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THE SURVEY: P.E.R N.c

It's the third planet we want in this pernicious system" Castor said in
a totally jaundiced tone, his eyes fixed on the viewscreen. "How s the
hai r pi n cal ¢ goi ng, Shavva?"

Looki ng up fromher term nal, Shavva screwed up her face for a nonent
bef ore she spoke. "I'mhappy to report that that'll work out fine. Pity we
can't have a | ook at the edge of the system" she added. "l1'd love to have a
| ook at those heavy-wei ght planets and the OCort cloud, but that can't be done
when we've got to do an entry normal to the ecliptic. As it is, the slingshot
will only give us ten days on the surface." She cast himan expectant, wy
| ook.

He groaned. "We'Il have to double up again." At her half-stern
hal f - sardoni ¢ gl are, he added, "Fardles, Shavva, after so |long together we all
know enough of each other's specialties to do a fair report.™

"Fair?" Ben Turnien repeated, his quirky eyebrows raised in amazenent.
"Fair to whonf"

"Dam it, Ben, fair enough to know when a planet's habitable by
humanoi ds. None of us needs a zool ogi st anynore to tell us which beasties are



apt to be predatory. And each of us has certainly seen enough strange
life-fornms and inimcal atnospheres and surface conditions to know when to
slap an interdict on a planet."

There was a taut silence as the four remaining team nenbers each vividly
recalled the all-too-recent deaths: Sevvie Asturias, the
pal eont ol ogi st-nedi c, and Fl ora Neveshan, the zool ogi st-botanist, both |ost on
the [ ast planet the Exploration and Eval uation team had visited. Castor had
inscribed, in bold letters on the top of that report, D.E. Dead end. Terbo,
t he zool ogi st-chenmi st, had been felled in a | andslide on the first planet of
their present survey tour, but as that world had clearly supported sone
intelligent life, the initials I.L.F. ended that report. They'd |ost
Bel dona, the second pilot and archeol ogist, on the third world in the sane

accident that had injured Castor: a planet initialed GOL.D.1.--good only
for large diversified interests. And they'd orbited one that probes had given
themall the information they needed to label it L.A --lethal, avoid!

To a teamthat had been together for five mssions, the casualties were
deeply felt. And this nmission had yet to be conpleted. The systemthey had
just reached, five planets orbiting the primary Rukbat, was the fifth of the
seven to be investigated on their |atest swing through this sector of space.

"W can handl e the geol ogy, the biology, and the chem stry," Castor went
on, frowning at the gelicast on his leg. The compound fractures had not quite
heal ed. "Well, | can do the anal ysis when you've brought appropriate sanples
back. W mght not be able to do the usual in-depth analysis of all the
bi ota, but we can find the requisite five possible |anding sites, regular or
serious meteoric inpacts, any gross geological changes, and if there's a
domi nant major life-form™

"Hospitabl e pl anets are few enough, but Nunero Tres does | ook very

interesting," Mo Tan Liu remarked in his gentle voice. "I get good readings
on atmosphere and gravity. | think probes are in order."
"Send 'em" Castor said. "Probes we got to spare.”

"We're in a good trajectory to send off a honer, too, Liu added.
"Federated Sentient Planets ought to know about the D.E. condition of Flora

Asturias." Followi ng the bizarre and perhaps nacabre practice of the
Expl orati on and Eval uati on Corps, they had named the | ast planet after the
t eam personnel |ost during that surface survey. "W are obliged to report

those and that L. A imrediately."

"All right, all right," Castor said irritably.

"Shall | do the report?" Shawa asked.

"I didit," Castor replied in a tone that ended discussion. He called
up the program and when the copy was ready, he rolled it up into a tube to be

inserted in the hom ng capsule. It would reach their nmother ship some weeks
before their projected return. "They will want to know we've di scovered
another Cort cloud, too. Is it five or six?"

"Six, with this one. | still don't buy that space-virus theory," Ben

remarked, relieved to switch to a | ess depressing topic.

"Nurmber Four System was dead," Shavva sai d unequivocally.

"Can't prove the Oort cloud affected it in any way. Besides," Ben went
on, "the planet was bonbarded by nmeteors and neteorites, to judge by the
craters and the craterites. Shattered the surface and boiled off a good dea
of the major oceans. Just like Shaula Three. That system had an Cort cl oud,
too."

"But it had once supported life. W all sawthe fossil remains in the
cliff faces," Castor said.

"Like a road sign: Life was here, it has gone hence." Shavva had been
depressed by the landing. Ten days on a dead world had been nine and a half
too many. The atnosphere was barely adequate; to be on the safe side they'd
used support systens. A rough estimate suggested that the damage had been
done close to a mllenniumearlier. "At the beginning of Earth's Dark Age,
this planet had found the final one."

"Pity, too. It must have once been a nice world. Great balance of |and



and water masses," Castor said.
"I don't know what could have stripped it so conpletely,” Ben said.
"You never did |like the Hoyl e Wckramansi ngh theory, did you?"
"Has anyone ever found those space-fornmed viruses? Even a trace in any

Qort cloud?" Ben stuck his chin out with a touch of belligerence. "I won't
buy that space-virus theory, not when a planet is covered with city-sized
craters. To have both would be overkill, and the universe is conservative

One gets you just as dead as the other."
"I searched the library for data on other stripped planets. Asturias

mat ches up on every particular,” Liu said, his eyes on the screen. "Wat
particul ars there can be, that is!" He rose, stretched, and yawned broadly.
"What we really need is one in the process of being stripped.”

Shavva gave a bark of laughter. "Fat chance of that."

Li u shrugged. "Sonething does it. Anyway, | feel that the virus theory
woul d be the rarest probability, while neteors are comopn, comobn, comon.
Look at what happened in our Earth's Cretaceous and Tertiary periods. W were

just lucky! Probes away, Captain," he said formally to Castor. "Now, |'m for
something to eat, then I'll pack the shuttle for the shot."
"I"ll give you a hand," Shawa said. "l want to be sure we got what we

need this time," she added in a low, angry voice, bitterly aware that it had
been Flora's own negligence that had cost those two lives. Shavva was now t he
default | eader of this understaffed team and she was determ ned not to repeat
previ ous ni st akes.

As a young biologist with latent qualities as a nexialist, she had
joined the Exploration and Eval uation Corps for the diversity of duty and the
thrill of being the first human to wal k on unexpl ored planets and catal og new
life-forms, but she hadn't counted on losing friends in the process. EEC
teans devel oped very cl ose bonds, having to rely on each other's strengths and
weaknesses in dangerous, stimulating, and testing circunmstances no textbook,

i ndeed often no other teamreports, could imgine. This was her fourth tour
of duty but the first one punctuated by disasters. Now all the fiel dwork
woul d have to be acconplished by three people--herself, Liu, and Ben--while
Castor, still handicapped by his leg injuries, remai ned on board as the

expl oratory vessel did its hairpin turn about the third planet.

Shavva woul d have to doubl e as botanist on this trip. Fortunately she
had | earned enough fromFlora to be able to deternmine a fair amount about the
ecology of the plant life--if there were sufficient pollinators, what sort of
conpetition there was for the food crops, as well as the nutritiona
possibilities of the native forms, and quite |ikely what di sease agents and
possi bl e vectors existed within the ecol ogy.

Ben, as a geol ogi st with sone secondary background in chenistry, could
cope with the planet's basic pulse--its air and | andnasses, nmagnetic fields,
mass-cons, continental plate structure, tidal patterns, tenperatures, the
general topography, and, especially, any seisnic activity--and evaluate the
history of the planetary surface for at least the past mllion years. |If the
survey proceeded without glitches, he'd have a go at the |onger-term history,
attenpting to detect signs of magnetic reversals and to deternine if--and
when- -t here had been any | arge extinctions.

Liu, as nexialist, would investigate whatever remaining aspects of this
pl anet they had tine to consider. That is, if the probes brought back reports
that would make a visit worthwhile. Numero Tres did | ook prom sing, but
Shavva had di scovered that | ooks could be very deceiving in this business.

The probe sent back reports that were skeptically regarded as being too
good to be true.

"Good bal ance of |and and water masses,” Liu said. "Usual ice caps,
nmount ai ns, good plains areas Parallels Earth in nany respects. Initial P.E
for starters, Castor."

"At nosphere is breathable, slightly above normal in oxygen content:
gravity slightly lower at zero-point-nine on the scale,” Ben contributed.
"Consi derabl e vol canismin that chain of islands extending fromthe southern



hem sphere, nothing major at the noment. Rather a nice little planet,
actual ly."

"Plenty of green stuff down there," Shavva said. "Wat the hell?" she
added in puzzl enent as the computer began decodi ng topography. "Have a gawk
at these crazy circles!"

The probe was now on a lowaltitude vector, sending back nore-detailed
sections of the terrain of the southern continent. Cearly visible were
groups of circular patches, like ripples overlapping each other but held
frozen on the planet's surface.

"Ever see anything like this before, Ben?" she asked, fervently
regretting the mssing Flora Neveshan, with her years of experience as a
xenobot ani st .

"Can't say as | have. Looks like sone sort of local fungus on a huge
scale. Seens to hit all vegetated areas, not just what appear to be
grassl ands. "

"Fairy rings?" Shawa suggested very brightly.

"Ha! What esoteric stuff you been reading recently?" Ben gave her a
jaundi ced stare.

"Whatever it is, be bloody careful, will you?" Castor demanded
bitterly. "W've got two nore systens to work, and |'mrunni ng out of
initials."

"Thin red line of 'eroes?" Ben asked, trying to inject sone |ightness
into Castor's nood. He knew that Castor would forever fault hinmself for the
deat hs of Asturias and Neveshan. He was the npst experienced clinber of the
group and woul d very likely have prevented the disaster if he'd been downside.
The fact that no one blamed Castor did not assuage his feelings of guilt.

Shavva set the shuttle down on the great plain of the eastern part of the
sout hern hem sphere, several hundred nmeters fromone cluster of the rippling
circles they had observed. She, Ben, and Liu went through the routine |anding
procedures, confirm ng atnosphere, tenperature, and wind velocity before
exiting, garbed in their cunbersonme protective suits. At |east they needn't
resort to face masks and the back-w enchi ng burden of oxygen canisters. They
all drew in deep lungfuls of the fresh air that a stiff breeze flung at them

"Good stuff,"” Shawa said with a pleased grin. "No L.A, this one."
Suddenly, she felt an obsession for this planet to check out as habitable.
From outer space it had had the | ook of the old Earth pictured in historica
tapes. Such reassurance coul d be bl oody, and bloodily, deceptive, she
rem nded herself, but that didn't keep her from w shing!

The grassy plain was springy underfoot, and their heavy boots rel eased
sweet, pungent odors fromthe bruised vegetation. Silently they wal ked over
to the first of the ripples, and Ben and Liu hunkered down to eyeball it.
Shavva took out a sanpling probe and inserted it deftly into the soil closing
the Iid as soon as she had retracted it. Liu poked a plasgloved finger into
the hole, fiddled with the dirt that adhered, and dropped the grains carefully
back into the hole.

"Funny. Feels like dirt. Comon everyday dirt. Gainy. Rough,
uneven. "

"The enpirical test!" Ben chuckl ed.

"Let's get started, guys," Shawa said. "W've only got ten days to do
ei ght people's work and clear a planet."

"A snap!" Ben replied, grinning inpudently. "I'Il start by swtching
on ny geologist's brain." He noved off to the next arc of the ripple and
col l ected nore sanples of the discolored ground. "Hey, we've got ecol ogica

successi on here,
new grow h.
Shavva and Liu canme to his side to see the promising green tufts.
"Great wind systens on this planet. They'd be strong enough to carry
seed as well as dirt," Shawa remarked, facing into the stiff breeze. "'Nother

he added suddenly, pointing to portions now speckled wth



few decades and this'll all be grass, or whatever, again. Well, we'll see
what the sanples say. Take sone right by that new growth, will you, Ben? See
what, if anything, is aiding the regeneration.”

That first day they concentrated on dirt and vegetation sanmplings from
the plain, noving on to other sites throughout the day, working fromeast to
west to utilize as nuch daylight as possible.

They took several deep cores in the rich soils of the southern plains
and grasslands and, with nore effort, drove rock-sanpling cores. Inland and
south they went, to points that had shown possible ore sites, though the
initial metallurgy probe readings did not suggest that the planet had any
easily accessible ore or mneral wealth. They nade their first nightfall on a
vast headl and, on the sands of a great cove.

Marine life seemed to be diverse, with enough interesting variations of
exoskel etons and sea vegetation alone to give a marine biologist a lifetine
enpl oyment. Liu scooped up sanples of the red and green al gae and found sone
i nteresting fungi on the shoreline, some with visible nmovenent. Larger narine
fornms were occasionally visible in the deeper waters of the cove at dusk, a
common feeding tinme. The explorers spent a pleasant eveni ng taking sanpl es
and speci nens al ong the seashore Liu had found enough dead fronds and branches
to build a fire on the sands. Shedding their protective suits, they ate their
evening rations around the fire--occasionally managing to capture various
types of insectoids drawn to the bright flamnes.

"Possibly the pollinators we need," Liu mused as he peered into the tube
of captured insectoids. One had paused in its frantic flight so that its
double wings were visible. "Little buggers. 1'd feel a |lot better, though
if there were bigger things than these to contend with. The probe pictures
shoul d have shown us sonme sort of ruminants or grazers on these grasslands."

"What about those large flying things we saw awhil e back?" Ben asked,
and then snorted. "They |ooked |ike airborne barges, squat and fat, and
full."

"Yeah, but what do they eat? And what eats then?" Liu asked norosely.

"Maybe we're between ice ages?" Shawa offered hopefully. She really
didn't want to find fault with the planet, though she knew that was a totally
unprof essional attitude to take-and dangerous, as well. But she couldn't
suppress the feeling of "com ng home" that was beginning to color all her
perceptions of this world.

Liu snorted, unconvinced. "Ecology is right for

em They should be
here.”

"If they are, we'll find
phi | osophi cal ly.

The next day they ventured as far as the ice cap in the southern
hem sphere, taking sanples of the frozen crust and as many |ayers of soil as
t he deep corer could nmanage to reach. Then they turned to the winter-held
north. By then, Liu had becone a bit paranoid about the |ack of |arger
life-forms. So far, all they had seen were sonme reptiloids, scaled and
baski ng.

"Quite | arge enough, thank you," Shavva had remarked, narrowy escapi ng
the attentions of a ten-centimeter-thick, seven-neter-long exanple.

They al so saw a great many nore of Liu's flying barges.

"Wherries, that's what they were called," he said suddenly that
afternoon. "Vessels that were used to ferry stuff between the English isle
and the European continent. Werries, and call 'emthe biggest life-formns
seen in the report. Maybe the term Il stick." Liu rarely exercised that EEC
t eam prerogative

There were two identifiable types of the |arge avians, w th raucous

em |If we don't. Shavva shrugged

calls and the aggressive manners of predators; brilliantly plumed smaller
fliers, a thousand types of what Shawa called "creepy-crawies,” both inland
and littoral. They had al so found eggshells on southern beaches, shards

littering what were apparently sand-buried nests. O the egg |layers, or the
previ ous occupants, there were no signs.



They did discover interesting fossil remains, a good fifty thousand
years dead and gone, in an extensive tar pit; one specimen was intact enough
to expose the ground-down dental nachinery for grazing, suggesting that these
fossils could have been the ruminants Liu wished to see. Wile the short,
greeni sh spi ky vegetation | ooked somewhat |ike grass, it wasn't, for it had no
silicates, was visibly triangular in form and was nore blue than green

"I want to see those grazers now, too," Liu said firmy. But he was
somewhat relieved to find the necessary variety of life-forms at a different
epoch on the pl anet.

They al so | ocated a di anond pi pe just below the surface in the najor
rift valley fault. Rough stones, one as large as Shavva's fist, were pried
out of the soil. The team kept several as souvenirs; they were not
particul arly val uabl e ot herwi se, for the gal axy had produced nmany genstones
nore exotic than these, though di anonds remai ned useful in technol ogy for
their durability and strength.

"I find it rather a relief not to have to be constantly on guard," Ben
said on their third night, when Liu began again on the di sappearance thene.
"Remenber Closto, the L.A. in our last tour? | kept holding ny breath,
waiting for sonething else to latch on to ne."

Liu snorted. "Absence is as om nous as presence, in ny tapes.”

"Coul d have been an axial tilt, you know, and what's now the ice caps
were their honegrounds,"” Shawa suggested. "They got caught in the blizzards
and froze. W do have ice cores, which could very well produce tissue and
bone fragnents."

"Well, this P.E. has only a fifteen-degree axial tilt; the probes set
the magnetic poles very near the ecliptic north and south, maybe fifteen
degrees away fromtilt."

"We'll know when we get back to the ship and have a chance to study
things. Are today's sanples ready to go back to Castor?"

"Yeah, but | wish the fardles he'd sent us back his conclusions. He's
had time." Liu scowl ed as he handed his latest containers to Ben to pack in
the case to be launched back to the spacecraft.

"Maybe they all nmoved north,” Ben said in a spirit of hel pful ness.

"To wi nter?"

"This continent's not in full sumrer yet."

"Well, it'd never get hot enough to fry things, not with the prevailing
winds this continent's got." Liu refused to be nollified.

On their way north they paused on the largest of a group of islands:
basaltic, riddled with caves, bearing the profusion and | ush growth comon to
tropical clinmes. They noted several unusual reptilian fornms, nore properly
| arge herpetoids of truly revolting appearance.

"I"ve seen uglier ones," Ben renmarked, exanining at a safe distance one
horny nmonster, seven centineters broad and five high, which waved tentacl es
and claws in an aggressive manner. They could di scern neither nouth nor eyes.
The ol factor gave a stench reading; and the creature's back was covered wth
i nsectoid forns.

"External digestive systen?" Shawa suggested, peering at the thing.

" And- - wow! "

The creature had sped forward suddenly, its nether end now covered with
tiny barbs. At the sane tinme, the olfactor reading went off the scale, and a
repel lent stench filled the little clearing.

"Look, it backed into that spiny plant,’
little bush. "And got shot in the ass.”

Standi ng well back and using a |ong stick, Shavva nudged one of the
remai ni ng spines and was rewarded with a second | aunchi ng.

"Well, a clever plant. Didn't just let loose in all directions.
wonder what woul d deactivate it?"

"Col d?" Liu suggested.

"There's a snall one here," Shavva observed. She sprayed it with the
cryo and gave it an exploratory prod. Wen it did not respond she packed it

Ben said, pointing to the



in a specinmen box.

That evening, as they were readying the day's tube for Castor, Liu let
out a whoop, holding up a glowi ng specinen tube for the others to see.

"That growth | found in the big cave. Sonme sort of |um nous variety of
mycelium" He covered it with his hand. "Indeed. Now you see it--" He
opened his hand to let the tube glow again. "Now you don't." He closed his
hand agai n, peering through thin cracks he pernmtted between two fingers.
"Does oxygen trigger the lumnosity?"

"You are not going back into the cave tonight, Liu," Shavva said

sternly. "W don't have the spel unking equi pment necessary to keep you from
br eaki ng your dammed fool neck."

He shrugged. "Lum nous |lichens or organisns are not nmy forte." He
carefully wrapped the tube in opaque plasfilm "Don't want it to wear itself

out before Castor sees it."

Later that night they were all enticed fromtheir canp by the sound of
cheeping and chittering. Parting the lush foliage that surrounded them they
peered out at an astoni shing scene. G aceful creatures, totally different
fromthe awkward avi ans seen in the southern hem sphere, were perfornng
aerial acrobatics of astonishing complexity. The setting sun sparkled off
green, blue, brown, bronze, and gol den backs, and translucent w ngs glistened
like airborne jewels.

"The seaside egg | ayers?" Shawa asked Liu in a whisper

"Quite possibly,"” Liu replied softly. "Gorgeous. Look, they're playing
a di scerni ble gane. Catch-ne-if-you-can!"

For a long tine, the three explorers watched the spectacle w th delight
until the creatures broke off their play as the swift tropical night darkened
t he skies.

"Sentient?" Shawa asked, wanting and yet not wanting those beautiful
creatures to be the dominant sentient life formof this planet.

"Marginally," Liu nurmured approvingly. "If they' re |eaving eggs on a
shoreline where stormwaters could wash them away, they're not possessed of
very great intelligence.”

"Just beauty," Ben said. "Perhaps we'll find large and rel ated types of
t he sane evol utionary ancestors for you, Liu."
Liu shrugged diffidently as he turned back to their canpfire. "If we

do, we do."

They made notes of what they had witnessed and then turned in for the
night. The next day had them exam ning the reef systems jutting out fromthe
island, and its smaller conpanions. A trip to the nore tropical eastern
peni nsul a showed them a conplicated system simlar to coral, with fossils of
the sane thing going right back, Ben estinmated, some five hundred mllion
years. At least this was a viable ecology, not a stal emated
tropi cal -rai n-forest dense ecol ogy, with the various elenments, so to speak
taking in each other's washing. Such transitory ecologies did reinforce Ben's
theory of a recent nmeteorite stormrather than an ice-age hiatus in evolution

The bare circles were planetw de, except at the caps and one snall band
of the southern heni sphere, and though the survey team had thoroughly
i nvestigated, they could not find the neteorites that might have been the
cause. Nor, Ben fretted, were any of the circles either deep enough or
overlapping in the pattern caused by a nultiple nmeteorite inpact.

The northern hem sphere, though in part blanketed by thick snows, was
duly cored for soil and rock sanplings. Mid flats, emtting the usual dense
sul furous funes all over the central plain's vast river delta, produced nore
regularities than differences, and certainly a plethora of pronising bacteria
over which Shavva crowed. Farther inland, up the broad navigable riverway,

t hey found adequate | odes, of iron, copper, nickel, tin, vanadium bauxite,
and even some germani um but none of the generous quantities of nmetals and
m nerals that would interest a mning consortium

On the next-to-last norning of their survey, Ben found gold nuggets in a

brash nmountain stream



"A real old-fashioned world," he remarked, tossing and catching the
heavy nuggets in his hand. "Ad Earth once had free gold in streans, too.
Anot her parallel."

Shavva | eaned over and took one that was an al nost perfect drop, holding
it between thunb and forefinger.

"My loot," she said, dropping it into her belt pouch

She found one extrenely interesting plant on the upper section of the
eastern peninsula: a vigorous tree whose bark when bruised in the fingers,
gave off a pungent snell. That evening, she nmade an infusion of the bark
sniffing appreciatively of its aroma. Enpiric tests showed that it was not
toxic, and her judicious sip of the infusion nmade her sigh with pl easure.

"Try it, Liu, tastes great!"

Liu regarded the thin dark liquid with suspicion, but he, too, found the
odor stimulating to his salivary glands and wet his |lips, smacking to spread
the taste. "Hmmm not bad. Bit watery. Infuse it a bit |onger, or reduce
the liquid. You m ght have sonething here."

Ben joined in the sanmpling, and when Shavva experinmented with grindi ng
the bark and filtering hot water through it, he approved the result.

"A sort of combination of coffee and chocolate, | think, with a spicy
aftertaste. Not bad."

So Shawa harvested a quantity of the bark, and they used it as a
beverage for the remmining two days. She even saved enough to bring back to
Castor as a treat

Though none of the three nade nention of the fact, they were all sorry
to |l eave the planet and yet relieved that there had been no further accidents
or untoward circunstances. Barring some unforeseen factor, discovered in the
anal yses of soil, vegetation, and biol ogi cal sanples, they were all three
quite willing to let Castor initial it P.E R N --parallel Earth, resources
negligible. He added a Cin the top corner of the report, indicating that the
pl anet was suitable for col onization

That is, if any colonial group wanted to settle on a pastoral planet,
far off the established trade routes, and about as far fromthe center of the
Federated Sentient headquarters as one could go in the known gal axy.

THE DOLPH NS BELL

When Jim Tillek activated the red-alert recall sequence on the Big Bell at
Monaco Bay, Teresa's pod, with Ki bby and Amadeus | eapi ng and diving right
along with her, was there within mnutes, Wthin the hour, the ones |ed by
Aphro, China, and Captiva arrived--a total of seventy, counting the three
youngest calved only that year. Young nmales and solitaries surged in from al
directions, squee-eeing, clicking, chuffing |loudly, and perform ng incredible
aquabatics as they came. Few dol phins had ever heard that particul ar sequence
on the Big Bell, so they were eager to learn why it had been rung.

"Way ring the red?" Teresa demanded, bobbing her head up in front of
Jim who stood, |egs spread for bal ance, on the rocking float anchored at the
end of Monaco Wharf. Her nose bore the many scratches and scars of age, as
wel | as of an aggressive personality. She tended to assune the role of
Speaker for Dol phins.

The float was broad and wide, nearly the |length of the end of the wharf,
and was traditionally where the dol phineers held conferences with pods or
i ndividuals. This was al so where the dol phins came to report unusua
occurrences to the Bay Watch, or for rare instances when they required nedica
attention. The end tinbers were snoother than the others, due to the
dol phi ns' habit of rubbing agai nst them

Above the float hung the Big Bell, its belfry sturdily attached to a
massi ve si x-by-six nol ded-plastic pylon well footed on the seafl oor bel ow
The chai n the dol phins yanked to sumon humans now idly sl apped agai nst the
pylon with the action of the |ight sea.



"We | andf ol k have troubl e and need dol phin help,"” Jimsaid. He pointed
i nl and, where clouds of white and gray snoke curled om nously into the sky
fromtwo of the three previously dormant vol canoes. "W nust |eave this place
and take fromhere all that can be noved. Do the other pods cone?"

"Big trouble?" Teresa asked, |eisurely swi nmm ng beyond the bulk of the
wharf to check the direction in which Jimhad pointed. She raised herself
hi gh above the water, turning first one, then the other, eye to assess the
situation. Her sides showed the rakings of nmany years' contact with both
anorous and angry males. "Big smoke. Wbrse than Young Muntain."

"Bi ggest ever," Jimsaid, for a nmonent wi shing that the eternal cheerful
expression on dol phin faces did not seemso out of place right now Not when
the colony's main settlenment, with its | abs, homes, vital stores, and the work
of nearly nine years, was going to be covered in ash, at the very |east, or
bl own conpletely to bits if they were very unl ucky.

"Where you go?" Teresa reversed her direction and stopped in front of
Jim giving himher conplete and seriously cheerful attention. "Back to sick
ocean wor | d?"

"No." Jimshook his head vigorously. Since the dol phins had passed the
fifteen-year journey on the colony ships in cold sleep, they had had no sense
of the passage of tine. Froman installation in the Atlantic Ccean, they had
entered their water-filled travel accommpdati ons and had not been awakened
until they arrived at the waters of Monaco Bay. "W go north."

Teresa ducked her bottlenose, flinging a spray of water at himas if
agreeing. Then, dropping her head in the water, she gave forth to the nenbers
of her pod a rapid series of word noises too fast for Jimto follow though
over the past eight years on Pern, he'd | earned a good deal of dol phin
vocabul ary.

Ki bby glided to one side of Teresa, and Captiva bobbed up on the other
all three regarded Jimearnestly.

"Sandman, Oregon," Captiva said distinctly, "are in Wst Flow. They
turn, return as fast as the ftux allows.'

Then Aleta and Maximllian abruptly arrived, adroitly avoiding a
collision with the others. Pha pushed neatly in, too, as he was never one to
be left out on the periphery.

"Echo from Cass. They speed back. New sun see them here," Pha said,
and bl ew fromhis hole to enphasize the inportance of his report.

"Yes, they do have the farthest to conme," Jimsaid. That pod was based
in the waters around Young Muntain, hel ping the seismc team But dol phins
could swwmall night, and Cass was one of the oldest and nost reliable of the
f enal es.

The waters around the sea end of the Monaco Wharf facility were now so
packed with dol phins that, when sone of the dol phineers arrived, Theo Force
remarked dryly that they could probably have wal ked on dol phins across the
wi de nmouth of Monaco Bay and never got their feet wet.

Sone of the nine dol phineers and seven apprentices actually took | onger
to arrive than their marine friends, since the humans had to sled in from
their stakeholds. Luckily, both JimTillek's forty-foot sloop, Southern
Cross, and Per Pagnesjo's Perseus yawl were in port. Anders Sejby had radioed
that the Mayfl ower was under full sail and would be there by dusk, while Pete
Veranera thought he'd have the Maid in on the |late-night tide. The Pernese
Venturer and Captain Kaarvan had not yet reported in. She was the largest, a
two- mast ed schooner with a deep draft, and slower than the other four

Once all the humans reported in, Jimtersely explained that, with one of
t he vol canoes about to erupt, Landing had to be evacuated and everyone mnust
help to get as many supplies as possible to safety around Kahrain Head. The
| arger ships would be taking their |oads as far as Paradi se Ri ver Hol d;
al t hough that would be too far for the smaller craft, everything that fl oated
was to be used to shift materiel as far as Kahrain.

"We've got to transport all that?" Ben Byrne cried in aggrieved tone as
he flung an armtoward the wharfside, where enornous piles of materiel were



bei ng deposited by sleds of all sizes. He was a snmall, conpact nan with crisp
bl ond hair nearly white fromsun bleach. H s wife, Claire, who worked with
himat Paradise River, stood at his side. "There aren't that many ships of
any decent size and if you think the dol phins can--"

"W've only to get it to Kahrain, Ben," Jimsaid, |laying a steadying
hand on the younger man's shoul der

"dick! dick!" Teresa managed an ear-piercing shout for attention
"We do that, we do that!" Amadeus, Pha, and Ki bby agreed, noddi ng vi gorously.

"Ye daft finnies, you'd burst yerselves," Ben cried, incensed, waggi ng
his arms at the dol phins facing himto be quiet.

"W can, we can, we can," and half the dol phins crowding the end of the
wharf heaved thensel ves up out of the water to tailwalk in their enthusiasm
Sonehow t hey managed not to crash into the seething mass of podmates who
ducked out of the way underwater with split-second timng. Such antics were
repeated by many, all across the waters of the bay.

"Look what you started, Cap'n!" Ben cried in an extravagant show of
despair. "Dammed fool fin-faces! You wanna burst your guts?"

Sonetimes, JimTillek thought, Ben was as uninhibited as any of the
whi nsi cal | y i npetuous dol phins he was supposed to "nanage." The difference
between their enthusiasmand the reality of their assistance lay in the fact
that all adult dol phins had spent a period training with human partners,
learning to come to the aid of stranded swi nmers and sail ors and,
occasional ly, damaged sailing craft. They were delighted to have a chance to
practice on such a scale.

Har nesses fromthe training sessions were avail abl e--and nore coul d be
cobbl ed together--to hitch dol phin teams to any of the smaller sailing craft.
A big yoke already existed, contrived for the ore barge that the dol phins had
several tines hauled from Drake's Lake. But never had the settlers had to
call on all the dol phins.

"We've known sonething big was up," Jan Regan said, her manner nuch
cal mer as befit the senior dol phineer. She gave a snort that was hal f-Iaugh
"They' ve been squee-eeing |ike nutters about underwater changes around here,"
she added, flicking her hand at the crowded bay. "But you know how sone of
t hem exagger ate!"

"Hah!  Wth Picchu bl owi ng snoke rings, of course the'd know sonething's
goi ng to happen,"” Ben said, having recovered his equilibrium "Question is,
how nuch time do we have before Picchu bl ows?"

"It isn't Picchu that's going to blow, " Jimbegan as gently as possible.
He allowed the startled reaction to subside before he continued. "It's
Gar ben. "

"Knew we shoul dn't have named a nountain for that old fart," Ben
nut t er ed.

Jimcontinued. "Mre inportant, Patrice can't give us a tine frane."
That stunned even the solid and unfl appabl e Bernard Shattuck. "All he can do
is warn us when the eruption is immnent."

"Li ke how i nm nent?" Bernard asked soberly.

"An hour or two. The increasing sulfur-to-chlorine ratio neans the
magma i s rising. W've two, nmaybe three days with just sul fur and ash--"

"The ash | don't mind. It's the sulfur that's so appalling.”" Helga
Duf f sai d, coughing.

"The real problemis--'
of pyroclastic mssile danger."

"Range of what?" Jan screwed her face up at the technical term She
knew as much as any human coul d about dol phins, but she tended to ignore
techni cal jargon.

"Range of what heavy stuff the vol cano can throw out at us,’
al nost apol ogetically.

"Wirse than the ash and snoke al ready com ng down?" Efram asked
Al t hough they hadn't been standing on the wharf that long, their wet suits
were already gray with vol cani c ash.

Ji m paused again. "Mnaco is also within range

Ji m sai d,



"The big stuff, boulders, all kinds of nolten debris.

"But we have Threadfall at Maori Lake this afternoon," young Gunnar
Schultz said, looking totally confused by the conflict of inperatives.

"W have to get all the materiel we can to Kahrain as soon as possibl e,
and that is the immediate priority, folks. Thread' Il have to wait its turn,"”
Jimsaid with his usual wy hunor. "All available craft are to be used, and
the call's gone out to owners to either get here or appoint a surrogate. So
all we have to do is explain to pod | eaders what has to be done and the kind
of cooperation we need fromthem" He began passing out copies of the
evacuation plans that Enily Boll, the colony's co-leader with Admiral Paul
Benden, had given himforty mnutes before. He glanced anxi ously overhead,
where three heavy sl eds seened about to collide. "Damm 'em Look, read the
overall plans while | go organize sonme air-traffic control."

The dol phineers dutifully read the evacuation plan, though Jan ski nmed
ahead to their responsibilities: the stuff building up on the beach. Loads
were all color-coded Red and orange were priority, and red was fragile, for
i medi ate transfer to Kahrain. Yellow would have to go in a hull of sone
ki nd; green and bl ue were waterproofed and coul d be towed.

Jimstuck his head out of the control-roomw ndow. "Lilienkanp's
sendi ng us druns, wood, l|ines, and whatever nen he can spare fromhis Supply
Depot to lash rafts together. At |least the weather report's good. Decide
whi ch of the dol phins can be trusted to pull--"

"Any one of 'emyou ask," Ben said indignhantly.

"And we'll need sone sensible dol phs to swimescort on the smaller sai
craft. Keeerist, what's that driver doing?" Leaning his |long frane as far
out of the w ndow as he could, Jimbegan waving both [ong arms shoreward to
ward a heavy sled away fromcolliding with two snaller ones that were trying
to slide into the tight |anding spaces on the strand. "Do the best you can!"
he shouted at his team and pulled his head back in to restore sonme order to
the traffic heading toward the bay.

"Jan, you, Ef, and nme explain," Ben said. "Bernard, start organizing
those red and orange | oads for the Cross and the Perseus already tied up
Let's get some of the larger small craft in to |load. By then the pod
| eaders' Il know what's expected and can make assignments of escorts. You
others, start checking with the sail craft, find out their load linmts. Try
to keep track of what went with whom-" He broke off, realizing the
nonunent al task ahead of them "W'|l need sonme hand recorders . . . You
guys get started. |1'lIl see if | can liberate us a few 'corders. There have
to be sorme. " His voice trailed off as he clinbed up the |adder to the
wharf office.

"Right after we tell the fins what they're to do, we organi ze sone sea
police, huh?" Bernard said.

"Right, man! Right!" Eramsaid with heartfelt agreement. "Now then
let's brief the pods. "

As they were all suited up, they noved along the I ength of the float,
spotting their individual pod | eaders. Then, gesturing to the dol phins to
gi ve them sone space, they junped in. It was the easiest way to i npress on
i ndi vi dual dol phins their particul ar tasks.

There was a sudden swirling of water around the dol phineers as the
dol phins chose their favorite swiming partners. Despite the crush, Teresa
energed right by Jan Regan, Kibby by Efram Ben got splashed by a well -ained
sweep of Amadeus's right flipper

"Cut that out, Anmie. This is serious," Ben said.

"No rough stuff?" Amadeus asked, and clicked in surprise.

"Not today," Ben said, and gave Ammie an affectionate scratch between
the pectorals to take the sting out of the reprimand. Then he put his whistle
in his mouth and bl ew t hree sharp notes.

Heads, human and dol phin, turned in his direction. Letting his |egs
dangl e besi de Anadeus and resting one hand lightly on the dol phin's nose, Ben
outlined the problem and what assi stance was required.



"Kahrain near," Teresa said, chuffing energetically from her bl owhole.

"You have to make many trips," Jan said, indicating the growi ng pile of
crates, boxes, and nets of every size and col or

"So?" Kibby responded. "W start.”

Ef ram grabbed Ki bby by the cl osest pectoral. "W need aisles"--he
denonstrated parallels with his arns--"incom ng, outgoing. W need escorts
for the snmaller ships. W need teans for the bigger rafts and barges."

"Two, three teans to change to keep speed," Dart said, nudgi ng Theo
Force. "I know who thinks who is strongest. | go get them You get
harness." Wth one of those incredible flips a dol phin body was capabl e of
perform ng, Dart lived up to her name, arcing over several bodies and neatly
reentering the water. Her disappearing dorsal fin showed the speed at which
she was traveling.

"I get harness," Theo echoed, making a foolish grinmace at the others.
"I get harness," she said again, as she swamwi th confident strokes to the
nearest of the pier ladders. "Wy is she always one step ahead of ne?"

" 'Cause she swins faster," Toby Duff yell ed.

"We, Kibby nme, police lanes," Oregon inforned Toby. "Use flag bobbers?"

Jan started to giggle. "Wy do we bother telling them anything?" she

sai d.

"Fl ag buoys coming up," Toby said, swiming for the | adder nearest the
storage sheds where the raci ng buoys were kept. "Geen for incomng, red for
out goi ng. "

"There should be enough,"” Eframsaid, following him "fromthe w nter
regattas."

"These all the ships?" Teresa asked, swi shing herself high enough on
her tail to | ook up and down the wharf.
"There should be a dozen or nore |luggers and sloops coming in fromthe

coastal and downriver stakeholds,” Jan told her. "The bigger ones can sai
right on down to Paradi se River, but whatever we get around Kahrain Head' |l be
saf e enough. "

"Busy, busy," Teresa said and | ooked happi er than usual. "New thing to

do. Good fun."
Jan grabbed her left fin. "Not fun, Tessa. Not fun!" And she shook

her finger in front of Teresa's left eye. "Dangerous. Hard. Long hours."
Teresa's expression was as close to a diffident shrug as a dol phin could
cone. "My fun not your fun. This ny fun. You keep afloat. Hear nme?"

By the time JimTillek had nanaged to organize air traffic and get sonme beach
wardens into position, the two | anes had been established with red and green
buoys; three teans of the biggest nmal es had been harnessed to the big barge,
whi ch had been filled with fragile red | oads and was al ready under way. The
first flotilla of smaller sail craft followed, dol phin-towed out of the
congested harbor area to the point where they could safely hoist canvas on
their way to Kahrain. Escort dol phins had been assigned.

"We're never going to keep track of this stuff,” Ben nuttered to Claire.
She had organi zed sonething to eat for the dol phineers while her dol phin
friend, Tory, was busy with his team hauling blue and green cargo out to
di nghi es and other | ess seaworthy craft.

Even the smaller craft, kayaks, and the big cerenonial canoe were being
pressed into service. These would have to be very closely watched, as they
were manned by rel atively inexperienced sailors, many of them preteens.

JimTillek had seen that they all had energency jackets and gear, and
knew exactly how to call a dolphin to their aid. The supply of whistles had
run out, which worried some of the | ess conpetent kids, but Theo Force had
Dart denonstrate how fast she could cone to their aid if they nerely sl apped
the water hard with both hands.

"Those cl odheaded | andl ubbers are nore trouble than anyone else,” Jim
said, striding | andward on the wharf, raising his bullhorn to chew out sone
Landi ng residents who were addi ng househol d goods to the stack of red priority



cargo. Sone of the colonists who had remained at the Landing site as

adm nistrators felt they should have certain perks. Well, not in this crisis,
they didn't. H's patience worn out, he strode to the nearest sled, haul ed the
driver out, and ordered himto put back in what he had just unloaded. When
that was done, Jimflew the sled to be unloaded with the other "space
avai |l abl e" cargo at the far end of the strand. Then Jimtook the sled,
despite its owner's vol uble conplaints, and used it for the rest of the day to
be sure goods carted down from Landing went into the appropriate areas. The
sled al so gave himsufficient altitude to keep an eye on what was happeni ng
everywhere on the Bay.

Wth a | eeward breeze keepi ng nost of the volcanic fumes wafting away
from Monaco, Jimwas sonetimes startled to | ook inland and see how steadily
the fumarol es on Garben and Picchu enitted clouds of white and gray, and
probably noxi ous gases. He also felt a pang of near terror as he saw the nass
of things to be renobved frompyroclastic activity. They'd need a ruddy
armada. . . Wy couldn't they send nore stuff by air?

Yet he couldn't deny that a steady flow of sleds of all sizes gave proof
that imrense quantities were being flown out. Even the young dragons had
panni ers of some kind strapped behind their riders.

W ping his sooted brow with a kerchief nearly nessier than his face, Jim
wat ched the graceful creatures reach a high thermal and start the long glide
down to the Kahrain cove. |If they'd only nore dragons, nore power packs, nore
shi ps, nore. .

Soneone tugged his arm Toby Duff directed his attention to a raft that
was founderi ng.

"Dam fool didn't bal ance the |oad," he began, even as dol phins pushed
agai nst sagging barrels and pallets to keep themfromfloating off. "I can't
be everywhere. " He groaned.

"You're giving a good inpression of it," Toby remarked at his driest.
"Look, under control."

"But they aren't bringing it back in to be repacked," Ji mbegan

"Use the binocs, Jim CQunnar's there. Seens |ike he has it under
control. What | need your advice on is can we cocoon in plastic sonme of the
red and orange and entrust small |oads to younger dol phins who can't help with
the heavier stuff?"

Jimthought, glancing at the barely |owered stack of priority goods.
"Better give it atry. Better than having the stuff fried pyroclastically."

Toby gave himan uncertain grin, then a genuine |laugh, and trotted off
to wharfside, junmping into the water to make the necessary assignnents.

Al too quickly, the swift tropical dusk descended and there was a
scurry to determ ne how many of the ill-assorted carriers had made it safely
to Kahrain, how many in transit would need lighting or other help, and what,
if any, casualties or |osses there had been.

To Jim s amazenent, there were only ninor casualties human and dol phin:
scrapes, bruises, cuts, and the occasional wenched nuscle; even after Ben
continually excused his record taking, they discovered very little | oss of
common cargo and none of the red or orange priorities.

Each pod | eader reported to Monaco Wharf that they were off to eat and
woul d return at dawn. Not for the first tine did Jimand the dol phi neers envy
the creatures who could put half their brains to sleep and continue to
function perfectly.

Sone thoughtful person had put a kettle of stew, |oaves of bread, and a
pile of biscuits on the long table in the wharf office and, with little
di scussion, the hungry served thenmsel ves. Then, finding sufficient floor
space, they curled up in blankets, old heavy-weather gear, and whatever el se
sufficed to keep tired bodies warm Sonme of those sleepers were anong those
settlers lucky enough to have bonded with one or nore fire-lizards, the
beautiful creatures nmentioned in the EEC Survey report. Now, while their
humans sl ept, those fire-lizards arranged thenselves on the pier their
sparkling eyes rivaling the emergency lights up and down the | ong



install ation.

The Big Bell roused all the sleepers and brought Jimand Ef ram stunbling out
of the office to see what the problemwas. Kibby and Dart were fighting over
who was to pull the chain next.

"Morni ng, norning, norning" was the chant from several hundred dol phins,
as fresh and eager as they had been the day before for the great new fun their
| andfri ends had di scovered to pl ease them

Jimand Efram groaned, |eaning into each other in sleepy incoherence. A
seaward breeze made the com ng day's work arduous: sulfur- and
chlorine-tainted air caused eyes to water and irritated throats and nasa
passages. The dol phins seenmed | ess affected, which was a bl essi ng; hal fway
t hrough that day, nost of the human swi nmrers were forced to use masks and
oxygen tanks in the water and out. Al so, there were nore energencies, caused
by tired people, stiff-nuscled fromunaccustoned |abors, valiantly trying to
exceed the previous day's quota.

Ski ppering the Southern Cross, |aden to the scuppers with a cargo of
preci ous medi cal supplies, Jimspent nore tinme on the conunit, issuing
suggestions and orders, and trying to keep his tenper over asinine errors that
woul d never have been so dangerous at any other time. The sea path between
Monaco and Kahrain was a mass--and a mess--of ill-assorted craft, struggling
to transport beyond their capacities. Twi ce the Cross passed di nghi es afl oat
only by virtue the pairs of dol phins keeping themup on the surface of the
wat er .

The third nmorning, Jimsunmarily ordered all small craft under seven
nmeters out of the water at Kahrain. Mst, of their crews he left behind to
hel p unl oad the Il arger ships and the dol phins, who he deci ded made better, and
faster, transporters of small to nediumsized packets.

"Smart of you, Jim" Theo Force said that evening when they gathered on
board the Cross for the eastward leg. "Kids got a big kick out of how often
"their' dol phins made the trip. They even started snatching tidbits for 'em
as treats. Not that they could catch nmuch fish with the waters so churned."

"And my heart wasn't in my nmouth so nuch," Caire Byrne said, "thinking
of all that could go wong with those cockl eshells.™

"Weat her's disinproving,” Bernard Shattuck renarked.

"Too heavy for the seven-nmeter hulls?" Jimasked, perusing the lists of
cargo still piled on the Monaco strand. The day's hard work had shown a
definite |l owering of the mass.

"Wth the nore experienced crews," Shattuck said after a thoughtful
pause, "but 1'd feel happier if they had dol phin escorts. How re the dol phs

hol di ng up?"
Jimsnorted, while Theo managed a weary chuckl e.
"Then?" Eframsaid with utter disgust. "They're enjoying this gane we

t hought up for their amusenent!”

Ben was grinning as he | eaned forward, el bows on his knees, hands
cradling a hot drink. "D dja hear that the pods seemto have sone sort of
conpetition goi ng between then?"

"Based on what ?"

"Wei ght hauled,” Ben said with a wy grin. "You'll have noticed em
hunpi ng the single packs about? Wighin' in."

"No damage, | hope,"” Jimsaid, trying to sound severe, although the
whol e notion of the conpetition tickled him Leave it to the dol phins!

Nature's born hunorists. He wished there'd been otters still alive on Earth
when the Pern col ony was being organi zed. They, too, had been creatures who
knew how to anuse thenselves with the strangest objects! He sighed. "W

can't afford to | ose anything we've been entrusted to get to Kahrain safely.”
"Once we get it all to Kahrain, what happens then, Captain?" Gunnar
asked wearily.
"Why then, ny hearties, we have tine to deci de what has to be brought on
the fleetest winds and vessels to the north." There were sufficient groans to



cause himto smile reassuringly. "But with nore |leisure available to nmake
choi ces. "
"It's a fair ol' haul to the place they've chosen in the north,"” Anders
Sejby said in a neutral tone. He was a big man, phlegmatic in tenperanent,
but astonishingly agile physically. He had big hands, big feet, broad
shoul ders, and solid legs that threatened to burst the seans of his
wat er proofed trousers. He tended to go bare-chested, and barefooted, but
there wasn't a mariner on the planet that wouldn't sail anywhere with him Jim

Tillek included. "Any sort of a pier there? O do we have to lighter stuff in
fromthe bigger ships?"
Jimgave hima blank stare. "I dunno. 1'Il find out."

"You mean," asked Ben, who fired up easily, "we're busting our nuts
doing all this and we've got to--"

Jimheld up his hand to stem Ben's indi gnant protest.

"All will be prepared for us there."

"Bet it wasn't until you nmentioned it," Ben said sourly.

"Be not of faint heart, Ben," Jimsaid, laying his hand in a benedictory

fashi on on the dol phineer's salt-encrusted curls. "By the time we get there,
we' Il have wharf facilities. The good Adnmiral Benden solemly promi sed ne."
Ben snorted, unrepentant.
"Now, " Jimwent on, "let's sort out what we've got to nove tonorrow. "

Gar ben noved first. The warning they received gave thema scant two hours and
t he advice that everything that could | eave Monaco shoul d be gone well before
that time limt. Later, no one had any coherent nenories of that period. The

wharf was a frenzy of activity; still, neither of the bigger ships, the Cross
or the Perseus, was fully | oaded when the alarmcane. They were sailed far
enough out of the projected danger area. |If the wharf--and the cargo--was

| eft when the eruption was over, they would go back in and finish | oadi ng.
Everyone did have nmenories of Garben's spectacul ar eruption, seen at a
saf e enough distance to be clear of the pyroclastic debris. It was truly
awe-inspiring, and i mensely heartbreaking, to see the comunity that they had
achieved in such a short time showered with ash and burning mssiles, then
di sappeari ng behi nd dense gray cl oud
"Did everyone get out?" Theo called fromthe waters on the starboard
side of the Cross.

"So we were told," Jimsaid. "D you want to cone aboard?"

Theo rai sed her eyebrows at the already overcrowded sl oop

"Lord, no, Jim |I'msafer with Dart." On cue, the dol phin surfaced and
pushed her fin against the hand Theo idly circled as she trod water. "See

what | nean. Her voice dwindled as the sleek little dol phin propelled
her farther fromthe ship and Monaco Bay.

At last all but a few damaged | oads and ot her debris had been burned or
buri ed by the beach wardens, and Jimallowed the Cross, as the last ship, to
| eave Monaco Bay.

"\What about the bell?" Ben asked just as the gangpl ank was being pul | ed
up.

Ji m paused, squinting up at the bell. "Leave it. The dol phins get such
a kick out of ringing it."

"Even with no one to hear?"

Ji m heaved a sigh. "Frankly, Ben, | don't have the energy right nowto
dismantle it." He |ooked around at the decks cranmed wi th | ashed-down
pallets. "Hell, where would we put a thing as big as that?" Then he shook
his head. "W can cone back for it. Ezra'll be wanting to check the Aivas
i nterface once the vol canoes have settled.” Then he gave the orders to
rel ease the lines forward and aft. "Yeah, we'll get it next trip."

He did note the sadness on Ben's face as the bell, and the wharf,

receded fromsight. Not even the gay escort of two pods of dol phins seened to
cheer the man. Paradi se R ver had becone Ben's real hone, and now it would
have to be abandoned. A lot nore than a bell had been | eft behind at



Landi ng--and yet the bell seemed to synbolize it all. They sailed on, through
t he murky, reeking atnosphere that Garben and Picchu had nade of the
once-cl ear air of Mnaco Bay.

Kahrai n was scarcely better organized than the Bay had been, but there were
hot baths and decent food avail able, and a chance to let tired bodies sleep
until they were truly rested. The evacuation had gone snoothly enough, thanks
to Emily Boll's foresight. The only casualties had been, unfortunately, one
young dragonrider and his bronze dragon who had collided with a sled--or, as
Emily put it in an expressionless voice, attenpted to avoid a collision by
goi ng between, as the fire-lizards did. The young dragon's instinct had not
been sufficient to bring them back from wherever between was, and the other
young dragonriders were suffering fromtrauna.

"I told themto take the day off," she said, clearing her throat
authoritatively, ignoring the fact that Sean, de facto | eader of the
dragonriders, had told her in no uncertain terms that he and his group would
not be available for work until the next day.

"But the dragon actually went between?" Jim asked amazed.

Em |y nodded briskly, blinking against a sudden noisture in her eyes.
"I saw. . . Duluth do it. He and Marco were there, midair, one nonent, the
sl ed descending on top of them and then. . . gone!" She cleared her
throat again. "So, if we have to find sone good out of the tragedy, there it
is. The dragons can do what the fire-lizards can. Now, if their riders can
now figure out howto do it ona. . . safe, return basis, we may yet have
our aerial force."

"Ri ght now, though, it's the naval forces we nust organize," Paul said,
standing up and lighting the screen of his work terminal. "Fortunately,
there's a good warehouse at Paradi se Ri ver where we can stash nonvita
supplies for later runs.”

"So we do use the small craft again?" Per Pagnesjo, captain of the
Per seus, asked.

Paul nodded. "For one thing, those sailers are intrinsically valuable
in themsel ves and not just for what we can load on them" He turned to the
dol phi neers. "How are your friends standing up to this?"

Theo gave a bark just as Ben snorted. "It's a nice new gane we've

figured out for them" Theo answered.

"d ad someone's finding sone enjoynent out of all this,” Paul said with
agrimsmle.

"Trust dol phins for that,

Theo said. Her genuine grin turned Paul's

into one less strained. "Well, we don't need to rush so much to get to
Par adi se, do we? That'l|l make it easier and safer."

"We' || have to use personnel who are not slated for the next Threadfall
t hough, " Paul added, switching his termnal to another setting. "W had to

| et Maori Lake take its chances, but we've got to keep Thread burrows to a
m ni mum "

"Even if we're abandoning the southern continent?" Theo asked.

"We're not abandoning the continent, nor entirely renoving everyone,"
Paul said. "Drake wants to continue; so do the Gallianis, the Logorides; and
the Sem nol e, Key Largo, and lerne Island groups. Tarvi's keeping the nines
and the snelters going. Since they work underground or in the cenment bl ock
sheds, they're reasonably safe from Thread, though food resources may have to
be augmented from our supplies.”

"They may have to cone north in the end, if we can't supply themfrom
our stores,"” Enmly said sadly.

"So. . ." Paul said, briskly bringing the neeting back to the matter
at hand. "Joel's got some inperative supplies that ought to be shifted
i medi ately north. Kaarvan, your ship has the biggest capacity: Can you
undert ake that voyage while the other ships redistribute | oads and fol |l ow when
| aden? Desi, can you give hima hand with the manifests?"

"If I get my crewto it now, we can shift and rel oad cargo and be ready



to sail by the evening tide," Kaarvan replied with a nod, and left w thout
further conment.

"Desi, | want mani fests of every crate and carton you take, red and
orange," Joel Lilienkanp shouted after his assistant, and received a
backhanded wave. "How'--Joel turned to the others, hands upraised in helpless
resignation-- "are we going to keep track of what is where and.
everything."

For the first tine since JimTillek had known the abl e conm ssary chi ef,
he saw the energetic nan at a | oss, overwhel med by the magnitude of the task
Joel had had everything so neatly catal oged and organi zed at Landing: he had
al ways known exactly on what shelf in what building any particular item was
stored. But even his | egendary eidetic menory woul d be unable to cope with
the present confusion. Jimfelt a deep sympathy for Joel

"Joel," Emly said firmy but somehow soot hingly, "no one but you could
have pulled off such a conprehensive evacuati on of goods and people."

Perhaps only Jimnoticed the order of inportance inplied in her
conpliment, and he rubbed his face to hide an appreciative grin. 1In Joel's
| exi con, people could take care of themselves, but goods had to be taken care
of, and their location should be known at any tinme of day or night.

Joel shrugged. "It's what'll happen now that deeply concerns ne.
There're materials we have got to have i medi ate access to, and unless | have
the records of all the | oads that went out of Landing by sled, as well as
t hose taken by boat from Monaco. "

At that point, Johnny Greene canme in, |ooking jaded but also gl oating.
"Don't anyone ever say 'it can't be done' in ny presence," he announced to
all. Joel perked up expectantly as Johnny went on. "GCGot generators up and
runnin', and ten terminals. Programred to take visual, audio, recorder inputs
and then correlate. WII that do you for now, Joel?"

"I't nost certainly will." Joel bounced to his feet as if he hadn't just
been in the depths of despondency. "Were've you got them set up? Lead ne."
He got as far as the shelter door before he turned back. "I'll need
per sonnel . "

"Whoever isn't doing sonething el se | hereby authorize you to draft
until those records are transferred,” Paul said with a chuckle. But his
anusement died as he turned back to his own screens, pursing his lips with two
fingers. "We still have sone pretty hairy problens. Ezra, can you al so put
back on your captain's hat? W'Il have to take the snmaller craft along the
shoreline all the way to Key Largo before we make a final dash across to the
northern continent. | can't see any other way of getting all the people and
materiel there. One vast convoy, with dol phin support, keeping one of the
bi gger ships as guardian, while the others make straight journeys from Kahrain
or Paradise to the Fort?"

