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DRAGON SKI'N

ONE

Red Star at night:
Fi restone, dig,

Har ness, rig,
Dragons take flight.

Fort Weyr, at the end of the Second Interval,
After Landing (AL) 507

Four nen stood in a knot around the Star Stones of Fort Weyr. The sun was
just above the horizon, casting the harsh shadows of early dawn at winter’'s
end. Each man wore the prestigious shoul der knots of Weyrleader. Their warm
wher - hi de j ackets proclainmed themthe | eaders of Benden, Fort, Telgar, and
I sta Wyrs.

Klior, Fort’s Weyrl eader, was host and the youngest present. He was al so the
newest Weyrl eader, having gained his position |l ess than a Turn before.

He gl anced back to the Star Stones—+o0 the Eye Rock, which bracketed the
Fi nger Rock, which itself was |it by the baleful Red Star. Thread was com ng.
Soon.

The air was made nore chilly by the steady breeze bl owi ng across the pl ateau
where Fort’s Star Stones were placed. K lior suppressed a shiver. “Fort is
still wing light. We've only had the one clutch—=

“There’'s time yet, Klior,” Crion, Ista’ s Wyrleader, judged. He pointed at

the Red Star and the Eye Rock. “Thread won't fall until after the last frost.”
“There’s no doubt, then, that Thread is coning,”
ot her Weyrl eaders woul d di sagree with him

K lior said, wishing the

For over two hundred Turns, the planet of Pern had been free of the threat of
Thread falling fromthe sky.

Now t hat peace woul d end.

The Red Star’s return would bring the Thread that would try, once nore, to
devour all life on Pern.

For the next fifty Turns, the dragons would rise to the skies, flane Thread
into lifeless char, or, failing, watch in horror as it burrowed into the rich
soil of Pern to destroy all organic material with mndless voracity.

“Telgar’'s ready, K lior,” D gan declared. He turned back fromthe Star Stones
and the dawning light to gaze at the others, who were obscured by the sharp
shadows of the early norning light. Hs words were firmy enphasized by the
di stant runbling of his bronze, Kaloth. “My wings are at full strength and
|"ve two clutches on the Hatching G ounds—=



One of the other Weyrleaders cleared his throat loudly, but Dgan's fierce
glare could not pierce the shadows to identify the culprit.
“Yes, we were lucky,” he continued in answer to the unknown heckler, “but the
fact remains that Telgar will be wi ng heavy when Thread falls. And our hol ders
have tithed fully so we’ve no | ack of equi pnent or firestone.”

K lior shifted uneasily, for he had been frank in relaying his difficulties
in getting Fort’s full tithe. “But you don’t agree to pooling resources?” he
asked agai n.

He had called this nmeeting of the Weyrl eaders to propose just that. As none
of them had ever fought Thread, K lior felt that his notion of “fly together

| earn together” had merit, and woul d pronote comuni cati on anong the Wyrs. He
was shocked when D vin of Hi gh Reaches had refused the invitation and was even
further shocked by D gan’s attitude. Telgar’s Wyrl eader was | gen-bred, after
all. Klior had hoped that D gan’s experience woul d have made hi m nore
anenabl e to working together, not |ess.

D gan favored the wiry Fort Weyrleader with a superior look. “If you re stil
wing |ight when Thread falls, Klior, I"'msure | could spare some of ny own.”

“I"I'l bet they're all bronzes,” a voice muttered dryly. It canme fromthe
direction of the Benden and |stan Weyrl eaders.

The inplication that D gan m ght want to reduce the conpetition for Telgar’s
next mating flight was obvious. Not that D gan's Kaloth had to flyall Telgar’s
gueen dragons to remai n Weyr| eader—ust the senior queen

D gan stiffened angrily at the remark, turned to Klior, and said, “l’ve a
Weyr to attend, Fort. | rnust return.”

“Let me call soneone to guide your way, D gan,” K lior offered pleasantly,
worried about slippery wal kways under unfamliar feet.

The of fer annoyed D gan, who snapped, “I can find my own dragon well enough
Fort.”
K lior jogged after D gan, still hoping to soothe the other’s foul npod.

“Crion, youknow he's got a thin skin. Wiy do you insist on pricking it?”
Mtal asked the Istan Weyrl eader in exasperation

Crion chuckled at the Benden Weyrl eader’s remark. “Ch, you know, Mtal, he's
not all that bad-when he stops taking hinself so seriously. | feel it’s ny
duty as an ol der, nore experienced Weyrleader, to spill the wind fromhis
sails when he takes on airs like that.”

“Dganis the sort to swear his Egg cracked the wong way,” Mtal agreed.

Crion snorted a laugh. “I suspect that D gan will be a | ot nore acceptable
after his first dose of nunbweed. And K lior will steady up after his first
Threadfal |l .”

Mtal pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I’mnot so sure about D gan.”

Crion shrugged. “1’ve been worried ever since it was deci ded to abandon Igen

Weyr and incorporate those dragonriders into Telgar.”



“I't nade sense at the time,” Mtal said, “what with the drought in lIgen, the
death of their |ast queen, and the good harvests at Tel gar.”

Crion raised a hand to ward off further discussion. “All true. But D gan
hinself worries me. He drills his riders hard. Telgar Weyr has never |ost the
Ganes since he becane Weyrl eader—but will all that be worth anythi ng when
Thread cones?”

M tal nodded enmphatically. “If there’s one thing |I could never inagine, it
woul d be D gan shirking his duty. W dragonriders know what to expect when
Thread cones.” He waved a hand at the Star Stones. “And we know it will come
soon.”

“I hear your queen laid a large clutch last week,” Crion said, changing the
topic. “Congratul ations.”

Mtal |aughed. “Are you going to make me an offer |ike our esteened Tel gar?”
“No, actually, | was going to offer a trade,” Crion said.
Mtal notioned for himto continue.

“Two queen eggs, by all accounts,
all told.”

Crion said. “That woul d make four queens

“No, one of the eggs is a bronze,” Mtal said. “W'd hopes at first, but
Breth nudged it back with the others.” The queen dragons al ways pushed their
gueen eggs into a special spot on the Hatching G ounds, which they carefully
guar ded.

“All the sane

“Are you | ooking for new bl ood, Crion?”

“It’s the job of every Weyrleader to see to the strength of the Weyr,” Crion
agreed. “Actually, | was thinking that to honor a new queen requires a good
sel ection of candidates. |I'msure you'll want to Search for a proper
Weyrwonman. ”

Mtal burst out laughing. “It's J'trel, isn't it? You want to pawn that old
scoundrel off on us!”
“Actually, yes,” Crion agreed with a laugh of his own. “But he’'s not a
scoundrel .And it’s no lie that his blue has an eye for good riders, especially
t he wonen.”

“Which is odd, considering his own preferences,” Mtal remarked.

“Well, you know blues,” Crion agreed diffidently. As blue dragons mated with
green dragons, and both were ridden by nale riders, the riders thensel ves
tended to be the sort who could acconmodat e the dragons’ anprous arrangemnents.

“And you want to get himaway fromlsta so he can forget about K nad,” Mta
surm sed. K nad and J' trel had been partners for over twenty Turns.

“K nad went quickly,”
know.’

Crion agreed, “it was a blessing. He was very old, you

Less than a dozen Turns ol der than you, Mtal thought to hinself dryly.
Sonberly he also realized: And only fifteen Turns ol der than ne.



Al oud, he said, “So you want J'trel distracted by new duties?”

Crion nodded. “It would be easier for us at Ista, too. Thread is com ng
It’s going to be hard on the old-tinmers.”

There was an uneasy silence. Mtal shook hinmself. “I'Il have to talk it over
with Salina and the W ngl eaders.”

“Of course,” Crion replied. “There’'s no hurry.”
Curious, Mtal asked, “Were is J' trel now?”

Crion shrugged. “lI don’t know. He and his blue took off after the cerenony
for Knad.” He frowned. “He had thatlook in his eyes, the one he usually gets
just before Ista finds itself with a whole bunch of the biggest fresh fruit
you’' ve ever seen.”

“He hasn’'t been going to the Southern Continent, has he?” Mtal asked with a
frown of his own. Dragonriders were discouraged fromventuring to the Southern
Continent with all its unknown dangers.

“I"ve made it a point never to ask,” Crion answered dryly. “Youreally have
to try the fruit.”

Lorana sat on her knees, ignoring the hot sun beating down on her, all her
attention concentrated on the tiny creature in front of her. Sketching
swiftly, Lorana used her free hand alternately to keep the little thing from
nmovi ng away and to keep her sketchbook fromsliding off her |lap. She ignored
t he beads of sweat rolling down her face until one threatened to drop in her
eye, at which point she broke fromher task |ong enough to wipe it away
hastily.

The creature, which she dubbed a “scatid,” took that nmonent to burrow quickly
into the dry sand. Lorana exam ned her sketch and frowned, trying to decide if
she needed nore details—+the scatid was smaller than the tip of her thunmb, and
its six |inbs had never stopped noving.

Grenn, the littler of Lorana’s two fire-lizards, cocked his head at the
retreating insect and then | ooked back at Lorana with an inquiring chirp

“OfF course it ran away,” she said with a laugh in her voice. “You re ten
tines its size.”

The fire-lizard pawed at the hole, |ooked up at Lorana, and chirped again.

“I"1'l know it if | see it again,” Lorana replied, pushing herself up from her
knees and stretching to relieve her cranped nuscles. She stowed her sketchbook
in her carisak and slid her sun hat back on her head—she’d slipped it onto her
back when its shade had interfered with her view of the scatid. She added
t houghtfully, “Unless you want it?”

Wth a squawk, Genn junped back awkwardly fromthe hole. Lorana | aughed
again. “1’'d say that was a ‘no.’ ”

Behi nd her, golden Garth squeaked an agreenent.

“You’ ve both been fed, so | know you’'re not hungry,” Lorana said, half to



hersel f. She peered down at the burrow and then at the irrepressible brown
fire-lizard. “Wuldyou eat it?”

Grenn exam ned the burrow for a monent, then dropped down on it and pawed at
the hole, widening it. Wen the scatid was agai n uncovered, Grenn peered at it
until the scatid s diggers snapped at hi n—whereupon the fire-lizard gave a
startl ed squawk and sprang away.

“You woul d eat it, then,” Lorana decided. “You' re just not hungry enough.”
She gl anced thoughtfully at the sun overhead. “Or you're too hot to eat
anyt hi ng.”

Grenn chirped in agreenment. Lorana nodded, saying, “J' trel will be here soon
enough.”

The little fire-lizards, distant cousins to the huge fire-breathing dragons
of Pern, trilled happily at the thought of seeing their large friend again.

“I'n the meantinme, we can wal k toward the beach agai n—there should be a
breeze,” Lorana told them

The fire-lizards chorused happy assent and di sappeared, |eaving Lorana to
trai pse along after themon foot. Sheheard Garth fornul ating sone plan as the
l[ittle queen and her consort wentbetween. Deciding that the two fire-lizards
were not getting into too rmuch troubl e, Lorana stopped concentrating on them
and focused her attention on the path she was foll ow ng.

Her clothing was not neant to cope with the hot Igen sun, but Lorana had done
the best she could with it, [ oosening her tunic and rolling up her sleeves and
trouser legs. Her outfit would be perfect once onboard the ship, and was
al nrost warm enough for the col dbet ween.

Hal fway to the beach, she sensed a sudden exultation from Garth and felt the
two fire-lizards gobetween. In no tine at all, they reappeared hi gh above her
chirped a warni ng, and dropped what they had been hol di ng between them Lorana
hel d out her hands and caught a good-sized roundfruit. She | aughed and waved
at them “Thank you!”

The fruit was delicious and noist, easing her dry throat. Energized, she
pi cked up her pace to the shore.

Grenn swooped | ow over her and |l et out a querying squawk, curving back around
toward her, eyes whirling hopefully.

“No,” Lorana said, “you may not perch on ny shoul der. You need to stretch
that wing now that it’s heal ed. Besides, between the carisak and our gear, |I'm
carryi ng enough, thank you.”

Grenn gave her a half-sad, half-wheedling chirp and beat his wi ngs strongly
to regain his lost altitude. H gh above him Garth gave himan I|-tol d-you-so
scol di ng.

As he clinbed sunward, Lorana noted that in his antics there was no residua
sign at all of the broken left wing that had nearly cost his |ife—-and had
conpl etely changed hers. Wth a frown Lorana forced the menory away and
continued on to the beach

“Why didn’t you wake me, you silly dragon?” J'trel grunbled, pulling off his



riding helnet and running his hand through his stringy white hair as he
searched the darkness bel ow for any sign of Lorana. “Youknew |’'d had too nmuch
wi ne, but you went off sunning yourself on some rock and fell asleep, didn't
you? Poor Lorana! Waiting and waiting for us . . . onlywe were asleep.”

Talith took J' trel’s noaning in good part, knowi ng that the ol d dragonrider
was merely practicing his excuse on him Talithhad been tired and the sun had
been so warm J'trel had needed a rest hinself and the wine at Nerat Sea Hold
had been so inviting . . . and they had worked hard all these many days
hel pi ng Lorana with her explorations.

W were tired, Talith told his rider.The sun, the w ne, were good.

“Ah, but while we were sunning ourselves, Lorana was doubtless being fried in
the heat or was bitten by one of her subjects, or—t’s turned so cold,
Talith!” J' trel said, pulling his riding hel mret back on. “Al nost as cold

asbet ween. What if—=

She is down there, Talith said, tightening into a steeper dive. J' trel craned
his head out over Talith’s neck and saw a snmall fire bel ow on the beach

“She’s probably half frozen,” J' trel chided. “This will never do.”

Lorana |l eapt fromher place at the fire and rushed to greet the old rider as
Talith settled. Grenn and Garth chirped cheerful greetings to Talith, who
runbl ed back.

W fell asleep in the warm sun,the dragon told Lorana,and now J'trel is
afraid that you are cold.

“The fire's warm J'trel,”
be enough light to see by.”

Lorana sai d, beckoning eagerly, “and there should

“See what?” J'trel asked, his earlier excuses forgotten in the heat of
Lorana’ s excitenent.

Lorana held up a hand. “1 can’t tell you, | have to show you.”
“Well then, let’s get to that fire.”

When he was settled by the fire, angled so that its warnth was on his back
and its light good for readi ng, Lorana opened her sketchbook and passed it to
hi m

“Look at this one for a nonent,”
dr awi ngs.

she said, pointing to one of her earlier
J'trel took the book and peered at it. His eyes weren't good cl ose up
anynore; he noved the book farther away until the inmage cane into focus.

“Hm wugly little beastie,” he nuttered to hinmself, then hastily added, “but
you drew it well.”

Wth a polite nod, Lorana took the book, flipped the pages to one of her nore
recent draw ngs, and thrust it back in the dragonrider’s hands.

“Now | ook at this, please.”

J'trel frowned, and exam ned the drawing nore carefully. “Wiy it’s al nobst the
same—but different! | can’t quite see what, though.”



Lorana | eaned forward and poi nted. “Here—the back | egs have none of the fur
of the other ones.” She flipped back to the first drawi ng. “But see how the
front digger legs are nuch thinner on this one than on the other? | think that
this northern one needs the thinner diggers to burrowin the wet earth, while
this little beastie needs w der diggers to push the sand away. See?”

“Alnmost,” J'trel said with a frowm. He shook his head. “My eyes are too ol d,
and it's too dark.”

Lorana | aughed. “l suppose the lightis too bad! But |’'ve been | ooking at
these pictures for hours.” Catching J'trel’s grimface, she added hastily,
“Ch, don't worry, J'trel, | was quite safe—Garth and G enn kept watch.”

She gl anced back at her draw ng and then eagerly back to J'trel. “Did you
have any luck finding a ship? 1'd love to see if there are any different sorts
of scatids in Tillek, not to mention the other beasties |I’'ve found.”

“A ship, she asks!” J'trel exclaimed. “Ch, Lorana, did | find the nost
beautiful vessel for you! Fit for a Holder this one is—+n fact it’snmeant for a
Hol der —aone ot her than the Lord Hol der of Tillek, the Masterfisher hinself,
designed it, and it was built—ah, it’s just finished in the yards and will
sail with the tide!”

H s beami ng sm |l e suddenly vani shed.
“J'trel, what’'s wong?” Lorana asked.

“The tide!” J'trel wailed. “Ch, Lorana, that dratted dragon of m ne—we’' ve
m ssed the tide!” He turned to his dragon. “Talith, why didn't you wake ne?”

“I"msure you wereboth tired,” Lorana said in a reasonabl e voice. “But,
J'trel, what does it matter that we’ve missed the tide?”

“Wnd Ridersailed with the tide, Lorana. The ship s gone!”

There is plenty of tinme, Talith said soothingly.l know when we should neet the
sailing master. You have given ne a very clear inmage

J'trel brightened. “OF course!” he agreed. “Lorana, gather your gear and |’
have you on the good shi pWnd Ri der before she sails!”

Between only lasts as long as it takes to cough three tines, Lorana reni nded
herself silently as Talith rose high above the Igen shoreline and the faint
traces of her canpfire blended into the darkness far bel ow them

Since nmeeting J' trel and his blue dragon, Lorana had beenbetween severa
times as they had gone fromtheir unmarked canp to various points on Pern. She
had becone nmostly used to the chill and dead silence of the nothingness that
wasbet ween one pl ace and anot her

It may take a bit longer this tine, Talith warned her. And then they
wer ebet ween.

The warm ng confort of Talith's presence steadi ed her. Lorana counted slowy
to herself:one, two, three, fo—

The sun shone high in the sky as Talith appeared over Ista Sea Hold. Garth



and Grenn arrived nonents later right above the dragon, chittering their pride
in following the | arger dragonbetween.

Talith ninbly deposited his riders before the main entrance to Ista Sea Hold
and told J'trel he was going to | ook for a nice warmresting spot.

“Just don’t fall asleep again,” J'trel warned, slapping the blue dragon’s
neck affectionately. As the blue dragon becane airborne, he gave a soft cough

Lorana | ooked at J'trel, with her brows raised. “lI don't recall himcoughing
i ke that before.”

J'trel waved a hand. “He’s old. Sometines a thick lungful of air will nmake a
dragon cough. His lungs aren’t |like they used to be.”

“Do dragons cough often?” Lorana asked, with natural curiosity—her father had
been a beastmaster and had even tended people in enmergencies, and she had
| earned nuch of his craft.

J'trel shrugged. “Dragons are very healthy. Sonetinmes they seemto get a bit
of a bug, and sonetines a cough.” He made a throwaway gesture, saying, “It
doesn’t last long.”

“What about the Plague?” Lorana asked with a faint shudder

“The Pl ague affected people, not dragons, and the dragonriders were careful
to keep safe.” J'trel’s face took on a clouded | ook. “Some say we were too

careful .”

Lorana shook her head enphatically. “Whave to have dragons to fight Thread,
and theyhave to have riders to help them”

J'trel smiled and wapped an arm around her shoulder for a brief hug. “That’s
the spirit.”

Because she was with a dragonrider, Lorana was not jostled by the crowd:
Peopl e cleared out of their path. J' trel took this deference by the seahol ders
as a dragonrider’s just due and set a brisk pace to make up for his earlier
t ar di ness.

Lorana struggled to keep up with him J'trel noticed and gave her a worried
| ook. “Are you all right?”

Lorana flushed and waved his courteous inquiry aside. “I'"mjust a bit tired,
is all. Maybe 1’ ve been wal king too | ong.”

You have never gonebetweentines before, Talith told her with a yawm of his
own.

“Bet weenti mes?” Lorana asked al oud.

“Shh,” J' trel said suddenly, holding a hand up warningly. Then his eyes
narrowed as he considered what she’'d said. “Wiy did you say that?”

“Talith told me,” Lorana said.
J'trel sighed. “W had to get here beforeWnd Rider sailed,” he explained

Lorana notioned for himto continue. Leaning closer to her, he lowered his
voi ce. “Dragons can not only gobetween from one place to another, but from



onetime to another,” he explained. “Wen we junpedbetween we al so junped back
intinme. Intime for you to catch thewWnd Rider. ’

“That’s amazing!”

“I't has its price, though,” J trel added, wearily rubbing the back of his
neck. “It takes a toll on dragon and rider—and any passengers.”

Lorana gave him an inquiring | ook.

“Right now you' re here at Ista Sea Hold and al so on the I gen seashore,”
J'trel explained. “How do you feel?”

Lorana thought about it. “I'mtired,” she said after a moment. “But | thought
that was fromall the excitenent.”

“That,and timng it,” J' trel said. “Some people feel stretched and irritable
after they’ve timed it. It gets worse the longer the junp, the nore a person’s
intw places at once.”

“So dragons don’t tinme it that often?” Lorana asked.

“Dragonri ders arenever supposed to tine it,” J'trel replied. He wagged a
finger at her. “Let it be our secret.”

Lorana nodded, but she had a distracted | ook on her face. J' trel had seen
that | ook before on others and had worn it hinself when first confronted by
t he dragons’ anmmzing ability, so he waited patiently for the question he knew
she woul d ask.

“J'trel,” Lorana began slowy, her expression guarded but hopeful, “could we
gobetween tine to when ny father was with that herdbeast and warn hinP”

J'trel shook his head and said sadly, “If we could have, we already would
have.”

Lorana rai sed her brows in confusion

“You can't alter the past,” he told her. “As long as it never happened in the
past, it nevercan happen in the past.”

“Why not ?”
It cannot be done, Talith said.A dragon cannot go to a place that is not.
Lorana | ooked puzzl ed.

“I tried once,” J'trel said, shaking his head at some sad nenory. “l couldn’t
picture ny destination in nmy mnd.”

It islike trying to fly through rock, Talith added.

“I wanted to go back to when nmy mother was still alive,” J' trel said. “I
wanted her to see that 1'd Inpressed, that |'d becone a dragonrider. | thought
it’d nmake her happy.” He shook his head. “But | couldn’'t do it. |I couldn't see

her and the place clearly enough in ny mind to give Talith the inage.”
You had not done it, so you could not,Talith explained with draconic |ogic.

Lorana shook her head, nystified. “Maybe if | think about it |ong enough



it’'ll make sense,” she said, but her attention was already caught by the tal
masts of the ships docked just ahead. Swarns of seamen and | andsnen bustl ed
about, |oading and unl oading carts, ships, and conveyances. “Wich one is it?”
she asked J'trel

“The shiny new one!” he told her, gesturing with a flourish. “The good
shi pWnd Ri der, readying for her mai den voyage.”

Eyes wi deni ng, Lorana grabbed her book and stylus from her carisak and began
sket ching furiously.

A sea voyage woul d do her good, J' trel nused, watching her draw. It would
gi ve her a chance to take stock, see nmore of the world, and maybe learn to see
herself as she really was. She thought too poorly of herself.

He remenbered how he had first met Lorana. It had been | ate and dark, and he
and Talith had been cold and feeling old . . . lost.

H s partner, K nad, had succunbed to his ailnment, and K nad’s green Narith
had departed foreverbetween a sevenday before. J' trel had sumoned his courage
and done everything to nake K nad’ s passing easier for everyone in the \Wyr.

Then he had gone to tell K nad' s kinsfolk, at the Hold where he had been born
and raised. Carel, Lord Hol der of Lenbse and K nad’'s younger brother, took the
news silently, inured to death fromthe great | osses of the Plague twelve
Turns before.

After an unconfortable dinner, Lady Munori saw J'trel to the great Hold
doors.

“He has buried his grief so deep that it no | onger shows,” she said of her
husband, as an apol ogy to the dragonrider. She touched his arm consolingly.
“He was al ways proud of K nad.”

J' trel nodded and turned to | eave.

“Dragonrider! My lord!” soneone called out of the night. “A nonment, please.”
There was a note of panic in the voice.

J'trel turned to see a young wonman rushing toward him She was tall, stil
gangly in her youth, and not very pretty.

“Your pardon, nmy lord,” she said. “lI was hoping to speak with you before you
left.”

“This is Lorana,” Minori said to J'trel, her voice tinged with sadness. “Her
father, Sannel, was a beastnaster who bred for us, as well as Benden and
Bitra.” She grimaced. “One of our beasts got crazed and kicked himin the
head. ”

“To be in demand by three Hol ds—your father nust be sorely missed,” Jtre
said, looking at Lorana nore closely. He revised his first inpression. Her
dark hair and al nond eyes were set in an expressive face that was, at the
nmonent, quite sonber. He wondered what she would | ook |ike when she sniled.

Lorana nodded. “I was wondering if | could ask your advice,” she said after a
nmonent. “The beast that killed ny father al so snapped the wing on G enn, one
of nmy fire-lizards.”



“I"'msorry,” J'trel replied, guessing at the nature of her request. “I'm
afraid | haven’t heard of any new clutches recently. But if |I do, 1'll be sure
to put your nane in for a replacenent egg.”

Lorana shook her head. “He still lives.”

J'trel was amazed. “Usually a fire-lizard suffering such a wound wil |

gobetween, ” he remarked. “Often forever.”
A brilliant spark of determination flared in Lorana’s eyes. “lI wouldn't |et
him?”

“I't was the nost amazing sight,” Lady Munori added. “You could even see them
breat hi ng together, her and her fire-lizard, as she fought to keep himhere.”

Intrigued, J' trel said, “I should like to see this fire-lizard.”
“Thank you,” Lorana said, dipping a slight curtsy to the dragon-rider

Lady Munori acconpani ed them “You should see her draw ngs, too, J'trel,” she
said. “Lord Carel has two hanging in his chanbers.”

J'trel cocked an eye at the young woman. “A healer and a harper! You are a
worman of many talents.”

Enbarrassed, Lorana ducked her head.

Silently, she led themto one of the guest roons and gestured politely for
J'trel and Munori to precede her

A fire-lizard’ s chirp challenged them as they entered.
“They’re friends, Garth,” Lorana called out.

“You' ve two!” J'trel exclainmed as he caught sight of the beautiful gold
fire-lizard posting guard over the injured brown.

“I tried to get Coriel . . .” Lorana began defensively.
“How many tines do we have to tell you that you’ ve nothing to apol ogi ze for?”
Munori asked in exasperation. She explained to the dragonrider, “Lorana was

wat chi ng the eggs for ny daughter when they hatched and, well ”

The brown fire-lizard gave a plaintive sound. Seeing that his w ng was
splinted and i mmobilized, J' trel began crooning reassurances.

“There, lad,” he said. “Let’s have a |l ook at you.” He noved cl oser, but
stopped when the little queen gave hima haughty and chal | engi ng | ook

“Talith, could you—=2" J'trel said aloud to his dragon

The gold gave a startled squawk as the dragon spoke to her. Then, with a very
dignified air, she noved away fromher injured friend.

“I"ve never seen the like,” J'trel said adnmiringly, examning the splint. “A
break like this . . .~

“l did ny best,” Lorana said.



“You did the best 1've ever seen,” he told her. “Qur Weyr heal er could take
| essons fromyou.”

Gently he spread the wing, examined the splint, and then returned the wing to
its original position. “How |l ong ago did this occur?”

“About a sevenday,” Lady Munori told him “Wen we first came upon the three

of them we thought we’'d lost themall, father, daughter, fire-lizard. But
then that one—2 She pointed at the gold. “—started squawki ng at us, and we
realized that her Lorana was still alive.”

“WIl the wing heal ?” Lorana asked, worried that she m ght have condemed her
fire-lizard to a fate worse than death.

“The bones are aligned properly,” J' trel judged. “And he seens well-fed,” he
added, with a grin at the brown’s bulging stomach. “I’d say that his chances
are good.” Privately, though, he wasn’t so sure.

“I's there anything else | should do?” Lorana asked. “And when will it be safe
for himto fly again?”

J'trel pursed his lips thoughtfully. Something in the girl’s deneanor, in her
worry and her determ nation, sparked his conpassion

“Why don't you cone with ne and we’ll take himsonepl ace safe and warm where
he can rest until his wing is heal ed,” he suggested.

Lorana’s eyes grew round with surprise.

“But woul dn't the dragons at the Weyr—=

“I wasn’t thinking of the Weyr, lass,” J' trel interrupted. “lI know a very
ni ce warm pl ace where dragons—and fire-lizards—an curl up and rest all day
long.” He wagged a finger toward the brown fire-lizard. “l think the best

thing we can do is encourage this one to rest andnot to fly until his wing is
heal ed.”

Lady Munori beaned at Lorana. “You can't go wong with an offer like that.”

Lorana sniled at the dragonrider, a smle that lit her face. “Thank you!”

It took a nmonth of careful attention for Genn's wing to heal in the warnth
of a southern sun. During that time, J trel was pleased to provide Lorana with
penci|l and paper to sketch upon—and amazed when he saw the results.

They had been together in the sunny warnth for two sevendays before Lorana
really opened up to the old dragonrider. It happened the evening after J' tre
had announced that he was certain Genn’s wing would heal. Lorana had j ust
fini shed sketching the splint design she’d put on Genn and started a new
page. J'trel hadn’t been paying attention until he heard her stifle a sob
Looki ng over, he saw that she was drawi ng a face.

“I's that your father?” he asked. He had guessed that, as soon as she knew her
fire-lizard was safe, Lorana would allow herself to grieve.

Lorana nodded. Haltingly, with J'trel’s gentle questioning, she told him her
story.



Lorana had been hel ping her father since she could toddle; indeed, since the
Pl ague took the rest of her fanmi|y—nother, brother, and sister—she had been
his only hel per.

She recounted huddling anongst the cold bodies while her father stood in the
doorway shielding themfromthe outraged hol ders who feared his roam ng ways
had brought the Plague with him It was only when they discovered that nearly
all the bodi es beyond himhad gone cold that they rel ented.

Lorana had used all her wits—particularly her skill at drawi ng—to bring her
di straught father out of the despair that overtook himafter that fateful day.
Since then, Sannel had used her ability in drawi ng, tasking her with
registering all the marks and conformations of their various breedings, and
t aki ng her everywhere he went. Wen he di ed, she had been devast at ed.

When J'trel | ooked over Grenn that evening by the canpfire, he was very
pl eased to be able to give Lorana some good news. “I think we should try to
see if he can fly tonorrow norning,” he announced. “Wen the air is cold.”

“Because the air is heavier then, right?” Lorana asked.

“Exactly,” he agreed. “And, if he’s all right, I'll take you back to the Weyr
with ne.”

Lorana's face fell.
J'trel gave her an inquiring |ook

“I don't know if | belong there,” Lorana adnmitted. Wien J'trel started to
protest, she held up a restraining hand. “I don’t knowwhere | bel ong.”

J'trel bit back a quick response. He gave her a |ong gl ance and nodded
slow y.

“I think I see,” he said at last. “In fact, | feel somewhat the sane nyself.”
“You do?” Lorana asked, taken aback

“Not about you,” he added hastily, pointing a finger toward his chest. *About
nmysel f.”

Lorana was surprised.

J'trel let out a long, slowsigh. “I"'mold,” he said at last. “l can't say
that 1’1l be any credit when Thread falls again. And I’'mtired.”

“Tired?”

“Tired of hurting,” J' trel admtted. “Tired of the pain, tired of nenories,
tired of not being able to nove the way | used to, tired of naking

conprom ses, tired of the | ooks the youngsters give ne—+tooksl used to give old
peopl e.

“I't was different with K nad,” he continued softly, alnmost to hinmself. “Then
| had soneone to share with. W would groan when our joints hurt and | augh
about it together.”

He shook his head sadly. “I hadn’t planned on anything beyond sayi ng good-bye
to Knad' s kin,” he admtted. “And then | nmet you.”



Lorana shook her head, trying to think of something to say.

J'trel waved her unvoiced objections aside. “1’mnot conplaining,” he assured
her. “In fact, I'mglad to have net you.” He grinned at her. “1’ve never net a
worman nore fit to |l ead a Weyr.”

“Lead a Weyr?” Lorana repeated, aghast. “Wyrwonman? Me? No, no—+—=

“You've nore talent than |’ve ever seen,” J' trel told her. “Half the Istan
riders of the past thirty Turns were searched by me and Talith.”

He smiled briefly in pride. “And you can talk to any dragon!” he excl ai med.

Lorana crinkled her forehead in confusion. “Wat makes you say that?” she
asked. “1’ve only talked with Talith.”

“While it’s true that a dragon can talk to anyone he chooses, only riders
bonded to a dragon can address one—and usually only their own. No rider can
talk to anot her dragon unless he can hearall dragons. Do you know how few can
do that?”

Lorana coul d only shake her head.

“Torene is the only one | can think of,” J' trel said. “And | don't think she
had your way with them I1t’s nore |like youfeel themthan talk to them”

“You don’t?” Lorana asked in surprise. She | ooked out to Talith and sniled
fondly at the blue. “I’

”

msorry, |2

“Lass, when are you going to stop apologizing for your gifts?” Jtre
i nterrupted her gently.

“It’s just—+t’'s just—= Lorana coul dn’t conti nue.

“I see,” J'trel said to stop her fromtearing herself apart. He grinmaced. He
had seen this behavior in many of the survivors of the Plague.

The Pl ague had cone up suddenly twelve Turns earlier. Some said it had
started at Nerat Tip, others said Benden Hold, still others said Bay Head.
Wherever it had started, it had spread quickly, if sporadically, across all of
Pern. Wile the Holds of Benden Weyr-Bitra, Lenps, and Benden—aere hardest
hit, no hold from sout heasternnmpst Nerat Tip to northwesternnost Tillek Hold
had been spared.

In less than six nmonths the Pl ague had passed, |eaving grieving holders and
crafters to recover—and wonder why the dragonriders hadn’t hel ped out sooner
Help fromthe Weyrs had conme, but only when the worst of the Plague had
passed. J' trel knew why: He'd heard fromhis Wngleader, J' lantir, of the
bitter arguments anongst the Weyrl eaders over whether to aid the hol ders or
preserve their own nunbers to fight the Thread that was due to fall in the
Turns to comne.

In sone places, one out of three holders had perished. In others, only the
very youngest and the very ol dest had been affected. Some outlying hol ds had
been left enmpty, devoid of all life, and everyone had at |east one close
relative or friend who had succunbed to the Pl ague.

When the Pl ague had passed and the dragonriders had cone to help, they'd
found fields untended, nmen and wonen sitting listless and vacant-eyed. The few
heal ers who hadn’t thenselves fallen to the Plague expl ained that these people



were in deep shock. It took days of confort and caring for the survivors to
recover.

Everyone felt the same naggi ng | oss, the sanme wondernment mixed with shanme at
their survival +he sense that they were not worthy of their existence.

“What would you like to do?” J' trel asked her

Lorana shook her head. “1 don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t think that I'm
ready . "

“Perhaps you aren’t,” J' trel agreed. “You could always go back to Lenpos—=

“No!” Lorana excl ai med. She took a deep breath, then continued nore calmy.
“Pl ease, Lenos holds too many sad nenories—+ don’'t want to go back there.”

“Very well,” J'trel said. He pursed his lips. “Perhaps we should | ook at your
skills . . . 2

“Well, | guess |I'mnot bad with broken w ngs,”
toward t he sl eeping G enn.

Lorana all owed, with a gl ance
“And you can draw very well,” J' trel said. He yawned. “Perhaps we shoul d
sleep on it.”

When the sun woke himthe next nmorning, J' trel was struck with an

i nspiration. He knew that Lorana woul d overcone her grief nore easily if she
had somet hing to engage her attention, and he recogni zed that her eye and
training put her in an excellent position to categorize the various species on

Pern.

“No one’'s ever drawn all the different creatures of Pern,” he told her. “You
could be the first.”

Lorana was intrigued.

“But how can | get all over Pern?” she asked. “I couldn’t ask you to take ne
ever ywhere.”

“l shall have to ponder that,” J' trel said, admitting, “at some point |'1]l
have to get back to my own affairs.”

Then he stood up, slapping his legs with his hands. “But now, | think it’'s
time to see whether our charge is ready for his first flight.”

It was only a few nonments before the fire-lizard cane back down squawki ng
loudly in conplaint.

J'trel | ooked surprised. “I don't understand.”

“l do,” Lorana said with a |laugh. “W’ve been stuffing himso much, he's too
fat to fly!”

“J'trel?” Lorana’s voice drew the dragonrider back fromhis reverie.

She handed her book to himnervously, pointing at her |latest sketch. J'tre
could see that she’'d done several in rapid succession



“I's this Captain Tanner?” she asked, pointing to her latest effort.

“That’s him indeed!” J' trel agreed enthusiastically. “Let’s go aboard, so
you can nmeet him?”

Aboard, J'trel led her to the stern of the ship. Lorana s eyes darted al
about, taking in the activity and the sights with relish.

Suddenly they stopped.

Captai n Tanner was opposite her. Next to J' trel was another seanan. Two
others stood on either side of Captain Tanner.

Lorana was surprised to realize that Captain Tanner was the youngest of the
men. She guessed that he was near her own age of twenty Turns. The other
seanen all | ooked ol der, sea-grizzled, and not nearly as whol esone, wearing
grubby cl othes and frowns.

Captai n Tanner’s honest brown eyes net hers in quiet appraisal

“Here’s your ship’s healer, Captain Tanner,” J' trel said, “as prom sed.”

Tanner’s eyes wi dened as the words registered. He turned to Lorana, his
expression bleak. “My lord J'trel did not nention that you were a woman.”

“Show hi m your draw ngs,” J' trel said.

Nunbl y, Lorana extended her sketchbook to Captain Tanner. Tanner took them
politely and gl anced down at the first draw ng.

