











This book is dedicated to everyone whose ever read a book and imagined themselves as a character in it, since this is the quasi-realization of my own imagination.





More importantly this book is dedicated to my pewter dragon pendant whom I have recently (5/30/1993) lost in a park near my residence, for without Mnath -that is... or was his name- and Anne McCaffrey's work I probably would be dead right now from depression... and acute boredom.
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INTRODUCTION or FOREWORD?





	Whatever this is called, doesn't really matter, so don't worry yourself about it. Now, to the heart of the matter. This... is to inform you that you may become bewildered while reading anyone of the following pages. I am warning you now so that you can read the following titles before you advance to the first page of this book.


Read these


 for better understanding


 of the changes


 that will occur:


	Dragonsdawn (optional)


	Moreta: Dragonlady of Pern (optional)


	Nerilka's Story (optional)


	Dragonflight


	Dragonquest


	Dragonsong


	Dragonsinger


	Dragondrums


	"The Smallest Dragonboy" in Get Off The Unicorn


	The White Dragon


	The Girl Who Heard Dragons


	The Renegades of Pern
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	All the Weyrs of Pern


	 by Anne McCaffrey


	Dragonharper


	Dragonfire


	 by Jody Lynn Nye


And to help with places, read:


	The Atlas of Pern


	 by Karen Wynn Fonstadt


To help with faces read:


	The People of Pern


	 by Robin Wood


To help in understanding just about everything else,


like Holds, Halls, and Weyrs, and how they operate, read:


	The Dragonlover's Guide to Pern


	 by Jody Lynn Nye





	Of course you might not want to read all these books, so just go ahead and start reading if you don't want to know what the heck is going on. It's perfectly understandable. It would take along time to read all those books depending upon how much free time you have.


	Whatever your decision, I would like for you to always have a towel near you whenever you read. I don't so I usually have to wipe my tears on my sleeve. I don't want you to have SOGGY SLEEVE because of a particularly sad part, overly boring bits, or sections that make you laugh until you cry -of course you probably won't find any of these in �
my book.


	Happy reading -no matter how much that happens to be.











Sincerely,








-Jason F. Long1
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The Eternal Dragonlover


 By: Jason F. Long





	IT ALL STARTED WITH A WISH, A WISH THAT CHANGED A LIFE AND MADE SOMEONE HAPPY. BUT EVERYTHING HAS A PRICE, AND IT MUST BE PAID...





	It was a schoolday, and, as schooldays go, average... too average. The forecast was for evening rain. So when I went outside to get to my stop, I nearly forgot my umbrella. Five minutes out I noticed the clouds (unusually large rain makers, reaching up to the heavens). I paid no heed, at the time. I thought I might be late, for I left home in a rush, getting to my bus. As I walked on, I saw that same fascinating sliver of light [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE, THE SLIVER OF LIGHT IS CAUSED BY AN OPENING BETWEEN BOARDS, IN AN OTHERWISE PERFECT FENCE. A PORCH LIGHT ON THE OTHER SIDE SHINES THROUGH THIS OPENING CREATING A BEAM OF LIGHT ON THE PAVEMENT OF THE SIDEWALK ABOUT A QUARTER OF AN INCH WIDE, AND NINE INCHES LONG, PERPENDICULAR TO THE FORESAID SIDEWALK] that hits the cement (as I do everyday). I walked past it, and this sound... this unbelievable sound, like two ICBM's -Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles- colliding, head on -as if I would know what that sounded like, followed by a sound similar to a ton and a half of windows shattering, and the wind whisking it all away. I blacked out.�






	Upon waking, I took note of the fact that the sun was well risen. All at once I remembered those sounds, and expecting an accident I whirled around looking for debris. Then it hit me. Almost as hard as the noise before, I realized that the house near the intersection of Briar Forest and Seagler was gone. Another knock, where was Briar Forest -let alone Seagler! What is the name of this dirt road next to me? Also, why was the grass more bluish than green? Questions, many questions, but I had no answers. As I stood in bewilderment, I felt scrutinized. I turned. The old man that stood there just kept staring at me, so I broke the silence with the usual useless questions: "Who are you?", "Where am I?", and the seldom used other, "How'd I get here?". He just smiled, looked at his watch, then the sky, and laughed. This old man was of slightly stocky build, but what made him look old was his long white beard and how heavily he leaned on his staff. He also had green fiery eyes and a deep golden tan.


	Feeling forgotten, for he was still laughing, I pushed with my useless questions again. He looked back in my direction, and started ticking things off with his fingers, "For one, I'm called Rachalie. Two, this is where you've been asking to go, and the last I'm not even sure of." The silence dragged on as I went over information: His name is Rachalie. That's all well and good, but where am I?? Then a bit on the tip of my awareness stirred, reared its head, and spoke one word. This word filled me with doubt and wonder. This word, this name, was... Pern. Incredulous, I stood there agape daring him to say that I was right in my thinking. Right in thinking this... was Pern, that place of beauty and wonder -and let us not forget DRAGONS.


	Something moved in my line of vision. It was Rachalie simply nodding and slowly, ever so slowly, walking forward. When we were standing eye-to-eye, he pursed his lips, and wet them as if he knew not how to begin. He then spoke, in a light tenor voice, "Yes, you are thinking correctly," why weren't his lips moving, "This," he made a wide sweeping gesture, "is Pern, and yes, you are really standing here.


	"Also, I must add that you are even where -and when- you wished to be, for Ruatha is another two to three miles behind me. Plus, it is the eleventh Turn of the ninth Pass as requested," he bowed with a flourish. Rachalie then turned his serious, piercing eyes on me, "But, there is a tariff, a very heavy tithe, which you should know of. And this price you are already paying."


	Still astonished I got up enough control to ask, "What is it? I didn't have much money before I left."


	"It is the ultimate price, anguish," the look in his eyes told me he got his position similarly, "Eternal anguish," he whispered.


	"What? ANGUISH? You have no idea how happy I am to be here, on Pern! Wow!" I shouted.


	"I meant the CURSE of eternal life and youth! Well, at least I made book," he said as color returned to his immobile cheeks.


	Dumbfounded, again, only, "Huh? What?" escaped to the outside.


	"Oh, I had bet on your initial reactions, but even the money doesn't help anymore," he paused, "Let me explain a little further," he faced me again with tears in his eyes, "You," he pointed a callused finger in my direction, "will live forever in this time at your present age, and the only thing -even if it still existed- that could end your curse and kill you is a long dead disease -Hepatitis type B to be exact.


	"And, since every cloud has a silver lining, you will also never suffer any kind of injury -except insults- even Threadscore. Now, I must be going, and you must sleep," in a lightning movement, he took his staff and lightly tapped my forehead. A second later he vanished and I collapsed.





	Upon waking, groggy of course, I dismissed my "dream" as pure delirium. "I must have been kidnapped and dropped off somewhere out in the middle of East Nowhere. Even someplace this far out should have paved roads, though. Where am I?" again that head reared and sweetly spoke that name -Pern. "Well," said I, happily laughing between words, "that explains why the sky is green-blue!". Then my mind reviewed the "dream", but I shunned those thoughts as useless rhetoric, as a nightmare, to ruin this happy occasion.


	"I can't completely rule out that dream. Let me see... Broccoli, or was it Rackly, no Roachly, close Rachly, that's it, Rachalie said that I'm about two to three miles South of Ruatha. So, I guess I walk."





	About half the distance had been crossed, when I heard a wagon. As I walked on, choosing to ignore wagon and driver, he caught up to me and kept his animals at a pace matching mine. After about a quarter of a mile, he decided to break the silence, "Where ya headed, friend?"


	"To Ruatha. Your destination as well, I believe?"


	"Truth enough. I'm heading there to deliver me tithe, and yerself?"


	"I've forgotten," I acted like I was trying to remember something, "Perhaps I'll remember when I get there."


	"Maybe so. Would ya like a lift the rest of the way? I do have some room left."


	"That's rather kind of you, but I think I should decline. I need the exercise," I patted my now amazingly thinner waistline. "I must have been out longer than I thought," I muttered for my own benefit.


	"What's that ya say? Been 'sleep for a while have ya? Explains yer burns. Yer lucky there wasn't a Fall, for you'da been devoured in yer sleep," he paused, "Know how long ya been out?"


	"No. What day is it? I've lost track of time," I asked as I looked up at the sky.


	"Well, tomarra is that Telgar Wedding."


	"Invited?" I inquired to draw him from making any conclusions about me.


	"Me? Why, no! Why would I be invited? I'm not that important," the expression on his face told of the confusion he had just experienced by being asked such an outlandish notion. He now looked at me with his head canted and said, "Where ya from? I can't make out yer colors," he gave me the most cursory inspection that one can make from that height, "let alone find'em!"


	"I'm from nowhere near here, of that I'm certain," it was the truth -just not all of it, "What of you, kind sir?".


	"I'm no sir I'll tell you. I'm from a Cot aligned to here, about a day's travel South and West. Slowly a'course," he let out a whoop pointing at his beasts, since they were the object of his jibe.


	"I see what you mean. I fell scorched," boy was I sunburned, but yet I didn't feel burned so I must have tanned during my sleep -and rather evenly too.


	"I've not any numbweed, but don't ya worry. We'll be at the Hold soon enough."


	Another minute passed and he said, "I'd still offer ya the ride, but we're nearly there," I followed his gaze and I too saw the Fire Heights that top the Hold's cliff face looming up over the next hill. He then looked down at me and continued with, "Remember why ya wanted to come yet?"


	"Had something to do with the Steward. Where's his office?"


	"Take ya there myself, I will. Need to see him anyway."





	Once in Brand's office, I declined to go first saying,


"I need to collect my thoughts, but I do remember my point in coming here."


	The man I came with, Shenall, told what he needed to tell. Afterwards, he sat down in the back of the room saying, "I'll wait 'til you're finished." Since it was now my turn, I started simply.


	"Steward, may I call you Brand?" he nodded, "Well, Brand, I am Jason Florian Long, and I have a strange bit of truth to tell you. And if you don't laugh at all, it will hearten me to no end by the time I'm finished."


	"Continue young sir. I wish to hear this tale -about yourself, right?" I just nodded, "Go on."


	"To begin in the most blunt and shocking manner possible... I'm not from Pern," Shenall and Brand both gasped at the exact same time -weird.


	"Furthermore, I am even older than your Ancient-timers. Now, I'll tell you something of my time, and how I got here to the best of my knowledge, before you both start laughing -or faint in disbelief."





	After my second retelling -and some questions-, Shenall jumped bolt upright, smacked himself in the head, and inquired, "Would those strange chests I found happen to belong to ya -Jason, right?"


	"I have no idea. They might, but I don't remember any part of my wish stating that I wanted my stuff to come with me."


	"Well now, that is why I said I only had some room left in me wagon. I loaded those chests, but I could na fit'em all. Some are still out there on the road. About 200 dragonlengths... about how far did ya walk, Jason?" I told him about that far so he continued, "Then let's go an git the rest, 'kay?"


	"Yes," said the steward, who was already calling drudges to help.





	Later, after all the chests -no boxes- were inside the Hold proper, I set to sorting it all -with inquisitive helpers: Shenall; Mastersmith Fandarel, who had just arrived on a dragon from Telgar (you see, I had asked that he be drummed for because I needed someone who knew about machinery to help me figure out what some of my stuff was); and Steward Brand. It seemed everything I owned before I "arrived" was there, including some things I had never seen before. Also, in one of these boxes was my first obsolete -but very good- computer which Master Fandarel lunged at. He started to look for a way to open the housing and I stopped him.


	"No, you can not take it apart!"


	"But Jason, the knowledge!"


	"Master Fandarel, I don't even understand all of it myself. Leave it in one piece!"


	"Please!?" he asked sounding stranger than usual.


	"Sir, I can't let you," his dejection was palpable, "but I do know of another computer which would put my friend here," I patted it, "to total and complete shame."


	"Where? Tell me!"


	"In two days, sir," he set me back down on my feet, "I think in the meantime you should get back to your distance-writer. It will be very important tomorrow at The Wedding."


	"But..."


	"In two days, sir. You must be patient," I only then realized how disrespectful I was sounding, "I'm sorry to be so obstinate, but the knowledge of possible futures can make one feel above themselves. My most sincere apologies for any disrespect, sir."


	"None taken," he walked back to the dragon he'd come on muttering about needing extra help for the last mile or so of wire laying.





	After thinking about The Wedding, I remembered the knife fight and the day after. I told Brand and Shenall, when they asked why I looked so worried, what would happen tomorrow. Brand stammered, "That's not possible!!" he turned white with fear. Shenall feinted.


	When he woke, he was crying, "I just dreamed that all ya just said happened. Me daughter will be so distraught, for she's in love with a Fort Blue rider."


	"Don't worry Shenall, very few riders left Fort Weyr."


	"I still don't feel relieved. What about the two queens?"


	Brand stepped up, "Forewarned is Forearmed. You need to tell Benden's Weyrleader, F'lar, these tidings, for he needs to make the appropriate arrangements -like warn the Southern Weyr to start packing."


	"He still can na stop T'ron, or the death of the queens!" wailed Shenall.


	"Get a grip man!" I said to Shenall, "At least they can both be prepared for!," I paused to cool off, "I'll need your help, Shenall."


	"Ya will?"


	"Yes. Brand, I will also require your assistance."


	"Okay, but we need to tell Lord Lytol, gently."


	"That was what I was about to say we should do. I agree that we should also tell him these things very carefully," I then paused to ponder my next words, "I would also like to speak to his ward, Lord Jaxom."


	"Why?" queried Shenall in complete bewilderment.


	"I just want to meet him," Shenall did not look satisfied with that answer, "because he's had a strange existence," now Brand look skeptical, "I mean, he's forced into the world when his mother died trying to deliver him. plus other things," the two hecklers just kept staring, "All right, all right. To put it bluntly he was -and will be- a very important person."


	"You did not tell us this," said Brand outraged, though only a little, "What else have you left out that we should know?"


	"Brand," I answered, "even Lord Jaxom should not really hear what I know of this planet's future. Some would be scoffed at. Other bits, like tomorrow's fight, would send the populace reeling and gasping for air."


	"Yet we need to know these things. So, tell us how our young Lord is important," asked Shenall, moving closer to hear better.


	I was about to retort when Brand intoned, "Yes, we need to know," he motioned us back into his office, which we all had recently vacated to say goodbye to Master Fandarel, for privacy.


	"I can not tell you. That information, in many instances, would be hazardous to know ahead of time. For example, if I said -this is not true mind you- that Igen's Lord Holder was going to kill Lord Asgenar. You would -if you could- have Lord Laudey exiled, correct?"


	"That is reasonable," said Brand echoed similarly by Shenall.


	"Ah, but it would not be. His reason for doing so has not yet surfaced. They are presently on good terms still."


	"I see your meaning. You won't tell us 'til we have to know?" inquired Brand.


	"Yes."


	"But when can we know about our young Lord?" asked Shenall.


	"When he tells you after he has done the things he'll do."


	"Shenall stop it. You should have guessed his answer," once again he motioned us back into the Hold -since I stopped him last time- saying, "You need to tell Lord Lytol all about this."


	"I need to check on me beasts and be on me way. I'll see ya at another time, Jason Florian Long. Fare-thee-well," called Shenall as he left.


	"Good-bye kind sir!" I cynically replied. He simply laughed and kept up his pace.





	All throughout the telling, the Lord Warder's cheek was twitching uncontrollably. When he asked me to repeat my story, he sent for Ruatha's young Lord so he could hear as well. When Jaxom arrived, we were introduced. After that Lytol told me, "Jason, please tell your tale now so you'll not have to repeat it again this night."


	"To begin, as bluntly as I have before, I am not from Pern," wow Jaxom took that well, "Also, I am even older than the Ancient-timers which are -excuse me were- from my future -now my past. To be exact, I am their ancestor just like you all," I made a sweeping motion with my hand, "are their descendants."





	It was later that night when the drums finally sent back that the message had been received. Benden's Weyrleaders would be in Ruatha early to hear my news. Lytol told me to sleep as late as I wanted, for he and Brand would tell them what would soon be happening.





	A strange voice woke me. It was insistently -but softly- calling my name. The source was not in the room -at least, not yet. I recognized the speaker. It was Rachalie.


	"Hope I did not interrupt a dream," he asked, looking a little contrite. I told him that he had not so he continued, "You know, Jason, you could have told them everything."


	"I did not want to. I want things following -in most cases- along the proper story line."


	"You don't have to do that!"


	"Don't yell, sir! You'll wake someone," I responded just as vehemently, but not as loudly.


	"This," he waved his hand, "is your dream. Only you can hear me, for as I said we are in your dream," he paused, "I did not come here to argue. I came here to teach you something."


	"Oh! What are you going to be teaching me, sir?!"


	"How to do what I did to you the first time you 'saw' me, The Lightning Maneuver. You know. With the staff?" he brandished it for emphasis and I slipped out of my stupor.


	"Sorry for slipping off, sir. I was trying to remember the incident and how you did it, sir."


	He sighed long and gustily, "That's a title I hoped never to here myself called again," he sighed again.


	"Sir?" I asked, for I could not catch his meaning.


	"That's it," he pounded his staff into the floor (something about his staff seemed familiar to me but I couldn't think of what it was), "Why do you keep calling me 'sir'?"


	"Well, you've been immortal longer than I have, so you are a senior person to me, sir," I answered.


	"This ain't the military or a major organization."


	"I know, sir."


	"Fine," another sigh, "Your lesson starts now. Get one of your staffs -good choice. Now, to do the trick you..." He talked, for what seemed liked hours. About how it really works, other applications than sleep -like erasing memories, and how to apply enough mental force throughout the maneuver to do it all. "Remember you can also use it to erase emotions. This is useful in stopping wars. If someone hates someone then erase their hatred. You may teach these things to whoever you feel will use it responsibly. The only things this trick can do to immortals that could be considered harmful are sleep, memory erasure/ retrieval/ and addition, so don't think in a thousand years -sorry Turns- from now you could simply give yourself Hepatitis to end your misery."


	"Didn't think I'd be able to. Damn!"


	"That is exactly what I said GOD knows how many years ago. You're stuck being immortal like myself. Watching everyone you know and love die usually right before your very eyes," he had a far away look in his eyes as he said that last bit, "That is why I called immortality 'anguish'," he turned away from me and I could here him weeping. After he stopped he said -without turning around, "Jason, I have to level with you. Your wish was not granted."


	"Huh?" I asked bewildered.


	"Your wish was not granted," he said without turning around.


	"What are you trying to say!" I turned him around and repeated my question.


	"What I mean is, you were banished from Earth -and Heaven."


	"Why?!"


	"For your beliefs about Earth. No, that's wrong. It was not so much for your beliefs, but for what you did."


	"Which was?!"


	"You altered your destiny with a spell you tried to cast to bring you here -to Pern. At least I think that is why," he muttered.


	"I tried no such spell!"


	"You did and you didn't."


	"No riddles, Rachalie!" I screamed at him.


	"You were not banished until your death at age one hundred. Don't interrupt! Here, let me help you remember." One lightning maneuver later he said, "Now, do you remember?!"


	"Yes, I remember it all: 





"After I finished my book, I got permission from Anne McCaffrey to have it published. It made International Best Seller and was translated in ten languages -all to my surprise. Then came the demand for more books in the series, so I wrote three more. Some people who were fanatical about my books petitioned for a second branch to the "Dragonriders of Pern" fan club -and got it. There were a lot of influential scientists in that new branch. After my fifth book -and an autobiography, everyone new about what my mom and myself had joked about in my youth... that I would construct the first WARP DRIVE. My scientific followers said that they'd all aid me in its production. I was thirty-five then. By the time I was ninety-five the FSP was up and running, and had already discovered many alien cultures -and, worlds that humans could colonize. Also, a few colonies had already been started: First Centauri, which was about 22 years old, and others which were much younger. An Exploration and Evaluation team had been sent out, and it discovered many possible future colony sites. That team had been traveling for many years when it found Pern -if I remember correctly, they were back before I died. I died of a heart attack on my 100th birthday, for the surprise party was to much for my failing heart. Upon entry to Heaven the LORD confronted me. He said and I quote, 'I am very disappointed with you Jason Florian Walter Long. Being an angel means you eventually have to go back to Earth. But, since you like Pern so much, you can go there... AND NEVER SET FOOT IN HEAVEN OR ON EARTH AGAIN! MAY YOU LIVE FOREVER ON YOUR PERN AT THE AGE OF 16! Also, the only thing that will kill you and send you back to me for evaluation no longer exists on Pern. If the end of their universe happens before you can find a way to get the means of your destruction, you still won't die! ENJOY!'.


	"I only have vague recollections of the spell. Could you tell me about it? I remember everything but that."


	"I don't know why you can't. You cast it before you got that first computer of yours."


	"I know. The only thing I remember from that time is my oath by the Runestaff [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE THE RUNESTAFF WAS WRITTEN OF IN SOME BOOKS BY MICHAEL MOORCOCK, AND IF YOU MADE AN OATH BY IT THEN YOU EITHER TRIUMPHED GREATLY OR YOU FAILED BEYOND POSSIBLE MORTAL BELIEF]."


	"Maybe that's what changed your destiny. I don't know. History's vague from your time."


	"Well, tell me if you find out anything."


	"I will -later," he left, and I went back to sleep.
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CHAPTER TWO





	When I woke, it was well into the eleventh hour [Earth time]. I knew this because I looked at my watch [My watch- and many other items- Master Fandarel wanted to take and study (I still can't believe that I talked him out of doing so)]. I got out of the furs, though I did not want to. When I stood up, I let out a yelp. I then said, sitting back down on the bed, "The beds are comfortable, but the floor is stone cold -LITERALLY!". Having found, at the foot of the bed, my slip-on shoes, I put them on (Of course). Someone knocked lightly at the door and a light voice said, "Are you awake, sir?"


	I answered with a groggy, "Yes," after a pause I asked, "Where are my clothes?"


	"They should be in the press next to your bed, sir. When you're ready, I'll need to change the bed rushes, sir."


	"Fine, give me a little while," I said and started rummaging around in the chest. I found a shirt, my light green, short sleeved one, and my green pants as a match to the shirt. "Enter," I called to the door. The girl, who came in, was about a half a head [THREE INCHES FOR THOSE WHO CARE] shorter than myself, she had radiant blue eyes, long brown hair, and a trim figure. If she did not call me "sir" so often, she would be too perfect. She blushed when she noticed I was staring.