"Let's also count on shifting the convoy guard ship now and again," Jim
sai d after exchanging a quick glance with Ezra. "Even with decent
weat her--and that eruption's going to ness weat her patterns past the
predi ctable point--it's going to be sone safari."”

"But can it be done?" Paul asked.

Jimtw sted one shoulder. "W got here. We'Il| get there. Sooner or
later."

"It's the later that worries ne," Paul responded.

Ji m haul ed his recorder out of his pocket and tapped out a query.
"Well, let's just see what we can do, Paul." He peered down at Benden
qui zzically. "You and Emw |l go north"--he grinned in lazy irony--"to
prepare a place for us. . . so d you want to be admral of the Pernese

Navy, Ez, or do | get the short straw this tinme?"

"Let's stick to being captains and working as a team as we usually do,"
Ezra replied in his dry fashion, but he clanped an affectionate hand on Jims
shoul der as he peered over at the recorder's data.

"Not all the stuff's been Iifted out of Landing yet," Joel said, poking
his head in through the door. "I'morganizing all available sleds to bring up



the last. Can | get the dra--"

Emily held up her hand. "They'll be back on line tonorrow, Joel!"

Joel scrunched his eyes shut and grinmaced. "Sorry. Tonmorrow |l be good
enough. " And he was gone again.

"There was a fleet like this once before,” Jimsaid to Theo Force, who
was the dol phineer on duty at the time the Southern Cross was | eading the way
out of Kahrain Cove.

"Li ke that?" Theo jerked her thumb over her shoul der at the strung-out
line of ill-assorted vessels. Dressed in her body wet suit, breather flung
over one shoulder to be ready for use instantly, she had stretched out her
strong tanned | egs on her side of the cockpit. Jimhad an eye for a shapely
| eg, even one generally showing scars from many brushes wi th underwater
obstacles. He was al so becom ng accustomed to Theo's subtly attractive face.
Well into her third decade, she was not a conventionally pretty woman, but her
rather plain features neverthel ess indicated her strong character and
pur posef ul ness.

"Yup, something |like the odd-bods fleet we have here," Jim said,
squinting at the way the mainsail was filling with a wind that was nore
capricious than he liked for the beginning of this bizarre escort duty. "Long
ti me back now, but one of those bright nmonents in human history when people
rise to an al nost inpossible challenge.™

"Ch?" Theo never found JimTillek boring, especially when he started
yarning. She knew that he had sailed every sea on old Earth and sone on the
newer colony planets, as well, in between his interstellar voyages as the
captain of a drone freighter. Over the past few days she'd had a chance to
admre the qualities of a man she'd barely chatted with before. Now, keeping
as watchful an eye on their convoy as he did, she listened with pleasure as he
warnmed to his tale.

"Hal f an arny was pinned down on a beach, strafed by enemy aircraft, and
likely all would have been killed there if the small-craft skippers of that
era hadn't saved 'em Dunkirk, that was the nane of the beach they were
trapped on, with safety across a channel a mere thirty-four kilonmeters away."

"Thirty-four klicks?" Theo repeated in surprise, the dark thick arcs of

her eyebrows rising. "Anyone could swimthat."

Jimgrinned at her. "Some athletes did, sort of a rite of passage trial
or for the helluvit, but not three hundred thousand troops in full battle
gear. And--" He waggled his finger at her. "--no dol phins."

"But dol phins have been around for yonks!"

"Not as we know them Theo. Let's see, where was |?"

Theo scrunched down on the cockpit seat, grinning at the subtle
reprimand. Hi s face had a ot of sun winkles, which nmade hi m| ook ol der, but
his body in the tank top and shorts was lean, fit, and tanned. As usual on
board, his feet were bare, showi ng |ong, prehensile toes. Once or tw ce she'd
seen himhold a line tight with just his toes.

"Ah, yes, the Germanics had three hundred thousand British troops pinned
down on the sands of Dunkirk, which was on the European continent, and since
the Brits had no wish to spend the rest of their lives in a prisoner-of-war
canp, they needed to be evacuated across the channel to their honel and,

Engl and. "

"How d they get across the channel in the first place?"

Ji m shrugged. He had broad, bony shoul ders, and only a sprinkling of
hair on his chest, which she preferred to the full pelt she'd seen on so many
other men. "Troopshi ps convoyed 'em over when the hostilities broke out, but
those ports were already in the hands of the Germanics. One crucial problem
wi th Dunkirk was that the beach was very shallow for a good di stance before it
shel ved of f into deep water. No proper docking or wharves for the big-draft
ships totie up at. Only a I ong wooden pier, which the Germanics strafed with



their warplanes. Men were so desperate that they waded out, swi mm ng the | ast
part to clinmb up nets put down the sides of the ships to help 'emboard. Then
someone had the bright idea of getting all available craft fromthe island,
especially pleasure craft with low drafts, so they could sail further in to
the beach to pick up troops. Records have it that even sailing dinghies, no
nore than three neters |ong, nade the passage successfully. And not just once
but time and again until the crews succunbed to exhaustion. But the three
hundred t housand nmen were evacuated. Qite a feat of seamanship and courage."

"I't's no thirty-four klicks of a channel we have to navigate, Jim
Tillek, but the coastline of half a world," Theo said with some acerbity.

"Yes, but we don't have a war going on around us," Jimsaid cheerfully.

"W don't?" Theo asked and gestured over her shoul der to the east,
signi fying the nenace of Thread.

"You've got a point there," Jimadntted. "Though it's not a
peopl e-shooting war. But | believe in starting every journey with a high
heart and in good spirits--and would you send Dart after that fool sloop with
the spotted sail? Where do they think they' re going? They're to tack right
back into position."

He finished his remarks to enmpty air, for Theo had dived as neatly as
her dol phin could over the safety rail and into the water, to be towed swiftly
toward the m screant vessel by Dart.

It was anmazi ng what heights the human spirit could rise to, Ji mthought
as he did a visual check through his binoculars. Theo and Dart reached their
destination, and he could al nost hear the blistering reprinmand she was
i ssuing. She had her arns over the rimof the craft, gesticulating to | eave
no doubt in the young skipper's mind as to where he had erred. He watched as
she trod water, one hand lightly on the dol phin's nmelon, while the little
craft tacked back in Iine. Wen he saw her begin to swi m back toward the
Cross, Dart skipping al ongside her, he put the binocul ars down.

Squinting to the fore of the flotilla, he could see the pennon on the
mast of the five-nmeter yaw that had been put at Ezra Keroon's disposal as
convoy | eader. Ezra hadn't nuch actual sea experience, but he was a superb
navi gat or through any medium Jimhad hinself done the sea charts on this
coastline and knew the waters intimately. There were no reefs or unexpected
dangers to cause problens for the inexperienced. As |long as no ships ventured
too far out where the Geat Eastern Current could catch them sea hazards were
mnimal. Once they got to Key Largo, every one of them would be seasoned
enough for the open-water run across both the Great Currents to the safety of
Fort.

The coast beyond Sadrid to Boca was not that well known to him but he
was counting on the fishermen at Malay and Sadrid, and on Ju Adjai Benden at
Boca, to be fanmiliar with local problens. The sailors at Key Largo Hold had
al so done a fair bit of charting in their coastal waters. Barring the
weat her, they should make it, no nmatter how sl owy.

And the weat her, he thought, |leaning forward to tap the baroneter, could
be an acute problem Volcanic eruptions played havoc with weat her conditions.
There had al ready been sone freak w nds, squalls, and higher-than-normal
tides, but Kahrain Cove had sheltered themfromthe worst. They would
probably arrive in the North just in time for the ash fallout that was already
beginning to filter into the upper air currents to be pushed around the
pl anet. He wondered if the volcanic activity woul d have any effect on
Threadfall. |If one had to find some good out of bad, that would be the option
he'd pick--if he had one.

Two hours later he had to give the orders for the small craft to | and
and the bigger ships to hove to and anchor in a cove. Wnds were picking up
erratic in direction, and therefore especially dangerous to novice sailors,
and so full of ash and grit as to nake visibility poor

If he and Ezra were di sappointed by the progress they had nade that
first day out of Kahrain Cove, they sloughed off queries with any nunber of
| ogi cal explanations. No reason to deflate the good norale of the expedition



The early day did give thema chance to check all the cargoes and work on the
probl em of protecting the ships from Thread. Mst of the forty pleasure boats
were constructed of fiiberglass, with plastic nmasts and boons, so decks and
hul | s were Threadproof. But canvas sails and sone varieties of sheets and
line were not. Two of the colony's plastics experts had spent their first day
afl oat designing rigid plastic sail covers that were Threadproof, but they
still had to solve the problemof how to protect the people on the snaller
craft, sonme of which did not have encl osed cabin space in which to take
shelter. There was also not a sufficient nunber of breathers to allow
passengers to dive under their hulls and remain there during Threadfall

So that evening, Ezra and Jimhad nore conferences on that problem

while all around them the ill-assorted sailors of their convoy gathered
around canpfires to cook the fish they had caught during the day. But it had
been a very busy day, and by nightfall, there were very few who hadn't rolled

up early in their sl eeping bags.

An oily, ashy drizzle and light wi nds nade the next day's sailing |onger
and certainly dirtier. But they managed to pull in to Paradise River's w de
nouth to anchor before darkness fell

Jimand Ezra called a neeting to discuss the possibility of splitting
the flotilla into several sections to nake better progress. The |arger ships
were constantly having to reef canvas, even to drag sea anchors, to keep from
outdi stancing the smaller ones. O course, the cargoes that were destined to
be stored here at Paradi se River would be off-loaded and the remai nder nore
evenly distributed. The nmore precarious rafts would be abandoned, having
served their purpose. The dol phineers were grateful: their teams had bravely
tried to keep their assigned positions in the convoy and the strain was
showing in galls and swollen flesh

The deci sion was nade that, as soon as the unl oadi ng was done, Ezra
woul d lead the larger craft forward at whatever speed they and two pods of
escort dol phins could maintain, while Jimfollowed with the slower, snaller
vessel s and the | arger nunmber of dol phin escorts. The smallest of the sailing
di nghi es woul d be di smantled or towed.

The bad weat her persisted and the seas becane too rough for all but the
nost experienced sailors, so the Paradise River Hold continued to host them

On the plus side, the plastics experts, Andi Gonez and | ka Kashi ma, used
the [ ayover to conpl ete manufacture of the sail covers, and doors that could
cover open cabin fronts. And lka cane up with an ethnic solution to the
probl em of protecting the nearly five hundred passengers and crew from
Threadfall: plastic headgear, in a w de conical shape, made with w de weal s
and outward sl opi ng sides--w de enough to cover npbst shoul ders--with a high
crown, to fit on the head, tied under the chin. Once the people were in the
wat er, buoyed by the conpulsory life vests everyone wore, these conica
"coolie hats" would, deflect Thread into the water, where it would drown or be
consunmed by the fish that invariably arrived wherever Thread fell into the
seas. Even the dol phins were known to partake of what they considered an
unusual food.

The Paradi se Ri ver contingent thought lka's cone hat a definite
i mprovenent over the sheets of metal they were used to using for protection if

they were caught out in Fall. Overcome by all the praise, the slender
Eurasi an insisted that she could not take credit for the design.

"Well, it's a bloody good adaptation of a--what did you call it?--coolie
hat," Andi said stoutly, "and it'll work. Wn't be too hard to turn out once

we set the matrix for the design." And she turned back to that task.

"We're lucky we have people of such differing backgrounds,” Jimtold the
enbarrassed lka kindly. "You never can tell when something as sinple as straw
hats from paddi es on Earth can turn out to be life-saving on Pern. Good
t hi nki ng, lka! Cheer up, child. You've just saved our lives!"

She nmanaged to send hima shy smle before she retreated once again, but
her husband, Ebon Kashima, strutted about the canp as if he had thought of the
gear.



"The next problemw || be getting our brave sailors to overcone fear of

being out in Threadfall, and having it bang down on their heads," Ezra said a
little grimMy, "no matter how cl ever the hat they're wearing."

"Look, Cap'n," said one of the Sadrid fishernen. "Push cones to shove
and Thread starts falling on you and water's the only safe place, they' |l junp
in. | sure as hell did that time we got caught out in one of the first Falls.
"Sides, there're an awful lot of fire-lizards flitting about. Between them
and the wild ones that congregate whenever there's Fall, | doubt much

Thread' Il hit any hat."
"Alittle practical psychology," Jimsaid, "and us as good exanpl es, and

they' Il take to it. They'll have little alternative."
"There's that, too," Ezra said bl eakly.
"We'| | start sone proper chatter where it seens needed," Ben said,

noddi ng to the ot her dol phineers. They wandered off to start their
br ai nwashi ng.

By the time coolie hats were extruded and ready to be passed around,
nost of the flotilla was willing to accept the neasure.

"I"'d rather be in a sled with a flanmethrower,"” one of the barge mates
confided to a friend within Jim s hearing.

"Yeah, but the barge has that slant fore and aft. Al we gotta do is
hi de under that and we'll be safe enough.™

Jimand Ezra issued an order that anyone caught without |ife vest and
coolie would be subjected to severe discipline and, if they held any rank
denotion. They al so ordered everyone to work a two-hour shift hel ping produce
the protective gear.

As it happened, all the stores were housed and accounted for, and nearly
two-thirds of the necessary Thread shields conpl eted before the weat her
cleared, so the two sections were able, after all, to set off again together
But the bigger ships, with nore sail, nade the nost of the follow ng wind and
soon outdi stanced the slower craft.

"More like the boat people,”
the strung-out line of his charges.

"Boat peopl e?"

"Hrmm yes. War victims in the twentieth century. They tried to | eave
their country--Asians, they were--in the nost incredibly unseaworthy craft.
Junks and sanpans, they were called."” He shook his head. "Totally
unsuitable. Many died trying to escape. Many arrived at their destinations
only to be turned back."

"Turned back?" Theo was outraged.

"I don't remenmber the historical-political situation at the tinme. It
was before Earth was really united by outwardbound goals. | don't think a one
of their craft was as good as the worst of these."

Theo let out a sigh, pointed to starboard where one of the four-neter
sl oops was flying a distress flag, and dove overboard. Wen she surfaced,

Dart was right beside her, ready to tow her to the crippled ship. Jimentered
the matter in his recorder. Broken sheet, he thought, noting the way the boom
swung. Lordee, would they have enough Iine to see themthrough the constant
breakages? He'd better hold another splicing | esson tonight.

"Ah, it was the Heyerdahl expeditions | was trying to remenber,"” he told
hinself, "only he was doing it deliberately in primtive craft he'd built
hinself. Not the same thing as this at all." He nust remenber to tell Theo
He grinned. He enjoyed yarning at her, because she really |istened.
Qccasional ly, she responded with stories of her days as a pilot. He rather
t hought she preferred being a dol phineer, or maybe she was just the sort of
person who woul d make the nost of what she had.

Too bad this feat will only be known to us Pernese, he thought. CQur
Second Crossing: in many ways far nore remarkabl e than the spatial crossing
of fifteen light-years in three elderly but suitable spaceships to reach this
deserted corner of the Sagittarian sector.

They had two nore energencies that day. The first was a slight brush

Jimremarked to Theo as he tacked back down



with the followi ng edge of Threadfall. Ezra spotted the nowfamiliar grayness
ahead, and they were faced with a choice of hoving to or giving their
energency gear a trial run. Jimand Ezra conferred with those ships that were
on the comink, and it was unani mously decided to continue, and see just how
effective the safety gear was. Better now, when they knew they'd only have to
endur a half hour or nmore of Fall, rather than a | onger period.

So the dol phins and dol phi neers spread the conmand to all the craft not
on comink. Sails were furled and shields put in place; fire-lizards were
sent off to collect enough wild ones to help, and the |light sea suddenly
bl ossomed with plastic cones.

Jim his crew of five, and the four dol phineers, though they could have
weat hered the Edge in the cabin, decided to provide a good exanple to the
ti morous. Donning their head protectors and grabbing plastic safety |ines,
they jumped into the water. That helped a few of the fearful to follow suit.
The four dol phins stayed underwater as |ong as possible, then nmade mad rushes
out to bl ow and squee-ee.

"Much good eating soon,'’

Dart commented at one point.

"Don't overeat, you glutton,” Theo told her warningly. "She |ikes
when they're bloated with water," she explained to the others.

Jim s shudder went unseen, since his coolie hat touched the water and
obscured his face. Once he tipped the hat up so he could see, but Theo tugged
it back down.

"You'd | ose your |l ooks with a Threadscore across that prom nent nose of
yours," she said, her words muffled under her own hat.

Jimfelt his nose, which he had never considered as particularly
prom nent .

"All there is to see are coolie hats and Thread," Theo told him

"How d' you know?"

"I'"ve already had a | ook. Thread bores me on the ground. It was nuch
nmore fun flying sleds through it." Waves rippled out fromher as if she had
shrugged.

"Which do you prefer? | mean, profession--pilot or dol phi neer?"

"I've done enough flying, though Threadfall was nore exciting than the
routine stuff | did," she told himin a thoughtful voice as her body drifted
toward his in the water. Their |legs touched; his were much | onger than hers,
he noted absently in the clear water around them They had drifted slightly
away fromthe others, having let their safety lines play out to the ful
| ength. "Dol phineering's something el se again. Dart's super,"” she said, and
Jimcould hear the pride and the depth of her friendship for her sea partner
"Sure beats the hell out of the one-sided arrangement you could have with
donmestic animals. Though | used to be right fond of an old noggie | had once
on ol' Earth. But teaming with Dart's totally superior to that sort of
t hi ng. "

"Did you try for a dragon?"

"No. You got asked to stand in that circle." Theo snorted. "They
want ed younger riders. Like | said, |I've done enough flying."

"You' re not ol d. "

Theo' s | augh was genui ne amusenent. "Maybe not from where you sw m
Granddad, " she said, but he took no offense fromher teasing. He was, after
all, in his sixth decade, tw ce her age, and should have been a grandfat her

if he hadn't chosen a profession that woul d have deni ed hi m nost of the
pl easures of nmarriage and children. A nonth's home | eave after sixteen or
seventeen nmonths in space wasn't enough time for a wife or kids. He'd never
tried for any nore than casual rel ationships.

He felt Thread plunk on the crown of his coolie and inadvertently
flinched, but the stuff slid off the slick plastic and hissed into the sea.
He swung his |l egs out of danger as the Thread continued down into the water
deep enough to be swallowed by Dart or one of the other dol phins, or sone of
the schools of fish that flitted about to feast on the manna. Hunger made
them fearless, and Jimfelt the caress of scales now and then on his bare

em



skin: startling the first time, and produci ng a knowi ng | augh from Theo, who
was conpl etely accustoned to such contact. The result was that he felt as
protected by the sea as by the man-made artifacts. And the fire-lizards. At
Theo's direction, he | ooked up through the sem -transparency of the cone's
flange to see the first of the fire-lizards flam ng around and above them
deflecting Thread fromthe deck of the Cross. Since the deck was nade of

t eakwood he had inported as part of his all owabl e wei ght as Buenos Aires
captain, he was particularly happy to see it protected from Threadscore.

Then, al nmost too soon, the |oud chuffings, squee-eeings, and ecstatic
breachi ngs of dol phins told himthe danger had passed.

"We'll do a quick tour,"” Theo told him holding her hand out in the
water for Dart to supply a dorsal fin and the tow "Peri," she said to the
ot her dol phi neer nearby, "you go to port, I'll go starboard."

"Lemme know i f there's been any scoring, especially any danmage to the
ships,” Jimcalled after them

Thi nki ng on how well they had survived this recurrent nenace, Jim haul ed
hi nsel f back on board, stowed his hat within easy reach, dried off, and
ordered sail hoisted again.

"The eneny has been net and. . . consunmed,” he nuttered, grinning to
hi nsel f at his paraphrase as he unl ashed the hel mthat had been set on a
course diagonally away fromthe main Thread rain. But, oddly, he felt the
better for that short brush--and for Theo's conmpany. She was a sort of. .
confortable person. He grinned again. That was not the sort of conplinent a
worman woul d appr eci at e.

The second energency was nore |life-threatening: a burst plank bel ow the
waterline nearly sank a six-meter ketch, save for the quick action of the
dol phins, who all but swamit into shore on their own backs. As the cargo of
the ketch was mainly irrepl aceabl e orange-coded supplies, its tinely rescue
was a doubl e bl essi ng.

They anchored early that day so that they could not only find a
repl acenent plank fromthose that had been extruded during the | ayover at
Par adi se River but also check sails and lines for Threadscore. No human had
received injury, and even those who had doubted the efficacy of coolies
agai nst Thread had been reassured by the experience.

Though the ketch crew worked all night with the plastics experts, the
flotilla did not nake sail until noontime the next day. A good w nd hel ped
make up lost tine and certainly relieved Jims frustrations. He mssed Theo's
conpany in the cockpit, but she had this first watch off and was sleeping. It
was a shame she was missing the best part of this fine day. Nothing, but
not hi ng, on any world could be a nore stimulating and satisfying occupation
than sailing a good ship in a brisk wind down sparkling clear blue-green
coastal waters. He wondered if Theo coul d appreciate that, too.

The tropical storm brewing up suddenly as they neared Boca, drove them back
toward Sadrid.

Jim s nautical instinct had been warning himsince early norning as they
sail ed westward on the gentle swells. One of the Sadrid fishernen had
rem nded himonly the night before of the suddenness of squalls on this
stretch of coast. So he was watching for those little signs the experienced
sail or knows: a snmudge on the horizon that wasn't Thread, the sudden drop of
the barometer, a change in the color of the water, a sultry feeling of
pressure in the air around him Then he noticed the alteration from
bl ue-green to grayi sh green and the rippling change of the wave patterns

He turned to Theo, who was back in the cockpit with him "Theo,

t hi nk--"

The stormstruck with a ferocity and abruptness he had rarely
encountered on any previous sea. He had the inpression of black suit and bare
| egs going over the side into the suddenly heavy sea as he tightened his hold
on the helm He didn't even have tine to get the bow turned into the huge



conber bearing down on them but he did manage to avoid nmeeting the four-and
five-meter waves broadside. H's crew struggled to get the sails down and
reefed, fighting the waves that tried to wash themoff the deck--in some cases
only the life rails prevented them from goi ng overboard. Young Steve Duff,
struggling to tie down the boom was barely nissed by the Iightning that

fl ashed across the ship, slicing through the mast two-thirds of the way up its
| engt h, snapping the mainstays into |lethal l[ashes until they fell over the
life rail. Jimbarely managed to keep the bow turned into the towering seas
as once again the Cross thudded into a trough left by the | atest nmonunent al
wave. Worry about the nore vulnerable small craft of his fleet drove terror
into Jims heart--until the nore imediate threat to the |lives of hinmself and
his crew bani shed all thought but that of survival

Now and then, during the brief but thoroughly devastating squall, he
caught sight of dol phins, hurtling in mdair across a seething watery surface,
purpose evident in every line of the sleek bodies. Sonetimes their partners
clung to the dorsal fins; other tines the dol phins seemed to be acting
i ndependently, but always in accordance with their training.

Twi ce the Cross's crew threw |lines and haul ed peopl e rescued by the
dol phins out of the water to the dubious safety of the plunging deck. Once
they overran the upturned hull of a capsized ship, feeling the grind as their
keel sliced across the plastic hull

As abruptly as it began, the storm vanished in the distance, a roiling
dark vortex pierced by bolts of Iightning.

Exhaust ed and sonewhat amazed to be alive, Jimwas suddenly aware that
his right armwas broken and he was bleeding froma variety of cuts on both
arnms, chest, and bare legs. None of his crew was totally unscathed. One
rescued girl had a broken |l eg, and a boy was concussed, his face badly
contused, and a long wound giving his hair a new parting. |In the sea, which
was still heavy fromthe agitation of the squall, survivors clung to spars,
hal f -sunk hul ks, or pallets in an expanse of destruction that nearly reduced
Jimto tears.

I gnoring his own wounds and his crew s urgings to attend to them Jim
scrabbled for the bullhorn in the cockpit and released it fromits brackets.
He gave the order to start up engines that, to conserve fuel, were rarely
used. Ranging up and down wherever flotsam could be seen, he shouted
encour agenents and orders, directing dol phineer rescues even as he wondered if
all under his command could still be alive. And what cargo coul d be sal vaged.

"It came up out of nowhere," Jimreported in an alnost |ifeless voice
when Fort com manned by Zi Ongol a, answered his Mayday. By then they had
managed to get a lot of the shipwecked to the sandy beach. The dol phin teans
were still searching the weckage, but he needed assi stance as soon as
possi ble. He gazed with eyes that dared not focus too |long on the human
jetsam and the weckage flung up on the long narrow strand that was the
nearest landfall. H's Southern Cross, five of the | arger yaw s and ket ches,
and two small sloops had ridden out the storm "I was warned about the way
squalls brewup in this area, so | was on guard. Not that it did me any good.
It hit out of nowhere. A change of the wave col or and pattern and then--bang!
W'd no time to do anything except hope we'd survive. Sone never had enough
tinme to lower sail and steer into the wind. |If it hadn't been for the
dol phins, we'd've |ost people, too."

"Casual ties?"

"Yeah, too many," Jimsaid, absently snoothing the gelicast that bound
t he broken arm he had no recollection of breaking. Only one of his cuts had
needed stapling, and Theo had done that, as well as apply the gelicast. Then
he'd applied sealant to the scratches on Theo's bare | egs and arns, earned
while she tried to squeeze into wecked cabins to aid survivors. They'd
separated, first-aid kits in hand, to attend the needs of others to the best
of their abilities. .

The nmedi ¢ who had acconpani ed this section diagnosed twelve with
internal injuries and multiple fractures that the limted nedical supplies she



had coul dn't handle. She had two coronary patients on the only |ife-support
units that could be found in the Cross's cargo.

"Can you send a sled for the worst injuries?"

"OfF course. One's already being | oaded with nedics and supplies and

will fly out to you in the next sixty seconds. Gve nme your approxinate
| ocati on again."
"Somewhat east of Boca but west of Sadrid,” Jimsaid wearily. "You

can't miss us. The sea's filled with flotsam and overturned hulls. Has
Kaarvan made port?"

"Yesterday."

"The Venturer would be m ghty useful to carry sal vaged cargo back to
Fort, as well as the extra folk who no | onger have a ship to sail."

"What's Ezra's condition?"

"I haven't tried reaching himyet. He's a few days ahead of us and
probably m ssed the storm or you' d ve heard fromhimby now There's really
no point in sending himback: every one of his ships was |oaded to the
plimsoll line. His group'll do better finishing their journey."

Soneone stopped beside himand handed hima mug of hot klah and a
twi g-pierced fried fish

"And the Cross, Jin?" Ongola asked in genuine concern

"Battered but afloat,"” Jimsaid. The mast would have to be repl aced,

and the mminstays, but he still had all his canvas. Andi had al ready vowed
that his new mast would be the first she'd make: she'd be making many, if
they were to sail any ships out of here. "Which reminds ne: W got sone

i ghtning-burn cases, too. Three of the barges sunk conpletely, but the
dol phins are busy resurrecting cargo. Right now, the injured are ny first
priority."

"As they should be. Ah, yes--" Ongola broke off for a nmonment. "Joe
urgently needs to know if you can estimate how rmuch and what cargo is
irretrievabl e?" Jimcaught an indefinable note of regret in Ongola's voice
that indicated he felt such a question was inportunate. It was, however
totally in character for Lilienkanp, and Jimwas too weary to sumon mnuch
rancor.

"Hell, zi, | haven't conpleted a head count! Desi Arthied s got broken
ribs, had to be resuscitated, and Corrie says he probably had a coronary. But
do reassure Joel that Desi's manifest recorder was tucked inside his |ife vest

next to his heart. That ought to cheer himup." Jimcouldn't keep the
sarcasmout of his voice. "I gotta go."

"Help is onits way, Jim M synmpathies. 1'Il report imediately to
Paul . |s there sonmeone you can keep on the conP"

Bl eary-eyed, Jimlooked about him The abl e-bodi ed were tending the
i njured, but he spotted Eba Dar propped up against a fallen tree, his splinted
leg sticking out in front of him He was chewing the last of a fish fromits
twi g.

"Eba? You well enough to keep the line open to Fort?" Jim asked,
peering into the man's | acerated face and eyes for signs of concussion. Eba's
natural ly sallow skin did not show pallor, and the cuts on his shoul ders and
chest were already seal ed.

"Sure. Nothing wong with my mouth and my wits," Eba said with a drol

grin and, tossing the enpty twig, reached for the unit. "Wo's on the other
end?"

"At the monment, Zi Ongola. They're sending a big sled for the serious
casualties, and Kaarvan'll sail the Venturer down to pick up whatever cargo we
can save."

Eb | ooked out at a sea once again calm oddnents could be seen bobbi ng
to the surface or floating in on the tide. Soon enough, Jimknew, the shallow
beach would be littered, and he would have to find enough people to haul the
jetsam safely above the high-water mark. Shielding his eyes with his good
hand, he peered seaward where dol phin fins cut fromone upturned hull to
anot her, their human partners hanging on to the dorsals, still searching for



survivors.

"Dam her," he said under his breath as he recognized Dart's smaller
di stinctively marked body and Theo towed al ongside. The seal ant on those
scrapes of hers was probably stinging like hell. Ws she mad, driving herself
in that condition?

"Dol phins're doing great, aren't they?" Eba remarked. "Wonder if
we' d've all been safer in the water with them

"The dol phins were okay, but not all their partners,” Jimreplied.

"Besi des, you farnmer types couldn't hold your breath | ong enough, the way

dol phins can." He gave Eba's shoul der a squeeze and linped off to see if, this
time, he could cone up with a nore accurate body count. Five people were
still unaccounted for, three of themkids. He told hinmself that everyone had
been wearing life vests: there was sone hope to be found in that.

Eba had not been far from wong about being safer with the dol phins.

Equi pped with breathers and able to dive with their aquatic partners beneath
the towering waves to escape the pumeling, the dol phineers had been | ucky--at
| east during the squall. Now they risked thenselves time and again to rescue
unconscious or injured folk. Even before the stormended, teams had foll owed
si nki ng ships down to save those trapped on board. Many people owed their
lives to the quick action of the dol phin swimers who had, in sone instances,
torn off their breathers to give the drowning |ife-saving oxygen

It was during those first few hectic hours after the storm had passed
that the dol phineers had received nore serious injuries. A distraught Pha had
gone so far as to beach hinself to get Gunnar Schultz to nmedical attention for
a deep wound in his thigh, sustained when he'd pushed his way into a cabin to
free a trapped child. Efram Ben, and Bernard had been called in to haul Pha
by the tail back into the sea, the dol phin squee-eeing and conpl ai ni ng t hat
they'd do hi m mascul i ne danage

By the time the big sled fromFort arrived, Jimknew that, by sone
incredible mracle, there had been no loss of life. The five nissing folk
wal ked in fromfarther down the beach where their ketch had been stranded:
one of the teenage girls had a broken arm the other a dislocated shoul der
which the newWly arrived nedics instantly attended. They made the wal ki ng
wounded sit and sip at restorative "cocktails" that had been m xed and brought
along. Sone injuries were still life-threatening--tw heart attacks and three
strokes from exposure and exhaustion--but none that wouldn't respond to
treat ment and therapy.

The dol phins had been able to locate all of the sunken ships, and buoys
now marked their positions. Mst could be raised, but the three small ships
thrown up on the beach by the heavy seas were too badly damaged to be worth
repairing. The barges, unwieldy craft at best, had sunk so quickly that they
hadn't been battered by the high waves. Eframwi th Kibby, Jan with Teresa,
and Ben with Amadeus reported that the cargoes were still lashed in place; the
barges had been full of lowpriority freight, safe enough where it was for
NOW.

As to cargo, no one paid much attention to what he or she grabbed and
haul ed into piles well above the high-tide mark: it was enough to keep the
jetsam on the beach. Leaning wearily against a waterl ogged and battered
crate, Jimwas on the comunit, calling for nore people to help w th sal vage,
when he noticed three of the medics wal king toward him

"Look, Paul, 1I'm damed sorry to add this to your problens,'
wearily.

"It's not one | expected, certainly,” Paul replied in an odd voice. Jim
heard the defeated tone and responded by couching his report in the nost
optim stic manner he could nmuster. He rubbed at his face, which was stiff
frombrine. "Actually, Paul, the way the stuff is floating in on the tide,
woul dn't be at all surprised if we'll salvage nost of it. Sone's too
wat erl ogged to estinate any danage, but generally the packaging held. As to
the ships, Andi's already figuring out repair lists--"

"No jury rigs, dam it, Jim You' ve |leagues to go yet to reach Key

Jimsaid



Largo, and Kaarvan told ne it's no picnic crossing the two Currents."

"I have no intention of setting sail again until all craft are
seawort hy, shipshape, and Bristol fashion, as they used to say." Jim spoke
with all the conviction he could manage, adding that old seaman's tag to show
he was in good spirits.

He was aware of shadows of the approachi ng nedics | engthening, covering
the light fromthe westering sun. He turned slightly away fromthem not
wanting his conversation overheard. "Hell, by that tine, all the cargo will
have dried out, too. Only a few of the cocooned stuff got torn open
Tormorrow we' Il have dol phin teanms start hauling up what was too heavy to
surface on its own. You wouldn't believe what those critters can manage.

"Il report in again later, Paul. Don't worry about us. Sled brought us al
the hel p we needed."

As he closed the conunit, someone cleared a throat. Jimlooked up to
see Corazon Cervantes, Beth Eagles, and Basil Tomlinson regarding himwth
anmusenent .

"He's still on his feet," Corazon remarked to the others.

Seeing how tired she | ooked made Ji m aware of his own weariness.

"Only because he's leaning on that crate,” Beth said in her pragmatic
way. She | ooked tired, too.

"dd sailors never die, they just fade away," Basil said in a
pontificating voice. "No matter, Theo was right," he added, pointing. "He's
ricked the gelicast around and split the staples. Wat's your opinion
Doct or s?"

"Repair, then bed rest," Beth said, and before Jimcould protest, she
pressed a hypo-spray against his arm As his legs folded and his vision
dar kened, he heard her add, "You know, | don't think he realizes when it's
tine to take a break

The snell of roasting food roused him but his body was unwilling to respond
to the initial conmands he gave it to | eave the horizontal position. He was
on his back, under a canopy of woven fronds, which was certainly rustically
unusual . Under him however, was an air mattress, and a |light cover kept the
cool of the shade fromchilling him He made a slight error in judgment by
rolling onto his right side, preparatory to rising. The sudden weight on a
heavy and awkwardly covered right armwas pai nful enough to force a groan from
his 1ips.

"Ah, you're awake, too, are you?" a voice said fromhis left.

He tw sted about to see Theo |ying beside him She gave hima cocky
grin.

"You sicced that unholy trio on me,"
justice had simlarly i mobilized her

"Dart informed on ne," she said with a shrug. "So | figured I'd at
| east see | had decent company in ny ward." In gesturing to their
surroundi ngs, she displayed a right arm narred by four heavily stapled and
seal ed spiral gashes.

He reached over and took her hand, gently lowering her armto her side.
"How d you get those?"

She gl anced in thoughtful surprise at her arm "I don't rightly
renmenmber. | think we were checking out that five-neter ketch Bruce divine
sailed. Dart was trying to poke her nose into the for'ard hatch when the
whol e ship shifted and sonet hing snagged ne by the arm™

"How re your | egs?"

She ki cked one free of the light cover. [It, too, glistened with
seal ant. Dispassionately, she regarded the raw scratched flesh that ran from
the top of her thigh to her ankle. The inside of her |leg was only bruised.

"I used to be better able to squeeze through tight places. Should ve been
okay if 1'd had on a full wet suit. It's only to regrow the skin I lost. But
| gather we will spend sonme tine here at our pleasant seaside resort."

he accused, not appreciating that



"Who' s taking charge then?"

"The medics," she said with a rude |laugh. "Hey, someone!" she call ed.
"We're hungry in here.”

"Coming!" a cheerful voice answered.

Ji m groaned again as he |l evered hinself up

"Hey, they are coming," Theo said in alarm She sat up as he headed
toward the thick shrubbery behind their tenmporary accommodation. "Ch! Al ways
did think you guys had the best of the deal in circunstances like this."

That short but critically necessary excursion proved to JimTillek that
he had | ess strength than the fronds bowing to the light wind. It was going
to take more time than he had to spare to recover fromyesterday's excursions.

"Yesterday' s?" Theo | aughed lustily, making himaware that he had
spoken aloud. "Jim mlad, you' ve been out for the full thirty-six. Today's
the day after yesterday."

"My God, then who's. . ."

She grabbed his hand and gave one pull: sufficient to make his weak
knees buckle. The air mattress cushioned his sudden descent, but the jolt
rem nded himthat he had other injuries as well as the broken arm "Paul sent

another sled, with plenty of people to nuscle the sal vage and a team of Joel's
apprentices to run bar codes through their recorders. \Were there are
bar-code patches left, that is."
Ji m groaned just as the obscuring foliage was pushed aside and Betty
Musgrave arrived with a | aden tray, which she set in the space between them
"Hi, feel better, Jin? Theo?" she said with none of the forced
cheerful ness that Ji mwould have found egregious.

"He's had a nice long sleep and a nice long--" Theo chuckled as Jinms
hal f grow cut off the rest of her sentence.

"Good, everyone'll be glad to hear that," Betty said w th genuine
relief. "And | won't have to ditch some of the urgent stuff Joel begged nme to
take to make roomfor his body. Eat. You're lucky to get room service
t oday. "

She settled back then on her heels, and Jimgot the inpression that she
wasn't going to nove until they finished what she'd brought: klah, of course,
slices of fresh fruit, and rolls that were still warmfromthe oven. That was
enough to make himattack the meal ravenously, and he rmunbl ed gratitude.

"Yes, we've civilized your canp since you're likely to be here |ong
enough to appreciate a few-" She paused, making a funny grinmace. "“conforts."

"What's happening at Fort?" Jim asked, pinning Betty with a stern eye.

She raised her eyebrows and lifted her hands in a gesture that told him
she didn't care to go into any great detail. "There's good--we're safe in
Fort. There's bad--we haven't enough power packs left for sleds to nount any
sort of defense against Fall." She shrugged. "So we'll sit tight. Safe
enough in a cliff Thread can't penetrate.”

"Em | y?"

Betty pulled mouth and head to one side and rocked a hand. Though the
nmedi cs had done all that their not-inconsiderable skill could do to repair
Emily Boll's broken body after the crash landing of the shuttle ferrying
peopl e from Landing to the new settl enent at Fort, she was making a very sl ow
recovery fromthe trauma. No wonder Paul had sounded so defeated: he and
Emi |y made a superb team each supporting the other. Wthout her active
partici pation, Paul Benden woul d have a great deal to cope with even with
Ongol a' s hel p.

"She's sone better," the pilot said, "but it'll be a | ong conval escence
Pierre's taking real good care of her. Ongola's a rock, as always, and if
Joel would only stop yapping about |osing so much cargo. "

"We haven't lost it. . ." Jimand Theo said in chorus.

Betty chuckled. "If you two won't give up, | don't see that Paul
should. And so I'Il tell him" She | ooked down at the w de digital on her
armand rose. "l gotta go. Good to see you' ve got your appetites back." And

with a nod to each, she pushed back the foliage again.



Ji m caught a reassuring glinpse of the beach and the peopl e noving

about. "lLeave it open, can you, Betty?"

"l suppose so." She found a string that had been left for such a
purpose and tied back the branch. "Keep an eye on him Theo."

"dad to," the dol phineer said with a deep chuckl e

"Ch, one last bit of news, Jim" Betty said. "Kaarvan sailed the
Venturer out of Fort last night on the tide. He'll come straight down. Be

here in a couple of days."

Not |ong after, they both heard the swish of a powered sled rising and
craned their necks out their inmpronptu door to see the rear of the big
airborne sled as it flew northwest toward Fort. Jimwas just gathering
hinself to rise when Beth Eagl es appear ed.

"You both should have been on that sled," she said w thout preanble,
staring down at themw th an expressionless face. "Unfortunately, Dart
refuses to work with Anna Schultz"--Theo | ooked al nost happy about that
non- conmpl i ance as Beth turned to Jim-"and Paul said that you'd probably
cruci fy anyone else who tried to sail your precious Cross, so we'd better get
you well enough to captain her. Kaarvan's bringing nore supplies and enough
techni ci ans so you can get this ridiculous fleet floating again."

"It isn't ridiculous,"” Jimsaid, |eaning back and sighing with relief.

"However," Beth continued, kneeling to run an instrunent over his body,
"I think the sooner you're out on that boat--"

"Ship," Jimcorrected autonmatically.

"Ship, then, the nore likely you are to rest."

"But | have to. " He waved at the activity he could plainly see

"You have to rest, same as Theo here, or you won't be any good to any of
us, and Paul doesn't need anything else to worry him-like the recuperation of
Captain Janmes Tillek!"™ She turned her back on himto check Theo. "And you're
going out to the Cross with himso that little mamual of yours can see you.
But Teresa, Kibby, Max, and Pha have been told to make sure she won't let you
in the water until you've got skin again. Hear ne, Theo Force?"

"How could | avoid it?" There was a ripple of laughter in the
dol phi neer's husky voi ce.

That evening they were carefully escorted--they refused to be carried, though
Theo wal ked stiff-1egged and had turned very white under her tanned skin--to a
di nghy and towed by Dart and Pha out to the Southern Cross. After being
hoi sted aboard by Efram and one of the crew, Jim managed a dignified descent
to his own cabin, which he noticed had been set to rights after the storm had
thrown his few possessions around. Theo had to be carried to her bunk, unable
to bend her abraded knees to get down the short conpani onway.

"We're sl eeping aboard,"” Efram said, handing Jima handunit, "but if
you' ve any problens, just give a shout.

"Or call that Dart," Anna Schultz said, poking her head around the door

She nade a grimace, but it wasn't ill-natured. "She's on patrol around the
ship. | just hope she doesn't keep Theo awake, bangi ng her nose into the hul
by her bunk."

Bot h dol phi neers had scrapes and brui ses where their bodysuits hadn't
adequately protected them but neither had sustained the serious injuries Theo
had.

"I'"'mcook," Anna went on, "but |'ve orders not to wake you for
breakfast, so it'll be laid out in the wardroom whenever you do get up."

When the Venturer arrived, she dropped anchor near the Southern Cross
and Kaarvan rowed over to pay his respects to JimTillek, who was trying to
schedul e repairs and set the next day's duty roster. Kaarvan stood in the
doorway for a long | ook, then grunted when he saw what Ji mwas doi ng.

"As | heard it, you're supposed to be conval escing. You don't |ook even
that fit."

Jimlaughed. "dd sailors never die. . ."



"But they fade away, ny friend." Deftly, w thout offense, Kaarvan
renoved the notepad fromthe desk. "This is ny job for now "

Si nce even the minor decisions he'd had to make to get hal fway through
the schedule had tired him Jimthrew up his hands and grinned cheerfully up
at the swarthy skipper. It was only sensible to | et Kaarvan take over. But
each evening, the unsmling Kaarvan canme on board the Cross to report the
day' s achi evenments and how rmuch the dol phin teans had retrieved fromthe
seabed, and to discuss the next day's schedule of repair. Jim appreciated
that: he felt I ess a supernumerary and somewhat involved in the restoration
of his conmand.

During the day, he went topside to watch the antics of the working
dol phins and to peer through binoculars at the tenporary shipyard. Since Theo
said the sun and fresh sea air pronoted healing, she somehow rmanaged to get
hersel f on deck and stretched out on the cockpit, trailing a hand over the
side for Dart, whom Theo had tal ked into "cooperating tenmporarily" with Anna,
to nudge fromtine
tine.

The dol phins were tireless, finding netted materiel and pallets that had
been rol |l ed consi derabl e di stances away on the ocean fl oor by the tide, and
com ng back to ask for harnesses to haul their finds back to the beach

"They're wearing us out," Eframtold Jimone evening, so tired that
raising his fork to his face was an effort.

"You all need some tine off,"” Anna said severely. "G ve us apprentices
a chance to see how the dol phins do underwater salvage. They know. W
shoul d. "

Jimraised that point with Kaarvan that evening, and imediately all the
regul ar dol phineers were given three days' shore |leave. Not being affected by
that order, since she was a substitute swimer, Anna continued to berth on the
Cross when the others went ashore, but Jimtook over the cooking and prided
hi nsel f on being able to make a decent neal out of their limted supplies.

"How cone you know how to cook so well?" Theo asked, having
conplimented himonce again on the stuffed fish roll-ups he had served her
"You were married?"

"Me? No, that's why | know how to cook." He grinned at her

He enj oyed those days, fishing for their dinner to supplenent the
provisions and the fresh fruit that Dart brought themin her net. He also
enj oyed Theo's undemandi ng conpany, especially after she asked himfor the
| oan of his reader and the historical tape that nentioned the Dunkirk
Evacuati on.

"I think we've sort of turned it all around, the flotilla being rescued
by men and dol phins," she said, "but those troops nust have experienced the
same sense of amazed wonder that they survived!"

Jimgrinned down at her, know ng exactly what she neant. 1In fact, he
was beginning to half w sh that their conval escence could last a long tine.

But he was getting stronger, able to do several |aps around the Cross even

t hough the gelicast armwas awkward. Beth remarked that he was putting a
little flesh on his old bones and the break was knitting nicely. At Theo's
i nsistence, the nedic reinforced the sealants on her wounds and let her join
Jimin their |laps, Dart now squee-eeing joyfully to acconmpany her partner

"Dart's better than the Cross," Theo renmarked one day after she had
carefully and slowy clinbed the rope |adder. The rake wounds nade her
nmoverents stiff on land; in the sea she regai ned sone of her usual grace.

"How so?" Jimreplied, surprised.

"Dart tal ks back," Theo said with a grin as she gingerly arranged
hersel f on the cockpit cushion

"And you think ny ship doesn't comunicate with ne?"

"Does she?"

"I'n her own fashion. Like right now," he said, feeling the alteration
of the waves under her. He |eaned across and tapped the baronmeter. Just then
the conunit buzzed.



"Squall's on its way, Jim" Kaarvan said when Jimchecked in. "Estimate
it'll arrive in an hour, give or take five mnutes. Need any hel p?"

Suddenly Dart breached the water, wal king on her tail and tal king so
agitatedly that Jimdidn't understand her. Theo did.

"She said"--Theo grinned--"sea is changing and will get rough. Storm
com ng. "

"Now we know it's true."” Jimgrinned back. "I'Il just close the
for'ard hatches. W are anchored properly to ride out a squall, so that

doesn't need to be altered.”

"Need any hel p?"

"No, you get bel ow before we get any choppy water."

Theo grimaced but swung her |egs around and pushed herself up

As he battened down the hatches and checked ot her gear on the deck, Jim
saw t hat the beach dwell ers were al so taking precautions. Fins zipped about
the area, as the dol phins set about |anding partners. An unacconpanied
group--and Jimthought it was Kibby |eaping at the head of the pod--headed
toward the stormto bring a report back to Kaarvan

"I'd feel safer out there with Dart," Theo said, scow ing at hi mwhen he
joined her in the wardroom She had fixed sone klah and |aid out sone food.

"You know, Eba Dar remarked on that." Jimslid in to his usual seat at
the end of the table.

"W were safer because we could just go deeper, to calmer water. 1'd
pl enty of oxygen in ny breather." Theo sipped her klah. Her right arm was
regaining flexibility, but she still couldn't raise it all the way to her
mouth. "1 knew you |l ot were having a helluva tine topside, but we kept watch
bel ow. "

Ji m covered her right hand, soothing fingers that twitched inpatiently.
"I know you did. The reason we'd no loss of life was you dol phineers!"

"That's our job," she said with a cocky grin and a jerk of her head.
She let her fingers lie still in his grasp.

Under them the Cross responded to the sea's agitation. The comunit

buzzed.

"Kaarvan here. Dol phins report it'll be short and sweet but a bit
heavy. You ready for it?"

"As we'll ever be." Jimsw tched off and turned to Theo, absently

catching his cup of klah as it slid toward the rai sed edge of the table.
"Wl d you be nmore confortable in a bunk? It mght be rough on that healing
skin of yours."

She gave him an odd | ook and an odder smile. "It might at that."

She eased her way across the cushions to the end of the table. He
joined her, slipping one hand under her elbow as the ship gave a convul sive
rock. They could hear the wind rising, and the slap of |ines against the
mast, and feel waves slanming into the starboard side of the Cross.

Her good hand bal anci ng her agai nst the increased pitching, Theo nade
her way to the forward cabin where the double bunk in the space under the bow
al l owed her just that much nore space than the narrower singles. Jim
foll owed, anxious that she not get thrown against the walls. He had his own
right armtucked against his body, his left held up in case he needed to
bal ance hinsel f.

Just as she reached the cabin, the Cross pitched again and Theo fel
against him Instinctively he grabbed and held her close, a lifetinme of
experi ence hel ping himto bal ance them both against the erratic nmovenent. She
wr apped her |eft arm about his waist, hugging herself to him He could fee
her trenbling and the snoot hness of her skin against his, and he tightened his
arm surprised by a number of conflicting and | ong-forgotten enotions.

"It won't be as bad a blow as the other one," he said to reassure her
Though why Theo woul d need reassurance.

"I"mnot scared, you iggerant old fool," she said in a taut voice.
Switching her left armto around his neck, she hauled his head down to hers
and ki ssed him so thoroughly that he I ost his bal ance and they both tunbl ed



into the cabin as the Cross pitched themforward. Nor would Theo | et go of
hi meven after they had fallen across one of the smaller bunks.

"Your legs? Your arm" Jimbegan without |essening the pressure of his
armaround her. "I'Il hurt you. "

"There are ways, dam it, JimTillek, there are ways!"

Dispite the rolling and pitching of the Cross, which sometinmes worked to
t hei r advantage, he di scovered that indeed there were ways and very little
hurting. |In fact, Jimdecided that the next hour could be terned
t herapeuti c--anong ot her adjectives that he had had no occasion to enploy for
too long a tine.

"We're neither of us young," Theo said when the Southern Cross |ay
cal My at anchor again, "but you're definitely not beyond it, ny friend."

"No," Jimsaid in drawl, allowi ng surprise and pride to color his reply,
"and glad to prove it. Especially with you!" And he kissed her tenderly.

The conunit began to buzz, and with a sigh of resignation, Jimrose to
answer it.

"Dart approves of you, you know," Theo called after him

He | et a chuckle answer that sally, but he felt a little taller all the
same. Dol phins were extraordinarily good readers of human character and
def ect s.

Bet h Eagl es gave Jimthe go-ahead to undertake |ight enploynent. "And | nean
"light," JimTillek, though you | ook rested."

"I am" he said with no inflection, and sought Kaarvan to see how he
could lightly enploy hinself to advantage.

He knew enough of ship design and chandlery so that Kaarvan shared with
hi mt he supervision of the repairs. The squall had done little damage to the
makeshi ft boatyard, and it had rel eased a few nore errant bundl es, which the
dol phi ns brought in close enough to be collected by Joel's apprentices.

Theo al so conpl ained that inactivity was driving her nuts, so Beth
al l owed her to cone ashore every day and hel p deci pher waterl ogged bar codes
on the pile of "nystery" cargo

If Jimand Theo preferred to row back out to the Cross for their
eveni ngs, no one seened to regard that as odd, especially when Dart foll owed.

"Do they think Dart plays the duenna?" Jim asked slyly. Wen Theo
| ooked puzzl ed, he explained the termand she | aughed.

"Not her. You'll notice she doesn't swim between us,"” she said with a
sly grin.

Ji m | aughed because he hadn't. "That's good, because it'd be awful if
she cane between us," he said, masking the apprehension he felt at even such a
subtle mention of their relationship. He wanted the association to continue
but wasn't sure how to broach the subject.

"You got the Southern Cross, | got Dart."

"W al so have each other?" Jimmade the sentence not quite a query,
certainly not a statement. He was suddenly rather nore anxious than he felt a
man his age should be to hear her reply.

"So we do," she said in the nost equable of tones, calmy gazing at the
Sout hern Cross as they neared her

Ginning with relief, Jimput his back into the last few pulls on his
oars.

A happy event--the birthing of Carolina' s calf-helped raise the norale of the
fleet survivors, tediously repairing stormdanmage. Ml awi and Italia had been
her m dwi ves, and the three of them brought the new femal e cl ose enough into
shore to be admired. The dol phin nurses and not her were shouting sone nane
between their chuffs and other excited noises. Theo had to stay on shore, but
Carolina's swimer got far enough out to be able to identify what the dol phins
were trying to conmuni cate.



"Atlanta! Atlantal" Bethann called, between strokes back to the shore.
"People don't believe me when | tell them ny dol phin knows as much as they do
about old Earth."

Everyone on the beach then began waving at the dol phins and chanting the
nane to show their approval

"Most appropriate. I'msort of surprised we haven't had one naned that
before now," Jimsaid as a grinning Bethann joined himand Theo. "D d you
hel p Carolina pick the name?"

The girl grinned, winging out her long hair. "Sort of. Carrie wanted
to name her calf after sonething big and wet." Jimlet out a guffaw, and she
snmled again. "Well, it's close enough to "Atlantic.' | tried to tenpt her
with a-ending states and countries and stuff because | couldn't think of any
big | akes with a endings. Even the colonies don't have fem nine | akes or
oceans."

"You made a good conprom se,” Jimsaid with warm approval

The next day, a team of dol phins and dol phi neers swam the new mast out to the
Cross. Wth much cerenony and a |l ot of hard work, it was properly stepped,
new mai nstays put in place, the boomrehung, and the patched canvas threaded
onto the sheet and dutifully raised to flap in the |ight breeze.

In Jims experience, events had a habit of occurring in threes. The
third one canme from Paul Benden and his al nost incoherent account of the
reappear ance of the seventeen dragons and their riders. After helping in the
evacuation of Landi ng, Sean, Sorka, and the other dragonriders had been asked
to fly sone supplies across the southern continent to Key Largo, even as Jims
flotilla was sailing offshore. Contact had broken down sonehow, and what had
happened to the young riders and their pricel ess dragons had caused everyone
under st andabl e anxiety. Jimtook the call at his makeshift beach office,
where he was figuring out how and what to | oad on the ships that would soon be
ready to continue their westward journey.

"They just appeared in the skies above Fort, Jim" Paul said, the
ast oni shment and elation in his voice such a tonic that Ji mchanged the
setting to wide range so that everyone nearby could hear the account. "The
dragons were spouting flame, charring Thread, diving into tangles,

di sappearing, and reappearing. The riders of the queens were carrying

flamet hrowers. The mal es chewed firestone and bel ched flame until they ran
out of stone--just about the tine Thread got up into the Range, where it can't
hurt rock nuch.

"And then," Paul went on with a ring in his voice, "those devious young
rogues | anded and demanded nunb-weed and nedi cal supplies for their dragons
before they paid any attention to ny orders to report to me on the double.”

Jimgrinned, as did many of the other listeners. The seanman thought of
his ship first, his own safety second: the dol phineer of his manmalian
partner, the rider his dragon. He exchanged a significant glance with Theo.

"That done, damed if young Sean Connell didn't march 'emsmartly right
up the entrance to the Hold. Then he had the inmpudence to introduce ne to
what he called 'the dragonriders of Pern'!"

Ji ml aughed as he | eaned toward the speaker unit. "Well that's, what
they are, aren't they, Paul ?"

"Indeed! Now |I'msure we'll nmake it, Jim |'msure!"

"So are we all." Jimcircled his hand to raise three cheers fromthe
audi ence. "G ve themour conpliments, too. Such news gives us new heart, as

well."
He was surprised to see Theo wiping tears fromher eyes and, |later, when
they |l ay beside each other in the double bunk, asked her why.

"Look, swnming with Dart is the best thing--well, alnobst the best
thing," she nodified, grinning at him "that ever happened to ne. But | think
flying a fighting dragon woul d be a notch--well, maybe several notches above

that, given the fact they're our equivalent of the battle of Dunkirk. So few



agai nst so much."

