonmlsi shouted, jumping to his feet, eyes blazing at his
father. "You told ne to do what | could to discredit that machine. You told ne
to destroy the batteries-and where to | ook for them You gave ne noney to hire
nmen-"

"You fool! You inbecile!" Sigomal shrieked back, stepping forward and
clouting Gomal si so hard across the face that the young man fell backward over
t he bench.

| mredi atel y Jaxom si gnal ed for guards to force Sigomal back to his place
and to hel p Gonal si

"Any nore outbursts, and Lord Hol der or not, you'll be gagged," Jaxom said
sternly to Sigomal. He notioned for the guards to remain behind the two
Bitrans. Then he pointed at the first of the three actual abductors. "You may
speak in your defense. First tell your nane and your rank."

There was a soundl ess conference, and then the ol dest of the three stood.

"My name is Halefor. | have no rank, nor hold, nor craft. |I hire ny
services to whoever pays enough. This tinme it was Lord Sigomal. The three of
us struck a price with himand were paid half in advance to take the Harper in
the cart to the ship. That was all we was hired to do. Not to kill. That was
an accident. Biswy had to drink sone of the wine, so the fumes would be on
him But he was not nmeant to die fromit. Nor did we wish any harmto Master
Robinton. | didn't nuch like that part, but Lord Sigomal said it had to be him
because he was so well |iked. They'd smash the machine to get Master Robinton
back." He | ooked all about, first at the Lord Holders and then at the
Mast ercraftsmen, gave a sharp nod of his head, and sat down.

Fromthe men who were Gonal si's crew canme nuch the sane story: They had
been hired to do a job, to man a ship from Ruatha to an island off the eastern
shore of Nerat. Lord Beganon groaned at that and hid his head in his hands. He
continued to moan off and on through the rest of the proceedi ngs. Wen asked
harshly by Master Idarolan if any of themwere either apprentices or
journeynen, two replied that they had sailed a few seasons in fishing fleets
but hadn't much cared for the | ong hours. Mster |darolan | ooked relieved that
no craftsman of his had been invol ved.

Jaxom coul d understand Master ldarolan's desire to settle that point in the
hearing of his peers and the Lord Hol ders. In many seacoast hol ds, boys and
girls grew up able to handle a small skiff adequately. Knowi ng one end of a
ship fromthe other was no crine. Wat offended |darol an was the audacity of
Gomal si, who was not trained in seamanshi p and had thought that he could sai



that small craft safely from Ruatha to the eastern coast of Nerat, across the
Currents and into sone of the trickiest waters of the planet, risking
Robi nton's safety every wave of the way.

Unli ke the others, Master Norist stood proud and defiant.

"I did what ny conscience dictated, to rid this world of that Abomi nation
and all its evil works. It encourages sloth and dalliance anmbng our young,
distracting themfromtraditional duties. | see it destroying the very
structure of our Halls and our Holds. Contaminating our Pern with vicious
conpl exities that deprive honest nmen of work and their pride in worknmanship,
turning whole famlies away from what has been proved good and whol esone for
twenty-five hundred Turns. | would do it again. | will do all in ny power to
destroy the spell this Aboni nation has placed on you!" He extended his arm and
swept his pointing finger at every one of the Masters who sat in judgnment on
him "You have been deluded. You will suffer. And all Pern will suffer because
of your blindness, your |apse fromthe purity of our culture and know edge."

Two of his Masters and five of his journeymen cheered their naster

Jaxom coul d see the shocked expression of other Craftmasters. The Lord
Hol ders were solemm to a man. Toric was plainly scornful whenever he | ooked
toward either Sigomal or Beganon. Corman was di sgusted and didn't try to hide
that any nore than he had hidden his own distrust of Aivas.

The Neratian Hol der did not choose to say anything in his defense. \Wen
Jaxom asked hi m again, he just kept on shaking his head and noani ng and
refused to speak.

"Lord Jaxom " Master A dive said, rising, "my colleagues have just handed
me their opinion concerning the cause of the dead man's state.™

" And?"
"There is sufficient bodily evidence to suggest that his end was due to a
heart attack. There were no visible wounds or danage to his skull. His lips

and nails, however, were blue, a comon indication of heart failure." ddive
cleared his throat. "H s stomach contained a great deal of fellis, which
possi bly caused his heart to stop."

"Under these circunstances, it would seemthat the deceased nmet his death
by m sadventure rather than by the design of the defendants, so the charge of
nmurder is no | onger applicable.” Jaxom noticed the pal pable relief of Halefor
"Has the matter of the preneditated abduction of Masterharper Robinton been
est abl i shed?"

He ignored the vehenent affirmatives shouted, alnost in chorus, fromthe
audi ence. The Lords Hol der duly raised hands, even Corman. Brand wote down
the count. Then Jaxomrepeated the question to the Craftmasters. Every hand
was rai sed, ldarolan's as high as he could push his clenched fist in the air.
"Then you may retire to the Geat Hall to consider your verdicts."

Mast er Robi nton suddenly put his hand up. Surprised, Jaxomallowed himto
speak. As the victim the Harper had the right to be heard, as well as to face
his assailants. Jaxomworried that Robinton might plead for |eniency, which he
t hought woul d only exacerbate the problemespecially with a man as
narr ow m nded and vindictive as Norist had proved to be.

"For those of you who witness this," Robinton began, speaking not to the
Lord Holders or the Craftmasters but to the people outside the court, |ining
the walls, the ranp, and the roofs of the nearer cots. H's voice was weak but
true. He cleared his throat and started again. "For those of you here, let ne
say that Aivas has taught us nothing that our ancestors did not know. He has
gi ven us no nmachi nes and tool s and conveni ences that they did not have and use
when they first came to Pern. He restored to all crafts only that know edge
which tine had blurred or eradicated in Records. So, if that know edge is
evil, then we all are. But | do not think any of us here believes that we are
intrinsically evil, or work evil in our crafthalls. For the Holds, he filled
in the gaps in their separate histories, so that all know of their past and
whi ch of those who traveled to start a newlife on Pern started each Hold. And
they do not consider thenselves evil, or spawned by evil nen and wonen."
Mast er Robinton stared at Norist, who refused to nmake eye contact.



"For our Weyrs, he gave the prom se of deliverance froma |ong, |ong
struggl e, a deliverance made possible by the abilities of our dragons, who
were created by our ancestors, and the courage of their riders. They are not
evil, or they would have turned the power of the dragons upon us and ensl aved
us all. But they have not.

"The evil that was done to nme by these nen was brought on ne for the worst
of reasons: to force others to destroy our link with our past, our chance of
maki ng this world what our ancestors hoped it woul d becone- peacef ul
prosperous, pleasant. | have done none of these nen harm" Robi nton went on, a
wave of hand indicating Sigomal, Beganon, and Norist, "nor w shed them harm
nor wish themharmnow 1 pity themfor their fear of the unknown, of the
unusual , for their violence and unthinking narrowness of vision and spirit."

Mast er Robinton then | ooked at the three abductors. "I forgive you for
nmysel f; but you took marks to do evil, which is a great wong. And you were
ready to silence a Harper, and that is a greater wong, for when speech is
restricted, all nen suffer, not just I|."

He sat down, alnost as if he could not stand any |onger, but when Menolly
woul d have gone to his side, he shook his head.

Groghe bent across Warbret beside himand whi spered to himand Bargen;
Toric, who couldn't hear, stepped around the table to be where he coul d.
Ranrel, Deckter, and Laudey foll owed his exanple. Nessel |ooked exceedingly
unconfortable with Asgenar on one side and Larad on the other, while Sange
and Toronas disputed a point.

The Craftnasters al so huddl ed cl ose together, Fandarel in the center, his
voice lowered to a harsh runble. Morilton spoke only once and then was silent,
though he listened intently to the others. He was representing the d asscraft
on the tribunal, as none of the other 3 assmasters had been willing to accept
t he onus.

"My lords and masters, you may retire if you choose,’

"We're well enough here," G oghe said |oudly.

Thi nki ng that Robinton might be the better for a glass of w ne, Jaxom
poured it, then sipped fromit hinself before passing Robinton the glass, with
a reassuring grin. Master Robinton made a little show of distrust but then
after raising the glass to Jaxom drank eagerly and sniled approval-a little
bypl ay that sent a ripple of applause and | aughter through the waiting crowd
and succeeded in reduci ng sonewhat the tension that had been buil ding.

"I find that what | resent the nost," Robinton said in a guarded aside to
Jaxom "is that people mght think I could no | onger handle ny wine, to see ne
spraw ed asleep like that so early in a Gather."

"W have conme to a decision, Lord Jaxom" G oghe announced. The Lord
Hol ders resuned their seats.

"And we," Master ldarolan, said standing up

"What is your decision, Lord Hol der G oghe?" Jaxom asked.

"Si gomal and Beganmon have proved thensel ves totally unacceptable to this
Council; they must not govern their Holds. They are dishonored. In the first
part, to plot and carry out a punitive action in another Hold or conmon
property, which is the designation of Landing; and in the second part, to
abduct a person against his will for purposes of extortion against the best
interests of the planet and all of us.”

Si gomal took his censure with some dignity, but Beganmon began to sob
falling fromthe bench to his knees.

"Sigomal's third son, Sousnmal, is known to nmost of us, and it is our
deci sion that he should tenporarily nmanage Bitra Hold until further notice by
the Council of Lord Hol ders. As Beganon has no children old enough to Hold in
his stead, we appoint his brother, Ciparis, as tenmporary Lord Hol der, also
until further notice. Gomalsi is to be exiled with his father for his part in
the first attack on the Aivas installation, for his part in the abduction, and
because, by setting hinmself up as a captain of a seagoing ship w thout
qualifications, he has offended all nenbers of the Fishercrafthalls. W
suggest that one of the islands in the Eastern Ri ng be designated the place of

Jaxom r epeat ed.



exile."

Si gomal groaned, and Gonmalsi bit back a cry of protest.

"Master Norist is also stripped of his rank, as are the other Craft nenbers
of this conspiracy,"” ldarolan said. "All are to be exiled. The sane pl ace
woul d doubtl ess give themthe conpany of like ninds." He turned to where the
other d asscraftsnen were standing in the crowd. "It is the decision of this
body that you must accept Master Mrilton as your Craftmaster until such tine
as we, your peers, decide that you can choose, without prejudice, a man with a
nore open mnd and forward vision than Norist."

Lytol nodded at Jaxom whose task it was to pass judgnent on the other
scof fl aws. Jaxom had never had to discipline a man for the rest of that man's
natural life, but he thought again of the anguish he had felt on that wld
ride to rescue Master Robinton

"Exil e!" he announced. Mst of the nmen accepted that, though two of the
younger ones | ooked so desperate that Jaxom added, "Your families may
acconpany you into exile, if they so choose."

He saw Sharra's slight snmile and Lessa's approving nod.

"The convicted will be returned to their quarters and tomorrow will be
taken to their place of exile. Fromthis time onward, they are hol dl ess,
craftl ess nmen and no | onger protected by the Weyrs." Jaxomraised his voice
over Beganon's frightened babble. "This court is adjourned.™

Guards closed in around the condemed, and judges and jury filed into the
Hol d

Sonehow food had been prepared to serve the unexpected nunbers who had cone
to Ruatha. Sharra told Jaxomin the few noments they had for private

conversation that everyone had been exceedingly hel pful, Hold, Hall, and Weyr,
i n accumul ati ng enough provisions to send none away hungry.
"You were, by the way, ny love, magnificent," she added. "It was a terrible

case to have to judge, but given the evidence and the adm ssions, no one can
fault your decision. The sentence was fairer than they deserved." Her face set
in angry lines, and she clenched her fists. "Wen | saw the bruising Master
Robi nton sustai ned..."