	"Please sir, don't stare," she smiled," I am not worth your notice."


	That irked me, "Who has told you that lie?!" I quelled my vehemence after I noticed her surprise, "You are quite beautiful," she blushed again. She was about to contradict me but I stepped in with, "Never let anyone say you are not beautiful, for they are very wrong!"


	"Sir, I do not deserve your flattery, and you are keeping me from my duties," she said, still smiling, "I must change the rushes," she pointed to what she was carrying and then at the bed.


	"I am truly sorry." After a thoughtful pause I asked, "Can I be of any assistance?" hoping to extend our meeting as long as I could.


	"Sir, I really don't need any help," she answered removing the old rushes.


	"I must insist. Besides, how else am I going to learn my way around this Hold?"


	"Sir, I have other duties to perform," she said as she hefted the new rushes into place.


	"I see. Then perhaps after you are finished?" I begged her silently to say yes.


	"I am sorry. I have to help in the kitchen," with that she left, taking the old rushes with her. I then smacked myself in the head for being too forward, and sat back down on the bed.





	About 10 minutes after she left, Lytol walked in. He inspected the room, looking thoughtful all the while. He seemed to have something to tell me. It was something good, for his cheek was totally still.


	"We should have kept this room in better shape. I can not believe it escaped my review." A few twitches later, "Well, it is not all that messed up."


	"Sir, by my warped estimation this is clean."


	"Why did you say, 'warped estimation'?"


	"Well, sir, on Earth my room was usually in a shocking state of disrepair. To me, this is clean, but I do see what you mean, sir. It is a little dusty, sir."


	"Quite," he then noticed that the rushes on the bed had already been changed, "How long have you been awake?"


	"About thirty minutes, sir. She left ten minutes ago."


	"Well, I should have asked Mirrina to clean up as well."


	"Ah, so her name is Mirrina," I muttered to myself, though I was overheard.


	"I am getting the impression that she strikes your fancy," never have I seen someone so emotionless though he did seem curious about it all... and, even more curiosity showed in what he had just said. The next thing he told me was, "I could have her give you the tour of the Hold. I was going to have Brand do it, but he has more pressing duties to perform. Anyway, she knows her way around just as well as he does -if not better."


	"From what I know of you, sir, that is not like you."


	"Jason Florian Long of Earth, one of the many duties of a Lord- whether he's a Warder or Holder- is to keep his guests happy. And, since I am a Lord Warder, I will uphold my duties."


	"But, sir, what if she does not wish to be in my company? I wish her only happiness, and that would cause her distress and possibly sorrow."


	"I will find out how she feels discreetly."


	"But, sir, I don't..." he looked at me sternly, with his cheek twitching at an indeterminable rate, "Oh never mind, sir. I doubt I could sway you in your thinking... and it would be fruitless to try."


	He then said, without any trace of emotion -not even contempt, "You could not."


	"Sir, to change to an easier subject, can I have your permission to walk about the Hold? I would not like to be too awestruck to listen to my guide," I said to him in a conspiratorial tone.


	"You are my guest, so your request is granted."


	"Lord Lytol how did it go with the Benden Weyrleaders this morning?"


	"It went well. They will be prepared and Southern Weyr should be finished packing by now. They've had 5 hours. They are storing much of their supplies at Benden Weyr so they don't have to rush. They are also prepared to drag the High Reaches Weyr Lake in case Weyrleader T'kul fouls it as expected. By the way Kylara was told everything. I hear both her and Pridith's eyes showed worry over the disaster which has now been quelled. Weyrleader F'lar wishes to thank you personally."


	"Whenever he wishes, I would like very much to meet him."


	"Your chance to do that is today at the Wedding."


	"Are you serious!?" (dumb phrase I know, but it was all I could think of) was what I asked, completely awed.


	"Always. Lord Larad was told of your 'arrival' at the same time as Master Fandarel. We thought they'd both want to know. That was when you were added to the guest list. Brand and I surmised that he saw how important you will soon become when word gets around."


	"Sir, I now have a problem."


	"What is this problem?"


	"I have never had to deal with it before in my life. My problem is that I have nothing formal and/or ornate to wear to the Wedding at Telgar Hold. What shall I do?"				 	"What you are presently wearing -plus some other things to finish it off- would be satisfactory. Though I must point out that -on Pern- that color leaves much to be desired."


 	"Then, sir, I will wear this," He only sighed, and his cheek jumped once, "On Earth greens are considered good luck."


	"Very well. Perhaps our Weavers and Tanners have some things to complement the color though I seriously doubt they have a match to your trousers or shirt."





	After all the things I tried on, I ended up with: an excellent light brown cloak; shoes more becoming the state of technology -which, to my surprise, were not painful after hours of standing; and a belt with an immensely better sheath holder for my much praised bayonet. Brand complimented me on my attire though he repeated verbatim Lytol's warning. I simply retorted in the earlier manner. I added that green was a good luck color for the reason that if your fields were green, you prospered. He agreed to my rebuttal, but said that I would have to convince all Pern before anyone would wear it willingly.


	Everyone had been ready to leave twenty minutes before our "transportation", in the form of a bronze dragon and rider, arrived. I was the only one not wearing an overcloak as we climbed up the dragon's colossal shoulder. His rider stared at me dubiously -as I was warned a rider from Fort Weyr would. I simply told him, "I can take it, sir," I added "sir" to make him think I thought highly of him. I knew he was one of the Oldtimers who went "South".


	He simply said -contemptuously, "Well, try not to scream in my ear. I still think I should leave you here."


	Lord Lytol answered him as he had just minutes before,


"When we get to Telgar Hold, you can check the guest list. You will find it says three from Ruatha: Jaxom, Jason Florian Long, and myself. Or, if you haven't the time, ask Lord Larad, since he added Jason to the list in the first place."


	"Okay, okay it's not like Soth can't lift all of you... and he says he doesn't mind Jason at all -for some strange reason."


	"Thank you, R'gan," we all echoed one by one. He sneered at me again as he told Soth to take to the air. He roared back, "Get ready, and don't scream in my ear boy!"


	I was about to retort, but between's icy grasp enveloped us. I had never understood what all the descriptions of between had really meant -until now. In my opinion it's like a merging of space and water. You don't feel like you are falling or that you are weightless. There is no air yet it is not a vacuum. There just isn't any O2 (Oxygen) for your lungs, so not holding your breathe could result in eventual asphyxiation.


	Just when I thought we were going to stay there indefinitely, we came out above Telgar Hold. The view was- how shall I put it- breath taking, to say the least. At first, it looked as if Telgar had gold shutters, but then Soth dropped about a dragonlength as he made a turn to face the high cliff -no idiot palisade-, and I saw that they were bronze shutters.


	With all the flags flying, I thought to myself, you'd think it was the UN Building.


	All through the flight, I expected my fear of falling to my death to emerge. It never did which scared me all the more.


	Do not worry. You will not fall, said a voice that I did not recognize.


	I turned and looked at Lord Jaxom and he said,


"Wonderful, isn't it?"


	"What?"


	"Flying. Isn't it wonderful?"


	"Yes, quite an experience. On Earth we had machines which we flew in, and that's quite a frightful experience."


	"Why's that?"


	"Well, I always expected the engines to fail. Then, we would all crash to our deaths."


	"You don't have to worry about that on a dragon's back."


	He speaks the truth.


	"Who said that?" I asked Jaxom.


	"Said what?"


	"Oh, nothing. It's gone now. I must be hearing things." I thought to myself, Am I going crazy now that I'm on Pern?


	You are not crazy. Why do you think you are crazy?, and the voice paused. It then said, We will soon land. Do not worry.


	I now had this feeling that I knew who was speaking to me. This feeling told me that it was... SOTH! If that was the case, the day was just getting better and better. We came to an abrupt, but not too bumpy, landing, and we all slid off Soth's shoulder. Soth even helped by extending his front leg to assist me in getting down.


	"Thank you, R'gan, for being kind in bringing me to what promises to be a wonderful wedding," I bowed to him. "And thank you, Soth, for a thrilling flight over," just to be kind I bowed to Soth.


	I told you not to worry. Transporting you was a pleasure.


	After Soth had said that, everyone stared at me with quizzical expressions on their faces. Lord Lytol inquired about my health, for he said my eyes looked glazed. R'gan cursed and told Soth to take to the air. After the first downstroke, we all heard, "Everyone talks behind my back, so you think you can to. Gets to where a man feels he can't trust anyone..." then they were gone.


	Jaxom now looked intently at me and asked, "What did Soth tell you?"


	"Remember when I first turned to look at you after we came out of between?"


	"Of course, I do."


	"Well, I had turned thinking you had told me not to worry about falling. You see, I had been thinking about the fact that my fear of heights had not yet asserted itself. That was when I first heard him. The second time was after you had assured me that I would not fall and he told me, 'He speaks the truth.' After which, I asked you who said that and you said, 'Said what.' I started thinking that I was going crazy and he said, and I quote, 'You are not crazy. Why do you think you are crazy?'. He then paused, and started back in with, 'We will soon land. Do not worry.' That was when I knew Soth was speaking to me. He did not say anything else until I thanked him. Then he said, 'I told you not to worry. Transporting you was a pleasure.'"


	"He said all that to you? I wish he had talked to me."


	"Sir, I can say beyond a shadow of a doubt that you will get to talk to other dragons. Many of them."


	"Really, sir?"


	"Yes."


	"If you two are finished," Lord Lytol said, "I suggest you straighten your attire and remove your overcloak, Jaxom. I suggest you straighten yours as well, Jason," He seemed to be pondering something, and his cheek flitted once before he said, "Jason, do you have a more formal title?"


	"I do not to my knowledge, sir. Would not 'Jason Florian Long of Earth' suffice?"


	"Alas, it would not," he paused," Well, maybe. Where would you say Earth is?"


	"I don't know. Perhaps on the Southern Continent a sevenday worth of traveling from Southern Hold?"


	"Excellent suggestion, all you need to do now is remember it," said Lytol in a soft voice, since Lord Larad was nearly to us. "Greetings Lord Larad of Telgar."


	"Greetings. You are indeed well come Lord Warder Lytol of Ruatha."


	"I am honored to be here. Greetings to you as well, Lord Asgenar. Lady Famira, you do look elegant. You all know my ward, Jaxom."


	"Of course," said Larad, "Greetings. You are well come Jaxom of Ruatha. I do hope you enjoy yourself today." Lord Asgenar's salutations went in a similar direction.


	"I am honored to be here Lords Larad and Asgenar. I also hope I enjoy myself today."


	Now, Lytol introduced me, "This is Jason Florian Long of Earth."


	"Greetings. You are most well come Jason Florian Long of Earth. I am honored that you have graced my Hold with your presence," said Larad, as he bowed once again, but this time with a flourish.


	"If you can make Larad amend anything he made ahead of time, then for that reason alone I am honored to meet you," said Asgenar who then bowed floridly.


	"I am honored Lords Larad and Asgenar to be here, "I bowed with a flourish to die for, "I must say, I am the one who should be feeling honored. After all, this is a very prestigious wedding. On Earth, I would not have been on a similar guest list." This time, I bowed humbly.


	"And why is that, Jason of Earth?" asked Asgenar.


	"As hard as it may be to believe, on Earth I was just any 'average, slightly abnormal' person in a world population of well over five billion people. Then I come here to:


(1) People- important people- wanting me at major events, or to just meet me;


(2) Helping in situations I already know about. Situations where any knowledge beforehand could mean stopping a disaster from happening;


(3) People wanting to call me -me, of all people- SIR! I would never have expected that on Earth -not even in an important job."


	It's not something I think I'll ever get used to," I then paused to catch my breath, "Lord Larad and Lord Asgenar, I am truly sorry if any of what I just said caused any boredom. I've always instilled boredom in any oration of mine, however informal."


	"I assure you, Jason of Earth, I found your speech most informative, and I have thoughts very similar to the last part of your speech," said Lord Larad, "I feel that I have instilled boredom proportionate to dragons in many of the speeches I've had to make."


	"Why do you say that, sir? Never in my life on Earth did I ever hear a speech which was not, in some way, boring. You probably orate better than most of the people of my time on Earth," I told him (rather shallow compliment if you consider the fact that most of the human population of Earth never has to make speeches).


	"Your words are consoling, Jason of Earth."


	"I must agree with Larad, for they are very consoling," Asgenar then looked over to where a dragon was landing, "If you will excuse us, we have other guests to greet. Good day everyone, and enjoy the festivities." His statements were echoed by Larad.


	"We will see you all at a later hour, Lords and Lady," announced Lord Warder Lytol to the departing Lord Holders and Lady Famira. "Come, Lord Jaxom, Jason, let us see who else has arrived."


	"Sir, did I handle that properly?" asked Jaxom, "I feel I said or did something wrong."


	"You did as I taught you to do," answered Lytol.


	"Jason, I did not think your telling of your past was boring, so why did you think your informal speech to Lord Larad was boring?" Jaxom asked me.


	"Well, young sir, I feel everything I say is boring, and there are many on Earth who would readily attest to that. Though, if I wrote one of them a letter, it would probably not be perceived as boring. I would not personally be telling it."


	"Oh, I think I understand," he didn't from the expression on his face.


	"Let me clarify that last statement. If I am present saying something, it is my experience that people will be bored. But, if I write the same thing in a letter, it usually is not boring. Did that help?"


	"Now, I know what you mean, sir," this time he looked as if he understood.


	"You don't need to call me 'sir', Jaxom. You are far more important than myself. Call me, Jason. Simply, Jason."


	Lord Lytol listened to us, all the while he seemed to be looking for someone. He noticed Lord Holders Corman and Oterel approaching, and told us to make ourselves ready respond to their questions. "Ah, Lord Oterel and Lord Corman. Hello. How go things?"


	Lord Corman answered first, "My Hold just sent out a nice, large head of herdbeasts to Nerat Hold and made quite a lot of marks in the deal. I must say things are going well."


	"I cannot complain myself," answered Oterel, "Fishing has been good so far. Hopefully, that will make up for all the fields which have been destroyed by Thread," he now looked over toward Jaxom and myself, "Jaxom how are you?"


	"I am doing well, sir, thank you for asking."


	Lord Corman now accorded us a glance. He looked at me intently and blew his nose. He then said, "I don't believe I've ever heard your name, young sir?"


	"I am Jason Florian Long of Earth, Lord Holder Corman."


	"I wasn't aware that Telgar acquired another Holding," he looked at Oterel for confirmation and received a blank look of confusion.


	"Earth is barely a Cothold on the Southern Continent. I am -or, rather was- the sole inhabitant."


	That sparked their interest, for Corman asked, "Where on the Southern Continent is your Cot located?"


	"I am not sure, sir. My ship wrecked there when I was but fourteen Turns old. I built Earth Hold a slow sevendays journey from the coast."


	"Then how is it you are back, and how is you were invited here?" asked Lord Oterel.


	"Well, sir, I had built a boat with a few makeshift tools, which I fashioned out of rock. As far as it got me, for I made it most of the way back before it sank. I washed up South of Ruatha River Hold and walked to Ruatha Hold. Word spread and I was invited only yesterday."


	"But why were you invited here?" asked Corman.


	"Sir, the easiest way to tell many people something is at a large gathering of people. I was invited to give my views about establishing Holdings on the Southern Continent."


	They said their good days and each walked off in separate directions muttering disbeliefs of my tale. I now asked Lytol, "Did I handle that situation correctly, sir?"


	"I think you improvised adequately in that particular situation, but what happens when you tell everyone the truth of your origins?"


	"Lords Corman and Oterel didn't believe me just now, and they probably will not believe me later either. If they bring this up again later, then I will tell them that I lied to them. If they ask why I did so, then I'll say that I did not wish to spoil the shock for everyone else. After all, my story does not need to spread across Pern in five thousand completely different versions."


	"You would be in your rights to do so under those circumstances though many may disapprove. But, all in all, it was the correct thing to do," he then resumed his search once more, his cheek leaping without cessation, "Ah, maybe the good Masterharper knows their whereabouts."


	We followed behind, making good headway through the throng of guests. Jaxom and I were surprised by Lytol's sudden stop. Without a glance at our clumsiness he then said, "Good Masterharper, have you seen F'lar or Fandarel?"


	"Not yet."


	Lytol frowned and suggested pointedly that Jaxom and I look for the young Bloods of Telgar. He then turned to say something to the Masterharper of Pern, but before he did he looked at me like he was waiting for confirmation of something.





	After we had walked a good distance away, Jaxom asked, with a whimsical expression on his face, "Do you know what they are saying, since you know so many things ahead of time?"


	"Yes, I do."


	"Well?"


	"They are talking about fire-lizards."


	"Fire-lizards?"


	"Yes."


	"Why fire-lizards?"


	"Fire-lizards can be impressed. They are related to dragons as the nursery rhymes of your planet go."


	"Wow, really?" he stopped in his tracks, so I did as well. "But why discuss them?"


	"Some fire-lizards were impressed at Southern Weyr a few days ago. F'nor of Benden Weyr impressed a queen fire-lizard while recuperating there," I paused for effect (it worked). "The other reason why they are discussing them should be coming into view any minute now," I looked at my watch to know the time of this event. Shards! (What? Already thinking Pernese!) My watch has gone dead! I thought.


	"Jason, are those fire-lizards on they're shoulders? Why would anything attach itself to Lord Meron... what happened?" he watched as I silently cursed and fiddled with my watch.


	"Nothing, except the fact that my watch's battery has just died," now I looked over at Meron and Kylara, "They practically clash, don't they? His outfit is way too orange to blend with hers." I then thought that Meron looked like a Hari Khrishna and laughed to myself as I put my useless watch back on.


	"Did you see, before they were overshadowed by Lord Meron, what the Benden Weyrleaders were wearing?"


	"Oh yeah, they're wearing green, good. I hope the happy couple like their gift."


	"What do you mean?"


	"That's right. We talked right through their echoes. Anyway, Weyrleader F'lar said something about Meron and Kylara's fire-lizards being living examples of their best wishes for them or something. He also said that the eggs are just now hard, and that they are to kept in heated sands till they crack. He also mentioned who found the eggs and that Southern Weyrleader, T'bor, brought them to him not long ago. If you listen we may catch some of the ending statements made after that announcement."


	We then heard the resounding, "Pet nothing! She ate Thread yesterday at High Reaches..." which was said by Kylara.


	"What!? 'Ate Thread'? I don't understand?" asked Jaxom dumbfounded.


	"Sorry to interrupt, but that guard is announcing something," said I.


	"I can't hear him," answered a flustered Lord Jaxom.


	"Quiet," I yelled, but the dragons roared at the same time. No one heard me, but at least everyone was QUIET. The guard repeated that the Conclave of Lord Holders was to start. All Lords made haste to the Great Hall for the Conclave.


	"Lord Lytol is looking for me, so I'll see you in a few minutes."


	"I'm easy to find. I'm one of the four people wearing green, and look for my staff," I yelled to a rapidly departing young Ruathan Lord Holder. I found myself in a quandary, for I was now "alone" in a Hold I knew little about. I mean, Lytol may be sending Jaxom on an errand which would take him a while. After a few seconds (about fifteen) of pondering what to do, I heard a "sick" guitar sound off. I whirled around to listen, and then remembered the "conversation" between Brudegan (a Journeyman Harper who'd come to Telgar with his Master) and Master Robinton. I started walking to where Masterharper Robinton was. I had only made it a tenth of the way to where he was when I heard a piercing whistle. I hurried for though I may know where he was headed I hadn't a clue as to where that was located in the Hold.





	It took me many minutes to get to where he had been and by the time I got there he was gone. I decided to wait until I saw someone recognizable before I moved again. I was the object of many stares as I stood there leaning against the wall scanning the crowd.


	"Excuse me," I turned to my right. The speaker stepped out of the knot of bent female heads and into view.


	Quite a looker, I thought as I gave her a quick once over never lingering with my gaze on any part of her well proportioned, full bosomed body.


	"We were wondering," she continued, "as to what would possess you to wear that color?" her fiery red hair bobbed as she indicated without pointing my attire.


	"I consider green a color which promotes good luck."


	"And how is that?"


	"If your fields are green and bountiful then you prosper. Therefore, green is a good luck color."


	"I see," she was "engulfed" back into the group that she had been conversing with.


	I then thought to myself, Why is it that when you are looking for someone you can't find anyone, but when you aren't then you find too many? I sighed and Jaxom came through the crowd panting.


	"You are needed to tell your tale to the Conclave while they wait for Lords Sangel and Groghe," he paused to catch his breath, "We should walk to the Great Hall for I need to regain my wind, sir. Sorry, Jason. I forgot."


	"No damage done. Lead on, young sir," I combed my hair as we walked. Jaxom told me that Lytol had had him wait by the main door until he came back out. Also, he told me that Lytol had told him that, so far, the Conclave had discussed the Wedding and approved of it with the amendment that the progeny would rule Lemos and be considered to rule Telgar if, and only if, it came into contention. He said that was all, except for a few heated remarks about acquiring fire-lizards Lytol had told him about. When we reached the door, Jaxom raised his hand to knock. I stayed his hand, and used my staff to knock on the large, metal door. I used my staff kind of like a... how can I put this... well... a very short distance battering ram. I was not trying to bring the door down though I did hit it quite hard indeed.


	Jaxom then said, "I have to provide your introduction. What do you want me to say?"


	"Introduce me as 'Jason Florian Long of Earth'. That would be more than adequate."


	"You still remember your true tale, right?"


	"I can't seem to forget anything anymore. Strange," Jaxom entered the Great Hall.


	I could easily hear him as he said, "I now present, as requested by the Conclave of Lord Holders, Jason Florian Long of Earth," I then entered and he left, closing the door after himself.


	"I understand, great sirs, that you wish to hear my tale. And you shall all hear it, but first I must clear the air with Lords Corman and Oterel," they all murmured amongst themselves. I was then, after some discussion, given permission to continue, "Lord Corman and Lord Oterel the tale you heard earlier this day was false," more murmuring.


	"Why did you inform myself... and Oterel with lies?" asked Corman with heat, though he subsided under the disapproving eyes of his peers, "Well, answer."


	"Yes, Why did you inform a Lord Holder falsely," asked Lord Meron as his fire-lizard hissed mirroring Meron's emotions.


	"Lord Meron, yes I know who you are, my reasons for doing so are simple..."


	"Then lets have them!" he sat back and his bronze squawked as it fought to keep its balance.


	"Leave the lad alone so he'll tell us, Meron," said Asgenar.