Al the work seened to finish up at the sanme tinme, which Kaarvan said was the
result of good planning and Jimwas equally certain was due to the boost in
nmorale. So they |oaded the Pernese Venturer with the | ast of the nore

i mportant itens and distributed the remainder, unreadable bar codes

notw t hst andi ng, anong the ships that were to sail west again. The Venturer
could make a swift trip north and be ready to sail back to escort Jim across
both Great Currents.

When he finally reached Key Largo, Jimconferred with Paul, who was
taki ng no chances and had sent all four of the large ships, Pernese Venturer
Mayf |l ower, Maid, and Perseus, to await their arrival at the junp-off point.

It had becone a matter of honor to the now well-seasoned skippers of the small
craft in his flotilla to bring their ships into the new port. But few of them
were capable of sailing across the two Great Currents w thout some assi stance,
and for that, the four ships with nore powerful auxiliary engines would escort
them Jim had thought | ong and hard on how to maneuver the flotilla past this
hazard and was pl eased when the other captains agreed with him The plan was
to sail in the quieter coastal water from Key Largo, beyond the point where
the Eastern Current was at its closest to the Western one. Then they'd turn
bravely in to the Eastern Current and let it carry the vessels a good day's
sail away fromtheir final destination, where they'd slip across the current
into the cal mdividing waters. Then, using outboard engi nes and the big ships
tow ng the ones that didn't have the speed or bulk to cross the Wstern
Current, they'd maneuver that hazard until they reached the safe waters at the
end of the Boll peninsula. The coastal sail up to the Fort harbor ought then
to be routine.

They sent dol phins ahead to check on incom ng weather. Then, assured of fair
weat her and decent wi nd, they set out on the dangerous Crossing. This tine
luck was with them they experienced no heart-stopping nonents on the
Crossing and made the quieter northern coastal waters. Sone powered ships
even had a little fuel left. Dolphin teams had swumin constant escort in
case of engine failure. Then it was plain sailing. Al nost anticlimctic, Jim
t hought, as the Southern Cross slid majestically into the darker northern

wat ers bound for her last port of call.

Not quite her last, he anended. While stopping at Key Largo, he and the
ot her skippers had had a long tal k about plans for the future and how to
protect their ships during Threadfall

"They built us a sort of boat shed under the wharf," Kaal an said,
sketching the facility as he spoke. "Msts have to be unstepped, of course,
but that's neither here nor there. Venturer just fits, with two other big
ships or four of the smaller ones.”

"Those' d be enough to supply Fort with fresh fish when there're clear
days," Sej by said, scrubbing at the bristle on his chin and gazi ng
thoughtfully at Jim

Ji m caught the unspoken words. Lifting his gelicast arm he managed a

grin. "Well, this'll keep me out of action for a while."

"There's good news, too, Jim" Veranera said quickly. "Qzzie nentioned
a big sea cavern on the eastern end of the Big Island. He said it was |arge
enough to sail into. Deep water even at low tide, and the roof tall enough so

the masts needn't be unstepped. W sort of figured we could take it turn and
turn about. Keep at |east one or two of the big ships on duty, and store the
others in the cavern."

Jimhaul ed the chart of that area to him The site of the cavern had
been marked. "I've no objections. |In fact, for me and the Southern Cross, it
makes a | ot of sense. Be a nice easy sail."

"After what you just did, it would indeed," Per Pagnesjo remarked with



unusual levity. "I take some shore time, or the missus get annoyed with ne."
They decided then that the Cross, the Maid, and the Perseus woul d spend

the first year in the cavern. The Venturer would cone, too, to bring the

ot her crews back. Kaarvan wanted to establish whether or not the cavern was

bi g enough to acconmmmodate his ship, which was the largest. |If it was, he'd
rest her the follow ng year.

"Then we can keep nore seanen working, because the wharf will shield the
smal | er ships,"” Kaarvan said. "That keeps nore peopl e happy."

"You're putting the Southern Cross in--what did they used to call it?" Theo
asked when he told her the plan.

"Mot hbal | s. "

"What ' re t hey?"

"Basically cocoons. Modths came fromcocoons. Flying insects that were

attracted by flames.” Jimwasn't really paying much attention to what he was
saying, distracted by her proximty in the nighttime quiet of his cabin.
"You'll mss sailing, Jim"

He knew he woul d, but they both knew that his decision was sensible. He
tired so easily these days, even doi ng what he | oved nost.

"I will, but 1'll enjoy it even nore when we get back to it."

ey

"Well, Dart has no problemw th becom ng official escort ,to the Cross,
does she?"

"Noooo." Theo snoothed his hair back fromhis ears. "You need a
haircut."

"Possibly." Her totally irrel evant observations only endeared her nore
to him "Two, with Dart, can handle the Cross on the way to Big Island," he
went on, still resisting in his inner heart the necessity of nothballing his
bel oved shi p.

"A honeymoon?" And Theo gi ggl ed.

He gave her a quick hug. "Then next year. "

"There'll be three of us, Jim "

He pushed hinself up to | ook down at her. "You don't nean. .

She | aughed in great delight at his surprise. "Told you you weren't

beyond it, man. Thought | might be, but seenms | got in under the wire."

At that point, he forgot what other plans he had intended to discuss
with her and knew that his decision to harbor the Cross was for the best
possi bl e reason.

It was a cloudy day, mst whisking in and out of the little bays to port as
t he Southern Cross nmade her way toward the wharf Kaarvan had just announced on
the conmunit was not far ahead now. The jib sail was barely full of w nd, but
a gentle current was hel ping the forward notion

Suddenly the pealing of a bell sounded through the mist. Abruptly every
dol phin of the escort broke the surface in ecstatic |eaps of unusual height, a
couple walking on their tails in their joy. Even Jimcould distinctly hear
t hem shouting "Bell, bell, belll™

Theo | ooked at Jimin perplexed astoni shment. "But you didn't take the
Monaco Bell! How . ."
"The Buenos Aires carried nore than one bell in her hold, " Jimsaid,

putting an arm around her shoul ders.

"Dam, " Theo said, sniffing, and he saw tears sliding down her cheeks.
"That was dammed t houghtful of someone. Look how glad they are that there's a
bell for themhere, too. Just listen to the noise they' re naking."

Ji m was begi nning to know when the dol phins were "singing." He knew
too, that, sonmehow, they had come across the seas of Pern to. . . honel



THE FORD
CF
RED HANRAHAN

"Look, | know that, Paul," Red Hanrahan said; irritably brushing his shaggy

mop of silver-shot red hair back fromhis forehead. "W waste |ess keeping it
all central. And ny having supplies doesn't nean | won't share 'em whenever
necessary."

It occurred to Paul Benden that nost of the male residents of the vast
Fort Hold were in need of haircuts--except, of course, the young dragonriders,
now over five hundred strong in their Weyr. They cropped theirs to a stubble:
easier to wear under the hide helnets they'd adopted. But there couldn't be
that much of a shortage of scissors, could there?

Then, annoyed at the increasing tendency of his mnd to go wandering off
on tangents, he jerked his attention back to what Red was sayi ng.

"But the fact remains that nost of the horses are infected with thrush
fromhaving to stand on soggy wet bedding that we don't have the resources to
change, and they are acutely in need of regular exercise, which they can't get
here. The cave structure at the place |I've found is sandy-floored, much
easier to keep clean, and big enough so | can have an indoor exercise area for
t hose days when Thread keeps us i mured."

"And. . ." Paul tried again, for he hadn't been able to conplete a
sentence since Red had desperately |l aunched into his rationale for nmoving out
of the Fort Hol d.

"I"ve checked with Sean. W won't be a burden on him and the Weyr.
Thread has never--yet--" Red gave a rueful snile, which made himl ook slightly
| ess haggard. "--cone right over the place |I've found. And," he added,
waggling a finger as Paul opened his mouth, "Cobber and Ozzi e have thoroughly
expl ored the tunnel system shown on the echo survey with Wnd Blossoms little
phot osensitive uglies, so the dangerous tunnels are bl ocked off. W' ve got a
smal | hydroel ectric systemusing one of the nearby streanms, and Boris Pahl evi
has plotted out the nost efficient way to use the rock cutters and the borers.
Cecilia Rado's given us plans to enlarge and inprove the main chanber and give
us a lot of apartnments in the facade. W'IIl use the cut stone for housing
al ong the base of the cliff, just as you've done here, so we'll have workshops
as well as separate quarters"--and Red enphasi zed t hat aspect by enunciating
each syllable--"to acconmpbdate the famlies coming with us. That's the

bi ggest incentive in noving out, Paul." He gave a convul sive shudder. "I
know we' ve all had to cramin together for nmutual support and safety. But
enough is enough. Especially in ny profession. |'mlosing the best breeding
years of my mares' lives. And, now that we've got the dried seaweed to add
protein and fiber, we can get by with just the one feed-naker."

Paul held up both hands. "Let me get a word in edge-wise, will you,
Red?" He grinned. "I have no objections to you noving out."

"You don't?" Red was genuinely surprised. "But | thought. . . "

Paul Benden indulged in a rare |laugh, which made the big vet realize how
much Paul had altered in the past nine years. Unsurprising, when one thought
how many burdens he had assumed since Emily Boll's death fromfever three
years earlier. Paul rose and went to the wall in his office that was covered
wi th survey maps taken by the probes as the colony ships had noved into their
parking orbit. The areas explored by various teans showed the synbols of
metal s and mnerals discovered; red marked the cave sites with rough sketches
of the tunnel systens made fromthe probe echo system Three enl argenents
depicted the i mense, sprawling Fort Hold; the old crater, Fort Weyr, which

t he dragonriders inhabited; and the newest human habitation at Boll, founded
t he sumer before.

"I won't |let anyone nake an ill-advised nmove, Red, just to get away from
here, but decentralization is essential." Red knew that Benden feared anot her

of the lightning-swift fevers that had decinmated the Hold three years before.
"W nust begin to establish autononpbus and self-sufficient units. That's part



of the Charter |I'mdeterm ned we rmust inplement. On the other hand, with

Threadfall a constant nenace, | must limt new settlenments to those that won't
overtax the dragons during a Fall. W can't even consider expandi ng unl ess
they can give aerial protection. | won't risk any nore precious |ives--not

after the nost recent plague.”

Paul's expression turned grim There were few fam |y groups in the Fort
Hol d that had not suffered |losses in the debilitating fever that had hit the
al ready di stressed colonists. The old, the very young, and pregnant wonen had
been the nost vul nerabl e, and before the frantic medi cal team could develop a
vacci ne, the disease had run its course, |eaving nearly four thousand dead.
Nevert hel ess, the living had been inmmuni zed agai nst a resurgence. Though al
possi bl e vectors--food, ventilation, allergies, inadvertent toxic substances
fromthe hydroponics unit--had been exanmi ned, the trigger for its onset
remai ned a nystery.

The fever had caused another problem a |arge nunber of orphaned
children between eight and twel ve years. These had to be fostered, and
al t hough there had been no shortage of volunteers, a certain anount of
reshuffling had had to occur to find psychol ogically suitable matches of adult
and child.

"Those who | eave here nmust go to properly surveyed and expl ored.
prem ses." Paul gave a nirthless |augh, and Red grinned wyly back at him
"prem ses" seemed an overstatenment to describe the primtive cave dwellings.
"Pierre and his cromd were lucky to find such a network at--" Paul dropped his
eyelids briefly, still finding it hard to nmake casual mention of his |ongtine
col l eague. "Boll."

"We're lucky Tarvi and Sall ah expl ored so nuch of the regi on when they
did," Red added ingenuously, giving Paul time to recover fromthe tension that

had suddenly contracted the nmuscles in his face. "You also don't need to | ose
too many of the valuable skills froma central facility. Fort should remain
the primary teaching headquarters.” Red was referring to the warren of caves

adj acent to the main Fort, where the nedics had originally set up isolation
wards for the fever victinms. Three years on, the wards had beconme cl assroons,
wor kshops, and dormitories, sone-what relieving the crowming in the Hol d.

"So," Paul said with nore vigor, "who's going with you? Those
grandchi l dren of yours?" He managed a small snmile: Red and Mairi had nore of
their second generation underfoot than their first. Sorka seened to have a
baby nost every year, despite arduous riding in the queens' wing. Red and
Mairi fostered the five of them I|eaving the dragonriders with less to worry
about while coping with the insidious Fall and training the young dragons.

M chael, nine years old and the el dest, spent every nmonent he could up at the
Weyr, often illegally borrowing a mount fromhis grandfather's renuda to make
the uphill trip. H's red hair matched his tenperanent and tenacity.

"No," Red replied, slightly rueful but nore relieved. Miri had enough
on her hands, supervising their own fosterlings, as well as |ooking after
their son Brian's four, to allow his wife, Jair, to continue her
nmechani cal - engi neer training under Ful mar Stone. "Not when our going to the
new pl ace neant M chael would have too far to go to visit whenever he can
sneak away." Red chuckl ed. The boy was dragon-mad, and his father woul dn't
et himstand as a candidate until he reached his twelfth birthday. "There's
supervision for themnow at the Weyr if Sorka's busy. And schooling."

The Weyr, now housing five hundred and twenty dragons after nine years
of enthusiastic breeding by the el even queens of the first two hatchings and,
nore lately, Faranth's first daughter, had asked for additional personnel to
help with the donmestic tasks the riders had little tine to manage. Some of
the ol der fosterlings had noved up the mountain, along with enough families
and single adults to perform necessary tasks.

Though it was not comnmon know edge, the Weyr supplied its needs by
judicious hunting in the southern continent. Sorka often sent M chael back to
Fort with a sack of fresh fruit and a haunch or two of beef tied to the back
of his saddle.



"We've singles, fosterlings, and enough mature couples with ful
training." Red handed over his list. He'd carefully screened those picked to
acconpany himand Mairi for conpatibility, as well as for useful skills. "I'd
like your pernmission to draft nore of the trainees when they' ve passed their
tests. | would, of course, in the future be willing to take in any who show a
knack for animal husbandry or agriculture."

"You and Mairi have been splendid in sharing the caring." |Indeed, Miri
woul d have taken in as many fosterlings as she could, but common sense
dictated a limt to the tinme she could spare for each grieving preadol escent.
"So you are taking the entire regi nent?"

Red grinned at the nicknane his expanded fam |y had been given.

"Mairi's always had a touch with young fol k, and she'd feel she was abandoni ng
t hem just when they' ve got over their bereavenment. | can certainly use them
all.”

Paul ran one finger down the list, which had been witten on a thin
wi dt h of gray paper that had al ready been recycl ed several tinmes. The
preci ous remaini ng pl assheets were now used only for special docunments. Sone
personal computers were still in use, thanks to the production of generators
fromthe junked shuttles and other spares, but people had | ost the habit of
using them as short-termrecord processors.

Red's list included four veterinary students, but there were nore than
enough experienced practitioners and apprentices in the Hold to leave it anply
staffed. Red hinmself would conplete their training and quality them Mar
Dook' s second son, Kes, had been well trained in agronomy by his father, and
he was bringing his young famly; young Akis Andriadus had just qualified as a
general practitioner, and his w fe, Kolya Logorides, had studied gynecol ogy
and mdwi fery, so that would provide the new Hold with the medi cal support it
woul d need, though Mairi could certainly manage nost mnor nedica
energencies. |lsa Langsam had just qualified as a primary teacher: she would
have nore than enough pupils. WMx and Enily Schultz were two of the ol dest
fostered, plus two Wangs and two Brennans; in the fosterings, siblings had
been kept together wherever possible, so there were also three very young
Coatls and two Cervanteses. Anong the fosterlings, there seened to be at
| east one representative fromevery ethnic group, and Paul wondered if Red had
done that on purpose. But all the general skills that would be needed seened
covered in those choices: netalworking and engineering, as well as teaching,
agronony, and mnedi cal

"Hundred and forty-one all total ed, huh?" Paul said. "And a good cross
section. Wiat are you springing | oose fromJoel, since you' ve the foresight
to bring one of his kids?"

"Turn the sheet over," Red said, anused. The "foresight" of attaching
young Buck was not noving his father an inch in terns of what he'd allocate a
new settl enent.

"Stingy, ain't he?" Paul said with a snort.

"Cautious with comunity property and ever aware of the charge of
nepotism"

Paul continued reading, then | ooked up in surprise. "An airlock door?
What're you going to use that for?" he demanded

"Well, it isn't being used for anything else, and it'll make an
i npressive entrance: also inmpregnable,” Red said. "I took the dinensions
last tinme | was down in the storage cellars. Ilvan and Peter Chernoff
di ssected the frame panel, too, which fits in the opening as if neant to be
there. Seated it in some of that hull-patching compound Joel couldn't find
anot her use for. Peter even rescued the floor and ceiling bar holders. A
spin of the airlock wheel, and we can drive hone the | ock bars top and bottom
so that nothing can get past that door once it's closed. Cos Melvinah called
it a neat bit of psychol ogi cal reinforcenent."

Paul nodded in appreciation. "Good job of recycling materials, too. |
will mss you, Red," he said, then paused.

"But you won't miss having to arbitrate the disputes in the beast hold,"



Red finished for himwith a grin.

There were constant quarrels over who had what space in the | ow caverns
t hat housed the colonists' aninmals, and who got what fodder. Red had been
wagi ng a clever and diplomatic war with the Gallianis and the Logorides, the
other major breeders. During the frequent breakdowns of the overworked grass
i ncubators, the Hanrahan famly had fed their animals their own bread rations
and scrounged the shoreline-some distance fromthe safety of the Hold--for the
seaweed that could be dried and shredded into a fodder the horses would eat.

"They can't conpl ain when your exodus |leaves themw th a |lot nore
space. "

"No, but they'll agitate to try and bring up nore of the stock they had
to | eave behind," Red said with sone acerbity.

Paul shook his head. "No transport. There's no one will get JimTillek
to bring his precious Cross out of that watery cavern he's stored it in. And,
wi th Per and Kaarvan gone fishing nost weeks. " Paul shrugged. "I see
you're requisitioning the use of five sled-wagons? How long will you need
t hen?"

Wth al most no power packs left to run the airsleds, many had been
stripped to hulls and fitted with wheels as ground vehicles. The smaller ones
were useful for hauling stone from excavations within the Hold. The bigger
ones were too wide for nore than the well-travel ed road down to the sea, but
t hey were capaci ous and had even survived--better than the goods they'd been
carrying--unexpected | ong drops down nountai nsi des.

"Who el se is moving out, Paul?'" Red asked. Runobrs were rampant, but so
far his party was the only one he knew of that was actually asking for a fina
cl ear ance.

"Zi Ongola'd like to try that western peninsul a.
and tapped the narker on the tip of the | andmass.

"Good on him No wonder | couldn't get any nore of the Duffs to cone

Paul went to the map

with ne. We'Ill bring the wagons back as soon as we've finished using them
And 1'Il loan out the oxen teans |'ve trained, if that'll help zi ."
"It certainly would, and | know he'll thank you when | pass the

i nformation on."

"He's got the | onger haul ."

"He's also got to find a passable way through the H gh Ranges," Pau
said with a sigh. "The cave systenis satisfactory where he wi shes to settle.
The way there is not. W might be able to bore a tunnel, if necessary.

Plenty of hydroelectric sites.”

Red knew that Paul would nmiss Zi Ongola, who had been his second officer
and close friend since the two had served together in the Cygnus Camnpai gn
Red was a little surprised that Zi would | eave, but he'd be a good | eader, and
pressures in the Fort had to be reduced. Many dissident voices were quieted
only because the admiral was universally adnmired and the justice of his regine
respected as fair and equabl e.

Most of the problens afflicting the Hold were due to the cranped
conditions. The "good" years when the colony was starting up had all owed
peopl e freedom and scope, which they treasured all the nore now that it had
been denied themby the terrible fall of Thread. During the first few years
when Fort Hold had protected them gratitude for that haven had overcone the
di sconforts and i nconveni ences, but as the birthrate soared and the stony
corridors resounded with the cries of fretful babies, tenmpers had begun to
rise.

The establishment of South Boll had been the first major attenpt to
relieve the congestion, and so far it was successful--for those who had
resettled at the new hol ding under Pierre de Courcis's |eadership. But
expl oring appropriate prem ses was time-consum ng, and with Thread conti nui ng
to fall, any outbound journeys had to be carefully timed and safe | ayover
shelters built along the way. Then sone caves were found to be either
waterl ess or too small to shelter enough people to be worth devel opnent.

"Yes, Zi's got a big job ahead of him yet we nust make the attenpts if



this colony is to succeed. Threadfall won't last forever!" Paul brought one
hand down with a hard slap on his arnrest. "By all that's holy, Hanrahan
we'll still make Pern ours, with everyone owning his or her own place, no
matter what rains down on us!"

"OfF course we will, Paul. And we Hanrahans will hold our place! And
multiply. You can be sure of that!"™ Red said, grinning snugly. Miri had
just weaned their |atest and, he hoped, last child. She'd told Red she wanted
to have a dozen offspring, but the repeated pregnancies were beginning to take
their toll on her.

"For Mairi's sake, | hope you have too nuch to do for any nore of that."
There was a twinkle in Paul's eye as he regarded the veterinarian. "How many
have you fat hered now?"

Red waved his hand, his grin broader. "N ne's enough to insure our
genes will continue. Ryan's the last I'Il permt her, and | made sure of no
nore to cone."

Benden gave a snort. "Especially when your sons and daughters are |ike

to pass you out in production figures in a year or two."

"Well, Mairi's good with children. She genuinely likes themin al
stages of their developnment. Mre than | do," Red added with some acerbity.

"Got a name for this Hold of yours?"

Red made a disclaimng sound. "Hell, Paul, 1've been so busy with
plans, lists, and contingencies, naning's a detail | haven't given nuch
t hought to. We'Ill think of sonething appropriate, Mairi and the rest of us.”

Paul Benden rose then, nmade an effort to straighten the slunp of his
shoul ders, and held out his hand. "Good luck Red. We'Il mss you here.

"Ha! You'll be glad to see the backsides of us. And so will the
Logorides and the Gllianis."

Benden gave a genuine laugh. Despite the fact that breeding had clearly
had to be kept to an absolute m ninum the Logorides and Gallianis had felt
t hensel ves constantly deprived by the restrictions. Pierre de Courcis had
taken nine of the scions of the two large fanilies, and a substantial nunber
of their cattle, when he went south to settle Boll, but the two senior nen
continued to grieve for the "marvel ous fine bl oodlines and stock"” they'd had
to | eave behind at their southern stakehol ds.

"They enjoyed freedom far |onger than nost of us. It was harder to give
it all up,"” Benden said in oblique apol ogy.
Red cocked his head briefly to one side. "Who hasn't given up a lot--to

stay alivel™

Paul wapped Red's hand in both of his and gave it one final hard shake.
"When do you plan to go?"

"Sean says we've got three full clear days cone Tuesday. W'Ill be
organi zed and ready by then."

"So soon?" Benden's tone was al nost wistful.

"On a good horse, Admiral," Red said, unable to resist teasing the
former naval man, "you could ride the distance in tw days. Be good for you
to get away now and again."

"I'"ve never even got as far south as Boll, and that's nearer.”

" '"Tisn't, with those hills to clinb," Red protested. "I1'll send you a
speci al hand-engraved invitation, Paul Benden, and you'll cone for the good of
your sanity! 1'll sic Sean and Sorka on you. A-dragonback's the shortest way
to conme," he added as he paused at the door

Benden | aughed. "You talk Sean into letting someone el se ride his
preci ous Carenath and I'Il cone!"

"Good!" Red gave a brief sharp nod and grinned. "Then we'll show you

what we've done with the new Hol d when we' ve done it!"

Nearly a third of the Hold' s popul ati on managed to be on hand when the
Hanr ahans' expedition noved off. Every passenger-carrying ani mal was | aden as



well with some bundle or other. The sleds were carefully packed; the |argest,
with the Hold door, was drawn by six teans of oxen, beasts Red had carefully
pi cked for their docility and trained for such work. He'd bred them hinsel f
froma genetic pattern Kitti Ping had produced for him slightly adjusting
wei ght, strengt heni ng bone, thickening hide, and enlarging both heart and

l ungs to encourage a di sease- and fatigue-resistant hardy animal, nmuch
stronger and nore adaptable than the Terran beasts that had been brought in
vitro.

Safely stored in an insulated crate were the special fertilized eggs
wi th whi ch Red Hanrahan hoped to devel op varieties of equines nore suitable to
Pern's needs: a heavy-wei ght animal of Percheron proportions for the plow a
swift, lean racing type that could carry nessengers |long distances on little
fodder; and a confortable riding aninmal, a pacer |ike the ancient Paso Fino,
whi ch had been a mountain breed of great agility and endurance, and, nore
i mportant, possessing the easiest possible | ong-distance riding gait.

He woul d make his Hold the place where all others would conme to buy
their burden beasts and racers. H s nost private dreamwas of founding a
racehorse line to rival that which Earth had once possessed. There was no
reason, once Thread had passed, that they couldn't revive the sport of kings.
The practical could coexist with the exotic. Let Caesar Galliani devel op neat
animals if that was his passion, but Red would go for horses.

Now, astride his bay stallion, King, the best of the fine aninmals he had
bred fromthe fertilized ova he had brought with him Red ranged up and down
the Iine, encouraging his people and rectifying small errors in the order

He had positioned one of the heavier sleds to break trail, with teans of
his strongest youths to w den the way whenever necessary. The way north
t hrough the main Fort valley was easy enough, but soon they would cone to the
| ess-travel ed ground. Not that he didn't know the track |ike the back of his
hand, he'd been up and down it so often, but a lot of it wasn't geared for
wi de traffic.

There were people waiting for them too, at the new prem ses: the four
fostered youngsters who were old enough to hel p; Egend Raghir and David
Jacobsen, who were supervising the nechanical apparatus in the Hold; Mdel ei ne
Messurier, in charge of the donestic arrangenments; and Maurice de Broglie,
who, along with Ozzie and Cobber on loan fromthe specialists' work pool, was
still checking rock formati ons and the tunnels. Soon they would nove on to
i nvestigate other possible sites for hol dings.

As soon as the wagon train was around the bend and Fort was out of
sight, Red sent his fire-lizard, Snapper, to Maddie to announce that they were
on their way. Useful creatures, the fire-lizards, though there seened to be
fewer of them about these days.

Sorka said it was because they were going back to their native sands in
the South to lay their eggs. The little gol den queens, being nore
responsi ble, remained to see them safely hatched before com ng back to their
humans. The green fenmales laid their eggs and then forgot about the natter
and, being shatter-witted, probably forgot that they had once had human
friends. Sorka's Duke remained faithful, as did Sean's two browns and
Snapper, another brown. Slowy, though, there were fewer and fewer of the
wi nsone creatures in and out of Fort Hold.

"They may nmind the cold and dreary winters nore than we do," Sorka
suggested. "W could go back to Landing and see if there're any clutches
about to hatch.”

Red had caught Sean's frown. The |ad--and Red corrected hinself with a
private grin, because "lad" no |longer applied to this confident adult--Sean
rider of bronze Carenath, was known as the Weyrleader. And, if he had certain
traits of the martinet, they were needed to shape up his grow ng dragonrider

contingent. |In any case, his orders were strictly obeyed and, to Red's
t hi nki ng, were sensibly formulated. There would be little spare tinme for the
dragon-riders to go looking for fire-lizard nests. |In fact, they had nmade

only one return journey.



Wien Ezra Keroon had been fretful with the fever that racked him Sean
had very willingly gone back to Landing on Carenath. Sean had
returned--al nost as soon as he'd left, Sorka had remarked--to reassure the old
captain that the Aivas building, which Ezra had so carefully shielded with
shuttle tiles against Garben's eruption, remained intact and unscathed. Later
Sean had reported nore fully to Paul that the old settlement was just so many
mounds under a thick carpet of gray vol canic ash. However, the know edge t hat
the interface with the Yokohama was still intact had soothed the querul ous
Ezra, and he'd gratefully subsided into a sleep fromwhich he never woke:
anot her victimof the undi agnosed fever

The new place could quite easily be naned after Ezra Keroon, Red
thought. Certainly the man had been one of the heroes of the Evacuation--in
fact, the last man to | eave Landing, bar the admiral and Joel Lilienkanp. And
even before the trip to Pern, he'd been a hero of the Nathi War, too. Yes, it
woul dn't be a bad thing to name his Hold "Keroon." O "Kerry." That was a
good way to keep long-lost but well-loved places, or people, alive.

A request for his presence at the head of the caravan interrupted his
rum nations. Hs mnd back to the journey at hand, Red cantered King to see
what the probl em was.

They made canp the first night where Red had often done so, in a rocky
clearing by one of the streans that fed into the bigger Fort River. Al the
stock was hungry enough to nmunch happily on the dried shredded seaweed t hat
sone of the fussier eaters tended to refuse.

A campfire is a cheerful affair, even when nade of dried ani mal dung.
Soneone had contrived a solution that, when used to i mrerse the dung, replaced
any |ingering unpleasant odors with that of apple wood. The nutritious dinner
stew was even seasoned appealingly so that, if you didn't think about the fact
that it had been processed fromoffal, seaweed, and wild herbs and grains, you
could relish the meal. Red was too hungry to be the least bit finicky, and
let the hard travel bread soften in the |eftover juices.

Snapper returned with a note from Maddi e attached his |eg.

The welkin will ring when we sight you. River's high with |ast week's rain.
Don't let the sleds bog down. M

Mairi had made their bed under one of the sleds. She had insisted that
her bones required a certain amount of padding. Red wouldn't admit that his
own did, too, and was grateful to lie dowm with only her and Snapper near him
He was thinking of the absolute wealth of three good-sized roons at.

Keroon Hol d--naw, that didn't sound right--just for Mairi and hinself.

The norni ng brought an unexpected delay. Sone of the beasts, mainly those
haul i ng sleds, had to be treated for harness galls. The harness had been new,
but Red had thought it had been softened enough not to rub. Miri dug about
in their househol d bel ongi ngs and brought out sone well-cured sheep fl eeces
and sorme of the cotton that she had saved fromthe last crop at Landing. Red
first applied the nunbweed sal ve that was now in everyone's first-aid kit,
t hen padded t he abraded spots to prevent further friction. They also
redistributed the lighter itens fromthe sleds of the galled teans to ease
their burden, and Red hinself made certain that all harnesses were flexible
enough and fitted perfectly. One thing sure, Red announced: He'd personally
i nspect every strap of harness that evening after it had been cl eaned.

The del ay cost them several hours, but when they finally noved out, it
was in good heart, with smles on faces that had grown unused to smling.
Al most, Red thought, as if the sheer joy of being out on their own, away from
t he burden of so nuch inprivacy--was that a word? he wondered, but it sounded
exactly right--outweighed any mnor snag. He was relieved and glad for many



reasons to see this attitude adjustnment. Considerable hard work would stil
be needed to conplete the new place and nake it |ivable, not to nention
confortable. For a while, there'd be other inconveniences and nmakeshifts.
Whil e they carved out their new habitation fromthe basic cavern system
everything would be covered with stone dust. He had brought as many nmasks as
Joel would allow him but there weren't enough for nore than the people right
at the work site. And rock dust had an insidious habit of perneating and
clinging to objects well away fromthe actual excavation. Miiri had
conpl ai ned about the state of Red's clothing after his first long stay at the
Hol d cave.

He hoped that Max Schultz had nanaged to get his gang to finish the stud
fencing. Red had paid his next-to-last credits to have the plastic extruded
for enough posts and rails to provide paddocks. He wanted barn-sour animals
to spend as nmuch tinme as possible out-of-doors, even if it would be awhile
bef ore any grass could get started. There wouldn't be that nmuch tine to
exerci se horses at first, but they did have stabl es and byres inside the
i mense | ow cavern that would hold all the beasts. Turn-out paddocks were

essential. He'd get Deccie Foley, who had a knack for teaching animals, to
train the dogs with a certain call or whistle to round up the aninals so that
just one person would be needed to help the dogs get themall in under cover

when Thread fell.

Toward afternoon a drizzle began--proper rain, not Thread, though for a
nmonent the grayness of the sky over the western range al nbst caused a few
hearts to stop. But Thread al ways noved fromeast to west. Red had prudently
built into the eastern face of his precipice, so that every w ndow woul d gi ve
a view of the direction that danger came from

To make up lost time, they ate a quick lunch while they watered the
animal s at one of the many streams they had to cross. Maybe he shoul d put
somet hi ng about streans in the nane of the place. Hi s |and had al nost as many
as Fort did, since this eastern side of the H gh Ranges drained well into the
sea.

A wet nighttinme canp neant cold food again, though Mairi contrived
enough of a fire under the high sled to boil water for hot drinks all around.
She al so managed to heat enough warm water to soap and soften the harnesses,
whi ch Red personally checked. He also inspected every one of the burden
beasts, just to be sure no new wounds had devel oped.

Despite the wet chill danp of the early-spring rain, Red was asleep
besi de Mairi al nost as soon as he got hinself confortable. Snapper coiled
bet ween their warm bodi es, as protected fromthe cold and wet as he could get,
and Red wondered how much longer the little fire-lizard would remain faithful
in this inclenent |and.

The rain was heavier the next day. Miiri insisted they have a hot
porridge in their bellies to keep out the chill, and quantities of hot klah
were made for the thernbses. The availability of the warm ng beverage did
make the difference during that very |long cold day.

The trace, for it certainly couldn't be called a trail, was nore nud
than dirt now and further slowed them down. Despite that, by the tinme |ight
was fading fromthe sky, Red knew they were not that far fromthe river he had
chosen as the border for his stake--the river that Maddi e had warned hi m had
risen. The ford they were to cross was a wi de basin where the river spread
out over a shale rocky bottom

He ordered lanterns lit. The nycelium | um nescence with which Ju Adj ai
Benden had been experinenting cast sufficient Iight in an encl osed space, but
suitable shielding to nake it useful outside hadn't yet been devel oped.

"We've reached the river, Dad," Brian yow ed fromthe darkness ahead.
"And it's in spate.”

Red groaned. He'd wanted to make the crossing as much because the | and
on the other side was his as because the farther bank was a better site for an
overni ght canp. He briefly considered waiting for daylight, but discarded the
i dea al nost inmediately. The flatter land on this side of the river was



al ready under an inch or so of water. |If the river was this high now, then by
nmorni ng the water would be too high for the wheels of the smaller sleds. They
m ght float away downstreamif they got |oose. And this was the best ford
within klicks--if he could find it in the murky darkness.

Now, so close to his own private place, he was loath to |l et high water
bar his way.

He borrowed a lantern fromone of the smaller carts and trotted through
the mud to the front of the caravan. Reining King in beside Brian, he | ooked
glumy at the swiftly nmoving surface of the swollen river. Rising up in his
stirrups and holding the | antern high over his head, he peered to his left,
trying to find the cairn of stones he had placed to mark the upper edge of the
ford.

"Under water, too, damm it," he nuttered.

"Wuld we have to worry about an undercurrent here, Dad?" Brian asked,
pointing to a |l arge branch floating serenel y--and qui ckly--past them

"If it gets too high, that's a possibility. By tonorrow, it will
definitely be high enough to cause us problens with those | ower-I| oadbed sl eds.
Dam it, we've got to try tonight or we m ght spend days here, just in sight
of our destination!"

"Let's give it a go then, Dad," Brian said firmy. "I'll try to the
right. After all, | have been across this ford a couple of tinmes. And
G oudy's a good sw nmer."

He kneed his gray into the water, but the animl, head down, snorting at
the rushing flow, was not as eager to go forward as his rider had boasted.

"Don't push him Bri, " Red shouted. "Horse's got sense. 1'Il look to
the left. |If I could see the rocks. . . Ahl" H's high-held lantern showed
t he bul ge of water surging over an obstacle just below the surface, and he
kneed King forward. A brave horse under any circunmstances, the stallion
stepped in and nmoved snartly out, Red legging himto the left as the ford took
a di agonal slant across the river. The bank on the far side was too dark to
make out, and since the water was high on this side, the incline there m ght
be submerged, as well.

As King waded confidently forward, the water not up to his knees yet,
Red pondered the wi sdom of crossing now, tonight, in the dark. Yet, if they
found the ford, they could make a safe passage--and be on their own | and! But
floating sleds mght haul the burden beasts off their feet. Rope the sleds,
then, and have riders alongside to keep the sleds within the ford. King
wal ked on, and through his horse's body, Red knew that the stallion had
stepped onto the rocky shal e base of the ford.

"That aboy, King, that's a good |ad!" Red encouraged his mount, trying
to peer ahead in the feeble Iight of the lantern. ©Ch, for a power torch! The
ones allotted to his operation were naturally all up at the cliff premn ses,
their clear beanms penetrating the stygi an darkness of the tunnel conplex.

"Brian! Follow nme!" Red called, swinging his armin a wide circle so
that the light color of his waterproof gear woul d be visible in the darkness.
In nonments, Coudy's light head and body cane out of the night, splashing as
he cantered forward.

"W need the power beans that are up at the Hold to get us across
tonight," Red said. "As soon as we reach the other side, | want you to go
hell fer leather and bring 'em back. Bring anyone still awake, too. W'l
need all the help we can get. And ropes, and those great horses Kes has been
using to break ground."

"Whoa, Dad. | get the drift," Brian replied, |aughing.

The water was over King's knees suddenly, and the horse tossed his head
in surprise. Red | ooked over his shoulder, trying to gauge their angle from
t he bank, but they were about hal fway across and neither bank was clearly
vi si bl e now.

"I"lIl put a lantern where we entered,"” Red told hinself, "and another
where we enmerge. The beanms will give a broad enough swath to light the ford
itself adequately. At least we'll see where we should be going." King pulled



to the right; Red corrected himand was instantly in water to his own knees.
Ki ng gave two plunges leftward and, snorting mghtily, was back on the shale
footing. The horse gave an offended snort as if criticizing his rider's

directions. "All right, boy, you know which way to go, so go! | didn't do so
well, did I?" Affectionately he slapped the stallion's nmuscled crest, letting
the reins slip through his fingers. God, that river was cold! Ice nelt, as

wel | as the rain.

Behind him Brian avoided a sinmlar mshap. One nore time, just where
t he shal e bank ended, the water surged up to caress Red's stirruped feet, but
then they were obviously ascending the slope out of the river, splashing
t hrough fetl ock-hi gh water.

Standing in his stirrups, Red swng the lantern, ki-yiing their success.
Bri an added his own yodels of triunph.

"D you know the way to the Hold fromhere, son?" Red asked, slightly
anxious. Brian had not nmade the trip all that often, and in the dark, nopst

| andmar ks woul d be obscured. "Here, better take nmy lantern.” He |eaned over
toward Brian.
"Look, Dad, you'll need that as a beacon."

"I'd rather you had it and got safely to the Hold. Of wth you, and
trust d oudy."

"Don't | always!" Brian said, bringing Coudy up beside King to take
the lantern. "Woops! Cot it!" And with that he trotted off to the left, up
the gentle incline.

Red wat ched himfor a | ong nonment before he set King back into the
wat er, heading directly for the lanterns on the other side. Wth those lights
to guide him the going was nuch easier this tine. Miiri again had foreseen
the need for snmall fires, nore cheerful than effective as |ight sources but
certainly beacons in the dismal night. Red oversaw the dividing up of the
avail abl e lanterns, then had a steel pole pounded into the water's edge by his
marker cairn. One lantern was securely fastened at its top, a second one
hooked at nan height, and a heavy rope tied at wai st height for those on foot
to grab.

That preparation conpleted, Red fastened the other end of the rope
around the saddle horn and coiled it carefully to play out across the river
Mounting King once nore, he took up three nore lanterns and two nore pol es,
and | ed other lantern-carrying riders back into the river. He positioned the
riders at intervals; they would hold up the lanterns to guide the others, and
woul d al so be available to give assistance as required. Wen he reached the
far bank, he hamrered in another pole, hooked on the lantern, and tied the end
of the rope in one of those clever hitches mariner JimTillek had once shown
hi m

Then he wal ked King to where he thought the right-hand edge of the ford
shoul d be and kneed himinto the water--right up to his own waist. King
lurched mightily out of that hole and back onto the shale, shaking hinself as
i f annoyed at his imrersion. Red clanped his teeth against the cold of that
dunking. Fortunately he'd managed to keep the lantern from bei ng doused. He
wal ked King back up the shale footing to the bank, where he stabbed the |ast
pole into the ground and settled the final lantern. That woul d give them
beacons enough--if no one panicked. The ford was just w de enough to
accommodate the largest sled. Even one of the teamputting a foot wong could
result in disaster.

He cantered King back across the ford, nore an act of bravado than
common sense, for he knew King was tiring. Miri was right there as he
energed fromthe water.

"Not another step do you go, Red Peter Hanrahan, until you've sonething
warmin your stomach to take away the chill of that water! | heard you
spl ashing about." She handed hima cup, and he was gl ad enough of it as the
kl ah spread through himand down into his belly. He nanaged to suppress a
shudder as the cool rain-laden breeze blew across his sodden breeches.

He handed her the cup with thanks and then, rising in his stirrups,



addressed the group waiting to hear his decision.

"Listen up, folks. W'd best make the crossing tonight. The river's
rising fast with what | bloody well knowis ice nelt as well as today's rain.
Ri ght now the ford's no higher than King's knees, if you keep to it and head
on the left diagonal to the far shore and the left-hand I antern. The ford
itself is shale, so the nminute you feel your nount noving into sonething
softer, get back on the hard stuff. Now, let's get noving. Those of you
| eadi ng packhorses nmove out first. Tie themon the far bank and then bring
your nmounts to forma very careful line on the right-hand side of the ford.
Watch that hole | fell into. It's a cold one!"”

He trotted King down the Iine to the various carts and gave themtheir
travel orders, leaving the heavy sleds till last, for they'd need the nost
hel p.

Shouts fromthe river told himthere were minor troubles, but each tine
he turned King to go investigate, he heard reassurances that the crisis was
over.

Once the | ead horses, the other pack animals, and four of the carts had
gotten safely across, and there were sufficient riders marking the ford's
boundari es, he sent the | oose aninmals across. The dogs nearly caused a
commotion, and several had to be roped to safety when they were in danger of
bei ng caught by the current. The goats were the worst. They seenmed to want
to go for a long swm So Red asked everyone with fire-lizards to keep the
goats in line. Snapper dove at the bell nanny, clipping her on her right ear
to turn her to the left. That got her back on line, and the others foll owed,
urged on by attendant fire-lizards.

Suddenl y, wi thout any warning, and before the goats had started climbing
out on the far side, Snapper and the other fire-lizards |let out a racket of
dreadful sounds and di sappear ed.

"What the hell?" Red said, totally surprised and vastly irritated by
t he abrupt abandonment. Snapper had al ways been reliable. . . He pushed
King forward to deflect the | ead nanny fromyet another wayward plunge and was
relieved to get the little herd safely out of the river

By then, help had arrived fromthe Hold and he was distracted fromthe
fire-lizard desertions by the need to organize the final stages of the
crossing. Madel ei ne Messurier had sent al ong hot soup and sonme sort of hot
bread filled with one of her spicy concoctions. It didn't take nuch
persuasi on from Brian and the Hold reinforcenments to convince Red to pause
| ong enough to eat. Especially as once the powerful beacons were in place
t hey shone the clear path across the now perceptibly higher water, foaming in
its hurry to reach the sea, many long klicks to the east. Red knew that he'd
m ss the sight and sound of the sea near him but feasible "prem ses" had not
presented thensel ves nearer the coast. He'd always lived in sight of an
ocean, but that was a small price to pay for what he'd have here. But first
he'd have to get everyone across that churning river

A shiver ran up his spine, despite the warmfood in his guts: he was
wet through and through, and he had al ready begun to feel the stallion's
tiredness in his occasional stunble and slide in the mre. He counted on the
great heart, of the horse and his own determination to |last as |long as they
still had people and stock to get past this ford.

The first yoke of the three pairs harnessed to the |argest sled bal ked
at being asked to enter dark waters, though the beans lit their way as clearly
as the sun. The drivers energetically cracked their whips overhead; two nen
used prods; and a few hauled at the nose rings of the stubborn oxen
Aggravated by the stupidity and aware that the river was deepening by the
m nute, Red ordered the animals blindfolded, but that old trick wasn't having
any effect with the water swirling about their knees and reinforcing their
sense of danger. He was trying to think what else might notivate them
dammi ng Snapper's di sappearance when the fire-lizard night have repeated his
successful notivation of the goats, when there was a commotion on the far bank
hor ses whi nnyi ng and bucking while their startled rider tried to cal mthem



The cattle lowed in such panic that there could be only one cause of such
wi despread reaction

Peering above, into the drizzling night sky while King cavorted wildly,
Red just barely nmade out the shape of a dragon overhead, the bronze hide
faintly illum nated by the dying campfires.

"Sean!" he bellowed at the top of his lungs, reining King into as small
acircle as he could to keep himfrom bolting.

"Sorry, Red," Sean's voice replied from sonewhere overhead.

Still circling King, though it took a lot of strength to hold the
frightened stallion with one hand, Red made a negaphone of the other. "Don't
be sorry. Be useful! Get behind this stubborn team and get them novi ng

across the ford. W haven't got all night and the river's rising."

"Cet out of ny way, then," Sean's voice drifted down to him "At the
count of ten. " The instruction dw ndled away into the night.

"Ckay, fellows," Red yelled to the men in front of the team "Sean's
goi ng to dragonize them Be prepared for a rough ride. And sonehow keep 'em
left. At all costs, keep "emleft!"”

Keeping a tight hold on the reins, he eased the pressure on King's bit
and kneed himtoward the cairn, facing the horse toward the river, away from
the sight of an inconming dragon. He was just in time, for out of the darkness
of the drizzle cane a huge shape, | ow and headed right for the reluctant team

The snell of dragon was al nost sufficient in itself--the yoke bawed in
fright and plunged forward, away fromthe skyborne terror

Sean must have the eyes of a cat, Red thought, for he'd sent Carenath
over at just the angle that nade the oxen head strai ght across the ford.
Despite the | oad the beasts hauled, they didn't stop when they reached the
ot her side, stanpeding through those on the far bank until Red wondered if
this had been such a cl ever maneuver after all

"We'll land upwi nd of you, Red, so | can talk," Sean's voice said
faintly out of the nurk. King began to buck and rear, though not as earnestly
as before.

Maybe it was the distance, the murkiness of the night, but Sean's tone
sounded odd. Red dismissed the thought as he concentrated on finishing up the

work at hand. Maybe he was a grandfather. . . again.
Now only the smaller of the two big sleds was left to nake the crossing.
Fortunately the aninmals were still keyed up by the recent appearance of a

dragon overhead and were eager to get as far away fromit as possible. But
once they got in the water, what Red had feared occurred. The river |evel was
now above the wheels and the sled, for all the weight in it, began to float.
The yoked beasts were pulled off balance and only the qui ckness of the
| eft-hand guide-liners kept the sled fromdrifting dowriver. As it was, the
ropes had to be kept taut all the |long way across the ford until the wheels
once nmore took the weight and the sled was haul ed above the river's current.

At last Red urged a tired and reluctant King back across the ford to
nmeet with Sean and to help Mairi put out the fires. Sean was already giving
her a hand. Miiri's piebald nare, tied to a rock, stood as placid as al ways,
unconcerned by the proximty to a dragon

"Thanks, Sean," Red said, holding out his hand to his son-in-law. A
sandy hand gripped his, and Sean's face was briefly visible before he scuffed

wet sand over the fire. "Had about run out of options to get those stupid
dam-f ool oxen across."

"Well, fear's a mighty nover." Sean's voice definitely sounded odd
choked, but with no nore light to illumnate his face, Red had no inkling as
to what m ght be wong.

Just then, Mairi joined them "How cone you arrived so fortuitously?"
she asked. "There's nothing wong with Sorka, is there?"

Al t hough Sorka, queen Faranth's rider, was pregnant again, she generally
had no nore trouble with parturition than her nother did.

"Ch, no no," Sean said quickly, raising his hand to dispel her anxiety.
"We canme to wel cone you to the new Hold, but you hadn't arrived yet. Maddie



said you' d sent for help at the ford. | sort of figured Carenath m ght be
some hel p."

Red | aughed wearily, blotting his wet face on an al ready soaking
kerchief. "Where'd you stash hin? A dragon's hard to hide even on a rainy
ni ght."

"Carenat h?" Sean called. There was a vague hint of anusenent in his
voi ce, which only partially reassured Red. "Show Red and Mairi where you
are." Barely fifty neters away a sudden bl ue-green |ight appeared in the
dar kness, glistening and slightly whirling: the faceted eyes of a dragon
Red tightened his hand on King's reins, but the tired horse's head hung down
too low for himto see the gleanm ng eyes. "Thanks, Car!" And the jewel-clear
i ght di sappeared.

"I's he standing there with his eyes closed?" Miiri asked

"No, he's raised a wing to shield," Sean said, again using that al npst
lifeless tone. "You should be just able to make 'em out behind the w ng
nmenbr ane. "

"Ch, yes, so | can," Miri said, sounding delighted.

"Look, Red, one of the reasons | came was to be sure you had gotten
there safely. W expect Threadfall over this area tomorrow norning fairly
early, and | didn't want you caught out in it."

Red sighed. Wth all the problens of fording the river, he had just
been considering staying here the rest of the night and starting out fresh in
t he norni ng.

"You're not that far," Sean said encouragingly.

"I know, son, | know." Red paused, to give Sean a chance to speak
what ever was clearly on his mnd and bothering him He had a very good
relationship with his son-in-law, and he wanted nothing to jeopardize it.

"I's your Snapper back yet?" Sean asked.

"What's happened at the Weyr?" Miiri said, inmediately clasping Sean's

armand peering up into his face. "Don't lie tonme. . ."

Sean ducked his head, lifting his free armto rub his face. "No reason
to lie." Now both could hear the roughness in his voice.

Mairi enbraced the bronze rider. "Tell us, Sean," she said in her
gentl est voice, lifting an edge of her kerchief to dry his cheeks.

Red altered his stance, noving nearer the Weyrl eader

"Alianne died in childbirth," Sean said, tears now maki ng runnel s down
his cheeks. "W couldn't stop the bleeding. | went for Basil."

"Ooooh," Mairi said in the soft expression of true enpathy.

"That's not all of it." Sean sniffed, rubbing his nose and eyes, giving

way to the misery he had bottled up. "Chereth. . . went. . . between
Li ke Dul uth and Marco.
"Ch, Sean love. . ." Miiri brought his head down to her shoul der

Red put his armacross the rider's bowed shoul ders.

There had been many injuries, some serious enough to end the fighting
abilities of six dragons, but only four deaths: actually an astoundi ng
record, of which Sean as Weyrl eader had every right to be proud. But the |oss
of a queen magnified the tragedy. No wonder Snapper and the others had
di sappeared. They had gone to the Weyr to nourn

Red and Mairi were quietly conforting, allowing Sean to express a grief
he had probably suppressed until now.

"I'"ll come if | can be of any help, "Mairi said with a quick query at
Red, who nodded approval

Sean raised his head, sniffed, and then blew his nose on a handkerchi ef
he haul ed out of a jacket pocket. "Thanks, Marri, but we'll come through. It
was just such a shock. |It's one thing to lose a fighting dragon, but.

" H s voice trailed off.

"We understand, dear."

"So not hing woul d do Sorka but that | checked to be sure you were al
right, too. | admit to getting a fright when | didn't see you at the Hold.

" Sean managed a wy smile.



Red put a hand on Sean's shoul der and gave it an affectionate squeeze,
whi ch he hoped expressed both his synpathy and appreciation. "And you've
Thread to fly tonmorrow," he said with deep regret. People needed tine to
nour n.

"Best thing that could happen, actually," Sean said, nopping his eyes
once nore before he put away the handkerchi ef.

"Yes, | suspect you're right about that," Miiri said slowy.

"OFf with you now, son," Red said, giving Sean a gentle shove toward

Carenath. "You were nore than good to check up on us and give those oxen the
i nducement they needed. Soon's Mairi and | get across, we'll push on. W'l
be under cover tonorrow, so don't worry about us." Then anot her thought
struck Red. "You've enough ground crew for Fall tonorrow?"

Sean gave his father-in-lawa wy smle. "As | understand it, Red, this
river marks the boundary between Fort Hold and your place. You' re not obliged
to ground-crew. . . if any of you were up to it. Just push on and get
under cover tonight. That's the best way to help Sorka and ne!"

"We'|l do just that," Miri said, handing over a well-w apped sl eeping

Ryan to Sean while she nmounted Pie.

"So this is ny son's youngest uncle,’
to peer at the little face.

"Definitely his youngest," Red said. "Hand himup to nme," he added as

he sai d, pushing back the bl anket

he swung up on the stallion. "King's that bit higher above the water, Mir.
You'll get a soaking as it is."

Mairi gave a little laugh. "Not if | hike ny knees up," she said
"G ve ny dearest love to Sorka, will you, Sean? And our deepest synpathy to
all at the Weyr."

"I will indeed, Mairi. And. . . ny thanks!"

The Weyrl eader stepped aside then as she kicked her mare forward. The
pi ebal d was one of those rare placid beasts and stepped fromland to cold
water with neither hesitation nor so nuch as a twitch of her well-shaped ears
when water swirled around her fetlocks and then up to her knees.

"We all grieve with the Weyr, Sean," Red said, raising his hand in
farewell. Looking over his shoul der, he saw Carenath uncover his brilliant
eyes as Sean returned to him sorrow di splayed by the droop i mhis broad
shoul ders. Red si ghed.

Then he couldn't help but notice how closely King was follow ng the
mare, needing no urging at all to wade into the river once nore. The stallion
stretched his neck out to sniff at her tail, which she clanmped tightly to her
runp as she picked up her legs into a splashing trot. Red grinned as he felt
the sprightly lift in the tired stallion's step, pursuing a nmare who was
apparently about to conme into season. And this year, Red thought, he could
breed every mare he had!

As the swifter current of the still-rising river tugged avidly at the
stallion's legs, Red held his son nmore tightly in the crook of his arm He
could see that Miiri had brought her knees up nearly to her chin as the water
rose up the mare's side, but Pie kept her footing and trotted sturdily
forward. Red heaved a sigh of relief in unison with King when they clinbed
the far bank for the last tine.

"Let's | eave Sean's news until tomorrow, Mairi
reached the others.

"Yes, of course. Hearts are weary enough w thout being sorrowful, too.
And | don't want anything to spoil our arrival." Then, after a brief pause,
she said, "Is that selfish of ne, Peter?" She only used his Christian nane
when she was uncertain.

"No, kind. W' ve had sadness in full nmeasure. W can wait to add this

he said before they

one.

Wth those fromthe Hold to share the tasks of the weary travelers, Red |let
hi nsel f be persuaded to sit on one of the carts and |lead King fromthe back of



it. In the darkness, he even permitted hinself to |lie back. But the cart
seened full of crates and parcels of hard edges, pointed corners, and
non-yi el ding surfaces. He tw sted and pushed and finally forned a backrest
that wouldn't dislocate a rib or poke his kidneys too hard. He regretted that
he hadn't paused | ong enough to find some dry clothes, but he wapped hinself
in the blanket Mairi had thrust at him and that kept the chill off. Snapper
reappeared and burrowed into his shoul der, wapping his tail around Red's
neck, and Red stroked the little beast, sensing its sorrow and need to be
conforted. But soon enough, Red hadn't the energy for nore caresses and,

i nstead, propped his head against the lithe warm body, a substitute pillow so
soothing that, despite every good intention, Red Hanrahan was fast asleep when
the cart pulled into the brightly lit circle in front of his Hold. "Mairi
was all for leaving you asleep in the cart,"” Brian told himwhen the wail of a
tired child roused him "but it's only got two wheels and we'd nothing to prop
it with."

Futilely Red roared at everyone for depriving himof the sight of a
triunmphal entry, but he resisted every effort to get himinside and to his bed
until he had seen all his livestock safely ensconced in "a proper-style barn."

"Sean said there's Thread across the river tonmorrow norning early," he
told those who tried to get himto go to bed, "and he's usually right about
where it'll fall, but I want everything under cover. Just in case for once
he'd be wong!" And he stormed down to the aninmal hold.

Hal f of the beasts were already down on the sandy flooring, fast asleep
whil e others dozed as they stood. Red made straight for King's stallion box
at one end of the equine stabling. The horse, dark eyes glittering in the
soft light, whufffled slightly and then closed his eyes.