“Have you ever drawn a ship?”

“Just now fromthe docks,” she said. “If you turn the page

Captain Tanner did so and gasped in awe. The sailors near himdrew cl oser for
a better view

“I"'malso interested in the fish and the birds at sea,” Lorana said.

“That’ s why Lorana wants to journey with you on theWnd Rider, ” J' trel put
in.

“And you' d draw them as well?” one of the ol der men asked. Lorana nodded.
“And if we caught them would you give us a drawi ng of that?” another asked.
Bef ore Lorana could answer, the third seaman guffawed, “As if you'd ever catch

anything Mnet! You and that old rod of yours!”

“Aye, a net’s the only proper way to catch fish!”

“There are no nets aboardWnd Rider, you git!” Mnet replied. Lorana could
tell that there was no real rancor anong the three

“Wnd Rideris a schooner, Baror,” Tanner said. “She’s built for speed, not
trawing.”

The seaman nanmed Baror | ooked away from Tanner, face clouded. Lorana wasn't
sure she |liked that | ook

“They say it’s bad luck to have a woman aboard a ship,” Baror mnuttered.



Besi de hi m M net nodded.

“I"d say it’s worse luck to travel without a healer,” J trel observed.
Capt ai n Tanner nodded.

“Did you say theWnd Ri der was built for speed?” Lorana asked, |ooking at the
other ships in the harbor for conparison

“Aye,” Mnet told her, “Lord Holder Tillek—the Msterfisher hinself—-had her
built here special, for fast runs between Thread.”

“I'f it ever cones,” the third seaman grow ed.

“It’1l come, Colfet, it’'ll come,
apol ogetic | ook toward J'trel

Captai n Tanner replied, casting an

Colfet seened to realize his gaffe. “I neant no di srespect, dragon-rider.”

J'trel didn’t hear much apology in the northerner’s tone but let it go. “Then
"1l take none, seanman.”

Tanner deci ded to change the subject. “J' trel says you ve also got a way with
beasts.”

“My father worked with them yes,” Lorana replied
“Do you suppose you could splint an armor tend a scrape for a person?”

Lorana shrugged. “It’s not much different. More than a scrape or a break and
you' d want to get a proper healer.”

The seanen all nodded in agreenent.

“None of the lads are likely to get thenselves hurt on a milk run like this,”
Colfet grow ed. “Just down to that new sea hold and back here.”

Captain Tanner told Lorana, “I'’monly captain forwWnd R der ’'s shakedown
cruise. After these three get the feel of her rigging, they' Il be taking her
on up to Tillek.”

“But 1'd like to go to Tillek,” Lorana said.
Colfet glanced at the other Tillek men, then said, “For that you'll have to
get ny approval.” He took a |long thoughtful breath. “Let’s see how you are on

this run down to this new Hold, first.”

“W’ d better be noving then
doesn’'t wait.”

" Tanner said, turning to the others. “The tide

J'trel shook her hand and then grabbed her in a hug. “You watch out for
yoursel f, youngster. I’'Il want to know how you get al ong.”

Lorana gave hima snmle. “I’'lIl do that, J' trel.”

TheW nd Ri der was everything Captain Tanner had said it would be. Lorana
stowed her gear in the healer’s cabin and then joined the crew on deck as the
ship was ninbly warped out of Ista Harbor. The schooner heeled as the wi nd
caught her quarter, and the hel nsman cursed as he struggled to control the



wheel

As the ship heeled into a new wave and burst through the other side, Captain
Tanner said to Colfet, “What do you think of her now, Mster Colfet? Is she
fit for your Master’'s fleet?”

“She grabs the wind well, Captain Tanner,” Colfet admitted. “But it’'s early
days, early days. 1'd like to see her in a blow.”

Tanner | aughed and pointed to the confused seanen above in the rigging. “Not
before this |l ot get thenselves sorted out, | hope.”

Colfet gave hima sour grin. “No, not before.” He glanced at the setting sun
over the taffrail. “And tonorrow will be too fair for a strong wi nd.”

“What makes you say that?” Lorana asked.

“Bad weat her coming, probably a blow,” Col fet answered, as if that were al
t he expl anati on needed.

Captai n Tanner raised his nonocular to his eye. “Lorana, |ook there! It seens
we're getting a send-off!”

Lorana | ooked where Tanner pointed and could see a dragon and rider in the
di stance waving at them She |aughed and waved back.

J'trel says safe voyage, Lorana,Talith told her

Thank hi m pl ease, Talith.

High up in the sky, Talith relayed Lorana's reply to J'trel

“You're welcome, lass,” J'trel said to hinmself. “Did you hear that, Talith?
How many can speak to other dragons? How many Weyrwonen can do that? Not one,
I"'mtelling you. She'll ride gold, and she'll be the best Weyrwoman Pern’s
ever seen.”

TWDO

-onme (suffix): (i) the biological portion of an ecosystem (ii) the material
and genetic information required to re-create the biological portion of an
ecosystem Exanples: the “terrone” refers to the biological portion of the
Terran ecosystem the “cetone” refers to the biological portion of the Cetus
I1l ecosystem the “eridanone” refers to the biological portion of the Eridan
ecosystem

—d ossary of terns, Ecosystenms: From-onme to Planet, 24th Edition
Fort Hold, First Pass year 42, AL 50
Wth another wordless cry, Wnd Blossomrolled out of her dreans into the new

day. It was always the same dream Only—different this time. Sonething had
woken her early.



Even with the dreaminterrupted, as if against her will, Wnd Bl ossom
renenbered her nother’s last words: “Always a di sappoi ntnent you were to ne.
Now you hold the famly honor. Fail not, Wnd Bl ossom”

W nd Bl ossom had had the same dreans for the last forty years.
The sound repeated itself: a dragon bugling in the sky above.

Her mother, Kitti Ping, had created the dragons. Kitti Ping, famed Eridan
Adept, who had saved Cetus |1l fromthe ravages of the Nathi War was al so
Pern's savior with the creation of the great, fire-breathing, telepathic
dr agons.

W nd Bl ossomwas credited with-blamed for—+he creation, through sinilar
genetic mani pul ati on, of the photophobic watch-whers. On the starships’

mani fests Kitti Ping and Wnd Bl ossom had been |isted as geneticists. That
title conveyed only a small portion of the full Eridani training Kitti Ping
had received and had passed on to her daughter, Wnd Bl ossom

“Always a di sappoi ntnent you were to me,” her nother’s calm controlled voice
cane to Wnd Bl ossonis m nd—a nenory over forty years ol d.

They had cone to Pern fifty years earlier, thousands of war-weary people
seeking an idyllic world beyond the know edge of human and Nathi alike. They

had been |l ed by such lumnaries as Emly Boll, famed Governor of Tau Ceti and
heroic | eader of Cetus Ill, and Adm ral Paul Benden, the victor of the Nathi
War s.

Instead of finding rest and a pastoral, agricultural world, they discovered
that their lush planet Pern had an evil stepsister—the Red Star. Its orbit was
wildly erratic, comng through the solar systemon a conmetary 250-year cycle,
dragging with it the nysterious peril of Thread.

Ei ght years after the colonists | anded on Pern, the Red Star cane cl ose
enough to unload its burden on its sister-planet. The Thread, m ndless,
vor aci ous, space-traveling spores, ate anything organi c—l astics, woods,
flesh. The first Threadfall on the unsuspecting col ony was devastati ng.

Gal vani zed by this new threat, Kitti Ping, Wnd Bl ossom and all the
bi ol ogi sts on Pern dropped their work in adapting terran life-forms to life on
Pern to concentrate instead on creating a defense agai nst Thread.

Fromthe native flying fire-lizards, barely longer fromnose to tail than a
person’s arm Kitti Ping created the huge fire-breathing dragons, able to
carry a rider, telepathically bound to his nmount, into a flam ng battle
agai nst Thread. And so humanki nd on Pern was saved.

It was the sound of a dragon’s bugle that had di sturbed Wnd Bl ossonis
dreans. Through the unshuttered wi ndows, she could make out the beat of the
dragon’s wings and heard it land in the courtyard outside the College.

Shouts and cries reached her window with enotions intact but words
i nconmpr ehensi bl e. The dragon al one was indi cati on enough of sonet hi ng
extraordi nary, and the voices confirned that there was some sort of energency.

The voices in the courtyard noved inside.

Her room snell ed of |avender. Wnd Bl ossomtook a | ong, deep |ungful of the
snell and turned to ook at the fresh cutting on her bedside table. Her



nmot her’ s room had al ways snel |l ed of cedar. Sonetinmes of apple blossons, too,
but al ways of cedar.

Per haps sone arnica would hel p, Wnd Bl ossom t hought as she summoned t he
strength to ignore the pain in her old joints and the weakness of her nuscles
as she sat up in bed and slid her feet into her slippers. Arnica was good for
brui ses and aches.

And sone peppernmint tea for my thinking, she added with a bittersweet tw nkle
i n her eyes.

She wal ked to her dresser and | ooked inpassively at her face reflected in the
still water of the wash basin. Her hair was still dark—t would al ways be
dark—as were her eyes. They stared inpassively back at her as she exam ned her
face. Her skin had the sane yell ow sh tinge of her Asian ancestors; her eyes
had the Asi an al nond shape.

W nd Bl ossom conpl eted her inspection, noting once again that the nuscles
around her face, which had sl ackened thirty years before, pulled the corners
of her |ips downward.

Openi ng her dresser, she saw the yellow tunic at the bottom of her drawer and
si ghed i nmperceptibly as she had done at the sight of it every day for the past
twenty years. Once, an accident at the laundry had | eft one of her white
tunics with a distinctly yellow sh tinge. No one had remarked on it. Wen the
day was over, Wnd Bl ossom had carefully put the yellow tunic away in her
drawers. She had worn it again, years |ater—and no one had noticed. Now, as
al ways, she carefully pulled out one of her scrupulously white tunics. From
the | ower drawer she pulled out a fresh pair of black pants.

Dressed, Wnd Bl ossomturned her attention back to the noises that had awoken
her. Fromthe sounds outside, she suspected—

“My lady, ny lady!” a girl’s voice called. Wnd Blossomdidn’t recogni ze the
voice. It was probably one of the new nedical trainees. “Please conme quickly,
there’s been an accident!”

Al t hough there was no one in the roomto see, Wnd Bl ossomdid not |et her
face show her amuserment at being called “ny |ady.”

“What is it?” she asked, rising and noving toward the door

“Weyrl eader M hall from Benden has brought in a boy,” the trainee answered,
openi ng the door as she heard Wnd Bl ossom reach for the latch. “He was
attacked.”

W nd Bl ossom s heart sank. Her face remained calm but inwardly she quail ed.
The ook on the girl’'s face was all she needed to identify the attacker. The
youngster continued resolutely, “It was a watch-wher.”

W nd Bl ossom passed t hrough the door and narched past the apprentice who,
t hough much younger, towered over her. “Bring ny bag.”

The trai nee paused, torn between guiding the frail old wonan down the steps
and obeyi ng her orders.

“My bones are not so worn that | cannot wal k unai ded,” Wnd Bl ossomtold her
“Cet ny bag.”



There was only one clean roomin the infirmary. It was too primtive to be
consi dered anything |like a proper operating roombut it was well scrubbed.

W nd Bl ossom regi stered how the people outside it were grouped: Her daughter
and a musician were in one group, Mhall and a man she thought she shoul d know
were in another group, and two interns were in a third.

The interns | ooked up when she arrived, but Mhall spoke first. “My | ady W nd
Bl ossom my mother told ne that you are the nost skilled in sutures.”

When had everyone started with the “ny |ady” 's? Wnd Bl ossom t hought acidly.
“How i s the patient?” she asked Latrel, the nearest intern

“The patient has severe |l acerations on the face, neck, and abdonen,” he
answered quickly. Wnd Bl ossom noted but did not corment on his ashen
appearance and the way he licked his lips. Latrel had attended a nunber of
major injuries—learly this was worse. “He is a ten-year-old boy. He's been
dosed with nunmbweed and fellis juice, and was suitably w apped agai nst between
during the journey from Benden Hold. His pulse is thready and weak; he shows
signs of shock and blood loss. Janir is attenpting to stabilize—=

Wnd Blossominterrupted himw th an upheld hand and wal ked over to the |arge
basi n outside the clean room She pulled back her sleeves. “Gown nme, then
scrub.”

Latrel nodded, pulling sanitized gowns out of a special closet. Once she was
robed, Wnd Bl ossom started carefully scrubbing her arms and hands to cl ean
of f as many gerns as she could. She notioned for Latrel to continue his
report.

“We cannot type his bl ood—=

“I't’s O positive,” the man beside Mhall interjected.

Wnd Blossomturned to face him her expression show ng interest.

“I"ve been keeping track of our bloodlines; it can only be O positive,” he
r epeat ed.

W nd Bl ossom nmat ched his face to her nmenory of a young boy she had spoken
with | ong ago. “Peter Tubbernman.”

The man winced at the nanme. “lI amcalled Purman now,” he corrected. “The boy
is ny son.”

A crease formed on Wnd Bl ossonis brows. Ted Tubbernnman had been considered a
dangerous renegade in the early days of the Pern colony at Landing. He had
“stol en” equi pmrent to conduct biol ogy experinents, one of which had killed him
and or phaned young Peter at an early age. Wnd Bl ossom coul d under st and why
Pet er Tubberman woul d want to renove hinself frommenories of his father.

“Pur man. Benden wines,” she said to herself. “Mdified vines, no?” She waited
only I ong enough for his body |anguage to answer her before she said to the
other intern, “Purman scrubs with us.”

She turned her attention back to Latrel. “The old needles, you kept them
right?” Wen the intern nodded, she said, “Have themsterilized and bring them
in. What about sutures?”



The young trai nee—€arelly, Wnd Blossomfinally put a name to her—arrived,
breathl ess with Wnd Bl ossoni s nedi cal bag. “My | ady,” she gasped, and
gathered in another breath to say, “there are no nore in Stores.”

W nd Bl ossom grunt ed acknow edgnment. She | ooked at the Benden \Weyr| eader
“M hal | ?”

M hal | approached the di m nutive geneticist. He bent over her when she
beckoned hi m cl oser.

“I have one set of sutures left. If |I use themon this boy, others will die
| ater. Probably dragonriders,” she said in a voice that carried only to his
ears.

M hal | nodded hi s under st andi ng.

“I saw this day conming,” she added. “We are |osing our tech base. These sorts
of wounds are rare enough that soon no one will even know how to treat them?”

“Then |l et us use these sutures now,” Mhall said, “while there is stil
someone with your skills.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. She turned to Carelly. “Go back to nmy room girl, and
bri ng down t he orange bag.”

As the girl ran off, Wnd Blossomturned to Purman. “The | ast of the sutures
and antibiotics are in ny orange bag. Your son will be the | ast one treated
wi th such nedicines on Pern.”

“For how | ong?” Purman wondered, as if to hinself.
“Along tinme, | fear,” Wnd Bl ossom answered. “There are so few of us who
have the skill and the know edge. And now, wi thout supplies, the skills wll
becone usel ess.”

In the clean room Wnd Bl ossomfound that the boy's injuries were every bit
as awful as she’'d feared. H s right forehead, nose, and |l eft cheek had been
opened by the three-clawed paw of the watch-wher. The cl aw marks conti nued
down the top left side of the boy's chest, near the shoulder, and into the
bi ceps of the upper left arm

W nd Bl ossom | eaned closer to the boy's face. Before the incident, he had
been as handsome as his father at the sanme age. Now . . . she shook herself
and checked his pul se.

“He is in shock,” she announced. Janir nodded, saying, “l’ve been keeping him
warm but he has lost a |lot of bl ood—and goi ngbet ween . “

The doors to the ready room swng open as Latrel, Carelly, and Purnman
ent er ed.

“He will need bl ood,” Wnd Bl ossom announced. She | ooked at Latrel. “Cet the
ot her bed set up close by.” She turned to Purman. “He will need at |east three
units. You can only donate one.” She patted the bed that Latrel brought up
“Cet on it—you' Il be first.

“Carelly, find Enorra and tell her we have need of her,” Wnd Bl ossom



ordered. “And have someone rmake me sonme peppernmint tea with a dash of arnica.”

The young apprentice waved an arm over her shoul der in acknow edgnent as she
sped of f on her mnission

Purman’s face was clouded with fear. Wnd Bl ossom expl ai ned, “W need to
stabilize him and irrigate the wounds to prevent infection.”

She | ooked cl osely at the boy’'s nose.
“He has lost a lot of cartilage. Rebuilding the nose will be difficult.”
She gestured for a probe fromJanir. Gently, she exam ned the boy’ s cheek

“The danage to the left cheek is severe. Immobilizing it while it heals wll
be a mmj or concern.” She continued her exam nation, adding, “Fortunately,
there is no sign of damage to the underlying bone.”

She sighed and | ooked at the boy’'s chest wound. “The chest cavity is
intact—+that is good. It is a flesh wound. W will have to | eave it open and
irrigated to ensure that there is no infection.”

She turned her attention to the boy’'s arm “Some of the muscle has been
renoved here,” she said. She |ooked at Janir. “You will irrigate with saline
sol ution and bandage here, too.”

“Hi n? What about you?” Purman asked, sitting up on his bed.

“We need three units of blood,” Wnd Blossomrepeated in answer. “You will
give the first.”

The door opened, and a conpetent-|ooki ng young wonan entered the cl ean room
bringing with her the faint snell of starsuckle, the Pernese hybrid of
honeysuckl e.

“Enorra”-Wnd Bl ossom nodded to the worman, and Purnman was struck by their
resembl ance—=wi | | donate the second unit, and |, the third.”

“But —= Purnman obj ect ed.

W nd Bl ossom silenced himw th her upheld hand. “I will stitch his facial
wounds before | give the blood.” Her lips curved up in a shadowy grin. “It is
fitting. Kitti Ping s daughter and granddaughter shoul d hel p Tubberman’s son
and grandson.”

“And,” she added as Purnman started another objection, “she and | are the only
ot her two suitable blood donors avail able.”

“You are too old, Mother,” Enorra objected. “I shall donate two units.”

“Who is too ol d?” Wnd Bl ossom snorted. “What do you know? You never studied
nmedi ci ne.”

“You know better,”
t ea.

Enorra corrected. Carelly arrived with a tray and a cup of

“That was genetics, not medicine,” Wnd Blossom said. Enorra’s eyes fl ashed.

Pur man and Janir | ooked askance at the two wonen. “Please,” Purnman said
anxi ously. “My son.”



W nd Bl ossom spared one nore nonent to glare at her daughter. “Always a

di sappoi ntnment you were to nme,” she nuttered before she bent over the boy. She
wor ked qui ckly, starting with the lacerations of the forehead. Gently she
teased the open wounds together.

She stitched the derm s and subcutaneous fat together wth pol ydi oxanone—a
synt heti c absorbabl e suture—and closed the epidermis with synthetic pol yester
sutures. She made her stitches small and as few as she coul d; there was even
| ess suture material than she had feared.

Janir nonitored the boy’s vital signs, while Latrel supervised the direct
transfusion of first Purman’s and then Enorra’s bl ood.

When both units had been transferred to the boy, Wnd Bl ossom said, w thout
| ooking up fromher work, “Carelly, take Purman and Enorra out of here, nake
sure they both have wi ne and cheese, and take some rest.”

An hour later, Wnd Blossomlaid aside her tools and wal ked wearily to the
other bed. “My turn now, Latrel.”

Janir and Latrel exchanged worried | ooks. “The boy is—= Janir began
Wnd Bl ossomcut himoff. “He needs the blood. | don’t.”

Latrel pursed his lips. “Enorra may not have studi ed nedicine, but | have. A
unit of blood at your age is not a good idea.”

W nd Bl ossom | ooked up at the young intern. “Latrel, there is nothing nore
can teach you to do with the supplies we have left,” she said slowy. “The
boy’ s wounds cane froma watch-wher, ny ‘mistake.’” If it’s to be, then nothing
woul d suit ne nore than for my blood to redeemmny error.” Wien she saw t hat
the intern still |ooked unconvinced, she added, “And it’'s my choice, Latrel.”

“Very well,” he replied, his tone resigned but his face showi ng his worry.

W nd Bl ossom wi nced as he inserted the needle into her vein. As her bl ood
began to flow into the nmutil ated boy, she sighed, and renenbered not hing nore.

It was al ways the sane dream

“How coul d you say that the Miltichord songbird of Cetus Ill is my greatest
success?”

That honors had been heaped upon Kitti Ping for her work in devel oping the
hybrid, which had so neatly averted the worst ecol ogi cal disaster of the Nathi
Wars, was not answer enough.

“When are we done?” Kitti Ping prodded when Wnd Bl ossom woul d not answer her
first question.

“Never,” Wnd Bl ossom heard herself dully repeating.
“Why is that?”

“Because today is the nmother of tonorrow,” Wnd Bl ossom said, spouting
anot her of her nother’s sayings.



Kitti Ping’s eyes narrowed. “And what does that nean, chil d?”

“I't neans, ny nother, that our work today will be changed by what happens
t omorrow. ”
“And only those who anticipate tomorrow will find rest in their |abors,”

Kitti Ping concluded. She sighed, her synbol of utnost despair in her
daughter. “The Miltichord wasnothing conpared to the | eechworm”

W nd Bl ossom school ed her face carefully to hide any trace of her thoughts:
Here it comesagain. Al oud she said, “l consider the Multichord the obvious
representative of the entire symbiotic solution you created, ny nother.”

Kitti Ping allowed her gaze to soften—a little. “You are in error. The

| eechworm the ugly eater of unwanted radiation, was the true solution to the
problem The Miultichord was a felicitous symnmbiont enbodying both a guardian
for Cetus Il1’s pollen-spreading systens, and a suitable predator for the
| eechworns, allowing us to quickly concentrate the del eterious radioactives in
a controlled sector of the biosphere.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded dutifully. Behind her eyes she remenbered the awards

citing the Multichord of Cetus Ill as the First Wnder of the Universe. They
had been such an el egant solution to the radiation I eft by the nuclear horror
that the alien Nathi had rained dowmn upon Cetus IIl in their attenpt to

eradi cate all humanity—an attenpt that would have succeeded if not for Admira
Benden.

W nd Bl ossom renenbered the marvel ous multitonal choruses that had thrilled
the night air and brought smiles to all the survivors of that horrible war,

t he sheer beauty of the rai nbow col ored birds, built upon the origina

hunm ngbi rd genotype, as they flitted like the little bees they protected from
one plant to another, pausing occasionally to eat any stray | eechworm t hat
threatened to transport radi oactives into those areas already recl ai ned.

The dream changed. “Wy did you nmake the wat ch-whers?”

Mot her, W nd Bl ossom t hought, you know why | nade the watch-whers. They were
part of the original plan.

“Why did you make t he wat ch-whers, Wnd Bl osson?” The voice was not Kitti
Ping’s: It was deeper.

W nd Bl ossom opened her eyes. Sitting beside her was Ted Tubberman’s son
Pur man.

She sat up slowy. She was in her room Purman was seated beside her bed,
| ooking intently at her.

“Your son, how is he?” she asked.

Purman’s eyes lightened. “He is recovering. Your Latrel had to dose himwth
fellis juice so that he wouldn’t talk and di sl odge the sutures in his cheek
H s chest and arm wounds are healing nicely.”

W nd Bl ossomrai sed an eyebr ow.

“You have been unconscious for nearly two days,” Purnman told her. “You really
were too old to be a donor.”

“My daughter?”



Purman’s face took on a gentler expression. “Enorra did not |eave your side

until she collapsed into sleep herself. | had Carelly take her to her roons.”
H s expression changed. “1 think you treated her harshly. Was Kitti Ping |ike
t hat ?”

W nd Bl ossom exami ned his face before slowy nodding. “It is a great honor

the Eridani bestowed on us.”

“It’s a curse,” Purman growl ed. “This whole planet’s a curse.”

“How di d your son cone to be maul ed by the watch-wher?” Wnd Bl ossom asked,
si dest eppi ng hi s outburst.

Purman gl ared at her before answering, his lips pursed tightly.

“Tieran |l oved that thing. He played with her, and spent all his tine with
her,” he replied. He sighed. “She was sl eeping and Tieran canme over to her and
tried to scratch her head, like he’d seen Mhall do with his dragon.”

W nd Bl ossom sat upright and tried to get out of bed, but Purman stopped her
| ooki ng at her questioningly. Her fatigue did not dimnish the fire that
fanned in her brown eyes, as she said, “That one nust be destroyed.
| mredi ately.”

Purman recoil ed. |Instead of asking her why, he furrowed his brows in thought.
“An instinctive reaction?” he guessed. “Wy?”

The door to her room opened and M hall and Enorra entered.
“An instinctive reaction,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. “l thought | had bred it
out.” She turned to Mhall. “That watch-wher nust be destroyed before she
passes on the trait.”

M hal | shook his head. “Bendensk wentbetween al ready, Wnd Bl ossom”

W nd Bl ossom si ghed. “She was very old.” She |ooked at Purman. “Perhaps if
she had been younger, she could have controlled herself.” She | ooked up at
Mhall. “How is the wherhandl er?”

M hall crossed the room and seated hinself, frowning. “That may have been
part of the problem too,” he said. “Jaran—how J' ran—had been Searched and
| mpressed the week before.”

“The wat ch-wher woul d have been confused and seeki ng out a new wherhandl er,”
Wnd Blossomsaid to herself. She | ooked at Purman. “Probably your son.”

“How i s the boy?”

“He is doing well,” Enorra replied. “Janir has himin a fellis-laced sleep.”

“We shall have to wake hi msoon,” Wnd Bl ossom said, naking a face. “And we
nmust keep his jaw as i mobile as possible.”

“That will be hard on him” Purman said, flashing a smle. “He is a tal ker.”

“Then soneone who can outtal k himshould be at his side when he wakes,” W nd
Bl ossomreplied. She | ooked at her daughter. “Enprra, see to it.”



“My lady!” Mhall protested, “Enorra is the administrator here. She should
not be ordered about—=

“She is nmy daughter,” Wnd Blossomreplied, as if that were enough. Enorra
bit off a bitter response, nodded curtly to her nother, and left.

“Mother or not—= Mhall’s indignation suffused his face
Pur man was unnoved. “Wy did you send her out?”

Wnd Bl ossomstared at Mhall until the Wyrleader |let out an angry sigh
“How much has your mother told you, Mhall?”

M hal |l shot a pointed glance at Purman. Wnd Bl ossom notioned for Mhall to
continue. The Benden Weyrl eader rel axed, |ooking only at Wnd Bl ossom

“My nother,” Mhall said, giving the second word slight enphasis, “has told
me everything she knows.”

“About what ?” Purman asked, turning fromone to the other, realizing slowy
that the conversation was for his benefit.

“About the dragons, the watch-whers, and the grubs,” the Benden Weyrl| eader
replied.

“And now, Purman’s vine-grubs,” Wnd Bl ossom added.
“Don’t forget the felines in the Southern Continent,” Mhall countered

W nd Bl ossom cocked her head toward Purman. “How nuch can you tell us about
the felines?”

Pur man shook his head. “l don't understand.”

“The dragons, watch-whers, and grubs are all nodifications to Pern’s
ecosystem” Wnd Blossomsaid, as if that were explanati on enough

Purman pursed his lips in thought. “The dragons fight Thread from on high
and the grubs catch it down low,” he said after a nonent.

“But the grubs do nore than that, don't they?” Wnd Bl ossom pronpted.

Pur man nodded sl owy.

“My nother made the dragons and | nade the watch-whers,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d
M hall snorted derisively at her, but she held up a restraining hand. “That is
what everyone has been told, Mhall.”

Purman cocked an eyebrow at this exchange. “My father bred the felines and
the grubs,” he said after a nonent. “The grubs protect Pern, so you were
wondering if | knew the purpose of the felines?”

W nd Bl ossom nodded.

Purman shook his head, sadly. “My father never said,” he told them “He was
very excited with them said that he would show everyone, but | was too little

and he never tried to talk to ne.” He frowned at old nenori es.

“I don't think he trusted ne to keep his secrets,” he admtted.



“My nother believes that there are too nany secrets on Pern,” Mhall said
| ooki ng back and forth between the two of them “She is afraid that sonething
wi || happen and that vital information will be lost, to the detrinent of all.”

W nd Bl ossom had been scrutinizing Purman’s face carefully while M hall was
tal ki ng. Now she shook her head. “Mhall, | don’t think he knows.”

“Knows what ?” Purman asked.
W nd Bl ossom answered his question with a question: “Wen does it end?”
“When does what end?” Purman replied, irritated.

He thought he knew M hall, and was accepted at Benden Hold for his valuable
work in adapting the grubs in a tighter synbiosis with Benden s grape vines,
but now he wasn’t sure. He wondered if he was bei ng nocked by these two for
being his father’s son. Hs life had been so hard as a youngster that he'd
changed his name, making it nore Pernese and less readily identifiable with
t he rogue bot ani st.

W nd Bl ossom si ghed, shaking her head. She reached out to take Purman’s hand
in her own, soothingly. “I amsorry, Purman. | had hoped that your father had
passed on his know edge to you.”

“He told nme some things,” Purman replied stiffly. “Cther things | |earned on
my own.”

M hal | sl apped his | eg enphatically, exclainng, “There, you see! That proves
Mot her’ s point. There should be no secrets.”

“l do not disagree, Mhall,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “But sone things are
pointl ess to know+i ke the know edge of sutures—because the technol ogy cannot
support it.”

M hall nodded rel uctantly.

Pur man had been thinking while the other two were tal king. Now he | ooked at
Wnd Bl ossom “How simlar are the watch-whers to the dragons?”

M hall snorted and gave Purman a keen smile. “You see, Wnd Bl ossom Purnan
| ends weight to ny point.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded and turned her head to face Purman. “They are very
simlar. | started with much of the sane genetic base and the sane master
program”

“What is their purpose, then?”

She raised an eyebrow in surprise, then sighed. “Your training is sparse,
Pur man. You shoul d have been taught that there should al ways be nore than one
purpose in introducing a new species into an ecosystem

“I'n fact, the watch-whers were intended to solve several problens,” she
continued. “Dragons, by their nature, would associate only with a select few
peopl e. But they nust becone part of the human ecology, if you will. They nust
not be feared.”

“So you bred the watch-whers as sonething that nost people could see?” Purnan
sounded skepti cal



“And they’'re uglier than dragons, too,” Mhall added. “If you were to try to
tell someone who' d never seen a dragon what they were like, you d say like a
wat ch- wher but bigger and prettier.”

“So their first purpose is psychol ogi cal ?”

“I't is not their first purpose,” Wnd Blossomsaid rather tartly. “Unlike
your w nes.”

Purman grunted in response and gestured for her to continue.

“l designed their eyes to be excellent in lowlight situations,” Wnd Bl ossom
sai d, choosing her words carefully, “and particularly tuned to infrared
wavel engt hs.”

“Don’t forget that you designed themto be nore enpathic than telepathic,”

M hall interjected. Wnd Bl ossom gave hima reproving |ook. “Sorry,” he said,

chast ened.

“lI altered the design of their dermis and epiderm s to incorporate nore of
their boron crystalline skeletal material s—=

“She tried to nake themarnored,” Mhall translated. Wnd Bl ossom nodded.

“I't didn"t work,” Mhall added. Wnd Bl ossom si ghed. M hall waved a hand
toward her in conciliation, saying, “But it was a good idea.”

“Yes, it was,” Purman agreed, “but why? Wy not incorporate those changes
directly into the dragons?”

“Two different species are safer,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “Geater diversity
yi el ds redundancy.”

Pur man nodded but held up a hand as he grappled with his thoughts. Finally he
| ooked up at the two of them “The watch-whers fight Thread at night?”

“By thenselves,” Mhall agreed, eyes gleaming in menmory. “l’ve seen them
once—they were magnificent. | learned a | ot about fighting Thread that night.”

“They breathe fire?”

“No,” Mhall said. “They eat Thread, like the fire-lizards. They don’'t need
riders, either—the queens organize themall.”

“The queens?”

M hal | nodded. “OF course. They're |ike dragons, or fire-lizards for that
matter.”

“What about their wings?” Purman asked. “They’'re so short and stubby, how do
they fly?”

Wnd Blossomis eyes Iit with mschief. “They fly the sane way as dragons. |
made the wings snmaller to avoid Thread damage.”

“Why keep this a secret?” Purman asked with outrage in his voice. “Everyone
shoul d know this.”

“Why?” W nd Bl ossom asked. “So they' |l never sleep for fear that Thread wl|l
fall at night? How many people are content to let only your grubs protect the



gr apevi nes?”

“I't doesn’t happen often,” Mhall put in. “The oxygen level in the atnobsphere
shrinks at night, especially in the three thousand- to fifteen hundred-neter
range, and the air’s too cold to support the spores. Alot of themfreeze and
are blown all over the place as dust.”

“But what about those that do get through?” Purman persi sted.

“It’s no different than dealing with the small amount of Thread that the
dragons miss,” Mhall said. “Hopefully, the ground crews find and take care of
them”

“And they are fewer at night anyway, due to the cold.” Purman pursed his lips
t houghtfully. “But on a warm ni ght?”

M hall recrossed his | egs and shook his head ruefully. “That’s how I found
out, Purman. | asked myself that same question, wondering how | could get ny
riders to fight day and ni ght —especially as neither humans nor dragons can see
that well at night.”

A |l ook of wonder crossed his face as he recalled the experience. “They
swarnmed in fromeverywhere, arranged thenselves by their queens, and flew up
to the Thread. | was above them at first, and they cane up at nme like stars
com ng out at night. And then they were above, swooping and diving for the
still-viable clunps of Thread.”

“They see nore in the infrared range,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “They can
differentiate between the live Thread and the Thread that has been frozen by
t he ni ght at nosphere.”

”

“So they have night vision . Pur man br eat hed.

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “That is why their eyes are so bad in daylight: too nmuch
light for them?”

“And Benden’ s wat ch-wher—why did it react to tickling?” Purman asked.

W nd Bl ossom shook her head sadly. “I wanted themto react if they were
asleep and Thread fell on them” she said. “I had hoped to make the
wat ch-whers tough enough to survive Thread and protect Pern . . . in case

somet hi ng happened to the dragons or their riders.”

Purman sat bolt upright, shocked. He | ooked to Mhall for confirmation, but
t he Weyrl eader only nodded. Purman asked him “Do you think this could
happen?”

“I"’'mnot a geneticist, Purman,” M hall answered, “but | certainly hope not.”

Pur man gave Wnd Bl ossom a | ong, searching |ook. Finally, he said, “I

renenber not too long ago | had a problemw th one of the vineyards. Sonething
| hadn’t seen before. The grapes started going bad. | had to work hard to
isolate the problem and it turned out that the usual fungus that protected
t he grapes had been replaced by a new, nore virulent strain. It took me nonths
to finally devel op a variant vine-grub to protect against that fungus.”

Whi |l e he spoke, he carefully watched Wnd Bl ossoni s reacti on. \Wen he
finished, he knew. “You fear that something simlar night affect the dragons,
don't you?”



W nd Bl ossom nodded. “The dragons are derived fromthe fire-lizards. The
parasites that prey on the fire-lizards could also prey on the dragons.”

She frowned. “But just as you nodified your grubs to aid the grape in
fighting off that fungus, so the nodifications to produce the dragons have
rendered themimune to bacterial and viral vectors that affect fire-lizards .

| hope.”

“But tinme will generate nmutations,” Purnman said to hinmself. He | ooked at W nd
Bl ossom “How nuch time? Wat sort of problenms woul d the dragons have?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “|I do not know.”
She sighed and | ay back down in her bed.

“The Eridani like to take centuries to add a new species to an ecosystem”
she continued. “At the least, even with all the urgency of Thread, ny nother
wanted to spend decades.

“As it was, we did not have time to research nore than the npbst obvi ous
di sease vectors affecting the fire-lizards before ny nother created the
dragons.”

W nd Bl ossom si ghed again. “1 had the advantage of somewhat nore research
before | created the watch-whers, but still . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“I must rest now,” she told them gesturing for themto | eave. She smiled up
at Purman.

“Go look in on your son,” she said. “I wuld Iike himto stay here, so | can
teach himall that you have not been able to.”

She roll ed over in her bed. “He must stay here a while, anyway, for his
wounds to heal .”

THREE

Wde ship, tall ship,
Tossed on a ragi ng sea.
Fair ship, brave ship,
Bring ny |ove back to ne.

Near Half-Circle Sea Hold, Second Interval, AL 507

The air was cold and noist with sea spray and it pressed Lorana’s cl othing
ti ght against her body as she finished her clinb to the top of Wnd Rider 's
hi ghest mast. The sound of the sea and ship beneath her were all that she
could hear—she could see little, for the stars were hidden by cloud and the
dawn’s light was still a while off.

From t he noment Wnd Ri der had heel ed over as it caught the wind and the
swel I s outside of Ista Harbor, Lorana had wanted to do just this—linb to the
hi ghest point on the ship, wap her |legs around the mast and hold tight while
she raised her arns to the wind and felt the salt air chap her cheeks. She’'d
had to wait though, until she’'d overcome her fear of the heeling ship, and her



fear of clinbing the ratlines and then beyond the crosstrees to the highest
poi nt of the ship, and she’d had to wait until she was sure no one would be
wat chi ng her, for hanging in the wind was only her first goal

She dropped her hands to her side and gingerly brought the pouch she’d draped
over her shoul der fromher side to her front. She carefully pulled the draw ng
board, already prepared with a sheet of paper, and found the charcoal stick
she’d rigged by pulling on the string she’d tied between it and the board. And
now, with gray all around her, Lorana quickly sketched.