	"My reasons," I continued, "are as follows: One, If one tells anything extraordinary in public, then false versions run rampant from Hold to Hold and; Two, Why ruin the surprise?!" I waited while that found a way into even Meron's twisted mind.


	"Continue, we wish to hear all," said Larad, echoed by all.


	"Yes, lets hear it," said Meron.





	After I had finished telling my tale, no one moved an inch, not even Lytol. They all seemed to be trying to absorb the information, and were not doing well by their confused expressions. Lytol recovered first, followed by Meron, who was grinning maliciously.


	"How can you expect us," said Meron, "to believe THAT outrageous story! Next, he'll be saying he drew an inside straight on a Bitran just a sevenday ago!" the little bronze fire-lizard crooned softly to him in an ineffectual effort to soothe him.


	"Enough Meron! By what Mastersmith Fandarel told me, some of the things that Jason had could never have come from Pern. 'We lack the understanding to build such devices' said Fandarel just yesterday. I believe Jason's tale. I've never seen Master Fandarel so animated ," said Larad.


	"Jason Florian Long of Earth, I too believe your tale," announced Asgenar and he was echoed by most. Only Oterel, Corman, Raid, Sifer, Meron (of course!!), and Begamon seemed to doubt my tale, as I expected [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE OTEREL, RAID, AND BEGAMON DID COME AROUND BY OR AFTER I TOLD THE FALSE STORY].


	"I found the story he told Oterel and myself more feasible," said Corman.


	"I thought your Hold bred herdbeasts, Lord Corman," said I to the "Doubting Thomas".


	"My hold does breed herdbeasts, but what does that have to do with this?"


	"To be completely frank, sir, I thought you'd be able to spot a pile of herdbeast excrement. The reason being is that that was what I threw at you -excrement," mixed laughter from all present, "That story was concocted for any who asked about my background. To be brief -I know it's too late, Meron!- you did not believe it earlier, why believe it now?"


	"It is not as fanciful as the story you just told," he retorted, confidence, really arrogance, building as he spoke.


	"You believed that... that I fashioned tools out of rock, and cut down those Southern trees which are almost as hard!!" I paused to cool down, "Sirs, I am truly sorry for my insolence, but those Southern trees, even the softwoods, could dull the sharpest axe in no time," I reported to them all. I watched as others seemed to fall in and look at Corman scornfully.


	"I would like to hear this other story," announced Meron, "and judge it for myself."


	"Fine," I told them the other story even filling in what Oterel and Corman asked. When all had been said many were laughing, including Corman.


	"True wherry teeth, I believe the other tale much more strongly now," chortled Larad, who was seconded by many. Just then there was a fusillade of raps on the Hall door, and after Groghe and Sangel walked in they were welcomed by Larad.


	"Fort Weyrleader, T'ron, found a distance-viewer in some forgotten rooms in Fort Weyr," said Lord Groghe of Fort Hold. All were silent as he continued, "I saw the Red Star through it as plainly as you see my fist," everyone (Lytol and myself excluded) was enlivened. Meron's bronze flitted around the room once before settling back down on his shoulder after he scolded it.


	"I think an expedition to the Red Star should be discussed with Weyrleader F'lar," announced Sangel and almost everyone seconded him, "Also, we should discuss sending our younger sons to the Southern Continent for their Holds," All the same people agreed with him again.


	"Gentle sirs," I interrupted, "these are noble ideas, but the first item you suggested will never happen anytime soon."


	Groghe looked over at me and asked, "Who are you, and how do you know that?"


	"I know many things... as I told the Conclave before you arrived, sir."


	Meron broke in, "Yes, yes you did. So what. I want to see The Books you mentioned. Only then may I believe you."


	"Lord Meron," said Lytol, "I tried to read those books..."


	"I was not speaking to you, Lord Warder Lytol," Meron calmed the bronze down after it rustled its wings all the while glaring at Lytol.


	"If you'll let me finish. As I said, I tried to read those books and I could not read farther than this day. Everything written which pertains to tomorrow or later is completely illegible, like some of the oldest Record hides. I know you have all tried to read some of your older Records. Furthermore, the books Jason Florian Long of Earth wrote before coming here to Pern are blank after today. Also, if you look away from the pages and read again, there is more written..."


	"Well, I need proof."


	"Do be quiet, Meron," said Raid, amazing everyone, "the rest of us wish to hear."


	"I would like to see these books," said Asgenar, "not that I disbelieve, but simply just to see them."


	"I second that." "As do I." "Yes, yes let's see them." announced everyone slowly, and some with fervent vigor.


	"I," I interrupted, "cannot bring them here this night. Many other things are happening tonight which all here should be witness to. Also, I must add that it would be a good idea to discuss Holdings in the South with Weyrleader F'lar. He is one of the few who will listen to you instead of ignoring you."


	"I feel that an expedition to the Red Star should also be arranged with him," added Sangel, seconded by many.


	"If all is settled," asked Larad, and all said "Yes," "Then the Conclave is adjourned," Larad filled in Groghe and Sangel of all that had been discussed. Sangel and Groghe just stared blankly at me as everyone moved towards the Hall doors.


	We all walked out of the Hall. Everyone was still in a group, since these ideas were to be brought up immediately. Just after we saw F'lar and Groghe started to speak, is when the all important message arrived. Soon after that, the fight that would shape Pern for the better started.


	The fight went very well, and exactly as Anne McCaffrey wrote it, except that F'lar did not suffer much injury. He had worn wherhide underneath his attire for two reasons: One, for added protection; and Two, so he would not have to fly the Fall over Igen in T'ron's leathers. The wherhide absorbed all of the slash leaving him with a simple paper cut in comparison, and Lessa did not have to make a bandage from any part of her elegant dress. After all of the riders who were going to fight Thread had left, the arrangements for moving T'ron directly to Southern Weyr commenced.





	Later that night, maybe an hour before the Dragonriders who went to fly Fall at Igen returned, I got to meet Robinton, The Masterharper of Pern. Lytol had told him my tale ahead of time, but Master Robinton wanted to hear it once more. This time though, he wanted to hear it from me, and I was ecstatic to be able to meet and tell him.


	After all had been said and most questions were answered, he stood for a moment looking thoughtful.


	"Do you know for certain if it is truly impossible for you to incur injury? That would seem to be the best way to verify your dreams, correct?" he asked.


	"To be truly frank, as I have usually been of late, I could not just try to run myself through. If I am not hurt then Rachalie is right, but if he is wrong... then I am simply dead. The only way I will 'test' my immortality is with a doctor present," he gave me a puzzled look, "Excuse me, I meant Healer. You seem, on Earth a doctor is one who heals, so he/she is also a Healer and vice versa. In short, on Earth the titles are interchangeable. I think I confused myself," I gave my head a good jolt -it helped, "How about yourself, sir?"


	"Not one jot of confusion here. I understood completely. Also, I am sure the Masterhealer would be present if you but asked him to. It would be of monumental importance and significance to yourself and many others	 -myself included- for you to find out about your immortality," said the Master of Harpers.


	"Master Robinton, to be truthful, even if Master Oldive were here presently, I doubt I would have the courage to 'test' my immortality. I have never been one for pain."


	"But if your dreams are true, then you will not even be scratched."


	"You know something, you're absolutely right. I should go ahead and try. I mean, I don't have to try to kill myself! A small cut would be enough to, to prove the point!" I searched my mind for possible minor injury devices (knives, etc.) that no one else but myself would ever touch... The list was short and nothing was here presently (for my bayonet has no edge), so I then told him, "Sir, would you be willing to... no, I can't invite you to a Hold, or anywhere where I am but a guest."


	"Speak up. What were you going to propose? Perhaps Oldive and myself going to Ruatha tomorrow -after the meeting at Benden Weyr of course- and officiating as you 'test' yourself? Lytol and I already spoke of this, and he is agreeable though he does not like the idea of you 'testing' your immortality. All I need to do is ask the Masterhealer."


	"Now that that matter is out of the way, sir, why were you so upset moments before Lytol and yourself spoke for the second time this day?"


	"Quite observant of you. I was distraught because with so many guests having left to fight Thread -which has, of late, been falling out of sequence- I have not been able to sing my songs. They were written specifically for this occasion," he looked totally down-trodden.


	"Well, sir," I started, "you have heard of the books I brought, have you not?"


	"Yes, I have, and I would like to see them some time."


	"In these books are a few excerpts from some of Pern's best Teaching Songs and Ballads."


	"Continue."


	"The songs and ballads, which are written in the books, are not whole. That fact makes them a little frustrating and annoying."


	"Not to be rude, but is this heading somewhere?"


	"Yes. I was wondering if perhaps you would sing a few for me so I can hear how they really should sound? I know my voice is nothing in comparison to yours. I know not the pitches, or for that matter any of the notes in these songs."


	"If you have the titles -or even a part of the lyrics- I will sing them for you. Give me a title of one of the songs you would like to hear."


	"I'm not sure if you would want to sing the one I have in mind. It is supposed to be awkward."


	"Is this song by any chance 'The Question Song'?"


	"Yes sir, that is the song I was referring to. If you would rather sing another that would suit me just fine."


	"Oh, it is not a problem. I will sing the song if you will first sing it how you think it should be," he paused to ponder something, "Do you require an instrument?" he made to hand me his guitar.


	"No, Master Robinton, I do not, though I would rather sing with fewer people around. I wish not to offend anyone, who wishes not to be offended."


	"Few of these people are even listening to our conversation. They are too enthralled in their own conversations. Still, if you would rather have a quieter place to sing, I think it could be arranged."


	"I will sing here. The crowd is thinning out. Maybe they heard us. Oh well, here I go," I sang it the way I thought it should be sung.





The Question Song


(as written in _Dragonflight_ by Anne McCaffrey c 1968)


[NOTE THIS IS WRITTEN AS I THINK IT IS SUNG]


Gone-a-way, gone-a-head,


Ech-oes-roll-un-an-swe-réd.


Emp-ty, o-pen, dus-ty, dead,


Why-have-all-the-Weyr-folk-fled?





Where-have-dra-gons-gone-to-geth-er?


Lea-ving-Weyrs-to-wind-and-weath-er?


Set-ting-herd-beasts-free-of-teth-er?


Gone, our-safe-guards, gone, but-whith-er?





Have-they-flown-to-some-new-Weyr


Where-cru-el-Threads-some-oth-ers-fear?


Are-they-worlds-a-way-from-here?


Why, oh, why, the-emp-ty-Weyr?





	He listened intently, seeming to follow the rhythm I was keeping. When I had finished, he clapped and so did someone behind me. I turned around but could barely see the person for the crowd.


	"Robinton," said the woman behind me, "did you change how the song is supposed to be sung? It sounds much less... awkward now -and better. I commend your reasoning."


	"Ah, Lady Lessa, I thank you for your praise, but this lad," he motioned toward myself, "did all the thinking -and singing- on his own."


	"My apologies, young sir, I simply thought your Master..." she stopped to hear what Robinton had tried to tell her, "Oh, I had thought he was a Harper."


	"Lady Lessa," I explained, "I wish I were a Harper, for if I were that would have sounded much better."


	"Manners, I must be forgetting them," Lessa and I disagreed with that, "This lad is Jason Florian Long of Earth, and he is not from Pern."


	"So you are the one that F'lar wishes to thank personally. I, myself wish to thank you for your insight in that matter."


	"Would you be so kind as to tell Lady Lessa your tale so she can hear it first hand, Jason of Earth? I know she overheard the Conclave but..." he shrugged.


	"Why, I would be delighted (and I was) to recite my tale to The Weyrwoman," I did -of course [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO MIGHT BE PUZZLED, LYTOL HAD TOLD LESSA A SHORTENED VERSION OF MY TALE WHICH ONLY TOLD OF THE FACT THAT I WAS NOT FROM PERN AND THAT I'M IMMORTAL, AND SHE WAS LISTENING IN ON THE MEETING OF THE LORD HOLDERS]. After all the times I had said it recently, it was starting to fall into an easy rhythm. When I had finished, she sat down in the other chair at our table.


	"Well, that certainly was interesting. Tell me, do you know if you can't be harmed?"


	"Master Robinton and I were discussing that a while ago ourselves. After the meeting tomorrow the good Masterharper is coming to Ruatha to oversee and officiate as I 'test' my immortality."


	"Would not that be dangerous if you are not immortal?"


	"It will be a minor test. Of no major risk in either case, Lady Lessa."


	"As for the singing," Robinton started, "Jason wanted to hear a few of our Teaching Songs in their entirety. He asked me to sing the previously sung song because he did not think it was all that awkward. So I asked him to sing it first so I could hear how he thought it should be, and I am very glad that I did. Jason, you do not sing all that badly... for an untrained voice."


	"My mother always told me that. You see, she had been in a choir for many years, and she had taken classes in voice."


	"She sounds," reported Lessa, "like she was a wise woman."


	"She had her strong points. For example she could -and did- build her own cabinets, tables, etcaetera."


	"Might I inquire as to her singing voice?" asked the Masterharper.


	"It was quite wonderful to hear, I assure you, sir. She was a very good soprano. Come to think of it, she was first soprano. And, sir, speaking of singing... " he broke me off.


	"I understand. My turn," he sang it as it was written to be sung (honestly it sounded like -this will sound silly, and I know it does- his guitar was sick. So much discordance (like I would know)). As he finished, the remnants of the crowd stopped staring and resumed their interrupted conversations. "That is how it is supposed to sound. I, for one, prefer how you rendered the piece to how it was written. Such an awkward song."


	"Remember, sir, their was a reason for its awkwardness. It had a purpose," I winced as I remember that Lessa hates to be reminded of its purpose which had been for her to bring the Oldtimers forward four hundred Turns to the present.


	Lessa then put in, "Can we please not talk about its purpose. I wish I had never heard that wretched song!"


	"My apologies Lady Lessa, I meant not to upset or offend," said I in placatory tones.


	"My sincerest apologies as well Lady Lessa," said Robinton. She accepted our apologies and Robinton then added -mostly to himself, "Maybe if the song was altered and renamed..."


	"What did you say, sir?" I asked.


	"Oh, I had not realized that I was speaking aloud. I was suggesting modifying the song so it is no longer awkward and renaming it... no, just modifying the name would suffice."


	"But, how would you modify the song? How does one change an awkward song or ballad into a standard one?" asked Lessa, showing a renewed interest in this discussion.


	"Our friend here has already done that. All that remains now is to come up with a suitable name. Jason, since you came up with the new phrasing so to speak, you get to choose a new name for it.


	"That is," I stated, "a difficult question. How about... no, that's stupid... too stereotypical... I have it!"


	"Enlighten us, young sir, what is this name that you have chosen?"


	"How about calling it 'The Song of Inquiry' that way it keeps its name, but yet is not quite the same. What do you think Master Robinton?"


	"First and foremost, it is not grammatically correct, but then again, the general populace does not usually care about grammar," with that he took another sip of wine [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE I DID NOT MENTION HIS WINE BEFORE SIMPLY BECAUSE MASTERHARPER ROBINTON ALWAYS HAS WINE -IF IT IS THE RIGHT TIME OF DAY- AT "SPECIAL" OCCASIONS].


	"Robinton," said Lessa, "it is not like you to be evasive."


	"I am not being evasive!"


	"Then could you tell Jason and myself your decision on the name he has suggested?"


	"Oh, it is a perfect name, even if its grammar is not. Now, tomorrow we will write down its new notes. Of course, that will be after the talks at Benden Weyr."


	"That is an excellent idea, sir," said I.


	"Now, what song would you like to hear next. I need something to do to pass the time since I can not sing my songs," he said before he downed his glass.





	After Robinton had sung many of the songs I requested -and I sang a few to him as I thought they were supposed to be sung, he seemed to get progressively more and more preoccupied. Lessa was very concerned, for he seemed quite dejected.


	"Master Robinton?"


	"Yes, Jason? Did you want me to sing another song or ballad? Remember, you first," he gave forth a near mirthless laugh.


	"No, sir, that is not what I wanted to ask. Lady Lessa and myself were worried about your state of health. Are you feeling alright?"


	"To tell you the truth, I am still depressed because I can not sing my songs. I wrote them specifically for this occasion."


	"But Master Robinton, you could still sing your songs, there are plenty of people in attendance at this very moment."


	"Jason, I think I understand," said Benden's Weyrwoman, "If Robinton goes ahead and starts the riders who flew the Fall might come back during his singing, or they could come back after he has finished, and he would have to repeat his songs. What if a song was already repeated and few wished to hear it again, or the songs are not liked at all after being repeated many times? Though, to my knowledge, there have been few instances when the Masterharper's songs were not wanted. They are always pleasing to the ear."


	"As I too must agree... " I added.


	"I thank you both," he answered, seemingly back to his normal self, "How long has the Fall lasted so far?"


	"I could tell you, sir, but my watch's battery is dead. The only problem with that is it was a new battery!"


	"That is very strange. New things never wear out quickly unless they are supposed to," interjected Lessa, "Take riding straps for instance. They last months depending on how much betweening one does."


	"My watch battery was still working this morning, and it was still working when Lord Warder Lytol, Jaxom, and myself arrived here," I paused to calculate, "In less than thirty minutes -I assume- it was dead. I looked at my watch to see the time when Lord Meron and Southern Weyrwoman Kylara arrived. It was completely dead, for the read out -this part here," I pointed it out to them, "was as it is now -totally blank. And furthermore the clock part," this I pointed out to them as well -they, of course, recognized the format, "was totally still. The second hand is still immobile."


	"Jason Florian Long of the Planet Earth," intoned Robinton in a decisive formal tone, "I have come to the conclusion that only your friend, Rachalie, could give you the answer you desire to that question," now a smile crept over his face, "I'm not even sure what a battery is -let alone a watch battery."


	"Well, sir, a 'battery' is what provides the power in Mastersmith Fandarel's distance-writer. All those pots are the 'battery' of the distance-writer. Now, a 'watch battery' is about the size of my index finger nail and they usually last anywhere from a ye- Turn to a Turn and a half."


	"That is quite a long time," said Lessa, "for something so small."


	"What mystifies me is, did your ancestors... no, my descendants... put it this way, our relatives ever come up with a power source as small as my watch battery which could run for decades or even centuries? It really makes you think, does it not?"





	We talked like this for about another ten to fifteen minutes after which Lessa departed to wait for F'lar. After the dragonriders returned, the festivities went well. The food was exquisite [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE ALMOST ANY FOOD WILL TASTE GOOD IF YOU'D NOT EATEN FOR OVER TWENTY-FOUR HOURS. NOW DON'T GET ME WRONG, IT WAS OFFERED BUT AT THE TIME I JUST WAS NOT HUNGRY], and I even got to meet Kylara -oh, joy, (not!). She wanted to know if what she had heard the night before was true, so I told her that it was. She had been semi alone at the time -Lord Meron was waiting a few feet away, obviously not wanting to speak with me again- and she was trying to 'snare' me as she had snared many other men no doubt. Kylara was more than likely trying to find out other things from me, but I guessed that and was completely -no, more like mostly- unresponsive to her ploys.


	When I excused myself from her presence a few minutes later to go talk to Lytol -he was trying to acquire my attention a few meters away with his cheek a-twitch- I distinctly heard her angrily huff and stomp over to where Meron was standing. Lytol had wanted to show me where the three of us were to sleep that night because Lytol, Jaxom, and myself were guaranteed rooms within the Hold proper. When we reached the room, I took note of the fact that it had a window. The room was not just one room, but three rooms in one: the main room -which is as large as the two smaller ones combined- contains a window with shutters, the only sink in the "multiroom", and the larger of the three beds; the two other rooms are identical with roughly queen sized beds and each had a separate press for clothing, but one had a window and the other did not (for it did not have a wall which was part of the face of the Hold). I chose the latter of the two as my room.


	"Interesting choice," asked Lytol after I told him my preference, "did you choose it for location or for sink access?"


	"None of the above. I made my decision on the grounds that it does not have a window."


	"Explain."


	"I prefer sounds and/or someone waking me up. Sunlight and I simply do not agree in the morning- or any other part of the day."


	"Then Jaxom or myself will wake you tomorrow morning."


	"Makes sense to me, sir."


	"Also I must point out that there will be more than just yourself, Jaxom, and I sleeping here this night, so do not be startled by anyone entering your room. By the way if you talk to Rachalie and end up talking in your sleep, we can not hear. The walls here are of the same rock as Ruatha so they absorb sound quite well. You could talk in normal tones and we'll not hear a word, but if you cry out we will be in the room quickly."


	"But what about the other occupants? Won't they hear?"


	"Most of the others will probably be too drunk to care," he paused to try to reclaim my attention, for I had started exploring my room, "Advice should be listened to."


	"What was that, sir?"


	"I said that advice should be listened to," his cheek slowed and he repeated his warning, "Remember watch your tone in your dreams in case you talk in your sleep."


	"I'm truly sorry to interrupt, sir, but the only things I do in my sleep are dream and snore. And I'm not truly sure that I snore."


	"Whatever the case, if you call out, we will wake you."


	"I understand, sir. I'll try to remember," on that note we started back downstairs.


	After the first flight of stairs the Ruathan Lord Warder asked, "What was Weyrwoman Kylara talking to you about?"


	"She had asked me whether what she was told about tomorrow was true."


	"And you told her 'yes', correct?" I nodded, "What else did she say to you?"


	"Kylara was basically attempting to get me alone somewhere. I must admit that it was very tempting, but I saw through to her real scheme."


	"And what pray tell did you think that was?"


	"I believe she was trying to pry information out of me. I saw the scenario on Earth often enough: sneaky woman wants information from guy, so she gets guy to fall in love with her. Nextly, she refuses to make love to him unless he tells her what she wants to know and he stupidly tells her. They then usually have sex and she keeps him 'on a chain' so to speak in case he learns anything else she wants to know. It is quite easy to see through."


	"What if she had been in earnest and only really wanted you?"


	"Then I still would have said 'no'. I've read of how she can be in The Books," I shivered at the thought.


	"Truly. Well, if someone here is more to your fancy then you don't have to worry. As I said before, the walls absorb sound quite well. We probably won't hear a thing."


	"Sir, I must say that is quite surprising to here from you... but then again all that The Books say about you is that you are primarily emotionless," I paused to take several breaths, "Anyway, sir, I pledge my heart to one woman until she does something which I completely deplore. Then and only then will I start trying to find someone else. In all the females I have known I have only liked/loved five of them."


	"That is quite a short list, that is unless they were all from only one Turn."