"Even the horse has nore sense. . ." Miiri began in as close to a
scol ding tone as she had ever used on him

"I had to see "em Mir," Red nmuttered wearily. "I had to see 'emsafe
where |'ve seen themin ny mnd ever since | knew this place was right for us.

"And righter for them" she said, steering himout of the cavern and
toward t he Hol d proper.

She half pulled himup the ranp to the as yet w de-open entrance- - but
only after he had made sure that the big sled-wagon carrying the door had been
par ked nearby-and into their Hold.

"And if you think you're going to prow about and see if we've nade any
progress during your absence," Mddie said, fists planted on her belt, "you've
anot her think comng. Furthernore, Ozzie has offered his rubber mallet to
knock you out if you don't get straight to your quarters and sleep!”

H s quarters, for now, were currently the office to the left of the main
entrance, and he reeled slightly in that direction. Candlelight showed him
that the room had been altered--and he grabbed at the doorframe to steady
hinself, his tired mind trying to cope with the difference.

"Well, a bed big enough for both you and Mairi wouldn't fit in here with
all your clutter,” Maddie said, "so we noved that next door. Now, that there
is a next door." She gave hima push and Mairi, still holding his hand, got
himinto the room

The door was closed firmy and then Mairi was opening jacket and shirt,
deftly pulling the sleeves off himbefore she pushed hi m backward to the bed.
Qut of a marriage-long habit, he lifted one | eg so she could renove first one,
then the other boot as he managed with funbling fingers to undo his belt and
trousers.

Along tinme later, he woke.

He roared at first, annoyed that he had been deceived and cosseted when there
was so much to be done, but Brian pretended to take unbrage that his own
father wouldn't trust himto see to the care of his precious stock. Miiri set
before hima steanmi ng mug of klah and fresh bread with--his eyes gl eaned at
the sight--a knob of butter he wouldn't have to share with anyone. So he



forgave the conspiracy and demanded to know if people were settling in: if
they weren't, he'd have their conplaints that very evening.
A communal kitchen, with everyone taking turns at food preparation for

the main neal, had been established, and the main hall, bare though it was,
was | arge enough to seat five tines the nunbers that sat at the trestle tables
that night.

Before the neat was served, Red Hanrahan rose fromhis seat at the T
junction of the two | ong tables.

"Many of you may al ready know fromyour fire-lizards that Alianne, gold
Chereth's rider, died in childbirth and her dragon soon after." He paused to
[ et those who hadn't known absorb the shock of such a loss. "W will all
stand and have a nmonent's silence in tribute to them™

Whi | e the announcenment put a danper on the beginnig of what would have
been a nore convivial evening, by the tinme the splendid cakes Madel ei ne had
made for the occasion were brought in, nost people had recovered.

"You don't think of the dragons as being that attached to their riders,"”
Kes Dook remarked, just down the table fromRed. "I mean, | know the
Impression is lifelong. . . but the queen was so young. Surely someone
el se coul d have taken over?"

"Not as we understand it," Red said, toying with his nmug of quikal. He
did mss a decent drop of wi ne and wondered if Rene Mllibeau would ever find
his south-facing slopes to grow the precious vines still tended in the
hydr oponi cs shed. "Once Inpression is made, that's it, and the dragon is
unable to function w thout that special human partner.™

"But the Weyr keeps |looking for likely candidates. Surely one of them
could have filled in," Kes continued.

"Perhaps it all happened too fast," Betty Sopers suggested, her eyes
red. She'd known Alianne very well." So few wonen die in childbirth.
She | ooked hopefully down the table to the two nedics.

Kol ya | ooked properly synpathetic, while Akis Andriadus nodded his head
encour agi ngl y.

"I haven't heard what went wong with Alianne, " Koya said. "She's--she
had two children, but 1'Il certainly ask for a report."

"And 1've had nine," Miiri said in a no-nonsense tone, "so don't you be
fretting, Betty Sopers."

"Especially if you aren't even preggers,"” Jess Patrick said, with a
slightly hopeful leer, for he was quite friendly with his fell ow student.

"OfF course I'mnot," she replied firmy, although a blush col ored her
face under her tan. Then her expression clouded. "But she was so young and
dragons are so. . . strong."

"I"'mdelighted to hear that opinion expressed in this hold," Red said
firmy. "Wthout the dragons and those who ride them we wouldn't be here
t oday. "

"How di d Sean get those bullocks to nove?" Kes asked. "It was too
bl oody dark to see anything by then."

Red | aughed, glad to be able to turn the evening's conversation to a
lighter vein. "The oxen may be stubborn, but stupid they're not. They nade
tracks as fast as they could fromthe dragon behind them"

"How did Sean get themto go in the right direction then?" Peter

Chernoff asked. "I could barely keep up with them nuch |ess keep themleft
or right."

"As | said, Sean was behind them but slightly to their right, so of
course they stanpeded left," Red replied. "And we are here, safe and sound.
Pat, son, run get ny fiddle and your nother's bodhran. D you know where your
flute is, Akis? | know your dad taught you."

"I'"ve got a good jug," Ozzie said, and rose fromthe table as Pat,
getting explicit directions fromhis nmother on where to find the instrunents,
ran fromthe hall, Akis follow ng

It took no tine at all to clear and dismantle the tables and set the
chairs and benches along the walls and provide a happy ending to the first



of ficial day in Red Hanrahan's Hol d.

The next norning was different. Red was up at first light, rousing Betty,
Jess, Fyodor, and Deccie to feed the animals. By the time they returned to
the kitchen, Licia Dook, Emly Schultz, and Sal Wang were starting breakf ast
under the watchful eyes of Madel ei ne.

Wth breakfast eaten and a fresh nug of klah, Red called a neeting of
t he various supervisors and discussed the day's priorities. That set the
pattern for the spring weeks to cone, establishing pastures, crops, and
garden, but still making the nobst use of the heavy equi prent that would
i nprove and enl arge the cave system Hanrahan had never shirked hard work and
did as nuch time on the stonecutters or the borer--the hardest of the nachines
to use--as he did in the fields or the breeding yard. He could and did |eave
a lot of the general managenment of his precious stock to Brian, Jess, and
Betty, with whichever fosterlings could be spared frombuilding. But he was
sensi bl e that reasonable rest and rel axation were as vital as a good day's
wor k.

Even that he used somewhat to his own advantage, since he made outings
to map the holding a special treat--certainly a change fromthe unremtting
| abor of turning a cliff into a human habitation or the sheer drudgery of
pl owi ng, sowi ng, and weeding. First he had to be assured by the Wyr that
there were a few safe days in hand; then he set directions and goals for his
teans. The extent of his legitimte stake, conbined with the acreage of those
who had joined himin the enterprise, added up to a considerabl e hunk of rea
estate, as Brian put it. Now what had been delineated on probe cartographic
surveys had to be thoroughly explored, posted, and assessed for potential

In form the Hold land was slightly pie-shaped, the nmpbst northern point
the thinnest part of the wedge, and the high and very cold nmountain tarn | ake
the blunt point. The holding wi dened out fromthe | ake, bordered on both
sides by river: on the southern side, the river they had so perilously
crossed; on the northeast, the next |arge one, two days' steady ride fromthe
first riverine boundary. Red needed to know how nany nore possible cave sites
were avail able for when his present population nmultiplied itself out of these
facilities.

Wth material excised fromthe interior, stone cottages were to be
erected along the foot of the ranmp all the way to the ani mal accommodati ons.
In his master plan, those ultimtely would be workshops for the various crafts
needed in a large and prospering conmunity.

He was fond of Brian, got along well with him and hoped to do the sane
wi th the younger ones, but his sons would need | and of their own, where the da
wasn't sitting over every decision. And the stake was |arge enough to support
many separate establishnents. There should be roomfor future generations to
expand, too. When this Fall was past, even though Red might not live to see
that glorious time, his kin could spread out, all over the Hold. 1In his
mnd' s eye, Red saw that even nore clearly now, as magnificent a dream as he
had ever envisioned when he and Mairi had decided to join the Pern col ony.

So, whenever possible, he sent scouts out to find what other
ri ches--accomodati on being the main one -- the stake could provide.

Sonetimes he went hinself to check on possible ore sites, for they'd need nore
coal than the one seamthey'd found nearby to run the hypocaust systemthat
Egend had devised for warmng the living quarters of caves.

Egend was an ingeni ous engineer. He'd been successful at Fort Weyr in
drilling into the old, still-hot magma chanber that provided delightful
quantities of heat, especially for the hardening of dragon eggs on the sandy
floor of the Hatching Gound. It had taken the dragons weeks of hard work
hauling in the appropriate sands fromthe beaches near Boll, but the Wyr now
had an approxi mation of the conditions Kitti Ping had felt the dragons woul d
require. Not that there hadn't been clutches successfully hatched on
makeshi ft warm beds, but the sand fl ooring appealed to the queens. Like the



babi es appearing so continuously at Fort, dragon eggs seemed to be continually
in one stage of maturity or another at the Wyr.

Whenever his duties had permitted him Red had attended the happy
occasi ons of Hatchings, but Miiri managed to get to themall, and was quite an
expert on what col or dragon woul d enmerge from what shell

Egend had seen no problemin heating Red's Hold by hypocaust and such
hearths as could safely be extended up to the heights. He had unearthed sone
sol ar paneling anmong Joel's supplies, which would do for heating water. There
was nothing like a good bath to soothe a body after a hard day's work. And,
after having to put up with other people's dirt and grine for so |ong, having
a bath, much I ess clean clothes when one wanted them was a real luxury in the
new Hol d, nade possible by the use of the solar panels.

O Red's fostered youngsters, young Ali Arthied had studied enough
engi neering under his father that he could set up and nonitor that systemwth
Jonti Greene's assistance. They were very clever in adapting and contriving
nmechani cals, that pair. He planned to send both back to sit their exams wth
Ful mar Stone, who had been nonitoring their studies.

Educati ng the young had become a race between the jobs that had to be
done to survive and the studies that had to be done to keep skills from dying
out .

Wl |, maybe, Red thought as he rose the norning they were finally going
to hang the airl ock door, when that chore was done, they could stop noving at
such a hectic pace. Success in their first year here was crucial for many
reasons, not the least of which was proving it could be done expeditiously.
Grass was up in three of the seeded paddocks; the first shoots of alfalfa, the
| ast of his seed all owance, were pushing through the assiduously fertilized
earth. The fruit trees, puny as they were, had been planted in the walled
orchard, which could be covered agai nst Threadfall by translucent plastic
sheets. The vegetabl e garden, also walled, was com ng on with few fail ures,
and the rows could be quickly covered with plastic shields.

It was a bright, sunny spring norning, too, Red was happy to notice:
auspi ci ous, especially since he had coaxed Paul Benden and a few other speci al
guests fromthe Fort to gather for this nmonentous occasion--the Dooring of.

"Scorch it," Red swore under his breath as he jamred his feet into his
st eel -capped work boots. He still didn't have the right-sounding nanme for the
pl ace.

Mairi hadn't been at all in favor of naming the place Keroon, or even
Kerry, which he had thought she'd go for.

"Ch, it should be sonething of us, or ours,'
screwed up as she tried to express what she nean.

"Hanr ahan Hol d?" he'd asked, al nost facetiously.

she'd said, her face

"Good heavens, no. That snmacks of lord of the manor." Then she'd given
hi m one of her sly sideways grins. "Though you are, you know. Lord of al
this. . ." She'd gestured broadly through the deep-set w ndow of their

upstairs bedroom

The day they had noved their bed fromhis old office which imediately
becarme his office again, to the three-roomsuite that had been carved out of
the cliff face--that had been her day. He was not likely to forget the joy on
her face as she had directed Brian and Sinon just where her heirl oom
chest--once nore glued together since its di smenbernment for the Second
Crossing--should be placd. Wen she'd seen it settled exactly where she
wanted it, she'd given such a happy, contented sigh. Then she shooed everyone
out so she could polish it to a soft gleam

She was so long at that task that Maureen ended up feedi ng her baby
br ot her.

"That's not |like Ma," she told her father as she cuddl ed Ryan in the
crook of her arm

"It is today, Maureen," Red replied, swirling the |ast of the klah
around in his cup before he drained it. "Settling that chest nmeans this place



is definitely your nother's hone now. "

"First thing Ma asked for when we | anded here was glue to put the chest
together," Brian told his much younger sister, and wi nked at his father

"Apart fromthe stones we stand on, that's the ol dest object in this
Hold, " Red remarked in a sentinmental tone. "Cherished for generations in
your nmother's famly. "

"And doubtless for generations here,"” Brian added wi th an understandi ng
grin. "So, when are we getting the front door installed, Dad?"

"The invitations have been accepted,” his father said, "so let's get the
hoi sts set up."

Now everything was ready--and at |ast the great door was to be hung!

Red had new trousers hiding the work boots, and a fine new shirt over which
Mairi insisted he wear one of the |eather jerkuns that had been adopted as
useful work apparel

"At least until that thing is in place. W've ever so nuch spare hide,"
she'd said, "but no tine to set up Maddie's big | oons yet, so spare the cloth
and wear the jerkin."

Today, too, Sean and Sorka, with their newest son would join the
celebrations. A dragon or two mght cone in useful bringing in guests, though
not in a mllion years would Red ask that a dragon be enpl oyed in any task but
the one it had been bred to do. He knew how bitter Sean had been when all the
dragons could do was carry things fromone place to another. O course, that
was before they had learned to fly between and chew the firestone that nade
Thread-charring flame. Sean might be a tad arrogant over his present high
position, but Red would not fault him He and the other young dragonriders
ri sked hi deous death and many injuries to keep Thread fromravagi ng this one
area of Pern that humans could survive in. And nore power to the lad--no, the
man that Sean had become--he was a true | eader of his riders and a fine
manager of the new species. The night that Alianne and Chereth had died had
been the only time Sean had reveal ed any of the burden of responsibility he
had undertaken. |n one sense, Sean's enotion had been a sign of real maturity
in Red's eyes: a nman had the right to tears of grief, no blane attached. Red
genuinely admred Sean for that. But then, he had al ways adm red Sean, even
when he'd been an unknown quantity as the wild and young proud possessor of
two brown fire-Ilizards.

Tantal i zi ng odors of the beef and sheep roasting over the glow ng coals
in the barbecue pits wafted across the rough road that |ed past the fields to
the front of the Hold. Red could hear the fuss fromthe open kitchen doors
and wi ndows as Miri, Maureen, and nost of the fosterlings were pressed into
service to prepare the feast for those who would gather here to set the door
in the portal

The nechanicals to performthat setting were already in place, awaiting
the arrival of the guests; the hoist, securely supported, jutted fromthe
wi ndow directly above, and the chains were already attached to the door to
l[ift it out of the sled-wagon. The durasteel had been well rubbed with fine
steel wool, renoving the mnor scrapes acquired during its first occupation
Red wondered briefly which shuttle it had been taken from He hadn't asked
Joel Lilienkanp, too relieved to get the door released to himto irritate the
old man with a minor detail. He'd say it was fromthe Eusijan, the shuttle in
whi ch Sall ah Tel gar and Barr Hami| had piloted the Hanrahans down to the
surface of their new honme. Who could argue with hin? The shuttles had al
been the sane in design

Suddenly a bronze fire-lizard came streaking in through the opening,
chittering wildly at him Snapper appeared and the two conferred. The bronze
t hen approached Red, who held out his armfor the creature to land. Snapper
popped to his shoul der, overseeing any attentions froma stranger. Chittering
again, the bronze held up one foot, and Red could see that a message capsul e
was tied to it.

He carefully untied it, thanking the fire-Ilizard.



Where the hell's this ford you told us to take? PB

Red | aughed, sensing the frustration in the bold witing of the terse
note. He poked his head out the wi ndow. "Soneone saddle King for ne. Paul
can't find ny ford."

By the time he got downstairs, King was saddled and waiting--along with
ten other nounts and their riders.

"Should we bring a boat to make himfeel at honme?" Brian asked,
grinning as he swayed easily with C oudy's excited cavortings.

"No, let's just make tracks and get himhere, or the day'll be done with
no door in place," Red said, swinging up into his saddle.

"And no feast tonight either, if nmy front door's not in place, Peter
Hanrahan," Miri yelled fromthe kitchen door

"Let's go then, lads, or we go hungry!" The nonent Red eased the reins,
King took off, and the others were showered by the pebbles the eager stallion
ki cked up behind him

The ford was an hour's distance on a fast horse, four hours' travel by wagon
or cart. As he rode, Red hoped that his guests' horses were still fresh
enough to make the return journey at a decent speed. Maybe Paul had been
practicing riding. GCorghe Logorides had bred a beast simlar to a wal king
horse, but though the animals were easy to sit, they were plainsbred. Red's
Paso Fino types would be nore useful here in the hilly North.

They paused only once to give the horses a breather--and surprised the
party on the other side of the ford by their sudden appearance.

"Ahoy, there, Adnmiral Benden, be ye bogged down by a nere river?" Red
shout ed t hrough cupped hands. Beneath him King bl ew vigorously through his
nostrils, but he was in such good condition that he was only slightly sweaty
fromthe run and his breath rate quickly returned to nornmal.

"Ahoy yoursel f," Paul bell owed back, getting to his feet. "Howre we
expected to get across that?" He pointed disgustedly at the swirling current
of nmuddy water that separated them

"I told you to look for the cairn and line up the poles,"” Red shouted
back, pointing to the right and then indicating the plainly visible--to

him-steel pole on his side of the bank. "Spare me from spacenen who need a
bl oody computer to navigate and a blinking beacon to guide them Hi, there,
Ju, Zi!" he added, noticing Paul's wife and the big dark man anong the nine

or ten others who now joined the adnmiral where he stood just short of swirling
wat er .

Speaki ng | oudly enough for his voice to carry across the ford, Paul
directed some of his party to find the alleged cairn and pole of Hanrahan's.
The river was high fromthe rains the previous week, but not quite as high as
it had been the night Red had gotten his party across.

"River's a bit high, isn't it, Dad?" Brian said, a little anxiously.
"Coul d the cairn have cone down?"

"I hope not. You did cement it, didn't you, when you returned the
sl eds?"

"Sure did, and put ny initials on it, but there's growh now along the
bank on that side. Maybe it's hidden." Brian started to urge C oudy forward.

"Well, we're just wasting tine," Red said, and kneed Ki ng forward,
pressuring himjust slightly to get himto yield left to the exact center of
where Red knew the ford was. "Quess we'll just have to lead the blind into

t he ki ngdom of the sighted."

As he entered the water, he heard Brian's chuckle, and a surreptitious
gl ance over his shoul der showed that his escort had fanned out in a phal anx as
wi de as the ford. The water was not quite to King's knees as the big horse
pranced across, all too eager to make a show of his stallion self.

"I found it!" one of Paul's party cried, planting his foot on the top of
the cairn.



"Hi di ng your precious |andmarks, are you?" Paul roared. "The arrogance
of you, wal king on the water like that!" He stood hands on his hips, grinning
wi t h sardoni c good hunor as the wel coming party splashed up to him

Leani ng down, Red reached for Paul's hand and gripped it firmy. "Well
the river's running nuddier'n usual, or you'd have seen the shal e that nakes
fording possible right here," he said. He notioned for Brian to go check the
cairn and the pole.

"You could at |least have painted it," Paul suggested as his nount, one
of Caesar Galliani's |ean-Iegged, ribby wal king horses, was |led forward by one
of Caesar's girls. She was giving King the once-over, too, and grinned up at
Red.

"I"ll add it to nmy list of chores,"
the cairn higher so no one can mss it."

The Glliani girl, whose nane escaped Red, gave Paul a |eg up, checking
the girth and deftly slipping the stirrup on the admiral's foot when she was
fini shed.

"You got here so fast, you can't be far away?" Paul's remark had a
tinge of hope init.

"Not at the rate | usually ride," Red said with a slightly malicious
grin. "But even at a steady pace, we're not nore than an hour and a bit away.
Had a confortable ride?"

It was clear to Red that Paul was not really riding into his saddle as
one accustomed to the exercise. As the bay gelding stepped out into the very
snooth flow ng pace that was his natural stride, the admiral w nced slightly
and eased his butt. R ding would never be nore than a necessary evil for
Benden. Still, he had cone, so Red made no di sparaging remarks. Zi Ongola
| ooked nore confortable on horseback, and so did Ju Adjai Benden. 1In fact,
she | ooked downright pl eased, glancing about her, taking in the lay of the
I and.

Red said, grinning, "and maybe build

Cecilia Rado had conme along to see how Red had transl ated her
architectural drawi ngs. Balding and slightly tubby Arkady Sturt and the | ean
and grizzled Francesco Vassel oe were also in the party, and Red deci ded he
knew who was joining Zi Ongola in settling the western peninsula. Three of
t he nunerous Duff offspring and two nore young Schultzes made up the rest of
t he expedition.

Even at a gentler return pace, the inposing facade of the Hold was soon
in sight, its stone blending froman orange to an orangy red. |Indeed, Red had
pl anned the sweep of the road with just that viewin mnd and listened with
real pride to the conplinentary remarks fromall sides about the distinctive
orangy red of the cliff face.

Then the Galliani girl drew up beside him sitting on a rather fractious
l[ittle chestnut mare

"Dad sent nme along as a spy," she said. "I'mTerry, case you need to
know. "

"You're wel come, Terry, and spy all you like,
am ably down at her.

"That stallion's one of Sean's Cricket's produce, isn't he?" she asked,
her eyes feasting on the superb conformati on and easy forward novenent that
cane effortlessly fromKing' s shoul der

"He is."

"This weed is all Dad would let me have," she said with disgust. "He's
such a pain sonetines."”

"He's your father," Red said a little severely, though he synpathized
with the girl, noting the mare's jarring trot.

"That is all too true," she said, unrebuked, "but, if a person's got a
few i deas of her owmn to try, isn't this planet big enough for differences?"
Her tone was plaintive.

"Going with Zi Ongol a?"

She nodded. "I'd like to. He'll need a tougher horse than we breed."
Once again she admred King and the others that had been ridden out fromthe

Red sai d, grinning



Hold. "You may well have a customer in Zi." She gave himanother grin and
circled around to fall back beside Cecilia.

Baths can wait, Miri," Paul Benden repeated firmy when Mairi again tried to
i nsist that he ease his sore nuscles imediately. "l'd rather do the | ot
after we've seen that damed door in place. The klah'll do ne till then." So

he sipped fromhis mug and was even persuaded to eat some of the freshly baked
sweets that the fosterlings were passing around.

Tabl es had al ready been set up outside with klah and a variety of snack
and finger foods, chilled and hot. The roasting nmeats were a good
advertisenment for the feasting to cone.

"Mairi, now we've all got travel dust out of our mouths,” Cecilia said,
"why don't you give ne and Ju the five-credit tour while the muscles do their
mte?"

"We' || give a shout before we shut you in," Red said jovially as he was
showi ng Paul, Zi, and Fran Vassel oe the preparations that had been nmade, and
how cl everly Peter Chernoff had set the lock frane into the stone of the
portal. Once he glanced toward the position of the sun and Paul sent hima
guerying | ook

"Sorka and Sean said they'd be here to watch the Dooring and join us in

the feast. And. . ." Red paused, |ooking from Ongola to Benden. "Once we
get producing, | plan to send the Wyr a tithe of all we grow and nake.
They' ve enough to do without having to forage for food, as well.

"Ah, yes." Paul rubbed the back of his neck, not neeting anyone's
glance. "As it is now, they often bring us fresh neat and fruit when they've
had to go south to feed the dragons. | don't know how rmuch | onger the |erne

I sl anders can hold out, but"--Paul grinned wyly--"as you all know, it's neant
the difference."

"Tell me, Paul," Red said, |eaning over conspiratorially, his eyes
twinkling, "is it lerne Island produce they get, or sone of the stock the
Logorides and Gallianis had to | et |oose?"

"Well, now, you know, |'ve never asked," Paul replied, regarding Red
with a very bl and expression.

"Still and all, they shouldn't have to scrounge for provisions," Red

said. "The Hold should supply the Wyr that protects it."
"I shall tithe fromny holding, as well,"” Ongola said, his deep voice
maki ng his words a sol emm vow.

"Alianne's death has certainly nade all in Fort aware that we're asking
a great deal fromthese young men and woren," Paul went on, "and they've met
the chall enge nmagnificently. | had a chance to discuss support personnel wth

Sean, and he's suggested that we send himsonme of the older fosterlings to

t ake over mmi ntenance and donestic chores. They'd be available, too, as
candi dates for the new eggs. | got Joel to spring | oose enough supplies so
addi ti onal personnel won't be a burden on the Weyr's resources. They've got
space, we've got too many warm bodi es. " He gave a wy snile

"Alianne's nother is staying on, to help rear the grandchildren. She's

wi dowed and says the place needs a firmhand in its donestic managenent. The
gqueen riders really don't have enough time, especially if they've a broody
queen. "

"Seens to ne one queen or another's broody all the tinme," Red said with
a chuckl e.

"Whi ch al so neans the dragon popul ation is grow ng | arge enough to
protect four Holds," Paul said, with justifiable pride. "Mybe nore, if the
"prem ses' are feasible. Telgar says he'd like to be closer to the ore | odes
in the eastern nmountain range. He's done as nuch as he can to inprove the
warrens of the Fort." He kept his voice level and added a snmile at his use of
the word "warrens."”

Red wondered if his |eaving, and Ongola's projected Hold, was causing
nore, or less, dissension in Fort.



"I think you and Ongol a have given hope and inspiration. Despite Joel's
concern over dwi ndling supplies, a lot of his inventory are itens that wll
not be in demand again," Paul said with a wy grin. "W're stepping down to a
| ower |evel of technol ogy, based on what is available to us here, not what we
once had. That was, after all, the purpose of this colony. You' ve nade it,
so did Pierre, on a mnimm of basics, and | ook what you' ve achi eved." Paul
gestured to the inposing facade behind him "No, it's definitely tine to stop
huddling in Fort and nove out. 1'd like to see nore evidence of courage in
our people after the trauma of Threadfall and the dreadful |oss of lives in
the Fever Year."

"I think there're nore than just Sean and Sorka coning," Ongola said,
shielding his eyes with one big hand as he | ooked upward.

Everyone had to crane their necks to see dragons, gold, bronze, brown,
bl ue, and green, settling thenselves on the top of the Hold cliff-careful, Red
hoped, to avoid the solar-panel installation

"The nmore the merrier," Red said, laughing. "They make a brave sight
there, don't they?"

"But they've no riders," Z remarked.

"Didn't want to scare your beasts again, Red, " said Sean, energing from
the Hol d, Sorka beside him one arm crooked about her |atest son. Behind them
sauntered nmore riders. "W wanted to do you honor, and half a Wng seened an

appropriate escort.”
Mairi and those she had taken inside the Hold were the | ast to emerge.
"They took the stairs down," she said in a distracted fashion
determ ned to west her grandson fromhis nother's arm "so now | know why you
i nsisted on carving steps all the way up, Red. It wasn't just to service the
solar panels." She turned to Cecilia. "But we'd just got the stories cleaned
up when he cut those steps and dust sifted all over again. Oh, isn't he a
| ove, Sorka? Wat have you naned hi n?"
"Ezrem|," Sean said, slightly accenting the first vowel. It took a
nmonent for people to register the fact that he had joined the nanes of two of
t he col ony's heroes.

Tears came to Mairi's eyes. "Ch, what a splendid notion!"
"Ch, yes, indeed!" Ju Benden choked on a sob before she managed a
[ augh. "Mich better than encunbering the poor lad with Ezra or Keroon or even

Emile. W ought to use nore such truly Pernese-style nanes."

Paul put an arm about his wife's shoulders, smling fondly down at her.
"We could really dispense with Surnanes altogether. Ezrem | of Fort Wyr!
Ryan of--" Paul turned on Red. "What are you naming this place?"

Red shrugged. "It'll cone to us. The right name will cone to us. Now,
can we get this door into position?"

Wth the dragons safely out of the sight of any animals, Red sent Brian
to get the bull ocks whose mighty thews would haul the airlock door up to the
opening. That was the signal for everyone to gather in front of the Hold Red
could see Mairi keeping an eye on the young toddl ers, one of Brian's being the
sort that got into everything first and, when scolded, would reply that no one
had said he couldn't.

Aut horitative cracks of the bullwhips started four yokes of oxen noving
forward, with nen at each wi de head, to steady themup. Slowy, the heavy
netal door rose fromthe sled. Wen it hung free, the men whom Peter Chernoff
had chosen to help turned it sideways so that the hinges could be aligned. A
very audi bl e clunk indicated contact

"Hol d!" Peter Chernoff said, raising both hands, and the oxen were
halted in their tracks. The open clanps of the hinges were then shut, each
with its own separate netallic clink. "Ease up!"

The oxen were backed, first one step, then another, taking the weight
slowy off the hoist chains.

A loud hurray burst fromthe breathl ess onl ookers.

"Hold that, too," Peter shouted. "W gotta be sure it"--and as he
spoke, he | eaned against the great door--"closes." Obediently the forner



airlock swung in with such ease that one man had to junp out of its way.
Si mul t aneously Peter grabbed the bevel ed edge with a restrai ning hand and was
dragged forward one step. Bracing hinself he stopped the door from cl osing
conpl etely.
A second cheer went up. Peter, w ping sweat from his forehead, turned
with an engagi ng grin and a sweeping bow to Red.
"My lord of the Hold, will you conplete the cerenonial closing?"
Grabbing Mairi by the hand, and waiting only until she had tine to pass
Ezrem | back to his nmother, Red strode up the ranp to the inposing netal door.
Then they both inspected Peter's handiwrk. He had done well, adapting the
thick airlock door to domestic purposes. Keeping Thread out was now as
i nportant a function as keepi ng atnosphere in had once been. Red nodded to
Mairi, who put her hand over his on the interior wheel, and they both pulled
the door to. Wth a powerful spin, Red turned the wheel and heard the bars
thud home in their floor and ceiling sockets. The Hold was now cl osed!
"Whuldn't they be surprised if we didn't open it?" Red asked, enbracing

Mairi's still slender form against him
"Yes, and |'d be furious, because | wouldn't get any of that succul ent
nmeat we've been roasting since mdnight!"™ Miiri stood on tiptoe and ki ssed

her husband.

"A very good point. He gave an equal ly powerful reverse swi ng on
the | ocking wheel and the bars slid free. Red gave the door a push. "Well
at least that devil of a grandson won't be able to open this door." He gave a
heftier shove, and the door swung silently open

He and Mairi strode forward to applause. He was briefly startled when
t he dragons on the heights added their deep voices to human cheers.

"Admiral, Commander, Weyrleaders, one and all, be welcone to--" He
stopped short, a grin suddenly broadening across his face as inspiration
seized him "Be welcone to the Hold of Red's Ford. |In the old |anguage, Rua
Atha."

"Ruatha!" Miri called out in her clear voice, her eyes looking up to
his for his approval of that elision. "Ch, that's a splendid nane, Rua
Hanr ahan! "

"To Ruatha Hol d!'" he shout ed.

"To Ruatha Hold!" was the roar of acceptance. And, for the first tine
on the heights of Ruatha Hold, the dragons of Pern lifted their heads and
bugled in rejoicing!

THE SECOND
VEEYR

You were over there again, weren't you?" Sorka said to Torene in an anused
undertone as the young queen rider sauntered past the Weyrwoman on her way to
the day hearth. The |ower cavern was deserted at this hour: well past m dday
and not yet time to prepare the evening neal.

Torene grinned over her shoul der at Sorka as she continued to the
hearth. She served herself some soup fromthe big pot, broke off a wedge of
bread, and cane back to the table where Sorka was also having a late |unch
She swung one of her elegantly |leather-clad |ong | egs over the | ow chair back
and sat down, neatly putting her neal in front of her, all in one graceful
novenent .

"How d you guess?"

Sorka had to grin at the girl's insouciance. Torene hovered on the edge
of inpudence but never quite of fended. O course that would have given both
Sorka and Sean reasons to reprinmand her, but she seemed instinctively to know
the limts. Sorka would have been particularly loath to bring her up sharp
because she, who had been a reserved child in the restricted society she had
been born into on Earth, admired Torene's candid charismatic manner and her
irrepressible gaiety. Sean found those traits less easy to deal wth, but



t hen, he was obsessed with the responsibilities of the Weyr and the nurture
and care of the dragons, and he had never been very lighthearted to begin
wi t h.

Sean general ly knew everything that went on in the Weyr, sooner or
later. He certainly knew that there was great interest in the east coast
crater that was touted as the next official base for dragonriders. But Sorka
didn't think he was aware of how often hopeful riders went to survey these
likely prem ses.

Est abl i shi ng anot her Weyr was no | onger an idle notion but an urgent
need. Fort's accommodations were terribly overcrowded, even when they sent
wings to live tenporarily in the | ess-than-confortabl e cavern systens at
Tel gar; and due to the stress and the greater risk of accidents, they had
begun sending mating and cl utching queens to the nearly tropical Big Island.
Sorka gave a little shudder, renenbering |ast year's disaster and how cl ose
they had cone to losing three queens in an aerial battle that left all three
wounded. The bronzes and browns who had finally separated them had not cone
away unscat hed either

The entire Weyr had learned a terrible | esson: one queen in heat could
precipitate the condition in those also near their season. No queen would
share bronze and brown followers with another. Tarrie Chernoff still woke up
with nightmares in which Porth was goi ng between and she couldn't follow
Evenath, the first queen that Faranth had produced, had |ost an eye as well as
the use of one wing and Catherine's Siglath had so much wi ng fabric destroyed
that neither could fly in the queens' wi ng again. There were still queens
enough to do the low flying with flanethrowers, joined as they usually were by
any green rider in the first or third trimesters of pregnancy, when constant
dropping into the cold of between nmight cause mscarriage. Jays, there were
nore than enough dragons and riders to formthree Wyrs--and give everyone
decent space. They needn't all cramin |ike hol ders.

Sean del ayed, Sorka felt, because he could not yet bring himself to
del egate final authority to anyone else. His was the responsibility; his
woul d be any blane. He was intensely proud and i nmensely caring of the
fighting force he conmanded: the force that, indeed, he had created.

No one denied that. Every rider knew that dragon welfare canme first
wi th Sean, and he constantly strove to maxinize their effectiveness while
reduci ng personal injury. Initially, when the dragons and riders noved up to
Fort Weyr, he had spent endl ess hours with those who had had pil ot experience
during the Nathi Wars and with the adnmiral and both captains. He had found
what he could of military history and strategy tapes to figure out the npst
successful way to conbat Threadfall: a conbination of cavalry and dogfi ghting
techni ques. Then he had refined formations to apply themto the different
ways Thread would fall.

As the numbers of available fighting dragons increased he had deci ded on
t he appropriate and handi est nunber for smaller units: wngs of thirty-three
dragons, each with a Wngl eader and two W ngseconds so that, even if the
W ngl eader and his dragon had to drop out because of injuries, there would be
a secondary rider prepared to take charge. This was especially necessary, he
felt, when the nunbers of the smaller dragons, the blues and greens,

i ncreased. The W ngl eader shoul d know each dragon in his wing well enough to
see signs of strain and send the pair back to the Weyr to rest. Sone bl ue and
green riders, determned to prove that their partners were every bit as good
as the larger dragons, took risks and rode their lighter, |ess sturdy beasts
beyond their endurance.

"Even a dragon has limts," Sean repeated and repeated during weyrling
training. "Respect them And yours! W don't need heroes in every Fall. W
need dragonriders every Fall."

The fortunately rare deaths, either rider or dragon, or both, had a
sobering effect on even the nbst audacious. Injuries, so often due to
carel essness, always dropped off after a death or a bad accident. Those that
happened during weyrling training were the ones that Sorka hated the



nost - - because they woul d haunt Sean through his dreams and turn himinto an
i npl acabl e martinet during his waking hours. Sorka woul d, however, take him
to task when he becane too autocratic. She nade hersel f al ways approachabl e
by any rider and never assuned a judgrmental attitude.

"You upset noral e throughout the Weyr," she'd tell himfirnmy.

"I"'mtrying to inprove discipline throughout the Wyr," he'd shout back
at her. "So we won't have nore deaths. | can't stand the deaths! Especially
t he dragons! They are so special, and we need every one of them"

That was true enough, especially now that nore people were nmoving out of
Fort Hold and setting up on their own wherever they could find appropriate
cave systens. Boll and Ruatha Holds were thriving. Tarvi Tel gar had noved
his mning and engi neering group into an i mense systemin the nountains above
| odes he was currently working. Naturally he called his hold Telgar. After
five years of searching for the "right" name, Zi Ongola had finally called
his "Tillek," in menmory of the man who had brought a gaggle of pleasure yachts
along the entire coastline of the southern continent and, despite storm and
other difficulties, led themnorth to Fort's docks. As the newy dubbed
Till ek was on shores full of fine fishing, the nane was all the nore
appropri ate.

"How d | guess?" Sorka now repeated to Torene. "Not a guess. You have
t hat indefinable | ook of someone very pleased with herself. And, if you
listen a nmoment, you'll probably hear all the dragons tal king about it. |

know Faranth is asking questions.”

Torene did listen a nonent, her eyes going briefly out of focus before
she made a grinmace of resignation. "There's a distinct disadvantage about
being able to hear all the dragons, especially if you want to be discreet.”
Then, eyes widening in concern, she glanced anxiously about the |Iowceilinged
r oons.

"Sean's not here," Sorka said with a chuckle. "He and two w ngs went
south to hunt early this norning." She sighed. "I really look forward to
having that tithe systemthey keep tal king about in full operation.” She went
on nore briskly. "By the tine they' re due back, there will be other things
for dragons to talk about. O the ones here'll all be asleep. It's a nice
sunny day."

"Sorka. . ." Torene cocked her head as she | eaned toward Sorka, the
expression in her large dark eyes anxiously earnest. "Can't you persuade Sean
that we desperately need a second permanent Weyr? |It's not just for the space
it'll give us to spread out. It's needed to--" And Torene closed her |ips on
what ever point she'd been about to make.

Sorka gave a little laugh and finished for her. "It's needed to give
someone el se a chance to run a full Weyr." Seeing Torene's stricken face, she
patted her arm "I know my weyrnate, dear. H s faults--"

"But that's it, Sorka, he doesn't have any. He's always right." Torene
said that without any nmalice but with some despair. "He is the best possible
Weyrl| eader we could ever have, but. . ."

"There are other very capable riders who would al so make good

Weyr | eaders. "

"Yes, and that isn't all." Torene |eaned ever closer. "I heard that
the lerne Island bunch are going to cone north, too. They want to settle on
the east coast. | nean, we've boasted so often that distance is nothing to a

dragon"--Torene's grin was pure anusenent--"that they say we can protect them
on the east coast just as easily as here in the west."

Sorka gave a genui ne burst of laughter. "Hoist on our own petards, as
nmy father used to say."
Torene blinked in bew |derment. "Wat does that nean?"

It was slightly unfair, Sorka thought, for a girl to have such | ong
eyel ashes as well as a beautiful face, an el egant--Sean said "sexy"--figure,
and personality and brains, as well. Even her short hair, close-cropped to be
nore confortable under the skull-fitting helnmets they wore, formed exquisite
curls that framed her high-cheeked and distinctive countenance.



"It neans getting caught in one's own trap, actually, but in this case
the "trap' is the boasts we dragonriders keep making."

"Ch!" The girl giggled. "Well, we have, but if we don't nove in right
smart, those lerne Islanders will take the better cave systemand we'll be
left with second best," she added indignantly.

"You're a true dragonrider, girl," Sorka said. "Nothing but the best
for us."

"Ch, | don't nmean it that way, Sorka, and you know it. But the old
crater is perfect for a second proper Wyr," Torene said, |eaning forward
again in her enthusiasm ignoring her cooling soup. "Even better than this
one in sone ways, because it's a double crater system one nearly circul ar
the other oblong, with a deep | ake, and enough space to keep herdbeasts,

i nstead of having to go south to catch di nner when our provisions run short.
Best of all, there's one i mense vaulted cavern that would be big enough for a
hal f - dozen queens to clutch in. "

"One at atinme is quite enough."

The enthusiasmin Torene's eyes dimed slightly at the nmenory before she
rushed on. "And we wouldn't have to do nuch to it at all since it's got sone
sand in it, and an hypocaust systemcould be installed in one of the side
ni ches. Furthernore, my nother says that the stonecutters have about had it.
If we don't get to use them soon, we m ght have to chisel out individual weyrs
with our bare hands." Torene gave a sharp nod of her head at that unwel cone
opti on.

"Those cutters've done nore than they were designed to do," Sorka said,
renmenberi ng her father saying much the same thing when he'd used them ni ne
years earlier at Ruatha Hol d.

"Well, | want to design our Weyr with them

"Qur Weyr?" Sorka raised a quizzical eyebrow at the young rider

Torene cl osed her eyes and made a rattling sound of dismay with her
tongue, covering her face with her hands. Then she uncovered her face and
grinned inpishly at Sorka. "You can't blanme nme for dream ng. Sonmeone's going
to be Weyrwoman, and you told ne yourself that Alaranth's the biggest gold
yet."

"And have you planned who's to be Weyrl eader?" Sorka asked gently.

Torene bl ushed furiously. She had the unconfortable feeling sonetinmes
that it was wong of Alaranth to be a full hand taller in the shoul der than
her dam Faranth, although Sorka had al ways appeared delighted by the
i nprovenent. The young queen was nearly mature enough to nmake her first
mating flight. But Torene di scounted her own physical attractiveness whenever
someone conplinented her, and she played no favorites anmong the male riders
who were constantly in her conmpany. The only exception was M chael, the
bronze-rider son of Sorka and Sean. He never seened interested in her at all,
t hough he seenmed interested in every other attractive woman. Well, nmaybe she
just wasn't attractive to him She certainly wouldn't have objected to his
conpany--m ght even have wel comed it--but she was too |evel-headed to fee
nore than surprise and, perhaps, a little chagrin at his disinterest.

M hall, as he was generally called, was as dedicated a dragonrider as
his father. Sonetinmes nore so. Since coming to maturity three years ago,
M hall's bronze Brianth had sired sufficient clutches that Sean had grounded
the randy bronze during queen mating flights. One of Sorka's duties was to
keep very precise records of which clutch was sired by which bronze or brown,
so that any queens resulting fromthat pairing would not be rematched with
their owmn sires. Mhall had shrugged and remarked that that was fine by him
there were plenty of greens who liked Brianth enough to twi ne necks with him
anyti me.

"Who's to be Weyrl eader?" Torene repeated, draggi ng her thoughts back
to the conversation. "No, | wouldn't plan that far, Sorka, because Sean woul d
make such an inportant appointnment, wouldn't he?"

"Probably," Sorka replied discreetly. Sean, she knew, had a notion on
the best way to decide that. "Surely you've sonme preference as to which



dragon nmates with Al arant h?" she asked gently.

Torene flushed but answered quickly enough. "That depends on who's fast
enough to catch Alaranth, doesn't it? She grinned, avoiding Sorka's subtle
probi ng. Torene wasn't being arrogant in suggesting that the bigger nales

were going to have to fly very well indeed to nmate with her Alaranth. That
young queen would lead thema long and very dizzy chase. Torene added a
giggle to her grin. "I only hope |I'mstrong enough to last. Don't try to
figure out who | really fancy. You night be surprised." Her nobile face
turned solem. "Seriously, though, Sorka, dragonriders have got to nove

quickly to secure that twin-cratered place as our own."
"I agree with you, Torene, except that there's no way in except to fly,
and that could prove awkward for a nunber of reasons.”

"Ah. . ." Torene held up one finger in triunph. "I know where to put
an access tunnel." Froma thigh pocket, she extracted a linmp, well-used
plasfilm an echo survey of the double crater, with top, side, and
ground- | evel elevations: probably fromone of the original probes. 1t hadn't

occurred to Sorka that there m ght be other copies of those survey reports.
Now she realized that as mning engineers, Torene's parents, the Ostrovskys,
woul d I'i kely have had personal copies of all the prelimnary surveys.

Torene spread the sheet out carefully, her touch al nost caressing as she
snoothed it down on the table and put salt and pepper mills to hold down the
curling edges. "Now, there's a natural opening quite far in. See the shadow
here? Two-thirds of the way to the lake. Ckay, the ceiling in the centra
cavity is only about two or three neters high, but you wouldn't have to dig a
very long tunnel to hook to it fromeither direction. There's your ground
access. "

"You do seemto have studied the entire site well,"” Sorka admitted.
"Not just nme," Torene replied quickly. "A bunch of us go." She hitched
her chair cl oser and whi spered across the space to Sorka. "Couldn't you act

as nedi ator for us?"

"Whi ch bunch of you?"

Torene's dark eyes sparkled. "Nyassa.

"Real | y?"

"Well, Mlath's due to clutch soon, and Nya doesn't like the Big Island
ground, hates the cold at that place above Tel gar, and doesn't want to clutch
here when she has to share the sands again with Tenneth, Amalath, and
Chanut h. "

"I take her point."

"Dvid and Weth, N klas and Petrath--"

"Hold it, Torene. D vid and N klas?" Sorka didn't believe her ears.

"Ch, hadn't you heard thenP" Torene seenmed surprised, then added quite

casually, "No, | guess you wouldn't have. | hear themall the time during
Fal |, because it's what the dragons call other riders when they're warning
their dragons to be careful. They're speaking so fast they sort of, well,

conpress nanmes. So Day-vid has becone D vid, N cholas Gonmez is N klas, and
Fulmar is F mar.

"Are you T rene?" Sorka asked, diverted.

The girl thought a monment. "No, but Sevya'll be Sev and Jenette, Jen
They're sort of fast names anyway. | nentioned it one day after Fall and--"
She gave a hel pl ess shrug. "--everyone wanted to know their dragoni sh nane."

"Do they shorten their own, or others?"

"No." Torene shook her head vigorously and flashed Sorka a dazzling
snmle. "Dragons always know who's bei ng spoken to."

"I see." Sorka tried to appear that she conprehended the distinction

"We think it's kind of nice to have a dragon nicknanme. |t means they
care about each other's riders, too."

"I guess it would. Tell me, how do they shorten Sean?"

Torene shook her head, bouncing her curls. "They don't. He's always
"Leader,' and |'d say they capitalize the 1, too." She shot Sorka a sly grin.

"Ch, g'wan with you, now. "



"No, honest, Sorka, they're always respectful of Sean. And you're
al ways a full 'Sorka.' "

"Are you buttering me up, young wonan?"

"Now, why would | do a thing |like that?" Torene made her eyes rounder
"Just because |'ve asked you to be softly persuasive. . "

Sorka | aughed again. There was no ot her young woman in the Weyr quite
like Torene: so refreshingly herself, without guile and yet exceedingly
clever in her directness. "Now, who else is in your select bunch that's
dropping over to the site all the tinme?"

"Sevya and Butoth, R bert and Jenoth, P'ter and Siwith, U oa and
Elliath. . ."

"That makes three queens.

"The new Weyr coul d acconnndate four at least," Torene said, "and we've
got interest fromsix nore bronze riders, one a Wngl eader and two
W ngseconds; fifteen brown riders, three Wngseconds anmong them and ten bl ue
and eight nore green riders."

"How | ong has this been going on?" A faint unease about the activities
of the younger riders replaced amusenent. Torene was far too candid in her
dealings to be plotting a subtle nmutiny of sorts. Sorka did a quick
figuring--but forty-seven riders? Who were all eager to start fresh in a new
| ocation? That was unsettling. She was certainly going to speak to Sean if
this was the scale.

"Ch, nothing's been going on, Sorka," Torene said, genuinely alarnmed.
Maki ng i mredi ate eye contact, she laid a reassuring hand on Sorka's arm
"We'd just--basically--like to have nore space. Except for Nyassa and U oa,
we're all younger riders, stuck upstairs or downstairs or wherever we can be
fitted in. Sevya says her nother has a bigger cupboard in Tillek than she and
her dragon have here." A tinge of dissatisfaction did color the girl's voice,
and she bit down on her lip, flushing at having spoken criticizingly.

What she said was fair enough, Sorka knew. Sevya and Butoth, just
graduated fromthe weyrling barracks, were in enbarrassingly tight quarters.
Though Torene had not nentioned herself, Alaranth did not even have proper
head roomin the weyr she and her rider shared. |In fact, they did not have
two parts to their quarters as nost partnerships did, and unlike nost of the
dragons, Alaranth had to go to the RRmto do her daily sunbathing. Soon
enough the young queen would be fully mature, and there was no question that
by then she could not continue in such a cranped acconmodati on

"W haven't wanted to rock the boat, Sorka, but really, we can't afford

to lose the chance at this place." Torene tapped the diagram "See here?
Just above ground | evel where there are three natural caverns, one after the
other? Made-to-order Weyrwonan's quarters. . . and with alittle bit of

alteration, these--here, here, and here--woul d be spaci ous enough for the

ot her queens. And over here, opposite what would be great donestic areas, is
a series, of caves just right for weyrlings, instead of having to cramthem
side by each. Wy, the place would be wasted on holders.” She laid a
slightly disparaging stress on that noun

"It would and it won't be," a voice said, startling both wonen.

Torene turned a dull red under her tan as Sean appeared from behind t hem
and sat down at their table, a cup of klah in his hand. He had obviously just
returned, for only the top of his flight jacket was undone, and hat and
gauntl ets were still clutched in his free hand. A quick glance at the
Weyrwonman assured Torene that Sorka was just as surprised to see him

Sean pl aced riding gear on the table beside his cup as he shrugged out
of his heavy fleece-lined jacket. He finger-conbed sweaty silvering red hair
back fromhis forehead and craned his neck so he could see the plasfilm At
Torene's anxious | ook, he smiled slightly.

"dad there's nore than one copy."

"Mt her--" Torene began in explanation, and then couldn't go on

Sean's grin broadened. "Mthers have their uses."

Torene gul ped and, seizing this amazing opportunity, plunged right in.



" "It would and it won't be,' you said. W'IIl get the place? Ilerne |Islanders
won't grab it?"

Sean snorted. "They had notions, but | persuaded themthat the other
cliff site was far nore viable and only slightly less scenic. There's a
valley with good soil for cultivation, a river for access to the coast, and
sout h-facing slopes that are just what Rene Mallibeau' s been scream ng for
conplete with the shale he insists he needs. |'ve been hoping to get back and
go over this place"--he tapped the plasfilmw th his forefinger--"with Ozzie,
if Telgar could spare him™"

"Mt her made me take himwith us when she gave ne this," Torene said,
casting a quick glance at Sorka, who was, as usual, all eyes for her husband.
Torene was scarcely the only female in the Wyr who envied themtheir double
bondi ng.

"Starting your own splinter group with Alaranth, are you?" Sean asked,
his expression carefully bland. But his cheek nmuscle didn't twitch the way it
usual ly did when he was about to chew out an erring weyrling or rider

Torene chose qui ckly between the options that bland question gave her
and smled brightly at Sean--not over-brightly, because that woul d annoy him
but brightly enough to make hi m believe that she wasn't that nuch of a fool
Good thing the table conceal ed the shaking of her knees.

"Well, you know how big Alaranth's getting, and honest, Sean, we just
don't fit where we are anynore, and it isn't as if there's anywhere here we
could switch to. 1've just been daydream ng, really." She let her voice

dwi ndl e down to an apol ogeti c whi sper

As she spoke, Sean sipped klah, |ooking neither at her nor at Sorka.

Yes, she's telling you truly, Torene heard Carenath tell his rider. She
is very excited about the place and has been over every inch several tines.

So Al aranth says.

Torene did not | et her expression change, but she saw Sorka peer at her
with a slight frown.

"Sean, have you forgotten that | can hear Carenath?" Torene spoke
al nrost plaintively, as she felt she should renmind himsince it amunted to
i nadvertent eavesdropping. "He's got a strong thought to him you know "

Sean gave her one of his quietly thoughtful |ooks, neither accusing nor
accepting. "Yes, even though it proves to your advantage."

Torene let herself snmile nowwth | ess anxiety. "Either way |'d' ve
heard him"

"I think that can prove to be an asset, young Torene," he said. His
words surprised her alnbost as nuch as the total approval she heard from
Carenath. Was the bronze dragon nmerely echoing his rider's thoughts, or was
that his sentinment, too?

H s and Sean's, Alaranth said in her very quiet way. But he's not
t hi nki ng of Carenath right now

Sean was i ndeed thoughtful as he ran fingers along the shadowed "open"
areas within the crater walls shown on the plasfilm finally laying his hand
on the | ake site. He nodded once, gul ped down the |last of his klah, and rose.

"Have you finished, |ove?" he asked Sorka with a brief apologetic nod to
Tor ene.

"Yes, actually, | have."

"Keep the di agram handy, would you pl ease, Torene?" Sean added. Then
one hand under the el bow of his weyrmate, he wal ked away w th Sorka.

Torene |l et out a whooshing breath of relief and, dipping a piece of
bread in her soup, began to eat, nmore out of a release of taut nerves than
from hunger. The appearance of Sean Connell had taken away her appetite. The
sop of bread was cold, but she ate it. One didn't waste food, and even cold
t he soup tasted good.

"She's brought matters to a head, Sean," Sorka said when they arrived at
their apartnment, a series of five adjoining caverns that had needed only m nor
alteration and addition to be a confortable, and private, |iving space.
"There's a group of forty-seven young peopl e who dream of occupyi ng t hat



pl ace."
"Probably nore,"’

he said, hanging his riding gear on the pegs near the

ent rance.

"You knew?"

He shrugged, once agai n snoothing back his nowdry hair. "It's honest
specul ation, according to Dave Caterel, Paul, and Oto. It would cone sooner

or later--a need to split into separate groups to cover the ground that's
going to be cultivated and keep it Thread-free. Red had a go at ne last tine
Thread fell on Ruatha |lands." He shrugged again and, taking a seat, held up
his right leg. Sorka straddled the |leg, braced herself for his push, and

haul ed the boot off; automatically, she repeated the process for the |eft boot

while they tal ked. "Torene would have done better getting your dad to
intercede for them"™

"Now, Sean. . ." Sorka began, ready to defend Torene

"Don't 'now, Sean' nme, woman," he said. She glanced quickly over her
shoul der to test his nood and decided that she could speak bluntly. "She's
right, for all | think she's a tad young to be so. . . so beforehand."

"There isn't an ounce of malice in Torene Gstrovsky," Sorka said

st aunchl y.

"I haven't suggested there was, lovey," he said. Scattering his boots,
he pulled her by the waist onto his lap. "But it's obvious we'll have to nove
quickly on this, nowthat the ball's rolling."

He laid his head between her shoul der bl ades as he often did, not
anorously, but because he was better at using gestures than words and had nany
ways of expressing his | ove for her

"Have you decided who will |ead the new Weyr?" she asked, covering his
hands on her waist with hers and |l eaning into the cl ose enbrace.

"Weyrs," he said, giving her a final hug before he gently put her back
on her feet.

"Weyrs?"

"Yes. Plural." He rose and, stripping off his shirt as he wal ked
toward their bathing room gestured with his head for her to follow

"We've nore than enough dragons, with three clutches hardening, to
popul ate three, nmaybe four Weyrs. "

"Torene's dreamsite, Big Island, that crater in Telgar's hol ding, and
where el se?"

He paused on his way through their bedroom|ong enough to step out of
his pants and heavy socks, and ball themup to throw into the | aundry basket.

"We've got two other choices, one down on that m d-eastern peninsula and
another up in the Hi gh Ranges, the crater with all those spiky peaks. But, to
make t he necessary inprovenents even in the east coast place, we'll need to
nmonopol i ze the remai ning functional stonecutters. "

"I's there enough fuel ?"

"Fulmar Stone's got all of "emrigged to run off generators." Sean
grinned at Sorka as he stepped into the steam ng bath. Having a copious
supply of thermally heated water was one of the luxuries he enjoyed. The
excess water ran off down the pipes that hel ped keep the Wyr warm Far
underground the water went through a filtering system and returned, cleansed,
to the reservoirs, to be punped up again. O her pipes brought drinking water
fromthe cisterns that were kept topped up by nountain streans.

"But the actual cutting surfaces are wearing out."