The light fromthe rising sun gave Lorana a chance to reappraise the imge in
differing lights, and to conpare her rendering with the sea’s majesty. The sun
was just over the horizon when she was finally satisfied that she’d got the
best rendering she could. It was just as well, she decided: Her fingers were
tingling with the early norning cold.

“Ahoy up there!” a voice called up to her. “What of the norning?”

“Light wi nds, scattered clouds, red skies,” Lorana responded, stow ng her
supplies in her sack and starting back down the mast. She heard a groan rise
up fromthe deck.

She nade her way back aft to the tiller where Colfet had the watch. “Wuy the
grunmbl e on the weat her?” she asked the grunpy mari ner

Baror made a sour face and spat over the rail. “Sailor take warning,” he
answered shortly. Lorana’s brows arched a question

Baror shook his head. “The old saying goes: ‘Red sky at night, sailor’s
delight; Red sky at norning, sailor take warning.’ There'll be a blow for
sure, but | already knew that.”

Lorana had heard fromothers that Baror had broken his arm years back and was
convinced he could tell when the weather was going to change by the way it
ached.

“l just hope we get into harbor before it catches us,” he added, rubbing his
arm

Lorana sidled away fromthe sour seaman. O the three mates, Baror was her

| east favorite. Lorana had never managed to catch himw thout a bitter or
angry look on his face. For a while she had wondered if the old break in his
forearmhad left himin constant pain, but she had come to realize that Baror
was sinply the sort that could not pass up a chance to conplain or npan.

Down on the deck, Lorana found that the sea spray had grown thicker, and she
shivered fromthe chill. She started down bel ow but stopped, gl ancing back at
Baror. He was staring at her intently, as though seeing her for the first
time. Quickly she turned and resumed her descent.

Captai n Tanner came up the gangway opposite her

“Good norning,” he said.

Lorana nodded and started on her way, but as she did a |loud thunmp on the deck
above was followed inmrediately by a groan and a string of curses—first from
Col fet and then from Baror.

“Lorana!” Baror called curtly. “Get back here; Colfet’s done hinself a
mschief!” In a |ower voice, which still carried, he nuttered, “Wo'll relieve



me now?”

“Come on,” Tanner told her with a jerk of his head.

“I"d better get my gear,” Lorana said, dashing back down to her cabin.

“CGood idea,” Captain Tanner agreed.

Lorana was back on deck in less than two minutes, with her healer’s bag and a
warm coat. A bit of nunbweed stilled the worst of Colfet’s pain and grunbling,
whil e a quick inspection showed her that the ul na was broken m dway between
el bow and wri st.

“Coul d be worse,” Col fet observed when she told him “And nowl 'l have a
weat her gauge.”

“Come below to ny cabin—+’I1 have to set it,” Lorana told him

Tanner | ooked al arnmed. Catching sight of a seanan conming up on deck, he
called, “Cesten, Colfet’'s broken his arm Help himdown bel ow so that Lorana
can go ahead and get set up.”

“No, it's all right!” Colfet called back, putting his weight on Lorana, who
nearly buckled in surprise. “Lorana’s a stout |lass, we’'ll manage. Besides, the
weat her’ s pi cking up—you’ll be needing all hands to trimsail.”

CGetting the | arge seaman down bel ow to her cabin was nuch harder than she'd
figured, but Lorana felt that she’d proved herself “one of the boys” by doing
so.

In the cabin, she threw her pack at the far end of the table and rummaged in
the | ockers for bandages and the other material she d need.

When she cane back and sat opposite to set the burly Colfet’s armwhich she
was sure would be child s play conmpared to Grenn’s wi ng—she noticed that he
was gazing intently at her. She felt her face getting hot as she reached
across to gently roll the seaman’s shirtsleeve up away fromthe break

“You' ve a soft touch,” Colfet said appreciatively. Lorana glanced up at him
to gauge his expression. Feeling her face redden in the intensity of his | ook
she jerked her eyes back down to the break

“You're lucky you didn't break the skin.” She probed the break gently. Colfet
wi nced. “Nunbweed won't help, I'msorry.”

“Nor fellis,” Colfet agreed grimy, dragging a |lock of his cloud-white hair
away fromhis face with his good arm He drew breath over his teeth with a

pai nful hiss. “No matter, do what you need. |I’'Il keep my eyes on your draw ngs
while you work, if that’s all right.”

Lorana had forgotten the drawi ngs she’d hung in the cabin to dry out fromthe
sea’s danmp. She’'d nearly run out of paper with all the sketches the crew and
Captai n Tanner had begged her for. Not that she hadn’t been eager to oblige;
the journey inWnd Rider had given her many new subjects to draw. She had got
good |ikenesses of dour Baror, sour Mnet, and several of Captain Tanner—who,
Lorana admitted to herself secretly, was nore than a little rewarding to | ook
at .

The only one she’d got of Colfet had been when he’'d caught a fish. It wasn't
her best, because she had to sketch fast to catch the action, but the seaman



had been so inpressed that he'd forgotten the fish in favor of finding a safe
pl ace for her draw ng.

“Aright fine likeness,” he had said at the tine.

Wth Colfet diverted by the drawi ngs, Lorana could time her nove to match the
bucki ng of the ship. She eyed Colfet, eyed the break, felt the ship, and
qui ckly jerked—

“Aaaaah! Shells, why don't you just break it again?” Colfet shouted, face red
wi th pain. Lorana had just m ssed the notion of the sea, painfully jamm ng the
two broken pieces over each other

“I"’msorry,” Lorana whinpered, tears starting in her eyes, “l tried—=

“Are you all right?” Captain Tanner shouted from above them

“That’ s what you get for having a wonan aboard,” Baror added in a bell ow of
hi s own.

“Rogue wave!” Colfet called back, rolling his eyes at Baror’s conplaint.
“Lorana didn’t get the timng right.”

He | ooked across at Lorana, licked his lips, and shouted, “She’'ll get it this
tinme, I"msure.”
Lorana nodded fervently, “I will, I'"msorry, Colfet—=

“No need to apol ogize,” Colfet said a bit brusquely. “Just do it right this
time.” The old seaman licked his lips.

Lorana bent her head over her work. Colfet studied her closely in the
si | ence.

“There,” Lorana said, deftly finishing the binding. “How s that?”

Colfet inspected the splints bound around his forearm “Feels right.” His
face brightened. “You did good work, lass. You' ve the nakings of a good
heal er.”

“Now, how about sonme wine with a bit of fellis juice to ease the pain?”
Lorana asked, rising fromthe table to pull a flask fromthe | ocker

Colfet’'s face brightened at the thought of getting drunk for a good reason
but then shook his head. “You' re a good |ass, but the captain mght need a
hand, and we’'ll be in that new sea hold before nightfall. I can wait unti
then.”

The old seaman’s face grew thoughtful. He shifted his armcarefully.

“Wth this, I'll have to let Baror take first mate,” he told her. “He'll be
captai n whenWnd Rider finishes this cruise.”

He pursed his lips, frowning. “You night not want to stay aboard, then.”

“But | was hopi ng—=

“Baror doesn’t |ike wonen,” Colfet interrupted. “You know that.” He paused
and | eaned in closer to her. “He doesn’t |ike dragonnen much, either. And for
the sane reason.”



Lorana | ooked intrigued.

“Hs first wife ran off with a dragonman,” Colfet told her. “I can’t say as
I"d bl ame her—-he was never nuch to | ook at, and his idea of romance woul d bore
a fish.”

Lorana made to comment, but Colfet held up his good hand to forestall her

“l suppose he m ght have changed his nind,” Colfet went on, “if only his
second wife hadn't died in the Plague. He bl anmed the dragonriders for not
hel pi ng soon enough.”

“ G,I' ”

Col fet nodded. “He found a third wife, but she hounds himunmercifully. |
think that’s why he was so happy to go on this voyage. Still, he's no reason
to think kindly of women or dragonnen.”

“Well . . .7

“You’ ve nothing to worry about as |ong as Captain Tanner’s aboard,” Colfet
assured her. “And naybe we can sort Baror out afterward.”

Lorana couldn’t think of what to say.

“Land ho!” The cry from above deck interrupted her thoughts.
“W’ || be in port before noon, | expect,” Colfet said.

Lorana nodded. “You should get the hold healer to | ook at that.”

Colfet started to say something, pursed his lips in thought, and nodded.
“You're right,” he said, adding with a grin, “but | doubt there’ll be any
conpl ai nts!”

AsW nd Ri der neared the coastline, she passed a nunmber of trawlers on their
way back to the new sea hold fromtheir day’'s work. The trawl ers all reacted
in the same way: At first they turned towardWnd Rider, then they tried to
mat ch her course, and then they fell behind as the sloop’s sails sent her
swiftly through the waves.

The ship’s crew grew nore and nore anused with each unsuccessful attenpt at
interception until finally even Colfet had a grin on his face and ruefully
admtted, “lI reckon she's faster than anything ny Master has ever seen.”

As the coastline drew nearer, however, the northern crew began to grunble
about Captain Tanner’s navigation

“l heard it said that there's fickle winds out here,” Baror said as he cast a
suspi cious |l ook at the captain. “If one’s not careful, a ship could get dashed
on the coastline before she makes port.”

Tanner ignored Baror’'s outburst and the others it inspired, contenting
hinself with a confirming glance at the binnacle. “W'lIl make the sea hold in
the next half an hour,” he said aloud for everyone to hear

As the half hour crept to its end, with the sun just past its m dday hei ght,



even Lorana was worried about their course.

“There’s a huge cliff up ahead,” the | ookout shouted. “We'Ill hit it in—+
don't believe it! There's a great big hole in the mddle of it!”

“That’s the port,” Captain Tanner said, suddenly calling out orders to reduce
sail and adjusting his course just slightly as the “big hole” came into view
fromthe deck. He spared a glance at Baror, telling him “Prepare to |aunch
the skiff.” To the crew forward he shouted, “Prepare to make anchor!”

Five mnutes |laterWwnd Rider was riding at anchor in the huge bay. To port
they could see the great cavern that had been carved out of the coastline,
while to starboard they could see mners and others |laboring to carve a new
Hold out of the cliff face set just behind a pebbly shore. Lorana, Tanner
Baror, and Col fet were all eyes as the skiff sailed jauntily to the shore.

“Nothing like this at Tillek,” Baror said when he found his voice.

“Nor Ista,” Captain Tanner agreed. “It’ll be safe fromall but the worst
wi nds—and that dock!”

A tall, thin man met them as they reached the shore. “I’'m Trinar,” he said

shortly, “Dockmaster here. That your ship?”

“I't is,” Captain Tanner replied. “She’s theWnd Rider, comm ssioned for the
Masterfisher at Tillek and on trials fromlsta Sea Hold.”

Trinar was inpressed. “l heard about it. She |ooks very pretty, very fast.
Much room for fish?”

Colfet snickered. “She’s built for fast runs of valuable cargo, not fish.”

Trinar | ooked | ess inpressed. “Well, if you want to stay the night, you'l
have to unstep her topmasts and bring her to dock here in the cavern.”

“That won’t be necessary—we’' ||l be leaving with the evening tide,” Tanner
replied.
“Very well then, I’'Il get soneone to moor your skiff. See ne when you're

ready to depart,” Trinar answered. “The nooring fee is two narks.”

“Two marks!” Colfet hissed. “Didn’t you hear the man say this is the
Masterfi sher’s ship?”

“It’s still two marks,” Trinar said. He waved his hand and two burly seanman
approached. “Jalor will take your skiff out, and Marset will show you up to
the hold.”

Tanner held up his hand in an arresting gesture. “How nmuch to put an anchor
wat ch onWnd Ri der ?”

Trinar pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Reckon we could do that for four
mar ks.”

“Very well,” Tanner said, passing over the marks. He turned to the skiff’'s

crew. “This is the Dockmaster, Trinar. He's going to supply an anchor watch

for the ship. You go back, work it out with the others, and you can all cone
ashore until the evening tide-how s that sound?”

Baror tapped Tanner’s shoul der. In a hoarse whisper, the grunpy seaman asked,



“What’'s to stop them from taking her?”

“She’s one of a kind, where would they take her?” Tanner replied. "Besides,
she’s not your Master’s ship yet. Until we' ve conpleted the trials, if
anyt hi ng happens to her it’ll be on ny head.”

Baror grunted acknow edgnent, still |ooking doubtful. Tanner turned to
Marset. “We'd be glad to see your new hold.”

”

“I"d like to see a nice glass of cold wine,” Baror nuttered.
Lorana spoke up for the first tine. “And Colfet needs to see your hold
heal er.”

Tanner | ooked chagrined. “To the healer first, then we'll see.”

Heal er Bordan was a short, elderly man with thick, bushy eyebrows and | ong
white hair worn in a queue. He sniffed the cast carefully for any signs of

i nfection, checked the bindings, spoke curtly to Lorana about the break, and
finally pronounced hinself well satisfied with the current cast.

“You were wise not to try a solid cast,” Bordan told her

“We didn't have the supplies to make it,’
have been better?”

Lorana replied. “But wouldn't it

Bordan nodded. “Yes, a solid cast keeps the bones in place better, but on the
sea where everything gets wet, you' d soon have nothing nore than a mass of
soggy wrappings. No, a well-wrapped set of splints will do fine.” He gave
Lorana a searching | ook. “Ever thought of turning heal er?”

Lorana was stunned at the inplied conplinent and confused as she tried to
construct an answer. Tanner saved her. “1’d say that Lorana has her work cut
out with her draw ngs.”

Bordan’ s bushy eyebrows rose to greater heights. “You draw, as well? Have you
ever considered drawing for the Healer Hall? Have you a good eye?”

“Her drawings look so real, I'mafraid of falling into them” Colfet told
hi m

“Well, if you ever think so, 1'll be happy to wite the Masterheal er,” Bordan
sai d.

Lorana’s eyes w dened in delight. “Thank you! Thank you very nuch, Heal er
Bor dan.”

“Hhmph,” Col fet grunbled. “Didn't | tell you there was no need to see the
heal er? But |’ m parched, fromall that poking about—-beggi ng your pardon
Heal er Bordan.”

Bordan snorted, snmiling. “W’ ve got some good Benden wi ne down in the cellars
that woul d probably do wonders for your pains.” He raised a cautioning finger
“But, mind you, drink enough water with it or your bones will feel it when the
wine dries themout!”

The entire hold snelled of stone dust, a dry acrid snell. The Main Hall was
| arge enough, but there were fewin it, as even here the sound of mners



carving out stone could be heard ringing through the air.

“You're off that foreign ship, is it?” a sturdily built wonan asked as they
entered. “Here for sone wine and a bit of food, 1'd inagine?”

“I'f we could, please,” Lorana asked.

Lorana’s politeness startled the woman, who reappraised the group. “Well
you' d probably be as bothered as the rest of us with all that hamering,” she
said and | eaned closer to them In a whisper she added, “Mst of the lads are
out in the valley where the noise is less. You'll find food and w ne out
there, too. It'’s a bit like a Gather.”

The wal k fromthe new hold to the valley inland was not |ong, but Lorana
found the going difficult.

“You' ve still got your sea legs,” Tanner informed her. “You'll be a bit
wobbly for the rest of the day, probably.”

Col fet | ooked at the sun and frowned. “Wn't be nuch of that |eft, soon.” He
asked Tanner, “Wen did you plan to head out?”

Tanner considered the question and | ooked at the sky. “The of fshore breeze
won't start until after sundown,” he replied. He held up a hand to forestal
Colfet’'s protest. “lI knowit will be a rough night, but the winds in Nerat Bay
can be fickle, particularly near the shore, and |1’'d rather get away while we
can.”

“You want to ride a stormout of here?” Baror asked in shock

Tanner nodded. “After the stormthere’ |l be days of w ndl ess dead cal m and
thick norning fogs,” he told the northern sailors. “I don’t want us caught in
either.”

Col fet considered what Tanner had said for a nonent and nodded firmly. “Don’t
get nmuch wi ndl essness up north, but we know all about fog.”

Baror shuddered. “I couldn’t stand being stuck in the sane place for days on
end, praying for a wind.”

Tanner nodded in agreenent. “Then let’s be off, get our Gather, and get gone
with the night airs!”

“There it is, Talith!” J' trel called as they burst into the afternoon
sunshine at the new sea hold. “Look down there, see it? That mnust be their
Dock Cavern, and you can see all the tents—practically a Gather—ef the people
waiting to nove in the new Hold. And—ook!—+there’s theWnd Rider !’

J'trel asked his dragon to bank sharply to the right on their way down,
craning his head over the dragon’s neck to get a better view of the hold. In
his earlier conversation with Captain Tanner, he'd heard a | ot about the new
sea hol d—+t was all any of the seafolk would tal k about—-and some of what he’d
heard had di sturbed hi m

Oh, he was sure that the Benden Weyrl eader nust have been told that Nerat was
settling a new hold, and fromwhat he'd heard about Mtal, he knewt hat
Weyrl eader would insist on all the proper procedures being followed in
bui | di ng and foundi ng the new Hol d. But-—where were the shutters for the



wi ndows? And didn't that nmain hold door |ook a bit too wide? Wiat if the w nd
bl ew Thread up agai nst the hold doors and soneone opened themtoo early?
J'trel shuddered at the thought.

“Talith, put me down on the sand, please,” J'trel requested. Talith, who
hadheard nore of J'trel’s ruminations than the old dragonrider realized,
runbled in agreenent and turned toward the w dest part of the shore. “I want
to see this hold and talk with its holder before | find Lorana.”

At the hold entrance, J' trel was nearly bow ed over by a group of |ads
trudgi ng through with wheel barrows full of chipped rock

“Qut of my way, you old git!” the first one yelled as he swerved to dodge
Jtrel.

The second one, follow ng, went w de-eyed as he recognized J'trel’s
di stinctive garb. “Genin, you fool! That was a dragonrider!”

Genin spared a backward gl ance at the dragonrider and said loudly, “So? He's
too old to do any useful work—probably doesn’t even know how "~

Talith bugled angrily fromthe shore and Genin junped, tripped over his feet,
and toppl ed his wheel barrow over. His face turned livid with rage as he sprang
up, shouting at J'trel, “This is all your fault, old man! Wy don’t you go
back to your Weyr?”

J'trel stopped and turned back angrily. He sized up Genin as he approached.
The I ad was burly and nuscled fromyears working nets and hauling sail;
cropped bl ond hair topped a beefy face with eyes set with the | ook of a bully.

As Genin rushed at the dragonrider, his conpanion dropped his wheel barrow and
grated, “Cenin, no! He's a dragonrider!”

“Stay out of it, Vilo!” Genin said, his voice rising as he threw hinsel f at
Jtrel —

Who wasn’t there. The bully fell with a jarring thud onto the hard stone as
his lunge for the dragonrider net enpty air.

Wth a tight grin, J' trel noted that the oaf had wi nded hinself. In other
circunmstances, J' trel would have left matters at that, but a crowd was

gat hering. The dragonrider felt the heat of anger burning wi thin himand an
echo fromTalith at the shore.

Rough hands parted a way through the crowd and a dark-haired nan appear ed.
“Hol d! Enough of this—eh, dragonrider! I didn't know |-—=

“I will settle with this one,” J'trel said, his words harsher and thicker
than he had intended. The dark-haired man’s eyes wi dened and he opened his
mouth to protest. J' trel, hands raised in readi ness, turned his attention back
to the wi nded bully.

“Everyone stand back, give themroom” the dark-haired man shouted at the
crowd, which obediently drew back.

What are you doi ng?Talith asked. You are not young anynore. J' trel could hear
the dragon’s wings as Talith launched hinself into the air.

This is a question of honor,J trel said. Thread cones soon. Hol ders rmnust
respect dragonriders. Talith accepted the answer reluctantly, taking station



and circling watchfully high above the crowd.

The distractions had given Genin time to recover. Just as J' trel turned back
to deal with him Genin threw hinself at the dragonrider

Geni n had heard enough as he was recovering to realize that he would be
outcast fromthe Hold. Al ways quicker to anger than to thought, the bully
roused hinself to revenge. He grappled the dragonrider at the waist, intending
to snap the old man’ s spi ne.

The shock of the assault took J'trel off his feet. He fell back under the
wei ght of his attacker. Agony ran along nerves fromhis waist. Wth a shock
echoed hi gh above by his bugling dragon, J'trel realized that the tough was
planning to kill him As Genin dragged himup in a bear hug, J trel grabbed
his head in either hand and dug his thunbs into the holder’s eyes.

Genin dropped J'trel with a shriek, his hands covering his eyes. J' trel took
a sharp ragged breath, stepped back and shot a brutal kick to Genin’s groin
with his right foot. The inpact staggered the hol der. Landing on the foot he
had kicked with, J'trel followed immediately with another kick to the chest.
Pain | anced up the dragonrider’s foot as the blow jarred through his body.
Genin col |l apsed facedown into an inert |unp.

Even t hough both his waist and foot hurt himaboni nably, even though he was
sorely wi nded and dearly wanted nothing nore than to sprawl on the ground
gasping for air, J' trel forced hinself to take one deep cal mi ng breath, stand
squarely, and | ook commandi ngly for the dark-haired man.

“I amJ'trel, rider of Talith,” he said, turning slowy to catch the eyes of
everyone in the cromd. “I request the courtesy of this Hold.”

“I amRinir, my lord,” the dark-haired nan said instantly, bow ng. He frowned
at Genin, and continued nervously, “l assure you—=

J'trel cut himoff with a wave of his hand. “1 am| ooking for sonmeone off
that ship. Where is the crew?”

“I met themearlier, nmy lord,” a woman said, comng forward to stand next to
Rinir. “They’'ve gone over to the tents.”

J'trel glanced skyward and ignored the crowmd as Talith responded to his
silent request. The crowd foll owed his glance and ran out of the dragon’s way
as Talith landed daintily beside his dragonrider. Wth a final, curt nod to
Rinir, J'trel nmounted and signaled Talith to take themto the neadow.

You’'re hurt!Talith conpl ai ned. You need nunbweed and fellis. Let me take you
back to the \Weyr.

No. | promised Lorana that 1'd see her,J trel replied.If | go now, | don't
know when 1’| be able to return

Talith runbl ed anxiously but flew on to the neadow.

“I't’s not right for a woman to be aboard a ship,” Baror grunbled into his
cup. He and M net sat under an awning at the crowded vintner’s tent.

“So tell the captain,” Mnet said, tired of hearing the sane ol d noani ng from
Baror that he’d heard sinceWnd Rider had first set sail.



“Captain!” Baror snorted. “He’'s only the captain until we're finished our
trials.” He took another gulp and sl ammed down his enpty nug. “Then it’s ne.”

“Well, you've not that long to wait, then,” Mnet said. “And then you’'l
decide.” He took a pull fromhis nug, frowned, and |looked into it. H's frown
deepened when he saw that it was enpty. “Still, she’'s a pretty one, isn't
she?”

“She’s a bit plain for ny tastes,” Baror grunbled.
“She’d keep you warm at night,” Mnet said suggestively. “Especially if you
were the captain. She’d have no choice then.”

“My mssus would skin nme,” Baror grunbled. M net knew that all too well. He
was convinced that getting away fromhis wife was half the reason that Baror
had agreed to this voyage.

“Your mssus would skin you only if she found out,” Mnet said, his eyes
glinting. “As you said, it's bad luck to have a wonan aboard a ship. And
acci dents can happen.”

Baror met his eyes with a thoughtful |ook. M net nodded at hi m suggestively.
Baror pursed his lips, then grinned.

“But,” M net cautioned, “you’d have to wait until you were captain.”
“l could be captain today,” Baror snapped back

“And how do you suppose that?” M net wondered.

”

“Acci dents can happen,” Baror replied, rising blearily fromhis seat.
“What about that dragonrider? You heard he killed one of the l|ocal oafs,
didn't you?”

“I"I'l take care of him too,”
if he’s in his cups.”

Baror said, stalking off. “He’ll be no trouble

The crew of Wnd Rider had split up long before J'trel arrived. He found
Lorana by herself, pretending not to | ook at some of the nore beautiful
fabrics on sale in the weavers’ tent.

“They’ d make great wear for a woman, woul dn't they?” J' trel asked as he
wal ked up to her.

“J'trel!” Lorana threw herself into his arns for a hug. “Good to see you!”

“And you.” Trying not to wince in pain, J'trel grinned at her. “The sea air
seens to have done well for you.” He grabbed her hand. “Let’s go somewhere
where we can sit—and drink.”

“l know just the place.” Lorana led himto a tent where they served cool wi ne
and crusty bread. They found a table apart fromthe others and ordered their
dri nks.

“Where are your fire-lizards?” J trel asked when he was sure they were out of
earshot. “1’ve got sonething for them”



Lorana | ooked around to be sure no one was | ooking, then summoned the
fire-lizards. Garth appeared i medi ately and chirped happily at the
dragonrider. Lorana frowned as she concentrated on summoni ng G enn. \Wen the
brown fire-lizard finally appeared, he chattered loudly at the two of them
before Lorana could shush it.

“My! He's in a nood!” J'trel remarked with a grin. He pulled forth two
packets frominside his jacket. “Get these on them and let’s see how they
| ook.”

The packets turned out to contain beautifully strung bead harnesses. Lorana
gasped as she saw the markings. “Wat’'s this?”

J'trel waved dismissively. “It was the beader’s idea. | told her about
Grenn’s wing.”

Lorana gave him an incredul ous |ook. “Well, all right,” J trel confessed, “I
di d make some suggestions.”

“Ani mal Heal er-in-training?” Lorana asked as she deci phered the patterns in
t he beadwork. She got Garth’s harness on easily and snoothed it out, but G enn
i nsi sted upon fluttering about her

“What’' s got him so worked up?”

Lorana held out a hand to the fire-lizard and coaxed himclose to her. She
concentrated, focusing to sort through his confused inages.
“There was a fight,” she said at |last. Then she | ooked accusingly at J' trel
“You were in it! Wiy didn’'t you say sonethi ng?”

J'trel waved a hand. “A lout learned a |l esson in nmanners. It was nothing.”

“Not hi ng! At your age!” Lorana started to say nore but snapped her attention
back to the fire-lizard. Her eyes grew wi de and her face paled as she turned
back to the dragonrider. “J' trel, Garth never saw the man get up again. She
wat ched for a long tine.”

The col or drained out of J'trel’s face. Before he could say anything, a man
approached him clapping himon the back

It was Baror. “Well done, dragonrider! | hear you put a lout in his place!”
He leered at the two of them his eyes glazed with drink, “And 1'd say, well
in his place!” He slapped his mug in front of the dragonrider. “Have a drink
on ne!”

The seaman pulled up a chair close to the table. “I never knew you had it in
you, to be honest. O course, | knew you dragonriders are a tough lot, but I
figured at your age—well, drink up!”

Ashen-faced, J'trel took a deep gulp fromthe cup Baror proffered. Baror
turned quickly away fromthe dragonrider toward his friend, hiding a smrk
“So, Lorana, I'll have to watch out for you as well, |I'msure! You keep sharp
conpany, and that's no lie!

“Anot her round here!” he called out to the barman. “Drink up, dragonrider
this one’s on ne!”

Baror continued to ply the dragonrider with wine and offer conmm serati on—You



wasn't to know. And he did have it coming, didn't he, dragonrider?”—until even
Lorana, who had been careful with her drink, began to feel bleary.

J'trel was still upset over the fight and its outcome, but was finding it
harder and harder to raise his glass. “lI should be goi ng—=

Baror gave a grunt and stood bolt upright. “lI think | see Captain Tanner over
there!” He | ooked at the two of them “I1’'ll be right back.”

Lorana patted the distraught dragronrider on the shoulder, trying to think of
somet hing to say.

Baror cane back, bristling with purpose. “W’ ve got to go now, Loranal
spoke with the captain, and we’'re to set sail as soon as we can.”

“I"1l stay here,” Lorana replied, looking at J' trel

“No, no, you’ve got to go!” J'trel said, heaving hinmself to his feet. “I’ve
got to get back to the Weyr and—= He staggered, |eaning on the table for
support.

“You’ ve got to get sonme rest and see a healer,” Lorana replied.

J'trel straightened up and pushed hinself away fromthe table. “And |I can do
that best at the Weyr,” he said. “CGo on, get! I'Il be awhile mending. |’
| ook for you as soon as |’ mdone.”

Baror took in their words with a hidden sneer. “Stay if you want, |’ m going.”
Lorana glanced at him and back at J'trel. “Wait!” she called to the
retreati ng seaman. She gave the dragonrider a gentle hug and said, “l’ve told

Talith to watch out for you.”

J'trel forced a snile over the grimace of pain that her hug had caused him
“He al ways does.”

In the distance, the blue dragon coughed. Lorana frowned, adding, “And keep
an eye on that cough!” She pursed her lips. “I swear it’s gotten worse.”

Wth one | ast wave at him she started after Baror

The seaman carefully led her out the far side of the tent to avoid the crowd
that was slowy gathering around anot her seaman spread out on the ground,
knocked unconscious by a hard blow with a rock that |ay nearby. Baror wondered
if he had killed Tanner with the blow, but he didn't really care.

“My lord?” a voice whispered nervously into J'trel’s ear. “My lord, it’'s very
late.”

J'trel stirred, and raised his head fromthe table even while wondering how
it had got there. Except for the light of the lantern the man carried, it was
pi t ch-darKk.

Enbol dened now that the dragonrider had stirred, the nan said, “l’ve got to
close up now, ny lord.”

Talith?For a terrible instant J'trel feared that something had happened to
his dragon and that he'd find hinself left all alone, with neither partner nor



dragon. The sense of loss for K nad, which had engul fed himafter Lorana had
rushed away, enveloped himlike a thick shroud. Hs sense of dread grew as he
wai ted | onger and longer for his dragon to respond.

J'trel ?Talith’s voice cane back to himw thout its usual warnth and
strength.l don't feel right.

Instantly J' trel heard and felt his dragon’s distress. Wth a wordl ess cry,
he lurched to his feet, against the pain in his battered ribs, the
drink-induced nausea, and the rnuzziness of an incipient hangover.

“My lord, are you all right?” the tavern man asked, hands fluttering from
gestures of aid to gestures of entreaty.

“I"ve been better,” J' trel replied with a trace of his usual hunor. “But |'m
all right.”

He swiveled blearily toward an exit.

Talith waited in a nearby clearing. J' trel bit off a gasp of pain as he
clinmbed up the dragon’s side. J'trel could hear his dragon’s breathing and
noti ced how strained it sounded.

You're hurt, Talith noted conpassi onately.

And you're—Jd’'trel was going to saytired but suddenly realized that he
meant ol d —and was shocked into silence. But Talith, from Turns of intimacy,
guessed both the original and substitute words J' trel had not thought. The
dragon runbled softly in gentle agreenent, and the runble turned into a sharp
cough.

As the blue launched into the cold night air, J trel rem nisced on the past
several months. He had only planned to notify K nad’s next of kin. The pain of
his partner’s |l oss and age itself had taken too nuch of a toll on the old
dragonri der.

There was too nuch pain—and his duties had been di scharged. Sonme dissenting
t hought crossed his nind, but he couldn’t focus on it. Talith coughed again,
pai nful ly.

| have made you tarry too long, old friend,J trel said kindly to his
life-long mate. You are tired. lamtired. Talith runbled soft agreement.It is
tine.

For a monent |longer J'trel reflected on his life.Gve Lorana ny |ove, old
friend. She will carry on w thout us, |’'m sure.

After a noment the blue dragon responded,| have told her
J'trel nodded. “CGood. | amtired and it's tine to rest.”

Toget her, dragon and rider flashed one nonent in the pale nmoonlight and were
gone.

FOUR



It is the duty of an Eridani Adept to preserve their assigned ‘-one’.
—Excerpt fromthe Eridani Edicts
Fort Hold, First Pass, Year 48, AL 56

As the sound of breaking glass reached her ears over the booning of the
nmessage drums, Wnd Bl ossom paused in her slow, steady hunt. She sighed and
bid silent farewell to yet nore precious glassware. | was never good at this,
she thought sadly to herself. The boy was worse than Enorra had ever been

W nd Bl ossomtook a deep breath and turned toward the noise. Resolutely she
overrode the creaks of her joints and the conplaints of her nuscles. Tine—and
nmedi ci ne—en Pern were not what they had been: At seventy-nine, she felt nore
i ke a doddering ninety.

The sounds of the druns died as the nessage was conpl et ed—and t he noi se of
br eaki ng gl ass di m ni shed, but not before Wnd Bl ossom had |ocated its source.
It came fromher own room She opened the door but did not enter

Hunched over the remmins of a cabinet at one end of the room Tieran panted.
Tears streamed down his face. Wnd Bl ossomnoticed with sadness that his hands
were bl eeding in several places—again.

“Ti eran?” Sonehow she managed to nodul ate her voice to nore than a croak. For
such small things are we grateful, she thought to herself.

The | ad, rangy and awkward in the m dst of adol escence, turned away from her,
but he did not continue in his destruction. Instead, he started picking his
way across the shard-strewn floor toward the door

W nd Bl ossom sighed inwardly with relief as she noticed that he at |east had
his boots on. The damage to his hands | ooked m nor as well, she noted
clinically.

As always, alnost instinctively, he kept the right side of his face—the
“good” side—toward her and tilted his neck in such a way that the | acerations
on his nose | ooked their best.

O all his injuries, the damage to the nose was the worst—at |east for a
si xteen-year-old boy who had to endure the pitying stares of his elders and
the taunts or the silent shunning of his peers.

W nd Bl ossom knew that it was possible to repair the damage, once his face
had finished growing. If she could | earn the necessary skills. If she could
find the necessary materials. If she could keep the necessary nedicines. |If
she lived | ong enough

They were in a three-legged race: waiting for himto grow up, striving to
keep the medi cal supplies necessary, and hoping that she didn’t grow too
feeble to performthe surgery.

And they both knew they were | osing.

Latrel could have done it, but that |ab accident had cost himthe use of his
left thunmb and, without it, he couldn’t operate. Carelly had never progressed
beyond conpetent nurse. Wnd Bl ossomfelt that she could train Tieran to do
it—he had the skill—-but he could not be both surgeon and patient.



“Where is it?” Tieran demanded in a rough, torn voice. Wnd Bl ossomraised an
eyebr ow.

“Where is the antibiotic?” He glared at her.

“It is safe,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“I want it,” Tieran told her. He held out a hand. “Gve it to nme—Aow. "
“ W]y nov\/?”

Tieran’s face crunpl ed. “He—he-he was under that rock slide for two days! The
sepsis had set in long before they found him The fever took himbefore | got
there.”

W nd Bl ossom shuddered. “He was a good nan.”

Tieran glared at her. “Gve it to me! I'’mgoing to find someone—M hall,
someone—and we'lltinme it—don't think | don’'t know-and we'll save him | need
that nedi cine!”

“You cannot break tine, Tieran,”
father. There is no way.”

Wnd Bl ossomsaid softly. “Not even for your

W nd Bl ossom had taught Tieran that dragons could not only go

i nst ant aneousl! ybet ween pl aces but al sobetween tines. The paradoxes and rul es
of time travel applied to dragons as much as to anything else that existed in
the space-tinme continuum It was inmpossible to go back in tine in a nmanner
that could alter events that had al ready occurred.

“You can't alter the past,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

Tieran’s face crunpled and he | eaned over and onto Wnd Bl ossom *“You said
he’ d al ways be there. You said we’d al ways see each other. You said . . . And
| wasn’t there! | couldn’t help him | wasn’t there!”

Drawi ng on her inner strength, Wnd Bl ossom strai ghtened her spine and held
the Iad while his sorrow and anger poured out.
“I shall mss him too,” Wnd Blossomsaid after a while. “He was a good man.
A good botanist, too. Wth nore traini ng—=

“Training! |Is that how you nmeasure a man?” Ti eran demanded. “Is that how you
see me? No scars, only an apt student? And what am | learning? Alost art, a
dyi ng way of doing things—all for your pleasure!”

“Your father wanted you to—=~

“My father’'s dead,” Tieran cut her off. “And nowit’s only you who wants ne
to learn all this genetic foolery. Splicing genes we can’'t see—the | ast

el ectron mcroscope failed |last year, or don’t you renenber?—for ends we don’t
know. We could introduce nmutations w thout know ng about it, and for what? For
not hi ng. A m ght be!”

Brutally he pushed away from her and stormed off down the corridor. Over his
shoul der, fromhis left side, he called back, “You can get Enorra to cl ean
that up. After all, you treat her |like your slave.”

W nd Bl ossom straightened up slowy. Wth an eye to the glass on the floor
she wal ked over to her cot and sat upon it. Wth eyes that would admit no



tears, she nuttered bitterly, “Such a way you have with children, Wnd
Bl ossom ”

“Mot her! What are you doi ng?” Enorra denanded as she strode into her nother’s
quarters.

“I amcleaning up,” Wnd Blossomreplied fromher position on the floor where
she was delicately picking up individual shards of glass and depositing them
into a recycling container.

“What happened? Where’'s Ti eran?” Enorra asked.

“Ti eran happened, and | do not know,” Wnd Bl ossom answered. She | ooked up at
her tall daughter, careful not to let any pride showin her expression. “Hs
father was dead before he arrived. He wanted totinme it with sonme antibiotic to
save him”

Enorra gasped, eyes wi de. “That can’t be done, can it?”

