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Anne McCaffrey Editor's note; Wat follows is selfcontained and
sel fexpl anatory. That's obvi ous; how el se could it have won an award?

At the same tinme, it is the concluding half of a larger work, part of which
appeared in Nebula Three. Therefore Karen Anderson has prepared a synopsis of
what went before. You may well prefer to skip that and go directly on to the
gorgeously colored world of dragons and their riders which Anne McCaffrey has
created for you. On the other hand, many travelers prefer to read a gui debook
bef ore they | eave hone.

On the world called Pern, the human inhabitants have no tradition of Earth or
of space travel. There is a | egendary vagueness about the nenace of the
Threads which fall when the freakish orbit of the Red Star (a captured planet)
brings it close to Pern. Though nobl es and conmmners are in awe of the
Dragons and the elite corps who ride them they are ignorant of the nature of
the powers bred into both Dragons and riders.

In the Hold of Ruatha, young Lessa had for half her Iife used her inborn
ment al powers to campufl age herself fromthe nen of Fax, the brigand |ord who
sl aughtered her entire family to secure his seizure of their Hold. She also
managed, by small subtle interferences, to disrupt all the workings of Ruatha,
so that Fax had no profit from his conquest.

Fax did not know of her existence; but when the dragonrider F lar inspected
Fax's Holds in search of a potential Wyrwonan, he knew that someone at Ruatha
had the abilities he was | ooking forespecially when he realized that he had
been maneuvered into a duel with Fax. The latter dead, Lessa clainmed Ruatha.
But in the fury to which she had provoked him Fax had renounced this
unprofitable Hold in favor of his youngest son, born that night. Flar told
Lessa that the infant's claimnust stand, but that she had the Power needed in
a Weyrwoman. She agreed to go with himto the Weyr.

This had fallen very lowin prestige, due in part to the inconmpetence of the

| ast Weyrwoman, Jora, now dead. The last clutch of the dying queen-dragon
Nermort h included one queen-egg; they had been sired by Hath, and consequently
his rider R gul was Weyrl eader. On hatching, the queen-chick chose Lessa after
clumsily injuring two other candidates. At the nonment their eyes net, their

m nds joined in joyful rapport. Lessa and the gol den dragon Ranoth woul d now
be devoted to each other for the rest of their lives. R gul remined

Weyrl eader while Ranoth grew up, and taught Lessa her duties. Meanwhile few
Hol ds sent tithes and the Lords of the others called the dragonriders
parasites, the legendary Threads a lie. After Lessa secretly encouraged raids
on the herds of disaffected Holds to make up the shortage of food, there was
active revolt. But by the tine troops marched on the Weyr, the situation had
drastically changed. Ranoth, now two Turns old, was full-grown and | arger even
than F'lar's bronze Mienenth. She had made her nuptial flight, and Mienmenth
had cl ai mred her. Their rapport with the dragons brought F |lar and Lessa
together with the same passion

The new Weyrieader F' lar was quick-witted and decisive: he sent parties of



dragonriders to make hostages of the wonenfol k of the rebel lords. Their Hol ds
wer e unguarded, for they had forgotten that a dragon can fly between, passing
al nrost instantly fromone place to another. So the tithes would be paid; the
Weyr woul d prosper again.

The Fi nger points

At an Eye bl ood-red.
Alert the Weyrs

To sear the Thread.

"You STILL doubt, R gul?" F'l|ar asked, appearing slightly amused by the ol der
bronze rider's perversity.

R gul, his handsome features stubbornly set, made no reply to the weyrl eader's
taunt. He ground his teeth together as if he could grind away F' lar's
aut hority over him

"There have been no Threads in Pern's skies for over four hundred Turns. Thkre
are no nore!"

"There is always that possibility," F lar conceded am ably.
There was not, however, the slightest trace of tolerance in his anber eyes.
Nor the slightest hint of conprom se in his manner

He was nore like F' lon, his sire, R gul decided, than a son had any right to
be. Always so sure of hinself, always slightly contenptuous of what others did
and thought. Arrogant, that's what F lar was. |npertinent, too, and

under handed in the matter of that young Weyrwoman. Wiy, R gul had trained her
up to be one of the finest Weyrwonmen in many Turns. Before he'd finished her

i nstruction, she'd known all the Teaching Ballads and Sagas |etter-perfect.
And then the silly child had turned to F'lar. Didn't have sense enough to
appreciate the nerits of an ol der, nore experienced man. Undoubtedly she felt
a first obligation to F' lar for discovering her on Search

"You do, however," F'lar was saying, "admt that when the sun hits the Finger
Rock at the nmonment of dawn, w nter solstice has been reached?"

"Any fool knows that's what the Finger Rock is for," R gul grunted

"Then why don't you, you old fool, admt that the Eye Rock was placed on Star
Stone to bracket the Red Star when it's about to nake a Pass?" burst out

K' net.

R gul flushed, half-starting out of his chair, ready to take the young sprout
to task for such insol ence

"K' net!" F'lar's voice cracked authoritatively. "Do you really like flying the
| gen patrol so much you want another few weeks at it?"

K net hurriedly seated hinmself, flushing at the reprimand and the threat.

"There is, you know, R gul, incontrovertible evidence to support ny
conclusions,” F' lar went on with deceptive ml dness. ' The Finger points/At
an Eye bl ood-red . ' " "Don't quote ne verses | taught you as a weyriing,"
R gul excl ai ned heatedly.



"Then have faith in what you taught,’
fl ashi ng dangerously.

F'l ar snapped back, his amber eyes

R gul, stunned by the unexpected forceful ness, sank back into his chair.
"You cannot deny, R gul,"” F lar continued quietly, "that no | ess than half an
hour ago the sun bal anced on the Finger's tip at dawn and the Red Star was
squarely franed by the Eye Rock."

The ot her dragonriders, bronze as well as brown, nurnured and nodded their
agreement to that phenonenon. There was al so an undercurrent of resentnent for
R gul's continual contest of F'lar's policies as the new Wyrl eader. Even old
S'lel, once Rgul's avowed supporter, was followi ng the majority.

"There have been no Threads in four hundred Turns. There are no Threads,"
R gul nuttered.

"Then, ny fell ow dragonnman,” F' lar said cheerfully, "all you have taught is
fal sehood. The dragons are, as the Lords of the Holds wi sh to believe,
parasites on the economy of Pern, anachronisnms. And so are we.

"Therefore, far be it fromme to hold you here against the dictates of your
consci ence. You have nmy permission to | eave the Weyr and take up residence
where you will."

Soneone | aughed. R gul was too stunned by F lar's ultimtumto take offense at
the ridicule. Leave the Wyr? Was the nman nmad? Where woul d he go? The Weyr had
been his life. He had been bred up to it for generations. Al his male
ancestors had been dragonriders. Not all bronze, true, but a decent

percentage. His own dam s sire had been a Wyrl eader just as he, R gul, had
been until F lar's Menmenth had fl own the new queen

But dragonmen never left the Weyr. Well, they did if they were negligent
enough to lose their dragons, like that Lytol fellow at Ruath Hol d. And how
could be |l eave the Weyr with a dragon?

What did F'lar want of hin? Was it not enough that he was Weyrl eader now in

R gul's stead? Wasn't F lar's pride sufficiently swollen by having bluffed the
Lords of Pern into disbanding their arny when they were all set to coerce the
Weyr and dragonmen? Must F'|ar dom nate every dragonnman, body and will, too?
He stared a | ong nonent, incredul ous.
"I do not believe we are parasites,” F lar said, breaking the silence with a
soft, persuasive voice. "Nor anachronistic. There have been long Intervals
before. The Red Star does not al ways pass close enough to drop Threads on
Pern. Wich is why our ingenious ancestors thought to position the Eye Rock

and the Finger Rock as they did . . . to confirmwhen a Pass will be made. And
anot her thing" his face turned grave "there have been other tinmes when
dragonkind has all but died out . . . and Pern with it because of skeptics
like you." F' lar smled and relaxed indolently in his chair. "I prefer not to

be recorded as a skeptic. How shall we record you, R gul?"

The Council Roomwas tense. R gul was aware of soneone breathing harshly and
realized it was hinself. He | ooked at the adanant face of the young Weyrl eader
and knew that the threat was not enpty. He would either concede to F lar's

aut hority conpletely, though concession rankl ed deeply, or |eave the Wyr. And
where coul d he go, unless to one of the other Wyrs, deserted for hundreds of
Turns? And R gul's thoughts were savage wasn't that indication enough of the
cessation of Threads? Five enpty Wyrs? No, by the Egg of Faranth, he would
practice some of F'lar's own brand of deceit and bide his time. Wen all Pern



turned on the arrogant fool, he, R gul, would be there to sal vage sonet hi ng
fromthe rylns.

"A dragonman stays in his Weyr," R gul said with what dignity he could nuster

"And accepts the policies of the current Wyrl eader?" The tone of F lar's
voice made it less of a question and nore of an order

So as not to perjure hinself, R gul gave a curt nod of his head. Flar
continued to stare at himand, R gul wondered if the nman could read his

t houghts as his dragon m ght. He nanaged to return the gaze calmy. H's turn
woul d conme. He'd wait.

Apparently accepting the capitulation, F lar stood up and crisply del egated
patrol assignnents for the day.

"T" bor, you're weather-watch. Keep an eye on those tithing trains as you do.
Have you the norning' s report?"

"Weather is fair at dawning . . . all across Telgar and Keroon . . . if all
too cold,” T bor said with a wy grin.

"Tithing trains have good hard roads, though, so they ought to be here soon."
H s eyes twinkled with anticipation of the feasting that would follow the
supplies' arrival a nood shared by all, to judge by the expressions around
the table.

F'lar nodded. "S' lan and D nol, you are to continue an adroit Search for
likely boys. They should be striplings, if possible, but do not pass over
anyone suspected of talent.lt's all well and good to present for |npression
boys reared up in the Weyr traditions." F lar gave a one-sided snile

"But there are not enough in the Lower Caverns. W, too, have been behind in
begetting. Anyway, dragons reach full growh faster than their riders. W rnust
have nore young nen to | npress when Ranot h hatches. Take the southern holds,
Ista, Nerat, Fort, and South Boll where maturity cones earlier. You can use

t he guise of inspecting Holds for greenery to talk to the boys. And take al ong
firestone and run a few fl am ng passes on those hei ghts that haven't been
scoured in-oh dragon's years. A flam ng beast inpresses the young and arouses
envy."

F'lar deliberately | ooked at R gul to see the ex-weyrleader's reaction to the
order. R gul had been dead set agai nst goi ng outside the Wyr for nore
candidates. In the first place, R gul had argued that there were eighteen
youngsters in the Lower Caverns, sone quite young, to be sure, but R gul would
not admit that Ranoth would lay nore than the dozen Nenorth had al ways
dropped. In the second place, R gul persisted in wanting to avoid any action

t hat m ght antagoni ze the Lords.

R gul made no overt protest, and F'lar went on

"K' net, back to the mnes. | want the dispositions of each firestone-dunp
checked and quantities available. R gul, continue drilling recognition points
with the weyriings. They must be positive about their references. If they're
used as nessengers and suppliers, they may be sent out quickly and with no
time to ask questions.

"F'nor, T sunmF lar turned to his own brown riders "you're cl ean-up squad
today." He allowed hinself a grin at their dismay. "Try Ista Weyr. Cear the
Hat chi ng Cavern and enough weyrs for a double wing. And, F nor, don't |eave a



singl e Record behind. They're worth preserving. That will be all, dragonmen.
Good flying." And with that, F lar rose and strode fromthe Council Roomup to
t he queen's weyr.

Ramoth still slept, her hide gloanming with health, its color deepening to a
shade of gold closer to bronze, indicating her pregnancy. As he passed her
the tip of her long tail twitched slightly.

Al the dragons were restless these days, F lar reflected. Yet when he asked
Mhenent h, the bronze .dragon could give no reason. He woke, he went back to
sleep. That was all. F lar couldn't ask a | eading question for that would
defeat his purpose. He had to remain discontented with the vague fact that the
restl essness was sone kind of instinctive reaction

Lessa was not in the sleeping room nor was she still bathing. F lar snorted.
That girl was going to scrub her hide off with this constant bathing. She'd
had to live griny to protect herself in Ruath Hold, but bathing tw ce a day?
He was beginning to wonder if this m ght be a subtle Lessa-variety insult to
hi m personally. F' lar sighed. That girl. Wuld she never turn to himof her
own accord? Wuld he ever touch that elusive inner core of Lessa? She had nore
warnth for his half brother, F nor, and for K net, the youngest of the bronze
riders than she had for F lar who shared her bed.

He pulled the curtain back into place, irritated. Wiere had she gone to today
when, for the first tinme in weeks, he had been able to get all the w ngs out
of the Weyr just so he could teach her to fly between?

Rarmot h woul d soon be too egg-heavy for such activity. He had prom sed the
Weyrwonman, and he nmeant to keep that promi se. She had taken to wearing the
wher-hide riding gear as a flagrant renminder of his unfulfilled pledge. From
certain remarks she had dropped, he knew she would not wait much | onger for
his aid. That she would try it on her own didn't suit himat all

He crossed the queen's weyr again and peered down the passage that led to the
Records Room She was often to be found there, poring over the musty skins.
And that was one nore matter that needed urgent consideration. Those Records
were deteriorating past legibility. Curiously enough, earlier ones were stil
in good condition and readabl e. Another technique forgotten. That girl! He
brushed his thick forelock of hair back fromhis browin a gesture habitual to
hi m when he was annoyed or worried. The passage was dark, which neant she
could not be below in the Records Room

"Mhenenth," he called silently to his bronze dragon, sunning on the |edge
out side the queen's weyr. "Wiat is that girl doing?"

Lessa, the dragon replied, stressing the Weyrwoman's name wi th pointed
courtesy, is talking to Manora. She's dressed for riding, he added after a
slight pause.

F'lar thanked the bronze sarcastically and strode down the passage to the
entrance. As he turned the |last bend, he all but ran Lessa down.

You hadn't asked nme where she was, Menenth plaintively answered F' lar's
blistering reprimnd.

Lessa rocked back on her heels fromthe force of their encounter. She gl ared
up at him her lips thin with displeasure, her eyes flashing.

"Way didn't | have the opportunity of seeing the Red Star through the Eye
Rock?" she demanded in a hard, angry voice.



F'lar pulled at his hair. Lessa at her nost difficult would conplete the Iist
of this morning's trials.

"Too many to accommobdate on the Peak as it was," he nuttered, determnm ned not
to let her irritate himtoday. "And you al ready believe."

"I"d"'ve liked to see it," she snapped and pushed past himtoward the weyr. "If
only in my capacity as Weyrwonan and Recorder."

He caught her armand felt her body tense. He set his teeth, wi shing, as he
had a hundred tines since Ranoth rose in her first mating flight, that Lessa
had not been virgin, too. He had not thought to control his dragon-incited
enotions, and Lessa's first sexual experience had been violent. It had
surprised himto be first, considering that her adol escent years had been
spent drudging for |ascivious warders and soldier- types. Evidently no one had
bothered to penetrate the curtain of rags and the coat of filth she had
careful |y maintai ned as a di sgui se. He had been a considerate and gentle
bedmat e ever since, but, unless Ranoth and Mienenth were involved, he mght as
well call it rape

Yet he knew sonmeday, sonehow, he woul d coax her into respondi ng whol eheartedly
to his | ovemaking. He had a certain pride in his skill, and he was in a
position to persevere. Now he took a deep breath and rel eased her arm sl owy.

"How fortunate you're wearing riding gear. As soon as the w ngs have cl eared
out and Ranoth wakes, | shall teach you to fly between."

The gl eam of excitenent in her eyes was evident even in the dimy lit
passageway. He heard her inhale sharply.

"Can't put it off too much longer or Ranoth'll be in no shape to fly at all,"
he continued ani ably.

"You mean it?" Her voice was | ow and breathless, its usual acid edge m ssing.
"You will teach us today?" He w shed he could see her face clearly.

Once or twi ce he had caught an unguarded expression on her face, |oving and
tender. He would give nuch to have that | ook turned on him However, he
admtted wyly to hinself, he ought to be glad that nelting regard was
directed only at Ranoth and not at another hunan.

"Yes, nmy dear Weyrwonan, | nean it. | will teach you to fly between today. If
only," and be bowed to her with a flourish, "to keep you fromtrying it
yoursel f."

Her | ow chuckl e inforned himhis taunt was well -ai ned.
"Ri ght now, however," he said, indicating for her to |l ead the way back to the
weyr, "l could do with sone food. W were up before the kitchen."

They had entered the well-lighted weyr, so he did not mss the trenchant | ook
she shot hi mover her shoul der. She would not so easily forgive being |left out
of the group at the Star Stone this norning, certainly not with the bribe of
flyi ng between.

How di fferent this inner roomwas now that Lessa was Wyrwonan, F'lar nused as
Lessa call ed down the service shaft for food. During Jora's inconpetent tenure



as Weyr- woman, the sleeping quarters had been crowded with junk, unwashed
apparel, uncl eared dishes. The state of the Wyr and the reduced nunber of
dragons were as much Jora's fault as Rgul's, for she had indirectly

encour aged sl oth, negligence, and gluttony. If he, F lar, had been just a few
years ol der when F lon, his father, had died . . . Jora had been disgusting,
but when dragons rose in mating flight, the condition of your partner counted
for not hi ng.

Lessa took a tray of bread and cheese, and nugs of the stimulating klah from
the platform She served himdeftly.

"You'd not eaten, either?" he asked.

She shook her head vigorously, the braid into which she had plaited her thick,
fine dark hair bobbing across her shoul ders. The hairdressi ng was too severe
for her narrow face, but it did not, if that was her intention, disguise her
femninity or the curious beauty of her delicate features.

Again F' | ar wondered that such a slight body contained so nmuch shrewd
intelligence and resourceful . . . cunning yes, that was the word, cunning.
F'lar did not make the m stake, as others had, of underestimating her
abilities.

"Manora called ne to witness the birth of Kylara's child."

F'l ar mai ntai ned an expression of polite interest. He knew perfectly well that
Lessa suspected the child was his, and it could have been, he admitted
privately, but he doubted it. Kylara had been one of the ten candi dates from
the sane Search three years ago whi ch had di scovered Lessa. Like others who
survived | nmpression, Kylara had found certain aspects of Weyr life exactly
suited to her tenperanent. She had gone fromone rider's weyr to another's.
She had even seduced F' lar not at all against his will, to be sure. Now that
he was Weyrl eader, he found it wiser to ignore her efforts to continue the

rel ati onship. T bor had taken her in hand and had had his hands full until he
retired her to the Lower Caverns, well advanced in pregnancy.

Asi de from havi ng the anorous tendencies of a green dragon, Kylara was quick
and ambitious. She would make a strong Weyrwoman, so F'|ar had charged Manora
and Lessa with the job of planting the notion in Kylara's nind. In the
capacity of Weyrwoman . . . of another Weyr . . . her intense drives would be
used to Pern's advantage. She had not | earned the severe | essons of restraint
and patience that Lessa had, and she didn't have Lessa's devi ous m nd
Fortunately she was in considerable awe of Lessa, and F'|ar suspected that
Lessa was subtly influencing this attitude. In Kylara's case, F' lar preferred
not to object to Lessa's meddling.

"A fine son," Lessa was sayi ng.

F'lar sipped his klah. She was not going to get himto adnmt any
responsibility.

After a | ong pause Lessa added, "She has named him T kil."

F'lar suppressed a grin at Lessa's failure to get a rise fromhim
"Di screet of her."

" Oh?"

"Yes," F'lar replied blandly. "T'lar m ght be confusing if she took the second



hal f of her name as is customary. 'Tkil, however, still indicates sire as well
as dam"

"While | was waiting for Council to end," Lessa said after clearing her
throat, "Manora and | checked the supply caverns. The tithing trains, which

t he Hol ds have been so gracious as to send us" her voice was sharp "are due
within the week. There will shortly be bread fit to eat," she added, wi nkling
her nose at the crunmbling gray pastry she was attenpting to spread with
cheese.

"A nice change," F'lar agreed.

She paused. "The Red Star performed its schedul ed antic?"

He nodded.

"And R gul's doubts have been wi ped away in the enlightening red gl ow?"

"Not at all." F lar grinned back at her, ignoring her sarcasm "Not at all
but he will not be so vocal in his criticism"

She swal | owed qui ckly so she could speak. "You'd do well to cut out his
criticism" she said ruthlessly, gesturing with her knife as if plunging it
into a man's heart. "He is never going to accept your authority w th good
grace."

"W need every bronze rider . . . there are only seven, you know," he reni nded
her pointedly. "R gul's a good wing- |leader. He'll settle down when the
Threads fall. He needs proof to lay his doubts aside."

"And the Red Star in the Eye Rock is not proof?" Lessa' s expressive eyes were
wi de.

F'lar was privately of Lessa's opinionthat it nmight be wiser to renove R gul's
st ubborn contentiousness. But he could not sacrifice a w ngleader, needing
every dragon and rider as badly as he did.

"I don't trust him" she added darkly. She sipped at her hot drink, her gray
eyes dark over the rimof her mug. As if, F lar mused, she didn't trust him
ei ther.

And she didn't, past a certain point. She had nade that plain, and, in
honesty, he couldn't blanme her. She did recognize that every action F lar took
was toward one end . . . the safety and preservation of dragonkind and
weyrfol k and consequently the safety and preservation of Pern. To effect that
end, he needed her full cooperation. When Weyr business or dragonlore were

di scussed, she suspended the antipathy he knew she felt for him In

conf erences she supported hi mwhol eheartedly and persuasively, but always he
suspected the double edge to her coments and saw a specul ative, suspicious

| ook in her eyes. He needed not only her tol erance but her enpathy.

"Tell me," she said after a long silence, "did the sun touch the Finger Rock
before the Red Star was bracketed in the Eye Rock or after?"

"Matter of fact, I'mnot sure, as | did not see it myself . The concurrence
lasts only a few nonments . but the two are supposed to be simultaneous."

She frowned at himsourly. "Whomdid you waste it on? R gul ?" She was
provoked, her angry eyes | ooked everywhere but at him



"I am Weyrl eader,” he informed her curtly. She was unreasonabl e. She awarded
hi m one | ong, hard | ook before she bent to finish her nmeal. She ate very
little, quickly and neatly. Compared to Jora, she didn't eat enough in the
course of an entire day to nourish a sick child. But then, there was no point
in ever conparing Lessa to Jora

He finished his own breakfast, absently piling the nugs together on the enpty
tray. She rose silently and renoved the dishes.

"As soon as the Weyr is free, we'll go," he told her

"So you said." She nodded toward the sl eeping queen, visible through the open
arch. "W still rmust wait upon Ranoth."

"I'sn't she rousing? Her tail's been twitching for an hour."

"She al ways does that about this time of day."

F'lar | eaned across the table, his brows drawn together thoughtfully as he

wat ched the golden-forked tip of the queen's tail jerk spasnodically from side

to side.

"Mhenenth, too. And always at dawn and early norning. As if sonmehow t hey
associate that time of day with trouble ..."

"Or the Red Star's rising?" Lessa interjected.

Sone subtle difference in her tone caused F lar to glance quickly at her. It
wasn't anger now over having m ssed the norning's phenomenon. Her eyes were
fixed on nothing; her face, smooth at first, was soon winkled with a vaguely
anxious frown as tiny lines forned between her arching, well-defined brows.

"Dawn . . . that's when all warnings cone," she nurnmnured.

"What kind of warnings?" he asked with quiet encouragenent.

"There was that nmorning . . . a few days before . . . before you and Fax
descended on Ruath Hol d. Sonething woke me . . . a feeling, like a very heavy
pressure . . . the sensation of sone terrible danger threatening." She was

silent. "The Red Star was just rising." The fingers of her |eft hand opened
and cl osed. She gave a convul sive shudder. Her eyes re- focused on him

"You and Fax did conme out of the northeast from Crom" she said sharply,
ignoring the fact, F lar noticed, that the Red Star also rises north of true
east .

"Indeed we did," he grinned at her, renmenbering that nmorning vividly.
"Al t hough, " he added, gesturing around the great cavern to enphasize, "I
prefer to believe | served you well that day . . . you remenber it with
di spl easur e?"

The | ook she gave himwas coldly inscrutable.
"Danger cones in many guises."

"I agree,"” he replied am ably, determined not to rise to her bait. "Had any
ot her rude awakeni ngs?" he inquired conversationally.

The absolute stillness in the roombrought his attention back to her. Her face
had drai ned of all color.



"The day Fax invaded Ruath Hold." Her voice was a barely articul ated whi sper
Her eyes were wide and staring. Her hands cl enched the edge of the table. She
said nothing for such a long interval that F |ar becane concerned. This was an
unexpectedly violent reaction to a casual question.

"Tell me," he suggested softly.

She spoke in unenotional, inmpersonal tones, as if she were reciting a
Traditional Ballad or something that had happened to an entirely different
per son.

"I was a child. Just eleven. | woke at dawn . " Her voice trailed off. Her
eyes renmai ned focused on nothing, staring at a scene that had happened | ong
ago.

F'lar was stirred by an irresistible desire to confort her. It struck him
forcibly, even as be was stirred by this unusual conpassion, that he had never
t hought that Lessa, of all people, would be troubled by so old a terror

Mhenent h sharply infornmed his rider that Lessa was obviously bothered a good
deal . Enough so that her mental angui sh was rousing Ranoth fromsleep. In |ess
accusi ng tones Mienenth informed F'lar that R gul had finally taken off with
his weyriing pupils. H's dragon, Hath, however, was in a fine state of
disorientation due to Rgul's state of mind. Must F lar unsettle everyone in

t he Weyr

"Ch, be quiet," F lar retorted under his breath.

"Why?" Lessa denanded in her normal voice.
"I didn't nean you, ny dear Weyrwonan," he assured her, smling pleasantly, as
if the entranced interlude had never occurred. "Mienmenth is full of advice

t hese days."

"Li ke rider, like dragon,"” she replied tartly.

Rarmot h yawned nightily. Lessa was instantly on her feet, running to her
dragon's side, her slight figure dwarfed by the six-foot dragon head. A
tender, adoring expression flooded her face as she gazed into Ranoth's

gl eam ng opal escent eyes. F'lar clenched his teeth, envious, by the Egg, of a
rider's affection for her dragon

In his mnd he heard Mhenenth's dragon equival ent of |aughter

"She's hungry," Lessa informed F'lar, an echo of her love for Ramofh |ingering
in the soft line of her nouth, in the kindness of her gray eyes.

"She's always hungry," he observed and fol |l owed them out of the weyr.

Mhenent h hovered courteously just beyond the | edge until Lessa and Ranoth had
taken off. They glided down the Wyr Bowl , over the nisty bathing | ake, toward
the feeding ground at the opposite end of the |ong oval that conprised the
floor of Benden Weyr. The striated, precipitous walls were pierced with the

bl ack mout hs of single weyr entrances, deserted at this tine of day by the few
dragons who m ght otherw se doze on their ledges in the wintry sun

As F'lar vaulted to Mienenth's snooth bronze neck, he hoped that Ranoth's
clutch woul d be spectacul ar, erasing the ignom ny of the paltry dozen Nenorth
had laid in each of her last few clutches. He had no serious doubts of the



i nprovenent after Ranoth's renmarkable mating flight with his Menenth. The
bronze dragon smugly echoed his rider's certainty, and both | ooked on the
gueen possessively as she curved her wings to land. She was twice Nenorth's
size, for one thing; her wi ngs were hal f-a-w ng again | onger than Menenth's,
who was the biggest of the seven male bronzes. F lar |ooked to Ranpth to
repopul ate the five enpty Weyrs, even as he | ooked to hinself and Lessa to
rejuvenate the pride and faith of dragonriders and of Pern itself. He only
hoped ti me enough remained to himto do what was necessary. The Red Star had
been bracketed by the Eye Rock. The Threads woul d soon be falling. Sonewhere,
in one of the other Weyrs' Records, nust be the information he needed to
ascertain when, exactly, Threads would fall

Mhenent h | anded. F'lar junped down fromthe curving neck to stand beside
Lessa. The three watched as Ranoth, a buck grasped in each of her forefeet,
rose to a feeding |edge.

"Wl her appetite never taper off?" Lessa asked with affectionate di smay.