	"Oh no, sir! I am not like that. No," I started counting them off on my fingers, "the first, I liked from the age of six until the age of nine -well halfway through age nine. My second love was from the latter part of my ninth Turn until I was part way into age eleven. Thirdly, from late age eleven until age twelve when she moved. I was crushed. The next one came some time later, and I liked her from late age thirteen to age fourteen. The problem with her was she ignored me. The last one was from age fifteen to... I'm not sure. Anyway, she was quite beautiful, but she fell in love with another. I then gave completely up. I don't remember much after that. That, sir, is my romantic life in a nutshell, and I wondered what turned me onto each of them after I had given up. Not a single one of them was serious."


	"Then it is my understanding that you have never been to bed with a woman as of yet, correct?"


	"Regrettably so."


	"Have no fear some woman can be quite persuasive -especially if they are drunk."


	"As I said before, sir, my heart is already pledged to another at the moment," I then said, "And speaking of the one I love, though she does not know..." I then had a small reflective pause, "have you found out anything?"


	"Yes, and you may not like this."


	"Go ahead, sir, I believe I can handle it."


	"I warned you. She is presently seeing Dorse, Jaxom's milk-brother."


	"Please continue, sir. I really would like to know."


	"Alright, it does not appear serious and Brand says that she does not and has not liked Dorse for over seven months now. That is all that Brand has heard on this," he paused, "I asked Deelan to talk with Mirrina's mother, the Hold's birthing woman, and Deelan said that she told her that Mirrina has not been to bed with Dorse. Mirrina's mother also said that her daughter will not and that Mirrina has adamantly said many times that if Dorse makes any more advances she will not see him ever again. So, it seems to me, Jason Florian Long of Earth, your chances of getting into her favor are quite high."


	"Sir, I thank you for such encouraging news. I only hope she is interested in me."


	"I'm sure that her mother would be happy for any kind of change in Mirrina's mood. Deelan was told that lately Mirrina has been greatly depressed and the women in the kitchen say that her work is falling off," he started to add something but stopped.


	I, of course, did notice, and proceeded to ask, "Lord Warder, when do you think would be the best time for a tour of Ruatha?" I had a feeling that was what he did not want to tell me a second ago.


	"I was not going to tell you until later, but it is already planned for tomorrow morning. Your tour will probably take up all the time before Masterharper Robinton and myself get to Ruatha after the meeting at Benden Weyr. You are to meet Mirrina at the old stables one hour -approximately- after the morning meal," he now paused, "By the way, be prepared to walk."


	"Why is that, sir?"


	"Brand told her to be thorough, so you will see the entire Hold proper."


	"Except, of course, 'the bowels of the Hold.' Am I correct, sir?"


	After a few (thousand) excited twitches he said, "That is correct, and I strongly suggest you stay away from down there. Understand?!" he asked calmly though his cheek was repeatedly breaking the sound barrier [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE, I KNOW THE PREVIOUS STATEMENT WAS ABSURD. I KNOW BECAUSE I PUT IT THERE. IT WAS MEANT TO BE ABSURD. FOR MORE DETAILS SEE PAGE 301].


	I was still undaunted by his disguised order, so I asked, "What if others went with me, and we mapped as we went along? We might even find other rooms like the ones in Benden Weyr. After all Ruatha Hold was the second one built -and the one with better planning. The Ancient-timers were no longer running from the lava flow of an extremely large volcano..." I then realized what I had just said and I prayed that he had been too set in negating my plan that he had not heard me mention the volcano.


	"No, it would still be too dangerous... wait a minute, what volcano are you referring to?" he had heard me, and he seemed determined to find out what I was talking about.


	"Oh, it is nothing, sir, don't worry about it. It is not important."


	"You would not be holding some valuable piece of information back would you?" he was nicely set into an 'I want to know what is going on' stance.


	"Sir, what you are asking, I can not reveal to you. It is not something that will be known for over two ye -Turns from now. Why can I never get that right?" I added to myself.


	"It is probably too set into your thinking. For example I am quite set on finding out about this... this volcano. Where is it located?"


	"Sir, if you keep pursuing the issue, I'll be forced to make you forget it. Now, please sir, I know you will not mention this again. Don't press, I can't tell you until much later. So please don't ask me again, sir."


	"I will not ask again if you simply tell me. I will not repeat it to another soul."


	"I have your word on this Lord Warder?"


	"You will have it if it does not entail someone's life or death."


	"It does not," that was the truth -most of it anyway.


	"Then tell me, for you have my word as a Lord Warder that I will not tell another what you will now tell me."


	"Okay, sir, it is like this..." I told him all about it. Everything, including how the area was discovered, D'ram's flight back twenty-five years because of his Weyrwoman's death, Jaxom's acquisition of the illness firehead while trying to find D'ram, and of course Jaxom's impression of the unique white dragon, Ruth. When I had finished his cheek slowed a bit though it was still breaking speed records left and right.


	"Jason, I can not in conscience keep that information a secret," he paused to remember something, "Earlier you mentioned that you could make me forget. How is that possible?"


	"Remember when I told you about Rachalie?"


	"Of course."


	"Well, last night he talked to me during my dreams and he taught me the technique he used to put me asleep. That technique is called 'The Lightning Maneuver," I then looked around to see who might be listening in on our conversation and no one was even looking at us. The Telgar Harper, Chad, was on the stage singing. I also noticed that Master Robinton had moved to the Harper's table which was closer to the stage. The Masterharper was listening intently to Chad and he seemed much happier than he had been earlier. Everyone was listening to Chad -except Lytol and myself, but I still felt like someone -many someones actually- was staring at me. So on a silly whim I looked up, and half the dragons on the fire heights were staring back at me.


	"It seems that you have quite a large audience," said Lytol looking up as well, "You even have Mnementh and Ramoth's attention... are you alright?" asked Lytol cheek moving at an alarming rate.


	"I'm fine -now."


	"What happened? You nearly fell over backwards."


	"A second ago, about half -maybe more of the dragons, on the heights, asked me to continue with what I was saying. So as requested, I will continue. The Lightning Maneuver has thousands of applications from curing or causing disease to changing someone's mind -literally, but Rachalie said that on immortals all it can do is put them to sleep, change some physical qualities -like eye color, emotion addition and removal, and memory change like adding memories or blocking them... hmmm."


	"I would like for you to remove the memories of when you told me about the volcano. I should not have asked you to tell me. I should have just left it alone when you asked me not to press the issue."


	"It is not your fault, sir. All humans are curious to some degree. If we weren't, then no one would ever have wanted to travel, and neither of us would have been born."


	"I still would like that memory removed or blocked. Keeping it a secret will prove too difficult for me. Do it now while no one besides the dragons are watching."


	"Sir, in conscience, I can not."


	"Might I ask why."


	Yes, why can you not do this thing, it hurts him deeply to remember it, said Ramoth -I believe (it did, after all, sound like Lessa shouting down a tunnel).


	"One at a time please!" I paused to laugh, "Now, sir -and whoever that was up there- the reason why I can't is because I've never tried it before. I know how to do it, but I have not had any practice yet. I would not wish to make a mistake. We are talking about your mind."


	"I'm willing to take the chance. Do what must be done. I trust you," he closed his eyes and stood there -waiting.


	You will not make a mistake, Jason. You worry too much. He needs you to do this. He has enough trouble remembering Larth.


	Shocked, for my name was used, I wondered -once again- which dragon that was.


	I am Ramoth. You should not be worrying. You should be helping him forget.


	"What is the delay? Is it done? No, I still remember."


	"Sorry for the wait, sir. I was conversing with queen Ramoth. Now, just close your eyes, and listen to whoever is on the stage at the moment," I now prepared my mind to do the erasure by mentally chanting, You will not remember your conversation with Jason about the volcano, (a little long I know, but that is what must be thought to do this) and I brought the staff to the ready position... pulled my arm back chanting louder mentally... and struck screaming it in my mind... it was done and I sat back down, spent [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE, I DID NOT HIT LYTOL. I CAME WITHIN FIVE INCHES OF HIS HEAD THOUGH. AS STATED IN RACHALIE'S DIRECTIONS ON THE MANEUVER].


	"Why are my eyes closed?" he opened them again.


	He no longer remembers... said Ramoth sounding slightly awed -though I doubt it.


	Amazing, said many others who were unmistakably awed.


	"Lord Warder, what do you remember last?"


	"I remember showing you our rooms, and walking down the stairs with you telling me your romantic history. I also remember you telling me about your Lightning Maneuver... I remember why I closed my eyes now!" (remember, the exclamation point does not mean he is excited or even happy).


	I now dreaded that I made mistake, even as I asked, "What do you remember the reason as being?"


	"I remember asking you to remove a memory. It must have worked, for I do not remember what I asked you to remove. And Jason, before you tell me, do not."


	"Sir?" he baffled me beyond belief with that last statement because I couldn't fathom his meaning.


	"I said do not tell me the memory I had you remove. If I wanted it removed in the first place, why tell me what it was and have to remove it again."


	"That makes a lot of sense, sir," I now remembered something I had neglected to ask, "Oh, sir, do you know how many people may end up staying in the room with us tonight?"


	"Quite a lot judging by the numbers that are already present," he now looked over at the stage and we saw that Chad had finished his set. It would soon be Masterharper Robinton's turn since he had the Grand Finale, "Come, let us move closer. And you must be parched to have said all that. I know I am."


	"My throat would be delighted," said I as we walked closer to the stage. My throat was so parched that acid would have been soothing.





	After Lytol and I had each drank about five glasses of wine each, I made a wagerless bet that I could out drink him. In the end, I did out drink him, but I was so out of it that I took a decently drunk young woman of about twenty-three Turns up to my "room". All this Rachalie never told of me though he did have a good laugh at the state I was in that night in my dreams.


	"Rachalie please don't laugh. It sounds like thunder in my aching skull. How much did I drink last night?"


	"The quantity is unimportant, what is important is you have won your first bet. Congratulations!" he now rummaged around in his... I don't know how to describe it. It's like a cross between a cloak, a martial artist's suit, and something that only a druid would wear, for it had a very large hood. Well, anyway, he pulled a small box out of his sleeve and opened it. He then said as he crossed the distance to meet me, "Here, you will need this," he emptied the box into my hand.


	"A pill, sir? Is this for my headache?"


	"Well, yes and no."


	"Spit it out Rachalie. You know I hate your riddles. They're so vague."


	"Well, I thank you. I'll try to make them worse," he laughed again -more thunder, "Go ahead and swallow it."


	"That helped me a lot, sir, thank you... wait a minute it is still in my hand. How is that possible?"


	"That is where the 'no' part comes in. It will be in your hand when you wake up in the morning, and that is when you will really take it. Right now it's only psychosomatic for you only think you feel better."


	"Sir, I have a question..."


	"Can we please drop this 'sir' garbage! I've been called 'sir' long enough! It is making me sick! I know you've gotten people to stop calling you 'sir' so do me the same courtesy, please!"


	"I'm am truly sorry Rachalie. I'll try to remember not to call you 'sir'," then I remembered my question, "Rachalie, my question..."


	"Ask away, ask away."


	"Well, you see my watch here," I showed him and told him the obvious problem, "Why won't it work? It was doing fine after we got to this Hold and then twenty to thirty minutes later it was dead. What happened? It was a new battery."


	"Ah, well, you see... time caught up with your battery because I forgot to shield it. If I had remembered it, your battery would have lasted for all eternity."


	"Do you have a shielded replacement? I need my watch."


	"Give me your watch. I'll replace the battery and repair it to where it will be as good as new. Waterproofing to twenty miles..."


	"What?" I managed to remember to keep my voice down, "It was only resistant to fifty meters, not twenty miles under water."


	"If you'll let me finish. Now, as I said, waterproofing to twenty miles so that it could even survive in space. You see, it will have a constant internal pressure along with all the other proofs imaginable. Don't ask," he gave me this look which seemed to command obedience.


	It was then that I noticed his eyes turn red. And when I say red I don't mean from staying up all night. It was not that kind of red. I mean a true bright red, like it was their natural color. Upon noticing that I was staring, they changed green, and a smile lit his face.


	"I know what you are thinking, your thinking 'How can his eyes do that?'. It's really quite simple. I changed them to where they show emotions, kind of like a mood ring. You do know what a mood ring is, don't you?"


	"Of course I know what a mood ring is, but I was thinking that your eyes are more like..."


	"A dragon's, right? That's where a friend of mine got the idea and I copied him. Well... at least he told me that is where he got the idea. I've learned a great many things from that friend."


	"Another question of mine is, when was I really taken from Earth. I know it wasn't after a heart attack at the age of one hundred, was it?"


	"Good! You are progressing as I hoped. I knew I'd have to tell you the truth soon enough. You see, the mental wall I used to block the truth was very weak. It was only a matter of time..."


	"I really would like to hear the complete truth. It would be so refreshing to be able to tell the complete tale of my arrival..."


	"Okay, okay, will you please let me" I nodded vigorously, "In truth, as you have discovered, you weren't brought here after you had died on Earth. I brought you from the Earth -don't interrupt- one day when you were walking somewhere. I came up to you asking where you got the staff which is presently leaning against your room wall. I also expressed my joy in finding another person who daily walks around with a staff as you walked me to the park where you cut it down. And it was as we passed where the 'Sliver' appears that I put you to sleep."


	"But what about my talk with GOD. Is that another lie?"


	"No, that happened after I put you out, because, to tell you the truth, I killed you in a sense. I then brought you between to the place where you woke up. I brought you there at about nine in the morning Ruatha time so when you woke up a few hours later you would be 'thawed' out from that tremendous leap between. And the rest you already know."


	"Well, I'm glad I never changed my story from the first time I told it, for there would have been three versions of it already. I have one last question, sir -I mean Rachalie."


	"Shoot."


	"What is that your wearing? You look like a flying karate monk."


	"Oh this," I nodded, "I made it Turns ago.


	"Is that thing comfortable?"


	"Yes, it was a uniform I once wore when I served to protect a civilization from the brink of war."


	"Sounds terrible."


	"Oh boy was it ever, but enough about me. I want you to memorize this list of numbers," I accepted the list, "Oh, by the way, good job with the Lord Warder of Ruatha. Would not have expected one so new to the trade to do so well. Good job." he thumped me on my back as I studied the list.


	"What are the numbers for? They look like combinations."


	"That they are. Those combinations are to the crates that you have not been able to open," he sighed, "Well, I must be going now, but before I go I'll tell you one last thing."


	"And what is that, my equally immortal friend."


	"For one, please never say that again, and two you will only see me five more nights this month and once a month after that."


	"Why?"


	"Simply put, you would get sick of my constant interruptions of your dreams, and we would get bored talking to each other. See you later."


	"One more thing, did I really change my destiny with all the spells I tried to cast to get me here to Pern?"


	"GOD only knows, and I do not see Him very often. Oh, and another thing, you won't find your balsa dragons or your dragon necklace in the crates. Bye for now."


	"Good-bye my equally immortal friend!" I called just before he vanished. He then told me to shut up and he left.


�



CHAPTER THREE





	The next morning The Headache To End All Headaches was back like a bad haircut, so I dressed and crept out of the room to the sink. I then took The Pill, which was in my hand, and crept back into the room to rest until The Pill took effect. There were about five other people in the room two couples who were sleeping on the floor and a young red head who was sleeping on the other side of the bed.


	I lay there for twenty minutes. It truly was twenty minutes, for my watch said so. That surprised me to no end, for my watch really told me the time. Though it was very loud it did not wake anyone. My exclamation of surprise did however wake the young red head who then smiled at me. She seemed vaguely familiar.


	"You were wonderful last night. Ready to go again? I am," she leaned over and kissed me. That was an easy task for her, since I was still trying to remember who she was. I then remembered that she was the one who had asked why I had worn green.


	"I don't remember anything from last night," not entirely true for I did have a rather nebulous picture of Lytol, with his head on a table snoring lustily, some men picking him up and led by Master Robinton escorting the Ruathan Warder into the Hold. I also had an equally unintelligible image of a young woman leading me up the stairs to my room begging me to do something with me protesting that I couldn't. As to what I hadn't the foggiest notion -not even now that I was cold sober.


	"Oh!" her smile turned more sensual, "I could help you remember."


	I was saved from answering because someone rapped lightly at the door.


	"Jason," whispered Jaxom, nearly silent at the door, "Jason are you awake?"


	"If you will excuse me," I got up, crept to the door, and opened it, "Yes?" I drawled, sounding like an English butler out of an old movie.


	"We are leaving now. Lytol told me to wake you."


	"Just let me get my staff and cloak, and I'll be ready to leave," I started creeping back inside the room as Jaxom closed the door.


	She intercepted me, and asked, "Are you leaving?" she seemed truly saddened when I said that I was, "I was hoping we'd... well, here you go," she took off what she was wearing -my cloak, "I'll get your staff. It's on the other side of the bed," she crawled right across the bed to the other side. She handed me my staff across the bed, grabbed her clothes -for she wasn't wearing a stitch, and asked me to wait while she dressed. She whispered the following as she dressed, "I want to see you off -Jason was it? Nice name. Mine is Illana," she paused to think about the Egg knows what, "I still find it hard to believe that you absorbed all that wine last night. You beat the Ruathan Lord Warder. I was impressed... wait a minute you should have a colossal headache right now. Are you feeling okay?" she waited while I told her that I took something to keep it down until later, "Well, whatever it was, it worked. You almost collapsed coming up the stairs, but I'm glad you were feeling better once we got up here," she smiled sensually again as she finished the last bit of lacing on her beautiful dress. Just in time too, for Lytol knocked at the door.


	"Jason are you ready to leave yet? May I come in?"


	I looked at Illana. She shrugged, so I said, "You may enter, sir. I am just now ready to leave," she crossed the distance to me as Lytol entered the room.


	"That is what I came to tell you about. You don't have to leave immediately. I talked it over with Lord Larad, and he said that Jaxom and yourself are welcome to have your morning meal here. A drudge will come about in about an hour to serve you..." in that instant the man sleeping on the left side of the bed on the floor woke, saw us, woke the others -which were probably friends of his, and they all left, "That was sudden. Well, as I said a drudge will be coming up in about an hour..." I interrupted him to tell him that my watch was working, so I would know when the hour was up. "Oh, Your watch is already working. Did your friend Rachalie repair it?"


	"Yes, he took it in my dreams last night and it was back on my wrist when I woke up."


	"Interesting," he paused for a few twitches, "By the way, the Dragonrider, who will be taking you back, will be having his meal with you, but his brown will eat before he does. Since that is the case he'll be a little late," another twitch filled pause, "One last thing before I leave -well two. The first is for you not to be surprised if Jaxom is not here when the food arrives. He said that he'd be off with the young Bloods of Telgar until that time. He left a few minutes ago. The second thing is that you should remember that you do have a tour in -Ruatha is one hour back so it is presently..."


	"Four o'clock there."


	"Yes, and the morning meal is at seven, so you have four hours until your tour."


	"Then I will leave in three hours and forty-five minutes. I had better set my watch alarm or I'll forget," I hit the button -the mode button- once to change the setting, and jumped back two feet as it -my watch- asked me which function I wanted.


	"What happened?" asked Illana as I got up from the bed (as it would seem the bed was only a foot and a half behind me).


	"My watch... did you not hear it?"


	"I heard nothing," said Lytol.


	"What did it say Jason?" asked Illana intrigued.


	"It asked me what function I wanted... there it is again," they still showed me blank looks as I asked if they had heard it, "Should I answer it?" a choral "yes" from the both of them prompted the next statement, "I would like to set the alarm... there's no response! It just asked me for the function again. Oh, I wish Rachalie had left instructions," then it dawned on me, "Maybe he did! I'll just turn up the lights..."


	"Got it," thanks to Illana, the glowbasket started shedding more light into the dim room, "Is this what we're looking for?" she handed what she had found to me -a small hide folder.


	I examined the small folder, opened it, and read the only page in it aloud, "It says and I quote:


"Read this before attempting to operate your greatly improved watch.


	"Too late for that." I said disgusted.


	"What else does it say?" asked Illana looking at me with a frown because of the previous statement.


"There are 4 things you must know and remember which are:


1) Only you can hear it, for it speaks directly to your mind.


2) The mode button is now the 'set function' button. Use this to tell the watch to do things (*note= for the time -or date- just ask yourself the time -or date- it will tell you -example, 'I wonder what time/day it is?' or 'Time.')


3) The start-stop button activates the computer-like functions (*note= it has an ultra miniature memory core which has almost everything you can think of -from Earth- preprogrammed. This goes for history, science, simulations, games, etc.). Remember, it displays everything in your mind. Also you may ask it questions, and it has every printed book on file. So don't hesitate to listen to a good book every now and then (*note= it uses different voices for each part. These voices you can change if you don't like them, and it can accept voices you hear).


4) If you really need to see in the dark, press the button next to the part which reads 'analog set' -don't be startled. Also, if others must see the watch's output, press the button next to the part which reads 'water sports', and a cord will exit through the top of the watch. This cord is to be connected to the interface port on an item in an orange colored crate in your room in Ruatha. A holographic image will then be generated approximately one handspan above the device.





Signed Rachalie.





p.s. Don't be confused by all this. It 			is truly simple.





p.p.s. Don't ask it about me it does 


not know who I am except for story 


references.





 This ends the instructions on your U.M.A.I.-C.W. =


 Ultra Miniature Artificial Intelligence - Computer Watch.


Now, close the folder so it can disintegrate.


 Thank you for your time.


	"Should I close it, or remove the page? I'm not one for decisions like this. What if I somehow forget?" a note fell onto the floor and Illana read it:


"You don't need to keep this folder. If you have any questions just push the start button and think of your question. Now, put this in the folder pocket and close the stinking folder!


	"Here, put the note in the folder."


	"Done. Now, if this is going to disintegrate, we'd better set it down on something... ah-ha the night stand. You two had better stand back," I set the folder down on the night stand and closed it. The folder slowly dissolved and the night stand was none the worse for the wear. I, then, amid much gasping and examining of the night stand by Lytol and Illana, using the knowledge given me by the note, programmed my watch alarm to go off when I had fifteen minutes until my tour of Ruatha. My watch then said that after the alarm went off -which would be a series of beeps- it would tell me that I had fourteen minutes twenty-four seconds and counting until my tour. It also said that it would count down until I had turned off the alarm -which was done by hitting the set function button and thinking, Alarm, off. "Well, that's all set to go off in roughly three and three quarter hours."


	"I must be off now," said Lytol.