W nd Bl ossom si ghed, using one of her better sighs. “It cannot, as you should
wel | know. ”

“At least not in any literature,” Enorra replied, her face heating as she
caught her nother’s inplied rebuke. “Mdther, what’'s the use of |earning about
t empor al paradoxes when they can’t occur? It’'s nore inportant to pass on a
good fundanental know edge than to deal with such esoteric issues.” Enorra
found herself harping on her favorite issue and discovered, as always, that
she couldn’t help it with her nother. “Songs that people will sing and
renenber—an oral tradition, that’'s what we have to rely on.”

“What’s wong with books?” Wnd Bl ossom qui pped.

Enorra frowned. “Mdther, you know I |ove books,” she said with a deep sigh.
“But find nme soneone who's got the time to make them Booknaking is a

| abor-intensive industry, fromthe felling of trees to the making of inks and
t he binding of the pages—things that are inpossible to do when Thread is
falling.”

“So easy it is to blame Thread,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d. “Nothing can be done, so
we'll sing about it.”

Enorra stifled a groan and waved her hands in submi ssion. “Let’s not go
t hrough this again, please.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. She gestured to the recycling container. “This one’'s
full; get nme another.”

Enorra frowned and | eaned down to pick up the bucket. After she left, Wnd
Bl ossom pursed her lips tightly and held back a heartfelt sigh. Pain, she
t hought to herself, pain is howwe grow Is this howit was for you, Mother?

“I's there anything else | can get you?” Enorra asked, as she heaved hersel f
up fromthe floor and grabbed the | ast bucketful of broken glass. She surveyed
the floor carefully, looking for the reflection of any last shards.

“No, thank you,” Wnd Blossomsaid. Enorra’'s nostrils flared at her nother’s



di smi ssive tone but she said nothing, nodded curtly, and left, closing the
door quietly.

“Well -trained,” Wnd Blossomnuttered to herself. She kept her gaze on the
door for a few nonents, assuring herself that Enorra had i ndeed depart ed.

Then—a subtle shift, a slight relaxation, and the merest hint of a snile
pl ayed on her lips. It was short-lived, chased away al nost instantly by a
frown.

“Your face is like a window,” Kitti Ping s voice echoed in her mnd. “l can
see everything you think.”

You see what Iwant you to see, Wnd Bl ossomthought back to the ancient
nenory.

She noved to her dresser and opened the drawer with her tunics. Gently she
lifted them and found the yell ow one. Yes, she thought to herself, Purnman
woul d like this.

She pulled the tunic out of the drawer along with the snmall bag she'd
careful ly hidden underneath it. She quickly shrugged off her regular tunic and
pull ed on the yell ow one. Then she took the bag and wal ked over to the
| aboratory end of her room

The room was huge and had been a supply room when the Fever Year had hit.

W nd Bl ossom had occupied it in the haste of those deadly days and had never
been asked to |l eave. She lived sinply in the room wth only a bed, a dresser
and a bedside table for her confort. The far side of the roomwas given up to
her | aboratory and studies. She |iked the room because of the |arge w ndows
running floor to ceiling on one side.

She opened a | ocked door in her tall cabinet and pulled out a crucible,
ancient ceramc tripod, and grazier. She put these on the workbench along with
the bag from her drawer and anot her bag she had pulled out fromthe cabinet.

She eyed a stool and shook her head slightly, grabbing her things off the
wor kbench and putting themon the floor beyond it, concealed fromthe w ndow
by the | arge workbench.

She fished a small lunp of charcoal out of the second bag and placed it on
the grazier. She lit it quickly, her fingers well-practiced, and slid the
tripod stand over it. Into the crucible she placed a selection of herbs from
t he bag she had taken from her drawer. After a nmonent, she pulled a nunber of
strands of hair out of her scalp and curled themup into the crucible.

Satisfied, she placed the crucible on the tripod and let the flames of the
charcoal lick at it.

I am glad you decided not to join us here at the Coll ege, Wnd Bl ossom
admtted silently to her nmenory of Purman. You woul d have been wel cone, but |
do not know if you would have accepted the course |’'ve chosen for us all.

It will be thousands of years before our descendants will once nore be able
to bend genes to their will, she nused. It would be a m stake to force our
children to cling to our ways. They need to nove on, to |learn their own ways.

“Make your own mistakes,” Kitti Ping’s voice echoed in Wnd Bl ossonis mind

The Eridani Way is not the only way, she thought, partly in response to her



nmot her’s words. Their thinking is deep, but they never thought of war. They
never thought of the Nathi. They never thought of a tinme when no one could
twi st genes into new shapes.

W nd Bl ossom s eyes flicked to the crucible and she brought her thoughts back
to Purman. Your way, the way of breeding, will work on Pern for now

She sighed. It had been difficult to turn Enorra against her. So difficult
that she had only hal f-succeeded: Her daughter had renai ned at the Coll ege and
even becone its dean. It had taken less effort to drive Tieran away from her
to quench his inbred curiosity about genetics.

In both situations, she had felt all the pain of a nother turning away her
child. But Wnd Bl ossom knew that if she taught themthe joy she found in
genetics, they would be enraptured—and stuck with know edge they couldn’t use.
Conmitted, as the Eridani had always intended, to the Eridani Wy, the way of
count| ess generations husbandi ng species and pl anets, they woul d becone
i ncapabl e of devel opi ng sol uti ons of their own.

W nd Bl ossomi s head shook inperceptibly as she recalled her own interna
conflicts, how she had determ ned that the future of Pern could not rest on
the shoul ders of a few, select bloodlines—the Eridani Way—but on the actions
of all Pernese.

As the last of the snoke rose fromthe crucible, Wnd Bl ossom wondered again
if Ted Tubbernman had thought the sanme thing, and if he had turned his son
against himjust as Kitti Ping had turned her daughter against her—and as W nd
Bl ossom hersel f had tried to alienate Enorra.

“Shards!” Tieran groaned as he discovered that he had outgrown his | atest
hi di ng place. Hi ding was second nature to him He had always |iked the caves
and tunnel s of his Benden Hold home, particularly when—he suppressed a pang of
regret, fear, anger, sorrow-he had been w th Bendensk, the watch-wher

When he had first cone to the College, it had been easier: He' d been small
for his age and al ways won at hi de-and-seek. Until one day he had realized
that no one was | ooking for himanynore—that they were | aughing instead.
“Hi deaway.” “No-nose.” “Scarface.”

After that he had spent nore time with Wnd Bl ossom Truth be told, he |oved
to learn all the secrets she had to teach him He was one of only five people
on all of Pern who had | ooked at human DNA under the el ectron mcroscope. And
he was one of three—no, two, nowwho could trace a nutation back to its genes.
W nd Bl ossom said that soon she would start himon proteom cs, the study of
pr ot ei ns.

Tieran snorted. As ifthat would inpress anyone! In fact, there was probably
no one on Pern who knew what proteom cs was, |et alone what it was used for

It was all a waste. He was only here becauseshe wanted himto be here, waiting
until he was “ready” for the operations to fix his face.

The sob that threatened to break fromhis throat was throttled in the

har shest of self-control. The boys he could handle; he' d | earned enough of
hand-fighting from M hall and-he gri maced—his father. But the girls—tately
Ti eran had noticed them Noticed them and noticed how quickly they | ooked
away, wal ked away, grouped together, speaking in hushed voices.

Admit it, Tieran thought, no matter how great a surgeon you becone, no matter



what you do, even if Wnd Blossomcan performa mracle, no girl is going to
| ook at vyou.

Except maybe to | augh.

And now his last hiding place was too snmall. Tieran stifled a curse—not
because he was afraid of swearing, but because he was afraid the curse m ght
cone out as a sob

Voi ces approached in the dark. Tieran pulled hinmself into a shadowy nook

“How did the boy take it, then?” Tieran recognized the rich tenor voice as
that of Sandell, a student musician. Sonme Turns back they had pl ayed
t oget her —hi de- and- seek.

“I't was hard on him” Enorra answered. “It nust be hard to |l ose a father.”

“Don’t you renenber yours?” Sandell asked.

“No.” Enorra paused. “In fact, it’s been Turns since | |ast asked nother
about him She never told ne anything.”

Sandel | laughed. “1'll bet he was a nusician, and that’'s why she hates us.”

Enorra snorted. “That woul d explain where | got ny talent.”

“And your |ooks,” Sandell added softly. Fromthe sound of clothing and the
soft noi ses, Tieran guessed that Sandell had taken Enorra in his arms. He
peered around the corner. They were kissing!

Ti eran ducked back again as Enorra pushed away fromthe journeynan.

“Not here,” Enorra said. “Sonmeone m ght see us.”

Sandel | | aughed. “So let them”

“No,” Enorra said firmy

“Very well, Dean Enorra,” Sandell replied indulgently. “Your quarters or
m ne?”

Tieran rel axed as he heard them depart.

The I oud sound of drunms—he guessed it was Jendel up on the big drum—+attled
out an attention signal. Tieran heard the response fromthe four outlying
stations and, alnmost on top of their response, the Coll ege druns sounded out
their nessage in deep commandi ng boons. It was the sign off for the evening;
no ot her message would go out until norning, except in an energency.

Tieran listened to the details, his throat clenched as he heard the report of
his father’s death being passed on down to all the mnor holds along the way
equi pped with either a drunmer or a repeater station. The drums fell silent,
were echoed by the repeater stations further on and, very faintly, by the
stations beyond those, and then the sounds of evening took over the night air.

Wth a quick breath and a deternmined spring in his step, Tieran turned to the
Drum Tower —hi s new hi di ng pl ace.



FI VE

Fi erce wi nds bl ow.
Seas roil.
Calm w nd. Settle, sea.
Let my loved return to ne.

On the WND RIDER at sea, Second Interval, AL 507

The wi nd was gusting as they wei ghed anchor. Wen they cleared the
har bor, Wnd Ri der heeled so nuch that Baror called for themto reduce sail.

Wth the sail reset, Wnd Rider still heeled over at a fierce angle, her bow
br eaki ng through the waves as she sped into the noonlit night.

Wthin an hour the offshore breeze had been supplanted by gusting w nds, and
the nmoons were lost in a haze of clouds. Five mnutes after that the first of
the rain fell upon them

An hour later the ship was in a full gale, heeling hard over with two nen
fighting the hel mand four men struggling to furl sail

Col fet found Baror at the wheel with another man he’d never seen before. He
shouted over the roar of the wind, “Were's the captain? This sail’s all wong
for this weather, we’'re heeling too hard. We need to alter course, too—-see how
she’s digging into the waves? W’ |l broach to if we don't.”

“The captain’s not here,” Baror replied, teeth wide in a grin.

“l can see that,” Colfet responded irritably. “Were is he?” He | ooked
forward. “Is he forward with the sails?”

“No, you git, he's not here,” Baror responded, his grin disappearing in a
frown. “Left me in charge, seeing as you' ve got that bum wi ng.”

Anot her gust spun the ship and Baror gripped the wheel, calling to the other
man to hel p out.

Col fet gestured at the new man. “Who' s he?”

Baror grinned. “New man | signed on at Half-Crcle.” He waved at the new man

“Vilo's his name.”
Anot her gust heel ed the ship over asWnd Rider plowed into a wave

“W’ve got to let her have her head!” Colfet called. “Get the sails off, put
out a stormanchor, and ride it out!”

Baror shook his head. “No, we'll keep our course. I'll show that pansy I|stan
how real nen sail.”

Colfet started to argue, but at that nmonent two men clinbed up the hat chway.
Bot h | ooked green and unseananly. He started to nake a rude conment to Baror
but stopped as he got a good sight of the second nan.

“Who’s on the punps?” he asked.



“You m ght want to check on that,” Baror replied, keeping his eyes on the two
| andl ubbers as they made their way toward him

“All right,” Colfet said, heading for the hatchway. He nodded grimy at the
two greenies as they passed himby. “Gentle night, isn't it?” he asked with
wry hunor. The two nade no attenpt to respond.

Once they were out of sight, Colfet’s expression hardened. He paused at the
top of the hatch, |ooking back at Baror and his cronies. “Baror!” he shouted.
He had to repeat hinself tw ce before he was heard. “W should trail the
| aunch—+n case anyone goes overboard.”

Baror grinned evilly. “Anyone overboard in this’ Il stay overboard.”

“All the sane.”

Baror squinted at himand then nodded. “All right. 1'll get some nmen to it.”

Col fet nodded and, watching his bandaged arm plunged into the darkness
bel owdeck. Quickly and carefully he made his way down to the depths of the

ship and sounded the well. He could hear the punps in the distance and grunted
with surprise as he discovered thatWnd Ri der had made | ess than a foot of
water. Still, it wasn’t all good news—he' d never seen nore than an inch

bef ore.

Havi ng satisfied hinmself that the ship wasn’'t going to sink any time soon
unl ess that fool Baror ran her under the waves, he nade his way aft to the
surgeon’s quarters.

A cry, loud and inarticul ate, pierced through the noise of the storm
Colfet raced back to the surgeon’s quarters. Inside he found Lorana, spraw ed
across her desk. Two fire-lizards chittered inside, their tone changing to

anger as he entered.

“There’s trouble!” Colfet said. Lorana | ooked up at him Her eyes were ful
of tears. “Lass, what’'s wrong?”

“He’s gone,” she replied. “J'trel and Talith have gonebetween forever.”

W nd Ri derbucked abruptly as it plowed into a wave and rolled sharply as it
paid off, throwi ng Lorana across the table and Colfet out of the cabin.

Colfet let out a curse as his full weight crashed agai nst his broken arm

“You're hurt!” Lorana exclainmed, trying to reach him

“No time for that,” Colfet said. “We've got to get to the captain’s cabin.”

“ W]y?”

“W’ve got to get you off this ship,” Colfet said. “Baror’s left Captain
Tanner behind, and | can’t think he neans you well.” He nmade a face. “Baror’s
got a nasty way with wonen. If you don't |eave now, while he’'s distracted, you
may not |eave at all.” He |ooked at the fire-lizards. “Can you rmake them wait

by the | aunch?”

“What' s that?” Lorana asked.

“That’s the boat we used today to get to shore,” Colfet explained. “Baror’s



going to lower it astern.”
“Why woul d he do that?”

“I asked him” Colfet said, grinning. “In case anyone fell overboard in this
blow.” Hs grin widened. “W’' |l just ‘fall overboard right now”

“ G]_ ”
“Can you make them wait?” Col fet asked again.

“I can try.” Lorana said, turning to the two fire-lizards. Garth and G enn
both chittered obstinately before Lorana overcane their disagreenent and they
di sappear edbet ween.

“CGood, now let’s get to the captain’s cabin before Baror has a chance to send
some nmen after you.”

Lorana paused at the doorway. “What about you? Why are you doing this for
ne?”

Col fet gave her a neasuring |look. “You mght say that | owe you, for fixing
this arm O you nmight say that | won't |let anyone be taken against their
will. But nostly I’mthinking of ny daughters.”

Lorana didn't know what to say.
Col fet shrugged. “Come on, then, off with you.”

The captain’s cabin was the next cabin aft. The door was unl ocked and t hey
made their way through the fore cabin and into the after cabin. Col fet opened
the shutters quickly and peered out. Seeing what he wanted, he grunted
affirmatively and then | ooked around the cabin.

“W’ve got to find sonmething to grab the line,” he said.
“Grab the Iine?” Lorana echoed, |ooking at the opening. Al she could see was
rain and pitch-darkness. “Wat |ine?”

“The one for the launch,” Col fet answered, upending the captain’s chair. He
reached out through the opening and hooked the rope with the seat of the
chair, carefully angling to keep the rope fromslipping off. Dragging it into
the cabin he turned to Lorana.

“Now all you’ve got to do is clinmb down this rope into the |aunch.”

Lorana eyed the bucking rope. “AI?”

Col fet nodded. “It’s that or wait until Baror and his mates have tine to dea
with you. You can't stay on this ship, they' Il turn it upside down | ooking for
you.” He saw her blanch and added, “Look, all you have to do is grab it with
your feet and your arns and scale on down. Don't let go until you're in the
[ aunch. The wind's fierce enough that it won't drop you in the water, | hope.”

“And if it does?”

“Keep hold of the rope and clinmb aboard the |aunch,” Colfet said. “But don't
capsize it.”

“All right, and then what?” Lorana demanded. “What about you?”



Col fet thought about that. “It’|Il be too tricky with ny bad arm”

Lorana shook her head. “1 don't know where we are, how to get back—anything.”
She | ooked frantically around the cabin, finally com ng back to him *“Your
belt! How about you tie on with that and come on down after ne! It’d hel p when
you have trouble with your arm”

Colfet smled. “It would at that. You're right, it could work. Very well
then, you first.”

Lorana swal | owed and reached for the rope. She clinmbed out the opening and
junped up, | ooping her feet desperately around the rope. For one sick nonent
she hung there, suspended by hands and feet on a wildly sw nging rope, and
then she gripped it tighter and started clinbing down into the darkening sea.

It seened to take forever. Suddenly a wave swept up at her, dowsing her
backside with frigid water. She clenched the rope tightly, for fear of being
pull ed off. Then the wave was gone and she started down agai n.

Beyond her |egs she caught sight of a blob in the distance. The launch. It
seenmed dragonl engt hs away.

Anot her gust canme and a wave crashed around her, burying her in water. She
hel d her breath, frantically hoping that she could hold on. Finally the water
parted around her.

Her feet felt the hard wood of the | aunch

Colfet’s glib description of how she would get in the launch turned out to be
conpl etely inaccurate. Lorana had to pull her feet over the gunnels and into
the cockpit of the launch, and then she had to grapple with the prow with her
hands and turn herself over before she could kneel into the launch. It was a
hi deous maneuver and she nearly lost her last nmeal as her stonmach roiled from
the exertion and her fear.

Two encouraging chirps told her that she’d made it, and that the fire-lizards
wer e near by.

She waited for what seened forever before she realized that she and Col f et
had not agreed on any way to | et himknow that she was safely aboard. Hastily
she grabbed the rope and gave it two sharp tugs. She waited and felt two
answering tugs—ol fet nmust have got the signal

Orwas Colfet still there? What if Baror had gone searching for her and had
found out their plan? What if it wasn’'t Col fet but someone el se conmi ng down
t he rope?

Lorana eyed the rope and studied howit was tied to the | aunch. She | ooked
around and found a knife in the stores locker. If she had to, she could cut
the rope in a nonent.

Looki ng across the bucking sea to the high stern of Wnd Ri der, she saw the
outline of a formclinbing down toward her. Was it Colfet? She thought she saw
hi s bandage, now hopel essly soaked. She peered forward, squinting. Wth a sigh
of relief, she realized it was Col fet.

A wave crashed over himand he lost his grip on the rope. Lorana stifled a
cry as he hung by his feet and his belt. In an instant Garth and G enn
| aunched t hensel ves toward him each grabbing an armand flapping frantically



to help himreach the rope again. A wave engul fed t hem

For a long, terrible instant Lorana was afraid all three had been swept away.
She i magi ned countl ess days adrift in the small launch with only that horrid
menory to dwell upon. And then the wave broke and Col fet had his good hand
back on the rope, and the two fire-lizards were circling above him chirping
encour agi ngl y.

Lorana bit her lip as Colfet’s legs came within reach. Bel atedly she found
some rope and tied herself to the | aunch. Then she noved forward and did al
she could to help Col fet clanber aboard.

“There, that wasn’t hard, was it?” Colfet said through gasps as he finally
righted hinself in the bow of the |aunch. “Have you got a knife?” \Wen Lorana
nodded, he said, “Then cut that line and let’s be out of here.”

Crion turned at the sound of feet entering the nmeeting room The dragons had
only finished their keening. J' lantir, ashen-faced, stood in the entranceway.
Silently, Crion gestured himin.

“Crion, I'"'msorry—=
Crion shook his head. “He was old,” he said. “I'"msure he wanted the rest.”
J'lantir pursed his lips, still shaken. “If 1'd kept a better eye on him*

“You did the right thing,” Crion said. “J trel made his choice.”

J'lantir shook his head sadly. “lI’m surprised, though,” the Wngl eader said
after a monent. “He was quite enanored of his current project.”

Crion | ooked puzzled and nade a “go on” gesture.

“Apparently he’d net sone young | ady—rescued her, in fact—and had taken a
great interest in her drawing abilities.”

Crion raised an eyebrow.

“J'trel always appreciated wonen,
di dn’ t appreci ate wonen.”

J'lantir explained, “even if he

“Just as Talith was the best on Search,” Crion agreed.
“Just so,” J'lantir said, nodding. “Apparently he took this one under his
wi ng and set her aboard that new ship, Wnd Rider. ’

“ \My?n

“Fromwhat |’ ve gathered at the sea hold, the girl was planning on draw ng
all the plant and animal life she could find fromMNerat Tip to Tillek Head,”
J'lantir replied.

The Istan Weyrl eader pursed his lips in a silent whistle. “Thatwould be quite
somet hing,” he said appreciatively.

“And she’s good, too,”
at Ista Hold.”

J'lantir continued. “One of her drawi ngs is on display



“Someone should find her and give her the news,” Crion said.

J'lantir nodded. “1’ll take care of that.”
“Good,” Crion replied. “And—+'m sorry. He was a good man.”

J'lantir sighed. “He was old,” he responded. “I don’t think he’d want to be
ol d when Thread falls again.”

“Some of us have no choice,” Crion said softly.

Colfet’'s cry of pain startled Lorana fromher half-rest. She pulled away from
him the cold fog digging deeper into her bones, and realized ruefully that
she had been the cause of his disconfort. In her sleepy desire to get warner,
she’d wrapped her arm over his chest and had di sturbed his broken Iinb.

The col d dug deeper into her, but Lorana forced herself to search out the
fire-lizards before she settled, carefully, once nore against Colfet. Garth
and Grenn huddl ed niserably on the fl oorboards beneath them

They | ooked only a little | ess wet and bedraggl ed than they had been in the
worst of the storm Lorana had pl eaded, scol ded, cursed, and shoved at themin
a vain effort to get themto seek safety, but they had remnai ned steadfast.
They made her aware of their fear that if they left, they would not be able to
find her again in the storm-and they woul d not abandon her.

Colfet's eyes fluttered open and he bent his head toward her, |ooking for a
guesti on.

“l nudged your arm” Lorana said softly. “Sorry.”
He made a wordl ess sound through his shivers. He tried again: “C-c-cold.”

Lorana snuggl ed agai nst him placing as nmuch of her body as she dared on top
of him careful of the roll of the little Iaunch and of his broken arm

H s cast had disintegrated before the first hour of the stormhad passed. He
had banged the break painfully as he’d westled a storm anchor over the stern
When the storm anchor had torn | oose hours later, he had insisted upon bailing
with both arms, as he and Lorana had fought to keep the | aunch from
f ounderi ng.

He had so injured and worn hinself out that by the tine they had bail ed out
the worst of the water, he was incapable of setting another storm anchor and
had to shout instructions to Lorana until he |lost his voice.

Lorana had made two mistakes in setting the new storm anchor: She’ d used
their oars; and she’d tied themto the tiller. Wen a particularly violent
gust had nearly scuppered the launch, the resulting drag had torn not only the
oars but also the tiller off of the stern

When the storm broke and the fog had replaced it, Lorana had nmade a new storm
anchor out of the launch’s boom

“Stormcomng,” Colfet said drowsily. “Two, maybe three hours away.”

Lorana gl anced about. Yes, there was a wisp of wind—and it was cold.



The storm engul fed the | aunch wi thout warning. Lorana found hersel f grabbing
the fire-lizards and shoving them down behind Colfet in a hectic instant,

bl i nded by the sea spray and drenching rain. She barely had tinme to brace
herself in the bottomof the |aunch before the little boat was whi pped
violently around by the fierce winds of the new storm

After that, time ceased to exist. Lorana was tossed about, frozen, inundated
with freezing rain and roiling sea.

When the water | evel got too high in the boat, she started bailing,
desperately fighting the incomng rain and sea, all the while terrified that
one nore wave woul d sink them Wen Garth and Grenn tried to help her, she
cursed them

“CGo! Go!” She wailed at them Garth’s mouth opened in response but her voice
was | ost on the wind. Lorana didn’'t need to hear the fire-lizard to recognize
her stubborn resolve. Grenn hadn’t even bothered to slow down in his efforts.

Nor did Lorana. Still bailing, she grieved at the thought of her fire-Ilizards
needl essly sacrificing thenselves for her. Nunbly she tried to organi ze new
argunents to convince themto | eave her

“Lorana!” Col fet’'s hoarse voice barely rose above the how of the storm and
the warning cane too late for her to do anything. The | aunch heel ed horribly,
nearly capsizing as it was tossed by a sudden swell.

Lorana knew instantly that the sea anchor had torn | oose. She dropped the
bailer. The only thing left to use was the | aunch’s mast. She bent down and
started untying the stays that had kept it secure, all the while tossed
horribly as the launch lurched on the sea.

Finally, she got the nast secured to the stern of the |l aunch and was ready to
pl ace it overboard.

As she kneeled to push the nast out over the stern, another wave hit the bow
of the launch and Lorana tunbl ed overboard.

In an instant the launch was |ost fromher sight. A wave crashed over her
subnergi ng her. She returned to the surface gasping for breath, frozen to the
core.

“Lorana!” Col fet shouted fromthe distance.

“No!” Lorana shouted back, but the w nd whi pped her words away.

Flitters of brown and gol d appeared above her, battling the wind to avoid
bei ng sl ammed into the sea.

“CGo away!” Lorana shouted at them “Save yourselves!”

Garth and Grenn ignored her, diving to grab at her hair and yanking painfully
on it. The pain was nothing conpared to Lorana’ s outraged grieving that her
two fire-lizards woul d waste thensel ves for her

“CGo!” she shouted again, trying to bat away their hold on her hair. Somnething
bunped into her and she grabbed at it. It was the nast. Lorana cl osed her eyes
agai nst tears. Col fet must have cut the mast free, hoping it would get to her
as a float. Her wail was inarticulate. He had thrown away his life for hers.

I"’mnot worth it, she told herself. He'll die, Garth and G enn wll die-al



for nothing. M.

Arms wrapped around the mast for support, Lorana caught her breath. The sea
rose all around her. Lightning flashed in the distance. She was dooned.

“Garth,” she said, her words a whi sper echoing her thoughts as she tried to
find the gold fire-lizard in the air above her. “Grenn. You nust go. Leave ne.
Fi nd sonmeone else. | can’t survive this and | can’'t bear the thought of you
dying with ne.”

She felt a wash of steadfast warmh fromthe two fire-lizards in response
They woul d not | eave her. They woul d not abandon her

Anger shook her. They woulddie if they stayed with her. And it would be such
a waste

“You must go!”Lorana’s voice carried above the roar of the storm Feeling her
heart stiffen, she hardened her will and thrust it at the two fire-Ilizards. Go!

Garth and Grenn shrieked in the night sky. A flash of |ightning peel ed across
the sky. Lorana gathered all her strength, felt herself like a thunderbolt,
and threw herself at the fire-lizards. Go!

Sonmewhere safe, Lorana thought. Sonewhere where you' |l be |oved. Another
flash of lightning lit the sky, and again she pushed the fire-lizards away
from her. Go

And they were gone. Lorana heaved a sigh that was nore |ike a whinper and
| aid her head on the nast. Safe, she thought. At least |’ve saved them

As she lay there, she felt the last of the warnth and confort the
fire-lizards had given her fade away, like a |lost dream And then, as she
drifted into a nunbed sl eep, at the very end, Lorana thought she felt
somet hi ng—an answering warnth at the end of the long tunnel that connected her
to Garth and Grenn. A frozen smle played across her lips. Good, she thought
dimy, someone will take care of them

SI X

Terrome: (i) the biological portion of the ecosystemof Terra, the third
pl anet of solar system Sol; (ii) the information and materials required to
produce a functioning ecosystem based on the Terran ecosystem (See
terraformng.)

—d ossary of terns, Ecosystens: From-one to Planet, 24th Edition

Fort Hold, First Pass, Year 50, AL 58

Sunl i ght streamed t hrough the room bathing Wnd Blossonis cot in warnth
W nd Bl ossom woke, startled by the sun. You should have been up hours ago, she
chi ded hersel f.

Her old, stiff bones resisted her efforts to rise quickly. Wnd Bl ossom

forced herself up anyway. Wth a deep, rel axing sigh she began her norning
exerci ses.



As she conpl eted her exercises, the Drum Tower boomed out an alert. She
wondered if the drunmer were Tieran. She had only seen himfleetingly in the
two years since his father had died and he’'d fled to the Drum Tower. He'd be
ei ghteen now, near his full growth, and quite capable of pounding the druns as
| oud as they were being pounded now.

W nd Bl ossomtensed, then rel axed again i medi ately as she recogni zed why she
had slept so late: The Drum Tower had been silent. Wth this realization, she
knew why the tower had been silent earlier and what its nessage now woul d
be—Fhreadfall.

That al so expl ai ned why her newest trainee had failed to wake her this
nmor ni ng: The young | ady was hel pi ng prepare the HNO3tanks for the ground
crews, whose job it was to search out stray Thread missed by the dragons and
burn it before it could burrow into the ground.

Wnd Bl ossomis place was in the infirmary, to deal with any m shaps beyond
the expertise of her alumi. She changed with a conservative haste and
proceeded down the stairs, clutching the railing carefully; it would not do to
| et rushing make her the first patient of the day.

One of the new trainees—Mrlan, Wnd Bl ossomthought it was—saw her approach
and strode over to offer a hand.

W nd Bl ossom snat ched her own hand away fromthe proffered support. “lI am not
enfeebled, child!” she said, bitter that the whole effect was spoil ed by her
scrat chy voi ce.

“l do need something to drink, however,” she added as soon as she could trust
her voi ce again.

Mrlan escorted her to Adm ssions and then hurried off for sone food and
dri nk.

Jani r—hen had he gotten so tall ?—approached her

“The current pool is guessing that there’'ll be two severe, one minor, and
three stupidities this Fall,” he said, his eyebrows quirking with anmusenent.
Long ago Wnd Bl ossom had started a guessing gane with the students to help
prepare them for those wounded in Threadfall. Long ago it had ceased to be
anusing to Wnd Blossom But it was still educational, so she pretended to
enjoy it.

“Two mnor, two stupidities,
specul atively.

W nd Bl ossom guessed. Janir pursed his |ips
“I's that a wager?” a new voi ce asked. Wnd Blossomturned to see Josten
anot her of the new ones, appear behind her

“I'f it is, it is between nyself and the senior surgeon,” Wnd Bl ossom
replied. She noticed that the roomhad fallen silent. Mrlan returned with

sone food.

“This Threadfall will last six hours, yes?” Wnd Bl ossom asked rhetorically.
Around her, heads nodded.

“I's all the equiprment ready?” Again, heads nodded.

“Then is there any reason why you shoul d not be studying?’ she asked the



col l ected group. Janir suppressed a grin of remenbrance and added his scow to
hers. Hastily the others in the roomfiled out in search of texts or to work
toget her in groups, practicing various injuries.

“I shall inspect later,” Wnd Blossomsaid. Janir’s eyes darkened. Wnd
Bl ossom noticed it. “Wat?”

“Um ny | ady—=
“Spit it out, Janir.”

“Don’t you remenber?” Janir | ooked enbarrassed. Wnd Bl ossom frowned. “After
the Iast Threadfall we had agreed that | should run the infirmary and you
woul d consult.”

Wnd Bl ossom started to respond, then froze. After a nmonent she conti nued,
“Of course. May | speak with you al one?”

Janir nodded and gestured to his exam ning room

Once inside, Wnd Blossomturned to himand said in a tonel ess voice, “Janir,
it appears that | am beginning to exhibit signs of senile denmentia. Do you
concur ?”

Janir closed his eyes briefly, a look of pain lining his face, then nodded.
“My lady, this is the second tine you' ve told nme that.”

Qutwardly, Wnd Bl ossom absorbed this news like a rock; inwardly she reel ed
like a reed in a storm “1 see. \Wen was the first tine?”

“Only last Threadfall, ny lady,” Janir replied. “Since then, you ve exhibited
no menory probl ens. Perhaps the stress?”

“Threadfal |l should not be stressful for ne.

Janir disagreed. “Threadfall itself is not stressful but, as you yourself
said, we nust anticipate a nunmber of injuries—+ think that is very stressful
for you, ny lady.”

“Yes, | believe that is so,” Wnd Blossomsaid. My mind! | amlosing nmy mnd!
She took a deep, calmng breath. “But | am alarned at the possible
i mplications.”

Janir gave her an apol ogetic |ook. “W’ve been keeping an eye on you, ny
| ady, to be safe.”

W nd Bl ossom pursed her |ips and nodded. “Thank you. | was considering the
broader inplication to our aging popul ation. |I had expected that we woul d
retain our faculties well through the late eighties, perhaps even our
ni neties.”

Janir nodded. “You said this the last time, ny lady.”

W nd Bl ossomwas so troubled by that answer that it took her a second to
regai n her conposure. “lI have no menory of that. Wat else did | say?”

Janir sighed. “Wien we tal ked, we agreed that while sone of the early-onset
denentia m ght be due to increased stress, it was nore likely that it was due
to differences in diet.”



“There could be other factors, too,” Wnd Bl ossomsaid. “Could there be

envi ronnental factors?”

“You were concerned that there nmight be trace elenents present or nmissing in
our food that mght affect menmory and neural function,” Janir replied.

“We shoul d perform sone biopsies on any new cadavers,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.
Janir gave her a long, discerning | ook, and she shook her head. “I do renmenber
that we do not have the facilities to maintain a norgue. But if we could get
to a corpse early enough, we could obtain sone sanples.”

“I agree, ny lady,” Janir replied. “Sadly, our ol der popul ation was depl eted
during the Fever Years and reports of death usually conme after the burial has
al ready taken place.”

“W woul d need to | ocate a cadaver nearby,” Wnd Bl ossom agr eed.
“And if we did, nmy lady, what then?” Janir asked gently. “Do we have the
equi prent to identify the contributing factors?”

A nunber of scathing argunments sprang into Wnd Blossonis mnd. Wth a kick
of her will, she disposed of them She then spent sone nonments in deep

t hought. Finally, she answered, “I think you will say that our staff does not
have tinme to do such extensive studies, and that we could gain nore working on
solving infant nortality problens.”

Janir shook his head, a small grin on his lips. “Actually, ny lady, you said

that in our last conversation. | have to agree, however. G ven our current
popul ation it is vitally inportant to ensure that it grows as rapidly as
possi bl e. Qur biggest gains will be in inproving survival through early
chi | dhood.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “And while the young represent new cultural capital, the
el derly increasingly become a drain on our precious resources.”

“You said that, too,” Janir said gently. “But | would like to disagree with
you on that score. | have always admired you and wished that | could learn
nmore fromyou.”

Wnd Bl ossomsniled and patted his hand. “You were a good student, Janir.”

“Thank you, ny lady,” Janir said, gripping her hand with his.

Wnd Blossomturned to leave. “I think I'll review ny notes in nmy room” As
Jani r nodded under st andi ng, she added, “If you need ne—=-

“I will be sure to send soneone for you, ny lady,” Janir finished. He bit his
lip reflectively. “I hope you are not too concerned about the menory loss. It

”

is concentrated in your short-termand recent nmenories.” Wnd Bl ossom turned
back to face himas he continued, “Your know edge of genetics is as good as it
ever was and should remain so.”

”

“Yes,” Wnd Blossomreplied, turning back to the door, “but I amtrying to
| earn reconstructive facial surgery, Janir.”

She |l eft before the enbarrassed heal er could formany reply.

Tieran leaned into his stroke as he beat out the all clear. He had filled out



and nuscl ed up fromthe awkward si xteen-year-old he’'d been when he first
joined the tower. Now, at eighteen, his body was |lean and tightly nmuscled from
dai ly work.

He grinned as he heard his drumbeats echoing back along the cliff wall that
housed Fort Hold. The echo didn’t nmask the responses fromthe higher-pitched
wal ki ng drunmers in the surrounding mnor holds and fields.

Jendel had been right to argue for siting the Drum Tower built between Fort
Hol d and the Coll ege. The shape of the cliffs nade a natural reflector that
concentrated the sound of his drum

Because the location left the Large Drum exposed to all elenments and
particularly susceptible to Thread, it was secured in one of the roons beside
the Drum Tower during Threadfall. Jendel had made a habit of drilling his
drummers in disassenbling and reassenbling the Large Drum Ti eran and Rodar
working as a team had set the best tine.

Tieran had come to the Drum Tower at a propitious tine. The tower had only
been conpleted a nonth before, and Jendel had still been experinmenting with
the best way to use the drums. Tieran had quickly | earned the original code,
mastered it, and devel oped a second, superior set of drum codes that Jende
and the rest of the drummers had enthusiastically adopt ed.

When Tieran had first escaped to the Drum Tower, he had expected to be

uncer enmoni ously haul ed back to Wnd Blossom It had been half a year before he
had al |l owed hinself to believe that he had been left to fend for hinmself. It
had taken hi mmuch | onger to recognize that his place within the Coll ege was
secure.

Ti eran took advantage of his lofty and panoramnmic position to drink in the
sights and sounds bel ow him Wen he was up here, two stories high and severa
dragonl engt hs fromboth the Coll ege and the Hold, no one could really see his
face. Fromthe heights of the Drum Tower, Tieran felt master of all he
surveyed.