As a dragonet, Ramoth had been eating to grow. Her full stature attained, she
was, of course, now eating for her young, and she applied herself
consci enti ously.

F'lar chuckl ed and squatted, hunter fashion. He picked up shal e-fl akes,
skating themacross the flat dry ground, counting the dust puffs boyishly.

"The tinme will cone when she won't eat everything in sight," he assured Lessa.

"But she's young . "
" and needs her strength," Lessa interrupted, her voice a fair imtation
of R gul's pedantic tones.

P'lar | ooked up at her, squinting against the wintry sun that slanted down at
t hem

"She's a finely grown beast, especially conmpared to Nenorth." He gave a
contenmptuous snort. "In fact, there is no conparison. However, | ook here," he
ordered perenptorily. He tapped the snoothed sand in front of him and she saw
that his apparently idle gestures had been to a purpose. Wth a sliver of
stone, he drew a design in quick strokes.

"In order to fly a dragon between, he has to know where to go. And so do you."
He grinned at the astonished and infuriated | ook of conprehension on her face.
"Ah, but there are certain consequences to an ill-considered junp. Badly
visualized reference points often result in staying between." H s voice
dropped om nously. Her face cleared of its resentnent. "So there are certain
reference or recognition points arbitrarily taught all weyriings. "That," he
pointed first to his facsimle and then to the actual Star Stone with its

Fi nger and Eye Rock conpani ons, on Benden Peak "is the first recognition point
a weyriing learns. Wien | take you aloft, you will reach an altitude just
above the Star Stone, near enough for you to be able to see the hole in the
Eye Rock clearly. Fix that picture sharply in your mnd' s eye, relay it to
Rarmot h. That will always get you hone."

"Understood. But how do | learn recognition points of places |I've never seen?"
He grinned up at her. "You're drilled in them First by your instructor," and
he pointed the sliver at his chest, "and then by going there, having directed
your dragon to get the visualization fromher instructor," and he indicated
Mhenent h. The bronze dragon | owered his wedge-shaped head until one eye was
focused on his rider and his mate's rider. He nade a pl eased noise deep in his



chest. Lessa | aughed up at the gl eam ng eye and, with unexpected affection
patted the soft nose.

F'lar cleared his throat in surprise. He had been aware that Menenth showed
an unusual affection for the Weyrwoman, bue he had had no idea Lessa was fond
of the bronze. Per- versely, he was irritated.

"However," he said, and his voice sounded unnatural to hinself, "we take the
young riders constantly to and fromthe main reference points all across Pern,
to all the Holds so that they have eyew tness inpressions on which to rely. As
a rider becones adept in picking out | andmarks, he gets additional references
fromother riders. Therefore, to go between, there is actually only one
requirement: a clear picture of where you want to go. And a dragon!" He
grinned at her.

"Al so, you should always plan to arrive above your reference point in clear
air.”

Lessa frowned.

"It is better to arrive in open air"F |lar waved a hand above his head"rat her
t han underground, " and he sl apped his open hand onto the dirt. A puff of dust
rose wam ngly.

"But the wings took off within the Bow itself the day the Lords of the Hold
arrived," Lessa rem nded him

F'lar chuckl ed at her uptake. "True, but only the nost seasoned riders. Once
we cane across a dragon and a rider entonbed together in solid rock. They .
were . . . very young," Hi s eyes were bl eak

"I take the point," she assured himgravely. "That's her fifth," she added,
pointing toward Ranoth, who was carrying her latest kill up to the bl oody
| edge.

"She'll work them off today, | assure you," F'lar remarked.

He rose, brushing off his knees with sharp slaps of his riding gloves. "Test
her tenper."

Lessa did so with a silent, Had enough? She grimaced at Ranoth's indi gnant
rejection of the thought.

The queen went swoopi ng down for a huge fow, rising in a flurry of gray,
brown and white feathers.

"She's not as hungry as she's making you think, the deceitful creature," F'lar
chuckl ed and saw that Lessa had reached the sanme conclusion. Her eyes were
shappi ng with vexation

"When you' ve finished the bird, Ranpoth, do let us learn howto fly between,"
Lessa said aloud for F'lar's benefit, "before our good Weyrl eader changes his
m nd. "

Rarmot h | ooked up from her gorging, turned her head toward the two riders at
t he edge of the feeding ground. Her eyes gl eanmed. She bent her head again to
her kill, but Lessa could sense the dragon woul d obey.



It was cold aloft. Lessa was glad of the fur lining in her riding gear, and
the warnmt h of the great gol den neck which she bestrode. She decided not to

thi nk of the absolute cold of between which she had experienced only once. She
gl anced bel ow on her right where bronze Menenth hovered, and she caught his
anused thought. F lar tells ne to tell Rampoth to tell you to fix the alignnent
of the Star Stone firmy in your mnd as a honing

Then, Mienenth went on amiably, we shall fly down to the | ake. You will return
frombetween to this exact point. Do you understand?

Lessa found herself grinning foolishly with anticipation and nodded

vi gorously. How nuch tinme was saved because she could speak directly to the
dragons! Ranoth made a disgruntled noise deep in her throat. Lessa patted
her reassuringly. "Have you got the picture in your mnd, dear one?" she
asked, and Ramoth again runbl ed, | ess annoyed, because she was catchi ng
Lessa's excitenent.

Mhenent h stroked the cold air with his wings, greenish- brown in the sunlight,
and curved down gracefully toward the | ake on the plateau bel ow Benden \Weyr.
Hs flight line took himvery | ow over the rimof the Weyr. From Lessa's
angle, it looked like a collision course. Ranoth followed closely in his wake.
Lessa caught her breath at the sight of the jagged boul ders just bel ow
Rarmoth's wi ng ti ps.

It was exhilarating, Lessa crowed to herself, doubly stimulated by the elation
that flowed back to her from Ranbpth. Menenth halted above the farthest shore
of the | ake, and there, too, Ranpoth cane to hover.

Mhenent h flashed the thought to Lessa that she was to place the picture of
where she wished to go firmly in her mnd and direct Ramoth to get there
Lessa conpli ed.

The next instant the awesome, bone-penetrating cold of black between envel oped
them Before either she or Ranoth were aware of nore than that biting touch of
cold and i npregnabl e darkness, they were above the Star Stone. Lessa let out
a cry of pure triunph.

It is extrenely sinple. Ranoth seemed di sappoi nt ed.

Mhenent h reappeared beside and slightly below them You are to return by the
same route to the Lake, he ordered, and before the thought had finished,
Ramot h t ook of f.

Mhenent h was besi de them above the | ake, fuming with his owmn and F lar's
anger. You did not visualize before transferring. Don't think a first
successful trip makes you perfect. You have no conception of the dangers
i nherent in between.

Never fail to picture your arrival point again.

Lessa gl anced down at F'lar. Even two wi ngspans apart, she could see the vivid
anger on his face, alnost feel the fury flashing fromhis eyes. And | aced
through the wath, a terrible sinking fearful ness for her safety that was a
nore effective reprimand than his wath. Lessa's safety, she wondered
bitterly, or Ranoth's?

You are to follow us, Mienenth was saying in a cal ner tone, rehearsing in your
mnd the two reference points you have already | earned. W shall junp to and
fromthemthis norning, gradually |earning other points around Benden



They did. Flying as far away as Benden Hold itself, nestled against the
foothills above Benden Valley, the Wyr Peak a far point against the noonday
sky, Lessa did not neglect to visualize a clearly detailed inpression each
tine.

This was as marvel ously exciting as she had hoped it would be, Lessa confided
to Ranoth. Ranoth replied: yes, it was certainly preferable to the

ti me-consum ng met hods others had to use, but she didn't think it was exciting
at all to junp between from Benden Weyr to Benden Hol d and back to Benden Weyr
again. It was dull. They had nmet with Mienenth above the Star Stone again. The
bronze dragon sent Lessa the nessage that this was a very satisfying initial
session. They woul d practice sonme distant junping tonorrow.

Tormorrow, thought Lessa glumy, some energency will occur or our hard-worKking
Weyrl eader will decide today's session constitutes keeping his prom se and
that will be that.

There was one junmp she coul d make between, from anywhere on Pern, and not m ss
her mark. She visualized Ruatha for Rampth as seen fromthe hei ghts above the
Hold . . . to satisfy that requirenment. To be scrupu- lously clear, Lessa
projected the pattern of the firepits. Before Fax, invaded and she had had to
mani pul ate its decline, Ruatha had been such a lovely, prosperous valley. She
told Ranoth to junp between.

The cold was intense and seened to |ast for many heartbeats. Just as Lessa
began to fear that she had sonehow | ost them between, they expl oded into the
air above the Hol d.

Elation filled her. That for F' lar and his excessive caution! Wth Ranoth she
could jump anywhere! For there was the distinctive pattern of Ruatha's
fire-guttered heights. It was just before dawn, the Breast Pass between Crom
and Ruat ha, bl ack cones against the lightening gray sky. Fleetingly she

noti ced the absence of the Red Star that now bl azed in the dawn sky. And
fleetingly she noticed a difference in the air.

Chill, yes, but not wintry . . . the air held that npoist cool ness of early
spring.

Startled, she glanced downward, wondering if she could have, for all her
assurance, erred in sonme fashion. But no, this was Ruath Hold. The Tower, the
i nner Court, the aspect of the broad avenue | eading down to the crafthold were
just as they should be. Wsps of snoke from distant chi meys indicated people
wer e maki ng ready for the day.

Ramot h caught the tenor of her insecurity and began to press for an
expl anati on.

This is Ruatha, Lessa replied stoutly. It can be no ot her

Circle the heights. See, there are the firepit lines | gave you. ..

Lessa gasped, the col dness in her stomach freezing her mnuscles.

Bel ow her in the slowy lifting predawn gl oom she saw the figures of nmany nen
foiling over the breast of the cliff fromthe hills beyond Ruatha, men noving

with quiet stealth like crimnals.

She ordered Ranpth to keep as still as possible in the air so as not to direct
their attention upward. The dragon was curious but obedient.



Who woul d be attacking Ruatha? It seemed incredible. Lytol was, after all, a
former dragonman and had savagely repelled one attack already. Could there
possi bly be a thought of aggression anobng the Holds NOWthat F'lar was Weyr-
| eader? And what H6ld Lord woul d be foolish enough to mount a territorial war
inthe winter? No, not winter. The air was definitely springlike.

The nmen crept on, over the firepits to the edge of the heights. Suddenly Lessa
realized they were | owering rope | adders over the face of the cliff, down
toward the open shutters of the Inner Hold.

Wldly she clutched at Ranoth's neck, certain of what she saw. This was the
i nvader Fax, now dead nearly three Turns Fax and his nen as they began their
attack on Ruatha nearly thirteen Turns ago.

Yes, there was the Tower guard, his face a white blot turned toward the diff
itself, watching. He had been paid his bribe to stand silent this norning.

But the watch-wher, trained to give alarmfor any intrusion why was it not
trunpeting its warning? Wiy was it silent?

Because, Ranoth infornmed her rider with calmlogic, it senses your presence as
wel |l as mne, so how could the Hold be in danger?

No, No! Lessa npaned. What can | do now? How can | wake then? Where is the

girl I was? | was asleep, and then | woke. | renenber. | dashed fromny room
| was so scared. | went down the steps and nearly fell. | knew | had to get to
the watch-wher's kennel. . . . | knew

Lessa clutched at Ramoth's neck for support as past acts and nysteries becane
devastatingly clear. She herself had warned herself, just as it was her
presence on the queen dragon that had kept the watchwher from giving alarm
For as she watched, stunned and speechl ess, she saw the small, gray-robed
figure that could only be herself as a youngster, burst fromthe Hold Hal
door, race uncertainly down the cold stone steps into the Court, and di sappear
into the watch-wher's stinking den. Faintly she heard it crying in piteous
conf usi on.

Just as Lessa-the-giri reached that doubtful sanctuary, Fax's invaders swooped
into the open wi ndow enbrasures and began the slaughter of her sl eeping
famly

"Back-back to the Star Stone!" Lessa cried. In her wide and staring eyes she
held the inmage of the guiding rocks like a rudder for her sanity as well as
Ramoth's direction. The intense cold acted as a restorative. And then they
were above the quiet, peaceful wintry Weyr as if they had never paradoxically
vi sited Ruat ha.

F'lar and Mhenenth were nowhere to be seen. Ranoth, however, was unshaken by
t he experience. She had only gone where she had been told to go and had not
qui te understood that goi ng where she had been told to go had shocked Lessa.
She suggested to her rider that Miementh had probably followed themto Ruatha
so if Lessa would give her the proper references, she'd take her there.
Rarmot h' s sensi bl e attitude was conforting.

Lessa carefully drew for Ranoth not the child' s nenory of a | ong-vani shed,
idyllic Ruatha but her nmore recent recollection of the Hold, gray, sullen, at
dawning, with a Red Star pulsing on the horizon. And there they were again,
hovering over the valley, the Hold bel ow themon the right. The grasses grew
unt ended on the heights, clogging firepit and brickwork; the scene showed al
the deterioration she had encouraged in her effort to thwart Fax of any profit



from conquering Ruath Hol d.

But, as she watched, vaguely disturbed, she saw a figure emerge fromthe

ki tchen, saw the watch-wher creep fromits lair and follow the raggedly
dressed figure as far across the Court as the chain permtted. She saw the
figure ascend the Tower, gaze first eastward, then northeastward. This was
still not Ruatha of today and now Lessa's mind reeled, disoriented. This tine
she had come back to visit herself of three Turns ago, to see the filthy
drudge plotting revenge on Fax.

She felt the absolute cold of between as Ranoth snatched them back, energing
once nmore above the Star Stone. Lessa was shuddering, her eyes frantically
taking in the reassuring sight of the Weyr Bow , hoping she had not sonehow
shifted backward in tine yet again. Mienmenth suddenly erupted into the air a
few | engt hs bel ow and beyond Ranbth. Lessa greeted himwith a cry of intense
relief.

Back to your weyr! There was no disguising the white fury in Menmenth's tone.
Lessa was too unnerved to respond in any way other than instant conpliance.
Rarmoth glided swiftly to their |edge, quickly clearing the perch for Menmenth
to | and.

The rage on F lar's face as he | eaped from Mhementh and advanced on Lessa
brought her wits back abruptly. She made no nove to evade himas he grabbed
her shoul ders and shook her violently.

"How dare you risk yourself and Ranoth? Wy nust you defy ne at every
opportunity? Do you realize what would happen to all Pern if we | ost Ranoth?
Where did you go?"

He was spitting with anger, punctuating each question that tunbled fromhis
lips by giving her a head-w enchi ng shake.

"Ruat ha," she managed to say, trying to keep herself erect. She reached out to
catch at his arns, but he shook her again.

"Ruat ha? W were there. You weren't. \Were did you go?"

"Ruat ha!" Lessa cried louder, clutching at himdistractedly because he kept
jerking her off bal ance. She couldn't organize her thoughts with himjolting
her around.

She was at Ruatha, Mienmenth said firmy.
VW were there twi ce, Ranoth added

As the dragons' cal ner words penetrated F'lar's fury, he stopped shaking
Lessa. She hung linply in his grasp, her hands weakly plucking at his arns,
her eyes closed, her face gray. He picked her up and strode rapidly into the
gueen's weyr, the dragons followi ng. He placed her upon the couch, w apping
her tightly in the fur cover. He called down the service shaft for the duty
cook to send up hot klah. "All right, what happened?" he demanded.

She didn't look at him but he got a glinpse of her haunted eyes. She biinked
constantly as if she longed to erase what she had just seen

Finally she got herself somewhat under control and said in a low, tired voice.
"I did go to Ruatha. Only . . . | went back to Ruatha."

"Back to Ruatha?" F'lar repeated the words stupidly; the significance



monentarily el uded him

It certainly does, Menenth agreed and flashed to F'lar's mnd the two scenes
he had picked out of Ranmpbth's menory. Staggered by the inport of the
visualization, F lar found hinself slowy sinking to the edge of the bed. "You
went between tines?"

She nodded slowy. The terror was beginning to | eave her eyes.

"Between tinmes," F lar nurnured. "I wonder " H's mind raced through the
possibilities. It mght well tip the scales .of survival in the Wyr's favor.
He couldn't think exactly howto use this extraordinary ability, but there
must be an advantage in it for dragonfolKk.

The service shaft runbled. He took the pitcher fromthe platformand poured
two rmugs.

Lessa's hands were shaking so nuch that she couldn't get hers to her lips. He
steadied it for her, wondering if going between tinmes would regularly cause
this kind of shock. If so, it wouldn't be any advantage at all. If she'd had
enough of a scare this day, she m ght not be so contenptuous of bis orders the
next time; which would be to his benefit.

Qutside in the weyr, Menmenth snorted his opinion on that. F lar ignored him

Lessa was trenbling violently now He put an arm around her, pressing the fur
agai nst her slender body. He held the mug to her lips, forcing her to drink
He could feel the trenors ease off. She took |ong, slow, deep breaths between
swal | ows, equally determ ned to get herself under control. The nonent he felt
her stiffen under his arm he released her. He wondered if Lessa had ever had
someone to turn to

Certainly not after Fax invaded her famly Hold. She had been only el even, a
child. Had hate and revenge been the only enotions the growing girl had
practiced?

She | owered the nmug, cradling it in her hands carefully as if it had assuned
some undefinabl e i nportance to her

"Now. Tell me," he ordered evenly.

She took a |l ong deep breath, and began to speak, her hands tightening around
the mug. Her inner turmoil had not |essened; it was nerely under contro
NOW.

"Ranmoth and | were bored with the weyriing exercises," she adnmtted candidly.
Gimy F lar recognized that, while the adventure night have taught her to be
nore circunspect, it had not scared her into obedi ence. He doubted that
anyt hi ng woul d.

"I gave her the picture of Ruatha so we could go between there." She did not

| ook at him but her profile was outlined against the dark fur of the rug.
"The Ruatha | knew so well 1 accidentally sent nyself backward in tine to the
day Fax invaded."

Her shock was now conprehensible to him

"And . . ." he pronpted her, his voice carefully neutral



"And | saw nyself" Her voice broke off. Wth an effort she continued. "I had
visualized for Ramoth the designs of the firepits and the angle of the Hold if
one | ooked down fromthe pits into the Inner Court. That was where we energed.
It was just dawn" she lifted her chin with a nervous jerk "and there was no
Red Star in the sky." She gave him a quick, defensive |ook as if she expected
himto contest this detail. "And | saw men creeping over the firepits,

| owering rope |ladders to the top wi ndows of the Hold. | saw the Tower guard
wat chi ng. Just watching." She clenched her teeth at such treachery, and her
eyes gl eamed nual evol ently.

"And | saw nyself run fromthe Hall into the watch-wher's lair. And do you
know why"her voice lowered to a bitter whisper"the watch-wher did not alarm
t he Hol d?"

n W]y?"

"Because there was a dragon in the sky, and |, Lessa of Ruatha, was on her."
She flung the mug fromher as if she wished she could reject the know edge,
too. "Because | was there, the watch-wher did not alarmthe Hold, thinking the
intrusion legitimate, with one of the Blood on a dragon in the sky. So I" her
body grew rigid, her hands clasped so tightly that the knuckles were white"l
was the cause of nmy fanmly's massacre. Not Fax! If | had not acted the
captious fool today, | would not have been there with Ranoth and the

wat ch- wher woul d" Her voice had risen to an hysterical pitch of recrimnation

He sl apped her sharply across the cheeks, grabbing her, robe and all, to shake
her. The stunned |l ook in her eyes and the tragedy in her face alarned him H s
i ndi gnati on over her willful ness di sappeared. Her unruly independence of mi nd
and spirit attracted himas nuch as her curious dark beauty. Infuriating as
her fractious ways mght be, they were too vital a part of her integrity to be
exorci sed. Her indomtable will had taken a grievous shock today, and her

sel f-confidence had better be restored quickly.

"On the contrary, Lessa," he said sternly, "Fax would still have nmurdered your
famly. He had planned it very carefully, even to scheduling his attack on the
nor ni ng when the Tower guard was one who could be bribed. Renmenber, too, it
was dawn and the watch-wher, being a nocturnal beast, blind by daylight, is
relieved of responsibility at dawn and knows it. Your presence, damable as it
may appear to you, was not the deciding factor by any neans. It did, and

draw your attention to this very inportant fact, cause you to save yourself,
by warni ng Lessa-the-child. Don't you see that?"

"l could have called out," she nurnured, but the frantic ook had | eft her
eyes and there was a faint hint of normal color in her lips.

"I'f you wish to flail around in guilt, go right ahead,"” he said with
del i berate cal | ousness.

Ramoth interjected a thought that, since the two of them had been there that
previous time as Fax's nmen had prepared to invade, it had al ready happened, so
how could it be changed? The act was inevitable both that day and today. For
how el se could Lessa have lived to cone to the Weyr and i npress Ranoth at the
hat chi ng?

Mhenent h rel ayed Ranoth's message scrupul ously, even to inmitating Ranoth's
egocentric nuances. F'lar |ooked sharply at Lessa to see the effect of
Ranmot h' s astringent observation

"Just like Ranmbth to have the final word," she said with a hint of her fornmer
drol |l hunor.



F'lar felt the nmuscles along his neck and shoul ders begin to relax. She'd be
all right, he decided, but it mght be wiser to make her talk it all out now,
to put the whol e experience into proper perspective.

"You said you were there twi ce?" He | eaned back on the couch, watching her
cl osely. "\Wen was the second tine?"

"Can't you guess?" she asked sarcastically.
"No," he I|ied.

"When el se but the dawn | was awakened, feeling the Red Star was a nenace to
me? . . . Three days before you and Fax came out of the northeast."

"It would seem" he remarked dryly, "that you were your own prenonition both
tinmes."

She nodded.

"Have you had any nore of these presentiments . . . or should | say reinforced
war ni ngs?"

She shuddered but answered himwi th nore of her old spirit.

"No, but if I should, you go. | don't want to."

F'lar grinned naliciously.

"I woul d, however," she added, "like to know why and how it coul d happen."”

"I"ve never run across a nention of it anywhere," he told her candidly. "O
course, if you have done it and you undeni ably have," he assured her hastily
at her indignant protest, "it obviously can be done. You say you

t hought of Ruatha, but you thought of it as it was on that particul ar day.
Certainly a day to be remenbered. You thought of spring, before dawn, no Red
Star yes, | remenber your nentioning that so one would have to renmenber
references peculiar to a significant day to return to between tines to the
past."

She nodded sl owy, thoughtfully.

"You used the same nmethod the second tine, to get to the Ruatha of three Turns
ago. Again, of course, it was spring.”

He rubbed his pal ms together, then brought his hands down on his knees with an
enphatic slap and rose to his feet.

"I"l1l be back," he said and strode fromthe room ignoring her
hal f-articul ated cry of warning.

Ramoth was curling up in the weyr as he passed her. He noticed that her color
remai ned good in spite of the drain on her energies by the norning's

exerci ses. She glanced at him her many-faceted eye al ready covered by the

i nner, protective lid.

Mhenenth awaited his rider on the | edge, and the nonent F' lar |eaped to his
neck, took off. He circled upward, hovering above the Star Stone.

You wish to try Lessds trick, Menmenth said, unperturbed by the prospective



experi ment.

F'lar stroked the great curved neck affectionately. You understand how it
wor ked for Ranpth and Lessee?

As wel |l as anyone can, Menenth replied with the approxi- mation of a shrug.
When did you have in nmind?

Before that nmonment F'lar had had no idea. Now, unerringly, his thoughts drew
hi m backward to the sumrer day R gul's bronze Hath had flown to mate
the grotesque Nenorth, and R gul had beconme weyrl eader in place of his dead
father, F'lon.

Only the cold of between gave them any indication that they had transferred,;
they were still hovering above the Star Stone. F lar wondered if they had

m ssed sonme essential part of the transfer. Then he realized that the sun was
i n another quarter of the sky and the air was warm and sweet with sumer. The
Weyr bel ow was enpty; there were no dragons sunning thensel ves on the | edges,
no wonen busy at tasks in the Bowl . Noises inpinged on his senses: raucous

| aughter, yells, shrieks, and a soft crooning noise that dom nated the bedl am

Then, fromthe direction of the weyriing barracks in the Lower Caverns, two
figures energed , a stripling and a young bronze dragon. The boy's arm |l ay
linply along the beast's neck. The inpression that reached the hovering
observers was one of utter dejection. The two halted by the | ake, the boy
peering into the unruffled blue Waters, then glanting upward 'toward the
gueen's weyr. F'lar knew the boy for hinmself, and conpassion for that younger
self filled him If only he could reassure that boy, so torn by grief, so
filled with resentnment, that he would one day become weyrl eader.

Abruptly, startled by his own thoughts, he ordered Menenth to transfer
back. The utter cold of between was like a slap in his face, replaced al npst
instantly as they broke out of between into the cold of normal winter

Slowy, Menenth flew back down to the queen's weyr, as sobered as F' lar by
what they had seen.

Rise high in glory,

Bronze and gol d.

Di ve entw ned,

Enhance the Hol d.

Count three nonths and nore,
And five heated weeks,
A day of glory and In a nonth,
who seeks?

A strand of silver In the sky .
Wth heat,

all quickens And all times fly.



"I don't know why you insisted that F nor unearth these ridiculous things from
Ista Weyr," Lessa exclained in a tone of exasperation. "They consist of
not hi ng but trivial notes on how many neasures of grain were used to bake
daily bread."

F'lar glanced up at her fromthe Records he was studying. He sighed, |eaned
back in his chair in a bone-popping stretch

"And | used to think," Lessa said with a rueful expression on her vivid,
narrow face, "that those venerable Records would hold the total sum of al
dragonl ore and human wisdom O so | was led to believe," she added pointedly.

F'lar chuckl ed. "They do, but you have to disinter it.

Lessa wrinkl ed her nose. "Phew. They snell as if we had . . . and the only
decent thing to do would be to rebury them™

"Which is another itemI'm hoping to find . . . the old preservative
techni que that kept the skins from hardening and snelling."

"It's stupid, anyhow, to use skins for recording. There ought to be
somet hing better. W have becone, dear Weyrleader, entirely too hi debound.™

VWhile F'lar roared with appreciation of her pun, she regarded himinpatiently.
Suddenly she junped up, fired by another of her mercurial npods.

"Well, you won't find it. You won't find the facts you' re | ooking for. Because
I know what you're really after, and it isn't recorded!"

"Expl ain yoursel f."
"It's time we stopped hiding a rather brutal truth from ourselves."
"Wich is?"

"Qur mutual feeling that the Red Star is a nenace and that the Threads will
cone! W decided that out of pure conceit and then went back between tines to
particularly crucial points in our lives and strengthened that notion, in our
earlier selves. And for you, it was when you deci ded you were destined" her
voi ce made the word nmocking "to becone Weyrl eader one day.

"Could it be," she went on scornfully, "that our ultraconservative R gul has
the right of it? That there have been no Threads for four hundred Turns
because there are no nore? And that the reason we have so few dragons is
because the dragons sense they are no |l onger essential to Pern? That we are
anachroni sns as well as parasites?"

F'lar did not know how | ong he sat | ooking up at her bitter face or how | ong
it took himto find answers to her probing questions.

"Anything is possible, Wyrwoman," he heard his voice replying calnly.
"I'ncluding the unlikely fact that an el even year old child, scared stiff,
could plot revenge on her famly's nmurderer and agai nst all odds succeed."

She took an involuntary step forward, struck by his unexpected rebuttal. She
listened intently.



"I prefer to believe," he went on inexorably, "that there is nore to life than
rai sing dragons and pl ayi ng spring ganes. That is not enough for me. And

have nade others | ook further, beyond self-interest and confort. | have given
them a purpose, a discipline. Everyone, dragonfolk and Hol der alike, profits.
I am not | ooking in these Records for reassurance. |I'm

| ooking for solid facts.

"I can prove, Weyrwonan, that there have been Threads. | can prove that there

have been Intervals during which the Wyrs have declined. | can prove that if

you sight the Red Star directly bracketed by the Eye Rock at the nonent of

wi nter solstice, the Red Star will pass close enough to Pern to throw off

Threads. Since | can prove these facts, | believe Pern is in danger. / believe
not the youngster of fifteen Turns ago. F' lar, the bronze rider, the

Weyr| eader, believes it!"