	"I will see you at a later time. I know the meeting will go well."


	"I had a feeling you would. Good-bye, Lady Illana," he bowed to her, "and good-day to you Jason Florian Long of Earth," he bowed and left, for Lord Larad was just then making his final rounds to make sure all the Lords were awake and ready to leave.


	"Lady Illana?"


	"My father is a Minor Holder. We left Nabol and aligned our Blood with Telgar ten sevendays ago," she ran her fingers through her hair and grimaced, "I don't know about you, but I need to wash up a bit."


	"Well, don't use all the water. I'll need some," I said as we left the room laughing. There was a knock at the door.


	"Who's there?" Illana called to the door.


	A coarse voice answered, "I've your food for the mornin' meal, m'lady," I walked over and opened the door, "This was prepared early since you are a'ready awake."


	I then told Illana, "This is going to be a problem since Jaxom will be here in an hour and by then his food will be cold."


	"Beggin' ya pardon, sir, the young lad's a'ready eaten. Served him myself I did," Illana took the tray from the rather disgusting looking drudge.


	"We'll leave the dishes outside the door."


	"Very good, sir," the drudge then turned to Illana, "M'lady is there anything else you desire?"


	"No, this is fine. You are dismissed."


	 It then continued with, "I'll be back in a 'alf hour," the drudge then shuffled out of the room. We ate and put the dishes outside the door. We asked each other about our families which took all of ten minutes, but in the end we got bored."


	"Now, what do we do?"


	"We are sitting on the bed," she said in a voice that would -and does I might add- turn a man on instantly, "You know, we could..." she whispered the rest in my ear (use your imagination), "What do you say to that, hmmmm?" she moved closer and put her hand on my leg. What could I do but say yes. I'm sixteen, the age of hormonal imbalance, and it is to these that I am a slave [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE, THE REASON WHY I WENT AHEAD WITH THIS IS BECAUSE I HAD ALREADY, THE NIGHT BEFORE, LET'S SAY... COMPROMISED MYSELF WITH MIRRINA (THOUGH SHE DOESN'T EVEN KNOW THAT I LIKE HER YET), SO WHAT DOES IT MATTER IF I DO IT AGAIN. ALL FURTHER EXPLANATIONS ARE ON PAGE 301].





	After we had completed our act, we just lay there in each other's arms asking each other all kinds of questions. It was about thirty minutes until I had to leave.


	"Which Hold are you from Jason? You don't look Ruathan -you don't even wear their colors, so, where are you from?" she asked.


	"I was hoping you would not ask me that."


	"Why? Are you a Bitran -or Nabolese? I don't care," she punctuated her next words by tapping on my chest, "so where are you from?"


	"I'm not from a Hold."


	"What do you mean?" she sat up on her legs and faced me, "What do you mean you're not from a Hold? Then where are you from? A Weyr or Crafthall?"


	"It's kind of a Long story -no pun intended."


	"I'll listen," she rearranged herself to sit Indian style. A form of sitting usually not done while in the nude, but it is very arousing -especially with her... attributes.


	"Don't say I didn't warn you," I told her the brief version of my tale. Some ten minutes later, she was still so wide eyed that I thought her eyes would roll out.


	"Would you like to here it again? Almost everyone has so far."


	"Oh no! That is quite alright. Though, I do have one question."


	"And what is that?"


	"What is a computer?"


	"A machine which can do many tasks if given the proper instructions."


	"Like plow a field?"


	"No, no, mostly academic things like problem solving."


	"Okay. Now, that letter makes sense," she laid back down in my arms, "Who is this Rachalie? Is he also from Earth?"


	"I don't know who he is, or where he's from. He just brought me here -to Pern, and I see him in my dreams," it was at that moment that my alarm went off, "The alarm has gone off, so I have to go now," I then got up from the bed and started dressing.


	"And I will see you off," she started getting dressed, "I wonder where that Dragonrider is? Wasn't he supposed to have come by?"


	"I don't know. Maybe he forgot..."


	He did not forget. He is waking now. We were sleeping, said something in my head. It must have been a dragon, for my watch "sounds" more tinny.


	We are ready to go. We wait.


	"Well, my transportation is ready to take me back to Ruatha, so I've got to find Jaxom..."


	He is with us.


	"Scratch that. He's waiting with them. Are you ready?"


	"Let's go," she grabbed my staff and cloak, for she was closer to them.


	"Thank you," I said as I put on the cloak. We progressed quickly (ran pell mell is more like it) through the corridors and down the stairs. Jaxom was just coming up from the courtyard to get me.


	"We are coming," said I both audibly and mentally. Jaxom looked up, and then started back down the stairs.


	"They are here," he called to the dragon and rider who were waiting barely the beast's wingspan from the front gates of the Hold.


	"He's cutting it awfully close to this tour of his? And what's with the hurry? Ruatha's not going anywhere."


	I, now at the center of the courtyard, called to the rider who was still a ways off, "It's not me. It's my tour guide. I hear she's been pretty ticky lately. Don't need to worsen the situation."


	In an aside to me Illana asked, "Who's this she?"


	"No one for you to be concerned with."


	"Oh, I see," I looked over at her -she was furious, then she softened a little, "I will always be waiting for you in case you change your mind about her."


	It was then that we reached the brown and his rider. Jaxom had already climbed up the dragon's shoulder and had been strapped in by the as of yet unidentified rider.


	"How did you know that I liked this girl?"


	"You mentioned her in your arguments against going to bed with me last night. Good-bye, and I hope you change your mind about her. I'll wait forever for you," she kissed me to keep me from responding and then said, "Now go -don't say anything, just go."


	"But I have to ask you one last question."


	"Alright."


	"What's the name of your Hold just in case I change my mind?"


	"Good Crop Hold -we named it after what we hope for."


	"Then it is good-bye until we meet again," I kissed her thoroughly and climbed up to the dragon's neck ridges where the rider strapped me in. Once we were airborne, I looked down at her and waved. She was wiping her eyes, and I don't think she was wiping away dust. Between felt just a little colder and twice as airless this time.





	When we came out above Ruatha, something about the very air seemed wrong. We landed. Jaxom and myself got down, and I patted the anonymous dragon's proffered foreleg. I then mentally said, Thank you for the ride over, my friend, and tell your rider the same for me.


	It was an honor... he has been told.


	"Have you just been doing what I think you've just been doing?" asked the astonished rider.


	"Yes. Your friend here is most gracious."


	"Explains why he likes you," said the dragon's rider after a moment agape, "You'd probably make a pretty good candidate."


	"Maybe so, but not this second. Farewell," I said to the pair as they took to the air. Little did I know, as they traversed the sky, that he would tell his Weyrleader (acting Weyrleader that is, for R'mart is still on the injured list). It was as we climbed the steps to the outer courtyard that Jaxom and myself heard an argument. So we walked even faster towards the inner courtyard to find out who was disturbing the Hold's peace. It was Mirrina and a young man whom I must assume was Dorse. The argument went as follows:


	"I never will!!"


	"And why not?! Is there someone else?!"


	"No, there is no one else!"


	"That's it, isn't it?! Who is it?" he started naming off people's names. The last of which belonged to Ruatha's soon to be -in a few years- Lord Holder.


	"No Jaxom," I restrained him, "don't you're too important. I will stop this mess," I handed him my staff and started walking toward the "combatants" saying, "Why are we arguing on what promises to be a beautiful day," I had the shovel in hand and I was scooping it up by the metric ton.


	Dorse quickly came back with, "Stay out of this! This is a private matter!"


	"I'm sorry, sir. Your tour will be delayed... because of this fool!"


	"It's him isn't it! Isn't it!" he started coming towards me saying, "You stay away from her! I'm warning you!"


	She got in his way and said, "Calm down Dorse! I'm only giving him a tour of the Hold and that is all!"


	"You expect me to believe that!!" he pushed her into the side wall next to the entryway into the Great Hall where she hit her shoulder painfully. She then quickly entered the doorway and stood there under the arch massaging her shoulder. Dorse seemed to get more and more agitated the longer I stared after her.


	"Now, that was uncalled for!" I told him enraged but still under control. I was just about mad enough to kill him, but I calmed myself down and asked, "Why did you do that?!"


	After looking over at her again, he then turned his attention fully onto me with a malicious grin distorting his features, "I'm going to cut you into pieces and serve them to wherries," he drew his knife from its belt sheath and started crouching into an attack position.


	"There must be another way to solve this! I don't want to fight you!"


	"I'll kill you whether you draw or not," he lunged at me and missed for I had jumped to the side. He did however cut a nice slice into my cloak which I then removed and tossed aside.


	I then decided that I had better draw my bayonet to protect from his slashes or I would end up being fed to wherries in small easy to swallow pieces [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO CARE, AT THIS POINT I HAD FORGOTTEN THAT I WAS IMMORTAL. MY ONLY THOUGHT WAS, "SOMEONE IS GOING TO TRY TO KILL ME!" WHICH MADE ME EXTREMELY NERVOUS].


	I planned to do my best to only wound him minorly, but with a weapon that is all point it is a bit difficult. "I don't want to do this, but if all you listen to are nice gaping wounds then you shall hear!" now I attacked. He side stepped the slash I'd planned to make to his shoulder, and tried to knock my bayonet out of my hand. In a blur of motion I transferred it to my left hand so that he sliced through the air and spun.


	 I transferred my bayonet back to its proper hand and stepped neatly behind him grabbing around his torso to his out of position right hand and twisting it around to his left side. He cursed and squirmed.


	As I brought my bayonet up to his throat, I asked, "Do you yield?"


	"Never!!" he brought his left elbow back into my ribs which stunned long enough for him to break free. I regained my wind and we circled counter clockwise. All the while, he circled his knife this way and that way trying to draw my attention to no avail.


	"I can keep this up just as long as you can, Dorse."


	"Ha!" he charged me then and I stepped to my left at the last moment and tried to kick his legs out from under him. He jumped over my sweeping leg as if he'd expected it. 	"Is that the best you can do?!" he said rather contemptuously as we resumed our circling.


	I stopped and thought about it. I made sure as I faked that I was thinking about his asinine question that I took my eyes off of him. That seemed to set off a spark in his mind and he lunged at me. I stepped out of his way and blocked his fist all the while making it seem like I wasn't even thinking about his attack.


	I now decided to answer his question, "Come to think of it that wasn't the best I could do. It was one of the techniques that I reserve for stupid little brats like yourself who are barely even eleven Turns with the brains of a trundle bug," he charged me again and at the last moment I brought my bayonet up. He countered with a crossing slash which deflected my point right into his calf minorly wounding him. His slash did of course not stop with deflection, for it was an attack in itself. That attack would have -on a normal (and I use the term loosely) person- ended up slicing that person's forearm cleanly in two, but then again I'm not normal so the attack did nothing.


	Dorse turned his knife left and right examining the blade, "That... that's impossible!" he took off into the Great Hall knocking Mirrina off balance.


	I then, after picking up my cloak and sheathing my bayonet, went over to her and helped her to her feet, "How is your shoulder? Any permanent damage?"


	"Your arm... by the Egg you don't even have a scratch! I don't understand? How is that possible?"


	"I'll explain as much as I know after the Hold's Healer looks at your arm."


	"One question first."


	"And that is?"


	"Who are you?"


	"Jason Florian Long of Earth," I bowed, "Now, which way to the Healer's office?"





	After I had got her to the Healer, he checked her out as only to have a large bruise which would be gone in a couple of sevendays. He then gave her a jar of a weak solution of numbweed, and we left his office after Mirrina thanked him for the numbweed which he'd already applied to her arm. When we were down the hall and out of ear shot Mirrina turned, so I stopped as well.


	"Now, will you tell me how you could get cut that badly and not even have a bruise to show for it?"


	We were alone in one of the many passageways so I thought I'd tell her. After all sooner or later everyone on Pern would know who and what I am.


	"I'm from the planet Earth which is where your ancestors were originally from. It revolves around a sun far, far away from here. I'm from a time predating the journey to Pern which your ancestors took."


	"Then how is it that you are here some two thousand Turns after my ancestors came here?"


	"A friend of mine by the name of Rachalie brought me here much the same way that a dragon travels between time to go somewhere. I don't know how he did it, but in my time this planet was only written of in books."


	"But how did they know about this place? Had they traveled here?"


	"Oh no, they had not. This place was simply shear fantasy, but I dreamed of coming here. You see, I hated Earth. We had things called 'wars' being fought all the time resulting in the loss of many lives, and the main problem with 'war' is it is usually fought for stupid reasons. Take for example two people with different beliefs. One believes that Faranth just sort of appeared on Pern, and the other believed what everyone else knows is the truth. Well, these two people start arguing their beliefs to the other, and they start fighting. Their friends see them fighting and join in. Eventually someone dies making his friends angrier resulting in more deaths. It's all quite stupid, but on Earth there was always conflict -at least every couple Turns. Another thing we had was prejudice."


	"What was that? Does the word mean the same as I think it does?"


	"Probably. You see, on Earth prejudice was where one person hated another because of where that person was from or because of the other person's skin tone. And on top of that we were destroying the very air we breathed and the land we grew food on -those are also some of the reasons why your ancestors left Earth. I just couldn't stand it any more. Then the other day I woke up along the road South of here."


	"That is very strange."


	"But that still isn't all of it. Rachalie visits me in my dreams and tells me more about myself. To answer your earlier question, I am immortal and the only thing which can kill me is a disease which was eradicated some two thousand five hundred Turns ago."


	"Are you telling me you can't die?"


	"That is correct, and furthermore I don't age either. I'll be sixteen forever..." that statement for the first time really hurt, for here I was in love with a girl who if I marry her will probably die right before my very eyes.


	The minutes dragged on and then she said, "I thank you for defending me from Dorse earlier. He was really starting to get on my nerves. For the past seven months he's been trying to get me in bed with him, and I have had it with him. For one thing," she blushed (rather prettily in my opinion), "if I had said yes then he would have hurt me. You see," she smiled up at me, "he was too... well endowed, and sex would have caused irreparable harm to my insides. I might even have died."


	"I understand perfectly well."


	"I wish there was some way that I could repay you," she moved closer to me causing me to stop and look at her, "anything I have that you desire is yours for the asking," she looked up at me with lust in her eyes.


	I had already had my fill of that earlier, so I said, "Can you mend my cloak for me? I've started to like wearing it, but I can't if it is damaged so."


	"I was hoping to do something to you, not for you," boy did she looked pissed off.


	"I would really like it if you would repair my cloak. As for what you are suggesting, well I would like to..."


	"Get to know me better?" I nodded, "Dorse said that, and he was asking me to go to bed with him in three sevendays."


	"One must wait for good things. Like after marriage for things of that nature."


	"Where did you get that bizarre notion?"


	"I learned it on Earth. You see, on Earth there were many diseases which were transmitted during sex, and if you married someone you knew from them that they had none of the diseases."


	"Chatting like this is fun, but I do have to give you that tour of this place."


	"Could I change my shoes first?"


	"Shoes?"


	"I meant boots. I have some from Earth that are more suitable for walking long distances."


	"Lead on. It is your tour."


	I'm glad I knew where we were, for she seemed ready to argue again. When we got to my room, I changed my foot apparel. She was barely interested in my shoes. She was instead interested in getting the tour started.


	"Where would you like to start. We will of course be seeing everything, but I thought I'd let you choose the starting point. So, where do you wish to start?"


	"Still bent out of shape I see."


	"What?!" she glared at me.


	"I simply said that you are still upset about your argument with Dorse."


	"Am I really being that bad? I'm sorry it's just that he always upsets me," she let her shoulders fall into a more relaxed position.


	"Everyone has someone who upsets them like that, and most people usually have someone who helps them lift that burden off of their shoulders. I never had anyone but myself."


	"Neither did I, until now. Thank you," from out of the blue she hugged me. I kissed her, but it didn't stop there for we were both quite aroused. I managed to wrestle control of my body from my hormones first.


	"I don't think this is the right time for this."


	She then came to her senses, "You're right. Hallways usually don't make good locations."


	"Yes, rock is not very comfortable," we both burst out laughing.


	"Come on let's start with the places you can get to from the courtyard."





	The tour was over before either of us expected it though it had lasted about two hours. She had told me everything about every nook and cranny of the main Hold ("bowels" excluded, of course). I loved every minute of it, for Ruathan history is quite rich and exciting. We sat in one of the little used hallways debating whether we'd skipped anything.


	"You're positive that we've been everywhere, seen everything, and spoken every word?"


	"Yes. We even went into the watchwher's den. Scared that thing half out of its hide," she stopped to stare at me.


	"Why are you staring? Is something wrong?"


	"I'm trying to figure out why the watchwher likes you. That thing doesn't like anyone. Yet it ran right up to you... and you petted it. Why?" She turned her serious eyes on me, "Does it like you because you are immortal?"


	"Maybe, I don't know," I paused to think, "Maybe because I treated it like a loyal friend. I did tell it that I wasn't going to harm it, and that it was a good watchwher. After I had said that, it came over to me, and I petted it."


	"Wherry teeth! I didn't hear you say anything to it. Nothing at all."


	I tapped my head as I told her, "I talked to it mentally, not verbally."


	After several minutes of stunned silence she asked, "Are you a Dragonrider? Can you speak to dragons as easily as Watchwhers?"


	"No on one, yes on two," that succeed in halting the barrage of questions that I knew she was going to ask me.


	"Explain that for me, please -it makes very little sense."


	"No, I'm not a Dragonrider. As for the other question, the answer is yes. That is, if they wish to respond."


	"You never cease to amaze me."


	"I try my best."


	"Oh, hush!" she smirked at me and we laughed. She now let out a sigh to curtail her laughter and asked, "Now that we've essentially finished the tour, what next?"


	"Well, I've got my things from Earth to go through and sort. What about you?"


	"I don't have any plans, for the tour was supposed to take up all the time before Lord Lytol returns. I'm supposed to report to him when the tour is over, but he's not back yet."


	"Would you like to help me sort? I could really use the help."


	"Alright, but if I ask what something is don't give me any vague answers, okay?"


	"Fine by me as long as I know what the object is."





	The sorting took forever, and by the time we had finished Lytol was just returning. However, Lytol was not alone. The Masterharper and, to my surprise, Benden Weyrleader F'lar arrived with him.


	We heard Lytol in the hallway talking with a drudge before he entered the room with a knock. "Ah, Jason, is your tour already over?"


	"Yes sir, it is."


	"How long did it take?"


	"It took about two hours, sir."


	"Two hours? I commend you, Mirrina, on your thoroughness. The Steward's tours last but an hour."


	Mirrina then said, "I thank you for the compliment, Lord Lytol. With your permission, sir, I will go back to my duties."


	"It is your choice, since you were excused from your duties for the day."


	"Really? Thank you, sir! I was hoping to relax after helping your guest, Jason, sort his belongings," she sat back down in the chair she had just vacated upon his entry.


	Lytol now looked at me as he said, "Jason, are you prepared to test yourself, for Masterharper Robinton is here to officiate."


	"Uh... sir... I don't know how to say this, but, I have already tested."


	"You have?" asked the Masterharper of Pern as he entered the room behind Weyrleader F'lar, "When was this? While you were in that horrid state yesterday evening, or while you sorted through your things earlier today?"


	"No sir. You see, when I arrived in Ruatha this morning, Mirrina and Dorse were having an argument. I stepped in to try to calm them both down. Dorse had accused her of seeing someone else behind his back, and when I intervened, Mirrina mentioned the tour. He then accused me of being the one that she was seeing. Mirrina stepped in front of him to try to calm him, but he didn't believe her. He pushed her aside and moments later I told him that what he did was uncalled for. Dorse then drew his knife and lunged, cutting my cloak. I drew for defense -and out of fear. After many charges and parries, one of my attacks got partially through his defenses minorly stabbing his calf."


	"Oh my," said Lytol, "is he alright?"


	"I don't know. My bayonet had deflected into his calf, and his knife would have -if I were mortal- cleaved my forearm in two. He then looked at my arm, then his knife, and took off into the Hold. I have not seen him since, and her arm will only be bruised."


	"I will be eternally grateful," Mirrina said as she looked at me adoringly.


	"Now, F'lar spoke, "You are not the only one who will be eternally grateful. Many others are in his debt as well."


	That struck a chord in my brain, "Weyrleader F'lar, who flew Wirenth? Was it Canth?"


	"I was hoping you would ask. As a matter of fact it was F'nor's brown, Canth. I couldn't believe my ears, when F'nor asked me this morning, if his Canth could fly Wirenth. I hear it surprised everyone this morning when his Canth flew with the bronzes... and beat them."


	"Where, might I ask, was Pridith when all this happened?"


	"Safely out of harm's way at Telgar Weyr," said Robinton, smiling.


	"You are a hero!" said F'lar as he clouted me on the shoulder, "I would like for you to come to the Hatching at Benden in a couple of days."


	I started in with my contradiction, "I wouldn't consider myself a he... could you repeat that, sir? I don't believe the ears that I was born with."


	"I said, I would like for you to attend the Hatching at Benden Weyr. It should be any day now."


	"I... I thank you, sir, for the honor of attending the Hatching at Benden. I know it will be a joyous occasion," I bowed for the hell of it.


	"All because of you, Jason!" He clouted me on my shoulder once again, "You will be rewarded for your help after the Hatching."


	"Sir, going to the Hatching is enough of a reward for me."


	"The Hatching is the reward from Lessa and I. I haven't a clue what the others may give you," he paused to laugh, "You are the first person that I have ever met who has refused a reward for the good they've done. You have saved many from horrible fates -myself included. You should be justly compensated for it."


	"Their -and your- happiness is my reward, but I will accept their gifts cordially when I receive them," as I bowed my stomach betrayed me.


	"My word," said Lytol, "When was the last time you ate?" asked Lytol seemingly concerned.


	"I last ate at Telgar Hold. What about you, Mirrina?"


	"Oh," she seemed surprised to be back in the conversation, "I had a light breakfast this morning, since my argument with Dorse started at half past seven o'clock."


	Lytol looked stunned as he asked, "What have you two been doing to have neglected yourselves so?"


	F'lar was smiling and so was Robinton, so to vanquish any sick thoughts on their parts I replied, "We have been sorting my things from Earth, sir."


	"I thought you had finished that two days ago."


	"That was only part of it. Rachalie gave me the combinations to the locks on the other crates last night, so Mirrina and myself went through those today after the tour. We had only just finished when you arrived, sir."


	"And, in sorting your things, you both missed your noon meals," Robinton laughed then he came back with, "Sounds like something I would have done in my youth."