He saw Lord Hol der Mendin on his way to the Coll ege—so soon after a Fall?
Shifting his gaze, he saw Mendin's el dest son, Leros, hot and weary, trudging
in fromthe fields surrounded by fl amethrower crews, apparently doing the job
that his father should have been doing. Studying the two, he failed to notice
Jendel s jaunty step until the head drummer was halfway up the stairs to the
t ower.

“Tieran!” Jendel called out as he crested the stairs. Wthout pausing for
breath, he continued, “You re needed back at the College. See Dean Enorra.”

Tieran raised his eyebrows nmonmentarily in surprise, then placed the huge
drunsticks back on their hooks and reached for his shirt.

“Bring lunch for us when you cone back,” Jendel added as Tieran started down
the stairs. “And Kassa—you two will relieve us.”

“All right,” Tieran called back unheard over his shoulder with an
acknow edgi ng wave of his hand. There were always two on the Drum Tower.

Cl asses, Tieran guessed to hinself as he crossed under the archway into the
Col l ege. He nmade his way to the small classroomreserved for the drumers.

Enorra was waiting for himoutside the door. “lI want you to teach sonme of the
youngsters drum code.”



Ti eran cocked an eyebrow at her. Wen he had first been asked to teach, just
after he had proved the value of his new codes to Jendel, he had been afraid
of standing in front of a group of people with his scarred face and gangly
body. But the first group had all been older students in their twenties, and
they had all been intent on one thing: |earning the new codes. Once he
realized that, Tieran had thrown hinmself with enthusiasmand creativity into
the job of inparting the new codes to them

After several classes, Tieran had realized that sonme of the drumrers weren't

| earning the codes to work in the Drum Tower or in Mendin's outlying mnor

hol ds. Some of the ol der students had left the College, taking their know edge
of the drum codes with them

O hers had been even nore enterprising. They had taken their know edge of the
drum codes and brought them back to the nmusic that many considered to be the
life and the soul of the College. Enorra had told himthat his codes had not
devel oped into a new form of nusic. Rather, the drumm ng had all owed nusi ci ans
to create new works both of jazz and of traditional old-Earth Celtic mnusic.

Ti eran had been surprised, then pleased, and, finally, an enthusiastic
participant in the nusic that had resulted.

Enorra recogni zed Tieran's raised eyebrowwith a nod. “lI was wondering if
working with druns and the drum codes night be a good way to teach nusica
beat.”

Ti eran nodded, trying to hide his hesitation, but Enmorra noticed it.

“They’'re a good group; | just had them” she told him handing hima small
drum

Tieran’s heart sank as Enorra left. He hefted the drum placed it under one
arm and absently beat out a quick tattoo—trouble.” Inspiration struck, and
he quickly anplified the beat and nodified it.

He entered the roomstill drunm ng and took his place at the front of the
class. There were el even students in the class. Al of themwere young—the
el dest hardly | ooked el even and the youngest was close to seven years ol d.
This was the youngest class he’d ever seen

He switched the beat, changed the rhythm and started a new nessage, stil
whi l e watching his students. Two or three were unconsciously trying to imtate
his beat on their druns and all of themwere attentive.

Wth a flourish, Tieran finished his nessage and set the drum down on the
teacher’s table. He | ooked at the youngsters. “Now that |1’ve said all that,
are there any questions?”

The eyes of the youngsters wi dened and there was silence in the classroom
until one of the older girls raised her hand. Tieran grinned and nodded at
her .

“What did you say?” she asked

“I told you ny nane and wel comed you to the class on drumm ng, and asked you
why you were here,” he answered. “Wuld you like to | earn how?”

Every head in the class nodded, eyes wide. Tieran kept his smle to hinself
and started teaching the basics of drum beat and rhythm



He was pleased to finish the | esson on a high note, having the class drum out
the nessage “It’s lunchtine” just in time with the sounding of the hour

“And with that, class, | take ny leave,” he told them The youngsters were
very polite. Mst of themcame up to himand thanked himfor the class and
told himthat they hoped he’ d be teachi ng them agai n.

Enorra was waiting outside the class. She fell in with himas he wal ked
toward the kitchen. “1 take it you survived, then?”

Ti eran nodded. “Ni ce kids.”
“Wuld you be willing to teach them agai n?”
“Sure.”

Wth a frustrated groan, Enorra whirled around in front of him forcing him
to stop. “And?”

Startled, Tieran's first thought was to realize suddenly that he was taller
than Enorra—and that he liked that. “Wat?”

Enorra gritted her teeth, then sighed to regain her tenper. “Every class is a
| esson for the teacher.”

Ti eran nodded. “l’ve heard you say that before. | guess it makes sense.”

“So,” she asked with a tone of strained patience in her voice, “what did you
| earn today?”

“l guess that | might be able to teach younger students,” Tieran said.

Enorra’ s eyes flashed. Tieran had seen that | ook before, and al ways when she
was frustrated, usually in debates when she was about to nake a telling point.

He raised his hands in surrender. “Wat do you think |I would have | earned?”

Enorra shook her head, dism ssing his question. Ever since Tieran had hi dden
up in the Drum Tower he had becone sonething of a project for her. The young
man’ s rebellion agai nst her nother had sparked Enorra’s interest in him Her
i nterest had increased when she had | earned that Tieran had devel oped the
i mproved drum codes. \Wen she had di scovered how nmuch his teenaged feelings of
not bel ongi ng had been reinforced by reactions to his scarred face, she had
tried to find ways to hel p.

Tieran’s stomach grunbl ed. Wth an apol ogetic shrug, he stepped around Enorra
and gestured for her to follow as he resumed his way to the kitchen

“You' re worried about nme,” he said after a nmonent’s silence.

Enorra nodded. “1 worry about everyone.”

Tieran snorted. “Then you worry too much.”

“I't’s my job! Like everything else on Pern, the College has to earn its keep
So the students pay tuition and the teachers are paid for their research. And
any profits are put into new projects.”

“Li ke the Drum Tower <+ know,” Tieran said.



They reached the kitchen. “lI’ve got to get food for Jendel and the others and
bring it to the tower.”

“I"1'l help,” Enorra offered.

“Thanks,” Tieran said, surprised that the dean of the College would offer to
do such a neni al task

Happily, Al andro and Moira were working in the kitchen that day. Al andro had
been a fixture in the College’s kitchen since the Fever Year, when he had
arrived as a sick orphan. As soon as he recovered, he gravitated toward the
kitchen, willing to do any job cheerfully. Now in his fourth decade, he was no
| ess cheerful and not much slower in the kitchen than he had been when he
first arrived.

Moira was a nore recent arrival. She had started with the College as a
fosterling but had refused to | eave when she reached her najority two years
ago. She said that nowhere could she find as good a kitchen as at the Coll ege
and she refused to work with second best, even though every nmajor hol der had
tried to lure her away.

“l need four lunches for the Drum Tower,”
t he kitchen.

Tieran told them as he stepped into
Moira's scow —she was a fierce guardi an of her dommi n—l eared when she
identified him “And in return, you'll ”

Tieran grinned and bowed low. “1 shall sing your praises to each and every
one of ny fellow drumers.”

Moi ra quirked an eyebrow at himand pursed her |ips hunmorously. “Best not

sing, Tieran. | still don't think your voice has settled.”
“I't has,” Tieran corrected sadly. “It’s just that’s all there is to it.”
She gave hima judicious look. “In that case—an hour’s sculling after

di nner.”

Ti eran considered the counteroffer for a noment before nodding. “Done! But
only if you'll let me make neringues.”

Moira's face brightened at the prospect. “Deal!” She turned to her kitchen
partner. “Did you hear that, Alandro? Tieran s doing the yucky dishes this
eveni ng!”

The | arge hel per | ooked down thoughtfully at the small cook, then over at
Ti eran, who waved, and asked, “Meringues, too?”

“Yes,” Mdira agreed, “he’'ll nake neringues.” She found a soup | adle and waved
it at Tieran threateningly. “Only no rose extract this time—osts a fortune
and you haven't learned restraint.”

Enorra sniled as she took in the byplay. She liked the way Mdira went to the
troubl e of actuallyfinding something to wave threateningly at Tieran. She was
also relieved to see that Tieran was so warmy wel coned in the kitchen

O course, he’d be a fool to get on the bad side of the College’s best
cook—and it was becoming clear to Enorra that Tieran was no fool

“Wait a minute,” she said al oud. “Those areyour neringues?”



Ti er an nodded.

“They’'re good.” Enorra gave hima | onger, nore appraising | ook. “You can
cook, clean, teach—=

“No nore hot boxes,” Alandro interrupted her, pointing to two trays.

“Yes, the last of the thermal units cracked yesterday,” Mira agreed sadly.
“That’s why |’ve put your soup in small bowl s and nade sandw ches. |If you | ot
want hot food from now on, you'll have to eat in the hall.”

“Are there any of the thernos flasks left?” Tieran asked. “It gets very cold
on the top of the Drum Tower at night.”

“I imagine it does,” Mdira agreed. “There are two, but they' re both
reserved.” She sniled at Enorra. “One’s for you, Dean, and the other’s for
your nmot her.”

Ti eran nodded as he picked up a tray. Enorra picked up the second one.

“Maybe you could rig up a fire,” Enorra suggested as they nade their way out
of the College toward the Drum Tower.

“There’s no place for it,” Tieran replied. “Besides, | think it would be a
fair bit of work to haul wood up every evening.”

“Lazy!” Enorra teased. “Well, it’s your bones that’'ll freeze.”

The tower grew in Enorra’ s eyes as they approached it; she was always used to
seeing it fromthe distance of the College. They wal ked and clinbed in

conpani onabl e silence until they were halfway up the steps wapped around the
out side of the tower and Enorra paused, gasping for breath.

“Andthis is why 1’'Il keep ny bones cold, thank you,” Tieran said, pointing at
the stairway and grinning as he waited for her to recover her breath.
“Yes, | can see that it would be a chore,”
slowy they conpleted their ascent.

Enorra agreed at | ast. Mich nore

“Rodar, Jendel, we’'re here!” Tieran called as he crested the stairs.
“You're late!l” Jendel retorted. “I just hope the food s good.”

“It’s cold,” Enorra said as she set the tray down on the only table
avai | abl e.

“That’ s not hing new,” Rodar said, junmping up to help her

“Where's Kassa?” Jendel asked.

Ti eran groaned and sl apped his forehead. “lknew | was forgetting sonething!”
“I't’s ny fault, | distracted him” Enorra said.

“Never m nd—at | east you brought food!” Rodar excl ai med.

“Poor Rodar’s been up here since first watch,” Tieran told Enorra.

“What’' s the soup?” Rodar asked, lifting a bow and sniffing it.



“The | ast of the hot boxes failed, so it’s all cold,” Tieran warned.

Rodar had al ready dipped a finger into his bow of the whitish soup and
licked it. “Potato |eek! Excellent.”

Further investigation revealed a nunber of cold cuts, plenty of fresh-sliced
bread, honey, mustard, and Al andro’s own special invention, a sage vinaigrette
t hat doubl ed as a dressing for the greens and as a condinment for the
sandw ches.

There were no chairs at the top of the Drum Tower, but the |ower parts of the
crenel l ations were wi de enough to offer confortable, if sonetinmes w ndy,
seati ng.

“Alandro’s dressing is superb, as always,” Rodar said to no one in
particul ar.

“W’re lucky to have it,” Enorra agreed. Jendel raised an eyebrow at her, so
she expanded her comment. “The botanists had a very hard tine getting the sage
to take.”

“Why was that?” Rodar asked.

Enorra shrugged. “Mther said sonething about the boron uptake rates. In the
end they finally got it to go by grafting it onto a native plant. Mther says
it doesn't taste quite the sane as the original.”

“She’s one of the few left who d know,” Jendel said.

“I l'ike the flavor,” Tieran decl ared.

“What’ s the difference?” Rodar asked Enorra.

Enorra shrugged. “lI never asked her.”

“The dean of the Coll ege not asking?” Rodar was amazed.

Enorra shook her head. “I was a student of my nmother’s at the tine.”

“Ch,” Tieran said. He and Enorra exchanged | ooks of understandi ng.

“Did they adapt all the Earth fauna, or what?” Rodar wondered. He | ooked at
Enmorra. “Wuld you know?”

“Most of the adaptations were done before Crossing,” Enmorra answered. “But
bel i eve that the botanists and Kitti Ping had to drop a few adaptations. Sone
of it was a question of resources.”

“And sone of it?” Rodar pronpted.

Enorra grinned. “Sonme of it was by choice. Apparently there was somnething
call ed okra that was dropped by nutual consent.”

“I"'msurprised they didn't drop spinach, then,” Jendel noted sourly, pushing
a few spinach | eaves about his otherw se enpty sal ad bow .

“Ah, but that’s good for you!” Tieran said.

”

“They were pretty selective about their animals, too,” Rodar noted sourly.



“They had conpl ete gene banks at Landing,” Enorra said, adding dryly, *“
think the original growth plans were interrupted.”

“Did they have el ephants in the gene banks?” Rodar persisted.

“Not that again,” Jendel groaned. Tieran shook his head and snil ed.
“Yes, they had el ephants,” Enorra said.

“W sure could use them” Rodar conpl ai ned

“As beasts of burden they are not as good as horses,” Enorra said, ignoring
Tieran’s alarmed | ook and Jendel’s agitated shushi ng gestures.

“Who wants beasts of burden?” Rodar replied. “Their feet were very sensitive
to subsurface vibrations—=

“They coul d hear noise over thirty kiloneters,”
chorus with Rodar.

Jendel and Tieran joined in
“Ch,” Enorra said, suddenly enlightened. “That woul d nmake t hem good for

pi cki ng up your drum sounds, wouldn't it?”

“Ifyou could train them” Jendel said.

“They were very smart!” Rodar said.

“But how woul d they have got them from Landing to here?” Enorra wondered.
“On a ship,” Rodar answered

“How coul d you get an el ephant on a ship?” Jendel asked.

“Once you got it on, how could you get it off?” Tieran added.

“And what would you do if it actuallyliked ships?” Jendel continued.

“l suppose you' d have to take it on a cruise around the world,” Tieran
finished with a laugh, which Jendel joined in, much to Rodar’s disgust.

Tieran | eaned to Enorra and confided, “We tried to warn you. Rodar’s al ways
goi ng on about el ephants.”

“Anyway,” Enorra continued, back on the original topic, “they couldnt take
over the Pernese ecosystem conpl etel y—=

“Did they ever conpletely categorize the Pernese ecosysten?” Rodar asked.

Enorra shook her head. “Hardly. On Earth they had never conpletely
categori zed the ecosystem and they had nillennia.”

Jendel rose fromhis seat with a shudder. “Ch, this is too rmuch for a sinple
percussioni st!” he said, waving the conversation away. “Ti eran, seeing as you
forgot to bring along your partner, how do you plan to run your watch?”

“I"lI'l stay,” Enorra offered. “You two can bring the trays back and send the
ot her repl acenent over.”

Jendel pursed his |ips consideringly.



“She knows the sequences, Jendel,” Tieran said.

“She does?” Rodar was surprised
“Sure,” Tieran said. “They’'re a fairly basic set of sequences, nmany of them
nodel ed on genetic sequences.”

“Cenetic sequences?” Jendel repeated. “You never told nme that.”

He grabbed a tray, passed it to Rodar, and grabbed the other for hinself,
gesturing for Rodar to precede himdown the tower stairs.

“All right,” he said fromthe top step. “Tieran, you can use the small drum
to drill her on some of the basic sequences just to be sure. You know,
attention, energency, stuff like that.”

“WIl do,” Tieran said, throwing the chief drummer a nock salute. Jende
returned it with a nod of his head and began his descent.

Tieran dutifully drilled Enorra on the drum sequences, gave her a quick test,
and pronounced her fit to take watch with him The whol e procedure took |ess
than a quarter of an hour

“That’s twice in one day you’ ve taught a class,” Enorra remarked dryly. “Keep
it up and we’ll have to put you on the faculty.”

Tieran didn’t respond to her commrent. Instead, he carefully hung the small
drum by its harness on one of the small hooks pounded into the wall nearest
the stairs. Then he peered out into Fort’s lush main valley, watching people
tending the fields.

Finally, he turned back to Enmorra. “What did they have, the settlers, before
the first Thread fell? Ei ght years, less than that, and then they had to
abandon everyt hing and conme here to the North.”

Enorra nodded. Wth a sigh, she rose and wal ked over to him

“They didn’t have any time to do a proper survey, did they?” Tieran asked.

“Especi ally when you add the need they had to engi neer the dragons,” Enorra

agreed. “Mther would never tell me, and the reports are very vague.”

She frowned as she said that, wondering why her nmother hadn't insisted on
maki ng her read every report of the original |anding survey.

“So what did they get? Five percent, ten percent?” Tieran wondered.

Enorra shook her head. “The best | could ever discover was about three
percent.”

Suddenly she realized why Wnd Bl ossom hadn’t told her about the survey: Her
om ssi on had encouraged Enorra to | ook up the information herself.

Mot her, you mani pul at ed ne—agai n! Enorra thought angrily.

Ti eran snorted, unaware of Enorra’'s feelings. “Three percent of the entire
ecosystem that’s all?”

“They got a very good description of the fire-lizard genone,” she answered.



“That’ s al nost conpl ete, say ni nety-seven percent or nmore. They mapped two or
t hree ot her genones, including one of the nore basic bacteria.”

“What about Thread?”

“You know,” Emorra responded. “Mdther says that they got a conpl ete decode on
t he Thread genone—=-

“—hbut it was lost in the Crossing,” Tieran concluded. He glanced guiltily at
Enorra

Everyone knew that Wnd Bl ossom had been responsible for a large part of the
equi prent and records that were | ost overboard on the stormtossed ships
bringing the survivors north fromthe Southern Continent. He continued
hastily, “And the Fever Year was caused by a nutation of one of the viral
strains fromEarth.”

“Yes, as far as we know,” Enporra said. “It was far too early for any
crossover infection.”

“And when that cones?”

Enorra shrugged. “I can only hope that people on Pern will survive. For al
that they had so little time, ny nother and grandnother, and all the other
nmedi cal people, did everything they could to adapt us to |ife on Pern—even
before they arrived.”

“I's that why you quit?” Tieran asked. “Is that why you | eft your nother? WAs
it the thought of just having to wait, having to hope that if any epidemc
broke out it would cone at a time when we could still identify it, still fight
it, and cone up with a cure before everyone on Pern was too ill to survive?”

“I's that whyyou quit, Tieran?” Enorra asked, deflecting his question
Ti eran nodded sl owy.

“You | asted |l onger than | did, you know,” Enorra admitted. “lI could only
handl e four years before | fled. You stayed a whole six. After ny nother, you
are the best-qualified geneticist on Pern.”

Tieran snorted. “That’s not saying much!”

Enorra shook her head enphatically, flinging her braided hair in the breeze.
“It’s saying a lot, Tieran. You nust know that.”

Ti eran brushed her comment off. “Why did you give up?”

Enorra pursed her lips for a long nonment of silence, wondering whether she
woul d answer him At |ast she said slowy, “I quit because | wasn't good
enough, Tieran. | knewthat |I couldn’t be the sort of person my nother
expected nme to be, the sort of person ny famly traditions denanded that |
be.”

She swal | owed hard. “I couldn’t wait for the next plague, the next mnutation
t he next biol ogical disaster, knowing that the tools we needed had either
failed already or were going to fail any day—mmybe the day before we needed
them the nost.” She shook her head enphatically, |ooking mserable. “I
justcouldn’t. ”

Tieran reflected that while Enmorra mght have fled her responsibilities, she



had only gone so far as to beconme the College’'s dean. It seermed to himthat
she woul d clearly be dealing with the inpact of “the next biological disaster”
inthat lofty position.

“So how will we survive on Pern?”

“The best we can,” Enorra answered. “Wen this Pass ends—and that’ll be very
soon—people will spread to every liveable corner on the continent. And they’l
have children, lots of children, and those children will eat things they're

told not to.”
Tieran snorted in agreenent.

“And sone of those children will get sick,” Enorra went on. “Sone will die,
and others will get better. Over time, people will |earn what Pernese plants
and animal s they can eat, and what they have to avoid. Wth enough tine
they' Il be able to develop a whole new list of ills and a pharnacopoei a of the
herbals to cure them

“And if worse comes to worst, then perhaps sone isolated group of people will
not get infected and the disease will run its course, and the isol ated ones
wi Il survive and repopul ate the pl anet.

“And that’s what we hope for,” she concl uded.
Ti eran | ooked doubtful. Enorra | ooked away, out toward the Coll ege.

“I's that person ny replacenent?” she asked, pointing to a wonman wal ki ng
briskly in their direction fromthe entrance of the Coll ege.

Ti eran peered out, follow ng her finger. “Yes, that’'s Kassa.

“She’s pretty,” Enorra said suggestively.

“She’ s seeing someone,” Tieran agreed sadly.

Enorra reached up and ruffled his hair affectionately. “You'll find soneone,”
she told him

Ti eran sneered, running a finger over the scar fromthe top of his right
forehead to his left cheek. “Not with this.”

Enorra held back a quick retort with a shake of her head.

The sound of someone clinmbing the stairs alerted themto Kassa's approach
Then Kassa arrived, breathless. “Sorry, Dean! | put ny head down for a nap and
conpletely lost track of tine.”

“No problem” Enorra said, taking her place on the steps. “I had a | ot of
fun.”

She gave Tieran a cheerful wave as she left.

“The trouble with this job is that it’s either very boring or very exciting,”
Kassa grumbl ed hours |later as she and Tieran | ounged under the wani ng sun.

“W’ve got only a few nore hours to go,” Tieran said. The | ast nessage they
had handl ed had cone in over an hour earlier, and had only been a sinple



inquiry fromthe southern Ruatha valley—ust a comunicati ons check. Kassa had
i mpi shly drummed back, “Wat? You woke us up for that?”

Ti eran had groaned when she sent the nessage, hoping that Vedric wasn't on
duty at the South Tower or she’'d get a scathing. Vedric had no sense of hunor
and didn't “appreciate levity when engaged in official duties”—as Tieran could
attest with well-remenbered chagrin.

She’ d been lucky and there’d been no further response. They both agreed that
the drumrer was likely Fella, who still had problenms with sone of the nore
conplex rolls, which explained why her nessage was so sinple and al so why she
had rmade no reply.

After that they had been reduced to gossiping. Naturally, the first topic of
conversati on was what woul d happen with the Drum Towers at the end of the
Pass, only a few nmonths away. Kassa hoped that with no Thread falling, it
woul d be possible to link up the various towers established at the Holds into
a Pern-wi de network. Tieran wasn’'t so sure and wondered if the dragonriders
wouldn’t fill in the gaps? Kassa thought that the dragonriders would be too
busy with their own issues to be bothered. They both agreed that it would be
far easier to set up Drum Towers than it would be to lay tel egraph lines
across the continent. “Besides, there are better uses for the nmetal,” Kassa
poi nted out.

The conversation noved on to nore intimte topics. Kassa admitted that she
woul dn’t m nd being placed in one of the newer holds after the Pass. She was
hopi ng to marry soon—-she bl ushed i n enbarrassnent —before she was considered a
spinster. Mnd you, she had said, she wasn’'t sure she could handle six kids as
wel | as her nother had. Maybe four or five, but not six.

Tieran tried to steer the conversation in a different direction before he
found hinmself having to deal with enbarrassing issues. He had said that while
it was inportant to increase the nunber of Pern’s settlers until there were
enough people to safely live and protect the Northern Continent, he wasn't
sure that everyone absolutely had to have children

“Are you nuts?” Kassa replied. “Everyone’s got to have at |east four kids or
we' |l be w ped out—as we nearly were—by the next plague that hits us.” She
narrowed her eyes at himand opened her nouth to continue heatedly, then
closed it again with a snap

Tieran flushed in enbarrassnent. “That nunber’s an average. Sone people don’'t
have any, | ook at the dean . ”

Kassa snorted derisively at him “The dean? She just hasn’'t found the right
person. |I’msure she'll have six or nore when she gets the chance.”

Ti eran was shocked.

Kassa shook her head patroni zingly, which further infuriated Tieran, as she
was a full two years younger than he.

“Real ly, Tieran, you need to get out of this tower nore,” she said. “However
are you going to find a mate if you don’t keep up with current affairs?”

H s anger inflamed himto respond. “No one,”
“is going to want ne withthis. ”

he said, pointing to his face,

“Ch, | don't know,” Kassa replied soothingly. “I'lIl bet there are plenty of
girls out there who are willing to lower their sights.”



At that point Tieran had stal ked off, getting as far from her as he coul d.

Kassa didn’t say anything for the next hour. \Wen she finally spoke again it
was only to say to herself, “Storms coming. | can feel it.”

Ti eran heard her, as he knew she had intended. He was still irritated with
her but grateful for the warning; early on it had been established that Kassa
had excel |l ent weat her sense.

He | ooked around and saw only a few scattered cl ouds above. To the west he
could see sone cunulus clouds building up into |arger thunder clouds. He
sniffed the air; it was preternaturally clean, as though all the ions had been
swept out of it—ike shortly before a big storm

“We should get word fromthe West Tower soon,” Tieran said to hinmself, but

al so | oud enough that Kassa could hear him
Kassa di sagreed. “It mght slip north of them”

Ti eran was about to turn around and engage her directly in conversation when
a |l oud boomand a rush of cold air heralded the arrival of a dragon. A |arge,
bronze dragon. A halo of condensed air swirled around it as it glided in | ow
for a quick I anding between the tower and the Coll ege.

Ti eran had grabbed the small drum and was darting down the stairs, telling
Kassa, “I’'Il go!” in an instant.

“CGo, go!” Kassa had replied, a broad grin on her face. “1'll relay.”

Tieran returned the grin with a wave as he darted down the tower’s stairs. As
soon as he reached the bottom of the stairs he broke into a steady, |oping
trot, deftly slinging the small drum over his shoul der wi thout breaking
stri de.

The bronze dragon was Brianth and the rider was Mhall, Wyrl eader of Benden
Weyr. There were two ot her passengers—no, Tieran corrected his assessnment as
he got closer: one other passenger and a wapped bundl e. The bundle was a
body. The passenger was W nd Bl ossom

M hal | was hel pi ng Wnd Bl ossom down as Tieran arrived. He grabbed the snall
worman from M hall’s hands and deftly put her on the ground.

“Cet help,” Wnd Bl ossom ordered. “The body nust go to the cold room”

“Body?” Tieran repeated even as he was rapping out a quick staccato on his
message drum It was answered by a rush of people fromthe College, and the
shroud-w apped figure was quickly carried away, Wnd Blossomtrotting
al ongsi de, snapping instructions.

There was anot her boom and burst of air, and a second dragon arrived. Tieran
had pulled the small drum off his back and banged out his quick nessage to
Kassa before he had identified the new arrival, who | anded on his right.

It was Mhall on Brianth! Again. Wile the new arrival | ooked sonber and
ti me-pressed, the first Mhall was desol ate and had tears streanm ng down his
face.

“Don't do it!” the first Mhall shouted to the other



Sonber M hall startled at the sound of his own voice coming to him “You're
fromthe future?”

The first nodded. “Please, don’t do it. You'll regret it nore than you can
possi bly i magi ne.”

“We shouldn’t be talking!” the younger M hall said. He caught sight of Tieran
and told him “Send for Wnd Bl ossom Urgent.”

“No!” the other yelled. “Don’t do it!”

“You woul d make a tine paradox?” younger Mhall’s eyes were wide with terror
and i nconmprehension that his future self would even consider such a dangerous
suggesti on.

The older Mhall’s jaw worked but he was voicel ess. Finally, he junped back
onto his Brianth, sobbing, “Go then! Don't say |I didn’'t warn you!” The ol der
Brianth gave a | eap, one powerful downbeat of his w ngs and vani shedbet ween.

“Tieran!” the younger Mhall called to him Tieran | ooked up. Mhall was
clearly overwhel med by his future self and dizzy with worry. “Don’t say
anyt hi ng about this until | get back.”

Stunned, Tieran could only nod.

W nd Bl ossom returned, escorted by a nmedical trainee. Tieran helped lift her
up to Mhall. And for the second tinme in alnbst as many m nutes, Brianth
vani shedbet ween.

As though the dragon’s di sappearance had been a signal, rain started falling.
It went froma trickle to a torrent in no time. Lightning flickered across the
sky and thunder booned repeatedly. Tieran was surprised to realize how dark it

had gotten. Dimy, he wondered if time-junping acted like a lightning rod. He
was drenched in seconds.

SEVEN

Genom cs: The study of genetic material and the functions it encodes. See DNA
(deoxyri bonucl ei c acid).

—d ossary of terns, El enentary Bi ol ogi cal Systens, 18th Edition
Fort Weyr, First Pass, Year 50, AL 58

The col d of between was still deep in Wnd Bl ossoni s bones as she and M hal
were escorted to the queen’s quarters at Fort Weyr.

“My nother asked for you,” Mhall told her as he hel ped her into Sorka's
quarters.

“I's it her time?” Wnd Bl ossonis voice was calm flat. She had seen all her
friends die, save this one.

Mhall’s lips trenbl ed as he nodded, and a deep angui shed si gh passed his
lips. Wnd Blossomreached to take his armreassuringly, but her grip was so



weak that Mhall msinterpreted the gesture as need for support. He grabbed
her and hel ped her to a chair.

“How di d you know?” she asked. Then, taking in Mhall’s exhausted pallor, she
answered herself, “You tined it.”

M hal | nodded.

“I't drained you,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“More than you can inmagine, and please don't ask,” the Wyrleader said
forestalling further questions. He turned to Sorka, lying half-asleep in her
bed.

H s mother must have felt his presence, for her eyelids fluttered open. “Did
you bring her?”

“I"'mhere,” Wnd Bl ossom answered, rising fromher chair and kneeling beside
Sorka’'s bed. The old Weyrwoman reached out a hand and cl asped Wnd Bl ossomi s
as she offered it.

M hal | dragged Wnd Bl ossomi s chair over to her. Thankfully, Wnd Bl ossom
sat. “Your son brought ne.”

“He’s a good lad,” Sorka agreed with a small smile. “He does as he's told.”

The two el der wonen shared a secret pause, then smiled as the expected
comment from Benden's Weyrl eader failed to materialize

“He has | earned wi sdom” Wnd Blossomsaid. It was her highest praise, words
she had never before uttered to or about anyone. “He is a good man. Like his
brothers and sisters. Blood tells. You and Sean have everything to be proud
of .”

Behi nd her, Wnd Blossomfelt Mhall stiffen at the nmention of his late
father, who had led the colony’'s original dragonriders through their first and
so many other Threadfalls with an iron will.

Even at the hal e age of sixty-two, Sean O Connell had retained his position
as the first Weyrl eader—and Weyrl| eader of Fort Weyr, despite every argunent to
the contrary. But he was too old. Badly scored when they failed to dodge an
oddly clunped bunch of Thread, Sean and Carenath had gonebetween —and never
returned. That had been over eight years ago.

In all that tinme, Faranth had never again risen to mate. No one had conmented
on it, considering it merely due to Faranth’s age. Only Wnd Bl ossom knew
differently.

The reason was one of many secrets that she and Sorka had shared over the
years, and a part of one of Wnd Blossonis few true friendships.

As the first queen dragonrider and the nost experienced geneticist, Sorka and
W nd Bl ossom had nai ntai ned a working relationship during the years after the
first Fall at Landing. But the creation of the watch-whers had soured nost of
t he dragonriders on Wnd Bl ossom Sean in particular, and Sorka’'s dealings
with her had becone businesslike.

W nd Bl ossom nai ntai ned detail ed records of all the original dragons and



their hatchlings, tracking growth and watching for any signs of genetic
defects. When the colony reestablished itself in the north, and Adniral Benden
redirected the technical staff away from her studies, Wnd Bl ossom found
hersel f wi thout specific duties.

Admi ral Benden had suggested publicly that she consider diversifying into the
medi cal profession, perhaps considering nursing or technical |ab work. And,
the Admral had added with a smle, Wnd Bl ossom shoul d renmenber her duty to
t he col ony and her genonme: Had she considered how she would fill her
child-rearing obligations?

Wnd Bl ossom s nmeek response was taken for acqui escence—and perhaps a tacit
admi ssion that her |oss of valuable technical gear during the Crossing had
made her a pari ah.

She dutifully left her lab and took on a trainee role with one of Fort Hold' s
doctors, working hard to achi eve her eventual rating as a genera
practitioner.

Still, Wnd Bl ossom kept track not only of dragon bl oodlines but also of the
wat ch-whers and their progress. She was often asked for advice on the handling
of “Wnd Blossonis uglies,” as they were call ed.

Emily Boll, in particular, expressed interest in the watch-whers. “l saw them
fly the other night,” she told Wnd Bl ossomonce in private. She smiled at the
smal | er worman

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “I, too,” she replied, suffused with pleasure at the
nenory.

Emi |y grabbed her hand. “It rust be hard for you,” she said with warm
synpat hy.

“I't is ny job,” Wnd Blossomreplied with only the hint of a shrug. “I do
what you and the Admiral ask of ne; | carry the burden my nother has left ne.”

“Well, it seenms dammed unfair to me!” Emly declared, scowing fiercely.

W nd Bl ossom made no response.

“Ch, | knowit's all part of the plan,” Emly went on. “And how rmuch we need
it. You showed nme the nunbers yourself, but it still seens wong that your
contributions and efforts should either go unnoticed or vilified.”

Again, Wnd Bl ossomdid not answer.

“Wnd Blossom” Emily said, gripping her wist tightly, “you can talk tome. |
know all the plans. Wien we’'re alone, you can tell ne anything. It’s not right
that you keep everything | ocked up inside you, and it’s not fair. In fact, as
Pern’s | eadi ng psychol ogi st, | say that for your own good.” When W nd Bl ossom
said nothing, Emly continued softly, “And | say it as one who knows how nmuch
you' ve suffered.”

For the first time ever, Wnd Bl ossom broke down and col |l apsed into Emly’'s
arms. For how long she cried, she did not know Afterward, Em |y gave her one
| ast hug and a bright smle, but they said nothing.

When the Fever had struck, Wnd Blossonis skills as a doctor were in high
demand. She drove herself harder than any other, often surviving for weeks on
end only on naps snatched here and there. And she spent as much tine as she



could tending Emily Boll.

W nd Bl ossomand Enmily were both too honest to deny that the old governor of
Tau Ceti would not survive this infectious siege. Wnd Bl ossom prescri bed what
palliatives she could and did everything in her power to make the ol der
woman’ s passi ng as painl ess as possi bl e.

Late in the night, when Wnd Bl ossom and Enily had convi nced poor Pierre de
Courci, Emly’s husband, to take some rest, Emly tossed fitfully on her bed.

“I'f I"'mgoing to die, | wish I'd hurry up,” she said bitterly after one nore
wr acki ng cough had torn through her body.

“Maybe you will recover,” Wnd Bl ossom suggested. Wen Emly glared at her
she persisted, “lIt’s possible. W don’'t know enough about this illness.”

She regretted her last sentence even as Emily gathered about her the

i ndom tabl e aura of “The CGovernor of Tau Ceti” and denmanded, “How many have
died, Wnd Blosson? Pierre wouldn’t tell ne. Paul wouldn't tell me. Tell ne.

“I don’t know,” Wnd Blossomreplied honestly. “They’ ve started mass burials.
The | ast count was over fifteen hundred.”

“Qut of nine thousand?” Emily gasped. “That’s over one sixth of the col ony!”
W nd Bl ossom nodded.

Emly' s eyes narrowed. “It’s going to get worse, isn't it?”

W nd Bl ossom sai d not hi ng.

“The dragonriders? Are they all right?” Emily demanded. When W nd Bl ossom
nodded, Emily sighed and |ay back on her bed, eyes closed. After a nonent she
peeked up at Wnd Bl ossom her lips curved ruefully, and said, “Your doing,

isn't it? The dragonriders? Some of that Eridani imune boost?”

“Only some,” Wnd Bl ossom adm tted. Apol ogetically, she added, “There was not
enough for you.”

“I wasn’t on the list,” Emly said. “Paul and | had tal ked about this years
back. Is Paul all right?”

“He fell ill last night,” Wnd Bl ossomtold her

Emily cl osed her eyes agai n—+n pain. Wen she opened them she told Wnd
Bl ossom “CGet Pierre. You will do an autopsy, find the cure.”

Wnd Bl ossom was horror-struck and for once it showed. “I—4+—Emly, | don't

want to do that.”

Emily smled sadly at her. “Yes, dear, | know,” she said softly. “But | nust
ask it of you. |I did not bring these people here to fall at the first—no,
second—hurdl e.”

Wnd Blossomreluctantly agreed. “It is ny job,” she said. “But please tel
your husband, it would be too nuch for ne.”

Em |y nodded. “I understand, and I'Il do that,” she replied. “Now, what to do
for your future . "



“I shall go on,” Wnd Bl ossomanswered. “It is ny job.”

Emly snorted. “Yes, your job, but what about your life? What about a fanmily?
Cone to think of it, how old was your nother when you were born? How old are
you now?” She paused, thoughtfully. “Mre Eridani genetic tricks?”

”

“Yes,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed, “nore Eridani genetics. It is necessary.”