He saw her eyes reflecting shadow doubts, but he sensed his argunents were
begi nning to reassure her.

"You felt constrained to believe in ne once before,” he went on in a nmlder
voi ce, "when | suggested that you could be Weyrwoman. You believed ne and
" He made a ges- ture around the weyr as substantiation

She gave him a weak, hunorless smile. "That was because | had never planned
what to do with ny life once | did have Fax lying dead at ny feet. O course,
being Ranbth's Weyrmate is wonderful, but" she frowned slightly "it isn't
enough any nore, either. That's why | wanted so to learn to fly and

that's how this argunment started in the first place,"” F lar finished
for her with a sardonic snile.

He | eaned across the table urgently.

"Believe with me, Lessa, until you have cause not to. | respect your doubts.
There's nothing wong in doubting. It sometines |leads to greater faith. But
believe with ne until spring. If the Threads have not fallen by then . . ." He

shrugged fatalistically.

She | ooked at himfor a | ong nonent and then inclined her head slowy in
agreenent .

He tried to suppress the relief he felt at her decision. Lessa, as Fax had
di scovered, was a ruthless adversary and a canny advocate. Besides these, she
was Weyrwoman: essential to his plans.

"Now, let's get back to the contenplation of trivia. They do tell ne, you
know, tinme, place, and duration of Thread incursions,” he grimed up at her
reassuringly. "And those facts | must have to nmake up ny tinetable."

"Ti met abl e? But you said you didn't know the tine."

"Not the day to the second when the Threads may spin . down. For one thing,
whil e the weat her holds so unusually cold for this tinme of year, the Threads
sinmply turn brittle and bl ow away |ike dust. They're harm ess. However, when
the air is warm they are viable and . . . deadly." He made fists of both
hands, placing one above and to one side of the other. "The Red Star is ny
right hand, nmy left is Pern. The Red Star tarns very fast and in the opposite
direction to us. It also wobbles erratically.”

"How do you know t hat ?"



"Diagramon the walls of the Fort Weyr Hatching G ound. That was the very
first Weyr, you know "

Lessa smiled sourly. "I know. "

"So, when the Star nmakes a pass, the Threads spin off, down toward us, in
attacks that | ast six hours and occur approximately fourteen hours apart."

"Attacks | ast six hours?"
He nodded gravely.
"When the Red Star is closest to us. Right nowit is just beginning its Pass."

She frowned. He rummaged anong the skin sheets on the table, and an object
dropped to the stone floor with a netallic clatter. Curious, Lessa bent to
pick it up, turning the thin sheet over in her hands.

"What's this?" She ran an exploratory finger lightly across the irregular
desi gn on one side.

"I don't know. Fnor brought it back fromFort Wyr. It .was nailed to one of
the chests in which the Records had been stored. He brought it along, thinking
it mght be inportant. Said there was a plate like it just under the Red Star
di agramon the wall of the Hatching Gound."

"This first part is plain enough: 'Mther's father's father, who departed for
all time between, said this was the key to the nystery, and it came to him
whi | e doodling: he said that he said: ARRHENI US? EUREKA! MYCORRHI ZA. . . .' O
course, that part doesn't make any sense at all," Lessa snorted. "It isn't
even Pernesejust babbling, those |last three words."

"I"ve studied it, Lessa," F lar replied, glancing at it again and tipping it
toward himto reaffirmhis conclusions. "The only way to depart for all tine
between is to die, right?

People just don't fly away on their own, obviously. So it is a death vision,
dutifully recorded by a grandchild, who couldn't spell very well either
"Doodling'" as the present tense of dying!"™ He smiled indulgently. "And as for
the rest of it, after the nonsenseli ke nost death visions, it 'explains' what
everyone has al ways known. Read on."

"Flanethrowing fire lizards to wi pe out the spores.
QED"'?"

"No help there, either. Qoviously just a primtive rejoicing that he is a
dragonman, who didn't even know the right word for Threads." F lar's shrug was
expr essi ve.

Lessa wet one fingertip to see if the patterns were inked on. The netal was
shiny enough for a good mirror if she could get rid of the designs. However,
the patterns remai ned snooth and precise.

"Primtive or no, they had a nore permanent way of recording their visions
that is superior to even the well- preserved skins," she nurnured.

"Wl | -preserved babblings,"” F' lar said, turning back to the skins he was
checki ng for understandabl e dat a.



"A badly scored ballad?" Lessa wondered and then dism ssed the whol e thing.
"The design isn't even pretty."

F'lar pulled forward a chart that showed overl appi ng hori zontal bands inposed
on the projection of Pern's continental nass.

"Here," he said, "this represents waves of attack, and this one" he pulled
forward the second map with vertical bandings "shows tine zones. So you can
see that with a fourteen- hour break only certain parts of Pern are affected
in each attack. One reason for spacing of the Wyrs."

"Six full Weyrs," she murmured, "close to three thousand dragons."
"I"'maware of the statistics,"” he replied in a voice devoid of expression. "It
meant no one Weyr was overburdened during the height of the attacks, not that
three thousand beasts nust be avail able. However, with these tinetables, we
can manage until Ramoth's first clutches have matured. "

She turned a cynical ook on him "You ve a lot of faith in one queen's
capacity."

He waved that remark aside inmpatiently. "lI've nore faith, no matter what your
opinion is, in the startling repetitions of events in these Records."

" Hgl "

"I don't nean how many neasures for daily bread, Lessa," he retorted, his
voice rising. "I mean such things as the tine such and such a wi ng was sent
out on patrol, how long the patrol |asted, how nany riders were hurt. The

br oodi ng capacities of queens, during the fifty years a Pass lasts and the
Interval s between such Passes. Yes, it tells that. By all |1've studied here,"
and he pounded enphatically on the nearest stack of dusty, snelly skins,
"Nenorth shoul d have been mating twice a Turn for the last ten. Had she even
kept to her paltry twelve a clutch, we'd have two hundred and forty nore

beasts. . . . Don't interrupt. But we had Jora as weyrl eader, and we had
fallen into planet-w de disfavor during a four hundred Turn Interval. Well,
Ramoth will brood over no nmeasly dozen, and she'll lay a queen egg, mark ny
words. She will rise often to mate and |lay generously. By the tine the Red
Star is passing closest to us and the attacks becone frequent, we'll be
ready. "

She stared at him her eyes wide with incredulity. "CQut of Ranoth?"

"Qut of Ranmbth and out of the queens she'll lay. Remenber, there are Records
of Faranth laying sixty eggs at a tine, including several queen eggs."

Lessa could only shake her head slowy in wonder.

"A strand of silver/in the sky. . . . Wth heat, all quick- ens/And al
times fly," " F' lar quoted to her

"She's got weeks nore to go before laying, and then the eggs nust hatch .

"Been on the Hatching Ground recently? War your boots. You'll be burned
t hr ough sandal s. "

She disnmissed that with a guttural noise. He sat back, outwardly anused by her
di sbel i ef .

"And then you have to make Inpression and wait till the riders" she went on.



"Why do you think I've insisted on ol der boys? The dragons are mature | ong
before their riders.”

"Then the systemis faulty."
at her.

He narrowed his eyes slightly, shaking the stylus

"Dragon tradition started out as a guide . . . but there conmes a tinme when man
becomes too traditional, toowhat was it you sai d?too hi debound? Yes, it's
traditional to use the weyrbred, because it's been convenient. And because
this sensitivity to dragons strengthens where both sire and dam are weyrbred.
That doesn't nmean weyrbred is best. You, for example..."

"There's Weyrblood in the Ruathan line," she said proudly.

"Granted. Take young Naton; he's craftbred from Nabol, yet F nor tells ne he
can make Canth understand him"

"Ch, that's not hard to do," she interjected.
"What do you nmean?" F'lar junped on her statenent.

They were both interrupted by a high-pitched, penetrating whine. FIlar
listened intently for a noment and then shrugged, grinnieg.

"Some green's getting herself chased again."

"And that's another itemthese so-called all-knowi ng Records of yours never
mention. Wiy is it that only the gold dragon can reproduce?"

F'lar did not suppress a |ascivious chuckle.

"Well, for one thing, firestone inhibits reproduction. If they never chewed
stone, a green could lay, but at best they produce snall beasts, and we need
bi g ones. And, for another thing"his chuckle rolled out as he went on
deliberately, grinning m schievously"if the greens could reproduce,

consi dering their anorousness and the nunbers we have of them we'd be up to
our ears in dragons in next to no tine."

The first whine was joined by another, and then a | ow humthrobbed as if
carried by the stones of the Weyr itself. F lar, his face changing rapidly
fromsurprise to triunmphant astoni shnent, dashed up the passage

"What's the matter?" Lessa demanded, picking up her skirts to run after him
"What does that nean?"

The hum resonating everywhere, was deafening in the echo-chanber of the
gueen's weyr. Lessa registered the fact that Ranoth was gone. She heard Flar's
boots poundi ng down the passage to the | edge, a sharp to-ta-tat over the ket-
ti edrum boom ng hum The whi ne was so hi gh-pitched now that it was i naudible,
but still nerveracking. Disturbed, frightened, Lessa followed F lar out.

By the time she reached the | edge, the Bowl was a-whir with dragons on the
wi ng, making for the high entrance to the Hatching G ound. Wyrfolk, riders,
worren, children, all screaming with excitenent, were pouring across the Bow
to the lower entrance to the G ound.

She caught sight of F'lar, charging across to the entrance, and she shrieked
at himto wait. He couldn't have heard her across the bedl am



Fum ng because she had the long stairs to descend, then rmust doubl e back as
the stairs faced the feeding grounds at the opposite end of the Bowl fromthe
Hat chi ng Ground, Lessa realized that she, the Weyrwoman, would be the | ast one
there.

Why had Ranmot h deci ded to be secretive about |aying? Wasn't she cl ose enough
to her own weyrmate to want her with her?

A dragon knows what to do, Ranmoth calmy inforned her.
You coul d have told ne, Lessa wailed, feeling nmuch abused.

Why, at the tine F' lar had been going on | argely about huge clutches and three
t housand beasts, that infuriating dragon-child had been doing it! It didn't

i nprove Lessa's tenper to have to recall another remark of F' lar's on the
state of the Hatching G ounds. The nmoment she stepped into the nountain-high
cavern, she felt the heat through the soles of her sandals. Everyone was
crowmded in a |l oose circle around the far end of the cavern. And everyone was
swayi ng fromfoot to foot. As Lessa was short to begin with, this only
decreased the likelihood of her ever seeing what Rampoth had done.

"Let me through!" she demanded i nperiously, pounding on the w de backs of two
tall riders. An aisle was reluctantly opened for her, and she went through

| ooking neither to her right or left at the excited weyrfol k. She was furious,
confused, hurt, and knew she | ooked ridicul ous because the hot sand nade her
wal k with a curious mincing quickstep

She halted, stunned and w de-eyed at the mass of eggs, and forgot such trivia
t hi ngs as hot feet.

Rarmot h was curled around the clutch, |ooking enornously pleased with hersel f.
She, too, kept shifting, closing and opening a protective wing over her eggs,
so that it was difficult to count them

No one will steal them silly, so stop fluttering, Lessa advised as she tried
to make a tally.

ohediently Ramoth fol ded her wings. To relieve her maternal anxiety, however,
she snaked her head out across the circle of nottled, glow ng eggs, |ooking
all around the cavern, flicking her forked tongue in and out.

An i mense sigh, like a gust of wi nd, swept through the cavern. For there, now
that Ramoth's wings were furled, gleaned an egg of gl owi ng gold anong the
nmottl ed ones. A queen egg!

"A queen egg!" The cry went up simultaneously fromhalf a hundred throats. The
Hat ching Ground rang with cheers, yells, screans, and how s of exultation
Soneone sei zed Lessa and swung her around in an excess of feeling. A kiss
landed in the vicinity of her mouth. No sooner did she recover her footing
than she was bugged by soneone el se she thought it was Manora, and then
pounded and buffeted around in congratulation until she was reeling in a kind
of dance between avoiding the cel ebrants and easing the grow ng di sconfort of
her feet. She broke fromthe mlling revelers and ran across the Gound to
Ranmot h. Lessa cane to a sudden stop before the eggs. They seened to be

pul sing. The shells | ooked fl accid.

She coul d have sworn they were hard the day she | npressed Ranoth. She wanted
to touch one, just to make sure, but dared not.

You may, Ranoth assured her condescendi ngly. She touched Lessa's shoul der



gently with her tongue.

The egg was soft to touch and Lessa drew her hand back quickly, afraid of
doing injury.

The heat will harden it, Ranpth said.
"Ranmoth, |'mso proud of you," Lessa sighed, |ooking adoringly up at the great
eyes that shone in rainbows of pride. "You are the nost marvel ous queen ever.
| do believe you will redragon all the Weyrs. | do believe you will."

Rarmot h inclined her head regally, then began to sway it fromside to side over
t he eggs, protectingly. She began to hiss suddenly, raising fromher crouch
beating the air with her wings, before settling back into the sands to lay yet
anot her egg.

The weyrfol k, unconfortable on the hot sands, were beginning to | eave the

Hat chi ng Ground now that they had paid tribute to the arrival of the golden
egg. A queen took several days to conplete her clutch so there was no point to
wai ting. Seven eggs already |ay beside the inportant gol den one, and if there
were seven already, this augured well for the eventual total. Wagers were
bei ng made and taken even as Ranoth produced her ninth nottl ed egg.

"Just as | predicted, a queen egg, by the nother of us all,"” Flar's voice
said in Lessa's ear. "And 1'll wager there'll be ten bronzes at |east."

She | ooked up at him conmpletely in harnony with the Weyrl eader at this
nmonent. She was consci ous now of Menenth, crouching proudly on a | edge,
gazing fondly at his mate. Inpulsively Lessa laid her hand on F lar's arm

"F'lar, | do believe you."

"Only now?" F'lar teased her, but his smle was wi de and his eyes proud.

Wyr man, wat ch;

Weyrnman, learn S

onet hi ng new i

n every Turn.

A dest may be col dest, too.

Sense the right; find the true!

IF F LAR S orders over the next nonths caused no end of discussion and
muttering anmong the weyrfol k, they seemed to Lessa to be only the | ogica

out comes of their discussion after Ramoth had finished | aying her gratifying
total of forty-one eggs.

F'lar discarded tradition right and left, treading on nore than R gul's
conservative toes.

Qut of perverse distaste for outworn doctrines agai nst which she hersel f had
chafed during R gul's |eadership, and out of respect for F'lar's intelligence,



Lessa backed himcom pletely. She m ght not have respected her earlier

prom se to himthat she would believe himuntil spring if she had not seen his
predi cti ons come true, one after another. These were based, however, not on
the premonitions she no longer trusted after her experience between tines, but
on recorded facts.

As soon as the eggshells hardened and Ranoth had roll ed her special queen egg
to one side of the nottled clutch for attentive brooding, F |ar brought the
prospective riders into the Hatching Ground. Traditionally the candi dates saw
the eggs for the first tine on the day of Inpression. To this precedent FIar
added ot hers: very few of the sixty-odd were weyrbred, and nost of them were
intheir late teens. The candidates were to get used to the eggs, touch them
caress them be confortable with the notion that out of these eggs young
dragons woul d hatch, eager and waiting to be Inpressed. F lar felt that such a
practice mght cut down on casualties during Inpression when the boys were
sinmply too seared to nove out of the way of the awkward dragonets.

F'lar also had Lessa persuade Ranpbth to |l et Kylara near her precious gol den
egg. Kylara readily enough weaned her son and spent hours, with Lessa acting
as her tutor, beside the golden egg. Despite Kylara's |oose attachnent to

T bor, she showed an open preference for F lar's conpany. Therefore, Lessa
took great pains to foster F'lar's plan for Kylara since it neant her renoval,
wi th the new hatched queen, to Fort Weyr.

F'lar's use of the Hold-born as riders served an additional purpose. Shortly
before the actual Hatching and I npression, Lytol, the Warder appointed at
Ruat h Hol d, sent anot her nessage.

' The man positively delights in sending bad news," Lessa remarked as F'|ar

passed t he nessage skin to her

"He's gloony," F nor agreed. He had brought the nmessage. "I feel sorry for
t hat youngster cooped up with such a pessinist.”

Lessa frowned at the brown rider. She still found distasteful any nention of
Gemma' s son, now Lord of her ancestral Hold. Yet . . . as she had

i nadvertently caused his nother's death and she could not be Wyrwonan and
Lady Hol der at the same tinme, it was fitting that Gemma's Jaxom be Lord at
Ruat ha

"I, however," F' lar said, "amgrateful for his warnings. | suspected Meron
woul d cause troubl e again."

"He has shifty eyes, like Fax's," Lessa renarked.

"Shifty-eyed or not, he's dangerous,"” F lar answered. "And | cannot have him
spreading runors that we are deliberately choosing men of the Blood to weaken
Fam ly Lines."

"There are nore craftsmen's sons than Hol ders' boys, in any case," F nor
snort ed.

"I don't like himquestioning that the Threads have not appeared," Lessa said
gl oomi ly.

F'lar shrugged. "They'll appear in due tinme. Be thankful the weather has
continued cold. Wen the weather warns up and still no Threads appear, then
will worry." He grinned at Lessa in an intinmate rem nder of her pronise.



F'nor cleared his throat hastily and | ooked away.
"However," the weyrl eader went on briskly, "I can do sonething about the other
accusation.”

So, when it was apparent that the eggs were about to hatch, he broke anot her
| ong-standing tradition and sent riders to fetch the fathers of the young
candi dates fromcraft and Hol d.

The great Hatching Cavern gave the appearance of being alnost full as Hol der
and Weyrfol k watched fromthe tiers above the heated Gound. This time, Lessa
observed, there was no aura of fear. The youthful candi dates were tense, yes,
but not frightened out of their wits by the rocking, shattering eggs. Wen the
ill-coordinated dragonets awkwardly stunbled it seened to Lessa that they
deliberately | ooked around at the eager faces as though pre-inpressed. The
yout hs either stepped to one side or eagerly advanced as a crooni ng dragonet
made his choice. The Inpressions were made quickly and with no accidents. Al
too soon, Lessa thought, the triunphant procession of stunbling dragons and
proud new riders noved erratically out of the Hatching Ground to the barracks.

The young queen burst from her shell and noved unerringly for Kylara, standing
confidently on the hot sands. The watching beasts humed their approval.

"It was over too soon," Lessa said in a disappointed voice that evening to
Flar.

He | aughed indulgently, allowing hinself a rare evening of relaxation now t hat
anot her step had gone as planned. The Hol der fol k had been ridden hone,
stunned, dazed, and thensel ves inpressed by the Wyr and the weyrl eader.

"That's because you were watching this tinme," he remarked, brushing a | ock of
her hair back. It obscured his view of her profile. He chuckled again. "You'l
noti ce Naton..."

"N ton," she corrected him

"Al'l right, Nton Inpressed a bronze,'
some asperity.

"Just as you predicted," she said with

"And Kyl ara is Weyrwonman for Pridith."
Lessa did not coment on that, and she did her best to ignore his laughter.

"I wonder which bronze will fly her,” he murmured softly.
"It had better be T ' bor's Oth," Lessa said, bridling.

He answered her the only way a wi se man coul d.

Crack dust, bl ackdust,
Turn in freezing air.
Wast e dust, spacedust,

From Red Star bare.



LBSSA WOKE abruptly, her head aching, her eyes blurred, her mouth dry She had
the i mediate nenory of a terrible nightrmare that, just as quickly, escaped
recall. She brushed her hair out of her face and was surprised to find that
she had been sweating heavily.

"F'lar?" she called in an uncertain voice. He had evidently risen early.
"F'lar," she called again, |ouder

He's coming, Mienenth inforned her. Lessa sensed that the dragon was j ust

| andi ng on the | edge. She touched Ranmoth and found that the queen, too, had
been bot hered by form ess, frightening dreanms. The dragon roused briefly and
then fell back into deeper sleep

Di sturbed by her vague fears, Lessa rose and dressed, foregoing a bath for the
first time since she had arrived at the Weyr: She called down the shaft for
breakfast, then plaited her hair with deft fingers as she waited.

The tray appeared on the shaft platformjust as F lar entered. He kept | ooking
back over his shoul der at Ranot h.

"What's gotten into her?"
"Echoing ny nightmare. | woke in a cold sweat."

"You were sleeping quietly enough when |I left to assign patrols. You know, at
the rate those dragonets are growi ng, they're already capable of limted
flight. Al they do is eat and sleep, and that's . "

" what makes a dragon grow," Lessa finished for himand sipped
thoughtfully at her steaming hot klah. "You are going to be extra-careful
about their drill procedures, aren't you?"

"You mean to prevent an inadvertent flight between tines?

| certainly am" he assured her. "I don't want bored dragonriders
i rresponsi bly popping in and out." He gave her a long, stern | ook

"Well, it wasn't, ny fault no one taught nme to fly early enough,"” she replied
in the sweet tone she used when she was being especially malicious. "If 1'd
been drilled fromthe day of Inpression to the day of ny first flight, 1'd
never have discovered that trick."

"True enough," he said sol emmly.

"You know, F'lar, if | discovered it, soneone el se nust have, and soneone el se
may. |f they haven't already."

F'lar drank, making a face as the klah scal ded his tongue.

"I don't know how to find out discreetly. We would be foolish to think we were
the first. It is, after all, an inherent ability in dragons, or you would
never have been able to do it."

She frowned, took a quick breath, and then let it go, shruggi ng.

"Go on," he encouraged her.

"Well, isn't it possible that our conviction about the imm nence of the

Threads could stem from one of us conming back when the Threads are actually
falling? | mean . "



"My dear girl, we have both anal yzed every stray thought and actioneven your
dream thi s norning upset you, although it was no doubt due to all the w ne you
drank last nightuntil we wouldn't know an honest presentinment if it wal ked up
and sl apped us in the face."

"I can't dism ss the thought that this between tinmes ability is of crucial
val ue, " she said enphatically.

"That, ny dear Weyrwonman, is an honest presentinment.
"But why?"

"Not why," he corrected her cryptically. "Wen." An idea stirred vaguely in
the back of his mind. He tried to nudge it out where he could mull it over.
Mhenent h announced that F nor was entering the weyr.

"What's the matter with you?" F' |lar demanded of his half brother, for F nor
was choking and sputtering, his face red with the paroxysm

"Dust . . ." he coughed, slapping at his sleeves and chest with his riding

gl oves. "Plenty of dust, but no Threads," he said, describing a wide arc with
one armas he fluttered his fingers suggestively. He brushed his tight
wher hi de pants, scowing as a fine black dust drifted off.

F'lar felt every muscle in his body tense as he watched the dust float to the
fl oor.

"Where did you get so dusty?" he denmanded

F'nor regarded himwith mld surprise. "Wather patrol in Tiliek. Entire north
has been plagued with dust stornms lately. But what | came in for . . ." He
broke off, alarnmed by F lar's taut imobility. "What's the matter with dust?"

he asked in a baffled voice.

F'lar pivoted on his heel and raced for the stairs to the Record Room Lessa
was right behind him F nor belatedly trailing after

"Tiliek, you said?" F'lar barked at his w ngsecond. He was clearing the table
of stacks for the four charts he then laid out. "How | ong have these storms
been goi ng on? Why didn't you report thenP"

"Report dust storms? You wanted to know about warm air masses."

"How | ong have these storms been going on?" F lar's voice crackled.

"Close to a week."

"How cl ose?"

"Six days ago the first stormwas noticed in upper Tiliek. They have been
reported in Bitra, Upper Telgar, Crom and the Hi gh Reaches,"” F nor reported
tersely. He glanced hopefully at Lessa but saw she, too, was staring at the
four unusual charts. He tried to see why the horizontal and vertical strips

had been superinposed on Pern's |and nass, but the reason was beyond him

F'lar was maki ng hurried notations, pushing first one map and t hen anot her
away from him

"Too involved to think straight, to see clearly, to understand," the



Weyrl eader snarled to hinmself, throwi ng down the stylus angrily.

"You did say only warmair masses," F nor heard hinself saying hunbly, aware
that he had sonehow failed his Wyreeader

F'lar shook his head inpatiently.

"Not your fault, F nor. Mne. | should have asked. | knew it was good | uck
that the weather held so cold." He put both hands on F nor's shoul ders,

| ooking directly into his eyes."' The Threads have been falling," he announced
gravely. "Falling into the cold air, freezing into bits to drift on the w nd"
F'lar imtated Fnor's finger-fluttering"as specks of black dust."

" "Crack dust, blackdust,' " Lessa quoted. "In 'The Ballad of Mreta's Ride,’
the chorus is all about black dust."

"I don't need to be rem nded of Moreta right now," F lar grow ed, bending to
the maps. "She could talk to any dragon in the Wyrs."

"But | can do that!" Lessa protested.

Slowy, as if he didn't quite credit his ears, F' lar turned back to Lessa.
"What did you just say?"

"I said | can talk to any dragon in the Wyr."

Still staring at her, blinking in utter astonishment, F lar sank down to the
tabl e top.
"How | ong, " he nanaged to say, "have you had this particular skill?"

Sonething in his tone, in his manner, caused Lessa to flush and stamer |ike
an erring weyrling.

"I . . . | always could. Beginning with the watch-wher at Ruatha." She
gestured indecisively in Ruatha's westerly direction. "And | talked to
Mhenment h at Ruatha. And .

when | got here, | could . Her voice faltered at the accusing look in
F'lar's cold, hard eyes. Accusing and, worse, contenptuous.

"I thought you had agreed to help ne, to believe in ne."

"I"'mtruly sorry, Flar. It never occurred to me it was of any use to anyone,
but . . ."

F'l ar expl oded onto both feet, his eyes blazing with aggravation

"The one thing | could not figure out was how to direct the wi ngs and keep in
contact with the Weyr during an attack, how | was going to get reinforcenents

and firestone in time. And you . . . you have been sitting there, spitefully
hiding the . . ."

"I am NOT spiteful,"” she screamed at him "I said | was sorry. | am But
you've a nasty, smug habit of keeping your own council. How was | to know you

didn't have the same trick? You' re Flar, the Weyrl eader, you can do anyt hi ng.
Only you're just as bad as R gul because you never tell me half the things I
ought to know . "

F'l ar reached out and shook her until her angry voice was stopped.



"Enough. We can't waste tinme arguing |ike children.
his jaw dropped. "Waste tinme? That's it."

Then his eyes wi dened,

"Go between times?" Lessa gasped
"Between tinmes!"
F'nor was totally confused. "What are you two tal ki ng about ?"

"The Threads started falling at dawn in Nerat," F lar said, his eyes bright,
hi s manner deci sive.

F' nor could feel his guts congealing with apprehension. At dawn in Nerat? Wy,
the rainforests would be denolished. He could feel a surge of adrenalin
chargi ng through his body at the thought of danger.

"So we're going back there, between tinmes, and be there when the Threads
started falling, two hours ago. F nor, the dragons can go not only where we
direct them but when."

"\Where? Wien?" F nor repeated, bew |l dered. "That coul d be dangerous."

"Yes, but today it will save Nerat. Now, Lessa," and Flar gave her another
shake, conpounded of pride and affection, "order out all the dragons, young,
old, any that can fly. Tell themto | oad thensel ves down with firestone sacks.
I don't know if you can talk across tine . "

"My dreamthis norning .
"Perhaps. But right now rouse the Weyr." He pivoted to F' nor. "If Threads are
falling . . . were falling . . . at Nerat at dawn, they'll be falling on
Keroon and Ista right now, because they are in that tine pattern. Take two

Wi ngs to Keroon. Arouse the plains. Get themto start the firepits bl azing.
Take some weyrlings with you and send themon to I gen and |Ista. Those Hol ds
are not in as inmedi ate danger as Keroon. 1'll reinforce you as soon as | can
And . . . keep Canth in touch with Lessa."

F'lar clapped his brother on the shoul der and sent himoff. The brown rider
was too used to taking orders to argue.

"Mhenenth says R gul is duty officer and R gul wants to know . Lessa

began.
"Cron, girl," Flar said, his eyes brilliant with excitenment.

He grabbed up his maps and propelled her up the stairs. They arrived in the
weyr just as R gul entered with T"sum R gul was muttering about this unusua
sunmons.

"Hath told me to report,'

he conpl ai ned. "Fine thing when your own dragon .