"He'll be all right?" Jaxom wondered if maybe he had been too forbearing,

t hough he could not have ordered a death sentence. Had Master Robinton di ed-or
had Bi swy not died of heart failure-he mght have had to decide differently.

Lord Groghe sought himout then, to reassure Jaxomthat he hinself, had the
of f enses happened in his Hold, would have done exactly the sanme. To Jaxom s
surprise and a certain sad gratification, Lord Corman al so approached him
later in the evening.

"Wel |l handl ed, Jaxom Only thing you could have done under the
ci rcumst ances. "

The Kerooni an Hol der did not remain for the evening neal, nor did he ever
visit Landing again. But fromthen on he neither prevented his holders from
usi ng the new products nor objected when young fol k asked to go South to
study. OF Aivas-developed itenms, Lord Cornman purchased only paper, remarking
once in his harper's hearing that Bendarek had di scovered a form of paper on
his own before "the machi ne" had awakened.

The next norning three Fort Weyr wings arrived at Ruatha to convey the
convicted to their place of exile. Delivery of the letters the nen had witten
to their famlies was prom sed. Those wishing to join their nenfol k woul d be
brought to the island as soon as they were ready.

Mast er |darolan had chosen the exile site. "Not too large, not too small,
wi th good fishing and sone gane, though wherry nmakes a dull diet. Plenty of
fruit and root vegetables. They'll have to work to survive, but that's no nore
t han we must do."

"Threadfal | ?" Jaxom asked.

Mast er |darol an shrugged. "There're a few caves, and you're taking care of
the future of that problem They can endure it or not as they choose. There's
al so an ol d vol cano and evidence that the island has been inhabited before.
It's far nmore hospitable than Far West Continent, where they'd have only sand



and snakes."

VWen the nmen were nmounted on the dragons, they were handed sacks with basic
tools and a few supplies. Then the wi ngs took off between.

Jaxom felt enervated as never before, his spirits sunken to a bleak nadir.
But as Ruatha's Lord Hol der, he had to respond with courtesy and civility to
ot hers who were acrinonious in their opinions and harbored consi derabl e rancor
for the guilty. Those he admired nost anong the Lord Holders said little or
not hi ng.

Asgenar and Toronas departed to assist young Sousmal at Bitra. On their way
back to Cove Hold, D ram and Robinton would drop Lytol off at Nerat Hold to
apprise Ciparis, who had previously acted as Begamon's Steward, of his new
st at us.

Brand and hi s under-stewards were busy arranging for transportation for the
many visitors, seeing to travel supplies for those who had exhausted their own
and directing the drudges to clear up the debris and repair the damage caused
by the large crowd.

Jaxom was perversely grateful when Sharra, |ooking extrenely torn between
her responsibilities, asked himif she was needed to hel p.

"You're wanted back at the |laboratory on the Yokohama?" he asked.

"Odive and | both."

He gave her a brief hug and a kiss and nodded. In a way it would be a
relief to be able to sort out his thoughts wi thout infecting her with his
dej ecti on.

"I"ll spend sonme tinme with the boys,'
for anything at the Yokohama or Landing."

That was not essentially true, and Sharra knew it. She gave hima quick
stare, but then she snmiled sadly, kissed his cheek, and left himalone in
their quarters.

From hi s wi ndow, he watched her and O di ve nount on the young bl ue who was
now on duty at Ruatha-and that, unfortunately, rem nded himof G |anar

| amhere, Ruth said softly fromhis weyr in the Hold.

You always are here for me, dear friend, Jaxom said, intolerably weary.

You did as you had to, as you ought to. No blanme is yours.

But | amleft to deal with its aftermath.

You have acted with honor. Qhers did not. Can you do nore than act with
honor ?

A good question, Ruth, a very good question. Jaxom stretched out on his
bed, hands cl asped behind his head. Could |I have avoi ded this outcone?

How? By not hel pi ng Piemur and Jancis to uncover Aivas that day? The
machi ne woul d have been found by sonmeone. Mre good has cone of that day's
wor k than any ot her-except, of course- and Jaxom hearing the odd satisfied
chirp in Ruth's tone, smled faintly-the day we brought the queen egg back to
Rarmot h. And yesterday, when we went forward and assured our success..

Jaxom s snmile deepened in spite of his disconsol ate nbod, as he envisi oned
Ruth's eyes twirling with blue m schief.

Men think differently than dragons do, Ruth went on thoughtfully. Mbst of
the tine dragons understand their mates. Sonetines, |ike now, | cannot quite
under stand why you are troubled. You allow people to think as they w sh so
Il ong as they do not inpose their thoughts on you. You are good about |i stening
to both sides of a problem 1've heard you. You all ow people to do as they
wi sh, so long as they do not injure anybody, especially someone you | ove and
admre.

Ah, but when we knew that Sigomal was plotting agai nst Robi nton, we should
have confronted himthen, Jaxom sai d.

Were the plans known?

No, not exactly.

And you took measures to protect the Harper

VWi ch didn't work, did they?

Not your fault. Who coul d have thought that they would try sonething at a
Gather, with so many ot her people about? You nust put aside such usel ess

he said. "I'm not needed right now



t houghts, Jaxom You only make yourself mserable. W have nmuch to | ook
forward to...

Don't we! Jaxom grimaced as he flopped over onto his stomach, burying his
face in the pillow, knowing as he did so that he was merely evadi ng that
i ssue. He nade hinself think of it: Wuld he and Ruth tackle the problem Ai vas
had posed thenf?

It is not a problem Jaxom For it has been solved. Aivas has told you so.
He has shown you so.

And you agree with hin? You'll risk it?

W went forward to see if it worked. It had. Therefore we will do it
because we have done it. It will be quite a feat. Ruth sounded eager and
el ated. Surprised, Jaxom pushed hinself up to his elbows. It will be even nore

chal | engi ng than saving Ranoth's egg, Ruth went on. And even nore inportant
for the future of this world. That is what you nust think of, not these sad
and usel ess pasts. Wat has been done, has been done and cannot be undone.

Did Sharra have a word with you before she left? Jaxomwoul dn't have put it
past his wife to enlist the aid of his dragon.

She did not need to. AmI|l not always close to your heart and your nind?

Al ways, dear heart. Al ways! And Jaxom swung his | egs over the edge of the
bed. There was still a lot to be done at Ruatha before he could return with a
cl ear conscience to Aivas and Landi ng.

19

Al VAS HAD EXPLAI NED to Fandarel and Bendarek exactly how to alter and
reinforce the HNO3 tanks that were to corrode the netal casing of the
antimatter engi nes. Fandarel followed his instructions, though he thought that
the tol erance needed on the alloy of the tanks as well as the paddi ng seened
redundant. He did enjoy constructing the gauges and the nozzles that would | et
t he agenothree drop on the engi ne casing.

"A slow process, to be sure, but the rate of penetration can be neasured
and nonitored,” Aivas told the Smithcraftmster. "The safety factors built
into the great star-crossing engines were i nmensely sophisticated. The
construction data are not available to discover a nore efficient way of
broaching the antimatter suspension, so this crude nethod is the only option
Sonetimes the sinple solutions are best. Therefore, it is prudent to allow a
wi de wi ndow, which has been cal cul ated as two weeks, give or take a few days.
By the time the dragonriders transfer the engines to their positions, the
corrosion should have penetrated alnost to the antimatter capsule.”

"Now, | ook here, Aivas," Fandarel began. "I know the rate at which
agenot hree corrodes netal -"

"Not metal such as the builders of this ship used, Master Fandarel."

"That's so." Fandarel scrubbed at his cl ose-cropped scal p. "What puzzles ne
is the anmbunt of agenothree required to reach the antimatter material."

"As has been expl ai ned"-a di agram appeared on the nonitor in the
engi neering section: a nassive bl ock surrounding a ridiculously small cube in
a slightly larger sphere-"the antimatter material is not a |arge mass,
approxi mately two hundred grams. Even the suspension unit masses only about
fifteen hundred kil ograns."

"Frankly, Aivas, that's what perplexes ne. How could two hundred granms of
anyt hi ng power a ship the size of the Yokohama through space?"

"Do you not appreciate efficiency, Master Fandarel ?" Aivas asked in reply,
in a tone that could have been interpreted as anmused. Fandarel often had the
feeling that the nmachine was anused. "The matter/antimatter engine is the
qui ntessence of efficiency. Only a small anount is ever required."

"Wth two hundred grams of black powder or even nitro, one cannot expl ode
very much,"” Fandarel replied.

"Do not equate black powder or nitro, or anything used in mning
operations, with antimatter on any count. There is no comparison to the
expl osi ve energy rel eased. Despite the distance involved, you will be able to



see the flash of the explosion with an ordinary tel escope when the antinmatter
expl odes on the Red Star. You would see no trace of an expl osion using two
hundred grams of black powder, or even nitro. You nust be assured that this
facility does conprehend the power that is to be discharged.”

Fandarel continued to scratch his pate in wondernent, nodding as he tried
to accept what Aivas had said.

"You are an excellent craftsman, Master Fandarel, and have advanced at an
ast oni shing pace in the past four years and nine nmonths. Since antimatter
unli ke the atomthat you have recently been investigating, cannot be studied
in |laboratory situations, you must rely on explanations. It cannot be exposed
to matter as you know it-ore, earth, gases, water. Antimatter can be
contained, as it is in the ship's engine, and, with control, becone the npst
efficient source of power Mankind has at its disposal. At this point in your
study of physics, you cannot understand these concepts. But you can use them
to your advantage-w th proper guidance, techniques known to this facility, and
t he saf eguards that have already been explained to you. As you pursue your

studies, you will conme to understand even the anonalies of antimatter. But not
now. Tinme becomes a critical factor. The Red Planet nust be jarred out of its
current orbit just where it will later approach the fifth planet of your
system

"Do you have the couplings to attach the HNO3 tanks to the engi ne bl ocks?"

"Yes," Fandarel said with a sigh, and indicated the metal braces and
T-junction that he and his best smths had built to hold the tanks tightly
against the engines in a way that would allow the corrosive material to |eak
onto the metal in a regulated flow

"Then you should proceed to install the tanks as indicated." The screen
altered to show a new di agram

"I could do it in ny sleep,” Bendarek muttered.

"I't would be unwise to fall asleep in space, Journeyman Bendarek," Aivas
replied i mediately.

Bendar ek grimaced and shot Fandarel an apol ogetic gl ance.

"You will renenber to use tether lines while you are EVA,/ " Aivas continued.
"F'lessan and his bronze dragon are in the cargo bay in case of an energency."

Gat hering up their bundl es, Fandarel and Bendarek nade their way to Airlock
E-7, nearest the engine shaft. The bul ky agenot hree tanks, the | argest that
Fandarel had ever manufactured, ringed the wall of the | ock where the rest of
the work detail awaited them all suited up except for hel mets. Wien Fandare
and Bendarek were ready, helnets were donned and secured, each nenber of the
si x-man team checking his mate's tank, fastening, and safety lines.

At Fandarel's nod, Bendarek cycled the airlock closed and then opened the
outer door. Evan and Belterac took one tank, while Silton and Fosdak took the
second. Bendarek handed out the couplers to the other journeyman, checking
that each had the tools that would be required. Fandarel swung hinsel f out
onto the catwalk that led fromthe hatch to the great engine shaft.

Big as the Mastersmth was, he was dwarfed to insignificance by the
i Mmensity of the nmetal mass that contained the so-efficient two hundred grans
of antimatter. For once in his life, Fandarel felt inadequate as he made his
| unbering way: a grain of sand beside a dune. However, there was work to be
done, for which he was quite capable, so he suppressed the conparison and,
wi t hout | ooki ng back, gestured for Evan and Belterac to follow him Pern was
spread out below them and with an accustomed gl ance, he | ocated the odd
pi npl es that were the Landing vol canoes. It conforted himin the grandeur of
space to be able to identify something he knew. He proceeded, feeling the
vibration in the wal kway as others set foot upon it.