"True, but Telgar's trying to make replacenent abrasives that'll slice
rock. There're enough industrial dianonds near Big Island to give us a fair
approxi mation of the cutting surface. 'Tany rate, | dealt with the lerne

group. They get the second east coast cave system and give us a workforce to
make our own adaptations.” He grinned both with pleasure as he sank to his
chin in the warmwater and with an understandable pride in the success of his
machi nations. "Wth themthere, and in a fertile area, they' |l have enough to
tithe to the new Weyr."

"You thought all this up?"



He opened his eyes and grinned at her, suddenly boyish. "Hell no, your
old man gave me the wi nk and the nod, and stood by nme while |I fought it al
out with Lilienkanp." After Paul Benden's death the previous winter, Joe
Li li enkanp had been voted into the nanagenent of Fort Hold. He was, in sone
ways, much harder to listen to in the further disbursenent of people--whom he
regarded as renewabl e resources--and of irreplaceable material, which the
col ony had to conserve.

"You mean, you weren't hunting south with the others?"

He nodded once and then shook his head and began vi gorously soapi ng

hinsel f. "Nope. Carenath nmade do nicely with an injured bullock that had
fallen into a crevasse that your father said we could have. | didn't want any
nmore runors to circulate than necessary." He grimaced. "There seemto be
enough. "

She had to wait until he had ducked his head to clear the soap suds from
his hair before she asked the next question

"Who're to be Weyrl eaders?"

He gave her an enigmatic smile and she knew why he was going for three
new Wyrs: that way he'd avoid any conplaint of nepotism The young people
who had been born on Pern, especially those orphaned by the Fever eight years
ago, were quick to nmake that charge when the children of still living fathers
and nothers were pronoted nore often than any fromtheir numbers. M hal
expected to become a Weyrl eader. Sorka knew that, and she knew t hat Sean was
aware of those aspirations even though their eldest son never nmade any
allusions to his hope. |Indeed, he pointedly did not, scrupul ously serving as
W ngl eader, helping to train weyrlings as part of the duties of his rank, and,
except when Brianth lifted in a mating flight, never stepping out of line on

any matter, despite his relationship to Sean and Sorka. "Because of it," Sean
had once said to Sorka.
So Mhall, if Brianth flew a seni or queen designate, would reach the

objective he had set hinself fromthe noment he had stood on the Hatching
Ground at twelve, the youngest ever to Inpress a bronze. There had been
mutterings about that anong ol der candi dates, but Sean's answer had been firm
"The dragon chooses. Mhall could have been left standing."

There'd been a few private words between the new bronze rider and his
father, the Weyrl eader, but Mhall had never once taken advantage of the
relationship. In his group of weyrlings, he had al nost been shunned for
trying too hard, for always doing nmore than was necessary and showi ng up the
ot hers.

I f Sean had been self-contained and private as a boy, Mhall was doubly
so. Her own firstborn and she didn't really know or understand him Sorka
thought. . . and yet, she did.

The boy had been nad about dragons as soon as he was ol d enough to
understand what his parents did, and despite being mainly raised by his
grandparents and with his own siblings, he spent as many waki ng hours as he
could up at the Weyr, making the long hike by hinmself if there was no one to
escort him

"W've got twenty mating queens--discounting you, because no one flies
Faranth but Carenath--" He cocked a stern finger at her, provoking her to grin
smugly. "And the three injured. . ."

"Porth can fly," Sorka objected on Tarrie's behalf.

"But she doesn't fly long enough to have a good clutch."

"Tarrie's got experience managi ng Weyr problens," Sorka said staunchly,
knowi ng how often she'd relied on her friend during her pregnancies or when
the children were too ill for her to cope with all that went to running a
Veyr .

"Al'l perfectly true, but I mean to start the new Wyrs with young
| eaders who'll see their group through the rest of the Fall: who can pass on
what we had to |learn the hard way."

"So how wi Il you determi ne these young | eaders?"

"Figure it out, love," he said, and slipped once nore under the surface



of the hot bath water.

"You woul d!'" she said to the ripples that floated soap down the outtake
pi pe.

Three Weyrs? M word, she thought with relief and a certain anount of
awe. Jays, when Sean let go, he let to with a vengeance. Young | eaders!

That made excell ent sense, and there were enough. Any one of those who were
currently Wngl eaders could manage a Weyr: they'd been thoroughly

i ndoctrinated by Sean, with enphasis on safety and tactics. Even the

W ngseconds woul d make good | eaders. Too bad the blues sinmply hadn't the
stamina to keep up with a queen. At that, there were only two W ngseconds.
And she didn't see either Frank Bonneau or Ashok Kung as Weyrl eaders. N ce
enough young nmen, but better as subordi nates than | eaders.

But that meant, and she found herself clutching the bath sheet under her
breasts in relief, that Mhall would nost certainly be one of the new
Weyr | eaders--one of three, so no one would be able to accuse anyone of
nepoti sm Besides, as everybody had been told repeatedly, the preference of
t he queen and her rider had to be reckoned with. Sorka allowed herself a
small smug snile. There wasn't a girl in the Weyr who woul dn't be proud to
have her queen flown by Brianth and to be able to stay in Mhall's conpany as
hi s Weyrwonman. Ah, but woul d her handsone red-headed son, who had shown
hinself as willing to bed a holder as a rider, be willing to settle to one?
The Weyrl eadership had to be stable, or the Weyr woul d be disrupted. What
behavi or Sean woul d condone in his son in his current capacity would alter
once M hall becanme a Weyrlead. It was tine for the boy to settle anyway, she
t hought firmy, and on the end of that, decided she would not interfere with a
word to the wise to him Mhall was man enough now to recogni ze a need for
fidelity.

"Well, don't stand there, wonan!" Sean's voi ce brought her back, and
wi th an apol ogetic nurnur, she handed her drippi ng husband his towel.

"You're also a very clever man," she said, then added to keep him from
being too smug, "Did you know that dragons elide riders' nanes?"

"Sonetines, during Fall if it's especially heavy, |'ve heard Carenath
slur a nane or two," Sean said, vigorously rubbing hinmself with the towel.
"\Why 2"

"It seens to have caught on, at least with sonme of the younger riders."

"No harmin that!"

"I do have it on very good authority that neither your name or mne
however, are ever slurred.”

"I shoul d hope not!"

By the time the southern hunting party made it back that evening--replete
dragons did not go between--Torene had had a chance to cal m down fromthe
excitement of knowi ng the double-cratered place was going to be her Wyr. She
deci ded not to nention her conversation with the Wyr-|leaders. The other
menbers of her group were high enough as it was fromtheir eastern hop: the
boys pl anni ng which weyr they'd nmake their own; Sevya and Nya figuring out
just how rmuch sand woul d be needed to give a good deep beddi ng for hardening
eggs. Siglath was hopeful in a wistful way, or so Nyassa told the youngsters.
Torene thought the rest of the Weyr should hear the news from Sean--once it
was official. Fortunately, her bunch tended not to nmouth their enthusiasns
near the nore conservative older riders, and Al aranth woul d keep her counsel
Torene grinned. Her queen took her cue fromher rider. And sometines that
wor ked the other way round, too.

So Torene applied herself to checking her riding gear. Sean just m ght
call a snap inspection--they had Fall the day after tonmorrow. Qut of severa
years' habit now, Torene rechecked the flamethrower tanks she used, as well as
the nozzles and the carrying straps. Then she checked her safety harness and
i nspected the heavy plastic-coated gloves for any sign that the fingers m ght
have spillage of the HNO3 on them Eventually the plastic would wear through



and have to be recoated. Her hands tended to sweat inside the nonporous
material, but that danp disconfort was better than acid burns. She nmade sure
her goggles were clear, too. Sonetimes a fine spray was bl own back before the
HNO3 i gnited, and she needed cl ear, not clouded, plasglas.

She was just about finished when F mar--Ful mar Stone Junior--bronze
Tallith's rider, swng into the queen's ready room helnmet and gl oves in hand,
riding jacket open

"Hey, gal, we're back!" F mar was grinning fromear to ear. "And boy,
did we bring home the bacon!"

"Real bacon? |s Longwood curing pig so early?"

"You can be so literal sonetines, 'Rene."

She hadn't told Sorka that was how her nanme had been conpressed, since
it was humans and not dragons who had gi ven her that nicknane.

Sl apping his gloves on his leg with sonme irritation, F mar went on
"No, actually, we brought back steaks and a |l ot of stew meat. They're culling
herds for the winter down there. O don't you renmenber how seasons sw tch?"

"I remenber that much," she replied evenly. Eight years ol der than
Torene, Ful mar Stone had been five when he and his fam |y had Landed; he had
| mpressed a bronze of a Weyrleaders' clutch at nineteen. Half-trained to
followin his father's nmechani cal engineering specialty, F mar had sal ved
Ful mar Senior's shock at the idea of his son's pursuing an entirely different
life's work by taking charge of all the Weyr's mechanicals. These were,
however, so well designed or redesigned that they rarely needed nore than a

drop of oil--or so F nar insisted.

"You shoul d' ve conme.” Then F mar, as tall as she was but rangier in
frame and bony shoul ders, |eaned toward her with a friendly leer. "It was
nmore fun than clinbing about rock faces and peering in holes.”

Torene grinned placidly at him "But | like cliff clinbing, and
Al aranth hunted yesterday with the other queens. |'d better go help with

dinner if there're steaks."
"I have to, too," F mar said, grimacing. He didn't enjoy that segnent

of the additional duties that the riders assuned inside the Wyr. "In fact,
Tarrie sent ne to find you."
"For steak, |I'mfindable," she said. "Just let me wash my hands first."

"Can | hel p?" he asked with a second amicable |eer

Torene | aughed at him evading his half-serious interference with a
direct path to the sinks.

F'mar was nothing if not persistent in his efforts to attach her. He
pressed his | uck whenever he had the chance, |ike now, trying to persuade her
that he was her best possible weyrmate, just as his Tallith would be the
perfect bronze to twine necks with her queen. F mar was | ooking for any
opportunity to prove his worth--in advance. He was al so a Wngl eader, which
he thought gave hi man advantage over others of their group

For her part, she treated themall alike, and no one knew if she'd any
experience at all. She didn't because she was romantic enough, though she
knew t hat woul d surprise many, to want her first tinme to be very special. She
wanted to really like the man. She was being too picky perhaps; then, too,
she knew all the nost likely men too well now to see any of themin a sexua
way. Except possibly Mhall, but only because she didn't know himat all and
knew far too nuch about his reputation. She'd becone skillful in evading
answers and inportunities. Sometines, to tease, she'd nention one or another
of the apprentices at Tel gar Hol d whenever she'd been to visit her parents and
si bs.

Actual ly, she liked F mar best of themall, with his good hunmor and
pl easant good | ooks, though she'd never give himany encouragenent. He m ght
just try joining her in her tight squeeze of a weyr. It was just as well that

she was in such an unconfortable weyr, she reflected. Everyone knew she sl ept
ri ght beside her queen--warner that way, anyhow. Two hunman bodi es woul dn't
fit, and she wasn't about to be seen leaving a male rider's weyr--or caught
hiding if she chose to be in one.



When they reached the kitchen cavern, Tarrie and Yashma Zulieta were
supervi sing the carving up of the carcasses. It was much too late in the day
to have spit-roasted the whol e sides, which was the usual way of preparing
meat in quantity. Torene knew they'd have several neals fromall this ness.
Good big neaty animals. Well, the grass at Longwood had produced nmany a fine
meal for the Weyr when Fort's supplies ran short.

It was indeed a fine neal. While conestibles like flour, dried beans and

| equrres, and dairy produce were provided by Fort now, the dragonriders could
add to the bare necessities by going between to the southern continent and
returning with fruits, fresh vegetables, and herd aninmals. Slowy but surely,
the task of provisioning the Weyr was being handl ed by the Hol ds so, one way
or another, the dragonriders often ate far better than holders. That, and the
gl anor of being a dragonrider, were reasons why so many young people were
ready to take their chances on the Hatching Gound even though their parents
m ght have had other careers in mnd for their children. |In the early days,
Sean and Sorka had been forced to act rather autocratically in demanding
enough boys and girls to stand on the Hatching G ound, especially older boys,
who woul d be mature enough to fly in Fall as soon as their dragons were old
enough. Gadually, however, to have a son or daughter become a dragonrider
became a mark of prestige for a famly. Although birthrates had been high the
first six years at Fort Hold, there were only so nany avail able to stand as
candi dates now. Lately they'd had to include preadol escents, to be able to
present enough of a choice to the hatchlings.

Wth eggs hardening on the Gound and Hatching quite near, the Weyr was
presently hosting candi dates. They were, Torene noted, the ones that cane
back for seconds and thirds of the juicy steaks. Not that she bl amed t hem
She remenbered her stomach runbling far too often in the days when she had
lived at home. There were not that many days when food was scarce--for a
dragonri der.

And, if one happened to find a fire-lizard's clutch in the southern
sands, a rider could barter eggs for anything he or she desired. That was one
unhappy aspect of living north: there were fewer and fewer of the lovely
creatures#l ooking to hunans. They didn't seemto |ike the colder clinate.
Early on, hundreds had augmented dragon fire during Threadfall. Now that
nunber had dwi ndled to a couple of pairs.

That was how |l erne Island had nanaged to hold out so | ong agai nst coning
north. The shores of Longwood, Lockahatchee, Uppsala, and O kney were
fire-lizard havens, and every nman, worman, and child had dozens to hel p protect
themduring Fall. At |least the proposed site for Longwood and O kney
personnel woul d be warmer than the double crater: they'd keep their
fire-lizard friends that much | onger

When Torene's kitchen duties finally allowed her to rejoin her friends,
they tal ked nore about the fine eating than about their afternoon activities.
Torene didn't nention her encounter with Sean, but she did notice the
Weyr | eader glancing over in her direction fromtine to tine. The second tine
she observed his casual glance, she spoke to Al aranth; she concentrated that
little bit harder, but Carenath was fast asleep

He didn't ask himanything all night, volunteered Al aranth al so

sl eepi ly.
Probably because he renenbers that | can hear.
No, Sean asked Carenath his opinion of sone of the candidates. It would

be good for Dagmath's rider to have some of his own persuasion

Torene considered that. The blue rider preferred boys to girls. And
Sean woul d prefer to have fewer of the speedy little green dragons out of
action because their riders were taking maternity | eave.

Are there any prospects in that |line? Torene asked.

Thr ee.

Torene grinned. Now that was certain to please the Wyrl eader



"Who's the grin for?" F mar asked. He was sitting beside her and now
| eaned heavily agai nst her shoul der

"For me to know and you to guess," she replied in a singsong voice.

"You're not giving anything away, are you?" He sounded irked. "You did
go to the craters today, didn't you?"

"Sure, but that conversation had been gnawed to the bone by the tine |
got here," she replied. "It would really nake such a splendid Wyr. "
She gave a wi stful sigh

"I think," F mar whispered in her ear, his breath tickling, "that Sean's
about to do sonething about establishing a new one.™

"You do?" She pulled back to look at himw th an eager surprise which
was genui ne enough.

F' mar bent cl ose again. "Sean wasn't hunting all the time he was gone."

"He wasn't?" Torene used that as an excuse to w den the distance
between them to foil yet another of F mar's heavy-handed pl oys.

"I think," F mar said, putting one hand to the side of his face and
| owering his voice so that only she could hear, "that he's busy nmaking sone
deal with the Langsanms and the Mercers at lerne."

"Ch, so they'd be happy with the lower site and | eave the hi gher one for

us?"

He nodded.

"You could be right,"” she replied, inmbuing her tone with hope. "Onh,
good, music! The perfect end for such a neal!"

She used that opportunity to slip away fromF mar conpletely, hauling
the penny whistle froma thigh pocket as she joined the other players.

Torene al ways woke early on a Fall day, even if Fall wasn't until afternoon
as it was today over Fort and parts of Boll

Rurmors had been flying yesterday. The dragons were as bad as the
peopl e, repeating their riders' stories, adding supporting details based on
t he occasional odd statement by Sean or Sorka, or even what one of the bronzes
who had gone south had to say about suspected neetings with the Longwood and
O kney stakeholders. Torene |listened and wondered if she ought to report sone
of the nore inplausible theories to the Weyrl eaders. Then she deci ded agai nst
it. There was no need to tell tales out of turn. And the prospect of a new
Weyr raised spints often full of jitters before any Fall, especially one over
occupi ed | ands.

As was his custom Sean sent riders ahead to watch for the |eadi ng Edge
and check the conposition of today's Fall. It would begin halfway across Big
Bay, coming in over the port area--where the dol phins would swarm for the good
eating and to provide what help they could. Then the Fall would sweep
sout hwesterly across Fort and Boll |ands and down the other side of the
mountai n range. Over the |ast year the Weyr had, at Pierre's request,
extended its protection to that area, too, for Boll folk were spreading out,
maki ng smal |l hol ds under the jurisdiction of the |arger

Torene al ways nanaged to eat breakfast, but |ike many other riders, she
ski pped the noontinme neal, settling instead for a cup of klah before she
changed into riding gear and asked Al aranth to come down to be tacked up. The
ot her queens began to assenble, joined by the seven green riders whose
pregnancy required themto fight with flame-throwers. There were nine nore
green riders unavailable, either too recently delivered or recovering from
injury, so the greens would have to ride longer shifts to keep the w ngs at
proper strength. Sean did not like drafting in spare riders fromthe w ngs
temporarily stationed at Big Island and Tel gar: Wngl eaders found that a gap
in the rank was better than a diffident replacement who wasn't sure of his
Wi ng-mates. Torene listened carefully as Sorka gave the greens their
positions in the lowflying wing of queens. Mst of them were seasoned
riders, though there was one newconer: Any Mtt, who was pregnant by Paul
Logorides as a result of her green's first mating flight.



It was alnmost a relief to hear Carenath's bellow and | ook up to see the
massed wi ngs ranged along the Weyr Rim awaiting the signal to chew firestone.
Torene mounted the kneeling Alaranth, then reached down to those who were
lifting the heavy tanks to their positions on either side of the queen's
wi thers. The tanks tethered, Torene attached the wand to the right-hand one
and gave a good turn of her wench to be sure the connection was firm
Thanki ng her hel pers, she then peered up to the Rmto wait for Sean's signa
to Sorka and Faranth, the | eaders of the queens' wi ng.

Foll ow me, Carenath said to Faranth. H s voice was loud and clear in
Torene's head, but she didn't nake a nove. She always took extra care to wait
for Sorka's signal--ever since her first flight with the queens' w ng, when
she had nmoved off ahead of Faranth. That was the day she had admitted,
shanefacedly and feeling she was guilty of a terrible sin against the
Weyrl eaders and the Weyr, that she could hear the speech of other dragons.
After she had nmade a stammered confession--in private--to the Wyrl eaders, she
had agreed to keep her ability to herself and be discreet at all tines in
exercising this unique talent.

Faranth nade the all-inportant first leap off the ground, springing wth
tremendous power from her hind | egs, and Torene, riding right point to
Farant h, gave Al aranth the go-ahead.

As often as she had fought Thread, Torene felt the excitenent knot in
her belly, felt the surge of adrenaline in her blood as her queen's w ngs
described mighty strokes. Wth three, they were above the Weyr walls, gliding
into their in-flight position under the nmassed wi ngs of Fort dragons.

She took their destination fromboth Carenath and Faranth, felt that
awful sinking into the cold bl ackness that was the medi umthrough which the
dragons passed on their telekinetic way fromone place to another, and cane
out over the sea, just beginning to darken as Thread sl anted down across it.
She was cl ose enough at a roughly thousand-foot altitude to notice the
churni ng of the water where schools of every fish that thrived in Pern's seas
had gathered to feast on drowni ng Thread.

H gh above--at sonme eight thousand feet, Torene estimted--the aerial
defenders of Pern waited for the | eading Edge to get closer to the port
facility. No sense wasting dragon flame on what woul d drown.

Then the nearer wings went into action. Flane sprouted red-orange, then
caught, and Thread burned into bl ackness. It was clunping today, Torene
noti ced, and she turned the regulator on her wand to a wi de setting.

She al so turned her hearing to listen to the dragons already engaged and
wondered i f Sorka was asking Faranth about the nicknanes.

She is, Alaranth pronptly replied, as an overlay of nessages from both
dragons and riders briefly confused Torene: Watch your left, Fmar! That's
coming in at two o' clock, B ref! Big nother clunp descending right over you,
Dvid. Firth, watch right! That |last cane directly fromthe Wyrl eader
dragon to Shih Lao's.

Torene giggled. There was nothing dragons could do with that nane!

S lao was Alaranth's prompt reply. Stuff getting through. Veer right!

Sorka and Faranth had al ready begun to swi ng, and Torene and Al aranth
followed. Habit kept Torene listening in with half an ear, as the queens
wi ng began to nop up: nostly single Threads, which the upper level of fighters
ignored in order to concentrate on the clunps and tangl es. Faranth directed
some of the quicker green riders to spread out to catch the outer edges of
these and then, in an aside, ordered Alaranth to supervise.

Sonetimes Torene's neck ached with craning her head upward.

Cccasionally Alaranth eased her forequarters upward so that the strain was
reduced, but such an awkward naneuver was hard for the queen to sustain

A dragon screaned, and instantly Alaranth identified the beast: Siwth,
P ter's blue.

W ng damage, Alaranth said. W go

W' re assisting, Elliath, Uoa's queen, said. The pair went between the
brief distance to the falling blue. Siwith's right wing had been shredded.



Unable to sustain flight, he was managi ng no nore than a downward spiral

Spouting flane, two greens appeared, clearing Thread fromthe path of
the two queens as they arrived to arrest the blue's descent.

Al aranth and Elliath had done this naneuver so often in the past two
years that it was nearly routine now As Torene laid herself flat against her
gueen's neck, Al aranth being the |arger beast, slipped up under the falling
bl ue matching his downward speed and then coming up under his smaller body,
holding it along her spine. Torene could feel Siwith's hot and pungent breath
on her back and hoped he wasn't going to |l ose another suit of riding gear from
scorching. Elliath hovered above them both, her forel egs poised to grab
Siwith by the wing shoulders if he slipped.

Ni ce catch, Carenath told Al aranth.

Siwith's whistles of pain were nuted as the little fellow valiantly
tried to stifle the agony of a wing injury.

W have him Al aranth told her rider, who could feel the strain through
her queen's body.

Siwith, Torene said, relax now while we take you between. W' ve got you
safe. Elliath, we go. . . now

The transfer to Fort Weyr was acconplished. Sonetimes the wounded
pani cked when they weren't in control of a nmovenent between, another reason
for the second queen ready to grab wi ng-shoulder joints. But Siwth managed
to stay calm and Alaranth arrived at the Weyr with her casualty still in
pl ace. The extra weight had her skimm ng the surface, though she | anded
snoot hly just where nedics waited.

"Are you okay, P'ter?" Torene shouted over her shoulder. A whiff of
scorched | eat her reached her nose.

"Yeah. Thanks, 'Rene! Just nmissed nme. Ah, Siwith, you'll be al
right. You'll be all right!" P ter's voice was ragged with concern and
shared pain.

"Hang on while we transfer you."

Al aranth tucked her left wing as well as she could under the wounded
blue's linp pinion, Elliath caught Siwith by his uninjured joints, and as
Al aranth eased out fromunder Siwith, the other queen gently eased his body to
the ground. Hoses had al ready sprayed nunbweed on the underside of the
mangl ed wi ng nenbrane; now the medics could reach the upper surface. The
bl ue's rider unbuckled his fighting straps and started slathering his dragon's
upper back. Siwith's whistles of pain were reduced to murrmurs of relief.

"D you need new tanks, U oa?" Torene asked.

"No, I'mfine for another hour."

"Me, too."

Torene | ooked skyward, giving Alaranth the signal to be ready. Both
gueens sprang fromthe ground at the sane instant and, sufficient altitude
gai ned, w nked between and back to the Fall

The evening neal was served at a |ate hour. Wile ground crews said that
little had gotten through the wings, there had been sufficient injuries that
all the riders knew Sean woul d have words with the Weyr in general before they
wer e dism ssed

"He's sure to claimtoday's flying injuries are due to carel ess riding,
bad concentration, and stupidity,” N klas nuttered as he followed Torene into
the | ower cavern.

"And he'd be right," Torene said, grinning back over her shoul der at the

norose N klas. "But clunps are the hardest to fly, and he's sure to admt
that before he starts |anmbasting us."
"Nice catch on Siwith, by the way. P ter says he'll be out nonths

growi ng back wi ng nenbrane."
"Thought so, fromwhat | could see when we brought himin."
"At | east he got the best anbul ance team™
When she and U oa had returned to the queens' wi ng, Faranth and Greteth



had been in the process of catching another w ng injury.

Sorka says your timng is excellent. You have command of the w ng,
Faranth had said directly to Torene. W have him Geteth. Easy now,
Shelmth. W have you. Relax, will you?

| still fall, Torene heard Shelmth say, frightened.

O course you do, but I fall right under you. You are caught. Feel ny
back under your belly.

| do! | dol

"What about Shel mith?" she asked N klas now. She hadn't had tinme to
check on the injured yet. The queens' w ng always made contact with
ground-crew | eaders before returning to the Weyr.

"He's only got holes in one wing, but body scores and some bad tracks
down the right hindquarter,” N klas said, winkling his nose at the extent of
the injuries. "W need rearview mrrors."

Torene | aughed. "Were on earth would we attach thenP"

"Ch, shoul der, peripheral vision reflex mrror, nmaybe."

Torene stopped at the sight of the crowded dining tables. "Lord, we'll
have to take front seats tonight," she said, noting the only vacant spots at
the tabl es perpendicular to the slightly raised Wyrl eader and W ngl eaders
tabl e.

"You did great," N klas said. "You' ve got no cause to feel guilty. Too
bad you aren't bigger," he added with a grin, for he was heavy through the
shoul ders and chest. "1 could hide behind you."

"You've nothing to worry about. You brought Petrath in with no scores,
didn't you?"

N kl as paused before he answered, his renorseful expression verging on
the comcal. "Not exactly. Though," he hastened to add, "he won't be out of
action nore than a week, 1'd say."

"I"'msorry, | didn't know." She glanced up at himwith a rueful snile

N kl as shrugged his w de shoul ders. "Nothing a bucket of nunmbweed
didn't soothe. Dragon hide grows back quickly, thanks be!"

The kitchen crew were quick to serve the riders as soon as they seated
t hensel ves. The top table was not occupied as yet: Torene knew that Sean
woul d be having a few words with Wngl eaders over poor performance. But Sean
knew that clunp Falls were always the trickiest, and while a | ot of dragons
had not finished this Fall due to m nor wounds, there had been very few put
out of commission by major ones. Every wing had m ssing nmenbers, and sone
wi ngs were off on R& R so the Weyr was flying a bit short. Only queens
never got official vacation: queens got time off only for clutching. As
Al aranth had yet to experience her first mating flight, Torene had been on
duty for over two years without a break

W fly well as a team W do excellent rescues, Al aranth said.

Oh, bel oved heart, Torene said, imediately chagrined that she'd been
t hi nking so negatively, we do, we do. But | amtired. Like nost of the
riders. Everyone needs sone time off, not just a visit hone or to the east
coast. Well, she added to herself, maybe Sean woul d announce that sone of
those recuperating at Big Island would be reporting back for duty, and that
woul d take the burden off the short-nmanned wi ngs.

The neal was good: one of Yashma's special casseroles, nore of the
beef, plus | egumes and tubers, served with fresh hot bread and sl abs of
butter. Torene grinned as she slathered her bread with it before passing it
on to the inpatient rider next to her. Butter in this quantity obviously had
cone in fromlerne Island. Wuld they be able to have dairy products when

Longwood settled on the east coast? She'd miss them |In the Hold, nmilk
products had been reserved for babies and growi ng kids. Wat was being tired
to the many advantages of being a rider. . . not the |least of which was

havi ng Al arant h?

You like me better than butter?

O course | do, but there's absolutely no doubt that you couldn't be
spread on hot bread!



Bread is all right. Alaranth was unenthusiastic. Fromtinme to tineg,
because Al aranth was curious, Torene had gi ven her queen sanples of what she
ate.

But not for a carnivore |like you, darling. You aren't hungry again, are
you?

No, but you were!

Al aranth also found it hard to understand why her rider had to eat
several times a day, when once or twi ce a week sufficed the nuch bigger
dr agon.

Bef ore the casserol es were passed around the tables for the second tine,
the Weyrl eaders and W ngl eaders took their places. Torene thought they al
| ooked rel axed as they conversed pleasantly with each other. That did not
jibe with her notions of the Weyr getting a |l ecture on reckl essness and
i nefficiency.

A spicy nut-filled bar provided a sweet, and then ale was served, al ong
with refills for anyone wanting just klah.

"He nust really be going to take slices fromour hides," N klas muttered
in her ear.

"Then why is F mar grinning fromear to ear?" Toren asked. The young
W ngl eader was | ooki ng excessively snug. O course, she realized, nentally
reviewing the day's injuries, his wing had cone through unscathed, so he could
afford to be at his ease. But she wondered why F mar kept trying to catch her
eye.

Torene listened for Tallith, but the bronze was asleep. Alaranth, did
nm ss somet hi ng?

What ?

| don't know, and F'mar's grinning like a fool at ne.

He does that all the tine.

Torene caught an alnost inpatient and irritable note to her queen's
remark.

Don't you like F-mar? she asked. O is it Tallith you don't fancy?

Torene often asked her queen which bronze she preferred. As she had no
particul ar favorite anong the riders, maybe her queen had one anong the
bronzes. Torene did have to think in ternms of her queen's mating flight, an
event that could happen soon now. Sorka had no difficulty in telling her

gueen riders exactly what to expect--and Torene hoped it would be as thrilling
for her as reputed. Sorka never exaggerated.

Bronze dragons are nuch the sane in a mating flight. But | will be hard
to catch!

Torene burst out | aughing.

"What's so funny?" N klas asked her

"Alaranth," Torene said and shrugged, indicating a private joke.

She nodded at himto pour sone ale into her glass after he'd filled his
own. She was getting to like the stuff; certainly she preferred it to the
jarring taste of quikal. And tonight, she had the feeling that she'd need the
| ooseni ng beer provided.

Suddenly noise in the dining area subsided and Torene saw t hat Sean had
risen.

"Uh-oh," N klas said, scrunching hinmself snmall beside her

"Ch, don't be an idiot," she said rather sharply. She was well
acquainted with N klas's tendency to dranati ze.

This time he was right. Unexpectedly, Sean was hol ding his glass in one
hand.

"You all know that the wings did not performvery well today, but | take
the nature of today's Fall into consideration. W all know that clunps and
tangl es are the worst types to conbat, and that the very nature of such a Fal
can cause injuries to even the nost alert rider and clever dragon. | don't
excuse you, and | shall have words with sone of you who were caught unawares,
and those of you who managed to escape when you bl oody well deserved to be
scored." Sean's expression was harsh as he | ooked over the crowded tables.



"Injuries could have been worse."

When he paused again and let his gaze sweep the riders, Torene had the
feeling that somethi ng nonentous was goi ng to happen. She was positive she
knew what that had to be and inhaled, sitting straighter. She felt N klas
shift beside her as if he, too, felt inpending news.

"The hol ders all agree that new Weyrs--" He stopped as dramatically as
N klas might, tolet the plurality be absorbed. "--must be forned."

He woul d have gone on, but wild cheering and stanping ensued and nade
himsmle as he held up his arns for silence.

"Some of you"--and Torene caught himlooking at her--"may think that the
doubl e-cratered site on the east coast is an ideal site for one. And you'd be
right." More cheering punctuated that statement. Torene felt N klas's el bow
in her ribs, and she saw that F mar was al so watching her, a broad, happy, and
very snmug grin on his face

Wl |, she thought, he had the nakings of a good Wyr-1|eader, and his
W ngseconds swore by his competence.

"We'll start that one first," Sean went on, "and there will be two nore
adapted as soon as possible. | project that we'll need two nore at the rate
our queens are |laying, so we should prepare now for our needs while hol der
ent husi asm for our profession continues strong." He gave a wy snmile, which
brought a ripple of appreciative laughter. "Big Island is also a firm choice,
to give us a warmer climate not only where our injured can conval esce but al so
where our disabled can still be of assistance. Telgar needs one to protect
the mners--" There was a ripple of nmild dissent, because Tel gar was
mount ai n-cold. "There is a crater in the sandy peninsula to the east and
another in the far north-west. But we already have contingents at Big Island
and Telgar, so those will be conpleted first."

He waited until the wave of whistles and cheering died and then, with a
slight grin on his face, continued. "lerne Islanders are com ng north, and
Longwood wants the secondary site on the east coast. They will also help us
prepare that Weyr in appreciation of our willingness to protect them" Sean
gri nned nore broadly now.

"So that's how he's done it,"'
respectful awe.

"Done what?" Torene asked in a | ow voice.

"Made themthink we're doing themthe favor when it's the other way

" Nklas replied. "Ch, he's clever, is Carenath's rider."

"Lockahat chee and Uppsal a fancy Big Island, and they will help us
enlarge the existing facility there," Sean went on. "Telgar's pronised as
many mners as he can spare for sone of the excavation work on all sites, so
think we will be able to provide protection in four |ocations even as the
Weyrs are being adapted to the needs of our dragons.”

Four Weyrs, including the one she had yearned for! Torene couldn't

believe it! One would have occasi oned great joy. But four Weyrs? Well

She did a quick count: Sean could put twenty wings in the air for any
given Fall even if all were not accompbdated at Fort. Three new weyrs al so
meant three new Weyrl eaders and Weyrwomen. Who had Sean and Sorka chosen to
promote? Probably sone of the senior riders, and she couldn't but be happy
for Uoa's and Arna's sakes, or David Caterel and Peter Seming. They were
| ogical choices. . . but who else?

"W have twenty mature queens," Sean was saying, "and well over a
hundred bronzes and ten or twelve browns who woul d make admirabl e | eaders.
This being the case, | feel that we'll let chance play a part in what is too
difficult a choice for us"--he indicated hinself and Sorka--"to nmake. So
you're going to draw which Weyr you'll go to. W're splitting up the queen
dragons, with the exception of Faranth, who stays here, with nme." Sean
scow ed fiercely, waiting for the wi despread |augh that was expected at the
noti on of any other dragon but Carenath flying Faranth. Wen the |aughter died
down, he went on. "Nora will pass the bag anong the gold riders. Tarrie has a
bag for Wngl eaders, as | think it's best if the wings go forward as a unit to

N klas said, his eyes shining with

round,



whi chever Weyr the W ngl eader draws. Does that seema fair way to distribute
ri ders?"

Despite an al nost universal surprise, approval foll owed al nost
i medi ately. Looking around at the faces she could see from her position
Torene saw many expectantly hopeful expressions; she put her hands to her ears
in an automatic but pointless attenpt to shut out the tunultuous responses of
dragons to their riders' anxious reactions. She shook her head and then felt
Al aranth's m nd hel pi ng her shut off the nental noise. Usually she could
filter unwanted messages, but not tonight--not that she could blane either
party.

"OfF course, we've three clutches of eggs ready for hatching, and we'd
di vwvy themup as soon's we know what they are," Sean added with a grin.

Torene | ooked around for Tarrie and Nora and saw themrising froma
table on the far end of the cavern. She'd be one of the last to choose,
sitting as she was at the front of the room and the agony of the wait was
exquisitely painful. Dare she dream of draw ng the east coast Weyr? woul d she
stay on here at Fort, since she was the youngest queen rider and had so mnuch
to learn? She ought to wish she'd be stationed at Telgar for then she'd be
nearer her parents, which they'd appreciate all the nmore now that her brothers
and sisters were away on their apprenticeships. But she had devel oped a
special feeling for the double crater and had so brashly planned how to use
its many natural caverns -- just as if she had the right tol

Brown and bronze riders began to shout out their new assignnments,
| eaping fromtheir seats or just waving their arns about in delight.

Surprised, Torene heard as much pl easure expressed at being assigned to Tel gar
as east coast or Big island. Everything was happening so quickly on the far
side that she really didn't see who had got the east coast assignnent. She
was surprised when she saw Tarrie go to the head table and pass the bag to the
W ngl eaders sitting there. Wy had F mar been grinning so much then? She saw
himreach his hand in and was so eager to know where he was goi ng that she was
startl ed when she felt soneone touch her armand turned to see Nora standi ng
besi de her.

"You're the | ast queen rider present to pick," Nora said. "Hope it's
the one you want. Then Sorka will draw for the absentees.™

Hol di ng her breath, Torene dutifully slipped her hand into the bag and
felt several slivers. Squeezing her eyes tight, she let her fingers close on
one, drawing it out.

"Do exhale, 'Rene," Nora said with amusenent.

Torene |l et out her breath, grinning nervously at the other queen rider
before she had the nerve to | ook at what she held. She read it, then read it
agai n.

You keep saying 'east coast,' Al aranth remarked patiently. Are we to go
to the place we want?

"Yes, oh, yes, yes,'
nmessage to her breasts.

" '"Yes, oh, yes, yes,' where'd you get?" N klas asked, showi ng her his
slip. He'd pulled "east coast" as well.

She hugged himin a nost uncharacteristic gush of joy. He was too
surprised to take full advantage of it before she, as abruptly, released him

Torene breathed, clutching the all-inportant

"East coast!" Ch, she was so happy, and she squeezed the nessage in
hands suddenly noist. Radiantly she snmiled up the head table and caught
Sorka's smle and Sean's nod of approval. As her eyes slid away, she saw

F'mar's face: he wasn't smiling quite so broadly now. She raised her
eyebrows queryingly, and he nouthed "Tel gar" at her

She nade a noue of disappointnment, but actually she wasn't di sappointed
at all.

Tarrie and Nora had brought the bags up to the main table and Sorka drew
for the absent queen riders, Sean for the six absent W ngl eaders.

"So you now all know which Weyr you'll be stationed at--for now-since
we' Il have to make other divisions if we decide to expand to six full Wyrs.



Al of you Wngl eaders are experienced and know as nuch about nanagi ng a
fighting Weyr as | do. |'ve seen to that!" He ignored the barrage of

whi stles and jocular remarks that met his slightly smug snmile. "There's
really only one fair way to deci de who beconmes Weyrl eader. " He used another
of his pregnant pauses to increase suspense. Torene had never seen her

Weyrl eader in such teasing good spirits. He was really enjoying stringing al
this out.

"We |eave it up to the queens." He surprised themall by naking a
gracious bowto Sorka. "And we'll |eave which queen up to chance, as well
Chance plays a greater part in our affairs than you may be aware, but | fee
the Weyr has profited by random choice, and we will continue this. Therefore,
the first queen in each new Weyr to rise to mate will decide which rider wll
be Weyrl eader!"

That announcenent met with a stunned silence, which was broken by qui et
murmuring. Torene was even nore surprised than nost. She didn't know which
ot her queens had been assigned along with her, but she was suddenly very sure
t hat somehow t he draw had been arranged so that she, and Al aranth, would go
east. For Alaranth, of all the twenty fertile queens, would undoubtedly be
the next one to rise to mate. Was that what Sean had neant when he had said
Torene's ability to hear all dragons was an asset? How |ong had he been
pl anning to form new Weyrs?

She shot a quick glance at the Weyrl eaders, but they were not |ooking in
her direction.

Am | right, Faranth? Torene asked, breaking her self inposed rule never
to initiate a conversation with another's dragon

You can hear all of us, Faranth said. It would be wise to have you over
there. You will be a very good Weyrwoman. Sorka thinks so, and so do
Carenath and Sean. Be easy!

As if she possibly could at a nonent like this! Chance, indeed! Torene
stared fiercely at Sorka, wanting to catch the Weyrwoman's eye, but Sorka was
| eaning across the table to talk to Tarrie and Nora.

"So, those of you who have to remain here with Sorka and nyself can be
excused. | think the new Weyrfol k ought to have a bit of a gather and find
out who goes where. Big Islanders, assenble at the far right tables; Telgar
these in the nmiddle; and east coast on ny left."

As Sean pointed, his eyes at last met Torene's. H s expression did not
change--except for the slight tilt of one eyebrow. So she could read nore
into this public exhibition of "random choice"? But how could he have
arranged it? The odds against were four to one.

She was startled out of her reverie when F mar | eaned down, lips to her
ear.

"I would have liked to have you as nmy Weyrwoman, Rene," he nurmnured.
Bef ore she could remark on his arrogance, being so sure that he would end up
Tel gar's Weyrl eader, he had noved to the center tables.

"Sour grapes?" N klas asked, jerking his thunb at F'mar's retreating
back.

"No, no sour grapes,” she said, with a not too saccharine smle. "He's
got as good a chance as anyone to nake Wyrl eader at Telgar. See--" She
pointed at Arna, Nya, and Sigurd already seated at the head of one of the
Tel gar tables.

She wel coned U oa with a happy cry, and then Jean, Geteth's rider, only
to be overcone with chagrin. U oa and Jean would know t hat Al aranth woul d be
the first queen assigned there to rise to mate. So did Julie, for her queen
had just clutched and wouldn't rise for nonths. Torene's thoughts nust have
been transparent, for U oa | eaned close to her

"And why not Alaranth?" U oa rmurnured. "Better you than ne. You're
young enough to cope."

"My sentinments entirely," Jean added quietly, then raised her voice.

"N kl as, pass the beer pitcher, will you? Wo else have we got for
W ngl eaders?" She | ooked about as riders shifted to the appropriate tables.



"Besides you, N klas. Hello, there, Jess. You' re one of us? Geat."

Torene gl anced shyly at the ol der bronze W ngl eader. She hadn't had the
chance to get to know him but she'd never heard unfavorable reports. She saw
David Caterel making his way to them He and Pol enth were of the origina
sevent een dragonriders. He had al ways been pleasant to her, but the | ook he
gave her now made her blush. He knew. Young Boris Pahlevi, who had risen
quickly to the rank of Wngl eader on Gesilith, was also on his way over. And

behind him . . Torene blinked, but the Iithe redheaded figure was stil
that of Mhall, Brianth's rider, and the Wyrl eaders' ol dest son

Wl |, she thought, an odd nunbing sensation running over her, he was one
of the best Wngl eaders. Wy should she resent himbeing in her Wyr? Silly!
It's not your Weyr, yet, mgirl. He gave her a sharp nod as he stopped a

little behind N klas, reversed a chair, and sat, leaning his arms on the back
of it. He took the nug of beer passed to himbut only sipped politely.

W ngseconds and some of the other wi ngriders ranged casually near their
| eaders, chatting anong thensel ves.

"Well, well, and well," U oa said, grinning, her black eyes snapping
with wy amusenent. "David, your Polenth is the ol dest dragon--do you wish to
take charge of this first meeting of us new Weyrmat es?"

"Why should I, when you're doing so well, Uoa?" he replied
good- hunoredly and endured a bit of teasing fromhis wi ngmates. "Anyway,

you' ve seen nore of our new Weyr than | have."

"Shouldn't all of us go there now, to see what needs doi ng?" asked Jess
Kai den, whose bronze, Hallath, came fromthe sanme hatching as U oa' s queen

"Not now," U oa said, anused, "as it's past mdnight there and we
woul dn't see nuch."

"W go when it's daylight then," Jess said with a shrug.

"Al of us?" asked one of the blue riders seated near David. Torene
didn't know his nane. That was one detail she'd have to renedy.

Martin, who rides Dagmath, Al aranth said.

"Yes, all of us," David replied, "since all of us will share the maki ng
of this Weyr."

"Does it have to stay known as the east coast Weyr?" Boris asked in
some disgust. "Wat a nouthful!"

"See it first, nane it later," Jean said. "I've only been there once
nmysel f."

"Just how nmuch help will we get fromthe settlers?" N klas asked,
shooting Torene a quick look. Both were aware of how nmuch work woul d be
required to make the place |ivable.

"I think we'll have to ask Sean that," David replied.

" '"Rene, you got that filmon you?" N klas asked, turning to her

Torene felt herself flush. She ducked her head on the pretext of
openi ng the thigh pocket where she kept the plasfilmand recovered her
conposure sonewhat by the tine she could spread it out on the table in front
of her. Everyone began to press in to have a | ook. David, who was tallest of
those nearby, took it and held it up high enough for nore to see.

"Shaded areas show the echo spaces inside," N klas said. "Sone only
need to be broken out. And Torene spotted where we can put a ground-|evel
access tunnel." Craning his head and stretching out one arm he pointed out
the various features. "Hatching ground, bigger'n Fort's--plenty of
ground- | evel caverns for support staff, kitchens, weyrling barracks, queens
quarters, and there're tunnels underground. One to a cavern big enough for us
to put hydroponics. .

"I'f we do our job properly, we'll get supplied by the holders we
protect," David Caterel said. N klas was not the only one whose nmouth dropped
open in surprise. "That's the plan which has just now been accepted by al
hol ders." David grinned. "That's what allows us to decentralize the fighting
force. The Holds we protect will tithe to support the |ocal Weyr. That way
Fort won't be overburdened. W won't always be able to sneak south for food,
especially after lerne is abandoned. Their fire-lizards have done a great job



to help the wings we've sent there. But they'll be leaving, too. W've got
to let the grubs dig in and spread. A good start's been nade at Key Largo,
Sem nole, and lerne, but it's a |l ong-term process.”

There were a few wy snmiles at the understatenment. Everyone knew t hat
it woul d take several hundred years for grubs--the anti-Thread organi smthat
Ted Tubberman had bi oengi neered--to spread across the Southern Continent in
sufficient density to nmake ordinary vegetation |ess vul nerable to destruction
by those deadly spores. And only once the new life-formwas well-enough
established in the south could colonies of it be transferred north.

"So that's what all this comng and going's been about,"” U oa said,
propping her fists on her hips and glaring at David. "And you never gave us
so much as a hint."

David recoiled slightly. "I never had so rmuch as a hint nyself unti
this evening. You know how cl osenput hed Sean can be."

"That's true enough,"” Jean said with a wy |augh.

"What he dislikes is that the dragons'l|l have to do a |ot of hauling."

Jean nmade a real grinmace this time and sighed deeply. "Then it's only
fair that the holders help us dig!"

"That was Sean's point."

Jean couldn't see the diagram so she pulled it down. "So this is how
we' |l be spending our free tinme?"

"What free tinme?" half a dozen voices chorused around her

"The free tine tonorrow when we'll all go over and formally take
possessi on of our Weyr," David said firmy. He glanced around, |ooking for
acknow edgnent. "Go easy on the beer. We'Ill make a daylight start."

"Qur daylight, of course!" said an anonynmous voice fromthe back

"He's got nore sense than to interfere with your beering by making us
start at daylight on the east coast," Jean said tartly.

Fromthe mddle of the rooma roar went up: "Telgar! Telgar Wyr!"

"As if they had any choice," Jean said at her drollest, "though I'd |ike
to suggest a name now for ours and let you think about it."

"What nanme?"

"Benden!" she said in a proud quiet tone, lifting her chin. There was
a long noment of respectful silence.

"What's to think about?" asked a firm baritone voice fromthe rear

"Coul d there be any other nane that would be nore fitting?" David
Caterel asked, and Torene could see that his eyes had fill ed.

The murmur grew qui ckly as the nane was repeated throughout their small
gat hering. Jean touched her glass to David's, and suddenly the others all got
to their feet, glasses raised

"To Benden Weyr!" David Caterel said, though "Weyr" cane out raggedly.

"To Benden Weyr!" And nugs, cups, and gl asses were rai sed high and then
dr ai ned.

Torene had to sniff and dash the tears from her eyes, but she felt
uplifted by that little ceremony. Hers had been the | ast Hatching that the
ailing adm ral had attended. She renenbered that he had sought her out and
wi shed her and her new queen the very best. Though he still walked with an
erect back, his step was short and jerky. One of his sons and M hall had
escorted him

Many riders began to circul ate then, sonme to get nore beer, sone to
drift off, but Torene was nore or |ess hemmed in by the other queen riders and
W ngl eaders.

"You got this copy fromyour nother?" David asked, spreading it
carefully out on the table. Wen she nodded, he asked, "Any chance we can get
nore? And at |east one set of enlargements for each el evation?" Torene
nodded again. Her parents would be extremely proud of her assignnment and
willing to cooperate in any way they could. "And you' ve been there recently?"
H s manner was kindly, as if she were nuch younger than she actually was and
needed to be led. She was twenty-two, but she didn't resent that from David
as much as she woul d have from one of her peers.



"A whol e bunch of us went the day you and Sean went down to lerne to

eat," U oa said, with a put-you-in-your-place tone.

Ginning back at her, David said, "If |I'd known Sean was going to pul
it off, 1'd ve come with you. What | need to establish is how recent your
visit was."

"Very."

"And where is this access tunnel you found, Torene?"

N kl as was cl oser and jamed his index finger down on the spot. "Here."

Davi d kept |ooking at Torene for his answer.

She nodded. "This echo reads as two neters high, ground to ceiling."
She indicated with a fingertip. "Here and here Ozzie says there're tunnels
that can be enlarged, with an entrance into the--into Benden Weyr--" She was
interrupted by a chorus of approval: "Sounds good." "Paul'd be pleased."
"Perfect nanme!" "Has a ring to it, doesn't it?" She went on: "--and an exit

on high ground above the river, here."

Comment s and suggestions flew too thick and fast for her to identify the
speakers.

"That would be the priority project, so we can get materials and peopl e
in and out easily."

"We still have to shift by dragonback. Couldn't send a | and expedition
when we don't know the overnighting places."
"Kaarvan wouldn't mind a good long sail. He's bored with fishing the

Bay. "

"lernans can bring in a lot of their own gear on their ships.”

O her riders, eager to contribute, began to crowd in, and Torene,
courteously letting people past her, suddenly found hersel f excl uded.

"I't's my map," she said under her breath, trying to suppress a surge of
bitterness as she took a further step back, nearly stepping on the feet of
soneone seated behind her

"I't'"ll be your Weyr, 'Rene," said a soft, amused tenor voice. She
| ooked down into Mhall Connell's slightly nocking gray-blue eyes. She'd
never been cl ose enough to see their color before. "Conme the tine Alaranth
flies,” he went on. "She'll fly soon--but you know that, don't you?"

There was no nockery in his tone, and he'd made nore of a statenment than
a question.

"Well, if you intend to be Weyrl eader, why aren't you in there, mapping
your space?" The nmoment the words were out of her nouth, she regretted them
and bit her lip. "lI'msorry, Mhall."

"Why?" H's very regular eyebrows quirked briefly, and his gray-blue
eyes, not a trace of nockery in them met hers once nore, his head tilted up
at her. "l should like to be Weyrleader. | intend to be Wyrl eader
Everyone knows that." The nockery was back. "The question is, how does
Al aranth feel about Brianth?"

"Isn't it nore how | feel about you?" The words tunbled out before she
could stop them and she shook her head and stanped her foot in annoyance:
That wasn't at all what she had i ntended to say.

M hall rose slowy until he was |ooking down at her, an intense
expression on his face. "No, it's ultimately the dragons who decide: the one
who decides howto fly this queen, and the one who deci des who she'll |et
catch her."

Torene knew now why she hadn't been in his conmpany much. He wasn't at
all like the other bronze and brown riders in her "bunch." And know ng the
reputation he and Brianth had in "catching" queens, she had deliberately, if
unconsci ously, avoided being in his company. She al so knew the opinions the
ot her queen riders had of him and those only confused her nmore. "Polite"?
"Quick"? "Deft and considerate"? "Too controlled"? None of those comments
fit what she sensed of him

He knows he is the son of his parents, Alaranth said.

"Yes, he would know that," she said al nost sadly, for that couldn't be
easy on him \Wien Mhall politely raised his eyebrows in query, she realized



she had spoken aloud. "Brianth," she added, and gave M hall what she hoped
was an understanding snmle. Fromhis stunned expression, she found she had
only conpounded her bl under and he had junped to the Iogical conclusion. "On,
lord, both feet are in ny nouth tonight. Do you want a copy of your own when
| ask Mother for themtonorrow?" She tried to keep her voice even and

pl easant, but to her own ears she sounded irritated.

M hall inclined toward her. "I1'd appreciate it," he said, but all the
warnth she had seen--so briefly--in his eyes was gone and they were coldly
gray. He stood clear of the chair, and before she could wal k away from her
enbarrassnment, he left her

I could just scream she told Alaranth. It all came out so w ong,
Allie. How could | possibly have said the things | did to hin? And the way I
said them Oh, how could I

There was a | ong pause when she thought that her dragon was too sl eepy
to answer.

Don't worry. The voice was not Al aranth's.

Bri ant h?

He's right. Too late now was Alaranth's not too reassuring reply.

"Where did Torene go?" David' s voice rose above the other
conversati ons.

"I"'mhere," she said, and allowed the alacrity with which the riders
parted to | et her back in soothe her frustration and sel f-accusation

The next norning, having asked the watchdragon to wake her at daybreak, Tel gar
time, Torene arrived at her parents' cavern just as Sonja was pouring klah

To her daughter's astoni shment, she was pouring it into three cups, and there
was a third bowl of steam ng porridge set at the table.

"How di d you know I was com ng?"

"How coul d we not know?" Sonja said, clasping her daughter to her anple
bust and joyfully, proudly, enbracing her with arms well rnuscled froma
lifetime of mining. "Telgar announces to us there will be four Wyrs, and one
of them here."

"Up there," Vol odya corrected his wife, pointing north-east, but he rose
fromhis seat and ki ssed his daughter, hugging her nearly as enthusiastically
as his wife had but with some consideration for Torene's ribs. "And you are
named to be at the east coast one."

"At Benden Weyr," she said, hoping that at |east the nane would be a
surprise

"Ah!" Her nother's face lit up and she enbraced her daughter again
bef ore she nopped a tear from each eye

"As it should be. As it should be," Vol odya said, sittig down at the
tabl e and beginning to spoon his porridge into his mouth. "Sit! Eat! You
will need it."”

"So, how many copies do you corme for me to make for you?" Sonja asked
slyly, giving Torene a little push toward the spare place.

"Ch, Mother!"

"And why shoul dn't you, dushka?" Sonja was unperturbed. "Al ways you
are putting yourself behind. And where else is there a replicating machine

that works? You will want enlargements, too, of each elevation? How many in
al | ?"
"Mother. . ." Torene began in protest, and then burst out | aughing
"Sit! Eat!" her father repeated and gestured firmy for her to take
her seat. "Copies we can talk of later. Now you will have breakfast wth us

and tell us news we don't get to hear at Telgar."

When she finally left, stuffed with two bow s of porridge and nore kil ah
than she liked to have swirling in her belly going between, she was carrying a
plastic tube full of copies and enl argenments--nore than she woul d have had the
nerve to request. Sonja had blithely replicated four copies of each and every
possi bl e angl e of the original and secondary surveys of Benden Weyr. Torene



reckoned that one reason they were so willing to go over the top was because
they were so pleased with that nam ng.

"No, is for you, dushka," Sonja said, giving her daughter a hard kiss on
her cheek in farewell. "W are proud to have queen rider daughter. Keep her
safe, Alaranth!"

Wth her many-faceted eyes gleamng in the shadows cast by Telgar's high
nmount ai n peaks, Alaranth turned her head and | owered her forequarters to the
ground, as much to aid her rider to nount as to acknow edge the parting.

Who else is to keep you safe? Alaranth said as she turned and dropped
off the I edge into the valley bel ow.

Torene | aughed at her phrasing, the speed of their descent snatching the
sounds away. You sound just |ike ny nother

W go now to Benden Weyr?

Torene squeezed her eyes, which had filled slightly with tears of pride
at the grand sound of the nane, and the concentrated on the i mage of the
doubl e-cratered bow --the bow of Benden Weyr.

Yes!

She was certain that all that klah and porridge would turn to ice in her
belly, but then they were out in the warm spring sunlight, gliding down the
Weyr toward the | ake.

Good morning to you! Torene recogni zed Brianth's voice though she
didn't see himbelow, nor any sign of Mhall.

He's on the rimbehind us, sunning, Alaranth told her, well pleased that
she and Torene had started their own errand earlier than this pair.