"R gul, T sum nount your wings. Armthemwth all the firestone they can
carry, and assenbl e above Star Stone. I'Il join you in a few mnutes. W go to
Nerat at dawn."

"Nerat? I'mwatch officer, not patro

"This is no patrol," F lar cut himoff.



"But, sir," T'suminterrupted, his eyes wide. "Nerat's dawn was two hours ago,
the sane as ours."

"And that is when we are going to, brown rider. The dragons, we have
di scovered, can go between places tenporally as well as geographically. At
dawn Threads fell at Nerat.

W' re goi ng back, between tine, to sear themfromthe sky." F lar paid no

attention to R gul's stamered demand for explanation. T sum however, grabbed
up firestone sacks and raced back to the | edge and his waiting Minth.

"Go on, you old fool," Lessa told R gul irascibly. "The Threads are here. You
were wong. Now be a dragonman!

O go between and stay there!"

Rarmot h, awakened by the al arnms, poked at R gul with her man-sized head, and

t he ex-weyrl eader cane out of his monentary shock. Wthout a word he foll owed
T sum down t he passageway.

F'lar had thrown on his heavy wher-hide tunic and shoved n his riding boots.
"Lessa, be sure to send nmessages to all the Holds. Now, this attack will stop
about four hours fromnow So the farthest west it can reach will be Ista.

But I want every Hold and craft warned."

She nodded, her eyes intent on his face | est she nmiss a word.

"Fortunately, the Star is just beginning its Pass, so we won't have to worry
about another attack for a few days. I'll figure out the next one when | get
back. Now, get Manora to organi ze her wonen. W'll need pails of ointnent. The
dragons are going to be laced, and that hurts. Mst inportant, if something
goes wong, you'll have to wait till a bronze is at least a year old to fly
Ranoth . . ."

"No one's flying Ranoth but Menenth," she cried, her eyes sparkling fiercely.
F'lar crushed her against him his nouth bruising hers as if all her sweetness
and strength must cone with him He rel eased her so abruptly that she

st aggered back agai nst Ranoth's | owered head. She clung for a nonment to her

dragon, as nmuch for support as for reassurance.

That is, if Miementh can catch nme, Ranoth amended smugly.

Wheel and turn
O bl eed and bum
Fl'y between,

Bl ue and green.
Soar, dive down,
Bronze and brown

Dragonnen nust fly



When Threads are in the sky.

As F' LAR raced down the passageway to the |edge, fire- sacks bumping agai nst
his thighs, he was suddenly grateful for the tedious sweeping patrols over
every Hold and holl ow of Pern. He could see Nerat clearly in his mnd s eye.
He coul d see the many-petal ed vi nefl owers which were the distinguishing
feature of the rainforests at this time of year

Their ivory blossoms would be glowing in the first beans of sunlight |ike
dragon eyes anmong the tall, wi de-leaved plants. Menmenth, his eyes flashing
wi th excitenent, hovered skittishly over the ledge. F lar vaulted to the
bronze neck.

The Weyr was seething with wings of all colors, noisy with shouts and
count ercommands. The at nosphere was electric, but F lar could sense no panic
in that ordered confusion.

Dragon and human bodi es oozed out of openings around the Bow walls. Wnen
scurried across the floor fromone Lower Cavern to another. The children

pl aying by the | ake were sent to gather wood for a fire. The weyriings,
supervised by old C gan, were' form ng outside their barracks. F lar |ooked up
to the Peak and approved the tight formation of the wi ngs assenbled there in
close flying order. Another wing forned up as he watched. He recogni zed brown
Canth, F' nor on his neck, just as the entire w ng vani shed.

He ordered Mienmenth al oft. The wind was cold and carried a hint of noisture. A
|l ate snow? This was the tine for it, if ever

R gul's wing and T bor's fanned out on his left, T sumand D nol on his right.
He noted each dragon was well-laden with sacks. Then he gave Menenth the
visualization of the early spring rainforest in Nerat, just before dawn, the
vi nefl owers gl eam ng, the sea breaking agai nst the rocks of the Hi gh Shoal...

He felt the searing cold of between. And he felt a stab of doubt. Was he
i njudicious, sending themall possibly to their deaths between times in this
effort to outtinme the Threads at Nerat?

Then they were all there, in the crepuscular light that prom ses day. The
lush, fruity smells of the rainforest drifted up to them Warm too, and that
was frightening. He | ooked up and slightly to the north. Pul sing with nenace,
the Red Star shone down.

The nmen had realized what had happened, their voices raised in astoni shnent.
Mhenenth told F lar that the dragons were nmildly surprised at their riders
fuss.

"Listen to me, dragonriders,” F lar called, his voice harsh and distorted in
an effort to be heard by all. He waited till the men had noved as cl ose as
possi ble. He told Mienenth to pass the information on. to each dragon. Then he
expl ai ned what they had done and why. No one spoke, but there were many
nervous | ooks exchanged across bright w ngs.

Crisply he ordered the dragonriders to fan out in a staggered formation
keepi ng a distance of five wings spread up or down.

The sun cane up.



Slanting across the sea, Ilike an ever-thickening mst, Threads were
falling, silent, beautiful, treacherous. Silvery gray were those
space-transversing spores, spinning fromhard frozen ovals into coarse
filaments as they penetrated the warm at nospheric envel ope of Pern. Less than
m ndl ess; they had been ejected fromtheir barren planet toward Pern, a

hi deous rain that sought organic matter to nourish it into growth.

One Thread, sinking into fertile soil, would burrow deep, propagating
thousands in the warmearth, rendering it into a bl ack-dusted wastel and. The
sout hern continent of Pern had al ready been sucked dry. The true parasites of
Pern were Threads.

A stifled roar fromthe throats of eighty nmen and dragons broke the dawn air
above Nerat's green heightsas if the Threads m ght hear this challenge, F Ilar
nused.

As one, dragons swi vel ed their wedge-shaped heads to their riders for
firestone. Great jaws macerated the hunks.

The fragments were swall owed and nore firestone was demanded. Inside the
beasts, acids churned and the poi sonous phosphi nes were readi ed. Wen the
dragons bel ched forth the gas, it would ignite in the air into ravening flane
to sear the Threads fromthe sky. And bumthem fromthe soil.

Dragon instinct took over the nonent the Threads began to fall above Nerat's
shores. As nuch admiration as F'lar had always held for his bronze conpani on
it achi eved newer heights in the next hours. Beat ing the air in great

strokes, Menenth soared with flam ng breath to nmeet the down-rushi ng nenace.
The funes, swept back by the wind, choked F lar until he thought to crouch | ow
on the | ee side of the bronze neck. The dragon squeal ed as a Thread flicked
the tip of one wing. Instantly F |ar and he ducked into between, cold, calm

bl ack. The frozen Thread cracked off. In the flicker of an eye, they were back
to face the reality of Threads.

Around himF' | ar saw dragons wi nking in and out of between, flam ng as they
returned, diving, soaring. As the attack continued and they drifted across
Nerat, F'lar began to recognize the pattern in the dragons' instinctive

evasi on- attack movenents. And in the Threads. For, contrary to what he had
gat hered fromhis study of the Records, the Threads fell in patches. Not as
rain will, in steady unbroken sheets, but like flurries of snow, here, above,
t here, whipped to one side suddenly. Never fluidly, despite the continuity
their name inplied. You could see a patch above you. Flam ng, your dragon
woul d rise. You' d have the intense joy of seeing the clunp shrivel from bottom
to top. Sometines, a patch would fall between riders. One dragon woul d signa
he woul d foll ow and, spouting flanme, would dive and sear

Gradual |y thedragonriders worked their way over the rainforests, so densely,
so invitingly green. F lar refused to dwell on what just one live Thread
burrow would do to that [ush land. He would send back a lowflying patrol to
quarter every foot. One Thread, just one Thread, could put out the ivory eyes
of every | um nous vinefl ower.

A dragon screaned somewhere to his left. Before he could identify the beast,
it had ducked between. F lar heard other cries of pain, fromnen as well as
dragons. He shut his ears and concentrated, as dragons did, on the

her e- and- now.

Woul d Mhenent h renenber those piercing cries later? F'lar wished he could
forget them now



He, F' lar, the bronze rider, felt suddenly superfluous. It was the dragons who
were fighting this engagenent. You encouraged your beast, conforted hi mwhen
t he Threads burned, but you depended on his instinct and speed.

Hot fire dripped across F' lar's cheeks, burrowing like acid into his shoul der
. a cry of surprised agony burst fromF lar's lips. Menmenth took themto
nmerci ful between. The dragonmen battled with frantic hands at the Threads,
felt themcrunble in the intense cold of between and break off.

Revol ted, he slapped at injuries still afire. Back in Nerat's humd air, the
sting seened to ease. Mienenth crooned confortingly and then dove at a patch
breathing fire

Shocked at self-consideration, F' lar hurriedly exam ned his mount's shoul der
for telltale score marks.

/ duck very quickly, Menenth told himand veered away from a dangerously

cl ose clunp of Threads. A brown dragon followed them down and burned themto
ash. It mght have been nonents, it m ght have been a hundred hours | ater when
F'lar | ooked down in surprise at the sunlit sea. Threads now dropped

harm essly into the salty waters.

Nerat was to the east of himon his right, the rocky tip curling westward.

F'lar felt weariness in every nuscle. In the excitenent of frenzied battle, he
had forgotten the bl oody scores on cheek and shoul der. Now, as he and Mienenth
glided slowy, the injuries ached and stung. He flew Mienenth high and when

t hey had achi eved sufficient altitude, they hovered. He could see no Threads
falling landward. Below him the dragons ranged, high and | ow, searching for
any sign of a burrow, alert for any suddenly toppling trees or disturbed
veget ati on.

"Back to the Weyr," he ordered Mienenth with a heavy sigh. He heard the bronze
relay the command even as he hinmself was taken between. He was so tired he did
not even visualize wherenuch | ess, when relying on Mienenth's instinct to
bring himsafely hone through tine and space.

Honor those the dragons heed,
In thought and favor, word and deed.
Wrlds are lost or worlds are saved From those dangers dragon-braved.

CRANI NG HER neck toward the Star Stone at Benden Peak, Lessa watched fromthe
| edge until she saw the four wi ngs di sappear from vi ew.

Si ghing deeply to quiet her inner fears, Lessa raced down the stairs to the
floor of Benden Weyr. She noticed that soneone was building a fire by the |ake
and that Manora was al ready ordering her wonen around, her voice clear but
calm dd Cgan had the weyrlings |ined up. She caught the envious eyes of the
newest dragonriders at the barracks w ndows. They'd have tine enough to fly a
flam ng dragon. Fromwhat F lar had intimted, they' d have Turns.

She shuddered as she stepped up to the weyrlings but managed to smile at them
She gave themtheir orders and sent themoff to warn the Hol ds, checking

qui ckly with each dragon to be sure the rider had given clear references. The
Hol ds woul d shortly be stirred up to a froth. Canth told her that there were
Threads at Keroon, falling on the Keroon side of Nerat Bay. He told her that
F'nor did not think two wi ngs were enough to protect the neadow ands. Lessa
stopped in her tracks, trying to think how many wi ngs were already out.



Knet's wing is still here, Ranoth inforned her. On the Peak

Lessa gl anced up and saw bronze Piyanth spread his wings in answer. She told
himto get between to Keroon, close to Nerat Bay. Obediently the entire w ng
rose and then di sappeared. She turned with a sigh to say sonething to Manora
when a rush of wind and a vile stench al nost overpowered her

The air above the Weyr was full of dragons. She was about to demand of Piyanth
why he hadn't gone to Keroon when she realized there were far nore beasts
a-wing than K net's twenty. But you just left, she cried as she recogni zed

t he unm stakabl e bul k of bronze Menenth.

That was two hours ago for us, Miementh said with such weariness in his tone
that Lessa closed her eyes in symnpathy.

Sone dragons were gliding in fast. Fromtheir awkwardness it was evident that
they were hurt. As one, the wonen grabbed sal ve pots and cl ean rags and
beckoned the injured down. The numnbi ng oi ntment was sneared on score narks
where wi ngs resenbl ed black and red |lace. No matter how badly injured he m ght
be, every rider tended his beast first.

Lessa kept one eye on Mienenth, sure that F lar would not keep the huge bronze
hovering like that if he'd been hurt.

She was hel ping Tsumwith Munth's cruelly pierced right wi ng when she realized
t hat sky above the Star Stone was enpty. She forced herself to finish with
Munth before she went to find the bronze and his rider. Wen she did | ocate
them she al so saw Kylara snmearing salve on F'lar's cheek and shoul der. She
was advanci ng purposefully across the sands toward the pair when Canth's
urgent plea reached her. She saw Mienenth's head swi ng upward as he, too,
caught the brown's thought.

"F'lar, Canth says they need hel p," Lessa cried. She didn't notice then that
Kyl ara slipped away into the busy crowmd. F' lar wasn't badly hurt. She
reassured herself about that.

Kyl ara had treated the w cked burns that seemed to be shallow. Soneone had
found himanother fur to replace the tatters of the Thread-bared one. He
frowned and w nced because the frown creased his burned cheek. He gul ped
hurriedly at his klah.

Mhenent h, what's the tally of abl e-bodied? Ch, never mind, just get 'em atoft
with a full load of firestone.

"You're all right?" Lessa asked, a detaining hand on his arm He couldn't just
go off like this, could he?

He smiled tiredly down at her, pressed his enpty mug into her hands, giving
them a qui ck squeeze. Then he vaulted to Mienenth's neck. Soneone handed him a
heavy | oad of sacks.

Bl ue, green, brown, and bronze dragons lifted fromthe Weyr Bow in quick
order. Atrifle nore than sixty dragons hovered briefly above the Wyr where
ei ghty had lingered so few m nutes before. So few dragons. So few riders. How
| ong could they take such toll? Canth said Fnor needed nore firestone. She

| ooked about anxiously. None of the weyrlings were back yet fromtheir
nmessenger rounds. A dragon was crooning plaintively, and she wheel ed, but it
was only young Pridith, stunbling across the Wyr to the feedi ng grounds,
butting playfully at Kylara as they wal ked. The only other dragons were



i njured orher eye fell on C gan, energing fromthe weyrling barracks.
"C gan, can you and Tagath get nore firestone to F nor at Keroon?"

"OfF course," the old blue rider assured her, his chest lifting with pride, his
eyes flashing. She hadn't thought to send hi manywhere, yet he had lived his
life in training for this emergency. He shouldn't be deprived of a chance at
it. She smiled her approval at his eagerness as they piled heavy sacks on
Tagat h's neck. The old blue dragon snorted and danced as if he were young and
strong agai n. She gave themthe references Canth had visualized to her. She
wat ched as the two biinked out above the Star Stone.

It isn't fair. They have all the fun, said Ranoth peevishly. Lessa saw her
sunni ng herself on the Weyr | edge, preening her enornous w ngs.

"You chew firestone and you're reduced to a silly green,"” Lessa told her
Wermate sharply. She was inwardly anused by the queen's disgruntled
conpl ai nt .

Lessa passed anpbng the injured then. B fol's dainty green beauty npaned and
tossed her head, unable to bend one wing that had been threaded to bare
cartilage. She'd be out for weeks, but she had the worst injury anong the
dragons. Lessa | ooked quickly away fromthe msery in B fol's worried eyes.

As she did the rounds, she realized that nore nen were injured than beasts.
Two in Rgul's wing had sustai ned serious head danmages. One nman might | ose an
eye conpletely.

Manora had dosed hi munconsci ous with nunbweed. Another man's arm had been
burned clear to the bone. Mnor though nost of the wounds were, the tally
di smayed Lessa.

How many nore woul d be di sabl ed at Keroon?

Qut of one hundred and seventy-two dragons, fifteen already were out of
action, sone only for a day or two, however.

A thought struck Lessa. If N ton had actually ridden Canth, maybe he could
ride out on the next dragonade on an injured man's beast, since there were
nmore injured riders than dragons. F'lar broke traditions as he chose. Here was
another one to set aside if the dragon was agreeabl e.

Presuming N ton was not the only new rider able to transfer to another beast,
what good woul d such flexibility do in the long run? F lar had definitely said
the incursions would not be so frequent at first, when the Red Star was j ust
beginning its fifty-Tumlong circling pass of Pern. How frequent was frequent?
He woul d know, but he wasn't here.

Wl |, he had been right this norning about the appearance of Threads at Nerat,
so his exhaustive study of those old Records had proved worthwhile.

No, that wasn't quite accurate. He had forgotten to have the nmen alert for
signs of black dust as well as warm ng weather. As he had put the matter right
by going between tinmes, she would graciously allow himthat minor error. But
he did have an infuriating habit of guessing correctly. Lessa corrected
herself again. He didn't guess. He studied. He planned. He thought and then he
used comon good sense. Like figuring out where and when Threads would strike
according to entries in those snelly Records. Lessa began to feel better about
their future.



Now, if he would just nake the riders learn to trust their dragons' sure
instinct in battle, they would keep casualties down, too.

A shriek pierced air and ear as a blue dragon energed above the Star Stone.

"Ranoth!" Lessa screanmed in an instinctive reaction, hardly knowi ng why. The
gueen was a-wi ng before the echo of her conmand had died. For the careering

bl ue was obviously in grave trouble. He was trying to brake his forward speed,
yet one wing would not function. H's rider had slipped forward over the great
shoul der, precariously clinging to his dragon's neck with one hand.

Lessa, her hands cl apped over her nouth, watched fearfully. There wasn't a
sound in the Bow but the flapping of Ranoth's i mense wi ngs. The queen rose
swiftly to position herself against the desperate blue, |ending himw ng
support on the crippled side. The watchers gasped as the rider slipped, |ost
his hold, and felllanding on Ranoth's w de shoul ders. The blue dropped like a
stone. Ranoth came to a gentle stop near him crouching lowto allow the
weyrfol k to renove her passenger

It was C gan.

Lessa felt her stomach heave as she saw the ruin the Threads had nade of the
old harper's face. She dropped beside him pillowing his head in her lap. The
weyrfol k gathered in a respectful, silent circle. Manora, her face, as al ways,
serene, had tears in her eyes. She knelt and pl aced her hand on the old
rider's heart. Concern flicked in her eyes as she | ooked up at Lessa. Slowy
she shook her head. Then, setting her lips in a thin Iline, she began to apply
t he nunbi ng sal ve.

"Too toothless old to flame and too slow to get between" C gan nunbl ed,
rolling his head fromside to side. "Too old. But 'Dragonmen nust fly/Wen
Threads are in the sky. ' " Hs voice trailed off into a sigh. H s eyes
cl osed. Lessa and Manora | ooked at each other in anguish. A terrible,
ear-shattering note cut the silence. Tagath sprang aloft in a trenmendous |eap
Cogan's eyes rolled slowy open, sightless. Lessa, breath suspended, watched
the blue dragon, trying to deny the inevitable as Tagath di sappeared in mid-
air.

A |l ow npan sprang up around the Weyr, like the torn, lonely cry of a keening
wi nd. The dragons uttered tribute.

"I's he . . . gone?" Lessa asked, although she knew.

Manora nodded slowy, tears stream ng down her cheeks as she reached over to
cl ose C gan's dead eyes.

Lessa rose slowy to her feet, notioning to sone of the wonmen to renove the
old rider's body. Absently she rubbed her bl oody hands dry on her skirts,
trying to concentrate on what m ght be needed next.

Yet her mind turned back to what had just happened. A dragonrider had died.

H s dragon, too. The Threads had cl ai med one pair already. How many nore woul d
die this cruel Turn? How |l ong could the Weyr survive? Even after Ranoth's
forty matured, and the ones she soon woul d conceive, and her queen daughters,

t 00?

Lessa wal ked apart to quiet her uncertainties and ease her grief. She saw

Rarmot h wheel and glide aloft, to land on the Peak. One day soon woul d Lessa

see those golden wings |aced red and bl ack from Thread marks? Wul d Ranot h
di sappear ?



No, Ranpth would not. Not while Lessa lived.

F'lar told her long ago that she must learn to | ook beyond the narrow confines
of Hol d Ruatha and nere revenge. He was, as usual, right. As Weyrwoman under
his tutelage, she had further |earned that living was nore than raising
dragons and Spring Games. Living was struggling to do something inpossibleto
succeed, or die, knowi ng you had tried!

Lessa realized that she had, at last, fully accepted her role: as Wyrwonan
and as mate, to help F lar shape men and events for many Turns to coneto
secure Pern against the Threads. Lessa threw back her shoulders and lifted her
chin high.

Ad Cgan had had the right of it.

Dragonnen nust fly Wen Threads are in the skyl

Wrl ds are | ost

or worlds are saved
By those dangers

dr agon- br aved.

As F' LAR had predicted, the attack ended by hi gh noon, and weary dragons and
riders were wel comed by Ranpth's highpitched trunpeting fromthe Peak

Once Lessa assured herself that F lar had taken no additional injury, that
F'nor's were superficial and that Manora was keeping Kyl ara busy in the

ki tchens, she applied herself to organizing the care of the injured and the
confort of the worried.

As dusk fell, an uneasy peace settled on the Wyrthe qui et of ninds and bodies
too tired or too hurtful to talk.

Lessa's own words nocked her as she nade out the |ist of wounded nmen and
beasts. Twenty-eight nen or dragons were out of the air for the next Thread
battle. C gan was the only fatality, but there had been four nore
seriously injured dragons at Keroon and seven badly scored nen, out of action
entirely for months to come. Lessa crossed the Bow to her Weyr, reluctant but
resigned to giving F'lar this unsettling news.

She expected to find himin the sleeping room but it was vacant. Ranoth was
asl eep already as Lessa passed her on the way to the Council Roomal so enpty.
Puzzled and a little alarned, Lessa half-ran down the steps to the Records
Room to find F lar, haggard of face, poring over nusty skins.

"What are you doi ng here?" she demanded angrily. "You ought to be asleep."
"So should you," he drawl ed, amused.

"I was hel ping Manora settle the wounded

"Each to his own craft." But he did | ean back fromthe table, rubbing his neck
and rotating the uninjured shoul der to ease stiffened nuscles.



"I couldn't sleep,"” he admitted, "so | thought I'd see what answers | mi ght
turn up in the Records."

"More answers? To what?" Lessa cried, exasperated with him As if the Records
ever answered anything. Qoviously the tremendous responsibilities of Pern's
def ense agai nst the Threads were beginning to tell on the Wyrl eader. After
all, there had been the stress of the first battle, not to nmention the drain
of the traveling between tinme itself to get to Nerat to forestall the Threads.

F'lar grinned and beckoned Lessa to sit beside himon the wall bench

"I need the answer to the very pressing question of how one understrength Weyr
can do the fighting of six."

Lessa fought the panic that rose, a cold flood, fromher guts.

"Ch, your tine schedules will take care of that," she replied gallantly.
"You'll be able to conserve the dragon- power until the new forty can join the
ranks."

F'lar raised a nocki ng eyebrow
"Let us be honest between oursel ves, Lessa."

"But there have been Long Intervals before,"” she argued, "and since Pern
survived them Pern can again."

"Before there were always six Weyrs. And twenty or so Turns before the Red
Star was due to begin its Pass, the queens would start to produce enornous
clutches. Al the queens, not just one faithful golden Ramoth. Ch, how I curse
Jora!" He slammed to his feet and started pacing, irritably brushing the |ock
of black hair that fell across his eyes.

Lessa was torn with the desire to confort himand the sinking, choking fear in
her belly that made it difficult to think at all

"You were not so doubtfu

He whirled back to her. "Not until | had actually had an encounter with the
Threads and reckoned up the nunbers of injuries. That Sets the odds agai nst
us. Even supposing we can nount other riders to uninjured dragons, we wll be
hard put to keep a continuously effective force in the air and still naintain
a giound guard." He caught her puzzled frown.

"There's Nerat to be gone over on foot tonmorrow. |'d be a fool indeed if |
t hought we'd caught and seared every Thread in md-air."

"Cet the Holders to do that. They can't just imure thenselves safely in their
Inner Holds and let us do all. If they hadn't been so mserly and stupid

He cut off her conplaint with an abrupt gesture. "They'll do their part al

right," he assured her. "I'msending for a full Council tonorrow, all Hold
Lords and all Craftnasters. But there's nore to it than just marking where
Threads fall. How do you destroy a burrow that's gone deep under the surface?

A dragon's breath is fine for the air and surface work but no good three feet
down. "

"Ch, | hadn't thought of that aspect. But the firepits . . ."



are only on the heights and around human habitations, not on the
meadowl ands of Keroon or on Nerat's so green rainforests.™

Thi s consi derati on was daunting i ndeed. She gave a rueful little |augh

"Shortsighted of ne to suppose our dragons are all poor Pern needs to dispatch
the Threads. Yet . . ." She shrugged expressively.

"There are other nethods,"” F' lar said, "or there were. There nust have been.
have run across frequent nmention that the Hol ds were organi zi ng ground groups
and that they were armed with fire. Wat kind is never nentioned because it
was so well-known." He threw up his hands in disgust and sagged back down on
t he bench. "Not even five hundred dragons could have seared all the Threads
that fell today. Yet they managed to keep Pern Thread-free."

"Pern, yes, but wasn't the Southern Continent lost? O did they just have
their hands too full with Pern itself?"

"No one's bothered with the Southern Continent in a hundred thousand Turns,"
F'lar snorted.

"It's on the maps," Lessa rem nded hi m
He scow ed disgustedly at the Records, piled in uncommunicative stacks on the
long table. "The answer nust be there. Somewhere."

There was an edge of desperation in his voice, the hint that he held hinself
to blane for not having discovered those el usive facts.

"Hal f those things couldn't be read by the man who wote them" Lessa said
tartly. "Besides that, it's been your own ideas that have hel ped us nost so
far. You conpiled the time maps, and | ook how val uabl e they have been

al ready. "

"I"mgetting too hidebound again, hub?" he asked, a half snile tugging at one
conmer of his nouth.

"Undoubt edly," she assured himw th nore confidence than she felt. "W both
know t he Records are guilty of the nost ridicul ous om ssions?

"Well said, Lessa. So let us forget these nisguiding and anti quated precepts
and think up our own guides. First, we need nore dragons. Second, we need them
now. Third, we need sonmething as effective as a flanmi ng dragon to destroy

Thr eads whi ch have burrowed."

"Fourth, we need sleep, or we won't be able to think of anything," she added
with a touch of her usual asperity.

F'l ar | aughed outright, bugging her

"You' ve got your mind on one thing, haven't you?" he teased, his hands
caressing her eagerly.

She pushed ineffectually at him trying to escape. For a wounded, tired man,
he was remarkably anmpbrous. One with that Kylara. |magine that wonan's
presunption, dressing his wounds.

"My responsibility as Weyrwonan includes care of you, the Wyrl eader."

"But you spend hours with blue dragonriders and | eave me to Kylara's tender



m ni strations."
"You didn't look as if you objected."

F'lar threw back his head and roared. "Should | open Fort Wyr and send Kyl ara
on?" he taunted her.

"I'"d as soon Kylara were Turns as well as niles away fromhere," Lessa

snapped, thoroughly irritated.

F'lar's jaw dropped, his eyes wi dened. He leaped to his feet with an
ast oni shed cry.

"You've said it!"

"Sai d what ?"

"Turns away! That's it. We'Ill send Kyl ara back, between tines, with her queen
and the new dragonets." F lar excitedly paced the roomwhile Lessa tried to
follow his reasoning. "No, I'd better send at | east one of the ol der bronzes.
F'nor, too. . . I'd rather have F nor in. charge. . . . Discreetly, of

cour se"

"Send Kylara back . . . where to? Wen to?" Lessa interrupted him

"Good point." F' lar dragged out the ubiquitous charts. "Very good point. Were
can we send them around here w thout causing anomalies by being present at one
of the other Weyrs? The Hi gh Reaches are renote. No, we've found remnains of

fires there, you know, still warm and no inkling as to who built them or why.
And if we had already sent them back, they' d ve been ready for today, and they
weren't. So they can't have been in two places already. . . ." He shook his

head, dazed by the . paradoxes.

Lessa's eyes were drawn to the blank outline of the neglected Southern
Conti nent.

"Send themthere," she suggested sweetly, pointing.
"There's nothing there."

"Then bring in what they need. There nust be water, for Threads can't devour
that. W fly in whatever else is needed, fodder for the herdbeasts, grain.