	"You two still should have heard the claxon," said Lytol.


	I looked over at Mirrina. She shook her head, so I answered, "We did not hear it," I then thought to myself for a moment, "I will eat later. Right now, I have to find out where we put the books Master Robinton wishes to see."


	"They should be two rows back on your left," said Mirrina.


	"Thank you, my dear. You're infallible."


	"Flatterer," she said as she smiled at me. I laughed as I took the clear box, which held The Books, to Master Robinton.


	"Are these... The Books?" asked Robinton fascinated, as he opened the box.


	"Those are they, sir," I answered.


	"Jason," started Mirrina, "now that The Masterharper of Pern has started reading The Books, you should eat something," she said as she waggled her finger at me.


	"As should you," I retorted.


	"None of us, have eaten recently," said Lytol, "Mirrina would you be so kind as to go down to the kitchen, and ask that food be brought up to us?"


	"Of course, sir!" she got up and left the room. I watched every move she made as she left, since I am after all not always a gentleman (In fact I'm usually a pervert -and a half).





	He scrutinized each book for several minutes occasionally mumbling to himself. Mirrina had been back from the kitchen for ten minutes, and the food was just arriving. Everyone except Robinton ate, for he was too engrossed in The Books. Half an hour later, he finally set them down on his lap and sighed.


	"Robinton? Is there something wrong with The Books?" asked F'lar who was sitting on a crate nearby for they were quite strong.


	"Well, many things," the Harper said as he finally started eating from his now cold plate.


	When he had finished eating, Mirrina asked him, "What kinds of things, Masterharper Robinton?"


	"For one these book covers are completely scrambled," he showed them to us one at a time, "This one called _The_Atlas_of_Pern_ (note: _ = underlined) is mostly a blank book except for a map or two here and there. Nothing we don't already know.


	"These four," he held all four up in his hands, "are the only ones with a large chunk of their pages intact," [IF YOU CARE THEY WERE _Dragonflight_, _Dragon_Quest_, _The_Dragonlover's_Guide_to_Pern_, AND _The_People_of_Pern_] he sighed again, "The songs in The Books are chopped up. Not even enough to really hum in most cases. I see why you were so frustrated," now he laughed to himself.


	"Sir," I asked, "What's so funny?"


	"I this book, _The_People_of_Pern_, it shows an artist's ideas on how we look," he then opened the book carefully to some page, and showed us the picture, "I ask you, honestly, does this picture resemble me? Don't consider the fact that the background is blank."


	"Not really, sir," I commented.


	"Well, the hair looks like your own, Robinton," said Lytol.


	"Let me see the picture again... you're right Lytol. The picture has hair like mine. What do you think F'lar?"


	"The picture does have similar hair, but why is the hand not drawn? Was it holding something important?"


	"A wine glass," I answered, "and that's all I can tell you about it."


	"Why?" asked Mirrina.


	"Because, if he told you, he would have to erase or block the memory. He has done so to me already," answered Lytol, the side of his face leaping.


	"What was removed? Your memories of your Larth," asked the Weyrleader of Benden.


	"No," answered Lytol sullenly.


	"Why not?" asked Master Robinton.


	"Sir, the reason why I didn't is because of the fact that Larth was a large part of his life. If I removed -or even blocked those memories, he would have too much of a void in his mind. The gap would have driven him mad."


	"I see," said Robinton, looking over at Lytol.


	"Oh my," said Mirrina, aghast, "That would be horrid. To live for many years, and not remember a single day of it. I see why it could make a person crazy. What purpose is there for such an ability?"


	"That is not the only thing you can do with 'The Lightning Maneuver'," said I.


	"Interesting title," said F'lar with a grin.


	"What all can it do then?" asked Mirrina leaning closer in her chair.


	"Many things," said I grinning, for I was just itching to know who would ask the question.


	It was the Masterharper who finally asked, "Could you tell us some of these things that it can do?"


	"Well, it can alter the brain as you've all probably guessed, and it can alter the body. Which is what you did not expect, did you?"


	"Not I," said Robinton.


	"Or I," answered Mirrina.


	"You told me this yesterday," responded Lytol, seemingly coming out of his cocoon of past memories.


	"How can it change the body? Give us some examples," asked F'lar.


	"It can change many things you would expect and many things you would not. The Maneuver can change trivial things like eye or hair color to major things like completely changing the human body."


	"Explain," ordered Robinton.


	"Well, it can't shrink mass. It can only change mass. For example, I could make you exactly like you, Master Robinton, were when you were thirty Turns old, but I could not -well, not easily- make you nine Turns old again."


	"Would he still remember everything he knows now?" asked Mirrina standing behind me while she played around with my newly lengthened hair which reached halfway down my back (something I forgot to mention earlier, sorry).


	"Yes, he would," I answered.


	"You said you could not easily make him nine again. What did you mean by that?" asked Lytol.


	"That refers to another thing that I could do. I can set changes into motion."


	"Like what?" asked Mirrina.


	"You would not believe me," I replied sullenly.


	"Come on, Jason, like what?" she pressed again.


	"First, you should sit down. My examples will probably hit hard," so she walked over picked up her chair, put it down to my right facing me, and sat down, "I could give a person wings of any kind avian or dragon... please let me continue before you heckle me," I turned my head and looked at each of the men in the room one at a time, "As I said I could give a man wings. The only problems being that 1) the person might not survive the process, and 2) it would require massive amounts of food energy, so the person would have to eat constantly for a set amount of time when not asleep. Now, as for a person being made to be nine Turns old again, that person could not eat for a set amount of time and the risk of dying is far greater.


	"I for one would not risk that. Continue," said Robinton.


	"You know very well that you are too important to risk like that, Robinton," added F'lar.


	"Getting back to setting changes into motion, I could -brace yourselves now- make a man into a dragon," in the stunned silence I decided to explain myself, "It of course would not be instantaneous. Rather, it would take about a month for the person's body to change to the point where that person was a man sized dragon, but it would take that person another Turn to gain the ability to fly. Now, with this particular kind of change I have to shut it off when the person is as large as they want to be, so they could end up being a green dragon that is twice Ramoth's size -wings being proportionate to body mass. Of course changing into a dragon is gender imperative, so a man could not become a gold dragon and a woman could not become a bronze."


	You are upsetting them, said Mnementh, they are not ready to hear what you are saying yet, Jason.


	Tell F'lar my apologies please, for I don't think he would even hear me, I asked of the great modern bronze dragon.


	About two minutes later, Mnementh said, He has been told.


	Thank you, Mnementh. You were of immense help.


	You are welcome.


	F'lar now spoke, "First, I find out that a person from the Ancient-timers past is here on Pern. Then, I discover that he is immortal," I cringed at that title, "Now, he tells that he has extraordinary abilities. Finally, I find out that he speaks to dragons. I ask you, Jason Florian Long of Earth, what can't you do?"


	"I have very little craft knowledge. I can't cut gems, forge tools, carry a tune..." I started.


	"You can too sing fairly well, for a person with no formal training," retorted Robinton since he had heard me sing before.


	"He can defend himself -and others," said Mirrina once again standing behind my chair, "Nobody was willing to step in and stop us -except him," she smiled down at me.


	"He's a fairly good orator though he does believe that he is boring," Lytol added.


	"I am boring," I put in.


	You could be a candidate, Mnementh replied, You should tell them.


	I don't want to -especially not F'lar, said I.


	I have.


	Why?


	You would be a good candidate.


	"Now, that you and Mnementh have stopped speaking, I have news for everyone. It would seem that Jason would make a good candidate in Mnementh's opinion, and I must agree with him. Maybe next Hatching, for it's too late for this one..."


	I interrupted him with, "I mustn't become a Benden rider, sir. I am sorry."


	"Why not!? Do you have something against Benden Weyr -or dragons?!" F'lar asked vehemently as he brushed a wayward lock of hair back out of his face.


	"Oh no, sir! I love dragons."


	And most of us like you, added Mnementh.


	"The Books bring up the next couple of Hatchings at Benden. Some of those who Impress will later become important, and if I participate, I may deprive them of their dragon. That is the last thing that I want."


	"I believe that I can shed more light into this," everyone turned to face The Masterharper of Pern, "It would seem that being a candidate doesn't bother him, F'lar. Rather stealing the dragon out from under a future rider is his worry," he turned to look at me, "Now Jason, how many Hatchings from now is there no mention of riders impressing?"


	"I'm not quite sure, sir. Benden Weyr is the focal point of many of The Books," I paused to ponder, "The other Weyrs are barely even mentioned -their Hatchings I mean."


	"None of the other Weyrs are going to have one anytime soon, and most of them have large numbers who are waiting for the chance to Impress," replied Robinton discouraged.


	F'lar stood up and said, "High Reaches Weyr will be having one in a few months. I'm sure they would not mind you being a candidate for one of Wirenth's clutch," his eyes took on the glazed look of mental communication. Several minutes later, I felt like jumping for joy when F'lar said, "They're agreeable, but it does complicate matters."


	"How is that, sir?" I asked.


	"Ha! Now, I know something of the future which I cannot tell -at least not with you present, Jason," he laughed.


	As he did I heard, I cannot tell you either. He told me not to.


	I understand, Mnementh, and I don't want you to tell me.


	Why not? I do not understand, asked the largest bronze on Pern.


	I like surprises -in most cases, I responded dryly. I then heard a mental chuckle, and wondered as many before have, Do dragons have a sense of humor? Do they laugh?


	A clear unmistakable, Yes, stifled my wonderings.


	"Was the conversation that interesting?" asked Mirrina leaning over my chair looking down on me.


	"Where is everybody?"


	"They left. I said your good-byes for you," she smiled.


	I then heard Mnementh give his own parting remark. "I thank you for saying my good-byes, and I thank you for mending my cloak."


	"How did you know about that?"


	"I saw you mending it while I talked about the Maneuver," I picked up my cloak from where she had set it and unfolded it to see the craftsmanship, "You are very good! I can't even find where it was... wait, here it is. It's barely noticeable."


	"Jason, I looked through that book, _The_People_of_Pern, and I couldn't find my picture in it."


	"That book was came out before any of mine did."


	"Oh, I see," she still looked a little confused, but I wasn't about to explain.


	"Did you look at any of the other pictures?"


	"Yes. Lytol's is very good."


	"I thought so too," I paused to look through the book and I found the appropriate page, "Did you read the captions for any of the pictures?" I asked.


	She looked at me sullenly then said, "No, I didn't."


	"Why not?"


	"Because I can't read," she then hung her head and repeated herself quietly.





	It took another hour to calm her down. All the while, she told me all the excuses and empty promises that her parents had given her when she was younger. Stuff like, "Girls don't need to know how to read," "Ask your father to teach you," "I'll start to teach you today, but first I have to help out in the stables," (later that became "I have to help with the ground crews, ") "Your father is too tired today perhaps tomorrow," "It's going to be a very busy day for your father tomorrow. He needs to rest," she heard over and over again from the time when they moved to Ruatha when she was five (in an effort to stay out of Fax's notice by going to the one hold he didn't want to think about). By the time she was ten, she had given up trying for there truly wasn't much need for reading skills as yet in her life (though I don't know why).


	About all I could say was, "There, there it's okay..." she would then start crying and telling about how much she really wished to learn to read. As I stared at the crates comforting her for the Egg knows how long, it dawned on me. I was brimming with joy when I finally said, "I could teach you."


	She looked up at me all teary eyed and asked, "What did you say?" she sniffed a few times before adding, "I didn't understand you."


	"I said that I could teach you to read."


	"You would do that for me?"


	"Yes, I would -with the help of my watch of course."


	"I don't know what to say..." she looked up at me speechless.


	"A thank you would be nice."


	"I thank you. I'm indebted to you," she hung her head again.


	"Now what's wrong!" I asked worried.


	"We need to do something about all my debts to you," she smiled up at me with a mischievous grin.


	"I consider your debts absolved."


	"All I did for you is mend your cloak! Dorse could have killed me in the state he was in. So you saved my life, and," she moved closer and put her arms around my neck, "I owe you."


	"Uh, well, the tour repaid your debts, and as I said before, 'One must wait for good things,'."


	"The tour was an order, and I hate waiting..." she kissed me to keep me from saying another word.


	Two minutes later, I said, "I still think that we should wait."


	She let go of me and asked, "What is wrong? Do you not find me beautiful?"


	"You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met."


	"Then, why do you act this way? Do you not like me?"


	"I love you more than I will ever be able to put to words. I didn't think you felt anything for me -especially not after yesterday morning."


	"Oh, I did. It's just that you were a bit too... ah, too..."


	"Thick would be a good word, or that I was trying too hard."


	"Yes, you were. That's another reason why I told Dorse no. I wanted to wait until I knew if you had really meant what you had said."


	"Now, more than ever."


	"Then, why do you insist on waiting?"


	"I want to be able to provide you with a fair sized Hold, and a decent life where you can read and write whatever you want, whenever you like."


	"Is that a proposal?" she gave me a sidelong glance," And watch your answer for I will hold you to it."


	"It is if you so wish it to be..."


	"Oh Jason, I do so wish it, and I accept. I will marry you, Jason Florian Long of Earth, I will," we kissed.


	"I will teach you to read..." I started.


	"Later, right now I'm more interested in the teacher."


	"But, I thought you said that you hated waiting."


	"This is more pressing," she said as she continued to undress me.





	Some ten minutes before the dinner claxon we finally finished. I asked her, "Who taught you all your... uh, knowledge?"


	"My mother may not know how to read, but she knows everything about love-making."


	"That isn't the kindest thing to say about your mother."


	"Why? She'd tell you the same herself, or you could ask my father. He'll even give you details. I know that is not a kind thing to say, but he is a lecherous old man."


	"How old is he?" I asked.


	"He's 67."


	"What does he do around the Hold?"


	"Oh, he works with the runnerbeasts. You see, he's the head stockman. I'm surprised he wasn't in there during the tour."


	"Don't worry. I'm not in a hurry to meet him," as I caressed her cheek she gasped, "What's wrong?"


	"Look at the time. Didn't you say that we had until 5:00pm by your watch? That gives us only around six minutes until dinner."


	"Shards, get dressed. We don't have much time..." there was a knock upon the door, "Enter."


	"Jason, I was coming to remind you... oh my," Lytol turned his back, "Why is it that I knock at the wrong times lately?"


	"Oh, I don't know. Maybe it is just bad luck."


	"It probably is. Everyone was looking for you two. There's been a Fall."


	"Oh dear," said Mirrina appalled.


	"The ground crews are already back. There was very little that got through," he paused, "Well, anyway, I came to remind you about dinner, but it seems that you remembered this time."


	"Lord Lytol," said Mirrina.


	"Yes, Mirrina."


	"Where does Jason sit in the Great Hall? He hasn't been told yet."


	"She's right, sir," I added.


	"You are an honored guest, so you will sit with Jaxom and myself at the high table."


	"What about Mirrina, sir?"


	He now addressed her, "If you wish it, Mirrina, you may also sit at our table. There is room," he replied.


	"Oh no," said Mirrina shocked, "I couldn't. The women I work with would not understand."


	"I understand perfectly," said I, "I will of course see you here after the meal to begin your lessons."


	"I will, promise," she kissed me just as the claxon went off.


	"Until then, my love," I said.


	"Until then," she rushed out of the room.


	"We must hurry as well, Jason," said Lytol leaving.


	"Coming," I said as I put on my cloak.





	We had been eating for several minutes when I finally started looking about the Hall trying to find Mirrina. I spotted her sitting near the hearth. She looked up and smiled at me, but then she frowned. I looked about the hall attempting to spot the object of her annoyance. It was Dorse. He was trying to get her attention. He hadn't noticed me just yet, for I was at the other end of the table.


	"Dorse, settle down. You might upset your wound. You remember what the Healer said, 'No unnecessary movement, '," said Deelan, his mother.


	"Yes, mother," he meekly replied.


	"Speaking of your leg, Dorse," started the Lord Warder, "What did the Healer say? I heard of what happened, while I was gone, from Brand."


	"Oh, sir, ah, he told me that my leg would be healed in four to six sevendays. Ow!" he had turned to face Lytol and had inadvertently caused himself pain.


	"It serves you right," Deelan said, in a scolding manner, "You shouldn't have even started the argument which got you into this predicament."


	"Well, if she had just said yes... or if that stranger hadn't intervened, everything would have eventually turned out for the best."


	"That stranger happens to be a guest of the Lord Warder, and your lucky he didn't do more lasting damage."


	"I would have killed him if my knife hadn't been dull."


	She now regarded him even more sternly, "You just be lucky that he didn't kill you..."


	I then said, "I would never kill another man or woman. I am truly sorry about your leg..."


	"And I'm supposed to believe that. You hunk of firestone," Dorse said his anger rising exponentially, "If it wasn't for my condition I would skin you alive."


	Deelan then pushed him back down into his place and said, "I'll not have you saying such things. I am truly sorry, Jason, he's not normally like this," she turned to face him, "Apologize for your actions, young man," he just averted his gaze and stared at the ceiling.


	"I understand completely how he feels. I too have had my dark days. He doesn't have to apologize, for no matter how sharp his knife was it still would not affect me. Observe," I picked up the knife on my plate and with some aerial tricks I tossed it around. I then grabbed it and plunged it towards my arm... it left me unharmed and simply deflected right into the table. "Just one of the few perks to being immortal. I can't be harmed, and the only thing that will kill me doesn't even exist here on Pern."


	Everyone that was in earshot of our conversation -with few exceptions- was stunned silent, and those who hadn't heard -or seen- stared at the silent observers. Lord Lytol then cleared his throat and said, "You'd better tell your story to all those who are assembled. You'll never have a more captive audience."


	(Here it is what some of you have probably been waiting for...). Going along with Lytol's suggestion I stood up , and walked to the rise where the Hold's Harper usually sang. I then turned to face my "audience" cleared my throat and started the following:





My Tale





	"To begin in the most blunt and shocking manner possible, I'm not from Pern. Furthermore, I am even older than your Ancient-timers, for they are my descendants by over two hundred and fifty years. I do not know the true amount of time, but I know that in my time we lacked the technology to do many of the things they did everyday. In my time, we had machines which allowed us to do many things. For example, we had machines which we flew around in, ones which we traversed the land in, others which helped us in the fields, and still others which helped us make things that made life easier. That my friends is where my problems did lie... (you can basically guess what I said)


	(continuing from a couple paragraphs later)"Before I can tell you of when I lived I must give you a brief history lesson. Humans -you and I- had been living on Earth for around ten thousand years -excuse me, Turns- before I was even born, but time was not really recorded in a sequence until after the birth of a very important figure in Earth's history. His name was Jesus Christ, and all time before his birth was dubbed 'BC' which means 'before Christ'. All time after his birth was then titled 'AD' which was a shortening of the words 'Ano Domini' which means 'after date'.


	"I was born in the Turn 1976 AD, and it wasn't until I was about nine that I really realized how messed up the world was. Through the use of the machines I mentioned before, we were slowly poisoning our Earth. Also many wars were fought over silly issues all over the globe each and every Turn. In these wars, weapons of the most unbelievable horror were used -and used often. We had weapons which could destroy an entire Hold including all the long forgotten passages beneath it. Depending on the area around the target and the strength of the weapon, these weapons could destroy all the surrounding surface structures -like buildings, or other Holds- hundreds of dragonlengths away. Some of these weapons would make those areas uninhabitable for hundreds of Turns.


	"One thing usually kept people from using such dire things against each other. It was called the UN (the United Nations), and it was much like your Conclave of Lord Holders. It usually kept peace near at hand, but with much of the population of Earth having completely different ways of life, peace was never around for more than maybe ten Turns.


	"The writings of one person kept me from acting on my thoughts of suicide. In my opinion this woman could see the future, for she wrote of a time when man no longer knew of war. A time when some of Earth's citizens went off in search of another planet which others had found far, far away from Earth and its crazy ideals. The planet they traveled to was..." It was at this point that I paused for effect and it always worked so I continued, "this one, Pern. This woman, Anne McCaffrey by name, wrote of these people and their descendants," a wide sweeping gesture later, "in many tales. People of my time -well, everyone but me- thought she had created the perfect future. Myself, I think she was just telling the future. Telling of better times on down the roads of time. I liked her books so much that I began my own set of tales, but I was never to finish writing them all down.


	"One day, as I was on my way somewhere, an old man asked me where I got the staff many of you have seen me walking around with. So we started to walk towards the small forest where I felled the tree which later became my staff. As we walked we passed this thin projection of light -which I had previously noted and called 'The Sliver of Light'- the old man somehow knocked me unconscious. When I woke I was some two hundred odd dragonlengths from this very Hold to the South. He told me that he is called Rachalie, and I later found out that I was on this wonderful planet. But, I'm getting off topic, he told me that I was immortal and doomed to live until even after time has stopped unless I am infected by a certain illness which was eradicated by your Ancient-timers. The rest of my tale unfolds every waking minute, so I can tell you no more until things happen which you may not already know about."


	I then inhaled deeply and asked, "Any questions?"


	It took many minutes for the listeners to stop gawking, but finally the Lord Warder said, "Jason, maybe it would be a good idea to tell them the tale a second time. I, myself, found it less shocking the second time around."


	All eyes had fixed on Lytol as he said that, and when he finished the most collected members of the "audience" started to nod their heads in agreement to what he had said.


	"Then I guess for the most part it is unanimous. Okay, here we go again," I told them my tale, again, and I could see expressions on their faces change from bafflement into looks that meant to me that they had some questions to ask. When I had finished I could see hands being raised as if I were the teacher and the "audience" was my class. Many of the questions were quite intelligent while some proved that the asker had gone numb temporarily during my oration, and they had only just slipped out of their stupor. The most notable of the questions are as follows complete with my answers:


	"Did they have Thread on your Earth?" asked a man near the doors to the kitchens with a mirthless laugh.


	I answered that one with, "No, we did not, but I have always considered war as being the Thread that eats at ones mind and leaves permanent scars."


	A woman sitting by the hearth (whom I later found out was Mirrina's mother) asked, "Why would anyone wish to use such destructive things?"


	"Ah yes, well I have always thought such weapons to be for one thing unfair. You could be half way around the world, fire one of these at a place, and reduce it to smoldering ruins in seconds. Also, weapons of this sort were foolish, for in most cases if one eh... Hold had the device then the other did as well. Resulting in either a stalemate, or the complete destruction of both factions."