Torene's nouth felt dry as Al aranth swung back to the upper crater and
lost altitude. She had a view of Brianth, sunning hinself on the heights.
Backwi ngi ng, Al aranth | anded neatly on the surface, the breeze from her
pi ni ons maki ng the gravel rattle. A man's head peered out fromthe nearby
opening to what Torene thought would be the Hatching Ground. Mhall stil
wore his flying gear, so he couldn't have been here | ong, Torene thought.

He didn't rush, but his stride covered the distance between them so that
he was at her side when she reached the ground.

"You' ve been busy this norning, | see." He nodded at the tube.

Keeping a stern grip on her tongue, she sniled pleasantly. "Their
daybreak, not ours," she said, opening the tube.

He | ooked into the tube's contents and whistled, grinning down at her
with approval. That was the first time she had seen himsnile so openly, and
she wondered why he didn't nmore often. It would have inproved his reputation

Then she could see his fingers twitching, eager to see every sheet she
had brought. Was that why he had gotten here so early? How could he have
been certain she'd do her errand so pronptly?

Brianth told himwe'd left.

This time she was careful to keep her inmedi ate response to hersel f.

Had Brianth slept with one eye open?

The wat chdragon will speak to anyone who asks politely. This canme from
Brianth, and although she knew dragons couldn't |augh, there was anusenent of
that quality in the bronze's tone.

"Here," Torene said, perversely irritated now by both rider and dragon
Way did Mhall have the ability to disturb her with so many conflicting
enotions? She tapped the tube so the roll would fall out.

M hall was that nuch quicker and had the films in his hands before she
could catch them

"It's less windy inside here,
but not willing to risk their damage.

When she got inside the vaulted chanber, she saw that he had been there
| ong enough to make a small fire, set far enough in the shelter of the front
wall to be protected fromthe wind, and secure in a neat circle of stones. A
kl ah pot bal anced cl ose enough to keep its contents hot. A bul ging sack was
propped up against the wall, along with an opaque sheet of plastic wapped
around a nunber of finished plastic shafts.

he said, inpatient to unroll the sheets



"The klah's ready if you'd like a cup," he said, noting her surprise.
"I'f not, help me put the table together. It's easier with two."

Torene shook her head at the first offer and started to untie the
bundl e. When assenbl ed, the table was exactly the sane size as the |argest of
the replicated elevations. M hall produced pushpins and a narrow strip of
plastic. He worked deftly, and before she knewit, one full set of the
drawi ngs was secured to the table with the plastic strip holding down the top
edges so that the diagrams could be flipped over w thout being torn

"You are handy," she said, pleased and somewhat arnused by his
preparations.

"I know the | argest size that replicator can print," he said, shrugging
off her inplied conpliment. "Ah, this is the one | wanted to see." He turned
to the side elevations of the upper crater

There are nmore coming now Brianth and Alaranth said al most in unison

"About time," Torene and Mhall said, also in chorus. Catching each
other's eyes, they both |aughed: blue dom nated the gray in the bronze
rider's eyes.

For Torene, that marked the begi nning of the nost intense period of
activity she had ever experienced, even when she was first |earning howto
care for Alaranth. David Caterel had borrowed Ozzie from Tel gar, although the
ol d prospector insisted that everything he and Cobber had di scovered in these
craters was already witten up or synbolized on the plasfilmthey had in their
possessi on.

"We used some of those first uglies Wnd Bl ossombred to check out the
tunnels," he said, tapping a joint-disfigured finger on the drawings. "X
mar ks spots you don't go. 'S all here. Took her"--he pointed at Torene--
"and her, him him" he added, indicating Uoa, N kla and D vid, "through
every one of 'em up and down, and the ones in between. The 'between' you get
to when you wal k," he comented, favoring David Caterel with a droll eye.

"Had you anything better to do today?" David asked, grinning. "You can
sit here, drink all the klah. . ."

"You didn't think to bring any beer, didja? Prefer beer

"In fact, | did, knowi ng your preference," David said, and began to haul
| arge bottles fromeach of his thigh and jacket pockets.

"Good man." (QOzzie took one, broke the seal, took a long pull, then
wi ped his mouth with the back of his sun-riddled hand and sighed with deep
appreciation. At last he | ooked up at David again. "I1'Il tell ya if ya do
anythin' wong," he assured them "That one"--and he pointed to Torene
agai n--"knows nost of 'em anyway, so she can lead you. |1'll just stay here in
case ya go wong. Then I'll findja.'

Smiles were carefully concealed fromthe wiry old man as David turned
purposefully to Torene.

"So, what do you want to see first?" she asked, holding her hands out in
conpl i ance.

"Everything," David said. "Starting with here and where can we put the
hypocaust to keep the sands warm

"This way, lords and | adies,"” Torene said inpishly, remenbering the
phrases fromthe stories her father had told her as a child. There were
al ways lords and | adies in Vol odya Ostrovsky's bedtine tales.

By noontime, they had clinbed about, or been flown by obliging dragons to,
every cave, niche, nook, and cranny in the eastern side of the upper crater
They paused to eat, and review their notes and the diagrans, and then, wth
only slightly dimnished zeal, explored the western side, including the sites
where Torene had thought ground access was possible. The plasfilmthat had
been pristine that nmorning showed all kinds of marks and new | egends in the
margins. Lists of materials urgently needed were stuck in under the top rail.
By the time darkness fell, not only was everyone tired, scratched, and
brui sed from cl anbering over, under, and past unforgiving stone, but also ful



of intimte know edge of their proposed hone.

The next day queen riders, Wngleaders, and -seconds held conferences
with lerne's representatives to see what materials would be needed to start
work on the access tunnel

Though they were not asked, the dragons insisted on hel ping dig once the
stonecutters had excised the cliff face of the proposed access tunnel. David
Caterel tried to stop them

"You're fighting dragons, not digging dragons,"” he said, scowing at his
own Polenth. "Torene, U oa, Jean, speak to your queens."

"Sternly?" Jean asked, grinning back and snearing the nud on her face
as she nopped sweat. A shovel handl e | eaned agai nst her

This will be our hone, too, Alaranth and Greteth said, and the bronzes
bugl ed agreenent.
"Thi nk you got outvoted,"” Uoa said. "It's only because you're one of

the first and Sean fussed so about doing carrier duty."

"This is different," Jean said, replacing gloves preparatory to
attacking the rubble again. "This is for us!"

The dragons gave anot her bugle, and David, shaking his head,
surrendered. There was no question that dragon assistance |ightened the task.
Ozzie was on hand, too, "to nake sure the echoes were accurate," he said. But
he carried out his supervision froma sunny spot on a conveni ent boul der
pul ling away at his beer.

Torene was not the only rider who had brought sleeping furs, spare
cl ot hes, and what food she could wangle from Tarrie's kitchen. She had dunped
her things in one of the snaller caves that she could clinb to if Al aranth was
asleep. It was three tinmes the size of her accommodation at Fort--palatial in
conparison. Alaranth thoroughly approved of the ledge in front, which got the
norni ng sun

By pooling their food, those who stayed on overni ght managed quite a
satisfactory nmeal. Despite being tired, sonme of the bronze and brown riders
excused thensel ves afterward.

"Winder where they're going?" U oa asked.

"Not where, not even why," Jean said, groaning, "but how do they have
the energy to go at all! Fresh fruit would go nice for breakfast."

"Did any of them check for Threadfall in the south?" Torene asked.

"Mhall did," R bert said, offering round the klah pot.

Jean rolled her eyes and U oa sighed, stretching warily.

"D you think he'll bring back a hot bath?" she asked.

"That woul d be heaven," Jean said. "Wat did Ozzie say about the
possibility of tapping into sone thermals here?"

"He said that it was possible if there was enough pipeline left from
doing Tillek, " Torene said, thinking longingly of a hot bath herself.

W could go back to Fort? Al aranth suggested.

| don't think I have nmuscles enough to clinb up to your back, Torene
replied.

She was hal f-asl eep when the riders returned. Not only had they brought
fresh fruit and several braces of chickens, but each dragon had a fat bull ock
or cow struggling in his claws. These were deposited down by the | ake, where
they bawl ed out their terror for hours before finally settling.

"Where'd you find the chickens?" Jean asked, eyes wide with delighted
surprise

"They take shelter in the old caves, the Catherine caves, | think they
were called,” Mhall said.

"Yes, they were," Jean said as she watched himuntie the chickens' | egs.
Squawki ng, each released fow ran off into the bowl. "W've nothing to feed
themw th."

"I think I threw sonme crusts and heels onto the conpost heap,"
sai d, and got up.

M hal | caught her by the shoulder. "If it's there, they'Il find it on
their owmn. Wiat's the matter?" he added as he saw her w nce.

Tor ene



"My shoulder's stiff."
"Whose isn't?" U oa said, groaning and rubbing her own shoul der
"Didn't one of you think to bring sone numbweed?" M hall asked with a

grin.

A wi despread groan answered the question: the renedy was so obvi ous!
Jean stiffly began to get to her feet. "M pack's nearest."

M hall reached out to prevent her. "Where? Let nme get it."

"Ch, would you? I'min the third cave on the left on the first |evel.

It's an easy clinb."

When M hall returned with the nunbweed, they took turns rubbing the
salve into abused muscles. Sonehow -and she couldn't reject the courtesy
wi t hout sounding uncivil--Mhall managed to be available to work on Torene's
shoul ders. Then she was nuch too grateful for the sure, firmtouch of his
massagi ng fingers as he worked the salve in.

"Thanks, Mhall," she said, rotating shoul der bl ades that no | onger
ached.

"Just take it easy tomorrow or you'll be back to me again," he said, and
turned to Genteelly, who was waiting for simlar mnistrations.

Because of the nmassage she sl ept easier that night--once she tuned out
the bawling of the cattle. The next day, at an appropriate hour, she asked
Pol enth to have David bring along a big jar of the nunmbweed when they returned
fromFort to Benden.

In effect, they now worked two shifts: those staying at Benden did the
first one, then took a rest break when the Fort-based contingent arrived,
fresh. The four Benden wi ngs, excused from Threadfall at Fort, began to catch
the eastern Falls, to see how they could protect the newly named Benden Hol d
property. A nearby source of phosphi ne-bearing rock was indicated on the
survey maps, and David sent a work group of blue and brown riders to begin to
stockpile the all-inmportant firestone.

A teamarrived from Tarvi Telgar to set up the hypocaust systemin the
Hat chi ng Ground, so the canpers noved their bel ongi ngs across the Bow to what
woul d be the living quarters. The first hearth and its chimey were built
agai nst an outside wall. Ozzie and Svenda Bonneau pl unmbed for and found a
thermal vent, and Ful mar Stone supplied the punmp and instructed his
apprentices in setting the pipes that would supply the individual weyrs as
wel |l as the main |living acconmodati ons.

More cattle and other types of herd beasts that had managed to survive
Threadfall in the South were added to the herd that occupied the | ake end of
the craters. The chickens laid, and it becane a regul ar early-norning
exercise to find where, in the sands, the eggs had been secreted. Sonme were
left to the broody hens, but others supplied the cooks. Julie, the fourth
qgueen rider for Benden Weyr, arrived fromBig |Island on her Rementh, who had
finally recovered fromw ng scoring. Julie, who was still in a gelicast for
the broken leg she'd incurred trying to dismount in a hurry to tend to her
gueen, announced that she'd act as donestic manager

Then Captain Kaarvan and the Pernese Venturer dropped anchor at the
mout h of Benden River, and the prom sed assistance fromlerne broke trail to
be the first to nmake use of the access tunnel. The workers they supplied
i ncl uded masons and carpenters, and soon individual caves became proper weyrs,
with partitions between dragon and rider accommopdati ons, and even private
bat hr oons.

Wrk was al so done on what would be the quarters of the two Weyrl eaders,
the arge roomthat would be used for private conferences, and one bel ow t hat
whi ch could be an office for the Wyrl eaders.

No one minded the hard work and the | ong hours, because they were
building for their own confort as well as that of generations to cone. So
they built well and carefully.

When t he Benden Weyrfol k decided that sufficient provision for them had
been nade, they and their dragons flew down to the Hold, which was progressing
nmore slowy, and, used the skills they had | earned to help the holders settle



into their new acconmmodati on

The only break the Benden riders took was to attend the Hatching at
Fort. That was always a glad occasion for dragonriders and could not be
nm ssed, especially when nost of the sixteen hatchlings had been assigned to
Benden Weyr. That provoked a conplaint fromF mar, in the nanme of Tel gar
Weyr, although work on that facility had not even started.

"The next clutch will go to you, F mar, especially as you' ve no place to
put themyet but here at Fort," Sean said dismssively.

"Young Ful mar better stop hassling Sean," Jean nmurnured to the other
Benden queen riders. "Especially if he keeps on acting |like he's already
Weyrl eader. That's a long way from bei ng decided."

"But soneone has to be in charge, sort of, don't they?" Torene asked.
"1 nean, David. "

"David Caterel has the right," Jean said firmy. "You ve no conplaints,
have you?" She eyed Torene specul atively.

"Me? No. He listens to any objections, anyway," she said, once again
made conscious of the fact that although no one said anything to the point of
her bei ng Benden's Weyrwoman, everyone knew, and tended to turn to her for
deci si ons and opi ni ons.

Wor ki ng shoul der to shoul der, day after day, with the bronze and brown
riders had given Torene a good chance to get to know themall. She |iked nost
of them so she supposed Al aranth would have the final say. O the younger
riders, Nklas, L'ren, T'mas, and D vid kept as nuch in her conpany as
possi ble. David Caterel was always courteous to her, but he treated all the
worren riders the sane way, even Julie, whomhis Polenth had | ast flown.

M hall had a knack of appearing when she was in trouble--Iike when the cutter
j amred, or when she was trying to roll a heavy boul der out of the way. It got
so she al nbst expected himto be there when she needed a hand. Sone-what to
her chagrin, he never lingered, but returned to whatever task he had
interrupted to help her. Meanwhile, the Weyrl eaders' quarters remnined
unoccupi ed.

It was Mhall who cried "Get the queens away!" while people were
finishing their mdday neal. He came pounding into the | ower cavern, straight
up to Torene. He caught her hand and, pulling her to her feet, urged her to
action. "Get your queens out of here, Jean, Llloa. Were's Julie gone?"

Li cking the fingers of her right hand, which were sticky from peeling
red fruit, Torene did not resist Mhall's urgent tugging.

"How coul d she go into heat wi thout ne noticing?" she cried. She had
been keeping such a close watch on Al aranth--or so she had thought.

"Today, because she's been lounging in the sun,” Mhall said, and turned
her by the hand he held so that she was facing the right way. He pointed.
"She's nore than just gold right now "

Torene inhal ed sharply: Alaranth, stretching | egs and wings in a manner
that Torene instantly identified as sensual, was gl eanming a bright gold that
had nothing to do with clean skin and sunlight. Mhall jerked round as Jean
U oa, and Julie cane pelting out of the |ower cavern in flying jackets too
large for themand helnmets that were just as obviously borrowed. No time to
get their own riding gear. Throw ng anxi ous gl ances over their shoul ders at
the 'um nous Al aranth, the three riders scranbl ed aboard their own dragons.

"Look!" Mhall swi veled Torene about again so that she could see the
mal e dragons begi nning to gather on the RRm their eyes taking on the avid
orange of arousal. Their riders were converging on Mhall and Torene, and
suddenly she was the focus of their awakened sensuality. Despite herself, she
recoil ed, tearing her hand free of Mhall's grip. H's eyes had turned an
i ntense blue. "Renenber,"” Mhall said then, "don't let her--"

"I know, | know, | know" she cried, resenting each and every one of
themfor the way they were | ooking at her. No one had told her about this
part of a queen's mating--especially this flight, when the reward of
Weyrl eadership went to the winner. She backed up until she was | eaning
agai nst the stone of the Wyr, her nouth gone dry, even as sweat began to ooze



from her pores and a strange sensation envel oped her guts.

At her final shout, Al aranth woke conpletely and Torene nade the nental
i nkage. The rock wall supported her. Not even the calmexplicit recita
Sorka had given her covered the depth or intensity of the enotions the dragon
was feeling, much less Torene's reluctant but inexorable response to the |ust.
A blood lust, first, with Alaranth aware of an insatiable hunger.

Gittering in the sumer sunshine, Alaranth extended her w ngs and
bel |l owed a challenge. Aware that the mal e dragons were watching, she turned
to display her proud strong body, throwi ng her head back and stretching out
her long neck. She retracted in the blink of an eye, arching herself, and
with a graceful, powerful notion, |leaped into the air. Three |ong sweeps of
her gl eanmi ng wi ngs, and then she was gliding down to the |ake, scattering the
beasts--her prey--with her hungry cries.

Blood it, Alaranth. Blood it! Don't eat! The instructions Torene had
been drilled in junped to mnd as Alaranth | anded on the bullock. Blood it
only! Torene kept her voice firm stern, putting every ounce of authority
into her tone.

Al aranth snarl ed back at the distant tense circle of humans before she
tore the throat and sucked greedily at the bl ood.

Blood it! Hear ne now Alaranth! Torene could not give her any |eeway
in this. Blooding gave the mating queen the quick energy she needed: flesh
woul d only wei gh her down and she woul d not achieve the height required in a
truly successful mating flight. Height nmeant safety, for dragons |ocked in
conj ugation could plunmret to the ground before finishing if insufficient
altitude had not been attained.

Bl ood only, Alaranth! Torene repeated as her queen | eaped on a second
| arge bullock. You rmust fly the highest you can. You nust not eat to do
that! Blood it only!

Though they were the length of the Wyr apart, Torene felt as if she
were right there beside her ravenous queen; the hot blood was runni ng down her
throat, and she wondered why it wasn't choking her. Wth another part of her
consci ousness, she felt hands touching her and realized that she was
surrounded by nmany sweaty mal e bodi es, but her imediate concern was not for
hersel f, but for Alaranth. The queen seenmed to pul se goldenly even fromthis
di st ance.

The terrified herd beasts were stampedi ng about, but they had nowhere to
go, and as their circling took themtoo close to the bl oodi ng queen again, she
casually made a little hop and | anded on one of the smaller creatures.

Blood it! Don't you dare take the flesh, Alaranth. Don't you dare!

Torene was in her queen's mnd with an i medi acy she had never
experienced since Inpression. Still, she gasped at the suddenness w th which
Alaranth flung aside the last kill and, with a gigantic push from her hind
| egs, surged aloft. The nmale dragons on the Rimwere equally surprised. They
all sprang up; two or three dropped off the Rimand were sonehow airborne and
rising faster than their rivals. To Torene, they were just a blur of w ngs
behi nd her, for she was Alaranth nore than she was Torene, increasing the
di stance between herself and the males with every beat of her broader, |onger
Wi ngs.

The peaks were falling fast below, and the air cooled a body heated by
bl oodi ng and by sexual drive at its nost potent point. Alaranth reveled in
her speed, in the height she was gaining so effortlessly. She caught a
thermal and soared on it, attaining nore altitude. This was higher than she
had ever ventured, and she felt strong, felt the powerful lift of air under
her wi ngs, caressing her body, stoking the fires already consum ng her

Far bel ow her sparkled the sea, blues shading to green and aqua. She
felt, rather than saw, the shadow. sensed the proximty of another. Craning
her head around, she saw the cluster of nales bel ow and sone distance behind
her. They would not catch her so easily. They hadn't her wi ngs, her
strength, her.

Strong talons gripped her shoulder joints, a powerful neck twined with



hers, and w enching herself about to neet her attacker, only too late did

Al aranth realize she had done exactly as the bronze had hoped and she was well
and truly caught. As he made sure of his conquest of her, wing to w ng, necks
twi ned, talons | ocked, Alaranth realized that only one had ever been in
contention for her, and she abandoned all restraint.

"Now Torene, now"

Torene was no |longer aloft with Alaranth in the throes of the dragons
mat i ng passi on; she was naked in the arns of the bronze's rider--naked, and
her body demandi ng the same gl orious orgasmthat her dragon had just
experi enced.

"Dam it, Torene," that rider was saying as he attenpted to penetrate
her body, "did you have to wait until now?"

She gripped himto her, her nails digging into the muscular flesh of his
back. The hurt was a nmere nmonent's disconfort, imediately forgotten in the
power ful surging of lust that rose from sone unexpected, linitless depth
within her.

"Tor eeeeeeeene! "

The cry of her nane produced mld astonishnment in her: the tone held
nore than triunph, nore than surprise, nore than intense pleasure. So she
opened her eyes to see whose dragon had flown hers so skillfully, which rider
had take her.

Hs face was still buried in her neck; his body, Iinp with repletion
| eaned heavily against hers. He snelled of sweat, as she did. Even his hair
was danp. They were both dripping, but as she wapped slippery arns about his
slippery back, she knew him and knew himnore intimtely now than she had
known any ot her man.

"Polite"? "Considerate"? Her errant mind went through the coments of
t he other queen riders about this man. "Deft"? Well, he had certainly been
that, both with his bronze's tactics and with herself. "Controlled"? ©Ch, no,
not a bit controlled. Not polite, and nore angry with her virginity than
consi derate. But then, had she been all that w se, |eaving her first
experience until her queen's first flight? WelIl, it had been her option, and
she was gl ad she had. That way she had been sure that it was her dragon who
woul d choose, not some silly preference of hers.

"M hall?" She spoke his name softly. H s breathing had sl owed, and she
didn't knowif he had fallen asleep where he lay on her. He wasn't that
heavy, and she'd better get accustoned to it anyway, since he was now
i ndi sputably the Weyrl eader--and her weyrnate.

He gathered hinself to nove away, and she held himfast. She liked his
body. |Indeed, she liked it very nmuch for the way it had nmade her feel, the
way it had conpl eted her

"You made for the thermal current right of f?" she asked, having figured
out just how he had managed to achi eve his goal

"Hmm " He noved his head to enphasize the agreenent.

Vividly blue eyes regarded her with solem appraisal. His short hair
was dark red with sweat, but it curled as much as hers did. She expected that
they'd have curly, red-headed children and sniled to be thinking that far
ahead right now

"Only way," he nurnmured. Then, alnost as if he expected her to resist,
he ran a wondering finger down her cheek

"Alaranth hadn't a chance agai nst that technique," she said.

"I didn't intend that she should, 'Rene," he said with a slow smle, and
stroked her cheek again. It was the warmsnile she |liked so nmuch. "I
couldn't let any other rider have you."

She | ooked up at himquizzically: not "dragon," but "rider" and "you."
He neant her, not just what she brought to this union, her dragon and the
Weyr | eader shi p.

"R der?"



He rai sed hinmself on his el bows, |ooking down at her face as if he had
to nenorize every detail. "You are exceptionally beautiful, you know, and
t hose eyel ashes are totally unfair!”™ That marvel ous smle of his again curved
his firm nouth.

"But you said you were going to be Weyrl eader."

"Ch, 1'd" ve been that one way or another, sooner or later," he said in a
blithe tone. He gave her very tender kisses on the edges of her I|ips.

"Polite"? "Restrained"? She couldn't help smling up at him thinking
of how very wong the other wormen had been and how very gl ad she was that they
ver e.

"It was always you | ached to have," he said, still menorizing the
pl anes of her face, kissing her cheekbones. "Fromthe nmoment | saw you
I mpress Alaranth. But ny father had warned nme off the queen riders. | had to

shadow Adniral Benden in order to get anywhere near you then w thout having ny
backsi de flayed."
"That |ong ago?" Who had been avoi di ng whom si nce? She raised her
eyel ashes then and swept themteasingly across his forehead. His arms
ti ghtened, and there was nothing polite or considerate about his response: a
response that had nothing to do with his dragon
W both have what we wanted, said a dragon in a sleepy satisfied tone.
Try though she would in all the years she and Mhall were the
Weyr | eaders of Benden, Torene was never sure which dragon had spoken. O to
whom

RESCUE RUN
"Ma' an?" Ross Vaclav Benden said in a surprised tone. "There's an orange
flag on the Rukbat system"™ He swi veled around toward the Anherst's conmand

chair and the battle cruiser's captain, Anise Fargoe.

The Amherst had been assigned to conduct a determ ned search of the
Sagittarian Sector for any evidence of new incursions by the Nasties. The
punitive war of six decades earlier had proved insufficient to dissuade those
intruders fromcontinuing to annex renote el enents of the Federation. A
massi ve seek-and- destroy operation was now five years in progress;
mercifully, only minor infiltration's had been discovered--a few outposts and
two space stations, which had been obliterated. But not until all adjoining
space and every peripheral system had been investigated and warni ng devices
strategically strewn would the Federation enjoy any sense of security. A
second prol onged Nasties Canpaign would ruin the already depl eted Federation
Qui ck sharp thrusts now, the Conbined Joint Staffs had wi sely deci ded, should
suf fice.

As the Anmherst had so far had a very boring swi ng through their sector
Li eut enant Benden's unexpected comrent roused everyone on the bridge.

"Orange? This far out?" Captain Fargoe asked, her eyes widening in a
flare of excitement. "Didn't know we had colonies in this sector."”

"Orange" signified that an investigation should be initiated by any
vessel close enough to the flagged systemto do so.

"I"maccessing files, ma'am" And Benden, suddenly remenbering fanily
history, breathlessly awaited the entry. He tapped his thunbs restlessly on
t he edge of the keyboard and got a quick repressive glance fromold Rezmar
Dool ey Zane, the duty navigator. "Ch," he added, his eagerness deflated as
the file header informed himthat a distress nmessage had been received from
the col ony on Pern, Rukbat's only inhabitable planet.

"Well, let's see the nessage," Captain Fargoe said. Anything to relieve
the tediumof the fruitless search through this deserted--al npst
deserted--sphere of space. "Screen it."

Benden transferred the message to the main screen.

MAYDAY!  PERN COLONY | N DESPERATE CONDI TI ON FOLLOWN NG REPEATED ATTACKS



OF AN UNCONTACTED ENEMY | NVASI ON FORCE EMPLOYI NG UNKNOWN CORGANI SM

"Nasties don't need germwarfare,” nmuttered brash Ensign Cahill Bralin
Nev. Soneone el se snickered.

. VWH CH CONSUMES ALL ORGANI C MATTER. MJST HAVE TECHNI CAL AND
NAVAL SUPPCORT OR COLONY FACES TOTAL ANNI HI LATION. THERE IS WEALTH HERE. SAVE
QUR SOULS. THEODORE TUBBERMAN, COLONY BOTAN ST.

There was an al nost enbarrassed sil ence.

"Hardly the Nasties then," the captain said dryly. "Probably some old
weapon system has been triggered. Perhaps one of the Fifty units we ran into
in the Red Sector. | thought only survivor types were chosen to be col onists.
M ster Benden, what does Library say about this Pern expedition?"

Ross didn't need to search for the official documentation on the
Expedi ti on--he knew nost of the tale by heart. But he keyed up the file
anyway.

"Captain, a lowtech, agrarian colony was chartered for the third pl anet
of the Rukbat system under the joint |eadership of Admiral Paul Benden and--"

"Your uncle, | believe."

"Yes, Captain," Ross replied, keeping his tone level. Proud though his
entire famly was of Paul Benden's nost honorabl e service record, Ross had
taken a lot of gibing during his first cadet year, when his uncle's victory at
Cygnus was tel ecast as a docunentary, and in his third year, when Adnmira
Benden's strategy was di scussed in Tactics.

"A nost able strategist and a fine conmander." Fargoe's voice
regi stered approval, but her sideways gl ance warned Benden not to presume on
his uncle's sterling record. "Continue, mster."

"Governor Enmily Boll of Altair was the other |eader. Six thousand-plus
coloni sts, chartered and contracted, were transported in three ships,

Yokohama, Buenos Aires, and Bahrain. The only other conmmuni cation was the
regul ation report of a successful landing. No further contact was expected."

"Hunmph. Idealists, were they? Isolating thenselves and then screamn ng
for help at the slightest sign of trouble.”

Ross Benden gritted his teeth, searching for some polite way to assert
that Admiral Benden woul d not have "screaned for hel p" and bl oody well hadn't
sent that craven nessage.

Fortunately, after a nmoment's thought, the captain went on. "Not
Admi ral Benden's style to send a distress nmessage of any kind. So, who's this
Theodor e Tubberman, Botanist, who affixed his name to the plea? A Mayday
shoul d have been authorized by the col ony | eaders.”

"It wasn't a standard capsul e,"” Benden replied, having noted that
enendation. "But expertly contrapted. It was also sent to Federation
headquarters. "

"Federati on headquarters?" Fargoe sat forward, frowning. "Wy HQ? Wy
not the Colonial Authority? O the Fleet? No, if it wasn't signed by Admra
Benden, the Fleet would have shifted it to the CA" Then she sat, chin on one
hand, studying the report, scrolling it forward from her arnrest keypad. "A
nonst andard homi ng device sent to Federation HQ indicating that the col ony was
under attack. . . hmm And nine years after a successful |anding
forty-nine years ago.

"How far are we fromthe Rukbat system M ster Benden?"

"Poi nt-oh-four-five fromthe heliopause, ma'am Science Oficer N
Morgana wanted a closer |ook at that Oort cloud. She's interested in conetary
reservoirs. That's when | noticed the orange flag on the system™

"They wanted squadrons then?" The captain gave a short bark of
| aughter. "Nearly fifty years ago? Hmm No Nastie activity was noticed
that soon after the War. This Tubberman fell ow doesn't specify. Maybe that's
what he intended. Big unknown alien life-formattack m ght have stirred
Federation." She gave a dubious sniff. "Wat sort of resources does this



Pern have, M ster Benden?"

Benden had anticipated that request and inserted a smaller w ndow on the
main screen with the initial survey report. "Pern evidently only had nini mal
resources, enough to supply the needs of a |lowtech colony."

"No, that sort of ore and nmineral potential wouldn't have interested any
of the syndicates," the captain mused. "Too costly to use an orbiting
refinery or to transport the ores to the nearest facility. N ne years after
touchdown? Long enough for those agrarian types to settle in and accumul ate
reserves. And the EEC doesn't list any predators.” She paused in her review
of the data and nmade a slight grimace. "Have Lieutenant Ni Mrgana report to
the bridge," she ordered the conmunications officer

The captain tapped her fingers on her arnrest. "Doesn't conpute that
Paul Benden woul d send any di stress message,"” she went on. "So where was he
when this Tubberman sent off his contraption? Had the nmenace from outer space
done for everyone in authority?"

"Internal conflict?" Benden suggested, not able to believe his
resourceful uncle would have been destroyed by a nmere organi smafter surviving
all that the Nastie fleet had throwmn at him That would be ironic. The EEC
report listed no hostile organismon the planet. O course, no one could
conpletely rule out the adnmittedly bizarre possibility of an attack by a
remmant weapon system Sections of the galaxy were strewn with the unexpl oded
m nefields from anci ent wars--and not necessarily of Nastie origin.

The grav shaft whooshed open and Lieutenant Ni Morgana entered, stood to
attention, and snapped off a salute. "Captain?" She tilted her head,
awai ti ng her orders.

"Ah, Lieutenant, there is not only an Qort cloud surroundi ng the Rukbat
system but it appears to be an orange tagged, distress message,"” the captain
said, gesturing for Ni Mdirgana to read the data covering several w ndows on
the big screen.

"Coming on a bit thick, weren't they? Aien invasion!" N Mrgana gave
a snort of disgust after a quick perusal. "Although. . ." She paused
pursing her mouth. "It's just possible that the 'unknown organi sm has been

seeded into the cometary cloud to canouflage it."

"What are the chances of it containing some engi neered organi smthat
attacked the planet fifty years ago?" Captain Fargoe was clearly skeptical

"I am hopi ng that we can obtain sanples of the cloud as we pass it,
m'am"” Ni Morgana replied. "It is unusually close in to the systemfor an
Cort cloud."

"Have Qort clouds ever been found to harbor natural viruses or an
organi smthat could threaten a pl anet?"

"I know of several cases where it's always been assuned that inimca
nmechani sns have been | aunched fromone stellar systemto
anot her--'berserkers,' they were called.”

"Coul d the organismthis Tubbernman nmentions be a Nastie softening agent?
Destroying all organic matter seens |ike a weapon of some kind, doesn't it?"

"We've learned not to underestinmate the Nasties, Captain. Though their
nmet hods, so far, have been much nore direct.”" N Mrgana' s smle was tight,
under st andabl e when one knew that the science officer was the only survivor of
her famly, solely because she had been at the Academy when the eneny had
attacked her hone world. "However, since the Nasties have been trying to
establish bases far fromwell-travel ed space, it beconmes a possibility out
here.”

"Yes, it does, doesn't it?" the captain said thoughtfully and then
grimaced. It was the anbition of every menber, of Fleet and EEC, fromthe
| owl i est |ong-distance single scout to the conmander of the heaviest battle
cruiser, to discover the Nasties' hone world, and Captain Fargoe was scarcely
an exception.

"What ever the attack on Pern was, they would not have sent for help
unl ess their situation was desperate,” N Mrgana added. "You are aware that
the Col onial Authority exacts punitive paynments for such assistance?"



A conpl ex series of expressions rippled across the captain's face. "Far
too high for the service they give, and the tine it takes themto respond.

The col oni sts woul d be nortgaged, body, blood, and breath, unto the fourth
generation to repay such a debt. Also the nessage was not sent by Admira
Paul Benden. That's one man |'d like to pipe aboard the Amherst."

"He'd scarcely be alive now," Ross Benden heard hinself saying. "He was
in his seventh decade when he started.”

"A good colonial life can add decades to a man's span, Benden," the
captain said. "So, | think we can entertain a rescue run to Pern. Lieutenant
Zane, plot a course that will take us through the system cl ose enough to this
Pern to | aunch the shuttle. W can give the other planets and satellites a
good probe on the swing past. M ster Benden, you'll conmmand the |anding
party: a junior officer and, say, four marines. [|'Ill want your crew
recomendati ons, and cal cul ati ons on projected journey to rendezvous with the
Amherst on her turn back through the system Allowing, say. . . howlong
did the EEC survey teamtake? Ah, yes, five days and a bit. Allow ng five
days on the surface to nake contact with the col onists and establish their
current situation."”

"Aye, aye, Captain," Benden replied, trying hard to keep el ation out of
his voice. Lieutenant Zane on the navigation board shot hima mal evol ent
gl ance, which he ignored, as he did Ensign Nev to his right, who was all but
tuggi ng his sleeve to remnd Ross that he'd had xeno training.

"I suggest you talk with Lieutenant Ni Mrgana, M ster Benden, when she
has conpl eted her survey of the OCort cloud matter. There m ght just be sone
connection, and these anci ent weapons can produce sonme awkward surprises."”

She awarded Ross Benden a quick nod. "You have the conn, Lieutenant Zane."
Wth that, the captain slid fromthe conmand seat and |eft the bridge.

As Sarai dh ni Myrgana took her seat at the science term nal, she w nked

at Ross Benden, which he interpreted as her support in his assignment.

On the 3-D globe on the Amherst's bridge, the ship seemed only centineters
fromthe edge of the nebulosity that was the Qort cloud. As she approached at
an angle to sanple a core through the thickest part of the cloud, a great net
was fired froma forward mssile tube on the port side. The net would both
coll ect debris and clear the ship's path. No ship would barrel through such a
cl oud, where particles were as close as tens of nmeters. The biggest particles
were about a kilometer apart. The problemwas to avoid collision of the net
wi t h anyt hi ng above a tonne, which would tear it and bring the ship's
neteorite defense into play.

During the next two weeks, while the Anmherst passed beyond the cloud,
headi ng i nto the Rukbat system the science officer carefully exam ned the
material. First she asked permi ssion to rig an enpty cargo pod with renote
wal do controls and nonitors. A work party towed the pod out to a point far
enough that there was no risk to the Amherst and yet close enough to nake
frequent trips to the net feasible.

Then, with a work party, she jetted out to the net and sel ected
fragnments that m ght be worth exam ning. The cargo pod was al ready divided
into sections. At first these were all kept in vacuum status at -270 Cel sius
or 3# absolute. Once back in the Amherst, N Mbrgana activated the nonitors
and began one of her |egendary forty-hour days.

"I"'ve got a lot of dirty ice" was her initial comrent four days |ater
after she'd had sone sleep and a second review of her data. "Mst of the
stuff has identifiable intrusions, particles of rock and netal, but there are
al so--" There was a | ong pause. "--some very unusual particles that | have
never encountered before." As the science officer held five degrees in
di fferent disciplines and had | anded on three or four dozen alien surfaces,
that was an intriguing adnission. "Before anyone gets an idea | don't want to
give, there is no evidence of any artifact."

The next norning she suited up again and jetted around the netted



debris, continuing her investigation. Meanwhile, Captain Fargoe approved

Li eutenant Benden's prelimnary flight data, and Ross continued his study of
the EEC survey reports and the two cryptic nessages that were the only
conmuni cations fromthe col ony worl d.

"If thereis alife-form"™ N Mrgana said tentatively in the week's officer's
nmeeting, "its response tinme is far too slow for us to discern. There have
been sone anonalies, both in superconductivity and in cryochem stry, that |
want to follow up. | shall begin a series of tests, slowy warm ng sone
representative sanples, and see what occurs."

The next week she reported: "At mnus two hundred degrees Celsius, sone
of the larger particles are showi ng relative novenent, but whether this is
driven by anomal ous internal structure, or reacting to the warmer tenperature,
| cannot as yet ascertain.”

"Keep in mind at all tines, Lieutenant,’
sternest, "what happened to the Roma!"

"Mp'am | always do!" The | egendary "nelting" of the Roma when the
sci ence officer brought aboard a netal -hungry organi smwas the cautionary
exanpl e drummed into every science officer

The foll owi ng week Ni Mrgana was al npst jubilant. "Captain, there is a
real life-formin some of the |larger chunks fromthe cloud. Ovoid shapes,
wi th an exceedingly hard crust of material, they have sonme |iquid, perhaps
helium inside. They're very strange, but I'msure they're not artifacts.

' m bringing one sanple up above zero degrees Celsius this week."

The captain held up an adnoni shing finger at her science officer
"Remenber the Roma," she said again.

"Mp'am even the situation on the Roma didn't happen in a day."

In the process of |eaving the conference room the captain stopped and
stared quizzically at NN Morgana. "Are you deliberately m squoting sonething,
Li eut enant ?"

the captain said at her

"M ster Benden!" The perenptory summons of the science officer over the
comunit by his ear jolted Ross Vaclav Benden out of his bunk and to his feet.
"Ma' an®"

"Cet down to the lab on the double, mister!"”

Benden struggled into his shipsuit as he ran down the conpani onway,
stabbing feet into soft shipshoes. It was zero-dark-hundred of the dogwatch,
and no one was even in Five Deck's |lounge area as he raced across it and to
the appropriate grav shaft down to the lab. He skidded to a halt at the door
skinning his forearnms on the frame as he braked and fell into the facility.
He al nost knocked over Lieutenant Ni Myrgana. She pointed to the observation
chanber.

"Funkit, what in the nane of the holies is that?" he breathed as his
eyes fell on the withing grayish pink and puke-yell ow mass that oozed and
roiled on the nmonitor screen. The mass was, in reality, ten kilometers from
t he Amherst, but he coul d understand why everyone was standi ng well back

"If that is what fell on Pern," N Mrgana said, "I don't blame 'emfor
shrieking for help!"
"Let me through!"™ The captain, clad in a terry-cloth caftan, had to

exert some strength to push past the mesmerized group watching the phenonmenon
"CGods above! \What have you unl eashed, m ster?"

"We're taping the show, ma'am" N Mbdrgana said. In reassurance, she
prom nently waved the hand she held over the Destruct button that would
activate laser fire. Benden could see her eyes glittering with clinica
fascination. "According to the readings |I'mgetting, this conplex organi sm
exhibits some simlarity to Terran mycorrhizoids in its linear structure. But
it's enornous! Damm!"

The organi sm suddenly coll apsed in on itself and became a viscous,



i nani mat e puddl e. The science officer tapped out some commands on the wal do
keyboard and a unit extruded toward the nass, scooped up a sanple in a

sel f-sealing beaker, and retreated. Lights glittered on the renote testing
apparatus as the sanmple was anal yzed.

"What happened to it?" Captain Fargoe demanded, and Benden admired how
firmher voice was. He, hinself, had the shakes.

"I should be able to tell you when the analysis is finished on that
sanmpl e of the residue, but I'd hazard the guess that; with such rapid
expansion, if it found no sustenance in the chanber--and there was none apart
froma very thin atnosphere--it died of starvation. That's only a guess."

"But," Benden heard hinself saying, "if this is the Pernese organi sm

"That's only a possibility at this point," N Mrgana said quickly. "W
must first discover how it mght have managed to get fromthe cloud to Pern's
surface. "

"Good point," the captain nurnured. Her faintly anused tone angered
Benden: there was nothing remotely funny about what they had just wi tnessed.
"But if it did, and it's what attacked Pern, | can't blame 'emfor

wanting hel p," said Ensign Nev, whose conplexion was still slightly green

The captain gave hima long | ook that caused himto flush fromneck to a
scal p that was visible under his | atest space trim

"Captain, " N Mrgana said as she pressed the Destruct button and
destroyed the remains of the sanple, "I request permission to join the Pern
| andi ng party to pursue ny investigation of this phenonenon.™

"Granted!" Stepping over the lintel of the |lab, the captain paused with
a wicked grin. "I always prefer volunteers for |anding parties."

Whoever m ght have envi ed Li eutenant Benden the assignment had different
feelings once the details of the "organisnl' becane scuttlebutt. A concise
report from Lieutenant Ni Mrgana was published to quell the nore ranpant
specul ations, and her |ab team becane wel cone as experts at any mess.

Ross Vacl av Benden had ni ght mares about his uncle: the admral
unexpectedly garbed in dress whites, great purple sash of the Hero of the
Cygnus Canpaign, and a full assortnent of other prestigious and rare
decorations on his chest, struggl ed against engul fnment by the nonstrosity of
the Iab chanber. Determned to do his best by his uncle, Ross studied, to the
poi nt of perfect recall, the EEC evaluation of Pern. The terse all-safe
message by Adniral Benden and CGovernor Boll and Tubberman's Mayday were easy
to nenorize, the latter tantalizingly anbiguous. Wy had the col ony bot ani st
sent the nessage? Wy not Paul Benden or Emily Boll, or one of the senior
section heads?

Al t hough this was not Benden's first |anding party command, he believed
i n checking and doubl e-checki ng every aspect of the assignnent. He wanted to
be as prepared as possible for any and all hostile conditions, including
omi vorous organi sns and ot her enigmas to be solved or avoided, they m ght
encounter on Pern's surface; also, he judiciously plotted an alternative
hol ding orbit, in case they had to evacuate early, before the escape w ndow
opened up for their rendezvous with the Anmherst. The landing party had five
days, three hours, and fourteen mnutes on the surface to conduct its
i nvestigations. To his chagrin, N Mrgana asked for Ensign Nev as the junior
of ficer.

"He needs sone experience, Ross,"” Ni Mrgana said, blandly ignoring
Benden's di sgruntlenent, "and he's had sone xeno training. He's strong, and
he obeys orders even as he's turning green. He's got to | earn sonetine.
Captai n Fargoe thinks this could give himval uabl e experience."

Benden had no option but to accept the inevitable, but he asked for
Sergeant Greene to command his marines. That tough, burly man knew nore about
t he hazards that could enbroil a |anding party than Benden ever woul d. Having
seen the organism N Mrgana had unl eashed, Ross wanted solid experience to



of fset Nev's ingenuousness--if that was the proper word for the boy.

"Just what were you like as an ensign, Lieutenant?" N Morgana asked,
giving hima sly sideways gl ance.

"I was never that gauche,"” he replied tartly. True enough, since he'd
been reared in a Service fam |y and had absorbed proper behavior along with
all the normal nutrients. Then he relented, grinning wyly back at her as he
renenbered a few incidents. . . "This sounds like a fairly routine m ssion
find and eval uate."

"Let's hope so," Saraidh ni Mrgana replied earnestly.

Ross Benden was delighted to be teaned up with the el egant science
officer. She was his senior in years but not in Fleet, for she had done her
scientific training before applying to the Service. She was also the only
worman on board who kept her hair |ong, though it was generally dressed in
intricate arrangenents of braids. The effect was sonmehow regal and very
fem nine--an effect at variance with her expertise in the various forms of
contact sport that were enjoyed in the Amherst's gymconplex. |If she had nade
any |iaisons on board, they were not general know edge; he'd overheard
specul ation about her tastes, but no boasting or clains of persona
experi ence. He had always found her agreeabl e conmpany and a conpetent
of ficer, though they hadn't shared nore than a watch or two until now.

"Did you see the tape of that thing?" Ross heard the nasal voice of
Li eut enant Zane saying later as he passed the wardroom "There'll be no one
left alive down there. N Myrgana has proved the Oort cloud generated that
life-form so it wasn't Nastie manufacture. There's no rationale for taking a
chance and | anding on that planet if any of those things are alive down there!
And they could be, with an entire planet to eat up."

Benden paused to listen, knowing perfectly well that, despite the
dangers invol ved, Zane woul d have given a kidney to be in the |anding party.
Nev was, at |east, an inproverment on the sour and supercilious Zane. And when
t he navi gation officer added some invidious remarks that Benden had been
chosen only because of his relationship to one of the | eaders of the col ony,
Ross passed quickly down the corridor before his tenper got the better of his
di scretion.

As the Anmherst's mmjestic passage through the system approached the point
where the shuttle could be | aunched, Benden called for a final briefing
sessi on.

"We' || spiral down to the planetary surface in a cork-screw orbit which
will allow us to exam ne the northern hem sphere on our way to the site of
record on the southern continent at longitude thirty degrees," he said,
calling up the flight path on the big screen in the conference room "W've

| andmarks fromthe original survey of three vol canic cones that ought to be
visible fromsonme distance as we make our final approach. Survey report said
the soil there would be viable for hardy Earth and Altairian hybrids, so it is
reasonable to assune that the colonists started their agrarian venture there.
The Tubberman Mayday canme in sonme nine years after |anding, so they should
have been wel|l entrenched.”

"Not enough to avoid that organism"™ Nev said flatly.

"Your theory would hold water, Ensign," Saraidh ni Mrgana said mldly,
"if I could figure out how the organismtransported itself fromthe Oort cloud
to Pern's surface.”

"Nasties sowed it in Pern's atnosphere,’
hesi tati on.

"Nasties are nore direct in their tactics,’
with a diffident shrug.

"W taught 'emto be cautious, Lieutenant,'’
And--"

"Nev!" Benden called the ensign to order

Benden kept his expression neutral, but he wondered if N Morgana was

Nev responded with no

the science officer replied

Nev went on. "And devi ous.



regretting her choice of the irrepressible Nev and his wild theories. |If the
science officer hadn't found a transport vector for the organism the Nasties
were unlikely to have discovered it. Their forte was netallurgy, not biol ogy.
Nev subsided and the briefing continued.

"Once we have made landfall, we may al so have answers to that question
and others. It is obvious our search nmust begin at the site of record. W
will also have nmade a good sweep of the entire planetary surface and can

deviate if we find traces of human settlements el sewhere. W board the Erica
at 0230 tonorrow norning. Any questions?"

"What do we do if the place is swarnming with those things?" Nev asked,
swal | owi ng hard

"What woul d you do, Nev?" Benden asked.

"Leave!"

"Tut tut, mister,” N Mdrgana said. "How wll you ever increase your
under st andi ng of xenobi ol ogi cal forns unless you exam ne cl osely what ever
sanmpl es cone your way?"

Ensi gn Nev's eyes bugged out. "Beggi ng your pardon, Lieutenant, but
you're the science officer."

"Indeed | am" And Ni Mborgana rose, the scrape of her chair covering a
mutter of gratitude fromthe end of the table occupied by the four marines
assigned to the landing party.

Launched fromthe Anmherst, the gig proceeded at a smart inner-system speed
toward the blue pebble in the sky that was Rukbat's third planet. It began to
dominate the forward screen, serene and clear, beautiful and innocuous.
Benden had plotted the gig's course to intercept the geosynchronous orbit of
the three colony ships, to see if the colonists had left a message to be
retrieved. But when he opened communications, all he got was the standard
identification response, stating the nane and designati on of the Yokohana.
"That m ght not mean anything, " Saraidh remarked, seeing Benden's

di sappointnment. "If the colony's up and running, they won't have nuch use for
these hul ks. Though | find that sight rather sad," she added as Rukbat
suddenly illum nated the deserted vessels.

"Why?" Nev asked, surprised.

Sar ai dh gave a shrug of her slender, elegant shoul ders. "Look up their

battle records and you m ght appreciate their present desuetude nore."

"Their what?" Nev | ooked bl ank

"Look up that word, too," she said and, in an al nbst cloying tone,
spelled it for him

"dd sailors never die, they just fade away," Benden nurnured, gazing at
the three hulks, feeling a constriction in his throat and a slight wetness in
his eyes as the gig drifted away fromthem |eaving themto continue on their
or dai ned pat h.

"Sol diers, not sailors,"” Saraidh said, "but the quotation is apt." Then
she frowned at a reading on her board. "W've got two beacons registering.
One at the site of record and another nmuch farther south. Enlarge the
sout hern hem sphere for me, will you, Ross? Along seventy degrees |ongitude
and nearly twelve hundred klicks fromthe stronger one." Ross and Sarai dh
exchanged | ooks. "Maybe there are survivors! Pretty far south though, over
mount ai n ranges of respectable height. | read altitudes of fromtwenty-four
hundred rising to nore than nine thousand neters above sea level. W'IIl |and
at the site of record first."

As the gig slanted in over the northern pole, it was obvious that this
hem sphere was enduring a stormy and bitterly cold winter: nost of the
| andmass was covered by snow and ice. [Instrunents detected no source of power
or light, and very little heat radiation in areas where humans usually
settled: the river valleys, the plains, the shoreline. There was one hiccup
of a blip over the large island, just off the coast of the northern continent.
The reading was too faint to suggest any significant congregation of settlers.



If they had followed the usual multiplication so characteristic of colonies,
t he popul ati on should now be close to the five-hundred-thousand mark, even
all owi ng for natural disasters and those nortality patterns normal for a
prinmitive econony.

"We' || do another lowlevel pass if we've tine later. The settlers were
determ ned to be agrarian but they mght be using fossil fuels," Saraidh said
as they plunged toward the equator, |eaving the snowclad continent behind
them and sl anting down across the tropical sea. "Lots of marine life. Sone
bi g ones," she added. "Bigger than the survey teamreported.”

"They took Terran dol phins with them " Nev said. "Mentasynth-enhanced

dol phins," he el abor at ed.

"I don't think rescuing dol phins is what Captain Fargoe has in m nd
even if we had the facility to do so," Saraidh said. "Have either of you any
training in other-species' comunications? | don't. So, let's table that

notion for now "

"There's another consideration: How |long do dolphins live?" Ross
asked. "Renenber, this trouble started when the col ony was down eight to nine
years. In your report, Lieutenant, you did nmention that further tests with
t he organi sm proved that water drowned it and organic fire consuned it
Ment asynt h- enhanced creatures have good nenories, sure. But how nmany
generations of dol phins have there been? Wuld they even be aware of what
happened on | and? Mich | ess remenber?"

"Wuld they want to, is nmore the case," Saraidh said. "They're
i ndependent and very intelligent. | imagine they'd cut their |osses and
survive on their owmn. | would, if I were a dol phin."

Then Saraidh started the recorders on the gig's delta wing, to take a
record of the plunging antics of the large marine life as the Erica swooped
over the ocean on its final descent toward the site of record.

"Records state that the Bahrain brought fifteen fenmal e dol phins and nine

mal es,” Nev said suddenly. "Dol phins produce--what? Once a year. There
could be nearly eight hundred of "emin the seas right now That's a |lot of
terrestrial life-forns we'd be abandoni ng."

"Abandoni ng? Hell, Cahill, they're in their element. Look at them

they're doing their damedest to keep pace with us."
"Maybe they have a nmessage for us," Nev went on earnestly.
"W | ook for humans first, Ensign," the science officer said firny.

"Then we'll check the dol phins! Ross, I'mnot getting anything fromthe
ship-to-ground interface that's recorded for the site. |It's inoperative,
too."

"Now hear this! Buckle up for |anding," Ross said, opening a channel to
the marines' quarters.

"Muhl ah!'"  was Sarai dh's awed comrent as they saw the two rui ned
vol canic craters and the snoking cone of the third.

Ross coul d say nothing, appalled by the extent of the eruption. He had
never expected anything as catastrophic as this. O had this devastation
occurred after the organi smhad begun to fall? Wile he had nore or |ess
resigned hinmself to the idea that he was unlikely to encounter his uncle, he
had hoped to chat with the admral's descendants. He certainly hadn't
anticipated this |level of devastation. They flew over the |landing-field
tower, its beacon now blinking, activated by the proximty of the gig.

"See those nounds, just conming up on portside?" Saraidh pointed.
"They' ve got the outlines of shuttles. How many did the col onists have?"

"Records say six, " Nev replied. "Bahrain had one, Buenos Aires two,
and the Yoko three. Plus a captain's gig."

"Only three parked there now. Wnder where the others went," Saraidh
nused.

"Maybe they were used to get out of this place when the vol cano bl ew?"
Nev suggest ed.

"But where to? There were no signs of human habitation on the northern
continent," Benden said, sternly repressing his disnmay.



Saraidh let out a thin, high whistle. "And those other regular nounds
are--were--the settlement. Neatly, if not esthetically, laid out. Mist have

built well, for nothing seens to have coll apsed fromthe weight of ash and
dirt. Lava's cooled. Ross, got a reading of how deep that ash is over the
ground?"

"We do indeed, Saraidh," Ross replied. "A netallic grid is present a
hal f neter below the surface. No problemlanding--it'll be nice and soft."

VWhich it was. Wile waiting for the disturbed ash to settle, both
of ficers and marines suited up, checking masks and breathi ng tanks, and
strapping on the lift belts that would convey them safely above the ash to the
settl enent.

"What're those?" one of the ratings asked as the |anding party assenbl ed
to hover a neter above the ash-coated ground outside the Erica. He pointed to
a series of long semcircular nmounds, bul ging up out of the ash. "Tunnels?"

"Unlikely. Not big enough and don't seemto go anywhere," N Morgana
said, deftly manipulating her attitude and forward jets. She hovered to one
side of the nearest mound and pushed with her foot. It collapsed with a dusty
i mpl osi on and a stench that the filters of their masks had to work hard to
neutralize. "Faugh! Dead organism Now, why didn't that puddl e?" She took
out a specinmen tube and carefully gathered sonme of the residue, sealing it and
putting the tube away in a second padded cont ai ner

"It fed on ash or grass or sonething?" Ensign Nev asked.

"We' || check that out later. Let's |ook at the buildings. Scag, stay
by the gig," Benden ordered one of the marines. He gestured for the others to
follow himup to the enpty settl enent.

"Not enpty," Ross said an hour later, increasingly pessimstic about
finding any survivors. Contact with a cousin or two woul d have been sonet hi ng
to wite hone about! So he clutched at a vain hope: "Enptied. They didn't
| eave a thing they could use. Nasties would have obliterated any trace of
humans. "

"That's true enough,” Saraidh said. "And there's no evidence of Nasties
at all. Merely an evacuated settlenment. There is that second beacon to the
southwest. There's certainly nothing here to give us any expl anations. Your
poi nt about everything being enptied is well taken, Benden. They closed shop
here, but that doesn't mean they didn't open it up el sewhere.”

"Using the three missing shuttles,” Nev added brightly.

Airborne again in the Erica, heading directly toward the beacon, they
overpassed the rest of the settlenment, taping the one snoking vol cano crater
and the melted structures belowit. No sooner were they over the river than
t he | andscape showed anot her form of devastation. The prevailing wi nds had
m ni m zed the dispersal of volcanic dust, but oddly enough, there were only
occasi onal stands of vegetation and |large circles of parched soil.

"Li ke somet hing had sprinkled the and with whoppi ng great acid drops,"

Cahill Nev said, awed at the extent of the markings.
"Not acid. No way," Benden replied. He keyed the relevant section of
the report he knew so well. "The EEC survey team found simlar circular

pat ches, and they also reported that botanical succession had started."

"It has to be the Oort organism" Nev said enthusiastically. "On the
cruiser it died of starvation. It had plenty to eat here.”