“And secret, no doubt, or | would have heard nore sooner,” Emily commrented.
“Where | am going, no one will ask nme anything. Wuld you be willing to
satisfy my curiosity?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “No, | do not want to do that.”
Emily' s eyes widened in surprise. “Wll, | can't force you,” she said.
W nd Bl ossom nodded. “It would be painful for nme.”

“A pai n-induced bl ock?” Emily barely contained her revolt at the concept.

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “No, nothing like that. To tal k about it—+ am
shaned. ”

Emily' s eyes narrowed. “Not about your uglies? Not about the |ast batch of
dragons?”

W nd Bl ossom waved t hose exanpl es away with a gesture of derision. She | ooked
Emily squarely in the eye. “Do you know how badly we have fail ed?”

“Fail ed?” Enmily shook her head. “All your work has been brilliant.”

Wnd Blossomwas silent for a long while. Wien she spoke again, her voice was
qui et, near a whisper. “In the Eridani Way we are taught that harnony is
everything. A good change is invisible, like the wind. It bel ongs—t seens
i ke an obvious part of the ecosystem

“You renenber the ancient tailor’s saying: Measure tw ce, cut once?” she
conti nued.

Em |y nodded.

“The Eridani would say neasure a million times, then a mllion times nore and
see if you can’t possibly find a way to avoid the cut. ‘A world is not easily
nmended,’ they say.

“I't is drilled into us.” Her hands fluttered upward, as though to talk on
their own, only to be forced back into her lap with a sour | ook when she
noticed them “It was drilled into nmy nmother. Into ny sister—=

“You had a sister?” Enmily interrupted. “Wat becane of her?”
“She is back on Tau Ceti, Governor Boll,” Wnd Blossomreplied flatly.

“Iwas governor of Tau Ceti,
Bol | .

Emily said. “Here, | amjust Emly, Hol der of

“So, you left a sister on Tau Ceti,” she nmused. She narrowed her eyes
cannily. “To watch the Miltichords?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “To watch the world.”



“So every tine an Eridani Adept adds a new species to an ecosystem a child
must stay behind to watch?” Emly’s voice betrayed di spl easure.

“No,” Wnd Blossomcorrected. “Every tine an ecosystemis altered there mnust
be those that watch it and bring it back into harnony.”

“More than one?” Em |y asked.

“Cf course.”

“But here, on Pern—Fubberman?” Emly was surprised. Then she grew t houghtful
“I"d al ways wondered why it was so easy for himto gain access to such
val uabl e equi pnent. | realized that the Charter permtted it, but it had
seened odd at the tinme that no one had been guarding the equi pnent nore
zeal ously.”

W nd Bl ossom agreed, secretly relieved that the conversation had turned in
this direction. She discovered, in talking with Governor Boll, that she was
not ready to reveal all her secrets.

Pierre came back with a tray a few mnutes |ater and the conversation | apsed,
failing completely when Emly choked on a bit of food and slipped into a
coughing fit as her tortured lungs protested the extra effort.

Pierre | ooked at Wnd Blossom “Is there anything you can do?” he inplored.

“l have sonme nedicine that can help the pain but—=

“She told ne about the casualties, Pierre,” Emly interrupted her

Pierre bit his lip and gave Wnd Bl ossom a bitter | ook

“l asked—t is ny duty, you know.”

Pierre |l ooked into Enmily’'s eyes, then nodded sadly. “At this tinme, | would
have preferred to keep the pain fromyou, |ove.”

“I know,” Emily said. “And so did Wnd Blossom But | had to know. It hel ped
me to make a decision. Two, in fact.”

Both Pierre and Wnd Bl ossom | ooked at her

“l have already asked Wnd Blossomto performan autopsy on ny body,
sai d.

Emly

“lI do not want to do this,” Wnd Blossomtold Pierre. H s eyes w de, he
| ooked | ong at her face, saw that her own eyes were rinmmed with tears, and
nodded.

“Anything that can help the rest of you,” Emly said. “It is ny job, ny |ast
duty.”

“I see,ma petite, ” Pierre responded. “It shall be as you ask. And the ot her
deci si on?”
“You can help, here,” Emly said. She | ooked at Wnd Bl ossom “Is it true

that we don’t have a conpl ete know edge of the Pern herbal renedi es?”

“W have none!” Pierre exclained, only glancing at Wnd Bl ossom for



confirmation. “You are not suggesti ng—

“It is a bad idea,” Wnd Blossominterjected. Emly and Pierre both gave her
startled | ooks. “I appreciate the thought, but how would we know if a herba
was exacerbating the illness or helping it? Also, in your state, it would take
too long to deternmine if the herbal was having any positive effects. It would
be bad science, Covernor.”

“Even to try palliatives?” Emly asked in a snmall voice. “You see, | just
don't think it’s fair to give me the painkillers when you could give themto
ot hers who m ght survive.”

“You’ ve earned the right to them” Pierre protested.
“That’s not the point, love,” Emly said, dropping her voice and reducing the
tension in the argunent. “Again, if | can't be saved, why should we waste

val uabl e painkillers on ne and not on others?”

“What you say is true,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed, earning a withering | ook from
Pierre. “But, as | amthe doctor on scene, triage isny responsibility.”

“But you have admitted that | amnot going to survive,” Emily protested

“How do you think we will feel if we have to watch you die in great pain?”
W nd Bl ossom asked softly. “It is not only your decision.”

Emily threw open her hand in a gesture of defeat. “But,” she tried one |ast
tinme, in a small voice, “there arechildren 2

W nd Bl ossom | eaned over the bed and grabbed Enmily’s open hand in hers. “I
know,” she said, the iron control over her voice threatening to break. “I have
hel d their hands as they . ”

Pierre | eaned across and laid an armon her shoulder. “I amsorry, Wnd
Bl ossom | did not think—=

W nd Bl ossom strai ghtened up, her face once again masklike. “l cannot save
themif | surrender to grief.”

“My point exactly,” Emly persisted, a | ook of triunph flashing in her eyes.

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “There are some infusions we make now, |ike the juice of
the fellis plant—=

“l have some here,” Pierre said.

“I'f you would agree, we could substitute those known herbals for our standard
medi ci nes.”

“I like that,” Emly said. “W could test dosage levels while we're at it,
couldn’t we?”

And so they arrived at the treatment. Wnd Bl ossomwote the origina
prescription and Pierre filled it. Once Enmily had taken her first dose, Wnd
Bl ossom begged ot her duties and left them

She returned three nore tines during the night. The first tine she returned,
they agreed to up the dosage and added sonething to ease the cough. The second
time, Enmly seened asl eep



“She is in a coma,” Wnd Blossomtold Pierre after she took Enmily’s vitals.

“I was afraid of that,” Pierre said. “She has been so hot.”

“We don’t knowif the fever kills or is just an i mune response,” Wnd
Bl ossom said. “Pol N etro and Bay Harkenon's notes show that they tried cold
wat er inmersion with no success.”

“Her tenperature’s not that high,” Pierre said.

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “Her pulse is low and dropping. It’'s alnost as if her
heart were—= she broke off abruptly, and collapsed to the floor

“Are you all right?” Pierre rushed to her side, lifting her up and putting
her into a chair. Her skin was pale; Pierre put her head between her knees.
“When did you | ast eat?”

Wnd Blossomtried to sit up, to push himout of her way. “No time, | must do
nmy rounds—=

He pushed her firmy back into the chair. “You will sit with your head
bet ween your knees. You will drink and you will eat. Then maybe | will let you

up. ”

“Pierre! | have to go, people are dying,” she protested, but her novenents
were feeble.

“They will not get better if you keel over, too,” Pierre said. “Emly spoke
to ne after you left. How many are sick? How many doctors are there?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “I don’t know. ~

“What, do you not confer with each ot her?”

“OfF course,” Wnd Blossomsaid, trying again to sit up. This tine Pierre |let
her. “But | must have been late for the last neeting and | guess no one could
wai t around—=

“When was the |ast neeting?”

“Yesterday evening,” Wnd Bl ossomsaid. “l think.”

“Drink this,” Pierre said, handing her a glass ofklah. “How nmany were at the
| ast neeting, the one before?”

“Maybe ten,” Wnd Blossomreplied. “But | think sone were too busy tending
the sick to cone.”

“Emly said that they’ve buried fifteen hundred al ready. How many sick are
t here?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “I can only guess. Maybe tw ce that nunber.”

“Eat this,” he said, handing her a breadroll. “Are you saying that we have
one doctor for every three hundred sick people?”

She nodded. “Now you see why | must get going.”

“You must rest!” Pierre said, raising his hands in a restraining notion
“Eat, drink, and we’'ll see. \Wat does Paul —eh! He is sick, too. So who is in



char ge now?”

“I think maybe I am” Wnd Blossomsaid in a small voice. “Pol N etro died
two days ago, | think, and Bay Harkenon | |ast saw sick in bed herself. The
dragonriders are all safe.”

“That’'s a nercy,” Pierre said with feeling. “Finish that roll, please.”

Real i zi ng that she was goi ng nowhere until she satisfied the towering
Pi erre—ef course, anyone towered over her-Wnd Blossomtried to cram down the
proffered roll.

“Non, s'il vous plait!”Pierre said. “I spent nore tine naking that food than
you are spending eating it!”

In the end, she had two rolls and anot her drink—ot water, sonme sort of fruit
juice—before Pierre let her go

The last tinme she returned, Pierre net her at the door

“She is dead,” he told her woodenly. “Her heart stopped beating a few m nutes
ago. She told me not to try resuscitating her.” He rubbed his eyes, wi ping
away tears. “l was just conming to ook for you. Wiere should | put her body?”

Nunbed, W nd Bl ossom slipped past himinto the room She took one | ook at
Emily and sat down in the chair beside her, head bowed.

After a noment, she spoke. “Wen | first saw her, she was the nost beautiful
person | had ever seen. She would light up the room lift the spirits of
everyone who met her. She did not allow even the threat of total annihilation
to upset her.

“When the Nathi were bonbing Tau Ceti day and night, it was Governor Boll who
pul | ed everyone together. She worked tirelessly, always there, always ready—

“I had heard,” Pierre interrupted, “but never like this.”

“I was young, still a girl,” Wnd Bl ossom conti nued. “My nother was often
away, unavailable. Wien | did see her, it was for ny | essons—and her
scol dings.” She sighed. “Governor Boll always found the tinme to say something
encouraging to ne. Even when cities were being obliterated, she would stil
find the time to talk to a young girl.”

“l did not know,” Pierre said.

“I did not tell anyone,” Wnd Bl ossom confessed. “My nother woul d have been
furious, and | was too enbarrassed to tell Governor Boll nyself.”

Pi erre nodded. “But now she is not here. And we are left to do her work.”

”

“Yes,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed, rising fromher seat. “Can you carry the body?”
“l think so,” he said. “Were should | take it?”
“There’s a nmakeshift norgue over at the College,” she told him

Pierre | ooked thoughtfully down at Emly’'s body. “I can nanage. And then
what ?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “The | ab technicians, both first and second



team have been overcone. | suppose | should see what | can do there first.
But | still have to make ny rounds, there are patients—=

Pierre held up a hand. “No one can be in tw places at once; not even Emly
could do that. Wiich is nore inportant?”

“Bot h.”
“Who can hel p?”

“I'f there are some nurses or interns, they can tend the sick, but I don't
t hi nk anyone el se knows how to operate the |ab equi pnent.”

“Then you have your answer,” Pierre said.

“I don’t know if there are enough interns,” she said.

“There will have to be,” Pierre said after a nonent’s thought. “If you are
the only one left to handle the |ab equipnent, then the others will have to
make do.”

And so it was decided. Wth Wnd Blossomin the |ab, Pierre found hinself
first bl ocking anyone from disturbing her and then later increasingly taking
charge of the whole nedical organization, starting with providing food and
rest for the nedical staff and their supporters, and then noving on to
organi zi ng the quarantine of the sickest and the burial of those beyond aid.

At the end of the second day, Wnd Bl ossom had i solated the di sease: As she
had feared, it was a crossover of Pernese bacteria into Terran bacteria. The
poor lab teanms, following their nedical training to |look for the nost likely
causes, had been | ooking for either a flavivirus |ike Ebola, or a conbination
of viral and secondary bacterial infections. Instead, they had thensel ves
becorme victinms of the object of their search

They had had the right synptonms but the wong culprit. The col onists of Pern
had no natural protection against the hybrid bacteria. Wnd Bl ossom follow ng
her training as an ecol ogist, isolated the nmutation, sequenced its genetic
core, and devel oped a vaccine and a course of treatnent.

The pitifully few remaini ng nedi cal personnel were innoculated first, then
their assistants, and finally the popul ation at |arge, and the epidenic was
br oken.

But not wi thout cost. Anong those |ost were nost of the children under four
years of age, alnost all expectant or new nothers, nine out of every ten
nmedi cs at Fort Hol d—and Emily Boll

In private conversations first with Pierre and then with the recovered Paul
Benden, it had been decided that it was better to ascribe the epidemic to a
“nysterious” illness rather than a crossover infection—-at |east until Wnd
Bl ossom coul d trai n enough nedical personnel to conbat any future crossovers.
Because the vacci ne had been introduced along with a course of treatnent, it
was easy to convince nost people that the treatnments were only palliative and
that only those with natural imrunities had survived, |eaving the survivors
unconcer ned about future recurrences.

Bef ore she passed away, Enmily had witten a note to be given to Sorka. Sorka
had never shown the note to Wnd Bl ossom but shortly after she received it,



Sor ka had asked Wnd Bl ossomto visit her
Their first neeting had been awkward.

Over tine, their professional relationship deepened into respect and,
finally, into friendship.

When Wnd Bl ossonis first and only child was born, she named her
Enor ra—eonbi ni ng Em |y and Sor ka—and had asked Sorka and Pierre to be
godparents. Both had enthusi astically agreed.

“How s your daughter?” Sorka asked, guessing at Wnd Bl osson s thoughts.

W nd Bl ossom si ghed. “She has not |earned wi sdom”

Sorka squeezed Wnd Bl ossonis hand weakly. “I'’msure she'll get it.

“But not fromne,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“Mhall, leave us,” Sorka said. Mhall gave her a rebellious |ook but she
forestalled his argunents, saying quietly, “I'Il call you back in good tine,
[uv.”

Clearly still unconfortable, Mhall wi thdrew. Sorka s gaze rested on the

doorway for a nmoment, to assure herself that he wasn’t com ng back. She turned
her attention to Wnd Bl ossom “So, tell ne.”

Years of fam liarity enabled Wnd Bl ossomto take the open-ended question at
its value. “We are doing all right,” she said.

Sor ka gave her a sour look. “Wnd Blossom |’mdying, not stupid. |I heard
about your short-term menory.”

W nd Bl ossom managed to keep her surprise fromher face, but Sorka detected
it in her body |anguage. The first Weyrwoman all owed hersel f a satisfied
chuckl e. “What are the inplications?”

W nd Bl ossom si ghed. “I’m concerned because we have not had enough time to
transfer our practical know edge—things that have to be | earned by doing
rather than merely studyi ng—from our el dest to our newer generation.”

“So we' Il | ose sone knowl edge,” Sorka observed. “It’s happened on col ony
wor | ds before and they survived.”

Wnd Bl ossominclined her head in a nod. “True. But always at a cost: The
know edge had to be rel earned, usually through trial and error at a later
date. And sonetinmes the |lack of that know edge hit the affected colony world
with a major setback.”

“This coul d happen here?”

“Yes. W are particularly vul nerabl e because of the popul ation | oss we
suffered in the Fever Year and subsequent epidem cs.”

Sorka grimced. “lI knew that and we’ ve di scussed this before.”

Wnd Bl ossom al |l owed herself a rare smile. “But now we are discussing it for
the last time, ny lady.”

Sorka snorted in derision at Wnd Bl ossonmis use of the title. “Not you, too!”



“I figured that if | am being so honored, you would deserve no | ess!”

Sorka all owed her free hand to prinp at her hair and smiled. “Well, it’s not
as though us distinguished |adies are not entitled.”

“Quite,” Wnd Blossomagreed with a grin of her own. “But it disturbs ne
because it shows that people are beginning to adopt a caste system”

“And how does that affect the Charter?” Sorka nused

“Sociologically, I can see why this ‘elevation,’” this endowi ng of the old
lord and lady titles, make sense in our young popul ation,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

Sorka waved her free hand dismssively. “W’ ve had this conversation before.”

“lI hadn't forgotten,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “But it bears repeating. The
youngsters needed to relinquish a lot of control to the ol der colonists sinmply
because we ol der people had |l earned the skills needed to surive. And survival
on Pern is still touch and go—as those young people who do not heed their
el ders discover with the forfeit of their lives.”

Sorka pulled her hand free of Wnd Bl ossom s and used both hands to make an
enphatic “hurry up” gesture.

“I can’t hurry up, Sorka, |I’'mthinking out |loud,” Wnd Bl ossom said. She
paused, striving to recover her train of thought.

“So Pern’s going to have a bunch of lords and ladies in the form of
Weyr | eaders, Weyrwonen, and the men and wonmen who run the holds,” Sorka
suppl i ed when Wnd Bl ossonis silence stretched.

The sound of boots striding loudly up to the entrance of Sorka s quarters

di stracted them Sorka's bronze fire-lizard, Duke, |ooked up fromhis resting
pl ace at the foot of her bed, |ooked back to Sorka for a nonment, and | owered
hi s head agai n, unperturbed.

“Mhall!” Torene shouted. “Wiy didn't you tell ne? Wiat’'s going on? Don’t you
think I wanted to pay ny respects?”

M hall’s voice was a nurnur as he strove to placate his outraged mate.

“Have you | ooked at the casualty reports recently?” Wnd Bl ossom asked Sorka
once they both determ ned that they were not going to be inmediately
i nterrupted.

“l have,” Sorka’s voice was pained

“I amsorry. My nother had predicted those nunbers when she first cal cul ated
the mating cycle,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “But with such a short life span
fighting Thread, and with the difficulties of the holders in providing
sufficient food for the colonists, maintaining a sufficient margin to support
such luxuries as education and research is quite problematic.”

Sor ka nodded and gestured for the ol der wonan to conti nue.

“So our society will ossify and stratify at least until the end of this
Pass.”

“And then?”



W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “Then popul ation pressures will force an
expansi on of the Hol der popul ation and the creation of new Holds across this
continent. The lack of Thread should allow the dragonriders severa
generations in which to increase their nunbers and recover fromthis first
Pass; the dragonriders in the next Pass should be rmuch nore able to handl e the

onsl aught. There will be pressure in both the Weyrs and the holds to
consol i date what they have and to build conservatively. Any skills not
directly needed in expansion or retention will atrophy.”

“That’ s al ready happening.”

“By the next Pass the skills needed to nmaintain our older, noncritica
equi prent wi |l have been lost.”

“Maybe before then,” Sorka agreed.
W nd Bl ossom nodded. “Qur descendants shoul d survive anyway.”

“Unl ess the wong skills are lost,” Sorka noted.

“That is nmy worry, yes,” Wnd Bl ossom agr eed.

“You are an Eridani Adept, so you would worry about the ecol ogy,” Sorka

not ed. She cl osed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You re worried about the
dragons, aren’t you?”

“At some point there will be crossover infections fromthe fire-lizards to
t he dragons,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“There are the grubs and the watch-whers—what about thenf”

“Tubberman’s grubs were wel |l -designed,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “They are a

di stinct species derived fromother native species. This gives them both the
native protection and the native susceptibilities. Gven that there are other
simlar species, there will be a high degree of crossover, as Purnman
denonstrated with his vine grubs. That actually provides a certain degree of
protecti on because there are nultiple species for a particular disease to
assault. Any successful defense by one of the species will rapidly be spread
to the other species. Al so, because we plan to plant the grubs throughout the
Nort hern Conti nent—and they have already been distributed throughout the
Sout hern Continent—there is a strong likelihood that any severe parasitic
assault on the grubs will devolve into a synbiosis before all of the species
has been eradicated.”

“Just like the Europeans and the Bl ack Death,” Sorka observed.
“Yes, rather like that,” Wnd Bl ossom agr eed.

“I'f we're spread across the Northern Continent that won’t be a major problem
will it?”
“l hope not,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. “The effect of another epidenm c should
di ssipate with the added di stance between settlements.”

“So the weak point in all this is the dragons, right?” Sorka said.
W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “It is difficult to point to just one. The

dragons or the watch-whers appear to be the npbst susceptible. W have
t housands or millions of grubs but only hundreds of dragons and fewer



wat ch- whers.”

“Are the two genetically so simlar that one di sease night destroy them
bot h?”

W nd Bl ossom pursed her lips. “l strived to avoid that. In fact, | engi neered
so many changes . . . which night be one of the reasons that we had so nany
infertile watch-wher eggs.”

”

Sorka’' s eyes gl eanmed. “Onereason

W nd Bl ossomreturned her stare with a bl ank | ook

“l am curious about the other reasons,” Sorka said. “l am now convi nced that
some of those failures were planned to make you | ook | ess skilled than you
are.”

W nd Bl ossom sai d not hi ng.

“Your nother was trained by the Eridani,” Sorka said. “You were trained by
her, weren't you?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “There are some questions | should not answer
even for you, Sorka.”

A wheezi ng cough shook Sorka's body and M hall gl anced inside, Torene
hovering worriedly behind him

Sor ka waved them back out as the cough passed.

“I'f you cannot answer mnmy questions, | won't hinder you with them” she said
after taking a sip of water fromthe glass Wnd Bl ossom proffered her

Wnd Bl ossom w nced. “lI do not want to burden you.”

Sorka smiled. “And | was trying to lighten your |oad. A burden shared, as it
were.”

W nd Bl ossom spent a nonment in thought. “I do not know everything. | was not
told myself.”

“But you made guesses,”
share some with you

Sor ka observed. “lI have made guesses, too. Let ne

“I think it odd that such heroic figures as Admiral Benden and Governor Bol

should willingly take thenselves into oblivion just after the Nathi War when
their skills were still very clearly needed.”
W nd Bl ossom nodded. “Yes, | had wondered about that.”

“And the Eridani?”

“When the Eridani agree to husband a new ecosystemthey assign three

bl oodl i nes,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “It is a major undertaking. There has only
been one time that | know of where the Eridani have been willing to make such
an assignnment without having thorough know edge of the ecosystemin question.”

“Here?” Sorka asked.

W nd Bl ossom nodded.



“Three bl oodl i nes?”

“To avoid nistakes and provide redundancy,” Wnd Bl ossom said. Sorka s face
pal ed and Wnd Bl ossom reached for her hand, placing her finger over her wi st
to take the Weyrwoman's pul se. “Your pulse is failing, Sorka. Let nme call the
others.”

“Wait!” Sorka’'s voice was nearly a whisper. “What can | do to help you?”

Wnd Bl ossomwas silent for a nonment. “Go quietly and peacefully, dear
friend.”

Sorka smled. “What can | do to help Pern? Do you want to perform an
aut opsy?”

W nd Bl ossom s eyes wi dened in horror. “No.”

“But | heard that you need cadavers.”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “Not yours.”

She turned to the doorway and gestured to Mhall and the others to enter

Sorka gl ared at her but was so quickly surrounded by her offspring and
relatives that she could do no nore.

“Her pul se is dropping,”
much | onger she has.”

W nd Bl ossom expl ained to Torene. “lI do not know how

“Nice of youto let us in,” Torene returned tartly.
“My request, Torene,” Sorka said. “lI had to talk with nmy friend.”
Torene | ooked chagrined but did not apol ogi ze.

Tall men surrounded the Weyrwonan and she greeted each with a smle. “Mhall.
L’ can. Seamus. P drig.”

The nen gave way to the women, Sorka’'s daughters. “Orla. We Sorka.”
The [ ast was an el egant woman in her early thirties. Sean had insisted on
nam ng their |ast-born Sorka because, as he’'d said, “She |ooks just like you,

| ove.”

“Wee” Sorka | eaned over fromthe far side of the bed to give her nanesake a
strong hug. Sorka hugged her back

“I"1'l mss you nost of all, I think, nmy wee one,” she told her youngest.

“I"I'l mss you too, Ma,” the younger Sorka replied, tears stream ng unchecked
down her face.

Sorka turned fromher to grasp Mhall’s hand. “My strong one.” M hall gave
her hand a gentle squeeze.

Sorka | ooked at Torene. “Take good care of himfor ne.”

Torene ducked her head, her cheeks wet with tears. “I will, Ma, you may
depend upon it.”



Sorka let go of Mhall’s hand and sought out L can’s. “My silent one,” she
said. L' can squeezed her hand, rubbing the tears fromhis face with the other.

“We could bring you down to the Cavern, to Faranth, Ma,” P drig said.

Sorka smiled, letting go of L' can’s hand and grabbing his. “No. She knows ny
heart in this. | will |eave ny body behind here, in your conpany and W nd
Bl ossoni s keeping.”

There was a concerted gasp and heads swi vel ed toward Wnd Bl ossom

“Your father and | have given everything we can for you and Pern,” Sorka told
them “This poor body is but the least | can | eave.”

“You don't need to do this,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.
Sor ka waved her objections aside. “1 have heard about the pressing needs for
cadaver s—=

“And | have told you that | do not want yours, Sorka,” Wnd Bl ossom
i nterrupted, her face wought with enotion.

“We nust do what is best for Pern,” Sorka said. “It is ny last request, Wnd
Bl ossom that you performan autopsy to investigate the early denentia you' ve
recently noticed. Use ny body for whatever nedi cal purposes you see fit. 1'd
heard that you had wanted to practice for Tieran’s surgery—=-

“Mother!” The word was torn fromMhall’'s throat.

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “lI do not want to do this.”
“The boy deserves a new face,” Sorka said. “I have thought about this for a
fortnight now In nmy bedside table you will find ny will, with specific

ref erences on these matters.”

Sorka | ooked around the room catching the eyes of everyone in turn. “My

| oved ones, | will not deny you every protection | can think of. Soon I wll
no | onger need ny body. Let the people of Pern find a | ast use for it. Please,
followmy will on this.” She turned her gaze to her eldest. “Mhall, in this I

appoi nt you mny executor.”
“Mother . . . Ma. . .” Mhall broke down.

Torene wapped conforting arns around Sorka. She gave Wnd Bl ossom a sour
| ook, then | ooked at Sorka. “My lady, it shall be as you wish. | pledge ny
word as your daughter-in-law, and as Benden’s Weyrwoman. It shall be.”

“Thank you,” Sorka said softly. She gave a deep sigh and turned back to the
others. “Now, let ne ook at you all. Tell me how you are.”

The conversation wandered on from son to daughter and back again. Sorka
managed to get themto |augh once, and sonmeone brought up refreshments.
Gradually the talk wore down and Sorka ordered themto | eave her, all but
M hal |l and Wnd Bl ossom

“I want you to stay with me, Wnd Bl ossom” Sorka said, feebly patting her
bed. “You and Mhall, here.”

It was late. The two sat silently beside Sorka's bed while the first queen



rider of Pern sank slowy into sleep. Mhall went around the room covering al
t he gl ows save one. Every now and then Wnd Bl ossom woul d check Sorka’s pul se
by pressing gently on her wist.

As dawn neared and its gray light began to fill the room Sorka gave a faint
gasp. Wnd Bl ossom | ooked up just as Faranth’s despairing wail broke the
silence, anmplified by Duke's higher but equally piteous wail, and was

i mediately silenced itself as the first Inpressed fire-lizard of Pern and the
first queen dragon of Pern wentbetween. Their stilled voices were replaced by
the keening of all the dragons at Fort Weyr.

M hall rushed to Sorka's side, but Wnd Bl ossom al ready knew fromthe | ack of
a pulse that the first Weyrwoman had j oi ned her husband. Wnd Bl ossom stirred
hersel f, ignoring the conplaints of her joints, and knelt beside M hall

“Let me tend to her for a nonent, and then you may cone back,” she offered.
M hal | | ooked at her through tear-soaked eyes and nodded sl owy.

She gui ded the bereft rider out of the roomand into the arns of his w fe and
weyr mat e.

“Just give nme a few mnutes,” she said to Torene.

Fort’'s Headwoman had delivered cl ean bedsheets and toiletries earlier in the
evening. Wnd Blossom ignoring the tears rolling down her face, nmade one
final inspection of Sorka's body, and then gently made the body presentabl e,
as she had done for Emly Boll and her own not her before her

Satisfied that she had done all she could to make things easier on Sorka’'s
children, Wnd Bl ossomleft the roomand let thementer

M hall was the first to his nother’s side. L' can, P drig, and Seamus stood at
the end of her bed, while her daughters, Ola and Sorka, closed in on the
si de.

D mal and Nara, Fort’s Weyrl eader and Weyrwoman, arrived to pay their
respects, but Wnd Bl ossom asked themto wait for Sorka's famly to conplete
theirs.

“Pl ease ask Torene to let us know when there is a good tinme,” Nara said. Wnd
Bl ossom nodded. A while |later one of the weyrfolk came with a chair and a
basket of fruit for Wnd Blossom courtesy of the Weyrwonan. G atefully, Wnd
Bl ossom sat down before the door and ate daintily fromthe sel ection

Sorka’s children drifted out in ones and twos over the next half hour

When Torene cane out, Wnd Blossomrelayed Nara’'s request. Torene gl anced
back into the roomat M hall

“I"lI'l give hima few nmore nminutes,” she said. “I’m going dowmn to the caverns
for sone lunch—= She gl anced at the early norning |ight and renenbered that
Benden was six tine zones ahead of Fort. “—er, breakfast.”

W nd Bl ossom wai ted outside until she heard Mhall’s voice fromin the room
Thinking, in her wearied state, that he m ght be asking for her, she stepped
through into the room-and stopped.

M hal | stood beside his nother’s bed, holding her dead hand in his. Tears
streamed down his face and onto the bed.



“What will | do now, Ma?” M hall repeated.

W nd Bl ossom could see the small boy inside the grown man struggle with the
awful | oss of his nother and | ast parent.

She knew that M hall was groping with the awful realization that he no | onger
had some hi gher authority to turn to, no one to confide in, no one to seek
praise from or to ask, “Do you |love ne?” wi thout fearing the answer.

M hall turned at the sound of her footsteps and Wnd Bl ossom cast her eyes to
t he ground, not wanting to meet his.

“What = M hall swall owed, and continued nore strongly, “Wat did you do?” He
did not need to say “when your nother died.”

Wnd Bl ossomreflected on the question. Then she | ooked up and answered him
honestly: “My not her never |oved me. Wen she died it was ny obligation to
assune her dishonor, and she savored passing it on to ne.”

W nd Bl ossom gestured to Sorka. “She showed ne sone of her love. | felt like
the desert in a cloudburst,” she continued softly. Her voice hardened. “For ny
nmot her, | coul d never be good enough.”

M hal | nodded and wi ped his eyes. “She was a great |ady.”

“ YeS. ”

“She gave everything for this planet,” Mhall said. He | ooked down at the
still, lifeless body. “I think | understand her |ast request now ”

“I don't,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “I would prefer to | eave her undi sturbed and
keep the nmenory of her body as it was alive, not as it is dead.”

M hal |l shot her a penetrating |ook. “I had not thought of it that way. Wnd
Bl ossom will you honor ny nother Sorka's |ast request?”
“Mhall, I do not want to.”

“My father always taught me that | had to honor a lady, particularly ny
nmot her.” He shook his head. “I cannot gainsay her.”

Qut side the roomthey heard the sound of footsteps and Torene’s voice:
“Mhall, are you all right?”

“In here,” Mhall answered. “Yes.”

Torene, D nmml, and Nara entered. Wnd Bl ossom noved closer to Mhall to nake
room

“W wanted to pay our respects,” Dmal told Mhall
“l |l earned so nuch fromher,” Nara added. “She was |like a nother to ne.”

Besi de her, Wnd Blossomfelt Mhall flinch as her words reinforced his sense
of loss. He said nothing.

Wth an inquiring glance at Mhall, Nara approached the side of the bed, bent
over, and gave Sorka’'s cheek one last kiss. D nmal gently drew his Wyrwonan
out of the room their grief and synpathy evident on their faces.



M hall | eaned forward and gently stroked Sorka's cheek one last tine. Then he
strai ghtened, his features showi ng his grief being subdued by his
self-mastery. He | ooked at Wnd Bl ossom his face a | eader’s mask.

“I must honor ny nother’'s last request. |Is there anything nore you need to do
bef ore we can depart?”

“ YeS. ”

“Then we will wait outside until you are done,” M hall answered, gesturing
for Torene to precede him

G ngerly, Wnd Bl ossom conpl eted shroudi ng Sorka’'s body. Wen M hal
returned, he started at the sight of the body all covered in white cloth.
Recovering his conposure, he gently lifted it cradl ed between his arns.

“Brianth awaits us outside,” he said to Wnd Bl ossom gesturing that she
precede him

Qut side Sorka's quarters, a group of Fort riders gathered to pay their
respects. Once Mhall had wearily haul ed hinmself up on Brianth's neck, two of
the riders lifted Sorka’s shrouded body up to him He placed it before himon
his dragon’s neck. Then the riders hel ped Wnd Bl ossom up behi nd M hal |

“Are you ready?” Mhall called over his shoulder as Brianth beat effortlessly
into the air. “l assune time is of the essence.”

“I't is,” Wnd Blossom agreed. The col d of between answered her
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Wnd Bl ossomwas surprised by the length of tine they remai nedbet ween. Wen
the col d of between ended, it was abruptly replaced by a different chill. It
was still night and rain was falling, lashing into themas Brianth dived
around the Drum Tower toward the Coll ege.

“What happened?” W nd Bl ossom shout ed over the noise of the wind.

“I took us back to last night, when I picked you up,” Mhall replied.

“You tined it?” Wnd Bl ossom asked, her tone di sapproving.

“I wasn’t thinking carefully enough and gave Brianth these coordinates,” he
added i ngenuously, concealing that he knew that he had al ready been here.

“Here, let me help you down.”

W nd Bl ossom grabbed his hand and scranbled with a distinct lack of dignity



down Brianth's side. Just as she belatedly realized that she was far too short
to junmp to the ground wi thout hurting herself, hands reached up to grab her

It was Tieran. Wnd Bl ossom school ed her pleasure at seeing himinto a nore
neutral expression, saying, “Get help. The body nust go to the cold room”

“Body?” Tieran repeated. Before Wnd Bl ossom coul d gi ve himan expl anation, a
group of people rushed out fromthe Coll ege and grabbed the shrouded body from
Mhall. Wnd Blossomfollowed the group in and was inside the Coll ege, heading
to the surgery, before a second boom announced the arrival of another dragon
W nd Bl ossom paused but realized that she was too tired and too stressed to
concern herself with the second arrival. As she started forward again toward
the surgery, a wave of fatigue swept through her and she wavered on her feet.

“Mot her?” Enorra had turned at the sound of the second arriving dragon and
had seen her nother falter. “Janir! Janir conme qui ck, Wnd Bl ossom has
col | apsed!”

M hal | shivered nore fromgrief than fromthe cold of between as he | owered
his nmother’s body down to the waiting arns gathered below Brianth. He et out
a sob as the group carried her body out of sight.

A boom heral ded the arrival of his own younger self, timng it so as to bring
Wnd Blossomto his still-Iiving nother

“No!” Mhall yelled, tears coursing warmy down his cheeks. “Don’t do it!”

He knew it was pointless, that he couldn't create a time paradox, but his
grief was too great. If he didn't go, then maybe Sorka would still be alive,
he t hought wi shfully.

“Wuld you make a tine paradox?” his younger self asked, eyes wide with
horror.

Mhall tried to answer but couldn’t. Finally, he junped back onto his dragon
and cried, “Go then! Don't say | didn't warn you!”

Bri anth gave one powerful |eap and beat the air once with his w ngs before
t aki ng thenmbet ween, to Benden Weyr and the confort of Torene.

W nd Bl ossom found herself |ying down on one of the infirmary’s beds with a
bl anket laid over her. A hand on her chest resisted her immedi ate effort to
rise. Wnd Bl ossom | ooked up and connected the hand to Enorra.

“I must get up—+ have work to do,” she said, nodul ating her tone from one of
outraged inpatience to calmy clinical as she realized that she was too weak
to bring off the forner.

Qui rking an eyebrow at her, Enporra reached to the bedside table and picked up
a small steam ng cup. Wnd Blossominhal ed the fragrant odor ofklah and
suppressed a brief flash of regret that the tea plant had been lost in the mad
dash to the Northern Continent.

“Drink this,” Enorra said, deftly slipping her other arm supportively under
her nmother’s back to help her sit up. “Janir’s com ng.”



“You shoul dn’t have disturbed him” Wnd Bl ossomreplied unconvincingly. She
si pped fromthe proffered cup. Thekl ah was warm not hot, but she could fee
it rejuvenate her. She took the cup from Enorra’ s hand, drained the contents,
and pressed the cup back into her daughter’s still outstretched hand in one
qui ck, surprising nove. “There, all better.”

“Mot her! You still need to rest. Your collapse shocked everyone.”
“Nonsense,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “The sudden change fromday to night triggered
an attack of lethargy. |I'mrecovered,” she lied assuredly, sw nging her |egs
to the side of the bed opposite Enorra, “and | have work to do.”

W nd Bl ossom encountered Janir entering the roomjust as she was | eavi ng.
“Where has Sorka’'s body been pl aced?”

“In the cold room” Janir replied. “But it can't stay there much |onger.”

“Have it prepped for autopsy, then,” Wnd Bl ossom said, striding past himand
causing himto turn around and match her stride. “1’ll be in the main
surgery.”