	One particularly mournful looking soul inquired, "You mentioned wars many times. Were the wars that you speak of as shocking as Fax's acquisition of seven Holds?"


	"No," he seemed to relax, "they were usually much worse," he now looked even more mournful, "What Fax did would probably compare better with one of the shorter wars of Earth, for some of ours involved almost every nation -ah, Hold- on the planet," that elicited many gasps from those assembled, "Next question, and please let it not be about war or violence. I do not wish to give you -and your children- nightmares."


	A little girl stood up trying to get my attention, and her parents tried to reseat her, "No, let her speak," I told them, "Any and all questions are welcome, so let her ask her question," I now implored of her, "What is you question little one?"


	"Who is Rachalie, sir?"


	"Uh, well, I'm not quite sure who he is..." I started before I was interrupted.


	"What, can't answer a little girl's question?" asked Dorse.


	"Dorse, let him finish. It's not polite to interrupt," said his mother.


	I continued, "As I was saying, I don't know who he is, but I can describe him easily. He's a little shorter than myself, he has not one hair on his head, he has eyebrows like mine, a long white beard that reaches halfway down his chest, he has a golden brown cast to his skin, a light tenor voice, and through special techniques he has eyes that change color that are very similar to those of dragons," an awed hush settled on those in the Hall, "Now, if there are no further questions..."


	Dorse once again interrupted me, "I have a question."


	"And what is your question?"


	"How can we believe all this? That trick with the knife could easily have been faked."


	"That is a perfectly logical thing to say. I would have asked the same question if I were in your... boots. What do you suggest?"


	"Redoing the trick with a different knife..."


	"Grand suggestion. Will all those assembled kindly place your knives in front of you on your respective tables for Dorse's inspection, so that he may choose the sharpest one -or ones- for my test," Dorse walked over to each table with Deelan hot on his heels should he strain the cut in his calf. He finally came up with five knives each with a fine edge, "Now Dorse," I said as I unbuttoned my shirt, "Give me your strongest strike," he took the least sharpest of the five in his hand and stared at me so I said, "Well, go ahead. I won't be harmed," he quickly stabbed me in the chest -no harm befell my personage, "What? Not even a nick? Try a different knife," so he did, this time with more force causing me to rock on my heels, "That was a good strong one. Hmmm, to no avail I see. Try again. This is your last chance," maybe it was the mocking tone of my voice, but the next thing that I knew I was on the floor with Dorse trying repeatedly to cleave my heart in twain, "If you are quite finished, Dorse, I would like to get up now."


	He stood up shaking his head, "I still don't believe it. It just isn't possible. How did you do that?"


	"It was no trick I assure you," I said as I dusted myself off, "for I hate lying."


	"Everyone please sit back down," said the Lord Warder, "The excitement is over."





	After dinner, I met Mirrina in the courtyard, and we went up to my room to begin her lessons in reading and writing. When we reached the room, I took note of the fact that there seemed to be something amiss in the room. Mirrina realized what it was before I did, and she nearly lost all control.


	"Who's been in here?! We spent all day putting all that into groups by content, and now someone's been in here. They probably rearranged everything," she sat down on the bed exasperated.


	I was stoutly in agreement until I noticed something different about the new crates, "Wait a second. I haven't seen that color code yet."


	She looked over at the objects in dispute again, "You're right," she said as she got back up, "Now, we have every color: Purple, Blue, Yellow, White, Orange, Red, Brown, Gray, Black, Clear -even though clear is not a color-, and now there's Green," she turned to look at me as mystified as I was, "I wonder what it stands for?"


	I shrugged and started my inspection of the two, new crates. Almost immediately I found a note with some kind of cartridge attached to it. I set these aside on the bed and resumed the examination.


	"Are these not important? They may say something about these new crates."


	"I like a good puzzle every now and then. Ah-ha, a sign... not important."


	"What does it say?" she asked rushing to my side.


	"It says," I placed my finger under each word as I said it aloud, "'This side up,' a common phrase written on crates, boxes, and the like on Earth. Not particularly important."


	"Ah, but it is, for it is the first time it has been written on one of your crates," she now joined in the study of the crates, "Here is another one of those stasis field warning signs... here! Look here, another new sign! Tell me what it says!" she implored.


	"Okay, okay! I will! Hold your horses," I said as she pulled me away from the farthest side of the other box, "This looks exactly like what I was reading on the other crate though I must say that this is a better copy," I read it to myself silently.


	"C'mon, what does it say?" she said as she tapped me on my shoulder.


	"It says, 'Caution! Living organisms! 12,500 Males, '. That's it?" I said, "No instructions? Rachalie always leaves..." I started as I glanced about the room and as sure as dragons fly I remembered the note which was still sitting on the bed, "instructions."


	"I'll get it."


	"No, I will. Either way I'll still have to read it to you," I said as I walked over and picked up the note. I then realized what I had said, "Listen... I'm sorry. That was a very callous thing for me to say..."


	"But, you are right," she hung her head.


	"Hey now. Don't be like that. We'll make this," I held up the note, "into your first real lesson in reading."


	That perked her right up, "Then shut up and teach," she rushed to my side.


	"As you wish, the note reads as:


	"Hello again! Right now you are probably wondering what is in the containers with the green color coding. Well, the signs say that you are to use caution because there are living organisms inside. That is what green means. Another thing that green can mean is that either the container or what it contains need space, for there is a force field holding it in its small size and shape. In this case it means both for there are multiple containers within each in stasis and each being compressed.


	"As for the organisms -you'd better be sitting for this- they are toads. There are a grand total of 25,000 of them evenly split between males and females. Also these are specifically a Gulf Coast and Houston toad hybrid, and they have been infected with mentasynth during two prior generations. These eggs have also been infected, and by this generation you should be able to sense their feelings. You might be thinking, 'Well, mentasynth doesn't change any organism that greatly that quickly, '. Well, this is not the same kind used on fire-lizards 2,500 Turns ago. This is a much more refined variety developed about 1,000 Turns ago on Earth, and it is almost three times as strong as the original to the point where it would work better than if you could infect a creature three times.


	"The containers in the crate each contain one egg in stasis and they are -when removed from the force field- eleven inches long by nine inches wide by five and a half inches tall. At present, these containers are just a little larger than the egg they carry with packing around each of them (*note= the eggs themselves are not compressed just the containers around them because the eggs are individually shielded. Also each contains water which is compressed).


	"One last thing, you can remove individual containers out of the field because the field is the crate, but it would be ill advised for anyone but you to place their hand(s) in the crate for purposes of retrieval. The reason for this is that anyone else would be severely damaged by the compression of the force field. Should this dreadful thing happen only you can heal the damage, caused by the forcing of blood and tissue out of the appendage being compressed, through the use of... The Lightning Maneuver!! All you do is think, You will be healed! and they'll be none the worse for the wear. Albeit a little dizzy, but after some food they'll be just fine.


	That is all for now.





-Rachalie





p.s. 	You'll notice that the toads love to sit and


	listen to whatever you have to say. They can be


	like little psychiatrists, for they absolutely


	love to listen to problems. They also like to be


	held -yes, the individual containers can be


	opened.


p.p.s.    The toads will develop and mature at an alarming


	rate -to you. This is normal -for them. They go


	from egg to small adult -body length about the


	length of your pinky- in one month (as opposed to


	two months to toadlet, now two sevendays to


	toadlet).


p.p.p.s   This won't disintegrate. Bye for now."





	"Well, that was interesting," said Mirrina wide eyed.


	"Got any questions?" I asked jovially.


	Boy was I sorry that I had said that, for she launched a volley of questions that could easily have made a certified genius quiver and sputter. Her last one I simply could not answer. It was:


	"What do these hybrid toads look like?"


	I could not answer it. I could describe both original types with great detail, but not the new hybrid of the two.


	She then suggested, "Maybe it is on the cartridge that was attached to the note?"


	"It might be... the cartridge says that it is to be inserted in a 075 Mark 1 Holoprojection System -whatever that is," I said, lost.


	"That would be considered 'Electronics' right?" she mused.


	"Well, yes, it would."


	"Then, it's in a crate with orange color coding, so let's search for it in the corner behind you."





	We found the holographic projector after searching through five other crates, for neither of us knew what it looked like. When I inserted the cartridge, nothing happened. Mirrina noticed that a small slot had opened on the front of the device. I then remembered some bits of the note from the previous night, and pushed the covered button on my watch. The plug which emerged had a three foot cord attached which I did not like (I wanted one a little longer- like six feet). I plugged my watch in and instantly felt tired and drained, so I sat the device and myself on the bed. Mirrina sat down beside me.


	A light lit up which I read aloud pointing out the words, "Warming up, please hold." After a minute of intense waiting, the top of the projector opened and a pedestal like shape with a ring of lights crowning it rose from the center. Just before reaching its apex, The lights started turning on and off in a light chasing light pattern. It soon became a blur and we both had to avert our eyes.


	An image started to form about five inches above the pedestal. It was a test pattern (a trapezoidal form, the bottom was ten inches wide and the top base was about an inch away from the ceiling and about seven feet wide) which had every color in the spectrum.


	The tinny voice of my watch now said both verbally (via the projector's speakers) and mentally, "Adjust color and volume at this time," the color and volume controls lit up on the pedestal.


	"Is the volume okay, Mirrina? I can't tell since I hear it in my mind as well."


	"It's fine, Jason," she said awestruck as she continued to stare at the test pattern from her vantage point at the edge of the bed.


	The disembodied voice of my watch broke in again, "If you are finished then push the 'start' button on the 075 Mark 1 Holoprojection System. The controls will be saved in their present positions, and they will always reset to these whenever the device is activated. You will be able to change them later simply by waiting as long as you have now. You may change the volume whenever you like while a program is running. If you are finished making any new adjustments then press 'start' now."


	I pressed start and the test pattern dissolved. A new image started to form. This new image was Rachalie sitting in a black chair of solid obsidian if my eyes did not deceive me. Mirrina gasped, "Is that Rachalie?"


	"Yes, that is he," I answered.


	"You were right about his eyes. They act just like a dragon's would. Well, almost. The whites are still white, but the pupils do... quite easily."


	"He looks like he's about to get up."


	The image of Rachalie then stood leaning on his staff heavily as he got to his feet and said, "Hello my friend! In case you did not read the note, I'll read it to you. Now, if you did read it already then press 'advance' until you see me wave my staff. Decide now. I'll give you thirty seconds. Hit 'pause' if you need more time," Rachalie sat back down in his practical "throne" of obsidian. I hit 'pause' and asked Mirrina, "Do you want to hear it again, Mirrina?"


	"Huh, what? What did you say? I wasn't listening," she nearly fell off of the edge of the bed where she was sitting.


	"You looked mesmerized. Is something wrong?"


	"I was trying to place Rachalie. I feel as if I've seen him before, but yet I've never seen a person with that much beard before. The only person I've seen with a comparable amount of hair on any part of his head of Rachalie's age is my father but his grows from the sides of his head not his chin -and even that is gray not stark white. I just feel like I know him," she looked over at me, "Maybe it is because you two have similar noses... and you both have connected eyebrows," she laughed to herself then thought about something, "He could be related to you. It would explain the resemblance."


	"I will ask him. Now, do you want to hear it again?"


	"That's alright. By the way, may I take the note home as practice -and to show my parents that I can finally read."


	"Of course you can."


	"Thank you," she hugged me, "Now, get this thing running. I can't stay here all night."


	"Moving on," I hit "pause" then I pressed "advance" until it was at the correct point.


	"Now," started Rachalie's image, "you will see a presentation on the new hybrid toads (genus: Bufo valliceps houstonensis)," Rachalie's image faded and that of what I thought was a Gulf Coast toad materialized. It rolled and panned on all three axes.


	"Oh! How cute!" said Mirrina moving closer.


	"That," restarted Rachalie as he rematerialized replacing the toad, "is what the new hybrid toads -affectionately referred to as the Houston Coast toad (after the floodings of 2359 [water levels went up 20 feet worldwide] which sank everything from Galveston Island to Pasadena thusly making Houston right on the Texas Gulf Coast for just under twenty years. The water levels returned to normal in 2379. The United Nations of the Earth lifted all the disaster area ratings they had placed after scientists proved that it would not happen again, for the cause had been eradicated)- look like. You will of course notice that the colorings of the Gulf Coast toad dominated those of the Houston toad, but the new hybrid has kidney shaped paratoid glands like the Houston toad. This representation is not to scale mind you, for if it were then it would be nearly impossible to keep them indoors.


	The dimensions on these on average are: a body length from nose to rear of five to six inches (a little over one handspan) and an average weight of two and one half pounds for the adult specimens. I have seen specimens which were one and four twenty-fifths feet long (around two handspans) which weighed in at five and one half pounds, so don't be surprised by excessively large specimens. You will notice that if you increase its food supply the toad will grow larger according to the increase in food -much like certain kinds of fish we both know well," Rachalie's disembodied voice chuckled.


	"What's he talking about?"


	"Trust me. You don't want to know, Mirrina," I too had to laugh as the memories floated by in my mind.


	"I hate being left out," she said to herself.


	"Okay, I had some pet fish which wanted to eat all the time, and two of the four fish I had grew constantly whenever I gave them more food than the previous feeding," I now looked back at the hologram and Rachalie was still laughing.


	Rachalie stopped laughing after another five minutes. He then said, "Well, that's nearly all of it, but there is a little more you should know about. The male toads are very talkative while the females are listeners. They all communicate telepathically with each other as toads have since they evolved. You will find -as I did- that teaming even numbers of males and females together can be very helpful in counseling those individuals who need help. This way you aren't always rewriting human minds. Most people's problems aren't that bad, so drastic measures aren't all that necessary.


	"One last thing, the containers replicate food for the toads they carry, but don't worry about that. The insects are sterile, and they can't eat or bite -no mouth parts. Also, these insects have thirty minute lifespans, and the replicators only produce when they receive signals of hunger from their particular occupant.


	"Now, regarding the fertility of the toads. They live anywhere from seven to ten Turns, and they only reproduce when they reach five Turns. The females lay only ten eggs, but these ten will hatch unless something extremely bad happens. You're probably worried about overpopulation or something. Well, don't. They only reproduce once at age five and never again no matter how long they live or how big they get. By the way, please tell me when you open the crate and remove a container or two, so I can give you the breeding pond set-up (the toads are very picky). I might forget later. Always remember, we may be immortal but we are not, I repeat, we are not infallible. I will see you later. Push 'eject' now," his image was replaced by solid black throughout the entire cone of projection.


	"Well, that was educational," I shook my head and pushed the eject button on the Holoprojector, "I thought I was longwinded," I disconnected my watch and hit the covered button on my watch which retracted the plug.


	"It's late. I'd better go," she yawned.


	"Must you?"


	"Yes, I must," she kissed me, "Should I bring a pitcher of klah with me tomorrow morning?"


	"Please do! I love the stuff, and it will help both our throats out to no end," I paused, "For these lessons to accomplish anything, you need to be here as often as possible."


	"With pleasure, sir!" she laughed as I stared at her.


	"Yes, well, I don't think I have anything else to do tomorrow. At least nothing I know of. I will see you then," I kissed her deeply. We lingered thusly then with a long sigh followed instantly by a yawn which she apologized for she headed for the door. I opened it and watched her walk down the hall. When she was gone from sight, I closed the door slowly, walked over to the bed, and flopped down. Pushing the appropriate button on my watch I thought, Computer, assemble a list of entries on "Reading, learning how to start."


�
CHAPTER FOUR





	Mirrina was a sponge for learning. She shot through almost all the lessons on reading that I had prepared in her first two days of my teaching. Her hand writing skills were nominal, but my hand writing wasn't any better in comparison- so we moved on.


	During these first two nights (by the way I'm counting off the days since the organization of my stuff) in my dreams Rachalie taught me various forms of martial arts. For one as old as he seems to be, he was very light on his feet. We practiced styles that I never even knew existed. I asked him why he was teaching me these, and he told me, "For the discipline and for better control of your body. Besides, it's fun to do." He also said that I was doing exceedingly well, but I didn't think so.


	I finally did ask him if he was related to me. He gave me one of his, "Well... yes and no," answers in response to my inquiry. That quelled my desire to know anything more in that area, since he wasn't about to give me a straight answer.





	By the end of the third day, Mirrina had gone beyond my own skills in her reading and writing (I was basically giving her a crash course that would bring her skills up in the shortest amount of time). Even though she didn't know how some words were spelled -because I didn't know myself- she knew how to break them up and sound them out. I had told her of Rachalie's answer at the end of her lessons, but she gave me no response when I asked her what she thought of his answer.


	That night, Rachalie gave me some small arms training. He also taught me how to control my dreams better to the point that when we went over archery, I conjured up imaginary targets for us to shoot at. After he had gone over everything he wanted to go over, I asked him where he was from. He told me that he too was from Earth, and that long ago he was also banished from Earth. When I asked whether he was still banished, he informed me that he had done his time and amended his earlier thinking not long before he plucked me from my dismal, wretched, failed, useless, hopeless, depressing (Etcaetera) life on Earth. He would not tell me of when he lived on Earth, or why he had been banished.





	On the fourth day, I had nothing knew to teach her, for I didn't want her to pass me up by too much (foolish egotism I know, I know). When she came by during what would have been her second session of the day, her parents came with her. They had wanted to know with whom was their daughter spending all her free time, and when her mother took a second look at me she grudgingly gave approval of it all. I told them of what we were doing together (of course I didn't disclose everything), and that I was the one who had rescued her from Dorse. Her father told his wife and daughter to leave, for he wanted a private word with me.


	"Now young man," he started, "Why are you hoarding my daughter's time?" he seemed pretty steamed about the matter, yet he had a smile on his face.


	"I have been teaching her to read..." he waved me silent.


	"I know that. She read that hide to us four nights ago. I want to know your real reason for taking up her time," he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.


	He had phrased that pretty badly so I said, "I don't understand what you mean, sir."


	"Okay, let's look at it this way. Dorse and my daughter are arguing loudly. You intervened. Why?"


	"Because they were disturbing the peace of the Hold, sir."


	"Alright," he ran his fingers through his hair, "Dorse pushes my daughter into the wall. Dorse and you start fighting because..." he trailed off so I could finish the sentence with the answer he was looking for, but I hadn't a clue as to what that was.


	"Because she had been unjustly accused -in my opinion- with no evidence provided, and she needed a champion to defend her honor, sir," I answered. I then decided to ask as he wiped his face with his hands in frustration, "May I ask why is it that you want to know, sir?"


	"Because I want to know if you feel anything for my daughter!!" he yelled. He calmed down and a minute later he said, "She speaks of you highly -and often."


	"I love her more than words can express..."


	"Thank you! That's what I wanted to know," he paused to wipe his mouth, "Now, she gives me the idea that there is something very serious between you two, but I want to be sure of one very important thing right now. Are you planning on using my daughter and leaving her broken-hearted?"


	"Oh no, sir!"


	"Then you have thought of marriage?" he asked with an eyebrow raised.


	"Uh, we have discussed it, sir, but I have no knowledge of how the process works here on Pern. If this were Earth, I'd have a slight idea, but here -except for the actual wedding ceremony- I'm lost," I shrugged.


	"Then, I'll explain it to you," he pulled one of the chairs off of the wall and sat down in it backwards (it was a short backed chair with no padding). He then proceeded to explain courtship, the actual proposal, and the various other little details essential to the overall picture. When he had finished he asked, "Do you think you can meet all of that?"


	I sat down on the edge of the bed and said, "I believe I can, sir. Of course not instantly. I don't even have a job around the Hold as of yet -probably because I won't be here longer than four or so months, if that."


	"Four months, eh? What are you doing in four months?"


	"I'm to be presented to Wirenth's clutch at High Reaches Weyr. Weyrleader F'lar says that he thinks that I'd make an excellent candidate..."


	"Weyrleader F'lar... of Benden?"


	"Is there another, sir?" he seemed to be in an awed shock so I would take my time with informing him of anything for the moment.


	"The Weyrleader?"


	"Yes."


	"You've meet him?"


	"Yes sir, I have."


	"And he likes you."


	"Yes," I drawled slowly.


	"Hmmm..." he stood up and walked around in thought before continuing with, "I could use an assistant. That is... if one of your esteem wouldn't mind working with runners?"


	"Of my esteem?" I simply couldn't fathom his meaning but I continued anyway, "I would not mind working with runnerbeasts, but I warn you I am a beginner," I grinned.


	"Then it's settled," he grasped my hand to settle the matter, "I will see you bright and early tomorrow morning. Of course that is after the morning meal -sir."





	When Mirrina came back in later, I told her of what had happened. She was overjoyed until I mentioned the fact that I was to be going to be helping her father, the head stockman of the Hold, with the Hold's beasts. She accused me of lying to her. When I explained the situation of how the decision came about, she promptly apologized by saying that her father hates to work with people. Since I had mentioned that Benden's Weyrleader liked me, her father would want to get into my favor on the hopes that he would get to meet Weyrleader F'lar of Benden. Also that he reveres dragonriders higher than Lord Holders, and since I was to be a candidate, that allied me -in his eyes- with dragonriders. In her opinion, if I hadn't mentioned my candidacy to him, I'd never have gotten the opportunity to work as his assistant.





	Rachalie only had more martial arts to teach on the third and fourth nights. He still evaded my questions with the same vague answers. Also on the fourth day, Master Robinton came by to copy what he called my "Song of Inquiry". I debated that it was not my song, but he stifled me by asking whether or not I had any other songs. When I told him that they were morbid, he insisted on seeing them anyway, so I rummaged around in some brown color-coded crates, selected a few of my poems, and gave them to him. I told him that they were just poems, not songs, but he said that poems are songs that are spoken not sung. That made sense, so I acquiesced.


	"Tell me. Are you good at coming up with the music to go with your songs?"


	"Not really, sir. I can sing some of my songs, but I don't know the notes I am singing. Might I ask why, sir?"


	"We need songs at the Hall."


	"Not like these, sir! These are songs of killing and bloodshed. Not happy fun to sing songs, but quite violent things that parents would cut their children's' tongues out for singing."


	"But we do need a songwriter at the Hall, and you are a likely candidate. Just because you may have a particular bent toward violent material, doesn't mean that you always write about such dour subjects."


	I thought about what he said and responded by saying, "Do not fear Master Robinton, for you will have one sooner than you think. However, it will not be me."


	"By any chance, is this the one who wrote that delightful little song about that queen fire-lizard and the fisherman who helped save her clutch?" I nodded, "When will he be found?"