They all had EVA time, were accustomed to moving in freefall, and were al
aware of yet fascinated by the inherent dangers of the new environnent. To
Fandarel's surprise, Terry, who had been his second hand for so |ong, could
not handl e the vastness of space, or even the lack of gravity, though he had
never m nded goi ng a-dragonback. Still, Master Fandarel thought, space was a
di fferent medi um altoget her than between and just as hostile as Aivas told



them There had been those one or two-well, actually five-m shaps, Fandare
had to admit. Fortunately there had been dragons about, and the nen who had

i nadvertently | oosened their safety lines, had been haul ed back to the
Yokohama. Belterac was the only one who had overcone fear of a repetition and
continued that exercise. But Belterac was phlegmatic by nature.

At | ast Fandarel's gl oved right hand touched the access | adder, which was
crafted as a recess into the netal side of the engine shaft, conplete with
safety-line rail. Beyond his reach, by half a length, were the |ong, rounded
spars to which cargo pods had been attached during the Yokohama's |ong journey
fromEarth to Pern. When it cane tine to nove the engines to the Red Star, the
dragons, wearing special gloves to protect their flesh fromthe lacerating
cold of the netal, would grip these spars and carry the engi ne between. Aivas,
Fandarel knew, still entertained doubts that the dragons, even several hundred
of them working together, could nmove such a mass. He thought that if they nust
have faith that what Aivas told themwas true, Aivas should return the
conpliment. Fandarel caught a glinpse of Evan and Belterac behind him then
clipping his line to the safety rail and placing his hands on the rungs, he
pul I ed hinsel f up.

It was a | ong way up. Wen he reached the top of the engine block, it was
wi de enough for five dragons to stand tail to nose. The length of it vas four
times its width. Fandarel was still not accustoned to thinking in such
col ossal measurenents.

Wth Aivas's diagramfirmy in mnd, he stepped carefully to where the
tanks were to be positioned, nozzles end to end and joined by the junction
that would permt their contents to drip relentlessly into the netal. The
waste of all that incredible netal distressed Fandarel, especially after Aivas
insisted that they did not have sone of the basic raw materials on Pern to
reproduce such an alloy. He contented hinself with the know edge that he had
seen it, felt it, and yes, even destroyed it. There was nearly as nuch
destruction in smthing as there was creation.

Bendar ek and Fosdak had stayed below to attach the hoist cables to the
tanks. When those on top had adjusted their |ines, they were secure enough to
haul the tanks up without drifting off in the effort. The team had been well
drilled, and soon the tanks were up, then pressed down so that the ingenious
suction cups would keep the tanks firmy in place until the special glue set.
The couplings were attached, and the junction installed. Finally the black
sol ar panels were clipped on, so that the agenothree would not freeze, or
boil, during the operation. Then Bendarek cerenoni ously handed Master Fandare
t he spanner to open the plastic nozzles and rel ease the corrosive agenot hree.

"One down, two to go," Fosdak said in his usual inmpudent manner

"And we will all be careful going down that |adder," Fandarel said,
relieved that there had been no m shap. Efficiency was safety, he remn nded
hi nmsel f.

He motioned for the others to precede himand checked the gauges that woul d
i ndi cate the amount of agenothree in each tank. There was, of course, no
change in the anpbunt yet, but it was second nature for Fandarel to check

"I know, | know," Ham an said irritably, using both hands to push sweaty
hair off his face. He regarded F' lar levelly. Ham an was stripped to work
pants in the heat that was part of his disconfort. The major dissatisfaction
was the plastic material that he, Zurg, Jancis, and a half hundred ot her
journeynmen and Masters of a variety of Crafts were trying to produce in
sufficient quantities-and quality-to protect the dragonriders in their epic
endeavor.

VWile the plastic he had produced, using Aivas's formula, was pliable and
tough as an outside layer, the filling and cotton Iining made assenbly
difficult. Since the plastic outer skin of the space suits had to be airtight,
it could not be sewn. Hani an had been experinmenting with glues of every sort,
trying to find one that would not becone brittle in space and that bonded al
three | ayers. He could not recall now how many suits he had sent up to the



Yokoharma to be tested.

The dragon gl oves had been relatively easy in conparison, even if dragon
feet differed in length and wi dth as much as human feet did. Still the
producti on of over three hundred pairs had taken sone of his work force
several nonths.

"Yes, | know that tine is catching up with us, F' lar, but we're working
flat out. We've got one hundred and seventy-two finished and tested.” He held
his hands in a gesture of resignation.

"No one can fault you for trying," F lar said.

"Look," Jaxomsaid in a placatory manner, "if worse comes to worst, we can
send the engines in three sections. There should be enough variety of sizes so
that the suits can be swapped over."

F'lar frowned, not liking that alternative.

"Well, it's a suggestion," Jaxomsaid. "It would take the pressure off
Ham an. "

"But this was to be a joint effort..."

"You know as well as | do, F lar, that there's a w de w ndow avail able,"
Jaxom said, arguing as subtly as he could so that F lar would not realize that
Aivas intended that there be only two hundred suits. Jaxom hated the necessity
of mani pul ating his best friends, but it was essential if he was to bring off
Aivas's plan. He didn't like it any better than F' lar did, but he had cone to
realize that Aivas was not all that confident about the dragons' abilities.
The zebedees were a slower way of destroying Thread, but a second option
seened prudent. "It isn't as if the engines have to be deposited at the sane
instant."

"No, that's true," F lar said, absently blotting the sweat off his
f or ehead.

"How | ong does it take us to shuck space suits now? Half an hour at nost,
between the two lifts. Hamian needs only to get another twenty-nore if at al
possi bl e, of course, Ham an, but we've al nost enough as it is."

"And tine's running out," Ham an said, sonme of the tension easing fromhis
face and body. He had not liked to fail in this project, but so rmuch tine had
been spent in little details that no one had considered when they had blithely
started. "Everything takes |onger and costs nore. Shells! but | hate to fal
down on you."

"Who said you had?" Jaxom demanded. "You've got enough kits to do the job
ri ght now "

F'lar regarded Jaxomwi th faint surprise. Jaxom knew that he had j ust
usurped sone of F lar's prerogative, so he snmiled as ingratiatingly as he
could, giving a slight shrug.

"Yes, as you say, Jaxom there are enough suits to do the job right nowif
riders trade off," F'lar agreed.

"Well, then," Hami an said, radiating relief, "I can take time for a bite to
eat. Join me?" He gestured toward the trestle table set under an awni ng. Somne
of his large teanms were already serving thenselves, for nmeals were taken
whenever there was tinme. "There's al ways enough in the pot for dragonriders.™

Al t hough Jaxom knew that F'lar was scrutinizing himall during the neal he
pretended not to notice. He intended to have a few private words with Aivas
about easing up on Hami an. The nman was trying-and coul d have no idea that
Aivas was deliberately rejecting space gear that was probably suitable in al
respects. Two hundred fini shed and acceptabl e units-and no nore-woul d sol ve
Jaxom s travel problens.

Al t hough Landi ng bore the brunt of the preparations for the final assault
on Thread, there was excitenment throughout the planet as the days of the |ast
nonth were ticked off.

A dive and Sharra had drafted as many heal ers as possible and then, at
Master Nicat's suggestion, some of the gemcutters who were accustoned to the
use of magnifying glasses and small tools. Efforts to find the nost effective
"di sinmprover"” for the Thread spring were redoubl ed. Many parasites of the
Thread ovoi ds had been found, and many of those had been infected with a



variety of "viruses." Wile sone of the "disinproved" forns had adverse
effects on the Thread, none had produced virul ent enough reactions, according
to Aivas. Massive reproduction had to take place, with the chosen
virus-changed to a nore parasitic formable to replicate itself using the
material w thin the ovoid.

Everyone in the | aboratory on the Yokohama, or in the school roons at
Landi ng, worked | ong, hard, tedious hours, suffering eyestrain, headache, and
back cranps.

Ai vas consoled them "Thread is a very disorganized |lifeform not even as
organi zed as the indigenous bacteria you were isolating in biological studies.
You cannot be expected to understand reproduction of such a life-form"

"W don't have tine!"™ Mrrimsaid, speaking through clenched teeth. It was
her offering that Aivas had just rejected. Then she brightened. "O course, we
could keep some around to study and learn from couldn't we?" She saw the
horror and di sgust of sone of her colleagues. "No, | guess we couldn't. Ali
wel |, back to the microscope. My ninety-eighth batch of trials today. Maybe we
luck out at a hundred!"

"Twenty-two nore days?" O dive said with a massive sigh as he, too, turned
back to his station

Afterward, when Lytol wote up the history of the Aivas years, he would
renenber the results, not the frenzy that acconpani ed them though he gave
full credit to everyone involved in the different projects.

At last all the preparations had been conpleted-two full days before the
date Aivas had set them

Two hundred suited riders on two hundred gl oved dragons awaited the signa
in their Weyrs. Another nine suited riders were ready to do their part in this
great enterprise, scattering the "disinproved" ovoids. The three | eaders,
F'lar, N ton, and Jaxom were in the Yokohana cargo bay. Lessa was there with
Rarmot h, who was breedi ng, and Jaxom did not dare ask how F' | ar and Mienenth
had timed that so precisely. She had accepted the fact that she would not take
part in this venture, but she didn't |ike her exclusion one bit.

Mast er Fandarel and Belterac were about to proceed with the separation of
t he Yokohama' s engi ne shaft fromthe main sphere. Bendarek was aboard the
Bahrai n, and Evan was on the Buenos Aires to performthe sane operation. Once
t hat was done, the dragons would be called up to take their places.

Ai vas had appointed F lar to take the Yokohama's unit and deposit it in the
approximate center of the great Rift on the Red Planet. Jaxomwas to take his
group to one end of the Rift, while Nton was to take his to the other, nore
or less, close to the inmense craters. Only Jaxom knew what had caused t hose
craters-and when. The trick would be to keep N ton from guessi ng.

Each section woul d be acconpani ed by three brown, blue, and green dragons,
Mrrimincluded, who would scatter the sacks of disinproved Thread toroids in
a lowaltitude flight across the bleak Red Planet's surface and across the
flat ring of ovoids orbiting above the planet's equator. A dive and Sharra had
just barely acconplished their part of the undertaking. Mrrims one hundredth
attenpt had i ndeed been the crucial one.

Wth careful fingers and a frown of concentration, Master Fandarel pressed in
the code words that would activate the appropriate sequence to di sengage the
engi nes. Aivas had had to delve deeply to find the secret ciphers in the
captain's private files. '

"There," the Mastersmith said with an air of triunph.

The nonitor displayed lights, and then a nessage |it up-but not the one that
Fandar el expect ed.

"There is a problem"” he said. "The conputer refuses to activate."

"The appropriate code word was given, the necessary sequence was provided.
Separation should be initiated,” Aivas said crisply.

"The screen says 'Unable to activate.' "

"Unabl e to activate?" There was genuine surprise in Aivas's voice.

"Unabl e to activate,"” Fandarel repeated, wondering what the problemcould



possi bly be. The Yokohama's machi nery, though it had |ain dormant for nmany
centuries, had always conplied with the proper action for every operation

requested. "I will try again."

"A scan is being run to ascertain if there is any conputer malfunction," Aivas
replied.

"Mast er Fandarel ?" Bendarek queried fromthe Bahrain on the ship |inkup.

"Shall | proceed now?"

"W do not have separation here yet," Fandarel said, keenly feeling the
failure and hoping it would be nonmentary.

"Should I not see if the Bahrain is nore responsive?" Bendarek could not quite
suppress his eagerness to begin.

"Ai vas?" Fandarel was always a generous man. |f Bendarek coul d proceed, it
woul d be as wel .