“At this hour? Do you think that w se?”

“lI have to work before rigor sets in, Janir,’
do it?”

W nd Bl ossom answered. “Can you

“Yes, but—=

“Fine. Five mnutes?” Wnd Blossomturned toward the surgery, |eaving Janir
speechl ess.

W nd Bl ossom roused the night-duty student to get her hot water with which to
scrub. She forced herself to clean her hands and arnms met hodically, going the
full five mnutes customary for surgery on the living. As she did, she called
forth one of the Eridani focusing mantras. She pulled her training around her
i ke a cl oak.

When she turned fromthe wash basin, Sorka s body had al ready been pl aced on
the operating table. Janir, and to Wnd Bl ossonis surprise, Enorra, were
waiting for her. Janir was close to the operating table; Enorra had positioned
herself deferentially at a distance, declaring her observer status.

“l can do this,”
he’d laid out.

Janir offered, indicating the tray of biopsy equi prent that

W nd Bl ossom | ooked t he gear over, picked up the nost delicate of probes, and
shook her head. “No.”

Deftly she performed her cerebral biopsy, content that only a magnifying
gl ass coul d reveal her handi work. She handed the sanple to Janir. “Have that
anal yzed, please. I'minterested in any deviations in chem stry and cel
structure, particularly any signs of advanced geriatric degradation.”

Janir took the sanple reluctantly. “But—=

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “I—, Janir, | nust honor her |ast request.”
Enorra gl anced between Janir and Wnd Bl ossom but the outcone was foregone:
Wth a slight nod of his head, Janir took the sanple and left the roomfor the
| ab.



Wnd Bl ossomturned to one of the surgical chests that lined the walls and
sel ected a standard set of scal pels and cl anps. She placed the set on the
operating tray in place of the biopsy set she'd used earlier.

She noved to the right side of Sorka’'s head and grasped a scal pel. For a |long
time she stood there, poised to re-create the gash on Sorka' s body that a
wat ch-wher had inflicted on young Tieran

Slow y, as though on their own, tears began to | eak out of her eyes, first on
the left side and then the right, creating long rivulets that dripped down her
cheeks and off her jaw Her hand spasned and she flung the scal pel away. “I
cannot, | cannot, | cannot!”

Enorra crossed the distance between themw th | ong strides, paused
hesitantly, then laid a tentative hand on her nother’s shoul der. As though
rel eased, Wnd Bl ossomturned to her daughter with an inarticulate cry and
buri ed her head agai nst her.

“l cannot do it, Enorra, | cannot,” she whispered into the hollow of Enorra’s
shoul der. “I dishonor our famly, but | cannot do it.”

Enorra patted her nother gently in a way that she herself had never been
patted and—she realized with a start—that Wnd Bl ossom had never been patted
byher mother, Kitti Ping.

“Hush, it’s all right. OF course you can't. No one has a right to expect it
of you,” she found herself saying. The words served doubl e duty, reassuring
not only her nother but Enorra herself.

W nd Bl ossom pushed back and | ooked into her daughter’s eyes. “But it was her
| ast request!”

“I't was only a request, nother,” Enorra answered. “Sorka only wi shed to ease
your burdens, not add to them Take it in the spirit it was given—=

A harsh sound broke through her words. Drunbeats, |oud, fast, staccato.

W nd Bl ossom stood back and cocked her head, listening intently.

Emer gency! Emergency! Emergency! The rul es were enphati c—each repeat of an
ener gency gave increased urgency to the call. One nore repeat and the drumer

woul d be reporting a Pern-w de emergency.

Emer gency! Medical alert. Wnd fl ower—there was no code for “bl ossoni—bring
nmedi cal bag i medi atel y!

“It's Tieran!” Enorra said.

Janir dove through the door in the sanme instant. “Wat’s all that drumm ng
about ?” he demanded.

“Janir, get ny bag and neet ne at the Drum Tower,” Wnd Bl ossom ordered,
bundl i ng past himthrough the door

“The Drum Tower? Wnd Blossom it’s pouring in buckets outside—you'll drown!”

“Just do it, Janir,” Enorra said, followi ng hard on Wnd Bl ossoni s heels.
“Tieran just sent a planet-w de energency.”

Janir caught up with them halfway to the Drum Tower. As he passed them Wnd



Bl ossom yel |l ed, “Stay back! G ve ne ny bag and stay back.”

“W can’t have both of you get infected,” Enorra explained as Janir | ooked
questioningly at her.

Wth a decisive nod, Janir heaved to and crouched, |ungs heaving in the
downpour .

When did the boy get taller than ne? Wnd Bl ossom found herself wondering as
she drew near the Drum Tower and Tieran, who was standing at the foot of the
stairs. Hi gh above in the tower itself, she could make out the shape of
anot her person peering down anxiously, all glows exposed to light up the
scene. She nodded approvingly to hersel f—¥ieran had remenbered his quarantine
pr ot ocol s.

Ti eran cupped sonmething in his hands protectively. Beside him on the ground,
was the crunpled formof a fire-lizard.

“They fell fromthe sky,” he shouted down to them “I couldn’t catch them
bot h.”

It was quite dead. Fromits little nouth flowed some ugly green spittle.

“You were lucky to catch either on a night like this,” Enorra shouted back
encour agi ngl y.

Wnd Bl ossom flung an outstretched armin Enorra’s direction. “Stay where you
are! This area is in quarantine.”

Enorra stopped, exami ned the situation for a noment, then stepped boldly
forward, grabbing her nother’s outstretched arm

“Silly girl! Wiy did you do that?” Wnd Bl ossom hi ssed at her only child.

“You' Il need help,” Enorra answered firmy.
“But not at the loss of my only child,” Wnd Bl ossom answered sadly. *“Not
with himin danger, too. Pern can't |ose both of you.”

Enorra arched an eyebrow. “One day you nust explain that,” she said. “But not

now. What can | do?”
Ti eran heard them and | ooked relieved when he saw Wnd Bl ossonm s nedi cal bag.

“This one’s still alive,” he said, indicating the fire-lizard in his arns.
“He needs antibiotics.”

“How can you know?” W nd Bl ossom demanded, stepping forward and kneel i ng down
to exam ne the dead fire-lizard on the ground. She prodded it gently, got out
a spatula from her nedi cal bag, and gingerly sanpled sone of the green fluid
| eaking fromthe fire-lizard s nouth.

“Cet me a specinen bag,” she ordered Enorra curtly. \Wen Enorra conplied
W nd Bl ossom put the spatula in the bag.

“He’ s wheezing—he's got an infection,” Tieran said. “He needs antibiotics.”

“Whi ch one?” Wnd Bl ossom asked. “How can you know the right sort of
anti biotic? What dosage | evel ?”



Tieran gritted his teeth. “There is only one and you know it. The
general -spectrum anti bi oti c. Maxi mum dosage for his body mass.”

“There isn't that much of the general antibiotic left, Tieran,” Wnd Bl ossom
said, voice barely carrying over the wind and the rain. “If we use it and it’'s
not enough, the fire-lizard will die. And even if it lives, that antibiotic
was being saved for your surgery.”

Tieran remai ned silent, focused on an internal debate.

When he spoke again, it was with a harsh certainty. “lIt’s the only chance he
has, Wnd Bl ossom”

NI NE

Junp,

Cup air,

Bound into the sky.

A wi nk

Bet ween; beyond the eye.

Benden Weyr, Second Interval, AL 507

Two dragons burst into existence under the | ow cl ouds near Bay Head. One was
gold, the other, bronze.

“I can’t believe we're doing this,” Tullea grunbled to her dragon. She | ooked
around and found B nik’s Caranth sidling up on their right side. Her eyes
darted to the seashore and the nearby rain-soaked fields. “lI can't understand
why | let Bnik talk us into this.”

Because you love himMnith replied with a hint of questioning in her tone.

Tul | ea | aughed and patted her beautiful gold dragon’s neck.And youwanted somne
exerci se, she said, sniling despite herself.

“She’ll rise to mate soon,” B nik had told her calnmy not a sevenday before.
H s eyes were clouded with an unasked question. Tullea knew t he question but
perversely decided to keep the answer to herself. Ch, she was pretty sure
whi ch dragon Mnith would mate with, but she felt a sneaky thrill at the
noti on of keeping B nik on tenterhooks. Besides, she thought to herself, it’'s
really the dragons’ choice.

“Awell-fed, well-worked dragon will fly farther and lay nore eggs,” B nik
had rem nded her this norning when he’'d asked if she wanted to go searching.
“And we can drill on reference points.”

Tul | ea grabbed at the chance. Mnith, at a little over three Turns old, had
just matured enough to be flown and to gobetween. After three Turns of
constant feeding, oiling, and loving, Tullea was nore than ready to enjoy the
fruits of her |abors.

Besi des, she admitted to herself, sheloved to fly.

So do I,Mnith agreed, once again reading Tullea’'s private thoughts.



But the weat her isawful, Tullea thought sourly to her dragon
| don't mindit,Mnith said.
Tull ea snorted. O course not! You think the cold of betweenis just fine!

The col d of betweenis cold, Mnith replied, with a hint of reproof in her
t one.

”

“Well, this is worse,” Tullea grow ed al oud, |ooking toward B’ ni k.

The bronze dragonrider was waving excitedly and pointing to the ground bel ow.
Tul | ea | ooked but saw not hi ng—ro, there was a bunch of rags on the beach

B' nik’s Caranth pinwheeled tightly downward on one wing tip, and Mnith, with
no urging fromTullea, happily foll owed. As they got closer, Tullea noticed
that the rags had | egs and arms sticking out fromthem

Perhaps they had found J'trel’s stray after all. Good, Tullea thought to
hersel f, then we can go hone!

“B'ni k and Tul | ea have found someone,
Ki ndan’s quarters

K tan said as he entered Har per

“J'trel’s stray?” Kindan asked, rising fromhis stool and gently hanging up
the guitar he’ d been playing. “Cone on, Valla,” he called to the bronze
fire-lizard dozing on his bed. The little bronze stirred, stretched, and
| eaped into the air, hovering near Kindan's right shoul der

K tan shrugged. “They should be here now.”

The two wal ked out of Kindan's quarters and out to the Weyr Bow . The sun had
br oken through the norning mst that had settled in the Bow, but the air
still held a chill.

Above them two dragons burst into view and spiraled down. Gold Mnith | anded
first, foll owed by bronze Caranth.

Vall a took one | ook at Mnith, gave a surprised squawk, and di sappear ed.
Tull ea wasn’t fond of fire-lizards.

K tan gestured to Kindan, and the two jogged toward the bronze dragon. Kindan
could see that B nik was hol ding soneone in front of him

“She’s very cold,” the bronze rider called out as he | owered the woman down
to them

“Where are her fire-lizards?” Kindan asked as he and K tan took hold of the
unconsci ous body.

“We saw no sign of them?”

Lorana woke, warm And dry. A small, warm | unp nestled agai nst her back and
she felt blankets wapped around her. She snmiled lazily and turned to face the
fire-lizard lunp, wondering if it was Garth or G enn—



Wth a shock she saw that it was neither—and then she renenbered.

The little bronze took one | ook at her expression and | eaped into flight
andbet ween out of sight.

Lorana sighed, eyes bleary with tears that did not fall. She had sent Garth
and Grenn away. She had been certain she was about to die and she had wanted
to save them

And now she was alive and they were—2? She cl osed her eyes and focused her
m nd, questing for them I|ooking for them

A fire-lizard' s squawk distracted her, followed i nmedi ately by a dragon’s
bel | ow.

“You're awake,” a voice called frombeyond the doorway. A man strode into the
room He |ooked to be a few years older than Lorana, and was dressed in
harper’s blue. The bronze fire-lizard hovered over his shoul der. The nan had
keen blue eyes and jet black hair. He was taller than Lorana and rangy, his
body hinting at a wiry strength.

“Val | a?” the man addressed the fire-lizard. The bronze chattered back at him
in obvious agitation. “Valla, she needs food. Go tell Kiyary our guest is
awake. Valla, will you go?”

The fire-lizard gave Lorana one nore concerned | ook and chirped a warni ng
bef ore vani shi nghet ween.
“Fire-lizards are not the best nessengers,”
down at her. “I’m Ki ndan.”

the man observed dryly. He | ooked

As she began to sit up, Kindan put out a restraining hand. “Don’t try to get
up—you’'re too weak.”

Lorana was already in notion, but she stopped as soon as she di scovered the
truth in his words: She felt as weak as a | eaf.

A noi se outside the room heral ded the arrival of another person—a niddl e-aged
man with the | ean, muscular |look of a rider. H's brown hair had only a few
strands of silver in it, and his brown eyes were Kkind.

“I"ve brought food,” he announced, setting the tray he was carrying on the
bedsi de tabl e. He picked up a pot and poured sone of its contents into a cup
“Though | suggest this herbal, first. A starved stomach needs to learn to eat
all over again.”

Wth a wordl ess gesture, Kindan hel ped Lorana sit up, rearranging pill ows
under neat h her.

“I"'mK tan,” the man said as he handed the cup to her. “The Weyr healer.” He
shook his head sadly. “You required nuch of ny art these |ast six days.”

“Thank you,” Lorana told himgratefully. “I’m Lorana.”

The heal er and the harper exchanged | ooks, and Lorana got the inpression that
they had just silently agreed to shel ve sone question they had.

“Let me help you,”
her the cup of tea.

Ki ndan said, sitting carefully on her bedsi de and handi ng



Gratefully, Lorana sipped the tea. The liquid was just lightly warned, and
her throat wel coned its soothing presence.

K tan regarded her carefully as she drank. After a nmonent she pushed the cup
away.

“Thank you,” she said to Kindan. To the healer she said, “This is very good.”

K tan inclined his head in acknow edgnent.

Suddenly Val |l a appeared, chittering. The fire-lizard took in the sonber scene
and cl osed his nouth instantly, giving Kindan such a regretful |ook that
Lorana smi | ed.

“I's he always such a character?” Lorana asked, her eyes tw nkling.

“He’ s usual ly rmuch worse
because—=

Ki ndan agreed. “1 think he’s on his best behavior

“I was on death’s door,” Lorana said, guessing what he hadn’t said.
“You'll get better now,” Ktan declared firmy. “If you can finish the tea,
there’s some broth here you mght try.”

“And then 1'Il fall asleep,” Lorana surm sed.

”

“You’ ve been this ill before,” K tan guessed.

“The Pl ague.” She renenbered how hard she and her father had fought to save
her mother, brother, and sister. And how, after battling for a fortnight,
they’'d lost first her sister, Sanna, then her brother, Lennel, and finally her
not her.

After the fever had taken her nother, she and her father had cried in each
other’s arns. Neither she nor Sannel had wanted to |live. And then she’d caught
t he plague herself and her nightmares intensified to fill her waking days. The
only pleasant thing had been her father’s face peering down at her as he
gently wi ped her forehead or held her up and spooned down broth. She had
wanted to go, to join her nother and siblings, but she coul dn’t—he thought of
| eavi ng hi m behi nd was too much. And the fever had passed, and she’d
recover ed.

She sensed a nmotion or a change in posture from Ki ndan and | ooked at him
carefully. His face had many smile lines onit, but it was carefully school ed;
she coul d see the pain he was hiding and she knew that this nman had seen
peopl e—any peopl e—di e.

“WIl | live?” she asked himquietly.

Her menmory cane back to her in a rush: the storm Colfet, her plunge
overboard, her blind thrust at the fire-lizards

“Has anyone found Col fet?” she asked suddenly, trying once nore to sit up
Ki ndan hel d up a restraining hand but she struggled against it. “He was all
al one on the launch and his arm was broken.”

Ki ndan gave her a startled | ook, followed i mediately by careful scrutiny.
Beyond him Lorana felt Ktan tense with worry.

“The dragonriders found nothing,” Ktan told her softly.



“Pl ease ask themto keep searching,” Lorana inplored
“I shall talk with the Weyrl eader,” K tan prom sed.
Lorana turned her eyes to Kindan. “My fire-lizards? Did they get to safety?”
Ki ndan shook his head. “There’s been no word of them”
Lorana sl unmped back into the bed.
“Here, try some nore tea,” Kindan told her softly, raising the cup once nore
to her lips. Wien she’'d finished the cup he asked her, “Do you want to try

some broth, too?”

Behind him K tan shifted, his tension easing. “I'lI|l be going,” the healer
told them He glanced at Lorana. “I’ll check in on you later.”

He gestured toward Kindan. “You' re in good hands.”

Lorana woke, tired but alert. The roomwas dark. The only light cane faintly
froma glowin the farther room Sonething had startled her into wakeful ness.
The lunp at her back—Valla—was a warm and conforting presence.

Suddenly the fire-lizard tensed up, and in a rapid notion sneezed, |oudly and
violently.

Do dragons get coughs often?Lorana’s own words echoed in her nenory.
The fire-lizard sneezed again.
“Ki ndan?” Lorana call ed.

“Ki ndan,” she shouted, her sense of urgency hei ghtened, “there’ s sonething
wong with Vallal”

She heard his startled novenment fromthe room beyond as he roused hinsel f out
of bed. Valla needed the healer, Lorana decided. She felt about with her mind
anongst the sl eeping dragons in the Weyr, found the right one, and said, Ki ndan
has need of the healer

“He seens hot, nearly feverish,” Ktan said mnutes |ater as he exam ned the
fire-lizard. Kindan had uncovered every glow he could find and the room was
bright with light for the healer’s exam nation

K tan shook his head. “lI’ve never seen the like—not in fire-lizards.”

“Di dyour fire-lizards cough, Lorana?” Kindan asked her, his eyes full of
concern and worry as he stroked his fire-lizard. A wave of sadness washed over
Lorana: She had tried several tines to reach the nminds of her fire-lizards,
wi t hout success.

“No, but J'trel’s Talith did,” she replied.

Ki ndan and K tan exchanged worried | ooks.



After a nonent, K tan said to Kindan, “l don’t know what to do.”

“My father used to nmake a brew for herdbeasts,” Lorana suggested, then nade a
face. “1 don't knowif it would work for fire-lizards, though.”

“I't mght be worth a try,” Ktan said with a shrug.

“Do you renenber the ingredients?” Kindan asked. Lorana nodded.

Kindan trotted off to the outer room and rumraged about for stylus and paper
whi ch he brought back to Lorana. She wote quickly, in her fair hand. K tan

| eaned over, scanning the list as she wote.

“We have these ingredients,” he said when she finished. He took the list from
her and headed for the door. “l shall have a brew presently.”

Ki ndan turned to watch the heal er | eave, gaugi ng how soon he coul d hope for
his return. When he turned back to Valla and Lorana, he was surprised to see
her hunched over the paper, stylus drawi ng furiously.

“This is Colfet,” Lorana said as she finished the drawi ng. She handed it up
to him “I thought perhaps it might help in his search.”

“I had forgotten that you drew,” Kindan adnitted. “Wen we heard fromlsta
Weyr, they nentioned the drawings you' d done for Lord Carel at Lenps.”

Lorana bl ushed slightly and feebly waved the conplinent aside. “They weren’t
t hat good.”

She shifted her attention again, rapidly making a new sketch. “Wat | really
wanted to do wasthis. ”

She showed the new drawi ng to Kindan. Two small six-legged creatures were on
t he page.

He raised an eyebrow inquiringly at her

“I was hoping to draw every aninmal | could find on Pern, to understand their
differences and simlarities.”

Ki ndan bent again to the drawi ngs. “l recognize this one,” he said, pointing.
“I"ve seen it around in fields here.” He pointed to the other one, shaking his
head. “But-where did you find that?”

“lgen seashore,” Lorana replied. She gestured at the differences and gave him
a condensed version of the same observation she’'d given J'trel nearly a nonth
bef ore.

“I"minmpressed,” Kindan said. He | ooked at the drawi ng again and then back at
her. “Do you draw in col ors?”

“Col ors?” Lorana repeated in surprise. “lI could never afford colors.”
K tan returned at that moment, bustling into the room quickly.

“Here we are!” he called, placing a tray with a steami ng brew in Kindan's
hands. “Have your little one try this.”

It took all of Kindan’s coaxing to get the first drop of the brewinto the
fire-lizard’ s nouth. Then Valla snorted indignantly and, with a red-eyed



gl are, blinkedbetween.

“I don't think he liked it,” K tan observed dryly.

“I't doesn’t tastethat bad,” Lorana said defensively. “I tried a drop nyself!”
“The trick nowis to get himback,” Kindan said with a sigh

“So he can finish the nmedicine,” K tan added.

Ki ndan twitched a frown. “lI had better go after him”

“I could stay with Lorana,” K tan offered.

“No,” Lorana said. “I'mfine. If | need anything, I'lIl tell Drith.”

K tan's eyes wi dened, and Kindan turned to her in surprise.

“You spoke to Drith?” the heal er asked. “He told me | was needed—that wasyou
?17

Lor ana nodded.

”

“I"d better go,” Kindan repeated, clearly torn

“CGo, find your fire-lizard,” Ktan said, passing the mug of brewto him *“See
if you can convince himto try some nore.”

Ki ndan took the nug and trotted away.

As Kindan's footsteps faded away, K tan | ooked back to Lorana and chose his
next words carefully. “Can you speak toany dragon?”

“l think so,” Lorana said. “I could talk with Talith.”

“There’s a Hatching soon,” K tan began. “And a queen egg—

“J'trel thought | should be a weyrwoman,” Lorana said, shaking her head. “I
don't know if |I'd be any good,” she admitted. “But 1'd like to see a
Hat chi ng.”

K tan gave her a searching | ook and then nodded.
“Ri ght now, you need your sleep.” He gestured for her to lie back down. “I’1]
turn the gl ows down on the way out.”

After Ktan left, Lorana tried to get back to sleep. She couldn't. She kept
mul I ing over the events in her life. She felt sorry for Kindan and his sick
fire-lizard. She felt responsible.

She knew, from her work with her father, how sone herdbeasts would get sick
and pass the sickness on to others. She knew from bitter experience that
peopl e coul d al so pass sickness fromone to another

Her father had taught her that the best cure for sickness anbng herdbeasts
was isolating the whole herd if one becane ill.

“Even the heal thy ones?” young Lorana had asked in amazenent.



Her father had nodded. “They m ght be healthy today and sick tonmorrow. That's
why the quarantine. We keep the sick fromthe healthy.”

“And if they don’t get sick?”

“Well, we leave the herd isolated | ong enough to be sure no nore beasts are
getting ill,” he'd told her

When the first incidents of Plague had been reported, and worried runors were
flying thick anongst hol ders and crafters, Sannel had said confidently, “This
is a human illness. It may affect the herdbeasts, but it won't affect the
dragons or fire-lizards.”

Lorana knew that had something to do with the differences between native
organi sns and those transplanted fromEarth. Could it be, though, that humans
or herdbeasts couldcarry an illness that would affect fire-lizards?

She tried to shake the worrying thoughts away, tried to find sleep, but she
couldn’t. To distract herself, she tried searching once nore for Garth and
Grenn. The effort left her sweating; her failure left her crying.

Her tears were still wet on her cheeks when she caught sight of a light
above, toward the entrance to her room It was nultifaceted, like a
fire-lizard s eye

“Gart h?” she called out. “G enn?”

No answer. The light in the roomwas grow ng, and Lorana saw anot her
glittering jewel in the room beyond.

The shapes were wong for fire-lizard eyes. She frowned in concentration
Slowy the light grew and she realized that the faceted |lights were al ways
brighter than the light in the rest of the room

She turned on her side, propped herself up on an el bow, and pushed herself
upright in the bed, |egs dangling over the floor

She felt |ight-headed but not quite faint. The roomthreatened to tw st
drunkenly away from her, but she forced herself to concentrate on the faceted
light and find the horizon above her

Lips tightened in determ nation, she pushed herself to her feet.

She was shaky.

| should be resting, she told herself. But the lights tenpted her

Her first step was awkward and ungainly, but she found her feet and slowy
wal ked toward the door.

Standi ng in the doorway, she could see the next roomclearly. In the ceiling
were nore of the bright jewels. Lines of light stretched fromjewel to jewel.
One line of light seenmed to be coming toward the jewel in her doorway fromthe
jewel in the center of the room

She gasped i n amazenent.

The jewels were some sort of glass, she realized, placed to mirror light into
the rooms. The whol e effect was beautiful



She followed the line of light fromher ceiling jewel to the one in the
center of the room pivoting around to see all the rays reflected fromit to
still nore jewels.

W nd Ri derhad had sonething like these jewels to bring light fromthe deck
down to the | ower deck, but that glass had been fogged and green. The glass in
these jewels practically shone with glistening clarity.

Tottering slightly, Lorana turned back to her own roomto retrieve the paper
and stylus Kindan had | eft behind for her

Qui ckly she drew a sketch of the bejewel ed ceiling. Wen she was done, she
wal ked into the hallway, intent on following the Iine of jewels to their
out si de source. The hallway was anticlinmactic, as the jewels and |ight path
di sappeared into the ceiling above.

Still, she followed the line of white |light above her until she cane out into
the great Weyr Bowl and the warm norning |ight.

“Ch!” she gasped, looking up into the sky. “Ch!” Her eyes |ocked on the scene
above her, she fell to her knees, laid the paper on them and, fingers flying,
tried to capture the i mages she was seeing.

The sky was full of dragons and fire-lizards cavorting |ike clouds of |ight
brought to life in the early norning softness. Blue, green, bronze, brown, and
gold. The fire-lizards flitted |like swarnms of dutiful attendants around the
soaring dragons, who took in the attentions of their smaller cousins with the
pl easure of elders for infants.

The chitters of the fire-lizards and bugles of the dragons were reflected in
her head by the deep nental voices of the dragons and the flighty feelings of
the fire-lizards—and Lorana t hought that never had she seen a nore beautiful
dawn chorus or had a nore enjoyable nmoment in her life.

The nonent was shattered, horribly, in an instant as from sonewhere in the
swarm Lorana heard an unm stakabl e cough. It was echoed, nonents |ater, by
anot her.

Dragons don't get sick.J trel’s words resounded horribly in Lorana’s m nd

It seened that as Lorana’s strength grew, Valla s strength ebbed. In a
sevenday, Lorana was nearly back to her full health, while the little
fire-lizard had becone listless and nearly lifeless.

Lorana did everything she could to help Kindan and his fire-lizard. She and
K tan conferred often on herbal renedies, and K tan even visited the Heal er
Hal | at Fort Weyr in search of nore suggestions, but nothing seened to help.

At K tan’s request, Lorana remai ned sequestered in her room even though she
was rmuch nmended

“W don’t want you to wear yourself out and relapse,” Ktan had said with a
wag of his finger.

But Lorana, recalling her father’s words about quarantine, suspected that was
not his only reason for the injunction.



A hoarse, wacking cough woke her in the mddle of the night. Sounds cane
fromthe | arge room outside her quarters. A shadow approached her.

“l brought you sone colored pencils,” Kindan called out. “I was hoping you'd
draw . ”

Lorana sat up, found the gl owbasket, and quickly turned it. The gl ow did not
light the roombrightly, but it was enough to see Kindan’'s worried face and
the linp fire-lizard he cradled in one arm

He extended a bundl e of colored pencils to her with his other arm

“I"d be happy to draw Valla, Kindan,” Lorana told him

“I't’s not that—= Kindan began, but just then Valla coughed a | ong, rasping
cough and spat out a gob of green, sliny nmucus. Kindan nade a face and pointed
at the nucus. “It’sthat. ”

Lorana peered at the discharge for a nonent and then took Kindan’s bundl e,
pi cked up her new sketchbook—a gift from K tan—fromthe bedsi de tabl e beside,

and drew rapidly.

“I’"ve seen that sort of discharge from sick herdbeasts,” she said as she
fini shed her sketch and held it up to Kindan

“Did they survive?” Kindan asked, |ooking down fondly at his fire-lizard.

Lorana quirked her lips. “Some of them”

“Ktan's still asleep and 1'd hate to wake him He was up all hours | ast
night with a sick child,” Kindan said after a nmonent. He gestured to her
drawi ng. “I can show himthis drawi ng when he wakes. In the nmeantine, could

you make sone nore of that herbal for Valla?”
“K'tan wants nme to stay here,” Lorana protested.

“It’s just a short trip to the Kitchen Cavern and no one's there—+ checked,”
Ki ndan said, his eyes pleading with her. “W' Il be back in no tinme.”

Rel uctantly Lorana nodded, unable to tell himthat no herdbeast needing a
second dose of herbal had survived.

They wal ked out into the Weyr Bowl . Lorana | ooked up at the dimrows of
lights that stretched up fromthe basin of the Bow to its rim

“Are those dragons?” she asked Kindan

“Mostly they're glows,” Kindan told her. “You can just make them out during
t he day, but at night . . .~

He gestured and | ed her into another |arge cavern
“This is the Living Cavern,” Kindan told her, gesturing around at the trestle
tables laid out in neat, long rows. One wall glowed with banked fires. He | ed

her toward the brightest fire.

“This is the night hearth,” he explained. “If ever you re hungry, you'll find
somet hi ng—ncl udi ngkl ah —here.”



He gestured to a sideboard. “The cooks usually |eave some bread and butter
here, as well as fruit.”

“Where do they store the herbs?” she asked.

Ki ndan gave her a puzzled |look as he tried to renenber, then brightened,
pointing to a |l arge cupboard at the far end of the cavern. “l believe the
spi ces are there. Do you need any special herbs?”

“I'f the cooks keep the usual supply, | should be fine,” Lorana said, heading
across the room She opened the doors and took a deep lungful of the
tantalizing snmells that came fromthe stored herbs. Wth the help of a gl ow
Ki ndan held up for her, she quickly collected the herbs she required and
wal ked back to the night hearth. In a few short mnutes, she had the herbs
simering in a pot of water over the open flanes.

“Not much | onger,”
chairs.

she said. Kindan nodded and gestured to the nearest

“Ch, let ne!” Lorana said when she saw himtrying to seat hinself while not
di sturbing Valla. She pulled the chair at the head of the table out for him
and pushed it back in a bit as he sat.

“Thank you.”
Lorana sat herself nearby, angled so she could watch the fire.

An awkward, slightly sleepy silence, descended between them Lorana found
hersel f concentrating on the wheezy sound of Valla’'s breathing and dividing
her gaze between the sick fire-lizard and his owner

“I"ve never seen himlike this,” Kindan said after a | ong while, shaking his
head sadly. “I’ve seen others, though.”

“Fire-lizards?” Lorana asked in surprise.

“Peopl e,” Kindan replied, eyes bleak
“All my family, except ny father, died in the Plague,” Lorana said,
shuddering at the nenory.

Ki ndan gave her an encouragi ng | ook and Lorana found herself recounting how
the illness had taken her fanmily, how the holders had been afraid that with
t hei r wandering ways, they m ght have brought the Plague with them how—

“I was at the Harper Hall, to start,” Kindan said when Lorana broke off wth
a sob. He expl ai ned how he had been sent to Fort Hold in disgrace after being
accused of starting a fire in the Archives room How he had worked with the
heal er at Fort as the first few Plague victins fell ill and then, as nore and
nore succunbed, how the heal er hinself had taken ill and died, |eaving Kindan
al one, at just fourteen Turns, to carry on as best he coul d.

“You must have been very brave,” Lorana said in awe.

“I was very tired,” Kindan said with a shake of his head. “lI was too tired to
be brave.”

“Very brave,” Lorana insisted.



“They needed ne,
| eave them”

he said sinply, his voice full of emdtion. “I couldn't
“What about your family?” Lorana asked, trying to change the subject to
somet hing | ess painful for the harper

“I have a sister still alive,” he told her. “My father and all ny brothers
are dead.” He grimaced. “Myst died in a cave-in; the last died of the Plague.”

“I"’'msorry.”

“My story’s not that different frommany others,” Kindan replied with a
shrug. “And better than sone.”

Not sure what el se to say, Lorana went to check the herbal brew Satisfied
she poured some into a tall glass.

“W’ |l have to let that cool,” she said. She sniffed it. “It smells right.”
“You can tell by snell?” Kindan asked, eyebrows raised.

“No,” Lorana admitted. “I can only tell if sonmething’s not right—4ike if |
left out an ingredient.”

“l shoul d have asked you for the ingredients, then | could have nmade it
nmysel f,” Ki ndan apol ogi zed.

“Wth a sick fire-lizard in your arns?” Lorana asked, shaking her head.
“Anyway, |’ m happy to help.”

“Wel |, thanks again,” Kindan said. Valla snorted and turned. Lorana |eaned
forward and held a hand just above the fire-lizard s head, careful not to
touch it.

“l can feel the heat fromhere,” she said.

Val | a coughed green phl egm which coated Lorana’'s hand before she could pul
it away.

“I"’msorry,” Kindan said.

“Don’t apol ogi ze,” Lorana said, rising to her feet. “I'Il just wash it off.
Perhaps | can find a small neasuring spoon while I'’mup.”

“They’' re over there,” Kindan said, pointing.
“You certainly know your way around a kitchen,” Lorana answered with a grin.

“Only this one,” Kindan agreed. “And nostly | know where to find the
medicinals for a late night of harpering—headaches fromthe w ne, sore throat
from singing.”

Lorana washed her hands, then chose a small neasuring spoon and brought it
back to where Kindan sat. She poured sonme of the herbal tea into the spoon and
gestured to Kindan. Wth Kindan holding Valla still, Lorana managed to pry the
fire-lizard' s nouth open and coax himto swall ow the dose.

“And now we wait,” Kindan guessed. He | ooked over to Lorana. “You should go
get your rest—t’'ll be dawn soon.”



Lorana nodded, stifling a yawn, and left.

Back in her room she found herself |ooking up at the ceiling once nore,
watching as the brilliant light jewels started to glowwith light fromthe
early norning sun

I nspi red, she rose again, found her sketchbook and the col ored pencils Kindan
had brought, and strode out into the Bow .

Just as before, the Bow slowy filled with fire-lizards and dragons, rousing
and going to the |lake at the far end to wash and drink, orbetween to the
Feedi ng Grounds outside the Weyr. She sketched quickly, filling page after
page with the brilliant colors of the dragons and fire-lizards frolicking in
t he warm norni ng sun. She stopped when she ran out of paper and, eager to show
her work, rushed to the Kitchen Cavern

She found Kindan just where she’d left him He | ooked up at her, and his
bl eak expression told all she needed to know.

“He’ s gone,” the harper said in a choked voice.

“How is he taking it?” Mtal asked K tan later that norning when the Wyr
heal er gave himthe news of the |oss of Valla.

“As well as any,” K tan replied, shaking his head. “He’s survived the |oss of
a wat ch-wher, and he lived through the Pl ague.”

“Which is nore than some of us can say,” Mtal acknow edged ruefully, for he
still felt guilty over his decision to close the Wyr when news of the Plague
first reached them

“I't was the only choice we could make,” Ktan told the Weyrl eader firmy.

“Whi ch does not meke it any |less painful.”

K tan nodded. “We hel ped as much as we coul d when the Pl ague was over.”

Mtal grunted and nade a throwaway gesture, signaling an end to the topic.

“We have another hard choice,” Ktan told the Weyrl eader after a nonment of
si | ence.

Mtal nodded in understanding. “Do we know if Valla's death was from
cont agi on?”

“Qther fire-lizards are coughing,” K tan said.

Mtal froze for a long nmonment. Hi s question, when he asked it, was dire. “Can
t he dragons catch this sickness?”

“l don’t know,” K tan admitted.
“And we can’'t afford to take the risk,” Mtal surmsed. He | ocked eyes with
t he heal er who pursed his |ips and nodded reluctantly. “Are you proposing that

we ban the fire-lizards fromthe Wyr?”

K tan’s nod was nearly inperceptible.



“You nust leave,” Ktan said to her

Lorana | ooked up from her drawing of the fire-lizards, eyes stricken. Behind
hi m she coul d see Kindan, his eyes burning with hate.

“You killed the fire-lizards,”
si ckness.”

Ki ndan snarled at her. “You brought the

“You nmust | eave,” K tan repeated.
Yes, | must |eave, Lorana thought to herself. This is ny fault. | mnust go
into quarantine. Until . . . unti

Lorana woke with a start, sweating. She |ooked around, trying to place
herself. It was late, dark. She had been dream ng

It had been nearly four days since Mtal had ordered the fire-lizards from
Benden Weyr. Lorana had recovered her strength, but she had remained in the
infirmary, scared of being seen by the weyrfolk, particularly those who' d had
fire-lizards.

She gat hered her gear together and found a carisak to stuff theminto. She
left the colored pencils and her draw ngs behi nd—per haps they woul d nmake
paynment for all that the weyrfol k had done for her

Slowy she crept out of the infirmary and toward the Weyr Bow . Inside, she
was nunb. She felt nothing.

Except, maybe, hungry. No, definitely hungry. In fact, Lorana was painfully
hungry. She could feel it in her belly, she could feel it in a hunger headache
poundi ng in her head. She couldn’t understand how she could feel so hungry so
suddenl y.

Her ears caught a faint humm ng. Her nose picked up the scent of food
cooki ng, and her stomach runbl ed.

Don’t worry, you'll get fed,Lorana told her stomach.

But |’ msohungry, her stomach protested. Lorana was nonentarily surprised; she
couldn’t remenmber her stomach ever answering her. She pushed the issue aside,
allowing that it could be the product of many things—her exhaustion, her
exposure, her weakness.

As she neared the end of the corridor, the sound of hunm ng grew | ouder, and
the snmell of roasting neat stronger. Her stomach knotted in anticipation
Then, when she reached the torchlit Weyr Bowl , conprehension burst upon her
i ke a wave.