"The organismhad to get here first, mister,” Ni Mrgana said bitingly.
"And we haven't established how it could cross sone six hundred thousand miles
of space to drop on Pern." Ross, glancing at her set expression, thought she
was rapidly considering inprobable transport media. "Terrain's flat enough
here, M ster Benden. Try a lowlevel pass, and give us a closer |ook at
t hat --that di seased ground. "

Benden obliged, noting once again how responsive the Erica was to the
helmas it smoothly skimed the often uneven terrain. Not that he expected
somet hing to pop up out of those pol ka dots, but one never knew on alien
wor | ds- - even ones thoroughly surveyed by Exploration and Eval uati on teans.
They m ght not have found any predators, but something dangerous had put in an



appear ance nine years after the settlers took hold. And the Tubberman appea
hadn't mentioned a vol cani c eruption

Klick after klick, they passed over circles and overlapping circles and
triple circles. N Mrgana remarked that sone succession was visible on their
peri pheries. She asked Benden to | and so she coul d take nore sanpl es,

i ncluding clods of the regenerating vegetation. Across a broad river there
were swaths of totally unharmed trees and acres of broadl eaf ed and unscat hed
vegetation. Over one w de pasture they caught sight of a cloud of dust, but
what ever had stirred it up di sappeared under the broad | eaves of a thick
forest. They spotted no trace of human habitation. Not even a dirt-covered
mound that might be the remains of a building or a wall.

The second beacon signal becanme stronger as they neared the foothills of
a great barrier of nountains, snowclad even in what nust be high sumer in
this hem sphere. Gadually the pips altered fromrhythnic bleeps to a
sustai ned note as they honed in on the beacon

"There's nothing here but a sheer cliff," Ross said, disgusted as he | et
the gig hover over the destination, the single note grating on his nerves.

"That may well be, Ross," Saraidh said, "but |I'mgetting body-heat
readi ngs."

Nev pointed excitedly. "That plateau belowus is too |level to be
natural. And there are terraces belowit. See? And what about that path
down into the valley? And, hey, this cliff has w ndows!"

"And is definitely inhabited!" Saraidh exclaimed, pointing to
starboard, where a doorway appeared in the cliff face. "Put her down, Ross!"

By the time the Erica had settled to the snoothed surface, a file of people
were running down the plateau toward it; their cries, piped in via the
exterior sensors, were of hysterical welconme. They ranged in age fromearly
twenties to late forties--except for one white-haired nan, his mane trimred to
shoul der | ength, whose lined face and sl ow novenents suggested a person well
into his eighth or ninth decade. Hi s enmergence halted the denonstrations, and
the others stood aside to allow hima clear passage to the gig's portal, where
he hal t ed.

"The patriarch,"” Sarai dh murnured, straightening her tunic and settling
her beaked cap straight on top of her braids.

"Patriarch?" Nev asked.

"Look it up later--if the termis not self-explanatory, Benden shot at
hi m over his shoul der, operating the airlock release. He glanced warningly at
the marines, who replaced their drawn hand weapons.

As soon as the airlock swng open and the ranp extruded, the snmall crowd
was silent. Al eyes turned to the old nman, who pulled hinself even nore
erect, a patronizing smle on his weathered face.

"You finally got herel™

"A nmessage was received at Federated headquarters,” Ross Benden began
"signed by a Theodore Tubberman. Are you he?"

The man gave a snort of disgust. "I'mStev Kimmer. "He flicked one
hand to his browin a jaunty parody of a proper Fleet salute. "Tubberman's
| ong dead. | designed that capsule, by the way."

"You did well," Benden replied. Inexplicably, he suddenly did not care

to identify hinself. So he introduced Sarai dh ni Mrgana and Ensign Nev.
"But why did you send that capsule to Federation headquarters, Ki mer?"

"That wasn't my idea. Ted Tubberman insisted." Kimer shrugged. "He
paid ne for my work, not ny advice. As it is, you ve taken nearly too damed
long to get here." He scowed with irritation

"The Amherst is the first vessel to enter the Sagittarian Sector since
t he nessage was received," Sarai dh ni Mrgana said, unruffled by his
criticism She had noted that Ross had not given his name and assunmed he had
his reasons. She hoped that Ensign Nev had al so noted the om ssion. "W've
just conme fromthe site on record."

"No one cane back to Landing, then?" Kimrer denanded. Bender thought



his habit of interrupting Fleet officers could becone irritating. "Wth
Thread gone, that'd be the place they'd return to. The ground-to-ship
interface's there."

"The interface is inoperative,’
annoyance at the old nman's arrogance.

Benden said, careful not to betray his

"Then the others are dead," Kimer stated flatly. "Thread got 'emall!"

"Thr ead?"

"Yes, Thread." Kinmer's pal pable anger was tinged with deep prinal
enotions, not the |east of which was a healthy fear. "That's what they naned
the organismthat attacked the planet. Because it fell fromthe skies like a
rain of deadly thread, consuming all it touched, animal, man, and vegetable.
W burned it out of the skies, on the ground, day after fucking day. And
still it cane. We're all that's left. El even of us, and we only survived

because we have a nountain above us and we hoarded our supplies, waiting for
help to come. "

"Are you positive that you're the sole survivors?" N Mrgana asked.
"Surely the colony grew in the eight or nine years you had before this nenace
attacked you."

"Before Thread fell, the popul ation was close to twenty thousand, but
we're all that's left,” Kimer said. "And you cut it mighty fine getting
here. | couldn't risk another generation with such a small gene pool." Then
one of the women, who bore a strong resenbl ance to Kinmer, tugged at his arm
He nade a grimace that could be taken for a smle. "M daughter rem nds ne
that this is a poor welcone for our |ong-awaited rescuers. Cone this way.
I'"ve sonmething laid by in the hope of this day."

Li eut enant Benden gestured for Sergeant G eene and one other marine to
acconpany the landing party, then followed N Mrgana down the ranp, Nev
treading on his heels in his eagerness.

The silence that had held Kinmer's snmall group while he had addressed
t he spacenen rel axed into gestures and smiles of welcone. But Benden took
note of the tension evident in the oldest three nen. They stood just that
much apart fromthe wonmen and youngsters to suggest they had di stanced
t hensel ves deliberately. Their faces had a distinctly Asian cast; jet-black
hair was trimmed neatly to their earlobes; they were | ean and | ooked
physically fit. The ol dest woman, who bore a strong resenbl ance to the three
men, wal ked just a step behind Kimer in a manner that suggested subservience:
an attitude Benden found distasteful as he and his party followed themto the
ent rance.

The t hree younger wonen had m xed-ethnic features, one had brown hair.
Al were slender and graceful as they tried to contain their excitenent. They
whi spered to each other, casting glances back at Greene and the other narine.
At a brusque order fromKimer, they ran on ahead, into the cliff. The three
youngest, two boys and a girl, showed the m xing of ethnic groups the nost.
Benden wondered just how cl ose the bl ood bondi ng was. Ki nmer woul d not have
been fool enough to sire children on his own daughters. . . would he?

Excl amati ons of surprise were forced fromeach of the officers as they
entered a spacious roomwith a high, vaulted ceiling--a roomnearly as big as
the gig's on-ship hangar. Nev gawked l|ike any off-world stupe, while N
Morgana' s expression was of delighted appreciation. Cearly the main |iving
space of the cliff dwelling, the roomhad been broken up into distinct areas
for work, study, dining, and handcrafts. The furnishings were nade of a
variety of materials, including extruded plastic in bright hard colors. The
wal I's were well hung with curious animal furs and hand-|oomed rugs of unusua
design. Above those and all along the upper wall space, a vivid panorana had
been drawn: the first scene was of stylized figures standing or sitting
bef ore what were clearly nonitors and keyboards; other panels showed fi gures
pl owi ng and planting fields, or tending aninmals of all sorts; the
illustrations led around to the innernost wall, which was decorated by scenes
Benden knew all too well, the cities of Earth and Altair, and three spaceships
with unfam liar constellations behind them At the apex of the ceiling vault



was the Rukbat system and one planet that was shown to have a highly
elliptical, and possibly an erratic, orbit fromslightly beyond the OCort cloud
to an aphelion bel ow Pern's.

Ni Morgana nudged Benden in the ribs and spoke in a barely audible
whisper. "Unlikely as it seenms, |'ve just figured out one way the Cort
organi sns ni ght have reached Pern. But 1'lIl be dammed sure of ny theory
before I nention it."

"The murals,” Kimer was saying in a loud and proprietary voice, "were
to remind us of our origins."

"Did you have stonecutters?" Nev asked abruptly, running his hand over
t he gl assy, smooth walls.

One of the ol der black-haired men stepped forward. "M/ parents, Kenjo
and Ito Fusaiyuki, designed and carved all the principal roons. | am Shensu
These are my brothers, Jiro and Kinmo; our sister, Chio." He gestured to the

woman who was reverently withdrawing a bottle froma shelf in a |long dresser

Wth a searing glance at Shensu, Kimer hastily took the initiative
again. "These are ny daughters, Faith and Hope, Charity is setting out the
gl asses.” Then, with a flick of his fingers, he indicated Shensu. "You may
i ntroduce ny grandchildren.”

"Ponpous ol d goat," Ni Mrgana nuttered to Benden, but she smiled as the
grandchil dren were introduced as Meishun, Alun, and Pat, the two boys being in
their md teens.

"This stake could have supported many nore famlies if only those who
had said they'd join us had kept their prom ses,” Kimer went on bitterly.
Then, with an inperious gesture, he waved the guests to the table and offered
each a glass of rich, fruity red w ne.

"Well come, men and worman of the Amherst!"™ Kimrer toasted, and he
touched gl asses with each of them

Bendan noticed, as Ni Mrgana did, that the others were served a pal er
red by Meishun. Watered, Benden thought. They could at |east be equal to us,
today of all days! Shensu hid his resentnent better than his two brothers
did. The wonen seenmed not to notice as they passed di shes of cheese bits and
tasty small crackers to everyone. Then Kimrer gestured for the guests to be
seated. Benden gave a discreet hand signal to the two marines, who took the
end seats at the long table and remai ned watchful, taking only small sips of
the cel ebratory w ne.

"Where to start?" Kinmrer began, setting his w neglass down
del i berately.

"The begi nning," Ross Benden said wyly, hoping that he night |earn what
had happened to his uncle before disclosing his identity. Sonething about
Ki mer--not his anger or his autocratic manner, but sonething | ess
obvi ous--made Benden instinctively distrust him But perhaps a man who had
managed to survive so long in a hostile environment had the right to a few
peculiarities.

"OF the end?" And Kinmer's spiteful expression served to increase
Benden' s di slike.

"I'f that is when you and the botanist Tubberman sent that hom ng
device," Benden replied encouragingly.

"It was and our position was then hopel ess, though few were realists
enough to admit it, especially Benden and Boll."

"Coul d you have gotten back up to the col ony ships then?" N Morgana
asked, nudgi ng Ross Benden when she felt himstir angrily.

"No way." Kimrer snorted with disgust. "They used what fuel the gig
had left to send Fusaiyuki up to reconnoiter. They thought they m ght be able
to divert whatever it was that brought the Thread. That was before they
realized that the wanderer planet had dragged in a tail that would shower this
wretched planet with Thread for fifty frigging years. And if that wasn't bad
enough, they let Avril steal the gig, and that was the end of any chance we
had of sending sonmeone conmpetent for help." The recital of that
forty-year-old menory agitated Kinmer, and his face became suffused with red.



"It was definitely established that the organi smhad been carried from
the Cort cloud?" N Morgana asked, her usually cal mvoice edged with
excitenent.

Ki mmer gave her a quelling glance. "In the end that was all they
di scovered despite their waste of fuel and manpower."

"There were only three shuttles left at the landing site. D you suppose
some peopl e managed to escape in then?" N Mrgana asked in a deliberately
soot hing tone. Benden could see the glitter of her eyes as she sipped calnly
at her wine.

Kimer glared at her with contenpt. "Were could they escape to? There
was no fuel left! And power packs for sleds and skimrers were in short
supply.”

"Barring the | ack of fuel, were the shuttles still operational ?"

"I said, there was no fuel. No fuel!l" He banged his fist on the table.

Benden, | ooking away fromthe nan's deep bitterness, noted the faint
| ook of amusenent on Shensu's face.

"There was no fuel," Kinmer repeated with | ess vehemence. "The shuttles
were so nuch scrap without fuel. So | haven't any idea why there'd be only
three shuttles at Landing. | left the settlenment shortly after the bitch bl ew
the gig up." He glared inpartially at the Anherst officers. "I had every
right to leave then, to establish a stake and do what | could to preserve ny
own skin. Anyone with any sense, charterer or contractor, should have done
the sane. Maybe they did. Holed up to wait out the fifty years. O maybe
they sailed away into the rising sun. They had ships, you know. Yes, that's
it. AddJimTillek sailed themout of Mnaco Bay into the rising sun." He
gave a bark of harsh | aughter

"They went west?" Benden asked.

Ki mmer favored himw th a contenptuous gl ance and made a wild gesture
with one arm "How the hell would I know? | wasn't anywhere near the place."

"And you settled here," NI Mrgana asked blandly, "in the dwelling built
by Kenjo and Ito Fusaiyuki."

Her phrasi ng was, Benden thought, a little unfortunate, for the question
angered Kinmer even nore. The veins in his tenples stood out, and his face
contorted.

"Yes, | settled here when Ito begged ne to stay. Kenjo was dead. Avri
killed himto get the gig. Ito'd had a difficult birth with Chio, and his
kids were too young to be useful then. So Ito asked ne to take over."
Soneone's breath hissed on intake, and Kimer glared at the three sons, unable
to spot the culprit. "You'd all have died without nme!" he said in a flat but
somehow cauti onary tone.

"Mpst assuredly,”
deep resentnent.

"You have survived, haven't you? And ny beacon brought us help, didn't
it?" Kinmer banged on the table with both fists and sprang to his feet.
"Admit it! M homer and ny beacon have brought us rescue.”

"They did indeed lead us to you, M. Kinmmer," Benden said in a tone he
bar ef acedly borrowed from Captai n Fargoe when she was dressing down an
i nsubordinate rating. "However, ny orders are to search and di scover any and
all survivors on this planet. You may not be the only ones."

"Ch yes, we are. By all the gods, we're the only ones,’
edge of panic in his voice. "And you can't |eave us here!"

"What the lieutenant neans, M. Kimer," Ni Mrgana put in soothingly,
"is that our orders are to search for any other survivors."

"No one el se survives," Kinmer said flatly. "l can assure you that."

He splashed wine into his glass and drank half of it, wiping his mouth with a
trenbl i ng hand.

Because Ross Benden was not | ooking at the old man just then but at the
three brothers seated across the table, he caught the glitter in the eyes of
Shensu and Jiro. He waited for themto speak up, but they remained silent and
inscrutable. Cdearly they had know edge that they woul d not comrunicate to

Shensu said, his surface courtesy not quite masking a

Ki nmer said, an



their rescuers in front of Stev Kimrmer. Well, Benden would see them privately
later. Meanwhile, Kinmer was coning across as a sonmewhat unreliable
opportunist. He mght assert that he had the right to set off and establish a
st ake when the col ony was obviously in terrible straits, but to Benden, it
sounded nmore as if Kimer had fled cravenly. Was it just luck that he had
known where to find Ito, and this Kenjo's stake?

"My sled had a powerful conmunit,"” Kimrer went on, revived by the wine,
"and once |'d erected the beacon on the plateau here, | listened in to what
was broadcast. Not that there was anything inportant beyond where the next
Fall was. How many power packs had been recharged. |If they had enough sl eds
able to cover the next Fall. A lot of the stakehol ders had cone back to
Landi ng by then, centralizing resources. Then, after the vol canoes blew, I
heard their messages as they scurried away from Landing. There was a | ot of
static interference, and transm ssions got so fragmented that | couldn't hear

nost of what was said. They were frantic, | can tell you, by the tinme they
abandoned Landi ng. Then the signals got too weak for me to pick up. | never
did find out where they planned to go. It might have been west. It m ght
have been east.

"Ch," he said, waving one hand hel plessly, "I tried when the |ast signa
died. 1 only had one full power pack left by then. | couldn't waste that in
futile searches, nowcould I? 1'd Ito and four small kids. Then when Ito got
soill, I went back to Landing to see if they'd left any nedici nes behind.

But Landi ng was covered in ash and |ava great rivers of it, hot and gl ow ng.
Damed near singed the plastic off the hull.

"I checked all the stations on the | ower Jordan. Paradise River, Mlay,
even Boca, where Benden lived. No one. Fierce waste of materiel, though
piled as stormwack along the coast at one point. Looked to me as if they'd
|l ost the cargo ships in a storm W got bad ones blowing in fromthe sea--or
maybe the aftermath of a tsunam. We had one of those after sonme sea vol cano
blew up to the east somewhere. M ssed us, though, on Bitkimlsland.

"Last message | ever heard, and only parts of it at that, was Benden
telling everyone to conserve power, stay inside, and just let that frigging
Thread fall. | guess it got him too."

Ni Mrgana's thigh deliberately pressed agai nst Benden's, and he took it
as sympathy. Though the old man's ranbling had been confused and sonetines he
contradicted hinself, his statenent had the ring of truth.

For a few moments, Kimer sat silently contenplating his w neglass. At
| ast he roused, raising a finger to bring Chio to his side. She refilled his
glass. Then, with an apologetic snile, she offered wine to the other guests,
whose gl asses were barely touched.

"We had ei ght good years on Pern before disaster struck,” Kinmrer said,
casting farther back in his nenmory. "l heard that Benden and Boll swore blind
that they could lick Thread. Except for Ted Tubberman and a few others, they
had hal f the col ony behind them too entranced by the great reputations of the
admral and the governor"--the titles were pronounced di sparagingly--"to
believe they could fail. Tubberman wanted to send for help then. The col ony
voted the notion down.

"Where we were on BitkimlIsland, we didn't get nuch Thread, but | heard
what it did: w ped out whole stakes down to the netal they'd been wearing.

At e anything, Thread did; gorged until it blew up too fast to live--but it
could burrow down and the next generation would begin. Fire stopped it, and
metal. It drowned in water. The fish, even the dol phins, thrived on it, or

so the dol phineers said. Hunph. Dammed stuff only et up a couple a years
back. Oherwi se, we've had this frigging nenace raining down on us every ten
days or so for fifty fucking years."

"You did well to survive for fifty long years, M. Kinmer," Saraidh said
inaflattering purr as she leaned forward to elicit nore confidences. "But
how? |t nust have taken trenmendous effort.”

"Kenjo'd started 'ponics. Had sone sense, that man even with this
fanatic thing he had about flying and being in the air. Space crazy he was.



But | was better at contrapting the things you need to live. | taught this
whol e bunch everything | knew-not that they're grateful to me." His spiteful
gaze rested on the three Fusaiyukis. "W saved horses, sheep, cattle,

chi ckens before Thread could ooze all over "em |[|'d salvaged one of the old
grass-makers they used the first year, before they'd planted Earth grass and
that Altair hybrid got started." He paused, narrowing his eyes. "Tubberman

had anot her type of grass growi ng before they shunned him |'d none of that
seed, but enough to keep us going until we could plant out again. As |long as
| had power packs, | foraged and saved every scrap | could find. So we

survived, and survived real good."

"Then others coul d have, too?" Saraidh asked mldly.

"No!" Kimrer thundered, banging the table to enphasize that deni al
"No one survived but us. You don't believe ne? Tell her, Shensu."

As if making up his mind to obey, Shensu regarded first Kimer and then
the three officers. Then he shrugged.

"After Thread had stopped for three nonths, Kimer sent us out to see if
anyone lived. W went fromthe Jordan River west to the Great Desert. W did
see | ong-overgrown rui ns where stakes had been started. W saw many donestic
animals. | was surprised to see how many ani mal s had managed to survive, for
we saw rmuch devastation of fertile land. W traveled for eight nonths. W
saw no one human, nor any evidence of human endeavor. W returned to our
Hold." He shot a single challenging | ook at Kimer before his expression
settled into its mask.

Benden had a stray thought: Kimer had sent themout, not to search for
survivors, but hoping they wouldn't return

"We're miners, too," Shensu continued unexpectedly. Kinmrer sat up, too
enraged at the bland disclosure to formwords. Shensu smled at that
reaction. "W have mined--ores and genstones--as soon as we were strong
enough to wield pick and shovel. Al of us, ny half sisters, and our
children, too. Kinmmer taught us howto cut genms. He insisted that we be rich
enough to pay our way back to civilized worlds."

"You fools! You utter fools! You shouldn't have told them They'l
kill us and take it all. Al of it."

"They are Fleet officers, Kimrer," Shensu said, bowi ng politely to
Benden, Ni Mrgana, and the astonished Nev. "Like Admiral Benden." Hi s eyes
slid and held Ross Benden's briefly. "They would not be so basely notivated
as to steal our fortunes and abandon us. Their orders are to rescue any
survivors. "

"You will rescue us, won't you?" Kimrer cried, suddenly a terrified old
man. "You must take us with you. You nust!" And now he enbarrassed Benden
by beginning to blubber. "You must, you nust," he kept on insisting, pulling
hi nsel f toward Benden to grab his tunic.

"Stev, you will make yourself ill again," Chio said, coming to

di sentangl e the graspi ng hands from Benden's clothing. She gazed at Benden
mut el y expressi ng her abject apologies for an old man's weakness and pl eadi ng
for reassurance. The other wonen fastened apprehensive eyes on the Fl eet
party.

"Qur orders are to establish contact with the survivors--'
began, taking refuge in that protocol.

"Lieutenant,” Nev intervened, his face contorted with anxiety, "we'd
have a wei ght problem taking eleven nore aboard the Erica.”

Ki mrer noaned.

"We' || discuss this later, Ensign," Benden said sharply. Trust Nev to
be | oosejawed. "It is tinme to change the watch." He gave Nev a quelling | ook
and gestured for G eene to acconpany him G eene | ooked disgusted as he fel
i n behind the chastened ensign, who flushed as he realized how badly he had
erred.

As Ki mer kept on sobbing, "You nust take nme, you rnust take ne," Benden
turned to Shensu and his brothers.

"W do have orders to follow, but | assure you that if we find no other

Benden



survivors to make your continued residence viable, you will either come with
us on the Erica, or another means will be found to rescue you."

"I appreciate your constraints and your devotion to duty," Shensu said,
his composure in marked contrast to Kimrer's coll apse. He nade a slight bow
fromthe hips. "However," he went on, with the slightest of smles, "ny
brothers and | have already searched all the old stakes wi thout success. WII
you not accept our investigations as conclusive?" H s dignified entreaty was
far harder to ignore than Kinmer's bl ubbering.

Benden tried to assunme a nonconmittal pose. "I will certainly take that
i nto consideration, Shensu." He was also trying to calculate just how to
acconmmmodat e el even extra bodies on the Erica. He had three-quarters of a
tank: if they stripped unessential equipnent, would that still give him
enough fuel to lift and a reserve if last-mnute adjustnents were needed in
t he slingshot maneuver? Dam Nev. His orders were for search only, not
rescue. One thing was certain: He trusted Shensu far nore than he did
Ki mmer .

"This m ssion has another goal, M. Fusaiyuki," Ni Mrgana said, "if,
under these trying circunstances, you could find your way clear to assist us?"

"Certainly. If | can." Shensu executed a second dignified bowto her

"Wul d you have any documentation that Thread conmes fromthe stray
planet as M. Kimer intimted?" she asked, pointing to the ceiling and the
systemdiagram "O was that only a theory?"

"A theory which nmy father proved to his satisfaction, at |least, for he
flew up into the stratosphere and observed the debris which the stray pl anet
had di sl odged fromthe Oort cloud and drawn into this part of the system He

had noticed the cloud on their way through the system | renmenber himtelling
me that he woul d have paid far closer attention had he any idea of the threat
it would pose." Shensu's well-forned lips curled in a wy snmile. "The EEC
report evidently gave the erratic planet only a nention. | have ny father's
notes."

"I"'d like to see them" Saraidh said, her voice edged with excitenent.
"Bizarre as it is," she said to Benden, "it is plausible--and unique. O
course, this erratic planet could be a large asteroid, even a conmet. |Its

orbit is certainly conetary."

"No," Benden replied, shaking his head. "The EEC report definitely
identifies it as a planet, though probably a wanderer drawn into Rukbat's
famly only recently. It orbits across the ecliptic."

"Qur father was too experienced an airman to nake a mstake." Jiro
spoke for the first tine, his voice as inpassioned as Shensu's was cold. "He
was a trained pilot and observed critically and objectively on those mi ssions.
W have notes of thanks from Admral Benden, CGovernor Boll, and Captain
Keroon, all expressing gratitude for his investigation and his selfless
dedication to duty." Jiro shot a contenptuous |ook at Kimer, who was stil
sobbing, his face pillowed in his arns, while Chio tried to confort and
reassure him "Qur father died to discover such truths."”

Sar ai dh murrmured sonet hing appropriate. "If you woul d cooperate,
further information about this phenonenon woul d be invaluable."

"Why?" Shensu asked bluntly. "There can't be other worlds that are
infested with this nmenace, can there?"

"Not that we know of, M. Fusaiyuki, but all information is valuable to
someone. My orders were to find out nore about this organism"”

Shensu shrugged. "You're too late by several years to do the npst
val uabl e observations,” he said wyly.

"W saw sone. " Saraidh funbl ed for an exact description of the

"tunnel s" they had seen at Landing. "Remants, dead shells of these Thread.
Wul d there be any near you that | could exam ne?"
Shensu shrugged again. "Some on the plains bel ow us.

"How far in terns of tine?" she asked.
"A day's journey."
"WIl you guide ne?"



"You?" Shensu was surprised.

"Lieutenant Ni Morgana is the science officer of the Arherst,"” Benden
put infirmy. "You will want to assist her in this investigation, M.
Fusai yuki . "

Shensu nade a snall gesture of obedi ence with his hands.

"Jiro, Kino." Chio spoke up. Kimer seenmed to have subsided into
sleep. "Help nme carry himto his room"

The two men rose, their faces bl ank, and picked himup, nmuch as they
woul d a sack, and carried himtoward a curtained arch through which they
di sappeared, Chio follow ng anxiously.

"I"1l check on Nev," Benden said, rising, "while you arrange tonorrow s
expedition with Shensu, Lieutenant."

"A good idea, Lieutenant."

Benden notioned for the remaining marine to stay behind as he nade his
way out of the superb room his eyes on the gorgeous nmurals and their story of
manki nd's triunph over trenmendous odds.

"I could wish, Ensign Nev, that you would learn to think before you
speak," Benden said sternly to the chagrined junior when he returned to the
Eri ca.

"I"'mreal sorry, Lieutenant.” Nev's face was twi sted with anxiety.

"But we can't just |leave them can we? Not if we can actually rescue then®"

"You' ve made such cal cul ati ons?"

"Aye, sir, | did, as soon as | got back on board." Eagerly Nev brought
his figures up on the monitor "OfF course, | could only estimate their weight,
but they can't weight that much, and the inward journey only took a quarter of
our fuel."

"We've a planet to search, mister," Benden said sharply as he bent to
study the figures. This was going to be a command deci sion on his part: to
abandon the search on the basis of the opinion of a few |ocal w tnesses, or to
carry out his original orders scrupul ously.

"W weren't expected to find survivors, were we?" Nev asked
tentatively.

Benden frowned at him "Wat exactly do you mean by that, mster?"

"Well, Lieutenant, if Captain Fargoe had expected there'd be survivors,
woul dn't she have ordered a troop shuttle? They'd carry a couple of hundred
peopl e. "

Benden regarded Nev with exasperation. "You know our orders as well as

| do: to discover the survivors and their present circunstances. Nothing was
intimted that we wouldn't find survivors. O that we wouldn't find them able
to continue their colonial effort.”

"But this ot couldn't, could they? There aren't enough of them
don't trust the old man, but that Shensu's okay."

"When | need your opinion, mster, I'Il ask for it," Benden said curtly.
Nev subsided into glumsilence while Benden continued to peer at the nunbers
on the screen, half wi shing they would cabalistically rearrange thensel ves
into a solution for his dilenmma.

"Establish how nuch we'd need to jettison, mster, wthout seriously
affecting safety during slingshot. Ascertain just where we can put eleven
passengers, and take into your wei ght consideration the extra paddi ng and
harness we'd need to secure themduring lift-off."

"Aye, aye, sir." Nev's enthusiasmand the adnmiring | ook he gave Benden
was al most harder to endure than his chastened funk

Benden strode to the airlock and out of the ship, taking the crisp air
into his lungs as if that would aid his thinking. 1In a sense Nev was right:
the captain hadn't expected that they would find survivors in need of rescue.
She had assunmed that either the settlers had overcone the disaster or all had
succunbed to it. However, these eleven could not, in the nane of humanity, be
| eft behind on the planet.

The Erica's remaining fuel would barely acconplish that rescue. It
certainly wouldn't allow the Pernese to bring anything back with themto start



again el sewhere, like metal ores. Possibly some of those genstones Shensu had
mentioned could be permitted. Wth no nore than the usual shipw eck

al | owance, these people would be seriously handi capped in the high-tech

soci eties on nost of the Federation planets and financially unable to
establish thensel ves in an agrarian econony. They had to have sonet hi ng.

If Kimrer could be believed--and possibly, with the estranged brothers
corroborating his statenent, it was true that these el even constituted al
that remmined of the original colonial conplenment--then further search would
be fruitless, as well as wasting fuel that could, really, be put to better
use. Did the brothers have any reason to lie? Not, Benden thought, when they
hated Ki nmer so nmuch. Ah, but they'd want to | eave this place, wouldn't they,
even if it meant perjuring themnsel ves!

Unusual noises attracted his attention, and he wal ked to the edge of the
pl ateau to check. Sone twenty nmeters bel ow himhe saw four people, Jiro and
the three youngest mounted on Earth-type horses, herding a variety of
four-1egged donestic beasts through a huge aperture in the cliff. He heard an
odd call and saw a brown, w nged shape hurtling after them As he watched, a
heavy metal door swung on well-oiled hinges to close off the opening. The
eveni ng breeze wafted some curious snells up to him He sneezed as he made
his way across the plateau to the door to this unusual residence. They'd have
to turn those aninmals | oose. Bloody sure, there was no roomon board the
Erica for that nob.

When Benden reentered the big room he spotted Ni Myrgana and Shensu
poring over maps on a snaller table to the left of the main entrance. There
were cases of tapes and ot her paraphernalia along that section of the
snoot h- carved wal |

"Li eutenant, we've got both the original survey maps here and those that
the colonists filled in with detail ed explorations," Saraidh called to him
"A crying shame this endeavor was so brutally short-lived. They'd a |ovely
situation here. See--" Her scripto touched first one, then another of the

shaded areas on the map of the southern continent. "Fertile farnms producing
everything they needed before disaster struck, a viable fishing industry,
mnes with on-site snelting and nmanufactory. And then--" She gave an el oquent
shrug.

"Admiral Benden rose to the chall enge magnificently," Shensu said, the
glow in his eyes altering his whol e appearance, making hima far nore likable
person. "He called for centralization of all materials and skills. M father
commanded the aerial defense. He had flanmethrowers nmounted on sl eds, two
forward and one aft, and devel oped flight patterns that woul d cover the
| argest area and destroy quantities of airborne Thread. Gound crews were
organi zed with portable flamers to incinerate what did get through to the
ground, before it could burrow and reproduce itself. It was a nost valiant
effort!”

There was an excitenment and a ring in Shensu's voice that nmade Benden's
pul se qui cken; he could see that Saraidh was al so affected. Shensu's whole
attitude was suffused with reverence and awe.

"W were just young boys, but our father canme as often as he could and
told us what was happening. He was always in touch with our mother. He even
spoke to her just before--before that final mission." Al the animation |eft
Shensu, and his expression assuned its habitual taciturnity. "He was brutally
nmur dered just when he might have made the discovery which woul d have ended
Threadfall and preserved the whol e col ony."

"By this Avril person?" Saraidh asked gently.

Shensu nodded once, his features set. "Then he cane!
"And now we have cone," Sarai dh said, pausing a nmonent before continuing
on a brisker note. "And we nust sonmehow gat her as much evi dence after the

fact as possible. There have been many theories about Qort clouds and what

they contain. This is the first opportunity to exam ne such a space-evol ved
creature, and the disaster it causes on an uninhabited planet. You said the
organi sm burrowed into the ground and reproduced itself? 1'd like to see the



| ater stage of the organismis life cycle. Can you show ne where?" she asked.
She | ooked exceedingly attractive in her eagerness, Benden thought.

Shensu | ooked disgusted. "You wouldn't want to see any stage of its
life cycle. M nmother said that there was only the hunger of it. Wich no
one shoul d encounter."

"Any sort of residue would aid the research, Shensu," she said, reaching
out to touch his arm "W need your help."

"W needed yours a long tine ago,"” he said in a voice so bitter that
Sar ai dh wi t hdrew her hand, fl ushing.

"This expedition was nounted as soon as your nessage cane up on the

records, Shensu. The delay is not ours," Benden replied crisply. "But we are
here now, and we'd |ike your cooperation."

Shensu gave a cynical snort. "Does ny cooperation guarantee escaping
fromthis place?"

Benden | ooked himsquarely in the eye. "I could not, inconscience,

| eave you here," he said, having in that nmonent nade his decision
"Especially in view of the fact that | also cannot assure you that you would

be relieved by another vessel in the near future. | shall, however, need to
have t he exact body wei ghts of everyone, and frankly we'll have to strip the
Erica to accommodate you."

Benden was aware of N Morgana's di screet approval. Shensu kept eye

contact, his own reaction to Benden's decision unreadable.

"Your ship is |ow on fuel ?"

"If we are to successfully lift additional passengers, yes."

"If you did not have to strip the Erica to conpensate for our wei ght?"
Shensu seened anused as he watched Benden's reaction. "If you had, say, a
full tank, could you allow us to bring enough valuables to assist us to
resettl e somewhere? Rescue to a pauper's existence would be no rescue at
all.”

Benden nodded i n acknow edgnent of that fact even as he spoke. "Kimer
said there was no nore fuel. He was enphatic about it."

Shensu | eaned his body across the table and spoke in a scarcely audible
whi sper, his black eyes glittering with what Benden read as qui et
sati sfaction. "Kimrer doesn't know everything, Lieutenant," Shensu said with
a chuckl e, "he thinks he does."

"What do you know t hat Ki mer doesn't?" Bend asked, |owering his own
Voi ce.

"Spaceshi p fuel has not changed in the past six decades, has it?"
Shensu asked in his whisper

"Not for ships of the Anherst's and the Yoko's class, Saraidh replied,
qui etly eager.

"Since you're so interested,"” Shensu said in a |ouder, conversationa
tone as he rose fromthe table, "I'd be happy to show you the rest of the
Hold. W have a place for everything. | think ny esteened father had visions
of founding a dynasty. M/ nother said that had not Thread cone, there were
others of our ethnic type who woul d have joined them here in Honshu." Shensu
led themtoward a hangi ng, which he pushed aside, gesturing themto proceed
t hrough the archway. "They acconplished nuch before Thread fell."

He et the hanging fall and joined Sarai dh and Benden on the snall
square | andi ng where stone-cut steps spiraled in both directions. Shensu
i ndicated that they were to ascend.

Sarai dh started up. "Www This is sone staircase,"” she said as she
made the first turn

"I must warn you that the living roomhas peculiarities--one of which is

an echo effect," Shensu said. "Conversations can be overheard in the passages
outside. | don't believe he has yet recovered from his--disability--but Chio,
or one of his daughters, is always eavesdropping for him So, |I take no
chances. No, continue up. | know the steps beconme uneven. Bal ance yourself

agai nst the wall."
The steps were uneven, unfinished, and several had no nore than toe



space.

"This was deliberate?" Saraidh asked, beginning to show the effort of
the clinmbing. "Oh, for a grav shaft!”

Benden was in agreenent as he felt the nmuscles in his calves and thighs
tightening. And he had thought that he'd spent adequate time in PT to keep
hinself fit for any exertion

"Now wher e?" Sarai dh asked as she cane to a very narrow | anding. The
thin slit of a tiny aperture did nothing to illumnate the blank walls al
around them

Shensu apol ogi zed as he squeezed past the two officers, the half snile
still on his face; to their chagrin, he was showing no signs of effort. He
put his hand, pal mdown, on a rough, apparently natural declivity in the wall,
and suddenly a whol e section of the wall pivoted inward. Light cane on to
illuminate a | ow, deep cave. Benden whistled in surprise. The space was ful
of sacks, each tagged with some sort of coded |abel. Sacks of fuel, row upon
row of them

"There's nore here than we need," Sarai dh said, having nade sone rough
calcul ations. "More than enough. But--" She turned to Shensu, her
expression stern. "I could understand your keeping this from Ki nmer, but
surely this was fuel those shuttles could have used? O did they?" she added,
noticing that sonme of the closer ranks were thinner where sacks had obviously
been renoved.

Shensu held up his hand. "M/ father was an honorable man. And when the
need arose, he took what was needed fromthis cavern and gave it, willingly,
to Admiral Benden doing all within his power to help overconme the menace that
dropped fromthe skies. |If he had not been nurdered--" Shensu broke off, his
jaw muscl es tensing, his expression bleak. "I do not know where the three
shuttles went, but they could only have lifted from Landing on the fuel ny
father gave Admral Benden. Now | give the rest of the fuel to a man al so

naned Benden." Shensu | ooked pointedly, at the |ieutenant.
"Paul Benden was ny uncle, " he adnmitted, finding hinmself chagrined at
this unexpected inheritance. "The Erica is also economical with fuel. Wth a

full tank, we can lift you and even make sone all owance for personal effects.
But why is the fuel here?"

"My father did not steal it," Shensu said, indignant.

"And | didn't inply that he had, Shensu," Benden replied soothingly.

"My father accunulated this fuel during the transfer fromthe col ony
ships to the surface of the planet. He was the nost acconplished shuttle
pilot of themall. And he was the nobst economical. He took only what his
careful flying saved on each flight, and no one took harm from his econony.
He told ne how nmuch was wasted by the other pilots, carelessly wasted. He was
a charterer and had the right to take what was available. He nmerely insured
that fuel was available."

"But--" Benden began, wi shing to reassure Shensu

"He saved it to fly. He had to fly." Shensu's eyes becane slightly
unf ocused as his inpassioned explanation continued. "It was his life. Wth
space denied him he designed a little atnosphere plane. | can show it to
you. He flew it here, in Honshu, where no one but us could see him But he
took each of us up in that plane.” Shensu's face softened with those
menories. "That was the prize we all worked for. And | could understand his
fascination with flight." He took a deep breath and regarded the two Fl eet

officers in his usual inscrutable fashion

"I"'mnot sure | could live happily stuck |andside forever," Benden said
earnestly. "And we're grateful to be taken into your confidence, Shensu."

"My father woul d be pleased that his saving ways permt a Benden to save
his kinsnmen," Shensu said with a sly glance at the lieutenant. "But we will
wait until late tonight, when there are fewto notice our activity. Those
mari nes of yours |ook strong. But do not bring that ensign. He talks too
much. | do not want Kimer to know of our transaction. It is enough that he
will be rescued fromPern."



"Have you checked t hese sacks recently, Shensu?" Saraidh asked. When
he shook his head, she crouched to enter the | ow cave and i nspect the nearest.
"Your father did well, Shensu," she said over her shoul der, peering at the
sack she had tilted upside dowmn. "I was afraid there m ght be sone
contam nation fromthe plastic after fifty-odd years, but the fuel all seens
to be clear, no sedinment, well saved."

"\What gemnstones would be worth bringing with us?" Shensu asked
casual l y.

"Industrial technology requires quantities of sapphire, pure quartz,

di anonds, " Saraidh told himas she left the cave, arching her back to relieve
the strain of crouching. "But the major use of natural gemstones is once
agai n decorative--for pets, high-status wonen, courtly nen."

"Bl ack di anobnds?" Shensu asked, his lips parting in anticipation

"Bl ack di anonds!" Sarai dh was astoni shed.
"Come, | will show you," Shensu said with a pleased smle. "First we
will close the cave and then descend to our workshops. Then | will show you

the rest of the Hold as | said | would.” He grinned back at them

Benden was not sure whether going down was worse than clinbing. Not
only did he feel dizzy fromthe short arc of the stairs, but he had the
sensation that at any nonment he would fall forward down this interm nable

spiral. He considered hinself conpetent in free-fall or in space wal ki ng, but
this was a subtly different activity. He was only marginally relieved that
Shensu was in front of him-but if Saraidh fell into him was Shensu sturdy

enough to keep all three from pitching down?

They passed several |andings, which Shensu ignored, and seened to
descend a very long way before they enmerged into another |arge roomthat mnust
be under the main living chamber. It was not as high-ceilinged or as well
finished, but it was clearly furnished for a variety of activities. Ross
identified a large kiln, a forge hearth, and three |oons. Wbrktables were
pl aced near racks of carefully stored tools. Hand tools--not a power too
anong t hem

Shensu led themto a plastic cabinet a neter high and as wide, with many
small drawers. He pulled out two, evidently at random and scattered their
contents on the nearby table: the facets of cut stones sparkled in the
over-head light. Saraidh exclaimed in surprise, scooping up a handful of
carel essly thrown stones of all sizes. Benden picked a | arge one out of her
hand, holding it up to the light. He'd never seen anything like it, dark but
glittering with Iight.

"Bl ack di amond. There's a whol e beach full of them bel ow a dead
vol cano, " Shensu said, |eaning back against the table, arms fol ded across his
chest. His snmile was anused.

"W have drawers of them and eneralds, sapphires, rubies. W're al
good | api daries, though Faith is cleverest in cutting. W don't bother mnuch
with what Ki mmer terns sem precious, though he has sonme fine turquoise he says
extrenely val uable.”

"Probably," Saraidh nurnured, still absorbed in running a shower of the
di anonds through her hands. She was absorbed but not, Benden noted, covetous.

"The bl acks are why | know you won't find any survivors in the north,"
Shensu went on, his eyes on Benden.

"Ch? Why?"

"Before the sled power packs died, Kinmer nade two trips to Bitkim
I sland where he and Avril Bitra had nmined both the black di anonds and
eneral ds. He brought me and Jiro with himboth tinmes to help gather the rough
di anronds. | saw him |l eave our canp late one night and | followed him He
went into a big water cavern before he di sappeared fromsight. He had the
light. | didn't dare go farther. But, in the cavern |lagoon three ships were
nmoored, masts |lashed to the decks. They were plastic-hulled, and their decks
were badly scored by Thread. It couldn't pierce plastic, but it could melt
grooves on it. | went down into one of the ships and everything was neatly
stowed aboard, even in the galley, where there were supplies in tight



contai ners--everything left in readiness for the ships to be sailed out of the
cavern again." Shensu paused dramatically. Shensu had a feeling for the
dramatic, Benden realized. But that was not necessarily a fault. "Three
years later, we canme back for a last load. And no one had been near the
ships. There was a thick coat of dust on everything. Nothing had been
touched. Except there was a |lot nore algae on the hulls and w ndbl own debris

on the decks. Three years! | say there was no one left to sail them"
Sarai dh had | et the dianonds drip through her fingers to the table, and
now she sighed. "You said there was a volcanic island? Ws it active when

you were there? That could account for that heat source we noticed," she
added to Benden.

"Kimer would stretch the truth every which way," Shensu said, "to make
hi nsel f | ook good. But he desperately wanted to have a | arger gene pool --for
his own pleasure if not ours.” The last was said with understandable malice.
"If only a few nore had survived, there'd be that nuch nore future for all of
us."

That gave both Ross Benden and Sarai dh ni Morganz a lot to rmull over as
Shensu showed them around the additional facilities: the animl barns, the
wel | -supplied storage areas. He paused at a | ocked door to a |ower |evel.

"Ki mer keeps the key to the hangar, so | can't show you ny father's
pl ane," Shensu said. Then he gestured for themto ascend the stairs to the
upper floors. Benden was relieved that these steps were wi de and straight.

When they returned to the main | evel of Honshu Hold, they found the
worren busily preparing a feast: certainly a feast for those who had been five
years on a mission. Not that the Anherst did not cater well, but ship food
was nothing to conpare with spit-roasted |anb and the variety of Pernese
hybrid vegetabl es and tubers. The two marines assigned to stand watch on the
Erica, despite the slightly sarcastic assurance from Ki mrer that no enem es
could be lurking on Honshu diff, were brought heaping platters and
nonf er ment ed beverages by Faith and Charity. Wthin the Hold, the evening was
merry, and Kinmer, after a glass or two of w ne, becane expansive as a host.
He had recovered his conposure after a long rest, and tactfully, no nmention
was made of his coll apse.

As prearranged, Benden, Sergeant G eene, and Vartry, the fourth marine,
met Shensu, his two brothers, and the boys, Alun and Pat. Even with nine to
tote sacks, it took four trips to top off the Erica's tanks. The boys, who
were short enough to wal k upright in the | ow cave, brought the sacks out to
those who waited to haul them down. The narines, using slings, carried eight
sacks at a time. Ross Benden decided that he had no reason to challenge the
mari nes: four was quite enough. The Fusaiyuki brothers carried six
effortlessly. Wen the tanks were full, there were still sacks in the cavern

The next norning, hearing Nev's cheerful norning ablutions, Ross Benden
stirred, then abruptly stopped. He was unconfortably stiff and sore fromthe
ni ght's exertions.

" Somet hi ng wong, sir?"

"Not a thing," Benden said. "Just finish up and |let nme have a chance,
will you?"

Nev took that in good part and shortly was out of the tiny cabin.

Moving with extreme caution and hissing at the pain of abused nuscles, Ross
Benden managed to get to his feet. Bent-kneed, he hobbled to the handbasin
and opened the small cabi net above that contained the medical kit. A thorough
search reveal ed nothing for nuscul ar aches. He funbled for a pain tablet,
knocked it to the back of his mouth, and discovered that his neck was sore,
too. He took a drink of water. He made a nental note to drain the cistern
and fill it with the excellent water of Pern.

A scratch at the door nade Benden straighten up, despite the anguish the
noverent caused the long tendons in his |egs, but he was dammed if he'd show
weakness.

"I't"'s I," Ni Mrgana announced as she entered. She took in at a gl ance



his semcrippled state. "I thought this likely. Just one trip up and down
those racks of a stair and ny legs are sore. Faith gave ne this sal ve--wanted
me to test it to see if it was sonmething of nmedical value. [It's indigenous.
No, |lie back down, Ross, I'll slather it on. Supposed to have nunbi ng
properties. Hmm it does,"” she added, eyeing her fingers and the generous
dol | op she had scooped out of the jar.

Ross was crippled enough to be willing to try anything, noxious or
bi zarre. He could hardly appear before Kinmer in his present shape.
"Ch, it is numbing. Wwee. . . ooh. . . ahh. . . nore on the

right calf, please,"” Benden said, ridiculously relieved by the numbing effect
of the salve. The pain seened to drain out of calves and thighs, |eaving them
oddly cool but not cold, and certainly free of that damabl e soreness.

"I"ve got plenty for later, and Faith says they have buckets of the
stuff. Make it fresh every year. Doesn't snell half-bad either. Pungent

and. . . piney."

When she finished doctoring Benden, she washed her hands thoroughly.
"I'"d say don't shower today or you'll lose the relief." Then she turned back
to himwith a puzzled expression. "Ross," she began, settling against the
little handbasin and crossing her arnms. "How much woul d you say Ki nmer
wei ghed?"

" Hhm " Benden thought of the man's build and height. "About

seventy-two, seventy-four kilos. Wy?"

"I weighed himin at ninety-five kilos. O course, he was clothed, and
the tunic and trousers are rather full and made of sturdy fabric, but I
woul dn't have thought he carried that nuch flesh."

"Nor would I."

"I didn't judge the wormen correctly, either. They all weighed in a
little under and a little over seventy kil os, and none of themare either tal
or heavyset."

Nev munbl ed figures under his breath. "Al of 'em even the kids?"

"No, the three brothers are seventy-three, seventy-two and seventy-five
kil os, which is about what | thought they'd be. But the girl and the boys are
also two or three kilos more than 1'd have thought them™

"Wth a full tank, we can afford a few extra kilos," Benden said.

"I was al so asked how rmuch they could bring with them" Sarai dh went on
"and | said we had to calibrate body weights and other factors before we could

gi ve them an exact allowance. | trust that wasn't out of line."
"I"ll get Nev to calculate in those weights and | et me know how nuch
fuel we'll have in reserve then," Benden said. "And what we use as paddi ng

and safety harness so no one bounces all over the gig during takeoff."
Fol di ng out the cabin's keyboard, Benden ran some rough figures against

the Iifting power of the full tank. "D you have a total on their weights?"
Ni Morgana gave himthe figure. He added themin, plus kilos for padding and
harness, and contenplated the result. "l1'd hate to be considered nean, but

twenty-three point-five kilos each is about all we can allow "

"That's as much as we're allowed for personal effects on the Amherst,"
Ni Morgana said. "Is there roomfor another twenty-three point-five kilos in
nmedi cinal s? | gather this stuff is effective.”

"It certainly is," Benden said, flexing his knees and feeling no
di sconfort.

"I"ll just get sonme of this on the marines as well, then,” N Morgana
sai d.

"Ha!" was Benden's scoffing reply.

"I don't know about that," N Mrgana said with a sly grin. "But then
you didn't catch sight of Sergeant G eene making for the galley. | think--"
She paused reflectively. "--that |'mdoing some enpirical tests of this junk

and they just got lucky to be chosen as test subjects. Yes, that should save
face admrably. W can't give Kinrer any reason to be suspicious, now, can
we?" Then she left, chuckling.

At 0835, when Benden left the galley and proceeded to the Hold, he found



Ki mmer and the wonmen in the main room none of them | ooking too happy.

"We've done the calcul ations, Kimrer, and we can all ow each of you, the
children included, twenty-three-point-five kilos of personal effects. That's
what Fl eet personnel are generally allowed to bring on voyages, and | can't
see Captain Fargoe objecting to it."

"Twenty-three-point-five kilos is quite generous, Lieutenant," Kimer
surprised Benden by saying. He turned to the wonmen chidingly. "That's nore
than we had comi ng out on the Yoko."

"And, " Benden said, turning to Faith, "that wouldn't include nedicina
products and respective seeds to a simlar limt. Lieutenant Ni Mrgana is of
the opinion that they could well be valuable comodities."

"For which we'd be reinbursed?” Kimrer asked sharply.

"OfF course," Benden said, keeping his voice even. "W have to allow for
t he wei ght of paddi ng and harness to keep you secure during our drop into the
primary's gravity well."

Charity and Hope em tted nervous squeaks.

"Nothing to worry yourself over, |adies," Benden went on with a
reassuring smle. "W use gravity wells all the tinme as a quick way to break
out of a system"”

"Be damed grateful we're getting off this frigging forsaken nudball,"
Kimer said angrily, rising to his feet. "Go on, now, sort out what you've
got to bring but keep it to the weight limt. Hear nme?"

The wonen renoved thensel ves, with Faith casting one | ast despairing
gl ance over her shoul der at her father. Benden wondered why he had thought
any of them graceful. They waddled in a nost ungainly fashion

"You' ve been extrenely generous, Lieutenant,” Kimrer said affably as he
settled hinmself again in the high-backed carved chair that he usually occupied

at the table. "I thought we'd be | ucky enough to get off with what we have on
our backs."

"Are you absolutely positive that there are no other survivors on Pern?"
Benden asked, favoring a direct attack. "Qhers could have carved hol ds out

of cliffs and remai ned secure fromthat airborne nmenace of yours."

"Yes, they could have, but for one thing, there aren't any cave systens
here on the southern continent. And I'Il tell you why | think the rest
peri shed after | lost the last radio contact with those at Drake's Lake and
Dorado. In those days | was nore confident of rescue and |I'd enough power
left in nmy sled to make one nore trip back to Bitkimlsland, where |I'd mned
some good eneralds.” He paused, |eaning forward, el bows on the table and
shaki ng one finger at Benden. "And bl ack di anonds."

"Bl ack di anbnds?" Benden excl ai med, doi ng what he consi dered an
adm rabl e job of faking amazenent.

"Bl ack di anonds, a whol e beachful of them That's what | intend to
bri ng back."

"Twenty-three-point-five kil os of thenP"

"And a few pieces of turquoise that | found."

"Real | y?"

"When |'d enough of a load of stones, | went into a natural cavern on
Bitkims southeast side. Big enough to anchor ships in, if you stepped the
mast. And it was there.”

" Par don?"

"JimTillek's ship was there, mast and all, holes and grooves where
Thread had scored it tine and again."

"JimTillek?"

"The admiral's right hand. And a man who |oved that ship. Loved it
like other men | ove wonen--or Fussy Fusi loved flying." Kinmer allowed his
malice to show briefly. "But I'mtelling you, JimTillek wouldn't have |eft
that ship, not to gather dust and algae on her hull, if he was alive somewhere

on Pern. And that ship had been anchored there three or four years. That's
one very good reason why | know no one was left alive.
"Did you find any sign of human occupation,” Kinmer went on, his voice



I ess intense, his eyes glittering al nost nockingly, "when you spiraled down
across the northern hem sphere?"

"No, neither on infra or power-use detection,” Benden had to admt.

Ki mmer spread both arms wi de then. "You know there's no one there,
then. No need to waste your reserves of fuel to find "'em W're the |ast
alive on Pern and, I'Il tell you this, it's no planet for nankind."

"I"'msure the Colonial Authority will want a full report fromyou when
we return to base, Kimmer. | shall certainly log in ny findings."

"Then do mankind a favor, Lieutenant, and tag this disaster of a world
as uni nhabi t abl e!'"

"That's not for ne to say."

Ki mrer snorted and sat back in his chair.

"Now, if you'll excuse ne, | must join Lieutenant Ni Mrgana on her
scientific survey. There are sufficient lift belts, if you d like to cone
al ong. "

"No, thank you, Lieutenant." Kimrer flicked his hand in dism ssal of
such activity. "l've seen about as nuch of this planet as | have any wi sh
to."

Benden was just strapping on his liftbelt when Kinmer erupted fromthe Hold,
the whites of his eyes showing in his agitation.

"Lieutenant!" he cried, running toward the small party.

Benden held up a warni ng hand as one of the marines beside himnoved to
i ntercept the man.

"Li eut enant, what power do you use for the belts? Wat power?" Kimer
cried excitedly as he approached.

"Pack power, of course," Benden replied.

"Regul ati on packs?" And, wi thout apol ogy, Kinmer grabbed the |ieutenant
by the shoul der and swung hi mround, just as the marine took hold of the old
man's arm

"As you were!" Ross Benden barked at the nmarine, but with a nod to
reassure him because he understood what Kinmmer, in his excitenent, did not
explain. "Yes, the standard power packs, and we have enough to reactivate
that sled of yours, if it's in any reasonable working order."

"It is, Lieutenant, it is!"™ Kinmrer reassured him his agitation
repl aced by inmense satisfaction. "So you'll be able to eyeball the remnains
of the colony and report honestly to your captain that you followed your
orders, M ster Benden, assiduously as your noble relative would have done."
Ross grinmaced, but his relation to the adnmral would have becone public sooner
or later. "I thought you | ooked fanmiliar," Kimer added snugly.

Benden took Ni Morgana aside for a quick conference, and she concurred
that it was Benden's first obligation to search as far as he was able for
survivors. She was quite willing to conduct her own scientific research with
Shensu as her guide and two narines as assistants. So she w shed the
lieutenant good luck and lifted gracefully off the plateau, floating down in
the direction of the nearest evidence of Thread, sone ten klicks down the
vall ey on the other side of the river

That matter settled, Kimrer began to pluck at Benden's sleeve in his
urgency and hurried him Nev follow ng, back into the Hold. Maps were stil
spread out on the table fromthe previous evening.