F'lar drew his brows together in concentration, his eyes sparkling with
t hought, the depressioa and defeat of a few nonents ago forgotten

"Threads woul dn't be there ten Turns ago. And haven't been there for close to
four hundred. Ten Turns would give Pridith time to mature and have severa
cl utches. Maybe nore queens.™

Then he frowned and shook his head dubiously. "No, there's no Wyr there. No
Hatching Ground, no . . ."

"How do we know that?" Lessa caught himup sharply, too delighted with many
aspects of this project to give it up easily.

"The Records don't nention the Southern Continent, true, but they omt a great
deal . How do we know it isn't green again in the four hundred Turns since the
Threads | ast spun?



W do know that Threads can't last long unless there is sonething organic on
which to feed and that once they've devoured all, they dry up and bl ow away. "

F'lar | ooked at her adnmiringly. "Now, why hasn't soneone wondered about that
bef or e?"

' Too hi debound." Lessa wagged her finger at him "Besides, there's been no
need to bother with it."

"Necessity or is it jealousy hatches many a tough shell." There was a snmile of
pure malice on his face, and Lessa whirled away as he reached for her

"The good of the Weyr," she retorted.

"Furthermore, |1'll send you along with F' nor tonorrow to |look. Only fair,
since it is your idea."

Lessa stood still. "You' re not going?"

"I feel confident | can leave this project in your very capable, interested
hands." He |aughed and caught her against his uninjured side, smling down
at her, his eyes glowing. "I must play ruthless Wyrl eader and keep the Hold

Lords from sl anming shut their Inner Doors. And |I'm hoping" he raised his
head, frowning slightly"one of the Craftmasters nmay know the solution to the
.third problemgetting rid of Thread burrows."

"But..."
"The trip will give Ranoth something to stop her fumng."

He pressed the girl's slender body nore closely to him his full attention at
| ast on her odd, delicate face. "Lessa, you are ny fourth problem" He bent to
ki ss her.

At the sound of hurried steps in 'the passageway, F lar scowed irritably,
rel easi ng her.

"At this hour?" he nmuttered, ready to reprove the intruder scathingly. "Wo
goes there?"

"Flar?" It was F' nor's voice, anxious, hoarse.

The look on F lar's face told Lessa that not even his half brother woul d be
spared a reprinmand, and it pleased her irrationally. But the nonment F' nor
burst into the room both weyrl eader and Weyrwoman were stunned silent. There
was sonething subtly wong with the brown rider. And as the man blurted out
hi s i ncoherent nessage, the difference suddenly registered in Lessa's mnd. He
was tanned! He wore no bandages and hadn't the slightest trace of the
Thread-mark al ong his cheek that she had tended this evening!

"F'lar, it's not working out! You can't be alive in two tines at once!" F nor

was exclaimng distractedly. He staggered against the wall, grabbing the sheer
rock to hold hinself upright. There were deep circles under his eyes,
visible despite the tan. "I don't know how nuch | onger we can last like this.

W're all affected. Sone days not as badly as others."

"l don't understand."

"Your dragons are all right," F nor assured the Weyrleader with a bitter



[ augh. "It doesn't bother them They keep all their wits about them But their

riders . . . all the weyrfolk . . . we're shadows, half alive, |ike dragonless
men, part of us gone forever. Except Kylara." H's face contorted with intense
dislike. ""AQ she wants to do is go back and watch herself. The wonan's
egomania will destroy us all, I'mafraid.” H s eyes suddenly | ost focus, and
he swayed wildly. H's eyes w dened, and his mouth fell open. "I can't stay.
I'"mhere already. Too close. Makes it twice as bad. But | had to warn you. |
prom se, Flar, we'll stay as long as we can, but it won't be mnuch | onger

so it won't be long enough, but we tried.
W tried "

Before F'lar could nove, the brown rider whirled and ran, hal f-crouched, from
t he room

"But he hasn't gone yetl" Lessa gasped. "He hasn't even gone yet!"

F'lar stared after his half brother, his brows contracting with the keen
anxiety he felt.

"What can have happened?" Lessa demanded of the Weyrleader. "W haven't even
told F ' nor. W ourselves just finished considering the idea." Her hand fl ew
to her own cheek. "And the Thread-mark.. | dressed it nyself tonight it's

gone. CGone. So he's been gone a long while." She sank down to the bench
"However, he has cone back. So he did go," F lar remarked slowy in a
reflective tone of voice. "Yet we now know the venture is not entirely
successful even before it begins. And knowi ng this, we have sent himback ten
Turns for whatever good it is doing." F'lar paused thoughtfully.

"Consequently we have no alternative but to continue with the experinment."

"But what coul d be going wong?"

"I think I know and there is no renedy." He sat down beside her, his eyes
intent on hers. "Lessa, you were very upset when you got back from goi ng
between to Ruatha that first time. But | think nowit was nore than just the
shock of seeing Fax's nen invading your own Hold or in thinking your return

m ght have been responsible for that disaster. | think it has to do with being
intwo times at once." He hesitated again, trying to understand this inmense
new concept even as he voiced it.

Lessa regarded himw th such awe that he found hinself |aughing with
enbar rassnent .

"I't's unnerving under any conditions,"
seei ng a younger self."

he went on, "to think of returning and

"That must be what he meant about Kylara," Lessa gasped, "about her wanting to
go back and watch herself . . . as a child. Ch, that wetched girl!" Lessa was
filled with anger for Kylara's selfabsorption. "Wetched, selfish creature.
She' Il ruin everything."

"Not yet," F'lar rem nded her. "Look, although F nor warned us that the
situation in his tine is getting desperate, he didn't tell us how much he was
abl e to acconplish. But you noticed that his scar had healed to

i nvisibilityconsequently sonme Turns nust have el apsed. Even if Pridith |ays
one good-sized clutch, even if just the forty of Ranoth's are mature enough to
fight in three days' tinme, we have acconpli shed sonet hi ng.

Ther ef or e, Weyrworman, " and he noticed how she strai ghtened up at the sound of



her title, "we nust disregard F nor's return. Wen you fly to the Sounthern
Continent tonorrow, nmake no allusion to it. Do you understand?"

Lessa nodded gravely and then gave a little sigh. "I don't knowif |I'm happy
or disappointed to realize, even before we get there tonorrow, that the
Sout hern Continent obviously will support a Weyr," she said with dismay. "It

was kind of exciting to wonder."

"Either way," F'lar told her with a sardonic smile, "we have found only part
of the answers to problens one and two."

"Well, you'd better answer nunber four right now" Lessa suggested.
"Deci sivel y!'"

Waver, M ner, Harper, Smith, Tanner, Farner, Herdsman, Lord, Gather
wi ngsped, listen well

To the Weyrman's urgent word.

THEY BOTH managed to guard agai nst any reference to his premature return when
they spoke to F' nor the next morning. F' lar asked brown Canth to send his
rider to the queen's weyr as soon as he awoke and was pl eased to see F' nor

al nrost imediately. If the brown rider noticed the curiously intent stare
Lessa gave his bandaged face, he gave no sign of it. As a matter of fact, the
monent F'lar outlined the bold venture of scouting the Southern Continent with
the possibility of starting a Weyr ten Turns back in tinme, F nor forgot al
about hi s wounds.

"I"l'l gowllingly only if you send T' bor along with Kylara. |I'm not waiting
till Nton and his bronze are big enough to take her on. T bor and she are as"
F' nor broke off with a grimace in Lessa's direction. "Well, they're as near a
pair as can be. | don't object to being . . . inportuned, but there are limts
to what a man is willing to do out of loyalty to dragonkind."

F'lar barely managed to restrain the anusenent he felt over F nor's
reluctance. Kylara tried her wiles on every rider, and, because F nor had not
been anenabl e, she was deter- mined to succeed with him

"I hope two bronzes are enough. Pridith may have a mind of her own, cone
matingtime."

"You can't turn a brown into a bronze!" F nor exclainmed with such di smay t hat
F'lar could no |l onger restrain hinself.

"Ch, stop it!" And that touched off Lessa's |aughter
"You're as bad a pair," F nor snapped, getting to his feet. "If we're going
south, Weyrworman, we'd better get started. Particularly if we're going to give
thi s laughi ng mani ac a chance to conpose hinmsel f before the solemm Lords
descend. |I'Il get provisions from Manora. Well, Lessa? Are you coming with
ne?"

Muf fling her laughter, Lessa grabbed up her furred flying cloak and foll owed
him At |east the adventure was starting off well.

Carrying the pitcher of ktah and his cup, F lar adjourned to the Council Room
debating whether to tell the Lords and Craftnmasters of this southern venture
or not. The dragons' ability to fly between times as well as places was not



yet well-known. The Lords might not realize it had been used the previous day
to forestall the Threads. If F lar could be sure that project was going to be
successful well, it would add an optim stic note to the nmeeting. Let the
charts, with the waves and tinmes of the Thread attacks clearly visible,
reassure the Lords.

The visitors were not long in assenbling. Nor were they all successful in
hiding their apprehension and the shock they had received now that
Threads had agai n spun down fromthe Red Star to nenace all life on Pern. This

was going to be a difficult session, F lar decided grimy. He had a fleeting
wi sh, which he quickly suppressed, that he had gone with F nor and Lessa to
the Southern Continent. Instead, he bent with apparent industry to the charts
before him

Soon there were but two nore to cone, Meron of Nabol (whom he would have |iked
not to include, for the man was a troubl emaker) and Lytol of Ruatha. F'lar had
sent for Lytol |ast because he did not wish Lessa to encounter the man. She
was still overly and, to his mnd, foolishlysensitive at having had to resign
her claimto Ruatha Hold for the Lady Genma's posthunmous son. Lytol, as \Warder
of Ruatha, had a place in this conference. The nan was al so an ex- dragonman,
and his return to the Wyr was pai nful enough w thout Lessa's compounding it
with her resentnment. Lytol was, with the exception of young Larad of Tel gar,
the Weyr's nost valuable ally.

S'lel came in with Meron a step behind him The Hol der was furious at this
sumons; it showed in his walk, in his eyes, in his haughty bearing. But he
was al so as inquisitive as he was devious. He nodded only to Larad anpbng the
Lords and took the seat |left vacant for himby Larad' s side. Meron's manner
made it obvious that that place was too close to F'lar by half a room

The Weyrl eader acknowl edged S' lel's salute and indicated the bronze rider
shoul d be seated. F lar had given thought to the seating arrangenents in the
Council Room carefully interspersing brown and bronze dragonriders with

Hol ders and Craftsmen. There was now barely roomto nmove in the generously
proportioned cavern, but there was also no roomin which to draw daggers if
tempers got hot.

A hush fell on the gathering, and F'lar |ooked up to see that the stocky,

gl oweri ng ex-dragonman from Ruat ha had stopped on the threshold of the
Council. He slowy brought his hand up in a respectful salute to the

weyrl eader. As F' lar returned the salute, he noticed that the tic in Lytol's

| eft cheek junped al nost continuously. Lytol's eyes, dark with pain and inner
unqui et, ranged the room He nodded to the nenbers of his fornmer wing, to
Larad and Zurg, head of his own weavers' craft. Stiff-legged, he wal ked to the
remai ning seat, nmurmuring a greeting to T'sumon his left.F lar rose.

"I appreciate your com ng, good Lords and Craftnasters. The Threads spin once
again. The first attack has been met and seared fromthe sky. Lord Vincet,"
and the worried Hol der of Nerat |ooked up in alarm "we have di spatched a
patrol to the rainforest to do a lowflight sweep to nake certain there are no
burrows. "

Vi ncet swal |l owed nervously, his face paling at the thought of what Threads
could do to his fertile, lush hol dings.

"W shall need your best junglenen to help" "Hel p? But you said . . . the
Threads were seared in the sky?"

"There is no point in taking the slightest chance," F lar replied, inplying
that the patrol was only a precaution instead of the necessity he knew it



woul d be.

Vi ncet gul ped, glancing anxiously around the room for synpathy, and found
none. Everyone would soon be in his position

"There is a patrol due at Keroon and at Igen." F' lar |ooked first at Lord
Corman, then at Lord Banger, who gravely nodded. "Let ne say by way of
reassurance that there will be no further attacks for three days and four
hours." F' lar tapped the appropriate chart. "The Threads will begin

approxi mately here on Telgar, drift westward through the southernnost portion
of Crom which is nountai nous, and on, through Ruatha and the southern end of
Nabol . "

"How can you be so certain of that?"

F'lar recogni zed the contenptuous voice of Meron of Nabol

"The Threads do not fall like a child' s jackstraws. Lord Meron," F'lar
replied. "They fall in a definitely predictable pattern; the attacks | ast
exactly six hours. The intervals between attacks will gradually shorten over

the next few Turns as the Red Star draws cl oser. Then, for about forty ful
Turns, as the Red Star swi ngs past and around us, the attacks occur every
fourteen hours, marching across our world in a tine-able fashion."

"So you say," Meron sneered, and there was a | ow rmunbl e of support.
"So the Teaching Ballads say," Larad put in firmy.

Meron glanced at Telgar's Lord and went on, "I recall another of your
predi cti ons about how the Threads were supposed to begin falling right after
Sol stice."

"Which they did," Flar interrupted him "As black dust in the Northern Hol ds.
For the reprieve we've had, we can thank our lucky stars that we have had an
unusual ly hard and long Cold Turn."

"Dust ?" demanded Nessel of Crom "That dust was Threads?" The man was one of
Fax's bl ood connections and under Meron's influence: an ol der man who had

| earned | essons fromhis conquering relative's bloody ways and had not the wt
to inprove or alter the original. "My Hold is still blowing with them They're
danger ous?"

F'l ar shook his head enphatically. "How | ong has the black dust been bl owi ng
in your Hol d? Weeks? Done any harm yet ?"

Nessel frowned.
"I"'minterested in your charts, Weyrleader," Larad of Telgar said snoothly.
"WIl they give us an accurate idea of how often we may expect Threads to fal
in our own Hol ds?"

"Yes. You may al so anticipate that the dragonnen will arrive shortly before
the invasion is due,"” F'lar went on."However, additional neasures of your own
are necessary, and it is for this that | called the Council."

"Wait a minute," Corman of Keroon grow ed. "I want a copy of those fancy
charts of yours for ny own. | want to know what those bands and wavy |ines
really mean. | want..."

"Naturally you'll have a timetable of your own. | nean to inpose on



Mast er har per Robi nton" F'|lar nodded respectfully toward that Craftmaster "to
oversee the copying and make sure everyone understands the tim ng involved."

Robi nton, a tall, gaunt man with a |lined, saturnine face, bowed deeply. A
slight smle curved his wide |lips at the now hopeful glances favored hi mby
the Hold Lords. His craft, like that of the dragonnmen, had been nmuch nocked,

and this new respect amused him He was a man with a keen eye for the

ridi cul ous, and an active imagi nation. The circunstances in which doubting
Pern found itself were too ironic not to appeal to his innate sense of
justice. He now contented hinmself with a deep bow and a nild phrase.
"Truly all shall pay heed to the master."
enunci ated with no provincial slurring.

H s voice was deep, his words

F'lar, about to speak, |ooked sharply at Robinton as he caught the double barb
of that single line. Larad, too, |ooked around at the Masterharper, clearing
his throat hastily.

"We shall have our charts," Larad said, forestalling Meron, who had opened his
mouth to speak. "We shall have the dragonmen when the Threads spin. Wat are

t hese additional neasures? And why are they necessary?"

Al eyes were on F'lar again.
"W have one Weyr where six once flew"

"But word is that Ranoth has hatched over forty nore," someone in the back of
the room declared. "And why did you Search out still nmore of our young nen?"
"Forty-one as yet unmatured dragons,"” F lar said. Privately, he hoped that
this southern venture would still work out. There was real fear in that man's
voi ce. "They grow well and quickly. Just at present, while the Threads do not
strike with great frequency as the Red Star begins its Pass, our Weyr is
sufficient . . . if we have your cooperation on the ground. Tradition is that"
he nodded tactfully toward Robi nton, the dispenser of Traditional usage "you
Hol ders are responsible for only your dwellings, which, of course, are
adequately protected by firepits and raw stone. However, it is spring and our
hei ghts have been allowed to growwi ld with vegetation. Arable land is

bl ossoming with crops. This presents vast acreage vul nerable to the Threads
which one Wyr, at this time, is not able to patrol w thout severely draining
the vitality of our dragons and riders."

At this candid adm ssion, a frightened and angry nutter spread rapidly
t hr oughout the room

"Ranoth rises to mate again soon," F lar continued in a matter-of-fact way.

"OfF course, in other tines, the queens started produci ng heavy clutches many
Turns before the critical solstice as well as nore queens. Unfortunately, Jora
was ill and old, and Nenorth intractable. The matter"” He was interrupted.

"Your dragonnen with your high and mighty airs will bring destruction on us
allt

"You have yourselves to blame," Robinton's voice stabbed across the ensuing
shouts. "Admit it, one and all. You' ve paid | ess honor to the Wyr than you
woul d your watch-wher's kennel and that not nuch! But now the thieves are on

t he heights, and you are scream ng because the poor reptile is nigh to death
fromneglect. Beat him will you? Wien you exiled himto his kennel because he
tried to warn you? Tried to get you to prepare against the invaders? It's on
your conscience, not the Weyrl eader's or the dragonriders', who have honestly



done their duty these hundreds of Turns in keeping dragonkind alive

agai nst your protests. How many of you"his tone was scathi ng"have been
generous in thought and favor toward dragonki nd? Even since | becane master of
my craft, how often have ny harpers told nme of being beaten for singing the
old songs as is their duty? You earn only the right, good Lords and Craftsnen,
to squirminside your stony Holds and withe as your crops die a-borning." He
rose.

" "No Threads will fall. It's a harper's winter tale," " he whined, in
faultless imtation of Nessel. " These dragonmen | eech us of heir and
harvest,' " and his voice took on the constricted, insinuating tenor that
could only be Meron's. "And now the truth is as bitter as a brave nan's fears
and as difficult as nockweed to swallow. For all the honor you' ve done them

t he dragonmen shoul d | eave you to be spun on the Threads' distaff."

"Bitra, Lenmps, and |," spoke up Raid, the wiry Lord of Benden, his blunt chin
lifted belligerently, "have al ways done our duty to the Wyr."

Robi nton swung around to him his eyes flashing as he gave that speaker a

| ong, slow | ook. "Aye, and you have. O all the Great Holds, you three have
been loyal. But you others," and his voice rose indignantly, "as spokesman for
my craft, | know, to the last full stop in your score, your opinion of
dragonkind. | heard the first whisper of your attenpt to ride out against the
Weyr . "

He | aughed harshly and pointed a long finger at Vincet.

"Where woul d you be today, good Lord Vincet, if the Wyr had not sent you
packi ng back, hoping your |adies would be returned you? Al of you," and his
accusi ng finger marked each of the Lords of the abortive effort, "actually
rode agai nst the Weyr because . . . 'there . . . were . . . no. . . nore .

Threads!' " He planted his fists on either hip and glared at the assenbly.
F'lar wanted to cheer. It was easy to see why the man was Masterharper, and he
t hanked circunstance that such a nan was the Weyr's partisan

"And now, at this critical nmonment, you have the incredible presunption to

prot est agai nst any nmeasure the Weyr suggests?" Robinton's supple voice oozed
derision and amaze- nent. "Attend what the Weyrl eader says and spare hi myour
petty carpings!" He snapped those words out as a father might enjoin an erring
child. "You were," and he switched to the nildest of polite conversationa
tones as he addressed F'lar, "I believe, asking our cooperation, good F lar?
In what capacities?"

F'lar hastily cleared his throat.

"I shall require that the Holds police their own fields and woods, during the
attacks if possible, definitely once the Threads have passed. Al burrows

whi ch might |and nmust be found, narked, and destroyed. The sooner they are

| ocated, the easier it is toerid of them™

"There's no time to dig firepits through all the |ands

we'll lose half our grow ng space,"” Nessel exclained.

"There were other ways, used in olden tinmes, which | believe our Mastersmith
m ght know." F'lar gestured politely toward Fandarel, the archetype of his

profession if ever such existed.

The Smith Craftmaster was by several inches the tallest man in the Counci
Room his massive shoul ders and heavily nuscled arnms pressed agai nst his



near est nei ghbors, although he had nmade an effort not to crowd agai nst anyone.
He rose, a giant tree-stunp of a man, booking thunbs |ike beast-horns in the
thick belt that spanned his waistless mdsection. H's voice, by no means sweet
after Turns of bellow ng above roaring hearths and hamrers, was, by conparison
to Robinton's superb delivery, a diluted, unsupported light baritone.

"There were nmachines, that much is true," he allowed in deliberate, thoughtful
tones. "My father, it was he, told me of themas a curiosity of the Craft.
There may be sketches in the Hall. There may not. Such things do not keep on
skins for long." He cast an oblique | ook under beetled brows at the Tanner
Craftmaster.

"It is our own hides we nmust worry about preserving," F lar remarked to
forestall any intercraft disputes.

Fandarel grumbled in his throat in such a way that F'lar was not certain
whet her the sound was the man's |aughter or a guttural agreenent.

"I shall consider the matter. So shall all ny fellow craftsmen,” Fandare
assured the Weyrl eader. "To sear Threads fromthe ground without damaging the
soil may not be so easy. There are, it is true, fluids which burn and sear. W
use an acid to etch design on daggers and ornamental netals. W of the Craft
call it agenothree. There is also the black heavy-water that lies on the
surface of pools in Igen and Boll. It burns hot and Iong. And if, as you say,
the Cold Turn nade the Threads break into dust, perhaps ice fromthe col dest
northl ands night freeze and break grounded Threads.

However, the problemis to bring such to the Threads where they fall since
they will not oblige us by falling where we want them " He screwed up
his face in a grimace.

F'lar stared at him surprised. Did the man realize how hunorous he was? No,
he was speaking with sincere concern

Now the Mastersnmith scratched his head, his tough fingers making audible
grating sounds along his coarse hair and heat-toughened scal p.

"A nice problem A nice problem" he nused, undaunted.

"I shall give it every attention.” He sat down, the heavy bench creaki ng under
hi s wei ght.

The Masterfarmer raised his hand tentatively.
"When | becane Craftnaster, | recall conming across a reference to the
sandworms of | gen. They were once cultivated as a protective" "Never heard

| gen produced anythi ng useful except heat and sand," qui pped soneone.

"W need every suggestion," F'lar said sharply, trying to identify that
heckl er. "Please find that reference, Craftnaster

Lord Banger of lgen, find me sonme of those sandworns!"

Banger, equally surprised that his arid Hold had a hi dden asset, nodded
vi gorously.

"Until we have nore efficient ways of killing Threads, all Hol ders must be
organi zed on the ground during attacks, to spot and mark burrows, to set
firestone to burn in them | do not wish any man to be scored, but we know how

qui ckly Threads burrow deep, and no burrow can be left to nultiply.



You stand to | ose nore," and he gestured enphatically at the Hol der Lords,
"than any others. Quard not just yourselves, for a burrow on one man's border
may grow across to his neighbor's. Mbilize every man, woman, and child, farm
and crafthold. Do it now "

The Council Room was fraught with tension and stunned reflection until Zurg,
t he Masterweaver, rose to speak

"My craft, too, has something to offer . . . which is only fair since we deal
with thread every day of our lives . . . in regard to the ancient nethods."
Zurg's voice was light and dry, and his eyes, in their creases of spare, |ined
flesh, were busy, darting fromone face in his audience to another. "In Ruath
Hold | once saw upon the wall . . . where the tapestry now resides, who
knows?" He slyly glanced at Meron of Nabol and then at Bargen of the High
Reaches who had succeeded to Fax's title there. "The work was as old as
dragonki nd and showed, anong other things, a man on foot, carrying upon his
back a curious contraption. He held within his hand a rounded, sword-|ong

obj ect fromwhich tongues of flame ... nmagnificently woven in the orange-red
dyes now lost to us . . . spouted toward the ground. Above, of course, were
dragons in close formation, bronzes predom nating

again we've |lost that true dragon bronze shade. Consequently | renenber the
work as nmuch for what we now lack as for its subject matter."

"A flamethrower?" the Snmith runbled. "A flanmethrower," he repeated with a
falling inflection. "A flamethrower," he nurnured thoughtfully, his heavy
brows drawn into a titanic scom. "A thrower of what sort of flanme? It
requires thought."

He | owered his head and didn't speak, so engrossed in the required thought
that he lost interest in the rest of the discussion

"Yes, good Zurg, there have been many tricks of every trade |lost in recent
Turns,"” F' lar comented sardonically. "If we wish to continue living, such
know edge nust be re- vived . . . fast. | would particularly like to recover
the tapestry of which Master Zurg speaks."

F'lar | ooked significantly at those Lords who had quarrel ed over Fax's seven
Hol ds after his death.

"It may save all of you much loss. | suggest that it appear at Ruatha. O at
Zurg's or at Fandarel's crafthall. Whichever is nost convenient."

There was sonme shuffling of feet, but no one admitted ownership.

"It mght then be returned to Fax's son, who is now Ruatha's Lord," F'lar
added, wryly anmused at such magnani nous justice. Lytol snorted softly and

gl owered around the room F'|ar supposed Lytol to be anmused and experienced a
fleeting regret for the orphaned Jaxom reared by such a cheerless if honest
guar di an.

"I'f I may. Lord Weyrl eader," Robinton broke in, "we mght all benefit, as your
maps prove to us, fromresearch in our own Records." He smiled suddenly, an

unexpectedly enbarrassed smle. "I own | find nmyself in sone disgrace for we
Harpers have let slip unpopul ar ball ads and skinmped on sone of the |onger
Teaching Ballads and Sagas . . . for lack of listeners and, occasionally, in

the interest of preserving our skins."

F'lar stifled a laugh with a cough. Robinton was a geni us.



"I must see that Ruathan tapestry," Fandarel suddenly booned out.

"I"'msure it will be in your hands very soon," F'lar assured himw th nore
confidence than he dared feel. "My Lords, there is nmuch to be done. Now t hat
you understand what we all face, | leave it in your hands as |eaders in your

separate Holds and crafts how best to organi ze your own peopl e.

Craftsmen, turn your best nminds to our special problens: review all Records
that mght turn up sonmething to our purpose. Lords Telgar, Crom Ruatha, and
Nabol, | shall be with you in three days. Nerat, Keroon, and Jgen, | am at
your disposal to hel p destroy any burrow on your |ands. Wile we have the
Mast ernmi ner here, tell himyour needs. How stands your craft?"

"Happy to be so busy at our trade, weyrleader," piped up the Masterm ner

Just then F' lar caught sight of F nor, hovering about in the shadows of the
hal I way, trying to catch his eye. The brown rider wore an exultant grin, and
it was obvious he was bursting with news. F'|lar wondered how they could have
returned so swiftly fromthe Southern Continent, and then he realized that

F' nor again was tanned. He gave a jerk of his head, indicating that F nor take
hinsel f off to the sleeping quarters and wait.

"Lords and Craftmasters, a dragonet will be at the disposal of each of you for
nmessages and transportation. Now, good norning."

He strode out of the Council Room up the passageway into the queen's weyr,
and parted the still swinging curtains into the sleeping roomjust as F nor
was pouring hinself a cup of w ne.

"Success!" F' nor cried as the weyrl eader entered. "Though how you knew to send
just thirty-two candidates |1'll never understand. | thought you were insulting
our noble Pridith. But thirty-two eggs she laid in four days. It was all

could do to keep fromriding out when the first appeared.”

F'lar responded with hearty congratul ati ons, relieved that there would be at

| east that much benefit fromthis apparently ill-fated venture. Now all he had
to figure out was how nuch | onger F nor had stayed south until his frantic
visit the night before. For there were no worry lines or strainin F nor's
grinning, well-tanned face.

"No queen egg?" asked F' lar hopefully. Wth thirty-two in the one experinent,
per haps they could send a second queen back and try again. F nor's face

| engt hened. "No, and | was sure there would be. But there gre fourteen
bronzes. Pridith out-matched Ranoth there,"” he added proudly.

"I ndeed she did. How goes the Weyr ot herw se?"