"No mal function in the program can be discovered," Aivas said. "It is
recomended that the Bahrain proceed with separation.”
Bendarek had a little nore luck than Fandarel. "My screen says 'dysfunction

di scovered.' Dysfunction of what?"

Evan, on the Buenos Aires, initiated the programin his turn and received
MECHANI CAL MALFUNCTI ON as hi s message.
"Which one is correct?" Fandarel asked, feeling sonewhat vindicated by the
failure of all attenpts.
"They may all be correct," Aivas replied. "Review ng."
Fandarel thought that seenmed a good idea for hinself as well, and rehearsed,
wi t hout actually pressing the keys down, the sequence he had inserted.
"It is a mechanical malfunction,"” Aivas announced.
"OfF course!" Fandarel bellowed as he realized what it had to be. "These ships
have been in space for over twenty-five hundred years. The nechani cal parts
have had no mai nt enance. "
"You are correct, Master Fandarel," Aivas replied.
"What's the delay up there?" F' lar asked fromthe cargo bay.
"A minor one," Fandarel answered. Then paused. "Were?" he asked Aivas.
"The cl anmps have | ocked, due to cessation of tinely servicing "It's not just
frozen, is it?" Fandarel asked
"You have | earned nmuch, Master Fandarel. Fortunately the clanps can be
| ubricated on the inside, through an access, a narrow one." The screen lit up
with the schematic of the area between the skins of the Yokohama. "It wll,
however, be necessary to use a special lubricant, for there is little heat in
that area, and the oils you ordinarily use will be ineffective. A nmixture of
liquid neon, liquid hydrogen, and liquid heliumnust be nade with a tiny
amount of silicone fluid. That is the equival ent of penetrating oils for use
in these very cold conditions. The | ow nol ecul ar wei ght of gases causes them
to evaporate first, but their viscosity is quite |low and carries the heavier
silicone oil into very thin spaces. That should effect the solution to this
m nor problem"
"M nor problen?" For once, Fandarel |ost his patience. "W do not have those
liquids."
"You have the means to produce them if you remenber the |iquid-helium
experiments. "
Fandarel did. "That will take time."
"There is time," Aivas said. "A wi de window was allowed for this transfer
There is tinme."
The dragonriders were not pleased with the delay-they had built thensel ves and
their dragons up to this incredible effort and were inpatient to go.

"If it isn't one thing, it's another, isn't it?" Nton said with a wy
grin.

"Tonor row?" Jaxom asked, grinning to allay Flar's irritated frown. "Sane
tinme, same stations?"

F' I ar pushed back the | ock of hair that never seemed to stay in place and
acknow edged the unanticipated delay with a flick of his finger.

"We'| | speak to the riders, Aivas."



Despite his |ightheartedness, Jaxom had experienced an |Incredible | etdown
at having the expedition postponed. Mre than anyone el se, he had had to
fortify himself for the tremendous effort required of himand Ruth.

A day makes little difference to ne, Jaxom Ruth said encouragingly. The

meal | had yesterday will last |ong past tonorrow
That's good, Jaxomreplied, nore grinmy than the circunstances
war r ant ed- but he had been prined for action today! Well, let's get back to

Eastern and tell ny wings to rel ax.

It was, in fact, several days before the penetrating oil could be
manuf act ured. Jaxom had Ruth eat at |east one small wherry each evening, and
Rut h conpl ai ned that he would be so full he wouldn't be able to conplete one
junp, let alone two.

"That's preferable to having you fade out on ne when we're stuck between
times," Jaxomreplied.

He waited out the delay at Cove Hold with Sharra, who was recovering from
i ntensive hours in the |aboratory. She had | ost weight and had deep circles
under her eyes. At |east he could occupy hinmself with seeing to her needs. And
his. And Robinton's.

Jaxom was di stressed to see the change in the Msterharper, a subtle one,
but he could tell that Lytol and D ramwere also aware of it. Robinton had
recovered fromthe physical shock but not fromthe nental one. He seened
hi nsel f when in conpany, but too often Jaxom would catch himdeep in
t hought s-di st urbi ng and unhappy ones, to judge by the sadness in the Harper's
eyes. Also, he seened to drink less, and with less relish. He was a nman goi ng
t hrough the notions of |iving.

Zair is worried, Ruth told Jaxom when he caught his rider worrying about
t he Harper.

"It may just take a little nore tine for Master Robinton to recuperate,”
Jaxom said, trying to reassure hinself. "He's not as young as he was, |ess
resilient. And it was a ghastly experience. Wien this is over, we'll think of
something to rouse himfromhis apathy. Sharra's noticed it, too. She'll talk
it over with Adive. You know how testy he gets when he thinks you're fussing
over him We'Il do sonmething. Tell Zair. Now, just once nmore, let's go through
the star pattern for our first timng."

We both know those stars better than the ones above us now, Ruth said, but
he dutifully did as Jaxom asked.

The call to assenble cane in |ate afternoon. Fosdak, the slinmest of the
smth journeymen, had squeezed his suited self into the interstices and punped
the penetrating liquid and oil into the fine crack of each of the huge clanps
that hel d the engine shaft onto the main ship segnent. By the time he had done
the Buenos Aires and returned to the Yokohama to see if the application had
di spersed, he was reasonably confident of success.

Once agai n Fandarel used code-word and key sequence, punched ENTER, and
waited. This time the conputer acknow edged the commands and responded wth
READY TO EXECUTE

"I amready to execute the order

"CGo, man, go!" F'lar cried.

Fandarel activated the program He didn't know if anyone el se heard the
metal i c squealings and cl angings, or the final clunk as the clanps let go,

t he noi se was | oud enough in the engineering section

"W have separation,” he said, and then renenbered to activate the exterior
optics to view the effect.

"Weyr, alert!"™ F lar called, and Fandarel had a fine view of the sudden
appear ance of the massed dragons, each dropping to prearranged positions al ong
t he upper spars. "Magnificent!"

"The Bahrain has separation!" Bendarek cried.

Fandarel could not see the Bahrain.

Jaxom coul d, for this was his responsibility. Wien F'lar had alerted the
wi ngs under his command-from Benden, |gen, and Tel gar Weyrs-Jaxom had cal | ed

Fandar el said.



up his fromEastern, Southern, and Ista. The assenbly that answered hi mwas
the nost inpressive he had ever seen in all his Turns. Each arrived in place
at the sanme nonment, just as they had drilled. Dragon claws gripped the |ong
spars, and every faceplate was turned toward the spot on the tail section
where he and Ruth were perched.

Ruth, give the dragons their direction to the Red Star in star-pattern
Remenber, there will be no crater at that end of the Rift.

| do, because we will put it there! Ruth sounded el ated.

There woul d be no confusion over that formality: the dragons expected to
receive their destination fromRuth. None of them had been to the Red Star
Al the riders had been told that it would appear to be a |longer junp than
they were accustoned to maki ng, and that they should renmenber to breathe
regularly in the interval

They understand and are ready, Ruth reported a nonent |ater

Jaxomtook in a deep breath, resting one gloved hand on Ruth's shoul der
before he raised it high. Then we nust go, he said, before | |ose ny nerve.
And he dropped his arm

It was a long junp, even if it was expected. Jaxomcounted thirty carefully
i nhal ed and exhal ed breaths. Too bad Lessa hadn't remenbered how long it had
taken her to go back four hundred Turns-that know edge woul d have been
reassuring. On thirty-two breaths, Jaxom s anxiety began to ooze out of his
control.

Here! Ruth announced in a great echoing shout in Jaxom s mi nd

And they were hovering i nches above one end of the Geat Rift. The stars
were in the correct pattern in the sky. The desol ate | andscape at that edge of
the Rift was just as bleak at this time of its life as it was in Jaxom s Turn.

Jaxom haul ed his mind back to the business at hand. They had ten mnutes to
| et the massive engine down into the Rift.

Those who sow the ovoi ds are proceeding, Ruth told him

Jaxom rel ayed the order for the dragons to |ower their burden-and then he
grinned broadly. The dragons had acconplished this incredible journey! The
wei ght of the engi ne had been as not hi ng- because they had not thought of it as
anything out of the ordinary. A surge of elation buoyed his spirits
i mreasur abl y.

W didit, Ruth! We did it!

O course we did it. Easy now, keep that thing level, Ruth added, and Jaxom
gestured to the rear dragons who were dropping faster than the forward ones.

T gel l an asks how far down are we to go with this?

Tell him as far down as we can | ower wi thout the dragons scraping their
wi ngs. There shoul d be some rocky protrusions that'll hold it in place |ong
enough. Steady now, keep a regular rate of descent.

They were well below the rimof the Rift when Jaxomfelt the whole
structure jar.

Can we drop down, Ruth, and see if this will do?

Ruth's eyes gleaned off the strata of rock, feldspar, granite, and darker
stone m xtures. Then he was bel ow the bul k of the engine.

It will slant a bit if they release it, Ruth said, his sight nore acute in
t he shadows than Jaxom s.

Who' s on the bow end? Jaxom asked.

Heth, Clarinath, Silvrath, Jarlath.

Pl ease ask themto |ower as far as they can.

They have.

Ask themto release their grip but be ready to grab again. W can't have
the thing slipping down into the abyss.

Heth says if the stern will nove forward half a length, there is a good
shel f of rock for the bow end.

G ve Mnarth that nmessage.

I have.

Jaxom coul d see the slight novenent as the engi ne nmass settl ed.

Al right. Jaxomgestured to the riders facing himto release their end



careful ly.

That acconplished, with tension obvious as tal ons hovered i nches above the
spars, the massive engi ne seemed secure. Jaxom gl anced at the timepiece
strapped to his wist. Eight mnutes had el apsed. They were done.

As he signaled for the wings to rise out of the Rift, he asked Ruth to tel
the dragons to land on the rim

Are the sowers all right, Ruth?

They are, the white dragon said equably. Mnimlanded Path once to | ook at
the ovoids in the dust. There are many many nore than she thought there would
be.

Tell Path that Mrrimis not to bring a sanple back. W have enough of
them Jaxomsaid firmy. The last thing they needed was an artifact from
ei ght een hundred Turns before.

Path says a lot of themare rotten.

Al the nore reason to | eave them where they are!

Path will not bring one.

Jaxom gl anced at his watch. Another ninute had ticked by. The dragons and
riders were glancing curiously about them

Monarth says T' gellan says Threads are welcome to this planet, Ruth

remarked. The engine will not explode yet, will it?
No, not according to the way Bendarek read the gauge when he checked this
one over. | wonder how F'lag's doing.

The small hand had circled once again.

Call the others in, Ruth. W d better get back

In ei ght seconds the green, blue, and brown riders rejoined the others.

Now came the dangerous part, the one Jaxomhad fretted over since Aivas had
i nfornmed him of this nmaneuver: getting all the dragons and riders safely back
to their own tine.

I mpress on every dragon, Ruth, that he is to return to his own weyr. W

wi || have been gone fourteen mnutes, so there is really no chance that they
will collide with thenmsel ves on the way back-is there?
| have told you many tinmes, Jaxom that | do not think they will becone

| ost. Every dragon knows his way back to his own weyr.
Every dragon is to inpress on his rider that there are to be no exceptions
to this order, Jaxom i nsisted.

I will tell themthat they are too far away from Pern to di sobey. They wil
not. The dragons certainly will not. Ruth paused briefly. | have told them |
may not be a queen, but dragons trust ne.

Still apprehensive, Jaxom asked Ruth to rise up over the surface, so that

every dragon could see him

Back at their weyrs, they are to get out of the suits imediately, so they
can be collected by browns and brought to Fort Weyr.

For our next trip. Jaxomcouldn't believe the smug satisfaction in Ruth's
tone. So nuch for worrying if this double tinme junping was affecting the
resilient white dragon. He saw that faceplates were turned in his direction
and he raised his arm naking the hand gesture to go between. A second |ater
he asked Ruth to take himback to Yokohama.