"I searched east as far as Landing and Cardiff," Kimer said, prodding
one map with an arthritic index finger. He dragged the finger back and down
along to the Jordan River. "Those stakes were all enpty--and Thread-ri dden
t hough Cal usa, Ted Tubbernman's old place, wasn't."” Kimer frowned a nonent,

t hen shrugged off that enigma, moving his finger up to the coastline and west.
"Paradi se River nmust have been used as sone kind of staging area, because
there were netted containers in the overgrowmh al ong the shore but the
buil di ngs were all boarded up. Mlay, too, and Boca." He stabbed at those
points on the map. "I went north fromBoca to Bitkim but | confess that |



didn't stop at Thessaly or Roma, where they had well-built stone houses and
barns. And | didn't get any farther west. The gauge on the power pack was
jiggling too nuch for me to risk getting stranded."

"So there could be survivors to the west. Benden pored over the
map, feeling a surge of excitement and hope. Then he wondered why Ki nmmer was
willing to take such a risk: that enough survivors mght be found for the
colony to be left to work out its parochial problens. Maybe the prospect of
| eavi ng so much behi nd, including being the default owner of a planet, was
gi ving Kimer second thoughts. |If fifty years of his life's endeavors were
going to be cranmed into a 23.5-kilo sack, living out the remainder of his
life in the conforts he had achi eved m ght indeed hold nmore charmfor the old
man than an uncertain, and possibly pauper's, existence in a |linear warren.

"There coul d i ndeed be stakehol ders there, but why haven't they
attenpted any contact?" Kimer asked defiantly, and his eyes quickly
conceal ed a flicker of sonething else. "I got the last conmunication fromthe
west, but that could have been for any number of reasons. Now, if you've got
a portable unit that we could bring with us, maybe closer to one of the
western stakes, we m ght rouse soneone."

"Let's see this sled of yours." Benden didn't nention that they had
opened t he broadest range of conmunications on their inbound spiral w th not
so much as a flicker on any frequency.

Kimmer led themto the | ocked door, opened it, and proceeded down to the
next |evel, which proved to be a hangar with wi de doubl e doors at one end
opening out on the wide terrace below the Hold entrance plateau. The sled
occupi ed the center of the considerable floor space; Kenjo's little atnosphere
underwi ng craft was not quite hidden in the back. But Benden's attention was
all for the sled, which was cocooned in the usual durable thin plastic film
Ki mmer energetically punctured the covering, and all four men hel ped peel the
sled free as Kimrer enunerated his exact shut-down precautions. Although the
pl ascanopy was some-what darkened with age and the tracks of Thread hits, when
Benden touched the rel ease button, the door slid back as easily as if it had
been opened the day before.

This was a nmuch ol der nodel than those Benden was used to, so he did a
t horough inspection; but the fabric of the sturdy vessel was undamaged. The
control panel was one he recognized fromtext tapes. Wen he depressed the
power toggle, the gauge above it fluttered and then dropped back to zero. He
wal ked aft to the power |ocker, flipped up the |Iatches on the power trunk, and
lifted the big unit out to examne the leads. Liftbelts used nuch smaller
packs but he could see no difficulty in naking a multiple connection of
smal ler units to supply power. NMoving forward agai n--Ki mmer stepped out of

hi s way, exuding a pal pabl e excitenent--Benden tested the steering yoke. It
noved easily in his grip.
"We' |l just nmake a linkup and see how she answers to power. Ensign Nev,

take Kimo and Jiro and break out twelve belt packs, and the portable comunit.
W're going to take a little ride."

An hour later, the old sled drifted under its own power to the narrow
| ower terrace

Wien Benden returned to the Erica for rations and a bed-roll, an earnest
and anxi ous Nev accosted him wanting to join the expedition

"You don't know what that old man nmight try, Lieutenant. And | don't
trust him"

"Listen up," Benden said in a |l ow and forceful tone that stopped Nev's

babbling. "I'mnot half as worried about ny safety as | am about the Erica's.
Kimer goes with me. | don't trust himeither. 1'll take Jiro along, as
well. And Sergeant Greene. Neither of them could get through Greene to ne.
You'll only have Kino to worry about, and he strikes ne as too placid to do

anything on his own. Shensu is a proven ally. Present nmy conplinments to

Li eutenant Ni Morgana when she returns and relay this order: Either you or
the lieutenant are to be on the Erica at all tines. Also, the narines are to
stand proper watches until | return. Have | made that clear?"



"Aye, aye, sir, Lieutenant Benden. Loud and clear, sir." Nev's teeth
were al nost chattering with his assurances, and his eyes were w de.
"I"ll report in at intervals, so break out handunits for yourself and

Vartry."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"We' || be back in two days." Ross ordered Greene to collect supplies
and carry themto the sled.

"If you will pardon ne, Lieutenant," Kinmer said unctuously as he and
Jiro entered the craft, "I think we can easily reach Karachi Canp today,

stopping at Suweto and Yukon on the way. Karachi is a real possibility
because, now that Thread is gone, they'd want to activate the mnes."
Surprising hinmself, Benden gestured with an open hand to the pilot's

seat. "You have the conn, M. Kimrer." It was as good a way as any to see
just how competent the old man had been: if he had actually done what he'd

said he'd done. "After all, you're nore familiar with this nodel sled than I
am and you know where we're going." It would also be easier to keep the old

man occupi ed.

So Benden seated hinsel f behind Kinmer while the sergeant, giving his
officer only a mldly reproachful |ook, took the seat next to Jiro on the
starboard side.

The old sled purred along as if delighted by its release fromlong
i mprisonnment. It answered the yoke with the snmoothness of a well-naintained
vehicle as Kimer swng it to port. Kimer wasn't all bad, Benden thought to
hi nsel f, and wondered again why the old nan had insisted on this search. Was
it really to prove to Benden that his folk were the only ones left? O had
Ki mmer some ulterior notive? And would Kimer be surprised if they did find
anyone? After overflying the snow waste of the northern continent and the
devastati on of the southern | ands, Benden could only be surprised that anyone
had survived. It was certainly nost unlikely that his uncle, who'd be well
into his twelfth decade, would still be alive.

They came down fromthe foothills across the river obliquely to port of
Ni Morgana and her group, and then across a lifeless plain of circles in the
dust. There were spots here and there of struggling plant |ife, and Benden
wondered if the wind would scatter the topsoil before vegetation could
reestablish itself and prevent further erosion. And that was the pattern for
the next few hours: broad uneven-edged ribbons, about fifty klicks across of
ravaged | and, then broader belts of grassland or forest, even thick vegetation
that was neither shrub nor jungle, with the glint of hidden water in rivers
and ponds.

The old sled purred al ong at about 220 klicks per hour. Benden broke
out rations and passed them around. Kinmer altered the course and, over the
sl opi ng nose of the sled, a large and brilliantly blue | ake could be seen. As
they neared it and Ki mer obligingly skimed | ow, they saw the
veget ati on-crowned nounds that indicated the ruins of a considerable
settl enent.

"Drake's Lake." Kimer gave a sour |augh. "Dammed arrogant fool," he
muttered to hinmself. "No signs of anyone, but there nay be at Andiyar's
m nes. "

They overfl ew nore deserted housing and startled a herd of grazing
ani mal s, which plunged wildly away fromthe muted sound of the sled.

"Livestock seens to have survived," Benden remarked. "WII| you turn
yours | oose?"
"What el se?" Kimer barked a laugh. "Though Chi o's mpani ng about her

pet fire-dragon having to be |eft behind."
"Fire-dragon?" Benden asked in surprise.

"Well, that's what some peopl e thought they |ooked like," Kinmrer
explained diffidently. "They look like reptiles, lizards to ne. |It's an
i ndi genous life-form hatches fromeggs, and if you get one then, it attaches
itself to you. Useless thing as far as | can see, but Chio's fond of it." He

gl anced over his shoul der at Benden



"I't wouldn't take up much room" Juro said, speaking for the first tine.
"It's a bronze male."

Benden shook his head. "Hunmans, yes; creatures, no," he said firny.
The captain was still likely to question his foisting el even human survivors
on her, but she'd blow her tubes if he tried to i npose an alien pet.

They reached the nine site and | anded near the adits. Wthin was
cocooned equi pent-ore carts, picks, shovels, all kinds of hand tools, as well
as an array of tough plas props for tunnel supports.

"You really had gone back to the | owest |evel of useful technol ogy,
hadn't you?" Benden said, hefting one of the picks. "But if you had
stonecutters, didn't you--"

"When that dammed Thread started falling, your uncle called in all power
packs for use in the sleds. That was Benden's priority, and we couldn't fight
it."

The living quarters, unlike those at the | ake, had been cocooned.
Peering in through the thinner patches over w ndows, Benden coul d see that
furni shings had been left in place.

"See what | nean, Lieutenant? This place is all ready to be started up
again. It's nearly two years since Thread stopped falling. |If they could,

t hey' d be back here."

They spent the night there at Karachi, setting up a rough canp. While
Kimer started a fire--" to keep the tunnel snakes away," he told Benden-the
i eutenant made contact with Honshu and spoke to Nev, who said that Ni Mrgana
was witing up her notes and that nothing of any significance had happened.

Just as Benden was signing off, Juro came to the sled for a coil of rope
and wal ked off into the forest. He returned not too nuch later with a fat,
squat avi an, which he had roped off a branch and strangled. He identified it
as a wherry, as he neatly skinned it, then spitted it over the fire. During
its roasting, the arona of the meat was tantalizing, arousing a good appetite.
It proved to be very tasty.

"Forest wherries are better than coastal ones," Kinmrer said, slicing
hi nsel f another portion. "Those have an oily, fishy taste.”

Greene nodded appreciatively as he licked his fingers clean of the
juices. Then he excused hinself and di sappeared into the woods. Just about
the tine Benden was becomi ng apprehensi ve about his | ong absence, he
r eappear ed.

"Not hi ng novi ng anywhere, except things that slither," he reported in a
low voice. "I don't think we need to set a watch, Lieutenant, but | always
sleep light."

As Benden saw Ki mrer al ready asleep and Jiro settling down on their side
of the fire, he decided a watch would be superfluous tonight. The enemnies of
this deserted world had retreated i nto space.

"I sleep light, too, Geene." And he did, rousing often during the
ni ght at slight unaccustonmed sounds, Kimer's internittent snores, or when
Jiro added nore wood to the fire.

In the norning, Benden contacted Honshu and spoke with Ni Mbdrgana, who
said that her expedition had been entirely successful froma scientific point
of view  She would spend the day with the wonen, catal ogi ng the nedicina
plants and their properties. Benden gave her the day's flight plan and signed
of f.

They doubl ed back east and slightly north of the mning site and Drake's
Lake, then followed a fairly wide river as it flowed down to the distant sea.
At | ast they came upon the stout stone houses and barns that had housed the
i nhabitants of Thessaly and Roma. They observed herds of beasts, cattle, and
sheep in nearby fields, but the houses and barns had been cl eared of al
effects. Dead | eaves and other debris littered the spaci ous roonms where the
shutters had fallen fromrusted hinges.

"Lieutenant," Greene said, notioning for himto step a little away from
the other two nen. "W haven't seen any of the sleds Kimer said they used.
Nor those three m ssing shuttles. So, if we find them wouldn't we find the



peopl e?" "W would, if we could, Sergeant,’
how | ong did your sled have power?"

Kimer's eyes gl eaned as he appreciated what Benden did not ask. "Once
| reached Honshu, | didn't use the sled at all, except as a power source for
the conunit, for maybe five-six years. |Ito got very sick and I went to
Landing to see if | could get a nedic out here. They'd all left and taken
everything with them | tried sonme other stakes, as | told you, but they were
deserted, too. Ito died, and | was too busy with the kids and then Chio's to
go off. Then | made one trip to Bitkim and four years later, as |I'd no way
to recharge the pack, | made that last trip. But," he added, holding up a
gnarled finger, "like |I told you, just before | lost all contact, | heard part
of Benden's nessage to conserve all power. So they couldn't have had many

Benden said tiredly. "Kinmer,

operational sleds. | think. " Kinmrer paused to search his nenmory. Hi s
eyes met the lieutenant's. "I think they didn't have enough power left to go
after Thread anynore, and they were going to have to wait." He sighed.

"That'd be forty years they'd ve had to wait for the end of Thread,
Li eutenant, and | don't think they made it."
"Yes, but where were they?"

Ki mmer shrugged. "Hell, Lieutenant, if |I knew that |'d've hiked across
the continent to find themonce Thread stopped. |If 1'd had one whi sper,
|'"d ve tracked it down." He swiveled about then, facing west. "They were
somepl ace in the west, fromthe direction of their signals. Say!"™ H s face
it up suddenly. "Maybe they went to lerne Island. That woul d have been
easier to protect than one of these open stakes."

So Benden called in the new destination. "W'Ill be back by tonorrow
eveni ng. "

"You'd better be," Ni Mrgana said dryly. "That wi ndow won't wait for
anyone. "

There was no question in Benden's mnd that she woul d del ay taking that
wi ndow either, but he wasn't worried about that. He had to be sure-and it
| ooked as if Kimrer's conscience required himalso to be confident that there
were no other survivors from Paul Benden's group

The run to lerne Island took nost of the rest of that day and was as
fruitless as the other. Kimer suggested one further detour, to the tip of
Dorado province, to Senminole and Key Largo Stakes. Amid the weckage of a
st or m damaged buil ding, they found a comnmast, or sections of it, and evidence
of a hurried departure of the inhabitants. |In another shed, still partly
roofed, the remains of two sleds were di scovered, obviously broken up to
provi de spare parts. The canopies and hulls were well scored and blistered by
Thread. Benden appreciated that Kimer was extraordinarily lucky to have
survived at all.

They made their evening canmp there, with Jiro providing fresh-caught
fish. He did his fishing fromthe remains of a sturdy jetty, the last ten
nmeters of which had been snapped of f by sone trenendous storm or maybe nany.
It woul d have taken a lot of force to break off heavy-duty plastic pilings
l'i ke that.

When Ross Benden checked in with the Erica, he roused a sl eepy Nev,
forgetting that there was a tine difference across the southern continent.

"Everything' s okay, " Nev said around a yawn. "Though the |ieutenant
is sure sonething's up. She says the wonen are acting funny."

"They're about to leave all they've known, as well as a very confortable
life," Benden replied.

"Isn't that. Lieutenant'll tell you when you get back." Nev didn't
seem much concerned, but Benden trusted Ni Myrgana's instincts and wondered
what m ght be up with the wonen.

He was wakeful that night, trying to figure out what could have gone
wrong. He worried about it all the way back to Honshu, which was a usel ess
activity. But he'd noticed that those who anticipated problens al ways seened
able to solve themfaster

When they finally reached Honshu, despite the gathering dusk, Kimer



i nsisted on maneuvering the sled into its garage, proving his piloting skills.

"This sled' s done nore than its designers ever expected, Benden," Ki mer
said sardonically as he reversed it in, "so hunor an old man in rewarding its
service the only way he can."

Benden and Greene left Kimrer and Jiro to a ritualistic deservicing.
Benden ran up the stairs to the main room N Mrgana was there, storing
smal | packages in a case. Benden noticed first that sone of the wall hangi ngs
were m ssing, and then that the big room appeared to be stripped. Dam it!
They could take only 23.5 kil os each

"dad to have you back, Ross,"™ N Mrgana said, smling a wel cone.

"We're just about packed up and ready to go." There was nothing in her manner
to suggest anxiety. "There you are, Charity. |If you'll stowthat in the
galley locker, that's the last." She consulted her notepad then, reading the
last entry as Charity left with the container. "Fromyour |ess than jubilant
manner, Lieutenant, | gather that your time was wasted."

"You coul d gather that, Saraidh," Benden said, trying not to sound
truculent. "lIn some places materiel was neatly stored as if the owners

intended to return; in others, everything had been left open to the weather
or showed signs of hurried departure. They turned their animals |oose, and
those have multiplied--so |I'd say that the meek have inherited this planet.
You said you' ve had nore success?"

She revi ewed her notepad a nmonent |onger, then flipped it shut and
placed it in a hip pocket. At a nod of her head, both officers noved toward
the door. Benden was relieved to see one of the marines on duty at the ranp
of the Erica, having a word with Charity before she entered.

"When |'ve witten up ny investigations,” NI Mdrgan said with
consi derabl e satisfaction, "there're going to be sonme red faces. |Irrefutably,
the Oort cloud supports a life-formwhich | have observed in its nornal
i mensel y sluggi sh netabolic, activated, and defunct states. Fascinating
actually, even if it also has managed to devastate a world and ruin it for
further human habitation." She wal ked Benden to the far side of the FErica,
raising her armas if to point something out to him "I don't know what's
goi ng on, but something is, Ross. | don't believe it's just sorrow for
| eaving their hone that's making the wonmen nervous, junpy, and accounts for a
mass i nsomia. The children seemfine, and Shensu and Ki nb have been nost
hel pful ."

"I thought taking Kimrer and Jiro with ne was a sensible precaution."

"Sensible, but Kimer's quite likely to have given those wonmen orders

before he left. | think he did. | just don't know what. W haven't left the
Erica unattended, but each of us who's stood a watch on her has been pl agued
wi th headaches. 1'll admt to you, Ross, that | fell asleep on watch. |

can't have dozed for nore than ten or twenty minutes, but | was asleep. |
can't get Cahill Nev or the other marines to admt that they had simlar

| apses, but Nev had that hangdog expression |'ve conme to know well in erring
ensigns. Anyway, after my little snooze, Nev and | searched the ship from
prow to the propulsion units and couldn't find anything illegally stowed.

Which is what | think's been happening. Ch, we've put aboard everyone's
twenty-three point-five kil os, which were thoroughly searched and wei ghed
before I'd permit themto stowit. Nothing hidden in anyone's bundle.

"And the women. " M Morgana paused deep in thought, then shook her
head slowy. "They're exhausted, although they swear blind that they're fine,
just that this has all happened so fast. Chio released that little dragony
pet of hers, and she bursts into tears if you glance sideways at her." Then
she gave a chuckle. "Nev and |I thought to cheer themup, and he's a mainfrane
of humorous anecdotes about life in high tech. He's froma colonial fanily,
so he's been marvel ous at reassuring them You should have heard the spiel he

gave on how they'll be living back on a 'civilized planet and all the
advant ages of same. They cheer up a bit and then fall into the weeps again."
Then she turned briskly professional. "W've got additional safety

harness for all, by the way, and pallets with a | ocal vegetable sponge that is



i ghtwei ght but cushioning. | figure that all the wonen should be strapped
into the marines' bunks; the kids and the brothers can use the pallets and

tenmporary harness in the wardroom and the marines will take the extra seats
in the cabin with us. Tight squeeze, but there's only so many places you can
put bodies on this gig. Were is Kimer?" she asked. "I think one of us
ought to keep a close eye on his nmovenents this evening." Then she | ooked out
to the last of the brilliantly red and orange sunset. "Too bad. This is such

a beautiful planet.”

That night a lavish feast was spread for everyone--except the man on
duty on the Erica. Kimer urged the officers and the three marines to drink
as much of his fine wines as possible, clainmng that there was no sense
| eavi ng good wi ne behind for the tunnel-snakes. Wen he found the Fleet
reluctant to overindul ge, he nagged the girls and the three men to "eat,
drink, and be merry. "Taking his own advice he passed out before the neal was
fini shed.

"He'll have to be sober by--" Benden consulted his digital. "--0900
tonorrow or he'll be nauseous in takeoff, and | don't want to have to clean
that up when we reach free-fall. Good evening and thank you, Chio, for such a
magni fi cent meal ," he added, and after Saraidh had al so conplinented the
worren, the Erica's conplenent |eft.

Ki mmer | ooked none the worse for the drink the next nmorning as he and
the others reported on tine to board the Erica. Nev strapped themin, but
Benden made a final check hinmself. The wonmen were all red-eyed and Chio
patently so nervous that Benden wondered if he should get Ni Mrgana to give
her a m|d sedative.

At the exact second cal cul ated by Lieutenant Zane, the Erica lifted from
t he pl ateau, blasting her way skyward, tail rockets bl azing.

A fisherman, standing the dogwatch on his trawler off the coast of Fort Hold,
saw the fiery trail, vivid against the gray eastern sky, and wondered at it.
He foll owed the blazing | ance of light until it was no longer visible. He
wondered what it was, but his nore i medi ate concern was keepi ng war m and
wondering if the cook had made kl ah by now and could he get a cup

"The roll rate's too low" Benden cried over the roar of the engines,
exerting all his strength to keep the right attitude. "She's a slug!"
Suddenly Benden realized that the Erica's reluctance could be caused by only
one thing. "W've got too rmuch weight on board. She's too bl oody heavy

t hrough the yoke," he said through gritted teeth. He forced his head to | ook
to his right at Nev, strapped in the copilot's seat. N Mrgana was in the
next row with G eene beside her, while the other marines stoically endured
accel eration g-forces in makeshift couches. "Il've got to increase thrust.
And that's going to take one helluva |lot of fuel."

Benden made the adjustnents, swearing bitterly to himself over the
expenditure of so much fuel. His calculations could not have been wong. The
gig was too far gone in its path to abort, and if they did, there was no way
to contact the Amherst and arrange a new rendezvous. How in hell could she be
so heavy?

"Nev, give me sonme figures on what this is costing us in fuel and the
estimated wei ght we're |ugging up."

"Aye, aye, sir," Nev said, slowy noving his hand in the g-force to
activate the arnrest pad.

Benden forced his head to the side so he could see the bright green
nunbers leap to the small screen

"Twenty-one mnutes five seconds of blast, sir, was what we shoul d have
needed,"” Nev replied, his voice genuinely strained. "W're bloody twenty-nine
point twenty into flight and still not free! W're, uh
four-nine-five-point-five-six kilogranms overweight! Free-fall in ten



seconds!"

Ten seconds seenmed half a year until they were suddenly wei ghtl ess.
Benden swore as he read the om nous position of the fuel gauge. Still
cursing, he adjusted her yaw with burst of the port jets, sw nging her nose
toward the sun. He already knew that they hadn't enough fuel to nake their
schedul ed rendezvous with the Arherst. And the cruiser would currently be in
a conmmuni cati ons shadow as it made its parabolic turn about Rukbat.

He called up Rukbat's system on the console nmonitor. There was no way
they could use the second planet as a slingshot. But. . . He pulled at his
lower lip. There was a chance they could nmake it to the first little
burnt-out cinder of a planet. They would come awfully close to Rukbat, and
even closer to the surface of Number One, in order to use its gravity well.
That woul d save fuel. But they'd need a different rendezvous point--if they
could get to the sane point at the same tine, at the sane speed and heading in
the sane direction as the cruiser at some point earlier in her outbound
hyperbolic orbit of Rukbat.

"Nev, figure me a slingshot course around the first planet." There was
only the one option left to Benden

"Aye, aye, sir." The ensign's voice was full of relief.

Then, in a taut hard voice, Ross shot out a second order. "G eene,

bring me Kinmer. Tell the others to stay put."

He flipped open the harness release and let hinself drift up out of the
pilot's seat, trying to figure out just how Ki mrer had managed to sneak 495.56
kil ograns of whatever it was on board his ship. And when? Especially as the
man had been under Bender's own watchful eye for over three days.

"Lieutenant,"” Nev said in an apol ogetic voice, "we can't nmake a
slingshot around the first planet--not with the weight on board."

"Ch, we'll be lighter very soon, Nev," Benden replied with a malicious
grin. "Four hundred ninety-five point fifty-six kilograms lighter. Figure a
course with that weight loss.”

"What | can't understand,” N Mrgana said in a flat voice, "is what

t hey coul d have snuggl ed aboard. O how?"

"What about your headaches, Sarai dh?" Benden asked, seething w th anger
at Kimrer's duplicity. "And those catnaps no one else's had the guts to
report to ne."

"What coul d they possibly have done in ten or twenty minutes, Ross?" N

Morgana demanded. "Nev and | searched for any possibly snuggl ed goods or
t anperi ng.

Benden pointedly said nothing and then scrubbed at his face in
frustration. "Oh, it's no blane to you, Saraidh. Kimer just outsmarted ne,
that's all. | thought renoving himfrom Honshu would solve the problem"” He
rai sed his voice. "Vartry, you, Scag, and Hemlet will conduct a search the
nmost unlikely places on this ship: the nissile bins, the head, the inner
hull, the airlock. Somehow they've overloaded us, and we have got to know

with what and dunp it!"™ He turned to Nev. "Try reaching the Amherst. |
think it's too soon to make contact, but get on the bl ower anyhow. "

Ki mrer over handed hinself into the cabin then, a smile on his face for
the fierce expressions on the three narines as they passed by.

"Ki mer, what did you get on board this ship and where is it, because
we' ve got less than an hour to make a course correction, and thanks to you,

we've lost too nmuch fuel lifting the bird off Pern."

"I don't know what you nean, Lieutenant." Kinmer |ooked himsquarely in
the eye. "I was with you for three days. How could | have put sonething on
board this vessel ?"

"Stop stalling, man. It's your life you'll lose, as well."

"I"'mflattered that you've asked ny opinion, Lieutenant, but |I'm sure
you know better than | what equi pnent can be jettisoned to lighten her."

Benden stared hi m down, wondering at the mal evol ence in the gaze Ki mer
returned. "You know what weight I'mreferring to, and it was all put on at
Honshu. If | don't know what that was, Kimer, you'll be the first thing that



lightens this gig's load."

Suddenly they all heard hysterical weeping fromthe stern, and Vartry
propel |l ed hinsel f back into the cabin.

"Lieutenant, they started the mnute | said we were going to search
because the ship was overwei ght. They know sonet hi ng!"

As Benden hand- pushed hinself deftly down the short conpani onway to the
mari nes' quarters, the wailing rose to an eerie ululation that made the hairs
on the back of his neck rise.

"Stow it!" Benden roared, but Chio's volune only increased. The others
were not as |loud, but they seened just as distraught, plainly terrified and
far too hysterical to reply to his demands for an expl anation

Ni Mrgana arrived with the medical kit and injected Chio with a
sedative that reduced the hysterics but had no effect when Benden questioned
her, trying to keep his voice | evel and reasonabl e.

"They will not tell you what they have done," Shensu said, careering
into the marines' quarters. Absently rubbing the arm he had bruised, he

| ooked down at Chio. "She has always been donminated by him and so have the
others. If Kimer can be nade"--Shensu's voice was hard-edged with
hatred--"to give themthe necessary orders."

"I think Kirmer will explain, or take a long step out of a short

airlock," Benden said, pushing past Shensu. There was no tine for finesse or
bluff with the Erica currently on an abortive course for the second pl anet.
They had to nmake a correction soon--and do it wi thout the excess weight, or
they'd be beyond rescue. He'd have the truth if he had to space Ki mer and
enough of the wonmen to get one of themto tell himwhat he had to know

"Lieutenant!" Greene's boomi ng voice was urgent, and Benden propelled
hi nsel f as fast as he could back to the cabin where G eene was searching
Ki mer roughly. "Sir, he's wearing nmetal. | felt it when | frisked him™"

And as the sergeant peel ed back the shipsuit, a vest was exposed--a vest nade
up of panels of gold. "Shit!"

"Hardly!"™ Ki nmrer remarked, snmiling snugly.

"Strip him" Benden ordered. Shortly it becane clear that Ki mer was
wearing not only a gold vest but a thick belt of gold cast in | ozenge shapes.
Even his underpants had pockets filled with thin gold sheets. G eene was
nothing if not thorough: the boots on Kimrer's feet produced smaller gold
pl ates worked into the soles and ankl e | eather

"Sarai dh!" Benden roared. "Search those wonen. Greene, you search the
kids, but gently, get me? Shensu, Jiro, Kinmb, in here on the double.” Benden
t ook some confort when the three nen proved to be wearing no nore than their
shipsuits. N Mrgana's yell confirmed Benden's guess about the wonen. |t
took both her and Vartry to carry into the cabin the conceal ed sheets and gold
pl ates the wonen had secreted. All the while, Kimer's slight, anused snile
did not waver.

"I"d estimate that's about ten to fifteen kil os per worman and five per
kid," Saraidh said as they | ooked down at the pile of gold.

Benden shook his head. "Forty-five kilos is a drop! No-where near four
hundred ninety-five point fifty-six Ks." He turned on the naked Ki nmer, who
sm | ed back, all innocence. "Kimer, we're running out of time. Now, where
is the rest of it? O had you intended becoming an integral part of Rukbat?"

"You don't panic me, Lieutenant Benden." Kimer's eyes glittered with a
vengeance that shocked Ross. "This ship's in no danger. Your cruiser'l
rescue you."

Benden stared at the nman in utter amazenment. "The cruiser is behind

Rukbat, in com shadow. W can't arrange a different rendezvous. Unless we
can lighten this ship, we can't even make a course change for the one chance

we have of staying alivel"™ Benden hauled Kimrer by the armto the consol e and
showed hi mthe diagramon the screen, and the little blip that was the Erica,
serenely heading for her original, now nonviable, destination. "W certainly
don't have enough fuel to nake the arranged rendezvous." He tapped out the

sequence to show the original flight plan. Then, with his finger, Benden



i ndi cated the inexorable path the Erica was taking. "Tell us what and where
t he excess weight is hidden, Kinmrer!"

Ki mmer contented hinself with a wy chuckle, and Benden wanted to smash
the smle off the man's face. "If that's the way you want to play it, Kinmer.
Sergeant, get the stuff and bring it with you." Benden hustled the naked,
bar ef oot ed col oni st down the conpani onway to the airlock and, palmng the
control for the inner hatch, shoved himinside, notioned for G eene to throw
in the gold, and cl osed the hatch again.

"I nean it, Kimer, either tell ne what else is on board and where, or
you go out the airlock."

Ki mmer turned, a contenptuous expression on his face, and he folded his
arnms across his chest, a gaunt old man with only defiance to clothe him

"You' ve nore than enough fuel, Benden. Chio checked the gauge. The
Erica's tanks were full. Since you had to have used at least a third of a
tank to get here, 1'mof the opinion that Shensu knew'--his eyes traveled to
Benden's |l eft, where Shensu was standing by the wi ndow-"as | always
suspected, where Kenjo had stored his pilferings.” Kinmrer drew hinmself up
"No, Lieutenant, | will call your bluff."

"It's no bluff, Kinmrer, and if you had any training as a space jockey,
you' d've felt how sluggish the gig was. She's heavy, too heavy. W burned
too much in the lift-off. The gold on you and the wonen isn't enough to cause
that. Damm it, Kimrer, it's your life, too."

"I'I'l have taken a Benden down with ne,’
contorted with hatred and sheer nal evol ence.

"But Chio, and your daughters, your grandchildren--" Benden began

"They were none of themworth the effort | put into them" Kinmer
replied arrogantly. "I have to share my wealth with them but I'mcertainly
not sharing it with you."

"Shari ng?" Benden stared at him not quite conprehending the man's

the man snarled, his face

words. "You think I'mblackmailing you? For a share of your wealth?" The

di sgust in his voice nmonentarily rattled the old man, but Benden hardly
noticed. "There are nany people in nmy world, Kinmer, who are not notivated by
greed.” He gestured with contenptuous anger at the sheets and | ozenges at
Kimer's feet. "None of that is worth the risk you want us to take. \What

have you hi dden on the Erica--and where?"

Just then, Ni Mrgana beckoned urgently to Benden. Gatefully, he noved
away fromthe window His hand novered briefly over the evac button. Ki mer
could stay where he was, just a thin sheet away from space, and contenpl ate
hi s situation.

"When | was | ooking for tranks," Saraidh said quietly, for Benden's ears
only, "l came across a vial of scopalamine in the nedical chest. It may be an
anesthetic, but the right dosage provides the truth, so Chio spilled it out.
It's platinumand germanium sheets of it, stuffed wherever they coul d when
they came aboard on legitimte errands, and when they drugged whoever was on
t he dogwatch. That's why we all had headaches."

Benden was astounded. "Platinun? Gernmani un?" he exclained | oudly
enough for the others to hear

"Kimer was a mining engineer. He found ores, and we've all had to work

in them" Shensu said, pushing over to them "I wondered why the workroom
snel l ed of hot nmetal. He must have had the girls nelt the ingots down at
ni ght, extruding sheets. No wonder they've | ooked so worn out. | never

t hought to check on the nmetals, because they'd be too heavy to bring."

"Where is it?" Benden demanded, | ooking up and down the aisle,
monentarily bew | dered when he thought of all the places sheets of thin netal
could be unobtrusively attached within the Erica. "W've got to search the
ship! Everywhere! Sergeant, take your marines to the stern. Shensu, you and
your brothers start on the |ockers."

"He knew one helluva | ot about the interior of gigs," Nev remarked
al nrost admiringly when the marines found that the nmissile tubes had been
stuffed with nmetal plaques. These were inmediately flushed into space.



"And | watched her, Lieutenant," Vartry said, aggrieved, when they found
that the | ocker where the nedicines had been stowed was also lined with thin
slabs of silvery netal. "I stood here and watched her, heard her tell ne she
wanted to be sure the nedicines were safe, as she slapped sheets top, bottom
and side."

The | ockers in which the 23.5-kilo personal allowances had been stowed
al so proved to be lined with platinum

"You know," N Mrgana remarked, bending one of the thin sheets she had

found under Benden's bunk, "individually these don't weight nuch, but they
dammed near coated the gig with 'em |ngenious."
There were sheets everywhere, and still nore were found and piled at the

airl ock hatch.
Nev, remenbering how he'd entertai ned Hope and Charity by show ng them

t he cabin, found netal glued to the bottom of the blast couches, lining the
i nside of the control panel, and thin rolls of metal tacked to the baseboards,
| ooking for all the worlds Iike innocuous decorations. Inspection of

vi ewports reveal ed pl ati num decorated seals, which sent Nev and Scag searchi ng
all the ports.

When the pile at the inner airlock door reached the w ndow sl ow,
abruptly Benden realized the airlock was enpty.

"Ki nmer? Where's Kinmer?" he cried. "Who let himout? Were is he?"

But Ki nmer was nowhere in the ship. A gesture from Benden had the
mari nes on his heels as they propelled thenselves to the galley, where the
brothers were still searching.

"Whi ch of you depressed the evac button?" Benden demanded, seething
wi th inpotent anger.

"Depressed--" Shensu's | ook of astonishment was, Benden felt, genuine.
There was no regret, however, on his face or his brothers'.

"I"'mnot sure | blanme you, Shensu, but it constitutes rmurder. You had
opportuni ties enough while we were searching the ship."

"W were searching the ship, too," Shensu said with dignity. "W were
as busy as you, trying to save our lives."

"Perhaps,” Jiro said softly, "he comm tted suicide rather than face the
failure of that brainstormof his."

"That is a possibility," Ni Mrgana said conposedly, but Benden knew she
bel i eved that no nore than he did.

"This will be investigated nore fully when we have tinme," Ross Benden
prom sed them fervently, pinning each of the three brothers with his angry
glare. "I won't condone murder!" Though at just that nonment, Benden had
several he would have liked to commit hinself.

Returning to the airlock, he found Nev busy with a chisel: the ensign
et out a hoot of triunph as he peeled off a paper-thin sheet of platinum

"I"msure Captain Fargoe wouldn't mind having a platinumplated gig
His voice trailed off when he caught sight of Benden's expression. He
gul ped. "There'd be another twenty kilos right in here." And he applied
hinself to the task of rempving it

Benden signaled for two of the marines to assist Nev while he and the
others piled the accunul ated sheets, pipings, strips, and | ozenges into the
| ock.

"Amazing!" N Mrgana said, shaking her head wearily. "That ought to
make up the rest of the four-hundred-ninety-five-point-five-six kilos."

She stepped out of the |ock and gestured to Benden, who was at the
controls. Wth a feeling of intense relief, he pressed the evac button and
saw the nmetal slide slowy out into space, a glittering cascade |left behind
the Erica. 1t was still visible as the outer door cycled shut.

"I"'ve half a mind to add their personal allowances,"” Benden began
feeling nmore vicious and vengeful than he woul d have thought possible, "which
woul d give us anot her hundred kil os' |eeway."

"More than that,"” said the literal -m nded Nev, and then gawped at the
lieutenant. "Onh, you mean just the wonen's stuff."



"No," Ni Mdyrgana said on a gusty sigh. "They've suffered enough from
Kimmer. | don't see the point in further retribution.”

"If it hadn't been for the extra fuel, we wouldn't have lifted off the
pl anet," Nev suddenly remarked.

"If it hadn't been for the extra fuel, | don't think we'd ve had this
trouble with Kimrer," N Mrgana said sardonically.

"He'd've tried sonething else," Benden said. "He'd planned the
contingency of rescue a long, long tinme. Those vests and pants weren't
whi pped up overnight. Not with everything el se those wonmen were doing."

"That's possible,” N Mrgana said thoughtfully. "He was a crafty old
bugger. Al along he counted on our rescuing him And he'd know we'd have to
check body weight."

"D you suppose he al so fool ed us,
bei ng nmore survivors somewhere?"

That thought had been like a pain in Benden's guts since Kimer's
duplicity had come to light. And yet. . . There had been no sign of other
survivors on the southern continent. Nor had their instruments given them any
positive readings as they spiral ed across the snow northern | and-mass. Then
there was Shensu's story, and that man had no reason to lie. Benden shook his
head wearily and once again regarded the ship's digital. The search had taken
a lot longer than he'd realized.

"Look alive," he said, rising to his feet with as good an appearance of
energy as he could nmuster. "Nev, try to raise the Anherst again." He knew
bef orehand that the Anmherst was unlikely to be receiving. He also knew that
he had to alter the course now, before they went too far along the aborted
trajectory. He didn't have any option. He nade his calculations for the
appropriate roll to get the Erica on the new flight path. He'd worry about
contacting the Amherst later. A three-second burn at one g would do it. That
woul dn't take up much fuel. And he breathed a silent prayer of thanksgiving.
"Nev, Greene, Vartry, check our passengers. W' ve got to burn to our new
heading in two mnutes forty-five seconds."

He felt better after the burn. The gig was handling easily again. Like
t he t horoughbred she was, she had eased onto her new heading. And he had done
somet hi ng positive about their perilous situation

"Now, let's be sure we get every last strip Kimer added to the Erica,"
he said, unbuckling his seat restraints. He'd also go through the gig with an
eye to what else could be jettisoned, he decided. But they had a long trip
ahead of them and precious few conforts for those on board.

"I'"ll check the wonen first," N Mbrgana said, pushing herself off
deftly fromthe back of her couch and grabbing the handhold to propel herself
down the conpani onway. "And see about sone grub. Breakfast was a long tine
ago. "

Nev asked anxi ously, "about there

Benden realized how right she was, but under stress, he never noticed
hunger pangs. He did now.

"Chow s the best idea yet," he said, and managed a reasonably cheerful
grin for her.

When she checked the wonmen, she found themstill shaken by the enotiona
prel ude, and though they hel ped her in the galley, they were apathetic. Chio
wept silently, ignoring the food Faith tried to get her to eat. She seened
wrapped in so deep a depression that Saraidh reported her condition to Benden

"She won't last the journey in this condition, Ross," Saraidh said.
"She's deeply disturbed, and | don't think it's |osing Kimer."

"Isn't it just that she was so dependent on hinf? You heard what Shensu
said."

"Well, if it is, we ought to sort it out. W can't avoid discussing
Ki mrer' s denise. "

"I know, and | don't intend to. His demise"--he draw ed out the
euphem sm-"was accidental. | would have preferred to have himalive and
standing trial for his attenpt to disable the Erica," he replied grinly.

"What | want to know is how he got those wonen to sabotage us. They nust have



known from our conversations that their extra mass woul d seriously burden the
ship."

Shensu had fl oated down the corridor during the | ast sentence, and he
gave thema terse nod

"You must explain to nmy sisters that the genstones alone will provide
suitably for them" he said. "That the stones will not be confiscated by the
Fleet to pay for this rescue.”

"What ?" N Mrgana exclained. "Where did they get that notion?" She

held up her hand. "Never mnd. | know. Kimer. Wat naggots had he got in
hi s brain?"

"The maggot of greed," Shensu said. "Come, reassure ny sisters. They
are so fearful. They only cooperated with himon the metal because he said

that would be the only wealth left to them™

"And how did Kinmmer plan to renove all that platinumfromthe Erica?"
Benden demanded, knowi ng that his voice was rising in frustration but unable
to stifle it. "The nan was deranged."

"Quite likely," Shensu said with a shrug. "For decades he has clung to
t he hope that his nessage would be answered. O else all he had accumul at ed,
the gens, the metals, nmeant nothing."

They had reached the marines' quarters and heard Chio's soft weeping.

"Cet the kids out of here, Nev," Benden told the ensign in a | ow voi ce,
"and amuse them  Shensu, ask your sisters to join us here and, by whatever
you hold sacred, tell themwe nean themno harm"

It took hours to reassure the four wonmen. Benden stuck to his
matt er-of -fact, comobnsense approach

"Pl ease believe me," he said with genuine concern at Chio' s al nost total
col l apse, "that the Fleet has special regulations about castaways or stranded
persons. Stranded you were. It would be totally different if the Col oni al
Authority or Federated Headquarters had organi zed an official search--then
there woul d have been staggering retrieval costs. But the Anmherst only
happened to be in the area and the system was orange-fl agged. "

"And because,” N Mrgana took up the explanation, "I was doing research
on the Cort cloud, Captain Fargoe ordered the gig to investigate. As she will
tell you herself when you neet her, it saves you, the surviving colonists, any
cost."

Chi o munbl ed sonet hi ng.

"Say agai n?' N Mrgana asked very gently, sniling reassurance.

"Ki mmer said we woul d be paupers.™

"Wth black di anobnds? The rarest kind of all?" N Mrgana managed to
convey a depth of astonishnent that surprised Benden. "And you've kil os of
t hem anong you. And those medicines, Faith," she went on, turning to the one
sister who appeared to be really listening to what was being said.

"Especially that nunbweed sal ve of yours. Wy, the patents on that alone wll
buy you a penthouse in any Federation city. |If that's where you want to
live."

"The sal ve?" Sheer surprise animated Faith. "But it's conmon--"

"On Pern, perhaps, but I've a degree in alien pharnacol ogy and |'ve
never cone across anything as mld and effective as that," Ni Mrgana assured
her. "You did bring seed, as well as salve, because | don't think that's the
sort of medication that can be artificially reproduced and provide the sane
effect.”

"We had to gather the | eaves and boil themfor hours," Hope said
wonderingly. "The stink made it a m serable job, but he made us do it each
year."

"And nunbweed can nmake us rich?" Charity asked doubtfully.

"I have no reason to lie to you, " N Mrgana said with such dignity
that the girl flushed.

"But Kinmer is dead," Chio said, a sob catching in her throat, and she
turned her head away, her shoul ders shaki ng.

"He is dead of greed," Kinp said in an inplacable voice. "And we are



alive, Chio. W can nmake new lives for ourselves and do what we want to do
now. "

"That would be very nice," Faith said in a low, wistful voice.

"W won't be Kinmer's slaves anynore," Kino added.

"W woul d all have died w thout Kinmer after Modther died,” Chio turned
back, mastering her tears, unable to stop defending the nan who had dom nat ed
her for so |ong.

"Di ed because she had too nmany stillborn babies,"” Kino said. "You
forget that, Chio. You forget that you were pregnant two nonths after you
becare a woman. You forget how you cried. | do not."

Chio stared at her brother, her face a mask of sorrow. Then she turned
to Benden and Ni Modrgana, her eyes narrow. "And will you tell this captain of
yours about Kinmer's death?"

"Yes, we will naturally have to mention that unfortunate incident in our

report," Benden said.

"And who killed hin?" She shot the question at them bot h.

"We don't know who killed him or if he cycled the | ock open hinself."

Chio was startled, as if that possibility had not occurred to her unti
then. She pulled at Kinp's sleeve. "lIs that possible?"

Kimo shrugged. "He believed his own lies, Chio. Once the netal was
found, he would consider hinself to be poor. He was at |east honorabl e enough
to commit suicide."”

"Yes, honorable,"” Chio nurnured so softly her words were barely audible.
"I amtired. | wish to sleep.”" She turned herself toward the wall.

Kimb gave the two officers a nod of triunph. Faith covered her sister
and gestured for themto | eave

Over the next several days, passengers and crew settled into an easier
rel ati onship. The youngsters sat for hours in front of the tri-d screen
going through the gig's library of tapes. Saraidh cajoled Chio and the girls
i nto watching sone of themas well, as a gentle introduction to the marvel s of
nodern high-tech civilization

"I can't tell whether they're reassured or scared wtless,"'

she reported

to Benden, who was standing his watch at the gig's console. They still had
not made contact with the Amherst, though he had no real cause for worry on
that score--yet. "How many tines have you worked those equations, Ross?" she

asked, noticing what he had on his pad.

"Often enough to know there's no mathematical errors,
wy grin. "We'Ill only have the one chance."

"I"'mnot worried," she said with a shrug and a snile. "Of you get.
It's ny watch." And she shooed hi mout of the cabin.

he said with a

"Leutenant?" Nev's voice reverberated excitedly down the conpani onway the
next afternoon. "l've raised the Amherst!"”

There was a cheer as Ross propelled hinself to the cabin.

"Neither |oud nor clear, sir, but definitely voice contact,"” Nev said
with a grin,

Ross grinned back at himin relief and depressed the talk toggle on his
seat arm "Ross Benden reporting, sir. W need to nake a new rendezvous."

Fargoe acknow edged hi m and though her voice broke up in transm ssion
he really didn't need to hear every syllable to know what she was sayi ng.

"Mp'am we've had to abort our original course. W are currently aimng
for a slingshot around the first planet."

"You want a sunburn, Benden?"

"No, ma'am but we have only two-point-three KPs of Delta V remnaining."

"How did you cut it that fine?"

"Humani tarian reasons required us to rescue the ten remaining survivors
of the expedition."

"Ten?" There was a pause that had nothing to do with interference on
the Iine. "I shall be very interested In your report, Benden. That is, if



your humanitarianismallows you to nake it. What is the total of the excess
wei ght you're carryi ng?"

Nev handed over his pad, and Benden read off the figures.

"Hmrm O fhand | don't think we can match orbits. Can you make it five
KPs?"

"No, ma'am"

"Roger. Hold on while we refigure your course and rendezvous point."

Benden tried not to | ook toward Nev, or at Sarai dh, who had joined them
at the command console. He tried not to | ook nervous, but he felt various
parts of himself tw tching, unusual enough in gravity and damed annoying in
free-fall. He clutched the edge of the console as unobtrusively and as hard
as possible to keep fromtw tching out of the chair.

"Erica? Captain Fargoe here. \What can you jettison?"

"How much is required?" Benden thought of the wealth they had j ust
consi gned to space.

"You've got to jettison forty-nine-point-zero-five kilos. You will need
to make a ten-g burn for one-point-three seconds around the first planet,
conmenci ng at ninety-one degrees right ascension. That will put you on
course, speed, and direction, and we devoutly hope, in time to nake a new
rendezvous. Good luck, Lieutenant." Her voice indicated that he'd need it.

He didn't like a 10g burn, even for 1.3 seconds. They'd all black out.
It would be rough on the kids. But it would be a |lot rougher to turn into
ci nders.

"You heard the captain," he said, turning first to Sarai dh and then Nev.
"Let's snap to it."

"What' || we toss, Lieutenant?" Nev asked.
"Just about everything that isn't bolted down," Saraidh said, "and
probably some of that. 1'll start in the galley."

In the end they nade up the required kilos out of material Saraidh knew
could be nost easily replaced by Stores on the Amherst: extra power packs;
oxygen tanks, which accounted for a good deal of the necessary weight; the
messroom table; and all but one of the beacon missiles the gig carried.

"If Captain Fargoe decides you weren't negligent," Saraidh told Ross,
her face expressionless, as they both watched the articles sliding out of the
airlock into space, "you won't have to pay for 'em™

"What ?" Then he saw she was teasing and grinned back at her. "l've
enough 1've got to account for, thank you nuchly, nma'am on this expedition
wi t hout paying for it, too." He kept trying to explain Kimer's denise to
hi nsel f and wonderi ng how he coul d have prevented it, if he could have.

"Now, now, Ross." Saraidh waggled a finger at him They were alone in
the corridor. "Don't hang Ki mer about your neck. | subscribe conpletely to
the suicide theory. Tenporarily of unsound mind due to the failure of his
plan. He mght just have done it to be awkward, too."

"I"'mnot sure Captain Fargoe would buy that one."

"Ah, but she'd never net Kimmer, and | have." Sarai dh gave hi m an
encour agi ng thunbs- up

The nonent of truth cane two |ong, weary weeks later. The tenperature inside
the Erica began to rise with its proximty to Rukbat, reaching an
unconfortable |l evel. Benden was sweating heavily as he watched the om nous
approach of the tiny black cinder of the system s first planet. That poor
wright hadn't had a chance to survive. Bender intended to.

"Burn mnus sixty seconds," he announced over the intercom He hadn't
i nforned his passengers of the rigors of a slingshot maneuver. They'd al
bl ack out: if sonething went wong, they'd never know it. Meanwhile, he
hadn't had to endure Chio's suspicions or the sorrowful reproaches of the
other three wonen. He'd done slingshot passages before, both actual and in
simulation. It was nostly a matter of timng the burn properly just as the
ni net y- one-degree right ascension came up on the nav screen. But he hated



bl acki ng out for any reason, not being in control for those seconds or
m nut es.

"Ni ne, eight, seven,” Nev chanted, his eyes glittering with
anticipation. This was his first slingshot. "Five, four, three, two.
one!"

Benden pressed the Burn button, and the Erica lunged forward. As he was
slamed deep into the pads of the contour seat, he knew the naneuver woul d be
successful and surrendered to the mighty g-forces he had just initiated.

Benden returned to consci ousness, the bl essed silence of space, and the relief
of weightlessness. Hi s first glance was for the expended fuel

Poi nt-ni nety-eight KPs left. 1t should be enough--provided the course
corrections were accurate. He had one last burn to nake as they bisected the
Amherst's wake and then turned back to her at a sharp vector.

"My conplinents, Lieutenant,” N Mbrgana said briskly, unsnapping her
harness. "W seemto be well on our way now. | think the cook has sonethi ng
special for lunch today."

Benden blinked at her.

She grinned. "The very sane thing we had yesterday for |unch."

Benden wasn't the only one who groaned. They'd added supplies at
Honshu, but the fresh foods were | ong gone and they were down to the energency
rations: nourishing but uninspired. And that's all they had for the next two
weeks.

When he was back on board the Amherst, Ross Benden was going to order up
the nost |avish celebratory neal in the mess's well-stocked | arder. Wen--and
he grinned to hinself. That's positive thinking.

When the Erica's sensors picked up the cruiser's unm stakable ion
radi ation trail, Benden was in the conmand cabin, teaching Al un and Pat the
el ements of spatial navigation. The boys were bright and so eager to prepare
t hensel ves for their newlife that they were a pleasure to instruct.

"Back to your pods, boys. W' ve got another burn."

"Li ke the last one?" Al un asked plaintively.

"No, matey. Not like the last one. Just a touch on the button."

Reassured, they propelled thensel ves out of the cabin and down the
conpani onway, dexterously passing Sarai dh and Nev at the door

"A touch being all the fuel we've got left," Saraidh murmured, taking
her seat. She |eaned forward, peering out into the blackness of space around
t hem

"You won't see anything yet," Nev remarked.
"I know it," she replied, shrugging. "Just |ooking."

"It's there, though."
"And not |ong gone," Benden added, "judging by the strength of the ion

count." He toggled on the intercom "Now, listen up. A short burn, not I|ike
the last, just enough to change our course to match up our final approach to
the Amherst.” In an aside to Saraidh he added, "I feel |ike a damed

| ei sure-liner captain.”

"You'd nake a grand one," she replied blandly, "especially if you have
to change your branch of service."

"My what ?" Benden never knew when Lieutenant Ni Mrgana' s wayward hunor
woul d erupt.

"Lighten up, Ross. W're nearly honme and dry."

"Fifteen minutes to course correction.” He nodded to Nev to watch the
digital while he contacted the Amherst. "Erica to Anherst. Do you read ne?"

"Loud and clear," cane Captain Fargoe's voice. "About ready to join us,
Li eut enant ?"

"That's my aim Captain.”

"We' |l trust it's as accurate as ever. Fire when ready Gidley."

" Capt ai n?"

"Roger, over and out."



Besi de him Sarai dh was chuckling. "Where does she get thenP"

"Cet what?" Nev asked.

"Are you counting down, Ensign?"

"Yes, sir. Coming down to ten minutes forty seconds.”

Wy was it time could be so elastic? Benden wondered as the ten m nutes
seened to go on forever, clicking second by second. At the mnute, he flexed
bot h hands and shook his shoulders to release the tension in his neck. At
zero, he depressed the burn on the last ninety-eight KPs in the tank yawing to
starboard. He felt the surge of the good gig Erica as she responded. Then
all of a sudden the engines cut out with the exhausted whoosh that neant no
nore fuel in the tank

Had the Erica conpleted the course correction? O had the engines
stopped untinely? The margin was so dammed slight! And the proof would be
t he appearance of the conforting bulk of the Amherst any time now. |If the
maneuve had been conpl eted before the fuel was exhausted.

Li ke the two officers beside him Benden instinctively | eaned forward,
peering out into the endl ess space in front of them

"I've got a radar reading, Lieutenant," Nev said, and there was no
denying the relief in his voice. "It can't be anything but the Amherst. |
think we're going to make it

"All we need is to get close enough for themto shoot us a magnetic
[ine," Benden nuttered.

Nev uttered a whoop. "Thar she be!"™ He pointed. Benden had to blink
to be sure he actually was seeing the running lights of the Amherst. He was
close to adding his own ki-yi of relief and victory.

Just then the comunit opened to a sardonic voice. "That's cutting it
fine indeed, Lieutenant." The blank screen cleared to a view of the captain,
her head cocked and her right eyebrow quizzically aslant. "Trying to match
your uncle's finesse?"

"Not consciously, ma'am | assure you, but |1'd be pleased to hear the
confirmation that our present course and speed are A-OK for docki ng?"

"Not a puff of fuel left, huh?"

"No, ma'am"
She | ooked to her left, then faced the screen squarely again, a little
snmle playing on her lips. "You'll make it. And I'll expect to have reports

fromboth you and Lieutenant N Mdrgana as soon as you' ve docked. You've had
ti me enough on the trip into wite a hundred reports.”

"Captain, 1've got the passengers to settle."
"They'l|l be settled by nedics, Ross. You' ve done your part getting them
here. | want to see those reports.”

And the screen darkened.
"CGot yours all ready, Ross?" N Mrgana asked with a sly grin as she
swi vel ed her chair around.

"And yours?"
"Ch, it's ready, too. | said that | believed Ki nmer suicided."
Benden nodded, gl ad of her support. "It would have had to have been

sel f-destruction, Saraidh. He would have been far nore famliar with airlock
controls than Shensu or his brothers,"” he said slowy, considering his words.
"It's really far nore likely that he did suicide, given the fact that he had

failed to bring along all that netal. Damm fool! He must have known that he
was dangerously overloading the ship. He could have murdered us." That
anger ed Benden.

"Yes, and nearly succeeded. | think he was hoping that his death would
have brought suspicion on the brothers, as the nost likely to wish his
dem se," N Mrgana went on. "He would have |iked jeopardizing their futures.
And di screditing another Benden if he could.” Wen she heard Benden's sharp
i nhal ati on, she touched his hand, causing himto | ook at her. "You can stil

be proud of your uncle, Ross. You heard what Shensu said, and how proud he
was of the way the admiral narshaled all avail abl e defenses.™
Benden cocked his head, his expression rueful. "A fighter to the |last.



and it took a wetched planet to defeat him

"Poor planet Pern," Saraidh said sadly. "Not its fault, but I'm
recommendi ng that this systembe interdicted. | did some cal cul ati ons--which
['"lI'l verify on the Amherst conputers--and rechecked the original EFC report.
That wasn't the first time the Oort organismfell on the planet. Nor will it
be the last. [It'll happen every two hundred and fifty years, give or take a
decade. Furthernore, we don't want any ship blundering into that OCort cloud
and transporting that organismto other systens.”

She gave a shudder at the thought.

"There she is," Benden said with a sense of relief as the viewport
filled with the perceptibly nearing haven of the Amherst. "And, all things
consi dered, a successful rescue run."
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