F' nor frowned, shaking his head against an inner bew | derment. "Kylara's
well, she's a problem Stirs up trouble constantly. T bor |leads a sad tine
with her, and he's so touchy everyone keeps a distance fromhim" F nor
brightened a little. "Young N ton is shaping up into a fine w ng- |eader, and
his bronze may outfly Thor's Orth when Pridith flies to mate the next
time. Not that I'd wish Kylara on Nton . . . or anyone."

"No trouble then with supplies?"
F' nor | aughed outright. "If you hadn't made it so plain we nust not

conmuni cate with you here, we could supply you with fruits and fresh greens
that are superior to anything in the north. W eat the way dragonnen shoul d!



F'lar, we rmust consider a supply Weyr down there. Then we shall never have to
worry about tithing trains and . "

"I'n good time. Get back now. You know you nust keep these visits short."

F' nor grimaced. "Ch, it's not so bad. I"'mnot here in this tinme, anyway."
"True," F' lar agreed, "but don't mistake the tine and come while you're stil
here.”

"Hmm? Ch, yes, that's right. | forget time is creeping for us and speeding
for you. Well, | shan't be back again till Pridith lays the second clutch."

Wth a cheerful good-bye, F nor strode out of the weyr.

F'lar watched hi mthoughtfully as he slowy retraced his steps to the Counci
Room Thirty-two new dragons, fourteen of them bronzes, was no small gain and
seened worth the hazard. Or would the hazard wax greater?

Soneone cl eared his throat deliberately. F lar |ooked up to see Robinton
standing in the archway that led to the Council Room

"Before | can copy and instruct others about those maps, Weyrl eader, | nust
nmysel f understand them conpletely. | took the liberty of remaining behind."

"You make a good chanpi on, Masterharper."”

"You have a nobl e cause, Weyrl eader," and then Robinton's eyes glinted

mal i ciously. "l1've been begging the Egg for an opportunity to speak out to so
nobl e an audi ence."

"A cup of wine first?"

"Benden grapes are the envy of Pern."

"If one has the palate for such a delicate bouquet."

"It is carefully cultivated by the know edgeabl e."

F'l ar wondered when the nan would stop playing with words. He had nore on his
m nd than studying the time- charts.

"I have in mnd a ballad which, for |ack of explanation, | had set aside when
| becane the Master of nmy crafthall,” he said judiciously after an
appreci ative savoring of his wne.

"It is an uneasy song, both the tune and the words. One devel ops, as a harper

must, a certain sensitivity for what will be received and what will be
rejected . . . forcefully,” and he winced in retrospect. "I found that this
bal | ad unsettled singer as well as audience and retired it fromuse. Now, |ike

that tapestry, it bears rediscovery."

After his death C gan's instrunent had been hung on the Council Roomwall til
a new Weyrsinger could be chosen

The guitar was very old, its wod thin. Ad C gan had kept it well-tuned and
covered. The Masterharper handled it nowwith reverence, lightly stroking the
strings to hear the tone, raising his eyebrows at. the fine voice of the
instrument. He plucked a chord, a dissonance. F lar wondered if the instrument
was out of tune or if the harper had, by sone chance, struck the wong string.
But Robinton repeated the odd discord, then nodulating into a weird m nor that



was sonehow nore di sturbing than the first notes.

"I told you it was an uneasy song. And | wonder if you know the answers to the
questions it asks. For 1've turned the puzzle over in nmy mnd many tinmes of
late.”

Then abruptly he shifted fromthe spoken to the sung tone.

Gone away, gone ahead,

Echoes rol | unanswer ed.

Empty, open, dusty, dead,

Why have all the Weyrfol k fled?

Wher e have dragons gone toget her?

Leaving Wyrs to wi nd and weat her ?

Setting herdbeasts free of tether?

Cone, our safeguards, gone, but whither?

Have they flown to some new Weyr Where cruel Threads some others fear?
Are they worlds away from here?

Why, oh, why, the enpty Weyr?

The [ ast plaintive chord reverberated.

"OfF course, you realize that the song was first recorded in the craft annals
some four hundred Turns ago,"” Robinton said lightly, cradling the guitar in
both arnms. "The Red Star had just passed beyond attack-proximty. The people
had anpl e reason to be stunned and worried over the sudden |oss of the
popul ati ons of five Wyrs. Oh, | imgine at the tine they had any one of a
nunber of explanations, but none . . . not one explanation . . . is recorded.”
Robi nt on paused significantly.

"I have found none recorded, either,” Flar replied. "As a matter of fact,

had all the Records brought here fromthe other Wyrs . . . in order to
conpil e accurate attack tinetables. And those other Wyr Records sinply end"
F'lar made a chopping gesture with one hand. "In Benden's Records there is no
mention of sickness, death, fire, disaster not one word of explanation for the
sudden | apse of the usual intercourse between the Wyrs. Benden's

Records continue Mthely, but only for Benden. There is one entry that
pertains to the mass di sappearance . . . the initiation of a Pernwi de patro

routing, not just Benden's imediate responsibility. And that is all."

"Strange,"” Robinton nused. "Once the danger fromthe Red Star was past, the
dragons and riders may have gone between to ease the drain on the Holds. But |
simply cannot believe that. Qur craft Records do nention that harvests were
bad and that there had been several natural catastrophes . . . other than the
Threads. Men may be gallant and your breed the nost gallant of all, but mass
suicide? | sinply do not accept that explanation . . . not for dragonmen.”



"My thanks," P lar said with mld irony.

"Don't nention it," Robinton replied with a graci ous nod
F'l ar chuckl ed appreciatively. "I see we have been too weyrbound as well as
t oo hi debound. "

Robi nton drained his cup and | ooked at it nmournfully until F lar refilled it.

"Well, your isolation served sone purpose, you know, and you handl ed that
uprising of the Lords magnificently. | nearly choked to death | aughing,"

Robi nton remarked, grinning broadly. "Stealing their wonmen in the flash of a
dragon's breath!" He chuckl ed again, then suddenly sobered, |ooking F'Iar
straight in the eye. "Accustomed as | amto hearing what a man does not say
al oud, | suspect there is nmuch you gl ossed over in that Council neeting. You
may be sure of ny discretion . . . and . . . you may be sure of ny whol e-
hearted support and that of my not ineffectual craft. To be blunt, how may ny
harpers aid you?" and be strunmmed a vigorous marching air. "Stir men's pul ses
wi th ballads of past glories and success?" The tune, under his flashing
fingers, changed abruptly to a stern but determ ned rhyt hm

"Strengthen their nental and physical sinews for hardship?”

"If all your harpers could stir men as you yourself do, | should have no
worries that five hundred or so additional dragons would not inmediately end."
"Ch, then despite your brave words and marked charts, the situation is"a

di ssonant twang on the guitar accented his final words"nore desperate than
you carefully did not say."

"It may be."

"The flamethrowers old Zurg remenbered and Fandarel nust reconstructwi |l they
tip the scal es?"

F'lar regarded this clever man thoughtfully and made a qui ck deci sion

"Even I gen's sandworns will help, but as the world turns and the Red Star
nears, the interval between daily attacks shortens and we have only
seventy-two new dragons to add to those we had yesterday. One is now dead and
several will not fly for several weeks."

"Seventy-two?" Robi nton caught himup sharply. "Ranoth hatched but forty, and
they are still too young to eat fire- stone.”

F'lar outlined F nor and Lessa's expedition, taking place at that nonment. He
went on to F' nor's reappearance and warning, as well as the fact that the
experiment had been successful in part with the hatching of thirty-two new
dragons fromPridith's first clutch. Robinton caught himup

"How can F' nor already have returned when you haven't heard from Lessa and him
that there is a breeding place on the Southern Continent?"

"Dragons can go between tines as well as places. They go as' easily to a when
as to a where.”

Robi nton's eyes wi dened as he digested this astonishing news.

"That is how we forestalled the attack on Nerat yesterday norning. W junped



back two hours between tinme to neet the Threads as they fell."
"You can actually junp backward? How far back?"

"I don't know. Lessa, when | was teaching her to fly Ranoth, inadvertently
returned to Ruath Hold, to the dawn thirteen Turns ago when Fax's nen invaded
fromthe heights. Wen she returned to the present, | attenpted a between
times junmp of some ten Turns. To the dragons it is a sinple matter to go

bet ween tines or spaces, but there appears to be a terrific drain on the
rider. Yesterday, by the time we re- turned from Nerat and had to go on to
Keroon, | felt as though | had been pounded flat and left to dry for a sunmer
on lgen Plain." F lar shook his head. "W have obviously succeeded in sending
Kylara, Pridith, and the others ten Turns between, because F' nor has already
reported to me that he has been there several Turns. The drain on humans,
however, is beconming nore and nore marked. But even seventy-two nore nature
dragons will be a help."

"Send a rider ahead in tinme to see if it is sufficient,”
hel pfully. "Save you a few days' worrying."

Robi nt on suggest ed

"I don't know how to get to a when that has not yet happened. You nust give
your dragon reference points, you know How can you refer himto tines that
have not yet occurred?"

"You' ve got an imagination. Project it."

"And perhaps | ose a dragon when | have none to spare? No, | nust continue
because obviously |I have, judging by F'nor's returns . . . as | decided to
start. Wiich remnds nme, | nmust give orders to start packing. Then | shall go

over the time-charts with you."

It wasn't until after the noon nmeal, which Robinton took with the Wyrl eader
that the Masterharper was confident that he understood the charts and left to
begi n their copying.

Across a waste of lonely tossing sea, Wiere no dragonwi ngs had | ately spread,
Flew a gold and sturdy brown in spring, Searching if a | and be dead.

As RAMOTH and Canth bore Lessa and F' nor up to the Star Stone, they saw the
first of the Hold Lords and Craftnasters arriving for the Council.

In order to get back to the Southern Continent O ten Turns ago, Lessa and

F' nor had decided it was easiest to transfer first between times to the Weyr
of ten Turns back which F nor remenbered. Then they would go between places to
a seapoint just off the coast of the neglected South- ern Continent which was
as close to it as the Records gave any references.

F'nor put Canth in mnd of a particular day he renenbered ten Turns back, and
Rarmot h pi cked up the references fromthe brown's nmind. The awesone cold of
between tines took Lessa's breath away, and it was with intense relief that
she caught a glinpse of the normal weyr activity before the dragons, took them
bet ween pl aces to hover over the turgid sea. Beyond them smnudged purple on
this overcast and gl oony day, |urked the Southern Continent. Lessa felt a new
anxi ety replace the uncertainty of the tenporal displacenent. Ranoth beat
forward with great sweeps of her wi ngs, making for the distant coast. Canth
gallantly tried to maintain a matchi ng speed.

He's only a brown, Lessa scol ded her gol den queen

He is flying with me, Ranoth replied coolly, he nust stretch his wings a



little.

Lessa grinned, thinking very privately that Ranoth was still piqued that
she had not been able to fight wth her weyrmates. Al the nmal es would
have a hard time with her for a while.

They saw the flock of wherries first and realized that there would have to be
some vegetation on the Continent. Werries needed greens to live, although
they could subsist on little el se besides occasional grubs if necessary.

Lessa had Canth relay questions to his rider. The Southern Continent was
rendered barren by the Threads, how did new growt h start? Where did the
wherries conme fronf

Ever notice the seed pods split open and the flakes carried away by the w nds?
Ever notice that wherries fly south after the autum sol stice?

Yes, but
Yes, but! But the | and was Thr ead- bar ed!

In I ess than four hundred Turns even the scorched hilltops of our Continent
begin to sprout in the springtime, F nor replied by way of Canth, so it is
easy to assune the Southern Continent could revive, too.

Even at the pace Ranpth set, it took time to reach the jagged shoreline with
its forbidding cliffs, stark stone in the sullen light. Lessa groaned
inwardly but urged Ranmoth higher to see over the nasking highlands. Al
seened gray and desolate fromthat altitude.

Suddenly the sun broke through the cloud cover and the gray dissolved into
dense greens and browns, living colors, the live greens of lush tropica
growm h, the browns of vigorous trees and vines. Lessa's cry of triunph was
echoed by F nor's hurrah and the brass voices of the dragons. Wer- ries,
startled by the unusual sound, rose in squeaking alarmfromtheir perches.

Beyond the headl and, the | and sl oped away to jungle and grassy pl ateau,
simlar to md-Boll. "Though they searched all norning, they found no
hospitable cliffs wherein to found a new Weyr. WAs that a contributing factor
in the southern venture's failure, Lessa wondered.

Di scouraged, they |landed on a high plateau by a small | ake. The weat her was
war m but not oppressive, and while F nor and Lessa ate their noonday neal, the
two dragons wall owed in the water, refreshing thensel ves.

Lessa felt uneasy and had little appetite for the nmeat and bread. She noticed
that F nor was restless, too, shooting surreptitious glances around the |ake
and the jungle verge.

"What under the sun are we expecting? Werries don't change, and wild whers
woul d cone nowhere near a dragon. W're ten Turns before the Red Star, so
there can't be any Threads."

F' nor shrugged, grinacing sheepishly as he tossed his unfinished bread back
into the food pouch.

"Place feels so enpty, | guess," he tendered, glancing around. He spotted ripe
fruit hanging froma noonfl ower vine. "Now that |ooks famliar and good enough
to eat, without tasting like dust in the mouth.”



He clinbed ninbly and snagged the orange-red fruit.

"Snells right, feels ripe, |ooks ripe," he announced and deftly sliced the
fruit open. Ginning, he | anded Lessa the first slice, carving another for
hinself. He lifted it challengingly. "Let us eat and die together!"

She couldn't hel p but laugh and sal uted hi m back. They bit into the succul ent
flesh simultaneously. Sweet juices dribbled fromthe corners of her nouth, and
Lessa hurriedly licked her lips to capture the | east drop of the delicious
[iquid.

"Die happyl will," F nor cried, cutting nore fruit.
Both were subtly reassured by the experinent and were able to discuss their
di sconposure.

"I think," F nor suggested, "it is the lack of cliff and cavern and the still,
still quality of the place, the knowi ng that there are no other nmen or beasts
about but us."

Lessa nodded her head in agreenent. "Ranoth, Canth, would having no Weyr upset
you?"

W didn't always live in caves, Rampbth replied, somewhat haughtily as she
rolled over in the | ake. Sizable waves rushed up the shore al nost to where
Lessa and F nor were seated on a fallen tree trunk. The sun here is warm and
pl easant, the water cooling. | would enjoy it here, but I amnot to cone.
"She is out of sorts,"” Lessa whispered to P nor. "Let Pridith have it, dear
one," she called soothingly to the gol den queen. "You've the Weyr and all!"

Rarmot h ducked under the water, blowing up a froth in disgruntled reply.

Canth admitted that he had no reservations at all about |iving Weyrless. The
dry earth woul d be warmer than stone to sleep on, once a suitably confortable
hol | ow had been achi eved. No, he couldn't object to the |ack of the cave as

| ong as there was enough to eat.

"We' || have to bring herdbeasts in," F nor nused. "Enough to start a
good-si zed herd. O course, the wherries here are huge. Cone to think of it, |
believe this plateau has no exits. W wouldn't need to pasture it off. I'd

better check.

O herwise, this pleateau with the | ake and enough cl ear space for Hol ds seens
i deal . Wal k out and pick breakfast fromthe tree."

"It mght be wise to choose those who were not Hold- reared,” Lessa added.
"They woul d not feel so uneasy away from protecting heights and stone
security." She gave a short laugh. "I"'mnore a creature of habit than
suspected. Al these open spaces, untenanted and quiet, seem. . . indecent."
She gave a delicate shudder, scanning the broad and open plain beyond 'the

| ake.

"Fruitful and lovely," F nor amended, |eaping up to secure nore of the
orange-red succul ents. "This tastes uncomonly good to ne. Can't remenber
anything this sweet and juicy from Nerat, and yet it's the sane variety."

"Undeni ably superior to what the Wyr gets. | suspect Nerat serves hone first,
Weyr last.”



They both stuffed themnsel ves greedily.

Furt her investigation proved that the plateau was isolated, and anple to
pasture a huge herd of foodbeasts for the dragons. It ended in a sheer drop of
several dragonlengths into denser jungle on one side, the sea-side escarpnent
on the other. The tinber stands woul d provide raw material from which
dwel I i ngs could be nmade for the Weyrfol k. Ranoth and Canth stoutly agreed
dragonki nd woul d be confortabl e enough under the heavy foliage of the dense
jungle. As this part of the continent was simlar, weatherw se, to Upper
Nerat, there would be neither intense heat nor cold to give distress.

However, if Lessa was glad enough to | eave, F nor seened reluctant to start
back.

"W can go between tinme and place on the way back," Lessa insisted finally,
"and be in the Weyr by late afternoon. The Lords will surely be gone by then."

F' nor concurred, and Lessa steeled herself for the trip between. She wondered
why the when between bothered her nore than the where, for it had no effect on
the dragons at all. Rampbth, sensing Lessa's depression, crooned

encourag- ingly. The long, |long black suspension of the utter cold of between
where and when ended suddenly in sunlight above the Weyr. Somewhat startled,
Lessa saw bundl es and sacks spread out before the Lower Caverns as

dragonri ders supervised the |oading of their beasts.

"What has been happeni ng?" F nor excl ai ned.
"Ch, F lar's been anticipating success," she assured himglibly.

Mhenent h, who was watching the bustle fromthe | edge of the queen's weyr, sent
a greeting to the travelers and the information that F lar wished themto join
himin the weyr as soon as they returned.

They found F' lar, as usual, bent over sone of the ol dest and | east |egible
Record skins that he had had brought to the Council Room

"And?" he asked, grinning a broad wel come at them

"Green, lush, and livable," Lessa declared, watching himintently. He knew
somet hing el se, too. Well, she hoped he'd watch his words. F nor was no fool
and this foreknow edge was dangerous.

"That is what | had so hoped to hear you say," F lar went on snoothly. "Cone,
tell me in detail what you observed and di scovered. It'Il be good to fill in
t he bl ank spaces on the chart."

Lessa let F nor give nost of the account, to which F'lar listened with sincere
attention, making notes.

"On the chance that it would be practical, | started packing supplies and
alerting the riders to go with you," he told F nor when the account was
finished. "Remenber, we've only three days in this time in which to start you
back ten Turns ago. W have no nonments to spare. And we nust have nmany nore
.mature dragons ready to fight at Telgar in three days tinme. So, though ten

Turns will have passed for you, three days only will elapse here. Lessa, your
t hought that the farmbred mght do better is well-taken. We're lucky that our
recent Search for rider candidates for the dragons Pridith will have cone

mainly fromthe crafts and farms. No problemthere. And nost of the thirty-two
are in their early teens."



"Thirty-two?" F nor exclained. "W should have fifty. The dragonets nust have
some choice, even if we get the candidates used to the dragonets before
t hey' re hatched."

F'lar shrugged negligently. "Send back for nore. You'll have time, renenber,"
and F'lar chuckled as though he had started to add sonethi ng and deci ded
against it.

F'nor had no tinme to debate with the weyrleader, for F lar inmediately
| aunched on other rapid instructions.

F' nor was to take his own wingriders to help train the weyrlings. They woul d
al so take the forty young dragons of Ranoth's first clutch: Kylara with her
queen Pridith, T bor and his bronze Piyanth. N ton's young bronze night also
be ready to fly and mate by the tine Pridith was, so that gave the young queen
two bronzes, at |east.

"Suppose we'd found the continent barren?" F nor asked, still puzzled by
F'lar's assurance. "Wat then?"

"Ch, we'd ve sent them back to, say, the Hi gh Reaches,"” F lar replied far too

glibly, but quickly went on. "I should send on other bronzes, but I'll need
everyone el se here to ride burrow search on Keroon and Nerat. They've al ready
unearthed several at Nerat. Vincet, I'mtold, is close to heart attack from
fright."

Lessa made a short comment on that Hold Lord.
"What of the neeting this norning?" F nor asked, renenbering.
"Never mind that now. You' ve got to start shifting between by evening, F nor."

Lessa gave the weyrl eader a | ong hard | ook and deci ded she would have to find
out what had happened in detail very soon

"Sketch me some references, will you, Lessa?" F lar asked.

There was a definite plea in his eyes as he drew clean hide and a stylus to
her. He wanted no questions from her now that would alarm F nor. She sighed
and pi cked up the draw ng tool

She sketched quickly, with one or two details added by F nor until she had
rendered a reasonable map of the plateau they had chosen. Then, abruptly, she
had troubl e focusing her eyes. She felt |ight-headed.

"Lessa?" F'lar bent to her

"Everything's . . . noving . . . circling
into his arns.

and she col | apsed backward

As F'lar raised her slight body into his arns, he exchanged an al arned | ook
with his half brother.

"Il call for Manora," F nor suggested.

"How do you feel ?" the weyrl eader called after his brother
"Tired but no nore than that," F nor assured himas he shouted down the
service shaft to the kitchens for Manora to cone and for hot klah. He needed
that, and no doubt of it.



F'lar laid the Weyrwoman on the sl eeping couch, covering her gently.

"I don't like this," he muttered, rapidly recalling what F nor had said of
Kyl ara's decline, which F nor could not know was yet to come in his future.
Why should it start so swiftly with Lessa?

"Ti me-j unmpi ng makes one feel slightly" F nor paused, groping for the exact
wording. "Not entirely . . . whole. You fought between tines at Nerat
yest er day. "

"I fought,"” F'lar rem nded him "but neither you nor Lessa battled anything

today. There may be sone inner . . .nental . . . stress sinply to going
between tines. Look, F' nor, |I'd rather only you cane back once you reach the
southern Weyr. 1'l1 make it an order and get Ranoth to inhibit the dragons.

That way no rider can take it into his head to cone back even if he wants to.
There is sone factor that may be nore serious than we can guess. Let's take no
unnecessary risks."

"Agreed."
"One other detail, F nor. Be very careful which tines you pick to cone back to
see ne. | wouldn't junp between too close to any tine you were actually here.

I can't imagi ne what woul d happen if you wal ked into your own self in the
passageway, and | can't lose you." Wth a rare denonstration of affection
F'lar gripped his half brother's shoul der tightly.

"Remenber, F' nor. | was here all norning and you did not arrive back fromthe
first trip till md-afternoon. And renenber, too, we have only three days. You
have ten Turns."

F'nor left, passing Manora in the hall

The wonman could find nothing obviously the matter with Lessa, and they finally
decided it might be sinple fatigue; yesterday's strain when Lessa had to rel ay
nmessages between dragons and fighters foll owed by the disjointing between
times trip today.

When F'lar went to wish the southern ventures a good trip, Lessa was in a
normal sleep, her face pale, but her breathing easy. F'lar had Mienenth rel ay
to Ranoth the prohibition he wished the queen to instill in all dragonkind
assigned to the venture. Ranoth obliged, but added in an aside to bronze
Mhenent h, whi ch he passed on to F'lar, that everyone el se had adventures while
she, the Weyr queen, was forced to stay behind.

No sooner had the | aden dragons, one by one, w nked out of the sky above the
Star Stone than the young weyriing assigned to Nerat Hold as messenger cane
gliding down, his face white with fear.

"Weyr | eader, many nore burrows have been found, and they cannot be burned out
with fire alone. Lord Vincet wants you."

F'lar could well imagine that Vincet did.
"Cet yourself some dinner, boy, before you start back. I'll go shortly."

As he passed through to the sl eeping quarters, he heard Ranoth runbling in her
throat. She had settled herself down to rest.

Lessa still slept, one hand curled under her cheek, her dark hair trailing



over the edge of the bed. She |ooked fragile, childlike, and very precious to
him F lar snmiled to hinself.

So she was jealous of Kylara's attentions yesterday. He was pleased and
flattered.' Never would Lessa learn fromhimthat Kylara, for all her bold
beauty and sensuous nature, did not have one tenth the attraction for himthat
the unpredic- table, dark, and delicate Lessa held. Even her stubborn

i ntract abl eness, her keen and malicious hunor, added zest to their

rel ati onship. Wth a tenderness he coul d never show her awake, F' lar bent and
ki ssed her lips. She stirred and smled, sighing lightly in her sleep

Rel uctantly returning to what nust be done, F lar left her so. As he paused by
t he queen, Ranoth raised. her great, wedge-shaped head; her nmany-faceted eyes
gl eaned with bright |umniscence as she regarded the weyrl eader

"Mhenent h, please ask Ranoth to get in touch with the dragonet at Fandarel's
crafthall. 1'd like the Mastersmith to come with me to Nerat. | want to see
what his agenot hree does to Threads."

Rarmot h nodded her head as the dragon rel ayed the nessage to her

She has done so, and the green dragon comes as soon as he can. Mienenth
reported to his rider. It is easier to do, this tal king about, when Lessa is
awake, he grunbl ed.

F'lar agreed heartily. It had been quite an advantage yesterday in the battle
and would be nore and nore of an asset.

Maybe it would be better if she tried to speak, across time, to F nor
but no, F nor had cone back

F'lar strode into the Council. Room still hopeful that sonewhere within the
illegible portions of the old Records was the one clue he so desperately
needed. There nmust be a way out of this inpasse. If not the southern venture,
t hen sonet hi ng el se. Sonet hi ng!

Fandarel showed hinself a man of iron will as well as sinew, he | ooked calmy
at the exposed tangle of perceptibly growi ng Threads that withed and
i ntertw ned obscenely.

"Hundreds and thousands in this one burrow," Lord Vincet of Nerat was
exclaimng in a frantic tone of voice. He waved his hands distractedly around
the plantation of young trees in which the burrow had been di scovered. "These
stal ks are already withering even as you hesitate. Do somrething! How many nore
young trees will die in this one field al one? How many nore burrows escaped
dragon's breath yesterday?

Where is a dragon to sear then? Wiy are you just standing there?"

F'lar and Fandarel paid no attention to the man's raving, both fascinated as
well as revolted by their first sight of the burrowi ng stage of their ancient
foe. Despite Vincet's panicky accusations, it was the only burrow on this
particul ar sl ope.

F'lar did not Iike to, contenplate how many nore mi ght have slipped through
the dragons' efforts and had reached Nerat's warmand fertile soil. If they
had only had tinme enough to set out watchmen to track the fall of stray

cl unps.

They could, at least, remedy that error in Telgar, Ctom and Ruatha in three



days. But it was not enough. Not enough

Fandarel motioned forward the two craftsnen who had acconpani ed him They were
burdened with an odd contraption: a large cylinder of metal to which was
attached a wand with a wi de nozzle. At the other end of the cylinder was

anot her short pipe-length and then a short cylinder with an inner plunger. One
craftsman worked the plunger vigorously, while the second, barely keeping' his
hands steady, pointed the nozzle end toward the Thread burrow. At a nod from
this pumper, the man rel eased a snall knob on the nozzle, extending it
carefully away from himand over the burrow A thin spray danced fromthe
nozzle and drifted down into the burrow. No sooner had the spray notes
contacted the Thread tangl es than steam hi ssed out of the burrow Before |ong,
all that remained of the pallid withing tendrils was a snoki ng mass of

bl ackened strands. Long after Fandarel had waved the craftsnmen back, he stared
at the grave. Finally he grunted and found hinmself a |l ong stick with which he
poked and prodded the remains. Not one Thread wiggled, "Hunph," he grunted
wi th evident satisfaction. "However, we can scarcely go around digging up
every burrow. | need another."

Wth Lord Vincet a hand-winging neaner in their wake, they were escorted by
the jungl emen to anot her undi sturbed burrow on the sea-side of the rainforest.
The Threads had entered the earth by the side of a huge tree that was al ready
drooping. Wth his prodding stick Fandarel nmade a tiny hole at the top of the
burrow and then waved his craftsnen forward. The punper nade vi gorous notions
at his end, while the nozzl e-hol der adjusted his pipe before inserting it in
the hole. Fandarel gave the sign to start and counted slowy before he waved a
cutof f. Snoke oozed out of the tiny hole. After a suitable |apse of tineg,
Fandarel ordered the junglenen to dig, renminding themto be careful not to
cone in contact with the agenothree |iquid. Wen the burrow was uncovered, the
acid had done its work, |eaving nothing but a thoroughly charred mass of

t angl es.

Fandarel grimaced but this time scratched his head in dissatisfaction

"Takes too much time, either way. Best to get themstill at the surface," the
Mastersm th grunbl ed

"Best to get themin the air," Lord Vincet chattered. "And what will that
stuff do to ny young orchards? Wat will it do?"

Fandarel swung around, apparently noticing the distressed Hol der for the first
tine.