	I grinned, "Within the next ten days, and I can't tell you who this person is."


	"I had a feeling that you wouldn't," he paused to ponder something, "I would still like for you to become a Harper. After all, you do have a little more than four months until you are presented as a candidate for Wirenth's clutch."


	"I don't think I could, sir."


	"And why not, Jason?"


	"I am to start helping Mirrina's father, Marik, the head stockman, with the Hold's beasts, tomorrow."


	"I see," more pondering, "Have you and Mirrina made any solid plans yet?"


	"That's why I'm working with her father starting tomorrow," I replied dryly.


	"To help in persuading him that you are worthy of being with his daughter?"


	"I already have that, for I told him that I was to be a candidate. Mirrina says that he reveres dragonriders, and by being a candidate I might become one. Also she says that he would like to meet Weyrleader F'lar, and since I told him that the Weyrleader likes me, he will want to get on my good side in hopes of meeting him."


	"Interesting," he paused, "Have you and Mirrina set a date?" I shook my head. He pondered that and said, "You do know that your marriage to Mirrina will cause a problem when you become a Dragonrider?"


	"Yes sir, I know, but I don't care. I love her more than words can express."


	He sighed, "getting back to the subject at hand, why is it that you are to be working with her father? Do you like working with animals?"


	"Well sir, I need something to do for the next four -or more- months, and I could use the experience with animals. Especially if I'm to be a good Harper. 'A Harper has to be able to turn his hand to any task'," I shrugged.


	"Would you consider coming to the Hall for your final three months before you are presented to Wirenth's clutch? That way you've worked for a month with Marik, and you've learned to be a Harper -not much of one mind you, but a Harper never the less- from Finder here in Ruatha in this first month. Then, next month you come to the Hall to further your education as a Harper, and if you don't Impress -which I for one doubt- you have something to fall back on until you're presented to another clutch -or what have you. What do you think?" he folded his arms.


	"That sounds good sir, but..."


	"Is there a problem, Jason?"


	"Well, Mirrina and myself are to be married..."


	"As you've already pointed out..."


	I nodded, "But she would make an excellent Weaver. I don't want to be too far away from her, so I don't think I can be at the Harper Hall for the remaining time before Wirenth clutches. I am sorry, sir."


	"But the Weaver Crafthall is in Southern Boll. She wouldn't be too far away if you were at the Harper Hall."


	"I know but, is Masterweaver Zurg willing to allow a woman into his Crafthall to become a Weaver?"


	He thought about that before saying in a commanding tone, "Well, you will become a Harper before I die even if I have to persuade Fort and High Reaches Weyrs to allow you to be posted as Fort Hold's watch rider. Now, as for you and Mirrina becoming man and wife, when you two decide on a date, I would like to officiate," at that moment someone knocked on my door.


	"Yes," I said as I opened the door.


	"I was told that the Masterharper is here?" said an unknown Dragonrider.


	"Ah," started Master Robinton, "N'ton. Is it time to leave already?" N'ton nodded, "My how the time goes," he paused, "I'm ready to go back to the Hall now," he said with a slight emphasis on the noun.


	N'ton caught it and asked, "Unsuccessful?"


	"For now any rate," he patted me on the shoulder, "Jason has an important person in his life which he doesn't want to be too far away from at the moment," he smiled at N'ton.


	"Oh, I see," N'ton smiled back at the Masterharper of Pern.


	I blushed under the pressure and said, "Oh sure, gang up on the soon to be married man."


	N'ton sobered right up on that note, "Did you say married? Dragonriders -candidates included- can not have emotional attachments of that nature." [FOR THE FEW OF YOU WHO HAVE TAKEN NOTE, YES HE ALREADY KNEW OF MY CANDIDACY. ALSO, IF I HAD TOLD HIM IN THE LINE BEFORE, IT WOULD HAVE BEEN CONSIDERED BOASTING AND RUDE, AND I DON'T LIKE TO BOAST -WELL, NOT OFTEN- THOUGH I AM QUITE RUDE. ONE LAST BIT OF INFORMATION, THIS IS PROBABLY THE LAST "FOR..." ANYTHING FOR A WHILE -DON'T CHEER, YOU'LL STARTLE YOUR FRIENDS.]


	"I know sir, but I don't care. She is the first woman in my life, ER, lives that has ever loved me as much as -if not more than- I love her. I know that a rider is... well... I do better with examples. Let's say that a queen dragon has been flown by the same dragon for the past three or four flights, and the queen's rider has grown quite fond of the rider of her queen's mate. Now, let's suppose that on the next mating flight a new dragon flies her queen, so she goes along with the change. Yeah, well, I'm not that kind of person. I tend to stick like glue to one woman until she does something -or until something happens to her- that I cannot tolerate one jot. I'm not one for controversy, Bronze rider, but in this I am unwavering. I am sorry to be so insolent, but..."


	"'I can be quite adamant,' Is that what you were going to say?" asked Master Robinton. I nodded since he had finished my sentence for me.


	"Especially when the subject is close to my heart, sir."


	"Alright," N'ton said while laughing, "you've made your point. You didn't tell me that he could be so unyielding, Robinton."


	"An oversight on my part I assure you, N'ton," he said with a smile.


	"When is the date of your impossible to stop wedding?"


	"Uh, I -we- haven't decided that yet," I stuttered, "but we are getting married -and soon."


	"How soon is 'soon'?" inquired Robinton.


	I shrugged, "If she were here..." there was a light rap on the door and then Mirrina entered since this was when we'd normally have a session.


	"Oh! I didn't know. I'll come back later," she started to leave.


	"Wait! Mirrina, we were just talking about you -well us. You see, we were just discussing our future wedding."


	"That's what I wanted to talk to you about. I was thinking that we should make it next month," she said after introductions were exchanged.


	"So it's true!" I said.


	"What is?" she asked.


	"That great minds do run in similar circles. I was thinking that it should be next month or the month after that, but I don't think I could have waited that long. Next month is bad enough, dearest Mirrina," I said as I gazed into her sparkling eyes.


	"I agree, my beloved," we kissed.


	"Yes, well, we must be going now," started the Master of Harpers which made Mirrina and myself... detach, "It was a pleasure meeting you again, Mirrina," he kissed her hand, "And Jason, I can only hope that next time I can convince you to come to the Hall."


	"Farewell, Masterharper, and I hope we meet again, N'ton," said I.


	"Good bye to you both," the Bronze rider bowed and lead Master Robinton out the door.


	I turned to face Mirrina after I'd closed the door, "Now, that they have departed, what is really troubling you, dear one?"


	"Can't you tell, mind reader."


	"I can't read minds long distance unless I'm on their thoughts."


	"It's Dorse. He's at it again," she sighed exasperatedly and sprawled on her back on the bed.


	"What do you mean, 'He's at it again, '? At what again?"


	"Oh, nothing except that he's acting just like he was before you arrived. He even says that he's no longer afraid of you, but I seriously doubt the truth of that admission."


	"So he's bothering everybody again, huh?"


	"Well, not everybody..."


	"No just you," I paused, "and Jaxom. Just great!" I said as I opened a brown crate, "No, this isn't the right one."


	"What are you looking for?" she asked looking over my shoulder.


	"A graph leaf," I said as I opened another crate of the same coding.


	"Why are you looking for graph leaves?" she asked as she put the appropriate box under my nose.


	"Thank you. I'm looking for graph leaves because I'm expecting to put my mapping skills to good use."


	"How?" she asked grinning.


	"Alright, we'll use all five W's. I don't care. How, well, to help find Ruatha's young Lord Holder; when, either today or tomorrow; and where," I smiled and did my best impression of Lord Lytol, "In the Bowels of the Hold," we both laughed heartily.


	"Thanks for the laugh. I needed it after today," she hugged me.


	"Always glad to help if it merits affection from you, my beautiful tour guide."


	"Oh, you tease."


	She pushed me and I fell backwards onto the bed with an unfelt, "Ouff."


	"Are you alright?" she asked placing her hand on my knee concerned.


	I grabbed her hand and pulled her down beside me, "Feeling better now," I kissed her deeply.


	"I have to agree with that," we kissed again. She smiled sensuously and spoke into my ear, "I permit you to have your immortal way with me," she started unlacing her dress.


	I groaned, "Please don't say that word, and you know tomorrow will be a busy day."


	She stopped and stared at me quizzically just before she would have let her dress fall to the floor, "Where did you get that insane notion? Tomorrow is a restday."


	"But... your father said that I start assisting him tomorrow," I stammered in reply.


	"My father meant the day after tomorrow," she giggled, "He loses track of restdays. He says, 'They're wastes of good work days, '."


	"Oh, then that day will be a very active day."


	"Don't fret. My father won't work you into the ground."


	"It's not just that, there are other reasons for the extra activity."


	"How do you know that?"


	"A fire-lizard told me that the Hatching at Benden is on that day."


	"Fire-lizards don't exist," she said as she started relacing her dress.


	"Either way the Hatching is on that day. The Books speak of it often."


	"They do, huh?" she said as she finished the last bit of lacing, "Well, I have chores at home. They've been piling up for the past few days."


	"I will see you at another time then," I kissed her and watched her walk down the hallway and descend the steps to the floor below. I came back into my room and closed the door behind me. "So Dorse is pestering them both again. How lovely. That explains why she's so mercurial today. I start work on the morning after tomorrow. I wish I could say that that day is 'Monday', but I don't know if it is. Guess I have to stick to calling it the 17th of... of, um... the 4th month? I wonder if they have names for the months here?"





	I didn't have very long to talk to myself about the possibilities of the present month's name, since -as I expected- Lytol told me that Jaxom was missing. He asked me to start searching underneath Ruatha before everyone else involved in the search so that I could map as I went on my search to find the Hold's future Lord.


	Time was irrelevant as I mapped, and I had completely mapped twenty-five rather large rooms and about fifteen smaller rooms before I found Jaxom sitting with his back against the wall. He did not look up when I walked over to him.


	Just when I was about to speak he said, "Hello, Jason. Did Lytol send you to find me?" he asked without looking up.


	"Yes and no," I responded.


	"What d'you mean?" he asked looking up at me puzzled.


	"Yes, Lytol sent me to find you, and no, because he also told me to map as I went -of course he said the last indirectly," I paused, "So," I drawled, "What brings you down here?" I sat down against the wall immediately to his right (the south wall if my map was accurate).


	"Dorse," he picked up a small rock and threw it northwards.


	"I see. What was his insult this time?"


	"Just that he was surprised that the two freaks of nature -you and I- aren't in each others company more often," he launched another stone which hit the previous one knocking it out of the range of the light from our glow baskets.


	"Next time he says that, tell him, 'I am just as normal as you are, so if I'm a freak then so are you,' You'll be surprised by the lack of insult on his part."


	"I think I'll do that," he examined the next stone before he threw it and then turning to face me said, "Aren't you bothered by his insults? He called you a freak as well."


	"I know that I'm a freak, so that insult doesn't bother me," I let fly another stone.


	"I wish I were more like you on that score. Just when I get used to one insult he comes up with five more which he and his friends bother me with whenever possible. That's usually when I come down here to avoid their taunts because they are afraid of the dark, and I certainly won't share my glows with those fools," he violently threw another stone which hit the north wall -and shattered into dust.


	I dropped the stone I was about to throw saying, "You should not run from your problems."


	"Then what should I do? I can't retaliate for '...that isn't the way a Lord Holder should behave...'" he said in a complete copy of Lytol's manner, "It just isn't fair."


	"Getting even is not always the answer either."


	"Then what is?"


	"Rachalie has taught me to ignore the taunts others fire at me. I would do the same for you, but I know he also used the 'Maneuver' to help with his teachings. I don't know what he was thinking to alter my mind, or I would do the same for you. Tolerance is an excellent thing to learn no matter what your field of interest."


	"But there is only so much that can be tolerated, sir. I mean, Jason."


	"That's when you walk away. You leave at a normal pace and just leave them there calling insults to your back as you walk away. Now, don't misunderstand me, sir, I'm not saying stomp off in a huff. No, rather, just walk at a leisurely pace out of earshot."


	"What if they follow me? What then?"


	"Then, if you feel that they are being too persistent then go up to my room pick up the map," I held it out to him, "Get a pencil," I handed it to him, "Take some glows, and enlarge the map. You said so yourself that they won't follow you down here, and this is a great way to replace anger with industry."


	"What do I do when there is nothing left to map down here?" he asked as he studied the map.


	"Then you set up one of the rooms down here as a room to get away to, and do tell Lytol where this room is so that they can search there first."


	"How is he to know where I am talking about? Will he have a map?"


	"That's the catch to using my leaves, you will make sure that Lytol's map is up to date. That way he will know where to look for you."


	"I see," he looked at the map again, turned it this way and that way asking, "What is the scale on this thing -and where are we?" he looked up at me confused.


	"The scale is two steps then you map what you see to your right, left, and so on," I demonstrated what I meant.


	"You didn't tell me where we are, and what do I do when the map extends off this leaf?"


	"We are... right... about... here!", I jabbed the map in the appropriate spot with my finger, "If it extends off the page, take another leaf, fold the appropriate edge down beneath it -this white boundary," I ran my finger along it then folded it, "place the edge of your present leaf directly under it so that the sides match up properly and the edges are evenly on top of each other," I flipped it over and showed him how they lined up, "and pinch the top and bottom of the edges to be joined. Lastly, take the partially joined leaves, placed them on a flat surface, and run your thumb along where the joined edges are. They will seal themselves together with a seal that can not be torn apart."


	"What if I mess up?"


	"Then it won't seal, and you'll have a chance to redo it," I stood up, shook the dirt out of my cloak, and admired once again how well it went with the rather plain outfit I had worn my first day on Pern when I had met Shenall. I smiled in remembrance of how confused he had looked trying to figure out where I was from. After all, not one Hold has gray in their Hold device.


	"Can we do some more mapping before the search party gets here, Jason?" he looked at me imploringly as he too stood up and brushed himself off.


	"I don't see why not, though we will have to use my glowbasket, for yours just flickered out."


	"Should we take it with us?" he asked as he picked it up.


	"Set it... here in front of the East passageway. That way, they will know which way we went. Let us explore," I said as we headed down the East passageway away from what I had already mapped.





	We had mapped five more mid-sized rooms and had walked into a sixth (which had all passageways, but the one we came in through, blocked by various cave-ins) before the search party found us. The Lord Warder had many a harsh word for Jaxom, but he desisted after I told him that it was Dorse's insults which had sent him down here. When everyone was on their way out he motioned for me to stay behind, for he wanted to speak to me for a second.


	"I too am dismayed that Dorse taunts him so, but I don't approve of him running down here to get away from them."


	"Neither do I, sir."


	"Then why is it that we found you two traveling deeper in?"


	"We were mapping, sir."


	"I see, you don't approve of him running from his problems, yet you encourage his subterranean escapades?"


	"I figure that if he must run from his problems then he should at least turn his anger into industry."


	"And how is he to do that?"


	I rolled the map out on the ground. "You see, if he must come down here he is to map any new areas he ventures into, and make sure that your copy of the map is just as accurate as his when he returns to the Hold proper. That way, you won't worry as much, and he has an excuse when they pester him," he seemed to be relenting so I decided to tell him the rest, "When he finishes the mapping, I suggested that he set up a room for him to get away to when Dorse and his friends decide to bother him," he looked about to protest that idea so I added, "Of course, he will give you the location, and he won't set up the room if you tell him not to."


	He pondered that, "I'll have to consider that part of it, but he may explore in the mean time. Now, when will I be receiving my copy of this map?"


	"As soon as I make a copy of this one, Lord Warder."


	"Then, shall we return to the surface?"


	"After you, Lord Lytol."





	Jaxom was waiting for us at the door to the glow room with an anxious expression on his face. He asked Lytol if he had permission to map the "bowels" of the Hold, and received an affirmative nod from Lytol. He did not however ask about making a place for himself below after he finished mapping, for I gave a quick shake of my head when he was about to ask Lytol.


	The rest of the day went by as expected, and I completed the map in five minutes flat. At dinner, Finder had a lovely little tune, and another rendition of the Fire-Lizard Song by request. He also played some of the Traditional Songs and Ballads to remind those seated of their loyalty to Hold, Hall, and Weyr. Everyone sang along, so I don't think they needed to be reminded of their duties- but it was fun anyway. The Name Song was especially fun since no one fouled it up with a wrong name -considering the recent change at Fort Weyr that was quite a feet.





	That night, Rachalie and myself reviewed all that I had been taught on the previous six nights. After all was said and done, we sat down in chairs I thought up. Rachalie's chair was of course a throne -in my opinion- made of obsidian which seemed to be an accretion from the depths of the planet, but that is how he wanted me to think it up for him (He said he would have done it himself, but we were in my mind not his so I had to conjure it up myself, Quod Erat Demonstrandum). Rachalie advised the same seating for myself stating that it was more comfortable than it looked.


	We sat as such for many seconds before either of us had even the slightest parting remarks to say to the other. Rachalie twitched about in his seat uncomfortably before saying, "It's going to be a long three weeks -that is three sevendays- for you before you cross my path again."


	"Huh?"


	"I said that it will be a long three sevendays for you before I see you again."


	"Why do you keep emphasizing my roll instead of your own?"


	"Well, one thousand Turns for you is but one second for me," he pointed his callused finger at his chest, "And one sevenday for you is only point zero zero zero zero one nine seconds or nineteen microseconds..."


	"So what your saying is that only 57 microseconds will pass for you but three sevendays will pass for me before I see you again. By the first egg! Roughly seventeen minutes could go by for you while one million years..."


	"Turns..." he corrected.


	"Would pass for me?!"


	"Regrettably so my young friend," he patted me on the shoulder then closed my mouth for me since I had carelessly let it fall open.


	The pregnant silence went on for another dream minute before I got up enough control to ask Rachalie, "How old are you?"


	"Aren't we being rude now," he turned his back on me.


	A malicious thought turned up the voltage in my mind, "My apologies... sir," he whirled to stare at me with red eyes that spun faster than mine could register, "And I'll renew calling you 'sir' if you don't tell me how old you are, sir."


	"I'm," he covered his mouth with his hand, "years old."


	"I didn't catch that, sir. Could you repeat that s..."


	"Three thousand one hundred, you insolent, wherry-loving, excrescence of Watchwhers! Oh, how I wish I'd never met you just like things went in another one of the myriad dimensions of this particular universe. There my other self never met you instead he swiped your other self's pendant and left."


	"Could you repeat that Rachalie? Please?"


	"It's part of your theory! Why should I explain it to you!?"


	"What theory? I don't... wait you don't mean that silly old thing?"


	"YES! Differentdimensiality [Dif rent die men she al it tea](*see page 300 -this time there is an explanation)!"


	"Demented stupidity is more like it."


	"Nonsense..."


	"Yes, that's what it is, was, and shall always be- complete nonsense!"


	"Oh, do shut up for a moment!"


	"Go to hell!!!"


	"Which one?" he asked crossing his arms.


	"Excuse me?"


	"I asked you which hell? The one with graffiti written on its walls stating that a certain late thirteenth century Florentine had been down there -though to my knowledge he hasn't- and is like a nice summer day on the Red Star at high noon, or the one where you can't see or feel anything -except the extreme cold- id est between?" he stood there tapping his foot while his eyes rapidly went berserk trying to match his ever changing mood.


	"Neither... and both, sir!" I began to cool down.


	"Now, we are even again," he laughed merriment showing in his eyes, "I must say that that was better than I expected."


	"You knew we were going to argue like that?"


	"Why of course I did though I must say that it really bugged me when you called me 'sir'. I really loathe that title."


	"So do I," I muttered softly.


	"I know," he paused for several minutes before continuing, "Well, I guess this is it for a while. By the way you'll find two new receptacles in your room when you wake."


	"What do they contain?"


	"One, is the set up for the toads mating pond the other is a matter duplicator."


	"You mean a replicator."


	"No, a duplicator."


	"What's the difference?" I asked him.


	"A replica is an exact copy -in most cases- while a duplicate can have flaws."


	"For example?"


	"The food it duplicates always ends up tasting like leather."


	"Chewy?"


	"No, exactly like leather. I expected to be eating some animal's harness when I first tried the tripe it comes up with, but some species don't care about taste. Humans and immortals do however, so I would not advise its consumption. Bye!" he disappeared.


�
CHAPTER FIVE


�
CHAPTER SIX


�
CHAPTER SEVEN


�
CHAPTER EIGHT


�
CHAPTER NINE


�
CHAPTER TEN


�
CHAPTER ELEVEN


�
CHAPTER TWELVE


�
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


�
CHAPTER FOURTEEN


�
CHAPTER FIFTEEN


�
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


�
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


�
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


�
CHAPTER NINETEEN


�
CHAPTER TWENTY


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


�
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


�
�



PAGE 300





	DIFFERENTDIMENSIALITY=


*WARNING--SOME OF THE FOLLOWING MATERIALS MAY CONFUSE*





	States that anything no matter how impossible or improbable has its own separate universe -or dimension- where it is completely possible and may be an everyday affair.





Here are some explanations to further your understanding:





1)For example, a movie company comes up with an idea for a new film. When the writers came up with the idea, they -knowingly or unknowingly- created yet another partition in the hard drive that we shall call... Daldeoforma. In this partition, everything they write for their movie becomes reality. All characters become living (if they are not dead or undead -Id Est vampires) sentient (if it pertains) beings doing what ever comes "naturally" to them.


	Now, when a sequel comes around, don't think that the writer(s) came up with it. Rather the partition is sending back signals [Thoughts are much like radio waves, and at times they are like radar signals. Whichever they are like, whether radio or radar waves, they radiate from the person's/persons' mind(s) at a rate faster than light, and establish a partition. If they are more like radar waves then they bounce back with an altered signal. If they are like radio waves then they just keep traveling even after they form the partition]. After a time -could be instantly or many years later- the partition sends back signals which are perceived by the person(s), who then have the respective brainstorms, and create a sequel -or sequels (if enough time has passed since the original).





2) Daldeoforma is the size of space to the power of the size of space, and since we don't know how big space is then we can't say how big Daldeoforma is now can we?





3) Daldeoforma contains all planes of reality, parallel universes, alternate dimensions, Etcaetera.





4) Nothing is larger than Daldeoforma unless GOD makes something larger.





And 5) Whenever you wish the ol' boss gave you a raise just remember that whether he gives it to you or not doesn't really matter, for when you think of this theory you'll remember that somewhere out there in one -or many- of the other partitions he did give your other self the raise.
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