Curiously, time seenmed to go nore slowy on the return. Yet Jaxom reached
his thirtieth exhal ati on gust as they enmerged in the cargo bay of the
Yokohama. The first dragon he saw was Rampth, Lessa beside her, and to one
si de, Mar appeared. Jaxom gl anced down at his wistwatch: F lar's trip had
lasted the full fifteen minutes that dragons could endure without oxygen. The
cargo bay. was lit, but not well enough for Jaxomto tell if Miementh was off
color. Looking down at Ruth, he saw no alteration in the lustrous coat.

W' ve done it, he said. Everyone safely back bel ow?

Monarth tells me so. Heth... Ruth hesitated, and Jaxomfelt part of him
shrivel in fear. Heth says they are all back, but several dragons are in bad
col or.

If that's all, it's nothing a good neal won't cure. And you?

I"'mfine. W have done very well. So far



Now i f | can only think of sone pretext for the Buenos Aires, Jaxom said as
he renoved his hel net.

You will.

"Yeeeeow "

Jaxom was so startled by the loud cheer fromF lar that he nearly lifted
hinself from Ruth's back. The white dragon, eyes whirling in amazenent, also
turned his head to see F lar propel hinself off Miementh and go shooting
toward the equally surprised Lessa. When he grabbed her, his nmonentum spun
themoff in a lazy twirl until they careened into Ranoth. The great gold
dragon arched her neck to | ook down at the extraordi nary behavi or of the
Benden Weyr| eaders.

"We did it! The dragons of Pern did it! Aivas'll have to eat sand on this
one! He never thought we could do it!"™ F lar was yelling at the top of his
voi ce and | aughi ng when echoes bounced back at him

"Really, F'lar..." Lessa struggled to regain her bal ance, but Jaxom coul d
see that she was smiling. "Yes, it is a splendid noment for the Weyrs! A
spl endi d one! You've kept your prom se. |ndeed you have. That'll show the
Hol ds and Hal I s!'"

Still grinning fatuously, F'lar |eaned back agai nst Ranoth, pushing back
hi s wayward | ock.

"I'n point of fact, Lessa," he said then, his expression turned wy, "we
haven't quite done it. There's Nton's wings to |lift the third engine, and
then we have to wait. First for the explosion, and then to see if it had the
proper effect.”

Jaxom rubbed his hand across his |lips. Know edge of the fixture was a
parl ous asset. But it was enough that Jaxom knew this great enterprise would
wor k.

"Al'l safely down with your w ngs, Jaxon?" F'lar inquired as Jaxom fl oated
to the deck.

"A few dragons off color..."

"Ruth's not," Lessa said, scrutinizing the white dragon and sniling
approval at Jaxom

"He says |'ve been stuffing him Which of us gets to tell Aivas?" Jaxom
asked, smling broadly.

"W both do," F lar said. He clapped an arm across Jaxom s shoul ders, and
t oget her they bounced across the deck to the cargo-bay console. "You know, |
didn't see your wing."

"Nor | yours," Jaxom said, chuckling. "W poor soil-bound Pernese have no
appreciation of real size..." He spread his arms wide. "That Rift is manmot h.
W planted our engine really well down in the Rift on a wi de stone | edge."

"Aivas already knows," Lessa said. "I told himyou' d all gone and that
Ramoth was in touch with Miementh. Oddly enough,” she added, peering at Jaxom
"she couldn't hear Ruth."

"That is odd," Jaxom said, pretending to be puzzled. "Ranmpoth hears him
quite well. But you both forget how far that Rift stretches, and we were at
the far northern tip of it."

They reached the consol e.

"Aivas?" F'lar said.

"You have succeeded. Are all safely returned?"

"Yes. Now do you doubt draconic abilities?" F lar asked, vindication nixed
with the triunph in his laugh. He pulled Jaxomover in a conradely fashion.
"You didn't want to believe that dragons could do what we said they could.”

"W were right on schedule, too," Jaxom said, allow ng hinmself to chuckle.
"My team set that engine down right where you wanted it. No problem"

"You are both to be conplinented on your courage and daring."

"Don't lay it on too thick, Aivas," F lar said.

"You deserve every credit that will accrue to your val orous deed. You have
performed an incredible feat, Weyrleader F lar. There is no doubt of that. O
that you will have achi eved your personal goal-the end of Thread on this

pl anet . "



Jaxom grinned at F'lar, pleased at Aivas's unusual rhetoric.

"Your achievenment is historically equivalent to that of the first
dragonriders to fight Thread. Your nane will be renenbered with Sean
O Connel I's, Sorka Hanrahan's-"

"That is laying it on too thick," Jaxomsaid. "You' re the only one who
renmenbered who were first to fight."

"Actual ly, Jaxom" F'lar said, grinning broadly, "Sebell showed ne the
corrected Harper Hall Records, and the eighteen riders who participated in
that Fall were honored in their Turn. No one ran afoul of any of those dangers
you warned us about," F'|ar added, savoring this auspicious nonent.

"It is wise to prepare for unusual contingencies," Aivas said.

"Vell, we've done it."

"And you deserve this,’
hands. "Best Benden."

"The 'sixteen?" Jaxom asked, craning his head for a | ook at the | abel

"What el se?" Lessa replied with a coquettish smle before she put the
wi neskin to her lips.

Jaxom bl i nked and, recovering, grinned back. It was about tine that she
treated himas an adult. Then he grew serious as he accepted the wi neskin from
her and raised it to the Benden Weyrl eaders. "To all the Weyrs of Pern!"

"To us for this triunmphant day!"

Jaxomtook a long swig, then passed the wineskin to F'lar, who drank, then
passed it to Lessa. As she sipped, F lar turned to Jaxom "You did tell 'em
all to shuck those suits for the next round?"

"As planned, brown riders'|l bring themto N ton at Fort Weyr."

"Did your team scatter those treated ovoids as Aivas wanted?"

Jaxom wi nked at Lessa. "Mrrimwanted to bring back sone exanpl es of enpty
ones she found lying about." Lessa |ooked outraged, but he waved a
reassurance. "l recomended that she didn't."

"How | ong before the explosion, Aivas?" F|ar asked.

"The HNO3 gauge readi ngs reassure that there is no stoppage. The corrosion
continues. "

"That's no answer," F'lar said, frowning.

Jaxom grinned. "That's all you're going to get right now. And we've stil
the third one to go." Which constituted a major problemfor him He
desperately needed a few private words with Aivas, to see if he had come up
with any i deas on how Jaxom could insinuate hinself into Nton's flight and
get the dragons to take Ruth's coordinates for the second tine | eap of a nmere
five hundred Turns. Sonehow he had acconplished it, for the other crater was
there on the southern tip of the Rift. Jaxom had racked his brains and,
whenever he was private with Aivas over the past few days, had tried to figure
out any way that didn't involve explaining to N ton. Not that Mon woul dn't
bel i eve Jaxom or that he wasn't discreet, but the fewer who knew about the
time-traveling the better. Lessa would be furious at the risk invol ved.

So now he | ooked around him "Are you the only ones up here, Lessa?"

"Ch, no." She grinned. "Everyone else is on the bridge, peering through the
tel escope, hoping to see the explosion. Ch, | told themit wouldn't happen
soon. They were confident that they'd see the wings." Jaxom s breath caught
when she said that. olivious, she went on. "Of course, they couldn't.

Soneti mes, even Fandarel doesn't conprehend vast distances. But today's
excitement is being shared.”

"How | ong has it been since we got back?" F'lar asked Jaxom

"About twenty minutes," Jaxomreplied. "N ton's wings won't be ready yet,
F'l ar. Does anyone need your suit?"

"l shouldn't think so, but to be on the safe side, I'll shuck out of it.
Could you bring it over to the Buenos Aires if it is needed?" F lar handed
Jaxom the helnmet and, with Lessa's help, started renmoving the bulky suit. As
he laid it over Jaxomis arm he added, "I think we'll join those on the
bri dge, and the tel escope, and watch N ton work."

As soon as the lift doors closed on them Jaxomreturned to the console.

Lessa said, joining themwith a wineskin in her



"Al'l right, Aivas, just howdo | get to go with N ton?"
"That is being arranged," Aivas replied, surprising him
"How is it being arranged?" Jaxom demanded.
"You are quick and clever. You already have a reason to be on the Buenos

Aires. You will know what to do when the tine cones. Transfer now to the other
ship."

“I'"ll know when the time comes, will 1?" Jaxomnuttered to hinself as he
threw the extra suit over his shoulder. Carrying the suit and two hel nets, he
made his way over to Ruth. "Hand this one up to ne, will you?" he asked,

giving the white dragon one of the two helnmets so he woul d have a free hand to
mount. "How s Mon doi ng? Has he got all the suits yet?"

As he arranged F' lar's suit in front of himhe caught a whiff of sweat.
Vll, he didn't snmell that sweet hinself after his exertions.

N ton says that sone suits have to be sponged, and hel nets have to nmatch
the suit.

Washed? Dragonriders tended to be fastidious in their personal habits, and
dressing in a sweaty suit night be distasteful to many. Onh, yes, perhaps they
mght at that. | don't understand about the hel nets.

There was a pause while Ruth inquired of Mmnarth, N ton's bronze.

They forgot to put the suits back together-Ruth was obviously repeating
somet hing he did not quite understand-and the hel nets got m xed up

How long is sorting going to take? And suddenly Jaxom had a glimer of an
idea. Wth nearly a hundred suits to match to helnmets, it could take severa
hours. He hoped it would take a long tine.

Monarth didn't know. N ton is not happy.

Reassure Monarth and N ton, would you pl ease, Ruth? Because this is going
to work for our benefit. |I think we can now put in an appearance on the Buenos
Aires.

There were three blues and two greens waiting there, all from Eastern Weyr,
and Ruth was greeted with considerable awe by the young dragons. Know ng t hat
the white dragon would enjoy their deferential attention, Jaxomleft himthere
and took the Iift up to the smaller bridge of the Buenos Aires.

"What's holding up Nton's w ngs?" Fandarel asked, relieved to see Jaxom
"That was a splendid sight, Jaxom watching all those dragons lifting the
engines like they were so many fire-stone sacks. Aivas has informed us that
all went well." Fandarel |ooked concerned. "Why isn't N ton here?"

"Because no one thought to keep hel met and body suit together,"” Jaxom said.
Then he realized that he should al so appear concerned and managed a frown. "I
don't think it's going to matter in the long run," he added thoughtfully as he
made his way to the nearest console. "Aivas, there is going to be a del ay.

Hel nets weren't kept with suits, and they've got to match."

"That could be inconvenient if the delay is prolonged,"” Aivas said.

"It's three-quarters of an hour since we went off. How | ong before N ton
has to have different star-pattern references? It would be disastrous if he
arrived at the wong tine and his engine went off either prematurely or too
late."” If Aivas expected Jaxomto use his wits, he hoped he woul d see what he
was aimng at.

"A consideration to be sure. Reprogranmi ng contingency." The screen altered
fromthe current view of the Buenos Aires engine to rapid shifts of star
configurations. "Wth any | engthy delay, the star picture will be slightly
different.”

"I's there going to be a probl en?" Fandarel asked.

Jaxom smi |l ed reassuringly at the Mastersmith and the others on the bridge,
Masterm ner Nicat, Master ldarolan, Jancis, and Pienur. Jaxom w shed Pi enur
were not there: they knew each other far too well. "I don't think it's
i nsurnount able. As you heard, Aivas is already progranm ng contingency pl ans.
I'd better informLessa and F | ar of the delay."

VWhen he had done that, a call cane through from Evan in engi neering,
patiently waiting to conplete the separation. Jaxomwas glad it was he, rather
t han Fosdak, in charge of that task. Fosdak had no patience.