"Little man, agenothree in diluted formis what you use to fertilize your
plants in the spring. True, this field has been burned out for a few years,

but it is not Thread-full. It would be better if we could get the spray up
high in the air. Then it would float down and di ssipate harmessly fertilizing
very evenly, too." He paused, scratched his head gratingly. "Young dragons
could carry a teamaloft. . . . Hmm A possibility, but the apparatus is
bul ky yet." He turned his back on the surprised Hold Lord then and asked F'Iar
if the tapestry had been returned. "I cannot yet discover how to nmake a tube
throw flane. | got this mechanismfromwhat we nake for the orchard farners.”

"I"'mstill waiting for word on the tapestry,” F lar replied, "but this spray
of yours is effective. The Thread .burrow is dead."

"The sandworns are effective too, but not really efficient," Fandarel grunted
in dissatisfaction. He beckoned abruptly to his assistants and stal ked of f
into the increasing twilight to the dragons.



Robi nton awaited their return at the Weyr, his outward cal mbarely nasking his
i nner excitement. He inquired politely, however, of Pandarel's efforts.
The Mastersnith grunted and shrugged.

"I have all ny craft at work.

"The Mastersmith is entirely too nodest,” F lar put in. "He has al ready put
t oget her an ingenious device that sprays agenothree into Thread burrows and
sears theminto a black pulp.”

"Not efficient. / like the idea of flamethrowers," the smth said, his eyes
gloam ng in his expressionless face. "A thrower of flame," he repeated, his
eyes unfocusing. He shook his heavy head with a bone-popping crack. "I go,"
and with a curt nod to the harper and the Wyrl eader, he left.

"I like that man's dedication to an idea," Robinton observed. Despite
his anusenment with the man's eccentric behavior, there was a strong
undercurrent of respect for the smth. "I nust set my apprentices a task for
an appropriate Saga on the Mastersnmith. | understand,"” he said, turning to

F'lar, "that the southern venture has been inaugurated."
F'l ar nodded unhappily.
"Your doubts increase?"

"This between tinmes travel takes its own toll,’
anxi ously toward the sl eeping room

he adm tted, gl ancing

"The Weyrwoman is ill?"

"Sleeping, but today's journey affected her. W need another, |ess
dangerous answer!" and F'lar Slamred one fist into the other palm

"I came with no real answer," Robinton said then, briskly, "but wth what I
beli eve to be another part of the puzzle. |I have found an entry. Four hundred
Turns ago the then Masterharper was called to Fort Weyr not long after the Red
Star retreated away fromPern in the evening sky."

"An entry? What is it?"

"M nd you, the Thread attacks had just lifted and the Masterharper was called
one | ate evening to Fort Weyr. An unusual supinons. However," and Robinton
enphasi zed the distinction by pointing a long, calloustipped finger at F lar
"no further nention is ever nade of that visit. There ought to have been, for
all such sumonses have a purpose. Al such neetings are recorded, yet no

expl anation of this one is given. The record is taken up several weeks |ater
by the Master- harper as though he had not left his crafthall at all. Sone ten
nmont hs afterward, the Question Song was added to conpul sory Teachi ng Bal | ads."

"You believe the two are connected with the abandonment of the five Wyrs?"

"I do, but | could not say why. | only feel that the events, the visit, the
di sappearances, the Question Song, are connected." F lar poured them . both
cups of wine.

"I have checked back, too, seeking some indications.” He shrugged. "All mnust
have been normal right up to the point they disappeared. There are Records of
tithing trains received, supplies stored, the list of injured dragons and nen
returning to active patrols. And then the Records cease at full Cold, |eaving
only Benden Wyr occupied."



"And why that one Weyr of the six to choose fron?" Robinton demanded. "I sl and
Ista would be a better choice if only one Wyr was to be left. Benden so far
north is not a likely place to pass four hundred Turns."

"Benden is high and isolated. A disease that struck the others and was
prevented from reachi ng Benden?"

"And no explanation of it? They can't all dragons, riders, weyrfol k have
dropped dead on the sane instant and left no carcasses rotting in the sun.”

"Then |l et us ask ourselves, why was the harper called?
Was he told to construct a Teaching Ballad covering this di sappearance?"

"Well," Robinton snorted, "it certainly wasn't neant to reassure us, not with
that tuneif one cares to call it a tune at all, and | don'tnor does it answer
any questions! It poses them"

"For us to answer?" suggested F' lar softly.

"Aye." Robinton's eyes shone. "For us to answer, indeed, for it is a difficult
song to forget. Which neans it was neant to be renenbered. Those questions are
i nportant, Flar!"

"Whi ch questions are inportant?" demanded Lessa, who had entered quietly.

Both nen were on their feet. Flar, with unusual attentiveness, held a chair
for Lessa and poured her wine.
"I"'mnot going to break apart," she said tartly, alnost annoyed at the excess
of courtesy. Then she snmiled up at F'lar to take the sting out of her words.
"I slept and | feel nuch better. What were you two getting so intense about?"

F'lar quickly outlined what he and the Masterharper had been discussing. Wen
he mentioned the Question Song, Lessa shuddered.

"That's one | can't forget, either. Wich, |I've always been told," and she
gri maced, renenbering the hateful Iessons with Rgul, "neans it's inportant.
But why? It only asked questions." Then she biinked, her eyes went wide with
amazenent .

' Gone away, gone . . . ahead!’ she cried, on her feet. "That's it! Al
five Weyrs went . . . ahead. But to when?"

F'lar turned to her, speechl ess.

"They came ahead to our tine! Five Weyrs full of dragons,’
awed voi ce.

she repeated in an

"No, that's inpossible,” F lar contradicted.

"Why?" Robi nton demanded excitedly. "Doesn't that solve the problemwe're
faci ng? The need for fighting dragons? Doesn't it explain why they left so
suddenly with no expl anati on except that Question Song?"

F'l ar brushed back the heavy |ock of hair that overhung his eyes.

"I't would explain their actions in leaving," he adnitted, "because they
couldn't |eave any clues saying where they went, or it would cancel the whole



thing. Just as | couldn't tell F nor | knew the southern venture would have
probl ems. But how do they get hereif here is when they came? They aren't here
now. How woul d they have known they were neededor when they were needed? And
this is the real problemhow can you conceivably give a dragon references to a
when that has not yet occurred?"

"Someone here nmust go back to give themthe proper references,"”
in a very quiet voice

Lessa replied

"You're mad, Lessa," F' lar shouted at her, alarmwitten on his face. "You
know what happened to you today. How can you consider going back to a when you
can't remotely imagine? To a when four hundred Turns ago? Goi ng back ten Turns
left you fainting and hal f-ill."

"Wuldn't it be worth it?" she asked him her eyes grave.
"Isn'"t Pern worth it?"
F'l ar grabbed her by the shoul ders, shaking her, his eyes wild with fear

"Not even Pern is woyth | osing you, or Ranoth. Lessa, Lessa, don't you dare
di sobey me in this." H's voice dropped to an intense, icy whisper, shaking
wi th anger.

"Ah, there may be a way of effecting that solution, momentarily beyond us,
Weyrwonman, " Robinton put in adroitly.

"Who knows what tonorrow holds? It certainly is not some- thing one does
wi t hout considering every angle."

Lessa did not shrug off F' lar's viselike grip on her shoul ders as she gazed at
Robi nt on

"W ne?" the Masterharper suggested, pouring a nmug for her. H s diversionary
action broke the tableau of Lessa and F'|ar.

"Ranmoth is not afraid to try," Lessa said, her nouth set in a determined line.

F'lar glared at the gol den dragon who was regardi ng the humans, her neck
curled around al nost to the shoulder joint of her great w ng.

"Ranmoth is young," F'lar snapped and then caught Menenth's wy thought even
as Lessa did. She threw her head back, her peal of |aughter echoing in the
vaul ting chanber.

"I"'mbadly in need of a good joke nyself," Robinton remarked pointedly.
"Mhenenth told F' lar that he was neither young nor afraid to try, either. It
was just a long step," Lessa explained, w ping tears from her eyes.

F'lar glanced dourly at the passageway, at the end of which Menmenth | ounged
on his customary | edge. A | aden dragon cones, the bronze warned those in the
Weyr. it is Lytol behind young B rant on brown Fanth.

"Now he brings his own bad news?" Lessa asked sourly.
"It is hard enough for Lytol to ride another's dragon or come here at all

Lessa of Ruatha. Do not increase his tornent one jot with your childishness,"
F'lar said sternly.



Lessa dropped her eyes, furious with F'lar for speaking so to her in front of
Robi nt on

Lytol slumped into the queen's weyr, carrying one end of a large rolled rug.
Young B rant, struggling to uphold the other end, was sweating with the
effort. Lytol bowed respect- fully toward Ranoth and gestured the young brown
rider to help himunroll their burden. As the i mense tapestry uncoiled, FIlar
coul d understand why Masterweaver. Zurg had renmenbered it. The col ors, ancient
t hough they undoubtedly were, remained vibrant and undi nmed. The subj ect
matter was even nore interesting.

"Miement h, send for Fandarel. Here's the nodel he needs for his flanethrower,"”
F'lar said.

"That tapestry is Ruatha's," Lessa cried indignantly. "I remenber it from ny
childhood. It hung in the Great Hall and was the nost cherished of my Bl ood
Li ne' s possessions. Were has it been?" Her eyes were flashing.

"Lady, it is being returned to where it belongs,” Lytol said stolidly,
avoi di ng her gaze. "A masterweaver's work, this," he went on, touching the
heavy fabric with reverent fingers.

"Such colors, such patterning. It took a man's life to set up the loom a
craft's whole effort to conplete, or I amno judge of true craftsmanship."

F'lar wal ked al ong the edge of the i mense arras, wishing it could be hung to
af ford the proper perspective of the heroic scene. A flying formation of three
wi ngs of dragons doni nated the upper portion of half the hanging. They were
breathing flane as they dove upon gray, falling clunps of Threads in the
brilliant sky. A sky just that perfect autumal blue, F' lar decided, that
cannot occur in warmer weather

Upon the |l ower slopes of the hills, foliage was depicted as turning yell ow
fromchilly nights. The slatey rocks suggested Ruathan country. Was that why
the tapestry had hung in Ruatha Hall? Below, nmen had |left the protecting Hold,
cut into the cliff itself. The nen were burdened with the curious cylinders of
whi ch Zurg had spoken. The tubes in their hands bel ched brilliant tongues of
flame in long streans, ained at the withing Threads that attenpted to burrow
in the ground.

Lessa gave a startled exclamation, wal king right onto the tapestry, staring
down at the woven outline of the Hold, its massive door ajar, the details of
its bronze ornanentation painstakingly rendered in fine yarns.

"I believe that's the design on the Ruatha Hold door," F'lar renarked.

"I't'is. . . and it isn't," Lessa replied in a puzzled voi ce.

Lytol glowered at her and then at the woven door. "True. It isn't and yet it
is, and I went through that door a scant hour ago." He scow ed down at the
door before his toes.

"Well, here are the designs Fandarel wants to study,” F lar said with relief,
as he peered at the flamethrowers.

Whet her or not the smith could produce a working nodel fromthis woven one in
time to help themthree days hence F' lar couldn't guess. But if Fandarel could
not, no man coul d.

The Mastersmith was, for him jubilant over the presence of the tapestry. He



[ ay upon the rug, his nose tickled by the nap as he studied the details. He
grunbl ed, nmoaned, and nmuttered as he sat cross-legged to sketch and peer

"Has been done. Can be done. Mist be done," he was heard to runble.

Lessa call ed for klah, bread, and meat when she | earned fromyoung B' rant that
neither he nor Lytol had eaten yet.

She served all the nmen, her manner gay and teasing. F' lar was relieved for
Lytol's sake. Lessa even pressed food and klah on Fandarel, a tiny figure
besi de the manmot h man, insisting that he come away fromthe tapestry and eat
and drink before he could return to his nmunbling and draw ng.

Fandarel finally decided that he had enough sketches and di sappeared, to be
fl own back to his crafthold.

"No point in asking himwhen he'll be back. He's too deep in thought to hear,"
F'lar remarked, anused.

"I'f you don't mind, |I shall excuse nyself as well," Lessa said, smling
graciously to the four remaining around the table. "Good Warder Lytol, young
B'rant should soon be excused, too. He's half asleep."

"I nmost certainly amnot, Wyrlady,"
eyes with sinmulated al ertness.

B'rant assured . her hastily, wi dening his

Lessa nerely | aughed as she retreated into the sleeping chanber. F lar stared
t houghtful ly after her.

"I mstrust the Weyrwoman when she uses that particularly docile tone of
voice," he said slowy.

"Well, we nust all depart," Robinton suggested, rising.

"Ranmoth is young but not that foolish,”" F lar nmurrmured after the others had
left. Ranbth slept, oblivious of his scrutiny. He reached for the consol ati on
Mhenenth coul d give him w thout response. The big bronze was dozing on his

| edge.

Bl ack, bl acker, blackest,

And col d beyond frozen things.

Where i s between when there is naught
To Life but fragile dragon w ngs?

"I JUST want to see that tapestry back on the wall at Ruatha," Lessa insisted
to F'lar the next day. "I want it where it bel ongs."

They had gone to check on the injured and had had one argument already over
F'lar's having sent Nton along with the southern venture. Lessa had wanted
himto try riding another's dragon. F'lar had preferred for himto learn to
lead a wing of his own in the south, given the Turns to mature in. He had
rem nded Lessa, in the hope that it mght prove inhibiting to any ideas she
had about going four hundred Turns back, about F nor's return trips, and he
had borne down hard on the difficulties she had al ready experienced.

She had becone very thoughtful, although she had sai d not hing.



Theref ore, when Fandarel sent word that he would Iike to show F | ar a new
mechani sm the weyrl eader felt reasonably safe in allow ng Lessa the triunph
of returning the pur- loined tapestry to Ruatha. She went to have the arras
roll ed and strapped to Ranoth's back. He watched Ranmpbth rise with great sweeps
of her wide wings, up to the Star Stone before goi ng between to Ruatha. R gul
appeared on the | edge just then, reporting that a huge train of firestone was
entering the Tunnel. Consequently, busy with such details, it was m dnom ng
before he could get to see Fandarel's crude and not yet effective flanethrower

the fire did not "throw' fromthe nozzle of the tube with any force at
all. It was |ate afternoon before he reached the Wyr again. R gul announced
sourly that F nor had been | ooking for hintwice, in fact.

"Twi ce?"

"Twice, as | said. He would not | eave a nmessage with nme for you." R gul was
clearly insulted by F nor's refusal

By the evening neal, when there was still no sign of Lessa, F lar sent to
Ruatha to learn that she had i ndeed brought the tapestry. She had badgered and
bothered the entire Hold until the thing was properly hung. For upward of
several hours she had sat and | ooked at it, pacing its | ength occasionally.
She and Ranobth had then taken to the sky above the G eat Tower and

di sappeared. Lytol had assumed, as had everyone at Ruatha, that she had
returned to Benden Weyr.

"Mhenenth," F'lar bell owed when the nessenger had finished. "Menmenth, where
are they?"

Mhenenth's answer was a long tinme in coning

| cannot hear them he said finally, his nmental voice soft and as full of
worry as a dragon's could be.

F'lar gripped the table with both hands, staring at the queen's enpty weyr. He
knew, in the anguished privacy of his mnd, where Lessa had tried to go.

Col d as death, death-bearing,
Stay and di e, ungui ded.
Brave and braving, |inger.

This way was tw ce deci ded.

BELOW THEM was Ruatha's Great Tower. Lessa coaxed Ranmpth slightly to the left,
i gnoring the dragon's acid conmrents, knowi ng that she was excited, too.

Thafs right, dear, this is exactly the angle at which the tapestry illustrates
the Hold door. Only when that tapestry was designed, no one had carved the
lintels or capped the door. And there was no Tower, no inner Court, no gate.
She stroked the surprisingly soft skin of the curving neck, |aughing to hide
her own tense nervousness and apprehensi on at what she was about to attenpt.

She told herself there were good reasons pronpting her action in this matter
The bal | ad' s openi ng phrase, "Gone away, gone ahead," was clearly a reference
to between times.

And the tapestry gave the required reference points for the junp between



whens. Oh, how she thanked the Masterweaver who had woven that doorway. She
nmust renmenber to tell himhow well he had wought. She hoped she'd be able to.
Enough of that. O course, she'd be able to. For hadn't the Weyrs di sappeared?
Knowi ng they had gone ahead, knowi ng how to go back to bring them ahead, it
was she, obviously, who nust go back and lead them It was very sinple, and
only she and Ranoth could do it. Because they already had. She | aughed agai n,
nervously, and took several deep, shuddering breaths.

"Al'l right, ny golden love," she murnured. "You have the reference. You know
when | want to go. Take ne between, Ranoth, between four hundred Turns."

The cold was intense, even nore penetrating than she had i magi ned. Yet it was
not a physical cold. It was the awareness of the absence of everything. No
light. No sound. No touch. As they hovered, |onger, and longer, in this

not hi ngness, Lessa recogni zed full-blown panic of a kind that threatened to
overwhel m her reason. She knew she sat on Ranoth's neck, yet she could not
feel the great beast under her thighs, under her hands. She tried to cry out

i nadvertently and opened her nouth to . . . nothing . . . no sound in her own
ears. She could not even feel the hands that she knew she had raised to her
own cheeks.

I am here, she heard Ranoth say in her mnd. W are together, and this
reassurance was all that kept her fromlosing her grasp on sanity in that
terrifying aeon of unpassing, tineless nothingness.

Soneone had sense enough to call for Robinton. The Masterharper found F Iar
sitting at the table, his face deathly pale, his eyes staring at the enpty
weyr. The craftmaster's entrance, his calmvoice, reached F lar in his shocked
nunbness. He sent others out with a perenptory wave.
"She's gone. She tried to go back four hundred Turns,"
hard voi ce.

F'lar said in a tight,

The Masterharper sank into the chair opposite the Weyrl eader

"She took the tapestry back to Ruatha," F' lar continued in that sane choked
voice. "I'd told her about F nor's returns. | told her how dangerous this was.
She didn't argue very much, and | know goi ng between tines had frightened her
if any- thing could frighten Lessa."” He banged the table with an inpotent
fist. "I should have suspected her. Wen she thinks she's right, she doesn't
stop to anal yze, to consider. She just does it!"

"But she's not a foolish woman," Robinton rem nded himslowy. "Not even she
woul d junp between times without a reference point. Wuld, she?"

' Gone away, gone ahead' that's the only clue we have!"

"Now wait a noment," Robinton cautioned him then snapped his fingers. "Last

ni ght, when she wal ked upon the tapestry, she was uncommonly interested in the
Hal | door. Renmenber, she discussed it with Lytol."

F'lar was on his feet and hal fway down the passageway.

"Come on, man, we've got to get to Ruatha.”

Lytol it every glowin the Hold for F'lar and Robrnton to exam ne the
tapestry clearly.

"She spent the afternoon just looking at it," the Warder said, shaking his
head. "You're sure she has tried this incredible junp?"



"She must have. Mienenth can't hear either her or Ranmpbth anywhere. Yet he says
he can get an echo from Canth many Turns away and in the Southern Continent."

F'lar stal ked past the tapestry. "What is it about the door, Lytol? Think

man! It is nuch as it is now, save that there are no carved lintels, there is

no outer Court or Tower "

"That's it. Ch, by the first Egg, it is so sinple. Zurg said this tapestry is
ol d. Lessa nmust have decided it was four hundred Turns, and she has used it as
the reference point to go back between tines."

"Why, then, she's there and safe,” Robinton cried, sinking with relief in a
chair.

"Ch, no, harper. It is not as easy as that," F lar murmrmured, and Robinton
caught his stricken | ook and the despair echoed in Lytol's face.

"What's the matter ?"

"There is nothing between," F lar said in a dead voice. "To go between pl aces
takes only as nuch tinme as for a man to cough three times. Between four
hundred Turns. " H s voice trailed off.

Wo wills, Can.
Who tries, Does.
Who | oves, Lives.

THERE WERE voices that first were roars in her aching ears and then hushed
beyond the threshold of sound. She gasped as the whirling, nauseating
sensation apparently spun her, and the bed which she felt beneath her, around
and around. She clung to the sides of the bed as pain jabbed through her head,
from somewhere directly in the mddl e of her skull. She screamed, as much in
protest at the pain as fromthe terrifying, rolling, whirling, dropping |ack
of a solid ground.

Yet some frightening necessity kept her trying to gabble out the nessage she
had come to give. Sonetines she felt Rampbth trying to reach her in that vast
swoopi ng darkness that envel oped her. She would try to cling to Ranoth's m nd
hopi ng the gol den queen could | ead her out of this torturing nowhere.
Exhaust ed, she woul d sink down, down, only to be torn fromoblivion by the
desperate need to comuni cate.

She was finally aware of a soft, smooth hand upon her arm of a liquid, warm
and savory, in her nouth. She rolled it around her tongue, and it trickled
down her sore throat. A fit of coughing | eft her gasping and weak. Then she
experi- mentally opened her eyes, and the inmages before her did not |urch and
spin.

"Who . . . are . . . you?" she managed to croak

"Ch, ny dear Lessa
"I's that who | anP?" she asked, confused.

"So your Ranoth tells us,"” she was assured. "I am Mardra of Port Weyr."

"Ch, Flar will be so angry with ne," Lessa npaned as her nenory cane rushing
back. "He will shake ne and shake ne. He al ways shakes nme when | di sobey him



But | was right. | was right. Mardra? . . . Oh, that . . . awful

not hi ngness, " and she felt herself drifting off into sleep, unable to resist

t hat overwhel mi ng urge. Confortably, her bed no | onger rocked beneath her. The
room dimy lit by wallglows, was both |like her own at Benden Weyr and subtly
different. Lessa lay still, trying to isolate that difference. Ah, the
weyr-walls were very snooth here. The roomwas |arger, too, the ceiling higher
and curving. The furnishings, now that her eyes were used to the dimlight and
she coul d distinguish details, were nore finely crafted. She stirred
resUessly.

"Ah, you're awake again, nystery lady," a nman said. Light beyond the parted
curtain flooded in fromthe outer weyr. Lessa sensed rather than saw the
presence of others in the roombeyond. A wonman passed under the nman's arm
moving swiftly to .the bedside.

"I remenber you. You're Mardra," Lessa said with surprise

"Indeed | am and here is T ton, Wyrleader at Fort." T ton was tossing nore
glows into the wall basket, peering over his shoulder at Lessa to see if the
i ght bothered her.

"Ranot h!" Lessa exclaimed, sitting upright, aware for the first tine that it
was not Ranmoth's mind she touched in the outer weyr.

"Ch, that one," Mardra | aughed wi th amused di smay. "She'll eat us out of the
Weyr, and even my Loranth has had to call the other queens to restrain her."

"She perches on the Star Stones as if she owned them and keens constantly,”
T ton added, less charitably. He cocked an ear. "Ha. She's stopped.”

"You can cone, can't you?" Lessa blurted out.
"Conme? Cone where, mny dear?" Mardra asked, confused

"You' ve been going on and on about our 'coning,' and Threads approachi ng, and
the Red Star bracketed in the Eye Rock, and . . . ny dear, don't you realize
the Red Star has been past Pern these two nont hs?"

"No, no, they've started. That's why | came back between tinmes..."

"Back? Between tinmes?" T ton exclaimed, striding over to the bed, eyeing Lessa
intently.

"Could | have some klah? I know |I'm not maki ng nuch sense, and I'mnot really
awake yet. But I'mnot nad or still sick, and this is rather conplicated."

"Yes, it is," Tton remarked with deceptive mildness. But he did call down the
service shaft for klah. And he did drag a chair over to her bedside, settling
hinmself to listen to her

"OfF course you're not mad," Mardra soothed her, glaring at her weyrmate. "Or
she wouldn't ride a queen.”

Tton had to agree to that. Lessa waited for the klah to come; when it did, she
sipped gratefully at its stinulating warnth.

Then she took a deep breath and began, telling themof the Long Interval

bet ween t he dangerous passes of the Red Star: how the sole Wyr had fallen
into di sfavor and contenpt, how Jora had deteriorated and | ost control over
her queen, Nenorth, so that, as the Red Star neared, there was no sud- den



increase in the size of clutches. How she had | npressed Ranpbth to becone
Benden's Weyrworman. How Fl ar had outwitted the dissenting Hold Lords the day
after Rampth's first mating flight and taken firm comrand of Wyr and
Pern, preparing for the Threads he knew were coming. She told her by now rapt
audi ence of her own first attenpts to fly Ranoth and how she had i nadvertently
gone back between tine to the day Fax had invaded Ruath Hol d.

"Invade . . . ny famly's Hol d?" Mardra cried, aghast.

"Ruat ha has given the Weyrs many fanmous Weyrwonen," Lessa said with a sly

smle at which T ton burst out' | aughing.

"She's Ruat han, no question," he assured Mardra.

She told them of the situation in which dragonmen now found thenselves, wth
an insufficient force to neet the Thread attacks. OF the Question Song and the
great tapestry.

"A tapestry?" Mardra cried, her hand going to her cheek in alarm "Describe it
to ne!"

And when Lessa did, she saw at |ast belief in both their faces.

"My father has just commissioned a tapestry with such a scene. He told ne of
it the other day because the last battle with the Threads was hel d over

Ruat ha." Incredul ous, Mardra turned to T ton, who no | onged | ooked amused.
"She must have done what she has said she'd done. How coul d she possibly know
about the tapestry?”

"You m ght al so ask your queen dragon, and mne," Lessa suggest ed.

"My dear, we do not doubt you now," Mardra said sincerely, "but it is a npst
incredible feat."

"I don't think," Lessa said, "that | would ever try it again, know ng what |
do know. "

"Yes, this shock makes a forward junp between tinmes quite a problemif your
F'lar must have an effective fighting force," T ton renarked.

"You will cone? You will?" "There is a distinct possibility we will,"” T ton
said gravely, and his face broke into a lopsided grin. "You said we left the
Weyrs . . . abandoned them in fact, and | eft no explanation. W went
sonewhere . . . sonewhen, that is, for we are still here now. "

They were all silent, for the same alternative occurred to them
si mul t aneously. The Weyrs had been vacant, but Lessa had no way of proving
that the five Wyrs reappeared in her tine.

"There nust be a way. There nust be a way," Lessa cried distractedly. "And
there's no time to waste. No tine at all!"

T ton gave a bark of laughter. "There's plenty of tinme at this end of history,
nmy dear."

They made her rest then, nore concerned than she was that she had been il
some weeks, deliriously scream ng that she was falling and could not see,
could not hear, could not touch. Ranoth, too, they told her, had suffered from
t he appal I i ng not hi ngness of a protracted stay between, energing above ancient
Ruat ha a pale yellow waith of her forner robust self. The Lord of Ruatha



Hol d, Mardra's father, had been. surprised out of his wits by the appearance
of a staggering rider and a pallid queen on his stone verge. Naturally and
luckily he had sent to his daughter at Fort Weyr for help.

Lessa and Rampth had been transported to the Weyr, and the Ruathan Lord kept
silence on the matter. Wen Lessa was strong enough, T ton called a Council of
Weyrl eaders. Curiously, there was no opposition to going . . . provided they
could solve the problem of time-shock and find reference points along the way.
It did not take Lessa long to conprehend why the dragonriders were so eager to
attenpt the journey. Mst of them had been born during the present Thread

i ncursions. They had now had cl ose to four nonths of unexciting routine
patrols and were bored with nmonotony. Training Games were pallid substitutes
for the real battles they had all fought. The Hol ds, which once could not do
dragonmen favors enough, were beginning to be indifferent.

The weyrl eaders could see these incidents increasing as Thread-generated fears
receded. It was a noral e decay as insidious as a wasting disease in Wyr and
Hol d. The alternative which Lessa's appeal offered was. better than a sl ow
decline in their own tine. O Benden, only the Weyrl eader hinself was privy to
t hese neetings. Because Beaden was the only Weyr in Lessa's tinme, it must
remain ignorant, and intact, until her time. Nor could any nention be made of
Lessa's presence, for that, too, was unknown in her Turn.

She insisted that they call in the Masterharper because her Records said he
had been called. But when he asked her to tell himthe Question Song, she
sm | ed and denurr ed.

"You'l|l wite it, or your successor will, when the Weyrs are found to be
abandoned, " she told him "But it nust be your doing, not ny repeating.”

"Adifficult assignnment to know one nust wite a song that four hundred Turns
| ater gives a valuable clue.™

"Only be sure," she cautioned him "that it is a Teaching tune. It nust not be
forgotten, for it poses questions that | have to answer."

As he started to chuckle, she realized she had al ready gi ven him a pointer

The di scussions howto go so far safely with no sustai ned sense deprivations
grew heated. There were nore constructive notions, however inpractical, on how
to find reference points along the way. The five Weyrs had not been ahead in
time, and Lessa, in her one gigantic backward | eap, had not stopped for
intermedi ate tinme nmarks.

"You did say that a between times junp of ten years caused no hardshi p?" T ton
asked of Lessa as all the weyrleaders and the Masterharper met to discuss this
i mpasse.

"None. It takes . . . oh, twice as long as a between places junmp."

"It is the four hundred Turn leap that left you inmbal anced. Hmm Maybe twenty
or twenty-five Turn segnents woul d be safe enough.”

That suggestion found nerit until Ista's cautious |eader, D ram spoke up

"I don't nmean to be a Hol d-hider, but there is one possibility we haven't
menti oned. How do we know we nade the junp between to Lessa's tine? Going
between is a chancy business. Men go m ssing often. And Lessa barely nade it
here alive."



"A good point, Dram™" Tton concurred briskly, "but | feel there is nore to
prove that we do-did-will-go forward. The clues, for one thingthey were ained
at Lessa.

The very emergency that left five Weyrs enpty sent her back to appeal for our
hel p" "Agreed, agreed," Draminterrupted earnestly, "but what | mean is can
you be sure we reached Lessa's tinme? It hadn't happened yet. Do we know it
can?"

T ton was not the only one who searched his nmind for an answer to that. Al of
a sudden he sl anmed both hands, pal ms down, on the table.

"By the Egg, it's die slow, doing nothing, or die quick, trying. I've had a
surfeit of the quiet life we dragonmen nust |ead after the Red Star passes
till we go between in old age. | confess |I'malnpbst sorry to see the Red Star
dwi ndl e farther fromus in the evening sky. | say, grab the risk with both
hands and shake it till it's gone. W' re dragonmen, aren't we, bred to figh'
the Threads? Let's go hunting . . . four hundred Turns ahead!"

Lessa's drawn face rel axed. She had recognized the validity of Dranms
alternate possibility, and it had touched off bitter fear in her heart. To
ri sk herself was her own responsibility, but to risk these hundreds of nen.
and dragons, the Wyrfol k who woul d acconpany their nmen . . . ?

T ton's ringing words for once and all dispensed with that consideration

"And | believe," the Masterharper's exultant voice cut through the answering

shouts of agreement, "I have your reference points.”" A smile of surprised
wonder illum nated his face. "Twenty Turns or twenty hundred, you have a
gui de!

And T'ton said it. As tha Red Star dwindles in the evening sky..."

Later, as they plotted the orbit of the Red Star, they found how easy that
solution actually was and chuckl ed that their ancient foe should be their

gui de. Atop Fort Weyr, as on all the Weyrs, were great stones. They were so
pl aced that at certain tinmes of the year they marked the approach and retreat
of the Red Star, as it orbited in its erratic tw hundred Turn-long course
around their sun.

By consulting the Records which, anong other norsels of information, included
the Red Star's wanderings, it was not hard to plan junmps between of
twenty-five Turns for each Wyr. It had been decided that the conpl enent of
each separate Weyr would junmp between above its own base, for there would
unquestionably be accidents if close to eighteen hundred | aden beasts tried it
at one point.

Each noment now was one too |ong away fromher own time for Lessa. She had
been. a nonth away from F' |l ar and m ssed hi mnore than she had thought
possi bl e. Al so, she was worried that Ranoth would nate away from Menent h.
There were, to be sure, bronze dragons and bronze riders eager to do that
service, but Lessa had no interest in them

T ton and Mardra occupied her with the many details in organizing the exodus,
so that no clues, past the tapestry and the Question Song that woul d be
conposed at a later date, remained in the Wyrs.

It was with a relief close to tears that Lessa urged Ranoth upward in the
ni ght sky to take her place near T ton and Mardra above the Fort Weyr Star
Stone. At five other Weyrs great wi ngs were ranged in formation, ready to



depart their own tinmes. As each Weyrl eader's dragon reported to Lessa that al
were ready, reference points determined by the Red Star's travels in mind, it
was this traveler fromthe future who gave the conmand to junp between.

The bl ackest night must end in dawn, The sun dispel the dreaner's fear: Wen
shal |l ny soul's black, hopel ess pain

Find solace in its darkening Wyr?

THEY HAD nade el even junps between, the Weyrl eaders' bronzes spe.''king to
Lessa as they rested briefly between each junp. O the ei ghteen hundred-odd
travelers, only four failed to cone ahe d. and they had been ol der beasts. Al
five sections agreed to pause for a quick nmeal and hot klah before the fina
junp, which would be but twelve Turns.

"It is easier," T ton cormented as Mardra served the klah, "to go tweny-five
Turns than twelve." He glanced up at the Red Dawn Star, their w nking and
faithful guide. "It does not alter its position as much. | count on you,
Lessa, to give us additional references."

"I want to get us back to Ruatha before F lar discovers | have gone " Shs
shivered as she | ooked up at the Red Star and sipped hast'ly at the hot klah
"I"ve seen the Star just like that, once . . . no, twice . . . before at

Ruat ha." She stared at T'ton, her throat constricting as she remenbered that
nmorni ng: the frma she had decided that the Red Star was a menace to her, three
days after which Fax and F' |ar had appeared at Ruatha |o!d. Fax had died on
F'lar's dagger, and she had gone to Benden Weyr. She felt suddenly dizzy,
weak, strangely unsettled. She had not felt this way as they paused between
ot her junps.

"Are you all right, Lessa?" Mardra asked with concern. "You're so white.
You' re shaking." She put her arm around Lessa, gl ancing, concerned, at her
Weyr mat e.

"Twel ve Turns ago | was at Ruatha," Lessa nurmured, grasping Mardra's hand for
support. "I was at Ruatha twice. Let's go on quickly. I"'mtoo many in this
nmorni ng. | must get back. | rmust get back to F'lar. He'll be so angry."

The note of hysteria in her voice alarnmed both Mardra and T ton. Hastily the
|atter gave orders for the fires to be extinguished, for the Weyrfol k to nount
and prepare for the final junp ahead.

Her mind in chaos, Lessa transnitted the references to the other Wyrl eaders
dragons: Ruatha in the evening light, the Great Tower, the inner Court, the
l and at springtine.

A fleck of red in a cold night sky,
A drop of blood to guide them by, Turn away. Turn away. Turn, be gone,
A Red Star beckons the travel ers on.

BETWEEN THEM Lytol and Robinton forced F'lar to eat, deliberately plying him
with wine. At the back of his nmnd Flar knew he woul d have to keep goi ng, but
the effort was i mMmense, the spirit gone fromhim It was no confort that they
still had Pridith and Kylara to continue dragonkind, yet he del ayed sendi ng
someone back for F nor, unable to face the reality of that admi ssion: that in
sending for Pridith and Kyl ara, he had acknow edged the fact that Lessa and
Ranmot h woul d not return.



Lessa, Lessa, his mind cried endl essly, daming her one nmonment for her
reckl ess, thoughtless daring, |oving her the next for attenpting such an
incredi ble feat.

"I said, F'lar, you need sleep now nore than wi ne."

Robi nton's voi ce penetrated his preoccupation. F lar |ooked at him frowning
in perplexity. He realized that he was trying to lift the wine jug that
Robi nton was hol ding firmy down.

"What did you say?"

"Come. 1'll bear you conpany to Benden. |ndeed, nothing could persuade ne to
| eave your side. You have aged years, man, in the course of hours."

"And isn't it understandable?" F'lar shouted, rising to his feet, the inpotent
anger boiling out of himat the nearest target in the form of Robinton
Robi nton's eyes were full of conpassion as he reached for F lar's arm

gripping it tightly.

"Man, not even this Msterharper has words enough to express the synpathy and
honor he has for you. But you must sleep; you have tonorrow to endure, and the
tomorrow after that you have to fight. The dragonnen must have a | eader

" Hs voice trailed off. "Tonorrow you nust send for FFnor . . . and
Pridith."

F'lar pivoted on his heel and strode toward the fateful door of Ruatha's great
hal I .

Ch, Tongue, give sound
to joy and sing

O hope and prom se

On dragonw ng.

BEFORE THEM | oomed Ruat ha's Great Tower, the high walls of the Quter Court
clearly visible in the fading light. The claxon rang viol ent sunmons into the
air, barely heard over the earsplitting thunder as hundreds of dragons ap-
peared, ranging in full fighting array, wi ng upon wi ng, up and down. the
val | ey.

A shaft of |ight stained the flagstones of the Court as the Hold door opened.

Lessa ordered Ranoth down, close to the Tower, and di snounted, running eagerly
forward to greet the nmen who piled out of the door. She made out the stocky
figure of Lytol, a handbasket of gl ows held high above his head. She was so
relieved to see himthat she forgot her previous antagonismto the \Warder

"You m sjudged the last junp by two days, Lessa,"” he cried as soon as he was
near enough for her to hear himover the noise of settling dragons.

"M sj udged? How coul d |1 ?" she breat hed.

T ton and Mardra came up besi de her
"No need to worry," Lytol reassured her, gripping her hands tightly in his,
his eyes dancing. He was actually snmiling at her. "You overshot the day. Go
back between, return to Ruatha of two days ago. That's all." H's grin w dened



at her confusion. "It is all right," he repeated, patting her hands. "Take
this same hour, the Great Court, everything, but visualize F lar, Robinton
and nyself here on the flagstones. Place Mienenth on the Great Tower and a
bl ue dragon on the verge. Now go."

Mhenent h? Ranmot h queried Lessa, eager to see her Weyrmate. She ducked her
great head, and her huge eyes gleaned with scintillating fire.

"I don't understand," Lessa wailed. Mardra slipped a conforting arm around her
shoul ders.

"But | do, | do trust me," Lytol pleaded, patting her shoul der awkwardly and
glancing at T'ton for support. "It is as F nor has said. You cannot be severa
places in time wthout experiencing great distress, and when you stopped
twel ve Turns back, it threw Lessa all to pieces."

"You know that?" T ton cried.

"OfF course. Just go back two days. You see, | know you have. | shall, of
course, be surprised then, hut now, tonight, | know you reappeared two days
earlier. Ch, go. Don't argue.

F'lar was half out of his mnd with worry for you."
"He'll shake me," Lessa cried, like a little girl.

"Lessa!" T'ton took her by the hand and | ed her back to Ranoth, who crouched
so her rider could nount.

T ton took conplete charge and had his Fidranth pass the order to return to
the references Lytol had given, adding by way of Ranoth, a description of the
humans and Mienent h.

The col d of between restored Lessa to herself, although her error had badly
jarred her confidence. But then there was Ruatha again. The dragons happily
arranged thenselves in trenendous display. And there, silhouetted against the
light fromthe Hall, stood Lytol, Robinton's tall figure, and . . . F'lar.

Mhenent h' s voi ce gave a brassy wel come, and Ranoth could not |and Lessa

qui ckly enough to go and twi ne necks with her mate. Lessa stood where Ranoth
had [ eft her, unable to nove. She was aware that Mardra and T ton were beside
her. She was conscious only of F lar, racing across the Court toward her. Yet
she coul d not nove. He grabbed her in his arms, holding her so tightly to him
that she could not doubt the joy of his wel cone.

"Lessa, Lessa," his voice raggedly chanted in her ear. He pressed her face
agai nst his, crushing her to breathl essness, all his careful detachment
abandoned. He ki ssed her, bugged her, held her, and then kissed her with rough
urgency again.

Then he suddenly set her on her feet and gripped her shoul ders. "Lessa, if you
ever " he said, punctuating each word with a flexing of his fingers, then
stopped, aware of a grinning circle of strangers surrounding them

"I told you he'd shake ne," Lessa was saying, dashing tears from her face.
"But, F'lar, | brought themall . . . all but Benden Weyr. And that is why the
five Weyrs were abandoned. | brought them"

F'lar | ooked around him | ooked beyond the | eaders to the masses of dragons
settling in the valley, on the heights, everywhere he turned. There were



dragons, blue, green, bronze, brown, and a whol e wi ngful of golden queen
dragons al one.

"You brought the Wyrs?" he echoed, stunned.
"Yes, this is Mardra and T'ton of Fort Weyr, Dramand ..."

He stopped her with a little shake, pulling her to his side so he could see
and greet the newconers.

"I amnmore grateful than you can know," he said and could not go on with al
the many words he wanted to add. T ton stepped forward, holding out his hand,
which F'lar seized and held firny.

"W bring eighteen hundred dragons, seventeen queens, and all that is
necessary to inplenment our Weyrs."

"And they brought fiamethrowers, too," Lessa put in excitedly.

"But to cone . . . to attenpt it . . ." Flar murrmured in admring wonder.

T ton and D ram and the ot hers | aughed.

"Your Lessa showed the way .

with the Red Star to guide us . she sai d.

"We are dragonmen," T ton continued solemly, "as you are yourself, F'lar of
Benden. W& were told there are Threads here to fight, and that's work for
dragonmen to do . . . in any tine!"

Drunmer, beat, and piper, blow, Harper, strike, and soldier, go.
Free the flame and sear the grasses Till the dawning Red Star passes.

EVEN AS the five Weyrs had been settling around Ruatha Valley, F nor had been
conpelled to bring forward in time his southern Weyrfol k. They had all reached
the end of endurance in double-tine life, gratefully creeping back to quarters
they had vacated two days and ten Turns ago.

R gul, totally unaware of Lessa's backward plunge, greeted F'lar and his
VWeyrwonman, on their return to the Weyr, with the news of F nor's appearance
with seventy-two new dragons and the further word that he doubted any of the
riders would be fit to fight.

"I"ve never seen such exhausted men in ny life," Rgul rattled on, "can't

i magi ne what could have gotten into them wth sun and plenty of food and all,
and no responsibilities.”

F'lar and Lessa exchanged gl ances.

"Well, the southern Weyr ought to be maintained, R gul. Think it over."

"I"'ma fighting dragonman, not a womani zer," the old dragonrider grunted.
"It'd take nore than a trip between tinmes to reduce ne |like those others."

"Ch, they'll be thenselves again in next to no time," Lessa said and, to
R gul's intense disapproval, she giggled.

"They'll have to be if we're to keep the skies Thread-free," R gul snapped



testily.
"No probl emabout that now," F'lar assured himeasily.

"No problen? Wth only a hundred and forty-four dragons?"

"Two hundred and sixteen," Lessa corrected himfirmy.
I gnoring her, R gul asked, "Has that Mastersmth found a flamethrower that'l
wor k?"

"I ndeed he has," F lar assured R gul, grinmmg broadly.
The five Weyrs had al so brought forward their equi prment.

Fandarel all but snatched exanples fromtheir backs and, undoubtedly, every
hearth and smithy through the continent would be ready to duplicate the design
by morning. T'ton had told F lar that, in his tine, each Hold had anple

flanmet hrowers for every man on the ground. In the course of the Long Interval,
however, the throwers nust have been either snelted down or |ost as

i nconpr ehensi bl e devices. D ram particulariy, was very nuch interested in
Fandarel ' s agenothree sprayer, considering it better than thrown-flanme, since
it would also act as a fertilizer

"Well," Rgul admitted gloonmily, "a flanethrower or two will be sone hel p day
after tonorrow "

"W have found sonething else that will help a ot nore," Lessa remarked and
then hastily excused herself, dashing into the sleeping quarters.

The sounds that drifted past the curtain were either |aughter or sobs, and
R gul frowned on both. That girl was just too young to be Wyrwonman at such a
time. No stability.

"Has she realized how critical our situation is? Even with Fnor's additions?
That is, if they can fly?" R gul demanded testily. "You oughtn't to let her
| eave the Weyr at all."

F'lar ignored that and began pouring hinmself a cup of w ne.

"You once pointed out to me that the five enpty Weyrs of Pern supported your
theory that there would be no nore Threads."

R gul cleared his throat, thinking that apol ogi eseven if they night be due

fromthe Weyrl eader were scarcely effective against the Threads.

"Now there was nerit in that theory," F lar went on, filling a cup for R gul

"Not, however, as you interpreted it. The five Wyrs were enpty because they .
they canme here."

R gul, his cup halfway to his lips, stared at F'lar. This man al so was too
young to bear his responsibilities. But . . . he seemed actually to believe
what he was sayi ng.

"Believe it or not, Rguland in a bare day's tine you willthe five Wyrs are
enpty no longer. They're here, in the Wyrs, in this tine. And they shall join
us, eighteen hundred strong, the day after tonorrow at Telgar, with
flamethrowers and with plenty of battle experience."

R gul regarded the poor man stolidly for a long moment. Carefully he put his



cup down and, turning on his heel, left the weyr. He refused to be an object
of ridicule. He'd better plan to take over the | eadership tonmorrow if they
were to fight Threads the day after.

The next norning, when he saw the clutch of great bronze dragons bearing the
Weyrl eaders and their wi ngleaders to the conference, R gul got quietly drunk

Lessa exchanged good nornings with her friends and then, smling sweetly, |eft
t he weyr, saying she nmust feed Ranoth.

F'lar stared after her thoughtfully, then went to greet Robinton and Fandar el
who had been asked to attend the neeting, too. Neither Craftmaster said much,
but neither m ssed a word spoken. Fandarel's great head kept sw veling from
speaker to speaker, his deep-set eyes blinking occasionally.

Robi nton sat with a benused smile on his face, utterly delighted by ancestra
visitors. Flar was quickly tal ked out of resigning his titular position as
Weyrl i eader of Benden on the grounds that he was too inexperienced.

"You did well enough at Nerat and Keroon. Well indeed," T ton said.
"You call twenty-eight nen or dragons out of action good |eadership?"

"For a first battle, with every dragonman green as a hatchling? No, man, you
were on time at Nerat, however you got there," and T ton grinned maliciously
at F'lar, "which is what a dragonman must do. No, that was well flown, | say.
Vell flown." The other four Weyrleaders nuttered conplete agreenment with that
conpliment. "Your Weyr is under- strength, though, so we'll lend you enough
odd-wing riders till you've gotten the Weyr up to full strength again. Oh,

t he queens |love these tinmes!"™ And his grin broadened to indicate that bronze
riders did, too.

F'lar returned that smle, thinking that Ranpoth was about ready for another
mating flight, and this tine, Lessa . . . oh, that girl was being too
deceptively docile. He'd better watch her cl osely.

"Now," T'ton was saying, "we left with Fandarel's craft- hold all the
flamet hrowers we brought up so that the ground- nmen will be armed tonorrow "

"Aye, and ny thanks," Fandarel grunted. "W'IlIl turn out new ones in record
time and return yours soon."

"Don't forget to adapt that agenothree for air spraying, too," D ramput in.
"It is agreed,” and T ton glanced quickly around at the other riders, "that
all the Weyrs will neet, full strength, three hours after dawn above Tel gar
to follow the Threads' attack across to Ctom By the way, F lar, those charts
of yours that Robinton showed nme are superb. We never had them"”

"How di d you know when the attacks woul d cone?"

T ton shrugged. "They were coming so regularly even when | was a weyriing, you
ki nd of knew when one was due. But this way is rmuch, nuch better."

"Mre efficient," Fandarel added approvingly.

"After tonorrow, when all the Weyrs show up at Telgar, we can request supplies
we need to stock the enpty Weyrs," T ton grinned. "Like old tines, squeezing
extra tithes from.the Holders." He rubbed his hands in anticipation. "Like
old tines."



"There's the southern Weyr," F nor suggested. "W've been gone fromthere six
Turns in this time, and the herdbeasts were left. They'll have multiplied, and
there'll be all that fruit and grain."

"It would please ne to see that southern venture continued," F lar remarked,
noddi ng encouragi ngly at F nor
"Yes, and continue Kylara down there, please, too,"
eyes sparkling with irritation

F' nor added urgently, his

They di scussed sending for some inmediate supplies to help out the newy
occupi ed Weyrs, and then adjourned the neeting.

"It is atrifle unsettling," T ton said as he shared wine with Robinton, "to
find that the Weyr you left the day before .in good order has becone a dusty
hul k." He chuckl ed. "The wonmen of the Lower Caverns were a bit upset.”

"We cl eaned up those kitchens," F nor replied indignantly. A good night's rest
in a fresh tine had renoved much of his fatigue.-T ton cleared his throat.
"According to Mardra, no man can cl ean anything."

"Do you think you'll be up to riding tonorrow, F nor?" F'lar asked
solicitously. He was keenly aware of the stress showing in his half brother's
face, despite his inprovenent overnight. Yet those strenuous Turns had been
necessary, nor had they become futile even in hindsight with the arrival of

ei ghteen hundred dragons from past tinme. When F' |lar had ordered F nor ten
Turns backward to breed the desperately needed replacenents, they had not yet
brought to mind the Question Song or known of the tapestry.

"I wouldn't mss that fight if |I were dragonless," F nor declared stoutly.
"Which reminds ne," F'lar remarked, "we'll need Lessa at Tel gar tonorrow. She
can speak to any dragon, you know, " he expl ai ned, al nost apol ogetically, to
T ton and D ram

"Ch, we know," T ton assured him "And Mardra doesn't mind." Seeing F'lar's
bl ank expression, he added, "As senior Wyrwonan, Mrdra, of course, |eads the
gueens' wi ng."

F'lar's face grew bl anker. "Queens' w ng?"

"Certainly," and T ton and D ram exchanged questioning glances at F lar's
surprise. "You don't keep your queens fromfighting, do you?"

"Qur queens? T'ton, we at Benden have had only one queen dragon at a tine for
SO many generations that there are those who denounce the | egends of queens in
battl e as bl ack heresy!"

T ton | ooked rueful. "I had not truly realized till this instant how small
your nunbers were." But his enthusiasns overtook him "Just the same, queens
are very useful with flamethrowers. They get clunps other riders mght niss.

They fly in low, under the main wings. That's one reason Drams so interested
in the agenothree spray. Doesn't singe the hair off the Hol ders' heads, so to
speak, and is far better over tilled fields."

"Do you mean to say that you allow your queens to fly agai nst Threads?" F'Iar
i gnored the fact that F nor was grinning, and T ton, too.



"Al'low?" D ram bellowed. "You can't stop them Don't you know your Ballads?"
" 'Moreta's Ride ?"
"Exactly."

F.nor | aughed al oud at the expression on F lar's face as he irritably pulled
t he hanging forelock fromhis eyes. Then, sheepishly, he began to grin.

"Thanks. That gives me an idea."

He saw his fell ow weyrl eaders to their dragons, waved cheerfully to Robinton
and Fandarel, nore lighthearted than he woul d have thought he'd be the norning
before the second battle. Then he asked Mienenth where Lessa m ght be.

Bat hi ng, the bronze dragon replied.

F'lar glanced at the enpty queen's weyr. Ch, Ranoth is on the Peak, as usual
Mhenent h sounded aggri eved.

F'lar heard the sound of splashing in the bathing roomsuddenly cease, so he
call ed down for hot klah. He was going to enjoy this.

"Ch, did the nmeeting go well?" Lessa asked sweetly as she emerged fromthe
bat hi ng room drying-cloth wapped tightly around her slender figure.

"Extremely. You realize, of course, Lessa, that you'll be needed at Tel gar?"
She | ooked at himintently for a nmonment before she smiled again.
"I amthe only Weyrwoman who can speak to any dragon," she replied archly.

"True," F lar admitted blithely. "And no longer the only queen's rider in
Benden. "

"I hate you!" Lessa snapped, unable to evade F'|ar as he pinned her
cl ot h- swat hed body to his.

"Even when | tell you that Fandarel has a flamethrower for you so you can join
t he queens' wi ng?"

She stopped squirming in his arns and stared at him disconcerted that he had
out guessed her.

"And that Kylara will be installed as Weyrwonman in the south . . . in this
time? As Weyrl eader, | need ny peace and qui et between battles. "

The cloth fell fromher body to the floor as she responded to his kiss as
ardently as if dragon-roused.

From the Weyr and fromthe Bowl, Bronze and brown and bl ue and green Ri se the
dragonmen of Pern

Al oft, on wi ng; seen, then unseen
RANGED ABOVE t he Peak of Benden Weyr, a scant three hours after dawn, two

hundred and si xteen dragons held their formations as F'lar on bronze Menenth
i nspected their ranks. Below in the Bow were gathered all the Weyrfol k and



some of those injured in the first battle. Al the Wyrfolk, that is, except
Lessa and Ramoth. They had gone on to Fort Weyr where the queens' w ng was
assenbling. F'lar could not quite suppress a tw nge of concern that she and
Ramot h woul d be fighting, too. A holdover, he knew, fromthe days when Pern
had only one queen. If Lessa could junp four hundred Turns between and | ead
five Weyrs back, she could take care of herself and her dragon agai nst

Thr eads.

He checked to be sure that every man was well |oaded with firestone sacks,
t hat each dragon was in good color, especially those in fromthe southern
Weyr. O course, the dragons were fit, but the faces of the nen still showed

evi dences of the tenporal strains they had endured. He was procrastinating,
and the Threads woul d be dropping in the skies of Telgar. He gave the order to
go between. They reappeared above, and to the south of Telgar Hold itself, and
were not the first arrivals. To the west, to the north, and yes, to the east
now, wi ngs arrived until the horizon was patterned with the great V s of
several thousand dragon wings. Faintly he heard the claxon bell on Telgar Hold
Tower as the unexpected dragon strength was acclai ned fromthe ground.

"Where is she?" F lar demanded of Mementh. "We'll need her presently to relay
orders . "

She's comi ng, Mienenth interrupted him

Ri ght above Tel gar Hol d anot her wi ng appeared. Even at .this distance, Flar
could see the difference: the golden dragons .shone in the bright
nmorni ng sunlight. A hum of approval drifted down the dragon ranks, and despite
his fleeting worry, F' lar grinned with proud indul gence at the glittering

si ght.

Just then the eastern wi ngs soared straight upward in the sky as the dragons
became instinctively aware of the presence of their ancient foe.

Mhenent h rai sed his head, echoing back the brass thunder of the war cry. He
turned his head, even as hundreds of other beasts turned to receive firestone
fromtheir riders.

Hundreds of great jaws nasticated the stone, swallowed it, their digestive
acids transformng dry stone into flame-produci ng gases, igniting on contact
wi th oxygen.

Threads! F'lar could see themclearly now agai nst the spring sky. H's pul ses
began to qui cken, not with apprehen- sion, but with a savage joy. Hi s heart
pounded unevenly. Menenth denanded nore stone and began to speed up the
strokes of his wings in the air, gathering hinmself to | eap upward when
commanded.

The | eadi ng Weyr al ready bel ched gouts of orange-red flame into the pale blue
sky. Dragons wi nked in and out, flamed and dove. The great gol den queens sped
at cliff-skinmmng height to cover what m ght have been m ssed. Then F'lar gave
the command to gain altitude to neet the Threads hal fway in

their abortive descent. As Mienmenth surged upward, F'Iar

shook his fist defiantly at the w nking Red Eye of the Star

"One day," he shouted, "we will not sit tanely here,
awai ting your fall. W will fall on you, where you spin, and
sear you on your own ground."

By the Egg, he told hinself, if we can travel four hundred
Turns backward and across seas and |l ands in the blink of an



eye, what is travel fromone world to another but a
different kind of step? F lar grinned to hinself. He'd
better not mention that audaci ous notion in Lessa's

pr esence.

C unps ahead, Menmenth warned him As the bronze dragon
charged, flam ng, F lar tightened his knees on the massive
neck. Mdther of us all, he was glad that now, of all tines,
he, F lar, rider of bronze Mienmenth, was a dragonman of
Pernltravel fromone world to another but a different kind
of step?

F'lar grinned to hinself. He'd better not mention that
audaci ous notion in Lessa's presence.

C unps ahead, Menenth warned him

As the bronze dragon charged, flamng, F lar tightened his
knees on the nassive neck. Mother of us all, he was gl ad
that now, of all tinmes conceivable, he, Flar, rider of
bronze Mienenth, was a dragonman of Pern |