O all on the three bridges, Jaxomwas the only one delighted that it took
N ton and his wings nearly four hours to get suited up. N ton was usually a
cal m easygoing, and rel axed Weyrl eader; his patience had been sorely tried by
t he del ays.

Monarth says they're ready. Ranobth says they must get the new
configurations fromyou. Aivas is giving you the new star patterns to nenorize
and give Mnarth. Ruth delivered the various nessages just as the new
configurations cane up on the nmonitor. They were, as Jaxom knew, those for the
five-hundred-Turn junp with the Red Star in the same relation to Rukbat at the
Ei ghth Pass. Aivas had nmade a slight time alteration on those original
coordi nates, judging by the position of the Weel and the Plow constellations
on the horizon.

"Lessa," Jaxom said, toggling the ship-to-ship link, "I've got the visuals
here. 1'll give themto N ton. Can Ranoth tell themto transfer in five nore
m nutes? | have to get Ruth fromthe cargo bay."

"Just give Nton the coordinates, Jaxom" Lessa said.

"That's what | intend doing," Jaxomreplied mendaci ously. "Fandarel,
five-m nute warning for Evan?"

The smith nodded ent husiastically, for the waiting had nmade everyone edgy.
Waiting, in the smith's lexicon, was inefficient. As Jaxomtook the lift to
the cargo bay, he wondered if Fandarel ever rested. Here he had conpl eted the
nost conpl ex and exhausting work of a lifetinme and he still fretted over
inactivity.

We go? Ruth asked Jaxom his eyes whirling with excitenent.

We don't really have to go, you know, Ruth, Jaxom said. Lessa said we only

have to give N ton the new coordinates... Jaxom chuckl ed as he saw t he

di sappointnment in Ruth's eyes. He nobunted and, crowning his head with the

hel met, twisted it shut. That will get themthere safely enough but... | think
you'll make an error and go, too. You feel all right about that?

| have rested, and this is the shorter trip, isn't it?

| hope so. Between the first junp, fretting over howto join Nton's w ngs,
and the long wait, Jaxomwas feeling slightly frayed. He took care not to |et
Rut h sense that.

Monarth comes! Excitenent colored Ruth's tone.

"Fandarel, do you see thenP" Jaxom asked through his hel met |ink.

"Yes, magnificent. | have given Evan the order to separate.”

Let's get to the stern, Ruth.

Jaxom t ook a deep breath, but they flashed between so fast that he had not
quite conpl eted the inhalation when Ruth reappeared gripping the stern.
Monarth and N ton were beside them and below, the bronze dragons of Fort,

H gh Reaches, Telgar, and Ista ranged along the top spars.

Jaxom hel d the i mage of where they were going vivid in his mnd. Gve
Monarth and N ton nmy conplinents and ask Monarth to take our destination from
you.

N ton threw Jaxom a salute, but Jaxomcouldn't see the Fort Weyrl eader's
expression, obscured as it was by his faceplate. He gave N ton a deferenti al
sal ut e.

Monarth says we go!

They went. The cold of between seemed to penetrate Jaxom s space suit, and
he coul d hear his breath conming raggedly. He forced hinself to sl ow down.

I"mhere, Ruth said in encouragenent.

As always, Jaxomreplied, and continued to count his inhalations. Eighteen,
ni neteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two.

And then they were hovering i nches above the southern tip of the Rift.

Monarth says where's the crater?

Tell himthat Aivas picked this spot, so here's where wed better deposit
the engine. W don't have tine to find that bl oody crater!

Jaxom turned toward N ton, who was |looking at him arms raised in query.
Jaxom gave hi m an exasperated shrug in reply.

Monarth says N ton understands. They proceed.



Mon was signaling to the auxiliary dragons to begin their task of sow ng
t he zebedees. Then he turned all his attention to the |lowering of the massive
engine into the Rift. The maneuver went well, even better than Jaxonis, taking
just ten m nutes.

Mon wai ted anot her few nmonments, allow ng the dragons a chance to rest. Then
he called in the auxiliaries.

| have told Monarth that everyone nust return to their own Weyrs. But to
keep the right helnets with the right suits this tinme, Ruth told Jaxom

We're not likely to need two hundred slightly used space suits again, Jaxom
said, trying to contain his elation until they were safely back. W nust go
back to the Yokohana.

| have told Monarth. N ton says he is grateful and apol ogi zes for the
del ay.

Tell himthat it all worked out well in the end.

It did, didn't it? Ruth added. Shall we return now?

Pl ease yes!

Once again, the return seened |onger than the outgoing journey, but it
wasn't. Finally the conforting di mess of the big cargo bay of the Yokohana
surrounded them And they were i mediately attacked by Ranoth and Menent h.

VWere have | been? Ruth excl ai ned, rearing back away from Ranpt h's savage
expression and dodgi ng Mhenenth's massive wings. I'mfine. | in fine. So is
Jaxom He didn't tell nme not to go!

"Jaxom " F'lar was bellow ng the moment he stepped out of the lift, with
Lessa on his heels.

Jaxom | oosened his helnet. "So we went, too," he said, raising his voice to
top the angry ones of the Benden Weyrl eaders. "Ruth's not even a trifle off

color. Not his fault. | forgot to tell himnot to follow Mmnarth. But the job
is now conpletely done!" He glared back at F lar and Lessa and slid down
Ruth's side, patting his foreleg. "I could certainly use another pull at that

wi neskin, Lessa, if you wouldn't mnd..."
He spoke with no trace of regret or apology, and he felt rather too
battered to bother with the deference the Wyrl eaders deserved fromhim He

undid the first of the suit's fastenings, knowing that they were still angry
wi th himand hoping they would give it up.
"Here, I'lIl help," F lar said unexpectedly. "Lessa, this Lord Hol der

deserves anot her swall ow of that 'sixteen!"
Jaxom gave F'lar a sharp | ook and then grinned back. By the first Egg, so
he had finally come into his own in the cargo bay of the Yokohana.

20

A FEWRIDERS in the third group suffered sone physical attrition. Mrand,
one of the older bronze riders of High Reaches, returned long after the rest
of the Weyr and in terrible condition. He was tormented by bad dreans,
insisting that he had returned to his Weyr but it had not been his Wyr.
Tileth had been frantic, recognizing none of the other dragons there and
finding a strange bronze asleep on the | edge of his Weyr. Mrand coul dn't
understand at first, but he had heard that bronzes could slip through tine. He
kept his wits and had tried to get hone again, giving Tileth the nost vivid
i mges of their favorite view of H gh Reaches, with the blue Mrand knew was
that day's watchdragon. That tinme they had energed in the right place and the
right time.

"Sloppy visualization," Lessa said when she and F | ar had al so spoken wth
Mrand and the others: two in Fort Weyr and another in lIgen. "And they're al
ol der riders, leaving nore up to their dragons than they ought."

Jaxom noticed that Mon was regarding himw th a qui zzi cal expression, and
he responded with a perplexed grin. He hinself had felt woefully tired after
the exertions of that nomentous day, pausing only |long enough to let Ruth feed
on a juicy buck before returning home, and no one thought it odd that he slept
nearly a day. Sharra was equally exhausted by her |ast few days in the



| aborat ory, churning out zebedees.

Despite the fact that Aivas had repeatedly told everyone that the expl osion
woul d not take place for several nore days and then woul d not be i mediately
visible due to light speed-which he had to explain again to sone-a
twenty-four-hour vigil was kept on the Yokohama. Every screen in the various
areas on the ships where air was avail abl e was adjusted to the ships' main
screens and the big tel escope, ained at the Red Star

"Jaxom aren't you going to watch?" Sharra asked. "You of all people ought
to have the right!" She was baffled by his apparent indifference to the event.

"Frankly," he said, "I have a lot of nore inportant things to do here in
Ruat ha than fl oating about on the bridge, waiting for the thing to bl ow
Unl ess, of course,” he added considerately, "you really want to see it."

"Well..." Sharra paused, then smled at him "I|'ve got those cultures going
ri ght now and..."

Jaxom grinned at her. "If there's enough warning, Ruth'll get us there in
tinme."

Sharra gave hima startl ed si deways gl ance.

"Al'l in a good cause," he said, trying for nonchal ance, "and a m nute or

two isn't going to disrupt the universe. I'll ask Ruth to keep an ear open, if
you like. There's always sone fire-lizards or a dragon or two up at the
Yokoharma t hese days. Easy enough.™

"I'f he can stay awake |ong enough to listen," Sharra replied, having
noticed that Ruth seened to be taking an unusual anmount of sleep

"He can sleep with one ear open," Jaxom said, and then they each went about
t he concerns of the day.

Brand had al so observed Ruth's sommol ence, and while he and Jaxom were
checki ng the brood mares, he nentioned it.

"I don't think it's so very unusual, Brand," Jaxomsaid easily. "N ton said
that all the bronzes who went with us are al so sleeping a good deal. | suspect
none of the dragons care to admt that they had to work pretty hard to
transfer those engines." Then Jaxom noticed his Steward's hesitation. "Wy?
What' s wrong?"

"It's just that there have been sone conpl ai nts about Fort Weyr."

"What do you nean, Brand?" Jaxom and Ruth had not flown the nost recent
Fall with the Fort wi ngs. "Have | mi ssed sonething?"

Brand had shrugged expressively. "Well, because the bronzes are a big | ogy,
they haven't been as, well, diligent in chasing airborne Thread. There have
been a | ot of unhappy groundcrews. And that's the other problem"”

"Tell me."

"Somehow " Brand paused to frame his explanation. "A lot of people thought
that there'd be no nore Thread now. That once the dragonriders had done this
expl osion thing, Thread wouldn't fall again."

"Ch!" Jaxom nade a face. "Bl oody shards, Brand. Don't they ever listen?
Har pers have been explaining for the last four Turns that we can't stemthis

Fall, but there won't be any nore!"
"They don't see it that way, |I'mafraid, fromthe accounts |'ve heard. And
Hol der Grevil isn't a stupid man, as you know, but he hadn't understood and

feel s aggri eved, especially when a clunp of Thread came down on his best
field."

"I can appreciate his annoyance. Did you manage to soothe hinP"

"I did, but he's sure to approach you on the matter the next tinme he can. |
t hought 1'd warn you. And you shoul d know t hat he bl ames the Aivas."

Jaxom conpressed his |ips against rash words, monmentarily defeated by this
news: especially comng fromGevil, who was usually a noderate nan. "I
t hought wed straightened all that out at the trial."

Brand shrugged, hol ding his hands up in an inmpotent gesture. "People will
hear what they wish to hear, and believe what they want to. If they put the
bl ame on Ai vas, however, that absol ves you, Jaxom and even the Wyrs to a
certain extent."

"I can't really count that as an advantage,'

Jaxomreplied. "Wy should



Ai vas bear any blanme after all he's done to hel p Pern?"

"Ah, but the help is not so visible to sonme,"” Brand said. "It'll all sort
itself out, Jaxom But | did feel you should know current opinion."

"Hmmm vyes, | should. How many has that new stallion covered of this |ot?"
he asked, wel com ng the chance to change to matters |ess conpli cated.

The nore he thought about it, the nore he felt obliged to |l et the Harper
Hal | know, and those at Cove Hold. He hated to disrupt the nood of euphoria
and triunmph they would be feeling. He sent Meer, who had been shadow ng him
constantly while Ruth slept, with a nessage to Lytol, who could nention the
report at an appropriate noment.

"What | don't understand," Sharra said when he nmentioned the matter to her
over their mdday neal, "is that with all that has been explained so carefully
to everyone who would listen, how they can possibly m sconstrue what you and
the Weyrs were doing, and its inmedi ate consequences. "

Jaxom grinned. "They probably stopped listening after the words ' Thread
will be forever destroyed.' " He sipped his klah pensively.

F'lar and Lessa are up on the Yokohama, Ruth said in a sleepy voice. Ranmoth
says Aivas thinks the explosion wilt be any tinme now.

Sharra politely cocked her head at Jaxom know ng that Ruth had spoken to
him "Wat woke hi mup?"

"I't should be any nonent now. The expl osion. Want to go?"

"Do you want to?"

"Let's not play the you-first, no-you-first game. Do you want to go?"

She blinked rapidly, considering, and |ooking so like Jarrol that he

grinned. "No," she said with a sigh. "I think |I've seen quite enough of the
i nsides of the Yokohana to last ne the rest of ny life. And everyone will be
crowdi ng about up there. But you want to go..."

He | aughed, reaching for her hand and bringing it to his lips. "I think I

won' t. This nmonent should be Flar's."
Sharra eyed himlong and thoughtfully, her eyes beginning to sparkle.
"You're a good man, but | do not concede that it is all Flar's triunph."
"Don't be silly," he replied. "It took all the Weyrs of Pern to do it."
"And a white dragon!"
As she turned back to her soup, Jaxom wondered exactly what she neant by
that. Could Sharra have guessed Ruth's unusual role?

After so many | ong days of watching the round ball that was the Red Star
t he expl osi on, when it becane visible, was an anticlimx. An orange-red
fireball bl ossoned on the side of the wanderer planet.

"Only one?" F'lar exclainmed, feeling a certain chagrin that half the planet
had not expl oded, too, after all Aivas had told them about the awesone power
of the antimatter.

"That is how it would appear at this distance," Aivas replied.

"It is rather spectacul ar,” Robinton nurnured.

"Then all three engines went off at the sane tine?" Fandarel asked.

"It would seemso,"” Aivas said.

"Well done, Aivas, well done." Fandarel beaned, evidently not bothered by a
tinge of disappointment. "That junction was successful.”

"And efficient,” D ramsaid, unable to resist the opportunity to tease
Fandar el .

"It's odd, you know," Piemur began, nore to Jancis than the others. "You
wor k your butt off to achieve an end, and suddenly you've done it! And all the
excitement, frustration, sleepless nights, and involvemrent are over! Gone!" He

snapped his fingers. "In one large and inpressive fireball! So what do we do
with all that extra tine we have on our hands now?"
"You," Robinton said, pointing a stern finger at the journeyman, "will now

have t he unenvi able task as a harper of explaining the true facts of the
achi evenent to those who didn't understand that this effort would not alter
the path of Thread during the remnai nder of this Pass."

To Lytol's surprise, Robinton had not been at all dismayed by Jaxom s



report. In fact, the Harper had seenmed to expect such disgruntlenents.

"Menol ly's al ready conposed one ballad," Robinton went on, "with a chorus
to hamer honme the point that this is the Last Pass for Thread, that Pern wll
be forever free fromthe end of this Pass."

"A point!" Piemur said. "lIs that certain, Aivas?"
"That is now guaranteed, Pienur. You must realize, of course, that an
i mediate alteration of the Red Star's orbit will not be perceived," Aivas

said, "for sone decades."

"Decades?" F'lar exclainmed, surprised.

"Naturally. If you consider the size of the object you were trying to
nove," Fandarel said, "and the scale of this solar system there is no such
t hi ng as sudden change. Even chaos takes time to devel op. But in severa
decades, that alteration will be neasurable."

"Rest assured of that, Wyrleader," Aivas added in a tone so laden with
certainty that F'lar's consternation eased.

"It's too bad Jaxom and Sharra didn't come," Lessa said, slightly irritated
by their absence. "I knew that Ruth would strain hinmself, taking part in the
second lift."

"Jaxomis quite capabl e of making his own decisions now, ny dear," Flar
sai d, amused at her proprietary concern for the Ruathan Hol der

"There is one nore mnor adjustnent to nake, however," Aivas said, "which
it is recomended to be undertaken by the | esser colors.”

"Ch? What ?" Lessa and F'lar were very nmuch aware that the brown, blue, and
green riders were sonewhat aggrieved by their exclusion fromthe project. "Al
the Weyrs of Pern" had been Iimted to nost of the bronze dragons and only a
few of the other colors, even if it had been obvious that there wasn't space
enough on the spars to accommopdate every dragon who wi shed to take part, much
| ess space suits to protect their riders in space.

"The matter of the Buenos Aires and the Bahrain."

| '"What about then?" F'lar asked just as Fandarel emtted an "ah" of
conpr ehensi on.

"Readi ngs on the orbits of the two smaller ships have shown a marked
i ncrease of frequency of adjustments. The adjustnents take nore and nore
power, and the prognosis is that their orbits are likely to decay over the
next decades to the critical point. The Yokohama, of course, has the fuel to
remain in a stable orbit and nust be nmaintained as | ong as possible, since its

tel escope will be used to track the Red Star. But the other ships ought to be
noved. "

"Moved?" F'|ar asked. "Wiere?"

"A slight alteration in their speed and altitude will break them out of

orbit and send them coasting harm essly off into space."

"Eventually to be captured by the sun's gravity and pulled into it,"
Fandar el added.

"Burned up?" Lytol asked.

"A heroic end for such valiant ships,"” Robinton nurmnured.

"You mentioned nothing of this before," F lar said.

"There were nore urgent priorities," Aivas replied. "It is certainly a task
t hat rmust be acconplished sooner rather than |ater when the orbits have
decayed, and while the skills your riders have |l earned for the nore essenti al
task are still fresh in their minds."

"I't would certainly ease the tension in the Wyr,
anticipated that."

"What exactly does this entail, Aivas?" F |ar asked.

"As stated, the dragons are to alter the direction of the two ships and
give a 'push'; that is, transport the ship between, all noving at the sane
cue. There are nmany handholds on the exterior of the ships to give dragons a
grip. Judging by what you were able to acconplish in transferring the engines,
such a maneuver is well within the scope of your smaller creatures.”

F'lar grinned. "You're no | onger skeptical about then"

"I'n no way, \Weyrl eader."

Lessa said. "We hadn't



"What is the tinme frame on this?" Fandarel asked.

"Preferably within the next few weeks. There is no i medi ate danger, but do
not let the dragons and riders |ose the edge."

"I think that will be good news," F'lar said, nodding acceptance.

"Then you will set a tine for this maneuver?"

"As soon as | can discuss it with the other Wyrleaders." Gddly enough
F'lar's spirits rose with the thought of another project. Flying Threadfal
had becone | ess exciting since the renoval of the engines to the Red Star

"It seens ungrateful to condemn those ships to death," Lessa nurmnured.

"It's a crine to waste all the material,"” Fandarel added.

"These shi ps were never designed for planetary |andi ngs, Master Fandarel,"
Ai vas sai d.

"I'n one piece, that is," Pienmur added.

"Yes, Pienmur, the pieces could have | ethal consequences if they were to
enter the atnosphere w thout disintegrating entirely.”

“I'"l1l let you know," F' lar said. "Shall we go, Lessa?"

Watching the fireball soon lost its appeal for many on the Yokohama bridge
that day. Shortly thereafter, when D ram and the Eastern Weyr rider were ready
to take the last watchers back to the Landi ng, Fandarel and Pienur cycled the
life-support systems down to the hol di ng node.

"I"'mglad we're able to keep the Yokohana," Pienur said. "l've gotten
rather fond of this old girl." He let his fingers trail along the consol e.

"She has served long and well," Robinton said, sighing deeply.

"Why don't you wite a ballad about her, Piermur?" Jancis suggested.

"You know, | think I will!"

As the last one entering the lift, Pienur palmed off the bridge lights.

Jaxom heard about the second expedition from N ton, who dropped in to
Ruat ha Hall two days after the Red Star explosion. N ton had been on the
Buenos Aires with half a dozen of his wi ngl eaders.

"I feel an affinity to that little ship," Nton said, with a wy snile
"I"ll be sorry to see her go."

"I wonder why she needs to," Jaxomsaid. "Surely the solar panels..."

"Aivas said that there have been too many corrections and the panels can't
handl e them "

"Hhm that's quite possible.™

"He al so recommended doing it while we're still accustoned to working in
wei ghtl essness. There is, | mght add,” N ton said with a broad grin, "great
rejoicing among the riders of browns, blues, and greens. At that, they know
that there are only two hundred and sone suits available, so they' Il have to
draw lots. But that's fair enough."

"Let's hope the helnmets are with the right suits this tine."

"Ch, we made sure of that.” N ton rolled his eyes. "What a nmess that was! |
tried on twenty helnets before | found one that would attach snugly to the
collar. Then | had to get the wi ngleaders to check every rider to be sure al
the bl oody things fitted properly. Some riders were just cranm ng hel mets on
any old way."

"The inmportant thing is that everyone did get rigged out and we got where
we were supposed to go."

N ton regarded himfor such a | ong nonent that Jaxom wondered if the Fort
Weyr | eader had sonehow guessed what had happened. Considering his disoriented
bronze riders, a man as intelligent as N ton m ght extrapolate the truth. As
long as Jaxomdidn't admt it, N ton would be kept guessing.

"Maybe that's what happened to those disoriented riders,” Jaxom went on as
if the thought had just occurred to him "Mybe they had badly fitting hel nets
and lost air."

"I hadn't thought of that,"” N ton replied. "You know, that would certainly
explain a lot."

Jaxom nodded i n agreement, saying nothing nore.

"F'lar's not best pleased to have to wait, yet again, to be sure the



blastings did the trick," N ton went on

"Aivas was evidently satisfied."

"Yes, but he always sounds certain.”

"Everything he's sounded certain about has worked just as he said. He's
never prevaricated. | don't think an Al facility can."

"You'd know better than I." N ton grinned at Jaxom over his wi neglass. "W
certainly can't fault Hold and Hall, then, for disbelief if the Benden
Weyrl eader is still skeptical."”

"Again, Aivas has been right so often we have to trust himthis tine.'
Jaxom had a whinsical desire to confide in N ton that he knew,

i ncontrovertibly, that Aivas's great Plan had worked, at |east as far as the
orbit of the Red Star was concerned. That he had seen it with his own
eyes-fifty Turns in the future.

"As he trusted our dragons?"

"Well, he did, in the end, didn't he?" Jaxomreplied. "No, N ton, don't

fret. It'll be as Aivas has predicted. You wait, you'll see.”
"Ah, but F'lar mght not. And he's the one who wants to know for certain,
or he will not have kept that prom sel™

Maybe, Jaxom thought, he could just reassure F'lar

I wouldn't, Ruth said. You' d have to explain everything to himthen

Not necessarily, Jaxomreplied.

Ruth's silence indicated conpl ete disagreenent.

"So," N ton went on, "now that we've solved the world's problens, what do
you intend doing with all that spare time you' ve got?"

"What spare time, N ton? |'ve only just scraped the surface of the
information in Aivas's files. | was in the process of organizing Hold affairs
before |I resune ny studi es-at an easier pace, now that the urgency is over."

"We've Threadfall in two days. Are you and Ruth rested enough to join us?"

"I'"d better, what with all these m sconceptions about the end of Thread."

"I ndeed! "™ From that succinct but heartfelt conment, Jaxom knew that N ton
had been heavily criticized for letting Thread get through the Fort Weyr
Wi ngs.

“I"1l be there!" Jaxom prom sed

"Master Robinton, it is good to see you," Aivas said as the Harper entered.
"I'"ve been nmeaning to come for the |last week," Robinton remarked with a
droll smle. Even that short wal k down the corridor had taken nmore breath than

he had in his body.

"You are wel|?"

Robi nton | aughed softly and eased hinself into the chair he had occupi ed
for so many hours in the recent past. "Can't fool you, can |I?"

"No. '
Robi nton si ghed and stroked Zair, curled asleep on his shoulder. "I did
forgive them then, you know," he began slowy, so his words would not cone
out at the end of a gasp, "at the trial. I'mnot so sure nowthat | would."
"The effects of inappropriate fellis adm nistration?"
“Yes, | must assume so."

"You have not consulted Master O dive?" Aivas's tone was sharp

Robi nt on waved one hand, dism ssing the advice. "He has enough to do,
teaching his healers all the new techni ques he | earned whil e doing your work.
That will take himthe rest of his life."

"You nust consul t-"

"Why? You can produce no cures for worn-out human parts, can you, Aivas?"
When there was silence, Robinton went on, still stroking Zair's soft body.
"Neither Zair nor I will recover fromthat abduction. Sonetines, | think he
stays out of spite.”

"Or love of you, Master Robinton?"

The Harper had never heard that particular tone from Aivas.

"Quite likely, for they can be exceedingly loyal, these fire-lizards."

Robi nton had his breath back now, and being in this room brought back sone



of the excitement of the early days of discovery. He felt at ease here in the
Ai vas room as he did not at Cove Hold, especially when Lytol and D ram kept
treating himlike an invalid. Wich, he had to admt, he was. He heard the
chatter of students changing classes in the hall.

"The cl asses conti nue?" he asked, well pleased that they did.

"The cl asses continue," Aivas said, using that soft, alnost rueful tone
that had surprised the Harper before. "The machi nes now harbor all the
information this world will need to build a better future.”

"The future which you have given them™

"The priorities for this facility have now been net."

"That's true enough,” Robinton said, smling.

"This facility now has no further function."

"Don't be ridiculous, Aivas," Robinton said somewhat sharply. "You've just
gotten your students to the point where they know enough to argue with you!"

"And to resent the superiority of this facility. No, Master Robinton, the
task is done. Now it is wise to let themseek their owmn way forward. They have
the intelligence and a great spirit. Their ancestors can rightfully be proud
of them"

"Are you?"
"They have worked hard and well. That is initself a reward and an end."
"You know, | believe you're right."

"To everything there is a season, and a tine to every purpose under
heaven,' Master Robinton."

"That is poetic, Aivas."

There was one of those pauses that Robinton al ways thought was the Aivas
equi valent of a smile.

"Fromthe greatest book ever witten by Manki nd, Master Robinton. You may
find the entire quotation in the files. The tine has been acconplished. This
systemis going down. Farewell, Masterharper of Pern. Anen."

Robi nton sat straight up in his chair, fingers on the pressure plates,

t hough he hadn't a single positive idea of how he could avert what Aivas was
about to do. He half turned to the Hall, to call for help, but no one who had
t he know edge- Jaxom Piemur, Jancis, Fandarel, D ram or Lytol-was near enough
at hand.

The screen that had paraded so nmuch know edge and i ssued so nany commands
and di agrans and plans was suddenly blank, lifeless. In .the right-hand
corner, a single line blinked.

" "And a time to every purpose under heaven,’ Robi nton murrured, his
throat alnost too tight for himto speak. He felt incredibly tired,
overwhel m ngly sleepy. "Yes, how very true. How splendidly true. And what a
wonderful time it has been!"

Unable to resist the lethargy that spread fromhis extremties, he laid his
head down on the inactive pressure plate, one hand holding Zair in the curve
of his neck, and closed his eyes, his |long season over, his purpose, too,
acconpl i shed.

D ram found themthere, for Zair had breathed his last as well, follow ng
the Harper as selflessly as any dragon followed his rider into death.

Tiroth lifted his head, his keening alerting all those at Landi ng and,

i ndeed, broadcasting to every Weyr, every dragon, and every rider on Pern, and
t hroughout the Halls and Hol ds, fromnountain to plain, fromsea to sea on
both continents.

D ramwas so tear-blinded that he did not notice the opacity of the screen
or read the blinking nessage.

In Ruat ha Hol d, Ruth gave out a bellow of anguish that had everyone in the
Great Hall rushing to the door.

The Harper! The Harper!

Jaxom di dn't think. He grabbed Sharra by the hand and propelled her down
the steps to where Ruth had reared, head back, w ngs extended.

"Jaxom " she excl ai ned

"The Harper! Sonething' s happened to the Harper!"”



She needed no nore urging. They scranbled astride the white dragon

"W need A dive for this, Ruth,” Jaxomsaid. "Take us first to the Heal er
Hal | . "

They energed al nost i mediately in the central court of the Hall, Ruth just
barely managing to avoid setting down on anyone. O dive, jacket flapping from
one hand, his medical case in the other, was |inping down the stairs.

| told him Ruth said.

Just then the Fort Hold dragon began to keen, and swirling storns of
fire-lizards, ululating in weird descant, flashed in and out of the court.

"What has happened to the Harper?" O dive demanded, handing his case up to
Sharra and struggling into his jacket. "Neither of you has a jacket!"

"Don't worry about us." Jaxom sat, |eaning down to grab O dive's arm and
haul himup. Is it Landing? O Cove Hol d? he asked Ruth.

Landi ng!
"Take us there! W nust be in tine!"
Nei t her Jaxom nor Sharra even noticed the dread chill of between in that

anxious trip. Dragons were arriving fromall directions, so Ruth, ducking | ow,
ski mmred the tops of the houses and | anded in front of the Aivas building, once
again mssing collisions with those on the ground rushing in response to the
emer gency.

It is too late! Ruth said, and folded his w ngs over his head.

"It can't be too late! Mywve aside, let us through. Let 4 dive through!"
Jaxom pushed their way through, one hand hauling the Masterheal er al ong beside
him the linping Adive sonehow keeping up with him "Make way here. Mke
way! "

At the doorway, he cane to an abrupt stop. Pienmur, Jancis, D ram and Lyto
stood around the chair, the Harper's silverhaired pate visible where it rested
agai nst the back. Choking back the sobs that threatened to overwhel m hi m
Jaxom sl owl y approached, noving to one side so that he could see. The Harper
| ooked as if he were nerely sleeping. Zair, gray with death, curled agai nst
hi s neck.

"He just-went-to-sleep,” Pienmur said brokenly. "He's not even warm

anynore."
"I thought he was just asleep,”" Dramsaid, "the last time | |ooked in. |
never thought..." Hand to his face, he turned away.

"Aivas!" Jaxomroared. "Aivas, why didn't you call soneone? You must have
been aware-"

"Look," Sharra said, touching his armand then pointing to the screen and
t he blinki ng message there.

" "And a tinme for every purpose under heaven'? Wat is that supposed to
nmean, Aivas? Aivas!"

Only then did Jaxomrealize the difference in the screen, as lifeless as it
had been the very first tine he had entered the room "Aivas?"

He pressed a "restore" sequence. Then, cursing at fingers that funbled, he
tried other codes, but got no response.

"Pi emur? Janci s? What do we do?"

Sharra grabbed his trenbling hands and held them her tearing eyes bright
wi th the know edge that he could not accept.

"Aivas has gone, too," she said, her voice rough. "See the smile on Mster
Robi nton's face? Just as you and | have seen himsmile so many tinmes. The
nmessage was for himas it is there for us."

"We'| | go back, we'll go back to when he was still alive-" Jaxom began
reaching for Master O dive and heading toward the door. If he and Ruth could
time it... Flar and Lessa stood in the doorway. He didn't care if they knew

he neant to tine it.

A dive grabbed his arm shaking his head, his eyes blurred with tears. "W
could do nothing for him Jaxom 'A time for every purpose under heaven,'
Jaxom And it was tine for the Harper."

"He wouldn't let us tell anyone," Sharra said to Jaxom "how serious his
conditi on was."



"It was only a matter of time," A dive nurnured, peering up at him his
long face grooved with sorrow. "His heart was badly strained by the abduction
This was a kind ending, Jaxom no matter how abrupt and unexpected."

"I know Robinton wasn't well," Jaxom went on, shaking his head, tears
coursing down his cheeks. "But | don't understand about Aivas, too."

"He tells us plainly enough,” D ramsaid, having recovered his conposure.
He pointed to the nmessage. "He has served his purpose in hel ping us destroy
Thread. You will cone to realize just how wise Aivas was in this. W were
begi nning to count on himtoo heavily."

"Machi nes can't die!" Jaxom chewed the words out resentfully.

"The know edge he gave us will not," F lar said, and stood aside to |let
Menol |y and Sebell enter the room "Now |let us all honor Masterharper
Robi nton. "

The day was inappropriately beautiful when the Masterharper, wapped in a
har per - bl ue shroud, was laid to rest in the beautiful blue-green waters of his
bel oved Cove Hol d. Master I|darolan had dispatched his fastest ship and cane
a-dragonback to captain it hinmself. Master Alem, with his sloop from Paradi se
River, and the small ketches that fished in Monaco Bay, assenbled to
acconmmodat e the many peopl e who woul d escort Master Robinton to his resting
pl ace.

Al the Weyrs of Pern hovered in the sky, and while fire-lizards nmade sad
swirls around themthe ship sailed out of Cove Hold. Lord Hol ders and
Craftmasters lined the decks am d harpers of every degree.

Sebell and Menolly sang all the songs that had nade the Masterharper so
bel oved by everyone, Menolly renmenbering the day that she had sung farewell to
his father, Petiron, the day that had begun the nmajor change in her own life.

And as the ship noved into the Current, scores of shipfish |ed the way,
slipping, diving, gliding, and weavi ng anong the shi ps' bow waves.

VWhen his body was consigned to the sea, the dragons bugl ed one | ast note
for Masterharper Robinton.

Jaxom al oft on Ruth, watched the ripples spread and then nmeld into the
waves. After a bitter night, he had cone to ternms with his grief for Master
Robi nton and his wild notion that he and Ruth could or should have forestalled
t hat peaceful death.

But he could find no surcease yet for the bitter blow of |osing Aivas. He
felt that he had been abandoned just when he had the npbst grievous need of
Ai vas's wi sdom and support. Had he not done everything Aivas w shed? Put
hinsel f and Ruth in danger to fulfill those bleeding priorities of the
ungr at ef ul nachi ne?

| understand your grief, Jaxom Ruth said quietly, his head, like that of
every ot her dragon, watching the scene bel ow as the ships tacked about for
their return to Cove Hold. Why do you harbor such anger and resentnent?

"He left us, and with Master Robi nton gone, we need hi m now nore than
ever."

Not we you. But that is the wong way to think about this.

Aivas left behind all the informati on you need and you have only to access
it to solve problenms now

For the first time in their |long association, Jaxomresented Ruth's words.

Probably, Ruth said at his drollest, you know I'mright. | think that Aivas
was as tired as the Harper, having waited all those long Turns to conmplete his
tasks and keep faith with his makers.

Though Jaxom resisted the thought, the words of Aivas's |ast nmessage
reverberated in his head. How much Robi nton had enjoyed Aivas! Had Aivas ended
his existence before, or after, Master Robinton had fallen into his |ast
sl eep? Surely if Aivas had been aware of Robinton's condition, he would have
sumoned hel p. Those options had exerci sed everyone yesterday.

But everyone had agreed with D ramthat Aivas had achi eved those anci ent
priorities-with great honor.

Then give Aivas the honor that is due him Jaxom Anger and resentnent
cl oud your mnd and heart.



Jaxom si ghed, accepting the gentle reproach of his white dragon. "I haven't
been thinking straight, have |?"

Thi nk of what we have done together, you and |, to show Aivas that we
could. W& did the inpossible because |I knew where and when to do it. It's as
wel | you cracked my shell that Hatching Day, Jaxom or where would Perri be
now?

Laught er burst from Jaxom provoked by the dragon's sly cajolery. But
draconic logic had lifted himout of his depression.

" "And a time for every purpose under heaven'!" he cried into the air about
them What Ruth said was true: Only he, Jaxom Lord of Ruatha Hold, and Ruth,
the white dragon, could have done what had to be done to free Pern forever
from Thread, serving their world as only dragon and rider could, united in
m nd and heart to their purpose.

And so Jaxom and Ruth turned back to Cove Hold, ready to delve into the
| egacy of knowl edge that Aivas had left for them