A Hatching! In the Hatching G ounds across the Bow, dragons were hatching,
and new riders were |Inpressing—and around themall, the adult dragons were
hunmm ng encour agenent .

For a monent, Lorana considered heading toward the sound. To see a Hat ching!
What a gl orious thing!

But, no, she had to get away before anyone found her. Before they knew—

But |’ m hungry! her stomach conpl ai ned.



"1l feed you, honest, Lorana responded, wondering exactly when her stonach
had becone so demandi ng, and al so wonderi ng when she’ d become so good at
placating it.

She heard a nurnur of voices growi ng | ouder, com ng fromthe Hatching
G ounds.

“I"ve never heard of such a thing!” someone said, his voice carrying |oudly
across to her. It sounded |ike Kindan

“Hasn’t a hatchling ever left the G ounds before?” A fenale voice asked

Ahead, the darkness split off into three shadows. Two were human shaped, and
they seermed to be foll ow ng sonething. A hatchling!

What’' s a hatchling doing here? Lorana wondered. She shrank against the wall,
trying to remain unseen, but the hatchling turned toward her

| said | was hungry!

Lorana stopped dead, frozen in shock and fear, her breathing shallow, her
eyes wide. It could not be. The dragonet couldn’t be talking to her—+t had to
be her stonach

Pl ease, nmy wing hurts. The pitiful voice in her head was acconpanied by a
pai nful mewling that Lorana's ears heard.

Her instincts took over. She could never let an animal suffer. She rushed to
t he waddl i ng dragonet and quickly untangled its baby clawed feet fromits left
wing tip.

“There, better?” Lorana asked out |oud, oblivious to the crowd gathering
around her, concentrating solely on this marvel ous young gold dragon who had
asked her for help.

Much, thank you,the dragonet replied, butting her head against Lorana's
side.l amArith.

And in that instant Lorana recogni zed the inpossible. She had I npressed.

Lorana’ s sense of shock was overwhel med by her nurturing instincts. She
wobbl ed but did not fall down. Instead, she crouched beside Arith’s head and
began to gently rub, then scratch, the dragonet’s eye ridges.

“Pl ease,” she said, looking up at the crowd for the first tine, “Arith is
very hungry. Can you get her something to eat?”

“Certainly,” soneone replied instantly. A figure broke fromthe crowd and
hast ened away toward the source of the distant succul ent snells.

“Best get Lorana sonething, as well,” Kindan added, in a rich, well-nodul at ed
tone that carried the |l ength of Benden’s great Bow .

“Here,” a voice much closer to her—a wonan’'s voice-said, “Put this on.”
Lorana felt a warm jacket being draped over her. “You nust be as frozen as you
are hungry.”

Lorana | ooked up to see a woman about six or seven Turns ol der than herself
wi th blond hair and piercing blue eyes. A red-haired man stood besi de her,



| ooki ng protective. Lorana couldn’'t see that the wonan needed it, she had
rarely seen such a sel fpossessed person in her life.

“For a nonent | thought maybe she was coming for me,” the woman said with a
chuckle. “I"'mso glad it was you. Two woul d be inpossible.”

A sound, not quite a dragon sound, burst in the sky above them and a small,
ungai nly, ugly gold shape descended toward them It was a watch-wher, and when
it alit deftly on the floor of the Bowl, it trotted over to the woman.

The gol d watch-wher snuffed at Arith, who returned the gesture full of
curiosity; then, with a satisfiedchirp, the watch-wher sidled over to place
her head under the bl ond woman’s hand.

“l know you!” Lorana exclainmed. “You re Nuella.”

“I told you your fanme has traveled far and w de,
Nuel | a.

Ki ndan sai d, bow ng toward

“This is Wyrleader Mtal,” Kindan continued, gesturing to a silver-haired,
wi ry ol der man beside him

“My lord—2 Lorana was abashed to have been in the Weyr all this tine w thout
nmeeting him

Mtal cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Mtal, please,” he said. “O

Weyrl eader, if you must. You are one of us now, Lorana.”

Tears burst from her, running unchecked down her face. Arith | ooked at her
worriedly.

Are you hurt?the dragonet asked, ready to both confort and defend her nate.

It’s all right, it’s all right. I'’mjust so happy, Lorana assured her. And she
was. Mtal’s words had been just what she’d needed to hear. She had a hone.
She was Lorana, rider of gold Arith, dragonrider of Benden Weyr.

“l could not be happier,” she said al oud.

Lorana found herself ensconced in the | ast enpty Weyrwoman’s weyr, her scant
t hi ngs nmoved wi t hout her asking, her stomach—and Arith s—filled beyond
bul ging, and all the while she was lost in the magic of gold Arith’s whirling
eyes.

Her dragon’ s eyes.

Al the pain, the loss, everything that had gone before in Lorana’ s life was
redeened, erased, nmade nothing in the warnmh of Arith’s |ove.

It was as natural as breathing to Lorana that she’d pull her bedcl othes over
to her hatchling’s lair and fall asleep, curled up tight aroundher dragon

Kindan’s rich voice woke her the next morning. “There’'s a warm pool just the
ot her side of your sleeping quarters. I'mafraid youll need it.”

Lorana stretched—and wi nced. The hard stone of Arith’s lair mght be



confortable to the dragon, but it had left a ot to be desired by her
weyr mat e. Her nuscl es ached and threatened to cranp as she gently di sengaged
herself fromthe still-sleeping dragonet.

“l brought you sonekl ah, " Kindan added, extending a nug toward her as she
rose.

“Wuul d you happen to know where a robe is?” Lorana asked, feeling awkward in
her ni ghtdress.

Ki ndan pul |l ed sonething off his other shoulder and tossed it to her. He
turned away to give her privacy while she robed herself. “She’'ll sleep for
several nore hours, judging by her stomach,” he told her

“And she’'ll wake ravenous,” Lorana added.

“Ten of the eggs still lie on the Hatching G ounds,
“Ten out of thirty-two.”

Ki ndan sai d suddenly.

Lorana turned suddenly to Arith, reassuring herself that the dragon was al
right, still here—still hers.

“That’ s not nornal ?” she asked, turning back to himwi th an apol ogetic | ook

Ki ndan shook his head. “Not at all,” he answered. “Oh, sonetines one or two
are stillborn, but Salina’s Breth has never had a stillborn egg in any of her
cl utches.”

“What of the other Weyrs?” Lorana asked, her curiosity blending with her
growi ng sense of unease.

“Mtal has spoken with Crion,” Kindan said, “the Wyrleader of Ista.” He
continued, “Crion’s queen has just laid a newclutch, so it will be sone tine
before we find out nore fromthere.”

“And the other Weyrs?” Lorana asked.

Ki ndan shrugged. “We are only beginning to think of the questions we want to
ask,” he adnmitted. “That’'s why | wanted to talk with you.”

“Me?” Lorana asked, trying to keep a note of panic out of her voice. Wuat if
shewas the cause?

“Ktan and | would like you to work with us,” Kindan told her. “Your draw ngs
al one woul d be a great help.”

“My draw ngs?” Lorana asked in surprise.

“Yes,” Kindan agreed. He held up the drawi ng she’'d made of the green sputum
Val | a had coughed up. “K tan said we dare not keep samples of the actua

i nfection, but with your drawi ngs we can conpare di fferences, and track

changes in the sick

“Which is not to say that your understandi ng of herdbeasts won't also be a
great hel p,” he added.

“Dragons aren’t herdbeasts,” Lorana protested.

“No,” Kindan agreed with a nod. “They’'re not. But you'd be surprised at how
simlar illnesses can be between nan, beast, and dragon.”



Behi nd Lorana, Arith stirred in her slunber. Kindan noticed.
“I didn’t nmean to disturb her,” he said. “In fact, | should | eave you to
yourself. I'"msure you'll want to wash up.”

Lorana forced herself to relax. “Yes, the ground was harder than |’'d
t hought,” she sai d.

”

“Have your dragon bespeak Drith, K tan's dragon,” Kindan said as he made to

| eave.
Lorana nodded. “Is there a good tinme?”
He chuckled. “1 suspect that your time will be nore constrained than ours,”

he said, gesturing toward the sl eeping hatchling. “Wenever you re ready and
your dragon is asleep.”

“Whi ch won’t be much longer,” Lorana said as Arith shifted position again.
“No it won't,” Kindan said, agreeably shaking his head. “l’ve kept you too
long, I'msorry. It's just—=

“l understand,” Lorana replied.

Ki ndan made a hal f - bow and departed

Arith awoke faint with hunger. Again. It had been three sevendays since she’d
hatched. In all those sevendays, Arith had eaten scraps brought by the
Weyrlingmaster. Lorana had been anazed at the dragonet’s appetite, which
rapidly grew fromone | arge bucket, to twd, then three, and finally five.

Arith’s sleep was as erratic as any newborn’s, which slowed Lorana’ s own
recovery from her exposure and exhaustion. It was all Lorana could do to keep
Arith fed, feed herself, and keep up with the constant oiling necessary to
keep the dragonet’s growi ng skin from cracking. She woul d wake up bl eary-eyed
and go back to bed bl eary-eyed, never quite sure what hour of the day it was.

Fortunately, Arith’s newborn growth spurt was finally snoothing out and her
sl eep pattern normalizing.

“She’s growing very fast,” P gul, the Weyrlingmaster, had exclainmed the | ast

time he had cone to check on her. “She’ll be ready for the Feeding G ounds
soon.”
He shook his head in amazenent. “Catch her own food, too, | don't doubt.”

Now, as Lorana guided the increasingly irritable dragonet out of their
quarters on the | owest |evel of the Weyr, she realized that she did not know
where the Feedi ng Grounds were. She stopped in confusion and stood in the
great Bow of the Weyr, | ooking around desperately.

“Are you going to wait until she dies from hunger, or were you perhaps hoping
that her keening would disturb the whole Weyr?” a voice from behi nd her
demanded caustically.

Lorana spun around to cone face-to-face with a woman not all that nuch ol der
than herself. The woman’s face had a pinched | ook, as if she had been caught



in a perpetual sneer. Her blue eyes were pallid and her |ips were pursed tight
inathinline. Blond hair was pulled together behind her neck

“I don’t know where the Feeding Grounds are,” Lorana said apol ogetically.
“Peh! Some Weyrwoman you' |l make!” the other returned. “Didn’t bother to
listen to the orientation, did you? Too high and mighty. Expect the rest of us
to |l ook after you, do you?”

“No, |-

“I't’s not as though we all don’t have our own dragons to |look after—= At this
point a large queen burst into air above them hovering near the other woman.

Arith took one fearful look up at the full-grown queen, gave a wistful chirp
was answered by an encouraging bellow, and pronptly di sappeared hersel f.

In a nonment, Lorana could feel Arith’'s pleasure as she made her first kill
and she saw an i mage of the Feeding G ounds in her mnd s eye. She | ooked up
at the large queen, certain that she was the source of Arith’s inspiration
and said with relief, “Thank you.”

My pl easure, the queen responded, settling gently on the ground beside her
rider.Your little one was quite agitated.

" msorry, Lorana apol ogi zed.| hadn’t expected to Inpress her. She got a
feeling of anused tol erance fromthe queen.|l’ m Lorana.

I know, t he queen responded.l am M nith.
“You talk to other dragons?” Mnith's rider asked, shocked.

“Ch, yes,” Lorana said, forgetting that this was not a comopn trait anong the
weyrfol k. The ook on the other rider’s face quickly disabused her. Trying to
be civil—-after all, the queenhad helped Arith to the Feedi ng G ounds—torana
stretched out her hand and said, “lI’m Lorana.”

The ot her eyed her hand dubiously but did not take it. “Tullea, Wyrwonman
second,” she said, still looking |like she’d just bitten into a bitterfruit.
“Salina asked me to check on you,” she added in a tone that made it clear what
she thought of that inposition

“That was very kind of Salina,” Lorana replied, desperately trying to place
the nane but failing. She knew she’'d heard it before, but she was too groggy
to dredge up the nmenory.

“You don’t know who she is, do you?” Tullea asked accusingly.

“Her Breth is Arith’s dam” Lorana tenporized, feeling overwhel ned by the
ot her woman’ s manner.

“Salina is theseni or Weyrworman,” Tul |l ea snapped. “Don’t you know anyt hi ng?”
She didn't give Lorana time to respond before continuing, “Well, obviously you
don"t. | can’t see what sort of help you ll ever be. Perhaps it would be best
if-=

Mnith erupted in a | oud disapproving roar, cutting Tullea off. Tullea | ooked
up at her dragon, her eyes softening somewhat.

“Now | ook what you’ ve done, you’ ve upset her.”



m sorry,
dr agon.

Lorana muttered. Silently, she said to Mnith, M/ apol ogi es, gold

M nith gave Lorana a pert nod, eyes whirling red-green

Lorana turned her attention to Arith, partly out of desperation.Are you al
done?

One nore, please! The dragonet pl eaded.
Lorana couldn’t help smling. “Very well, silly,” she said al oud.

“I'f your dragon gorges, don't come to nme!” Tullea said, clinbing up to
Mnith's neck. “I’ve better things to deal with.”

Wth a great bound of her hind legs, Mnith | eaped into the air and beat her
way up out of the Bowl . Once clear she blinked out of existencebetween.

Lorana wat ched the maneuver with her eyes wi de. The adult queen was so
graceful and her novenents so beauti ful

Soon 1’1 be able to do that, Lorana marveled to herself, her thoughts going
back to her splendid Arith. She had discovered with her fire-lizards that they
knew how to gobetween fromthe nonment they were born. Training themto cone
back, to go where she wanted, had taken many nonths of hard work. She knew
fromthe Teaching Ballads that Arith had the sane innate talent—n fact, she
had just demonstrated it by goi nghetween to the Feeding G ounds—but it would
take careful training over several Turns for Lorana to be able to ride her
preci ous gol dbetween to pl aces of her own choosi ng.

Still, she entertained visions of rising into the air, blinking into the
col dbet ween and out agai n—anywhere on Pern

Her heart gave a lurch as she realized the vistas her newfound freedom
of fered. She reached out with her nmind toher dragon and made her presence
tenderly felt. A rebounding wave of affection swept back to her fromArith.
Lorana’s vision suddenly misted as her eyes brimred with joyful tears.

A moment | ater, she felt Arith quench her thirst with the hot bl ood of a
herdbeast, felt her dragonet rend the flesh of the small beast, and felt her
swal | ow wi t hout so nuch as a bite.

Chew! Lorana told her sternly.

" m hungry, Arith conpl ai ned. Lorana could feel the little gold s hunger
| essened by the two ot her herdbeasts she had consuned.

Greedy guts!Lorana thought back. She felt Arith’s amusenent and
sel f-satisfaction. That’s your |ast one.

Lorana felt Arith tense up in nascent disobedi ence.

I meanit, she warned the dragonet with the same fierce intensity she’d used to
her fire-lizards. Biting back a pang of grief over their |oss, she sent a
second firmorder to Arith.

Al right,Arith all owed.

A burst of cold above Lorana heral ded the hatchling’ s return throughbetween.



Arith landed quickly, stunmbled just a bit, and i mediately proceeded to
stroll nonchalantly up to Lorana with a very obvious |-neant-to-do-that
swagger. Lorana |aughed at her, reaching down indul gently to scratch the
dragonet’s eye ridges.

Ah, that’s better, Arith sighed.

“They’'re not really supposed to gobetween until they’ re much older,” a voice

said beside her. It was K tan.

Lorana sniled fondly at her little queen and stood up to face the Weyr
heal er.

“I't’s all right, I knew where she was,” Lorana said.
“Evenbet ween ?” he asked, eyebrows arched in surprise.

Still smarting fromher encounter with Tullea, Lorana bit back her inmediate
irritated response and settled for, “Wll . . . yes.”

“Inpressive,” K tan remarked.

“Kindan told me that you needed to talk with ne several sevendays ago,”
Lorana said hastily, “but I’'mafraid with Arith—=

K tan held up a hand, shaking his head. “No need to apol ogi ze.” He turned
toward Arith, then turned back inquiringly to Lorana. “May | | ook at her?”

Lor ana nodded.

K tan's inspection was swift and gentle. He ran his hands from her head down
her neck, to her forelegs, across her distended belly, and on to her withers
and tail.

“She’s nmaking her own kills already?” he asked, his face show ng surprise.

“That’ s not normal ?” Lorana asked in response. “The fire-lizards usually need
several sevendays of hand-feeding, but | thought dragons—=-
“Dragons are not so different,” he said. He stood up, backed away fromthe
young queen, and shook his head admringly.

“She’s beautifully proportioned,” he announced at |ast, adding with a grin,
“barring her stonmach.”

Lorana felt herself grinning back in relief. She arched her neck to scan the
weyrs around the Bowl, spotted one brown head | ooki ng down at them and waved
at the dragon she knew was Drith. Drith twitched, startled that she had
recogni zed him and nodded back at her

“He’'s quite a beauty,” Lorana said.

K tan, who had foll owed her gaze, |aughed. “lIndeed he is,” he agreed, his
voi ce full of fondness for his dragon. Then he changed the subject back: “You
say you knew where she was?”

Lor ana nodded.

“How do you do that?”



Lorana thought for a nonent, then shrugged apol ogetically. “lI don’t know how;
| just do,” she said.

“There she is!”

Lorana | ooked up. A tall, graceful, older woman was striding quickly toward
them acconpanied by Mtal, the Weyrl eader

“I's it true that you can talk to any dragon?” Mtal asked when they arrived.
Lorana nodded. “Yes, Weyrl eader.”
“Excellent!” Mtal said.

“What is it |like?” the woman asked. Lorana realized that this was Salina
herself, Breth's rider and Benden’s Wyrwoman.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” she began slowly. “I could talk to ny
fire-lizards of course—= She nmade a sad face at their mention, but continued
on. “—so | guess | just didn’t know | wasn't supposed to be able to talk to
all dragons.”

Sal i na nodded encouragi ngly. Lorana groped for words, and found them “It’s
like being in a roomfull of your best friends.”

Her eyes lit as she peered up at all the weyrs above and the dragons | ooking
back down at her.

“Sonetines | hear individual conversations, sonetinmes | don’t,” she said. “I
don’t pry,” she added hastily, “and woul d never eavesdrop. But nost of the
time the dragons tal k anongst thensel ves, you know.”

“They do?” Salina’'s eyes widened in surprise. She glanced up to where her
Breth lay. “Well, | suppose |I’'d never thought about it, but theydo have a | ot
of time on their hands.”

“At least until Thread falls,” Mtal said. He asked Lorana, “Can you talk to
wat ch- whers, too?”

“Wat ch- whers?” Lorana repeated. She shrugged. “I don’t know, |’ve never
tried.”

“Hm ” Mtal nurnured thoughtfully.

“I'f she can talk to all dragons, | would be surprised if she couldn’'t talk to
all watch-whers, too,” Ktan put in.

“ “Aroomfull of your best friends,” ” Salina repeated, mulling over
Lorana’s words. “Why are they your best friends?”

“Maybe they aren’t,” Lorana admitted with a frown. “But they seemlike it
They’'re all so nice and courteous and al ways asking about me and Arith.”

“Well, that’s to be expected—you' re a queen rider now,” Salina said, with a
touch of tartness in her tone.

Lorana flushed. “It’s not quite Iike when ny Garth rose to mate,” she said,
her thoughts racing along lines simlar to Salina’s.



“CGarth?” Mtal asked.
“I had two fire-lizards,” Lorana explained. “Garth was ny queen.”

“Ch,” Mtal responded, his tone both enlightened and relieved. “So you' ve
been through a mating flight.”

Lorana nodded enpathically. “Yes, definitelythrough, ”
flashing with anusemnent.

she agreed, her eyes

“It’s a bit nore intense when a queen dragon mates,” Salina cautioned. Mta
grabbed at her possessively and pulled her close to him Salina smled and
curled against him wapping an arm around his wai st.

“So |'ve been told,” Lorana said. The dragons had just filled her in, and she
couldn’t help but snile.

“The dragons told you?” Mtal asked.

“Well, not told, as it were, but nore showed,” Lorana admitted.

“When?” Mtal asked incredul ously.

“Just now,” Lorana answer ed.

“Showed?” K tan asked.

Lorana frowned thoughtfully. “Sort of like a flurry of inages and enotions,”
she reported. She caught the alarned | ook that passed between Weyrl eader and

Weyrwonman and qui ckly added, “All very dragonish.”

Mtal and Salina | ooked relieved, and Lorana guessed that they' d entertained
the notion that the dragons night have conveyed intinmate details.

I"’msleepy, Arith interjected.

“Of course you are, you just gorged yourself,’
go lie down?”

Lorana replied. “Wiy don’t you

Al right,Arith agreed, tottering off toward their quarters. Wy don’t you go
eat ?

“I will,” Lorana said. “l promse.”
“What ?” Mtal and Salina both asked.

“Eat,” Lorana said. She raised a hand apologetically. “I’msorry, but |’m
ust up.”

—

“May we acconpany you?” K tan asked, gesturing toward the Lower Caverns.

“l don’t know where |I’m going, actually,” Lorana admitted. “I’ve only been to
the night hearth.”

Salina' s brow creased thoughtfully. “Wy didn’'t you ask the dragons?”
Lorana | ooked surprised. “lI hadn’t thought of that.”

“Actually,” Ktan admtted, “I pretty nmuch descended upon the poor girl just
after Tullea finished with her.”



M tal sighed and exchanged a concerned | ook with Sali na.

“Did you have words with Tull ea?” the Weyrwonman asked, pushing hersel f out of
her cuddle with Mtal and starting across the Bow .

“Well . . . yes,” Lorana admitted as she and the others foll owed Salina.

Mtal pursed his lips tightly before saying, “Tullea seens to—=

“Have problens dealing with people recently,” Salina finished.
Mtal arched an eyebrow in di sagreenent. “Recently being the past three
Turns,” he corrected.

“You mean she’s like that with everyone?” Lorana blurted and then cl apped a
hand to her mouth in surprise. The other three |aughed.

“I"'mafraid so,” Mtal said when he'd recovered, eyes still dancing with
amusenent .

“You shouldn’t feel singled out,” K tan added.

“I"'msure she'll settle down when Thread cones,” Salina said.
“Or her dragon rises,” Mtal added.

“Pref erabl ywhen her dragon rises,” K tan mrurnmured.

“Her dragon hasn't risen yet?” Lorana asked, feeling the begi nnings of sone
sympat hy for Tull ea.

K tan leaned in close to Lorana, to rmurmur, “W’rehoping that a mating flight
will cal mher nerves.”

“Or something,” Salina added, arching an eyebrow at K tan

“Ah, you found her!” Kindan called froma table as they entered the Living
Cavern. “Are you hungry, Lorana?” he asked, then shook his head at hinself.
“OfF course you are, | can see it fromhere! Sit, sit! I'Il arrange for food.”

Ki ndan eyed the group of wonmen preparing food in the cavern and shouted out,
“Kiyary! Could we have food for five—ncluding one with a new hatchling?”

A young brunette in the group | ooked up, caught sight of Kindan, and waved
acknow edgnent. In short order Lorana found herself replete, filled with
succulent fruits, hearty porridge, and warnklah. The others politely kept up
conversation all around her while she wol fed down her food with all the
abandon she had so abhorred in her dragonet.

Sal i na nust have caught her nood, for she said, soothingly, “It’s comon for
new riders to find thensel ves eating nore—the appetites of their dragons can
be overwhel m ng.”

“Not to mention the work,” K tan added with a | augh. Wen he caught the
confused | ook on Lorana’'s face, he added, “You oiled your fire-lizards,
ri ght?”

“Yes,” she replied, around a bite of food and still a bit dazed. Then
conpr ehensi on dawned, and her eyes w dened. “Ch! Ch, she is already quite a



bit larger than ny two.”

“Oling a dragon is a large part of what we dragonriders do,” Ktan admitted,
eyes tw nkling.

“But if you ve had two fire-lizards, then you probably won’t findone dragon
all that difficult,” Kindan said reassuringly.

“At least not to start,” K tan corrected. He gestured to Lorana’s plate. “Eat
up, you'll need your strength.”

“I think I’'ve had enough, already.” Lorana covered her mouth to stifle a
yawn.

“And after you eat, you sleep,” Kindan said. “Wen you re not eating, or

sl eeping—= The others joined in. “—you’re oiling.”

“Dragons and fire-lizards aren’t the sane,” Mtal said, directing his comrent
to Salina.

Lorana’ s eyes narrowed as she detected an undercurrent in the conversation
She realized that it had been there all along but she’'d been too hungry and
too distracted to notice it. In fact, now that she had recovered from her
encounter with Tullea, Lorana becane aware of a shadow of dread in the Weyr's
at nosphere.

She | ooked entreatingly at K tan, but the Weyr heal er had ducked his head in
t hought. She turned her attention to Kindan. He caught her gl ance and
i nperceptibly tilted his head toward Salina.

Sonet hi ng was wong with the Weyrwoman? Lorana wondered. Salina | ooked
pensi ve, w thdrawn, but otherw se healthy. Lorana gave Kindan a slight shake
of her head to say “lI don't understand.”

Just then she heard a | oud cough and a snort, which echoed around the Weyr.
Salina started, |ooked out toward the Bow, and then | owered her head slowy,
| eani ng against Mtal

“I't may not be the same thing,” Mtal said, grabbing her hand consolingly.
“I't may not be the sane thing at all.”

Lorana felt her stomach wrench in fear. She did not have to ask which dragon
had coughed, nor did she need to hear Breth’s apol ogetic, Sorry.

“Repeat that herbal recipe for ne,”
willingly, Lorana conplied

K tan asked her urgently. Al too

Salina lifted her head fromMtal’s shoul der and snmiled wanly at Lorana.

“We shoul dn’t keep you, dear,” she told her. She gestured toward the weyrs.
“CGo, get some rest. Your Arith will be awake agai n soon enough.”

”

“I will not tolerate shirkers,” Weyrleader D gan growl ed at the blue rider in
front of him Telgar’'s Weyrl eader was dressed ready to ride. Above himin the
di stance were arrayed the wi ngs of Telgar Wyr—all except one. D gan's face
was twisted in a scow .

“But Jalith is—



“Shirking!” D gan shouted back, towering over the shorter blue rider in his
rage. He spared a contenptuous glare for the blue’'s Wngl eader, who wlted
visibly. Jalith and Mrit were ol dsters who had been at Tel gar Weyr when D gan
had first arrived. “They are testing ny authority as Weyrl eader.”

D gan renenbered the derision he and the riders fromlgen Wyr had received
when they had first arrived at Telgar Weyr. It was not their fault that Igen
had fallen on such hard tines, nor that their dying queen had failed to lay a

gol d egg.

“I honestly don’t think so,” Krem Telgar’'s Weyr heal er, said as soothingly
as he could. “Jalith is aspirating the same ooze that the fire-lizards—=

“Don’t tell ne!” D gan roared again. “lI don't care.” He jabbed a finger
upward, pointing to the sky. “Thread is comng. | won't have any shirkers.
‘Dragonmen nmust fly when Thread is in the sky.’ ”

It had taken hard work—ore work, D gan was certain, than old Telgar riders
woul d have required—for D gan to win respect at his new Wyr, and finally to
wi n the senior queen and becorme Weyrl eader. Since then he’d shown them every
day, what sort of riders came from gen \Weyr.

“I know mmy duty

”

D gan grow ed. “And all the riders inmy Weyr will dotheirs.

“Thread is not in the sky today,
rest "

Kremprotested. “Perhaps if we let Jalith

“No!” Veins stood out in the side of D gan’s neck. “Not today, not tonorrow,
not any day. All nmy wings will fly with all their dragons. W willtrain to
fight Thread. There will be no shirkers.” He pointed at the wilting blue
rider. “Munt your dragon, join your wng.”

The blue rider bl anched.
“Maybe if | could give Jalith somet hi ng—= K rem suggest ed

D gan cut himoff. “You may do anything you like, Healer—afterwe fly our
pattern.” He took two quick strides toward his bronze, |eapt onto the great
neck, and drove his dragon skyward.

The next several sevendays were a blur of feeding and oiling Arith,
occasional ly catching food for herself and snatches of sleep where she coul d.
Lorana naturally assunmed that young dragons were awake at all hours—ust I|ike
young children—so it was not until K tan explained that she realized there was
anyt hi ng out of the ordinary.

“Normal |y things wouldn't be this disrupted,” the Weyr Healer told her as he
met her on her way to the Food Cavern, “except for Breth's problens. \Wen the
gueen doesn’'t sleep, the Weyr doesn’'t sleep.”

“Does Arith wake the others, too?” Lorana asked, worriedly.

K tan shook his head. “Only a little,” he assured her. “All the bronzes and
nmost of the browns are attuned to the Senior Queen, so . "

Lorana nodded in understandi ng.



“And then there are the fire-lizards,” Kindan chined in from behind them

Lorana whirl ed, and Kindan gave her an apol ogetic wave, all the while smling
nost unapol ogeti cal | y.

“ “A harper’s best instrument is his ears,” ” Ktan said, quoting the old
sayi ng.

Ki ndan shook his head, grinning and pointing to his forehead. “Ears are
second, brains are first.”

“Then mouth is third,” Ktan said with a snort.

“OfF course,” Kindan agreed, grinning. Hi s nood sobered. “As | was saying, the
fire-lizards.”

“What about then?” Lorana asked.

“W’re trying to understand how they got sick and how | ong before . . .”
Kindan’s voice trailed off.

“They die?” Lorana finished. Kindan nodded, |ips drawn tight.

They reached the Cavern and sat near the fire. Kindan waved cheerfully to
Kiyary, who smiled back and brought over a plate of cheese and a pitcher
of kl ah. Mugs and plates were already laid out on the table in anticipation of
the m dday neal. Kindan grabbed a roll out of the basket in the center of the
table, tore it open, and deftly spread it with the soft cheese. Wth a raised
eyebrow, he tilted the basket toward Lorana, who grabbed a roll with a nod of
t hanks, and then Kindan repeated the performance with K tan

For a monent the three were silent, intent on preparing and eating their
rolls. Kindan finished his first, then reached for the pitcher ofklah and
filled his glass and the gl asses of the other twd. He drank deeply before

continuing. “If we can understand how the illness progresses in fire-Ilizards,
then maybe we can gai n sone understandi ng about how the illness will affect
dragons.”

“I can’t help you,” Lorana told them shaking her head sadly. “I don’t know

quite when ny two got sick—+’mnot even sure if they did.”

“And you sent your twobetween ?” K tan asked, eyes narrowed in thought.
“Val | a went between, too,” Kindan added.

“To die?” K tan wondered.

“Valla was hot and feverish,” Lorana said.

“Maybe the cold of between is too much for themwhen they' re sick,” Ktan
suggest ed.

“Or they got disoriented,” Kindan said.

“Lost between ?” Lorana shuddered. Then she thought for a nmoment. “So the
first thing to do would be to prevent a sick fire-lizard—=

“Or dragon,” Kindan interjected.



—er dragon,” she continued, “from goi ngbetween. ”

“But that doesn’t answer whether the disease itself is deadly,” Ktan
obj ect ed.

“True,” Kindan agreed with a shrug.

“On the other hand,” K tan noted, “we’'llnever know if the disease itself is
fatal if we can’'t keep a fire-lizard from goi ngbet ween. ’

“Or a dragon,” Kindan added darkly.

“I hope,” Ktan said fervently, “that it doesn’t come to that.”
“Someone’ s coning,” Lorana said suddenly, eyes wide.

The other two | ooked around. “Were?”

“Bet ween, "she sai d. She | ooked pai ned. “The dragon i s unhappy; so is the
rider.”

“You can feel then?” K tan asked.
Lorana nodded. “They’revery distressed.”

Qut si de cane the sound of a dragon popping out ofbetween. The watch dragon
bugl ed a chal | enge.

Ni danth and Crion fromlsta,was the response Lorana heard fromthe arriving
dr agon.

“Cone on,” Ktan called as he started out toward the Bow .

A wave of enotion swept Lorana off her feet. Kindan grabbed her before she
could fall.

Dragons keened nmournful |l y. Kamenth of Ista is no nore, Ganinth reported. Then
t he noi se redoubl ed. Jalith of Telgar has gone between, Salina s queen, Breth,
added.

“Here, lean on ne,” Kindan told Lorana. She pushed away from him The pain of
the dragons’ | oss tore her heart.

“No! | nust get up—Arith will be worried.”
“Then let ne help you,” Kindan repeated firny.

Lorana forced herself to recognize his logic and, with an angry sigh, wapped
her arms around him “Be quick,” she told him

In the Bowl, a bronze dragon was just |anding. The rider |ooked shaken. O her
riders, no | ess shaken than he, were gathering about him Lorana recognized
Mtal and Salina. Tullea was clinging unnaturally to B nik.

K tan was beside the bronze rider, supporting himwhile the bronze dragon
curved its head down cl ose beside, eyes whirling in distress.

“I"d heard you had some cure,” Crion, Wyrleader of Ista Wyr, said hoarsely
to K tan.



A loud, gurgling cough from high above startled them all

“Breth, no!” Salina shouted as her queen | eaped off her |edge and into the
air. “No! Stop!”

Lorana took a hasty breath, |ooked up just as the queen wentbetween, and
cl osed her eyes. In her mnd she |leapt after the queen, calling,Breth, cone
back! Cone back

She bent her will to holding onto the queen, but Breth was stronger. Slowy,
Lorana felt the queen draw away from her, fartherbetween than Lorana had ever
been before. In a frightened instant, she |lost the queen, and then felt
hersel f becone | ost.

Arith! She called out desperately in her mnd, groping to find her way back.
She heard no answer. Frantically, she thrashed, | ost in an al oneness nore vast
t hanbet ween. Then, at the edge of her being, she felt some “other.” She
grabbed at it, was rebuffed by it, and felt no nore.

TEN

Al life functions are the product of the interaction between thernmodynam cs
and chem stry.

—+ntroduction, El ementary Biol ogi cal Systens, 18th Edition
Fort Hold, First Pass, Year 50, AL 58

Wnd Bl ossom woke with a start. There was danger. Danger to dragons. No, she
told herself, pushing herself upright on her cot with one arm| was drean ng
She dropped her feet off the bed and sat up, her bare feet resting on the cold
wooden slats that lined the tent floor. Her body conplained nore fiercely than
usual ; she was still aching fromthe cold and the rain.

I"mjust extrapolating fromthe fire-lizard to the dragons, she told herself.
Whi ch is | ogical

She thought back over the past several weeks.

The fight to save Tieran's precious fire-lizard had taken over seventeen
days, even with the last of the antibiotics.

The infection was so severe that Wnd Bl ossomwas tenpted to destroy the
speci men of green ooze she'd collected for fear of infecting others with it.
As it was, she ordered the dead fire-lizard s carcass dissolved in boiling
nitric aci d—and she seriously considered ordering the sane for the living
fire-lizard

In the end she’'d destroyed neither the surviving fire-lizard nor the
speci men. Under the nicroscope, she’d managed to identify a vast array of
anti bodies in the green sputum Unfortunately, she hadn't been able to go nuch
further than that. If the technicians had still been alive to operate the
equi prent, she could have dried sanples sufficiently to put them under an
el ectron mcroscope, if there’ d been one still working.



Better yet, if even nore advanced technology were still available, and they’'d
managed to conplete their mcrobial survey, Wnd Bl ossom coul d have enpl oyed
conputerized mcro-arrays to assay the genetic nmaterial of the m crobes found
in the sputum and search for one matching previously known infectious bacteria
with simlar characteristics. But the sad truth was that the first Threadfal
had occurred at Landing |ong before they had acquired an understandi ng of
Per nese ecosystens.

As it was, Wnd Bl ossomgot nmore useful information by observing the living
fire-lizard' s response to the general - purpose antibiotic.

It took nore than four days, using a maxi num body-wei ght dose, for the
fire-lizard’ s lungs to stop showi ng signs of distress. She continued the
antibiotic until it ran out—still not certain that she’d managed to knock out
all of the infection.

She had only a vague idea of what had caused the fire-lizard s infection
Repeat ed but guarded requests for any signs of unusual behaviors in
fire-lizards had turned up nothing. Unbelievably, it seemed that only these
two fire-lizards had acquired the new ill ness.

Whi |l e she was busy coordi nating the establishment of their

qguar anti ne—ncl udi ng the acquisition of this tent fromLord Mendin, who was
much put out when later inforned that the tent and everything in it would have
to be burned once the quarantine was lifted—Janir and Enorra had been busy
answering questions fromthe four corners of Pern. A prime concern was
controlling the curiosity of uninfected fire-lizards. They had to be directed
to come to either the College or Fort Hol d—ot the Drum Tower.

The Drum Tower’s watch—after the tower itself had been disinfected thoroughly
wi th hot amoni a—had been strengthened to provide continuous coverage of the
pl ace set aside for the tent, which housed Wnd Bl ossom Enorra, Tieran
Kassa, and their fire-lizard patient.

Rai n beat down upon the tent. The interior was dimy lit by gl ows. Through
the flap at the front of the tent, Wnd Blossomcould see that it was getting
lighter outside, and she guessed dawn would come in a few nore hours.

Ti eran was sl eeping oddly, one armgently draped over a bulge in his
bl anket —+the fire-lizard.

Kassa, who had the current watch, gave Wnd Bl ossoma nod, then returned to
her brooding by the stove. In their time together, Wnd Bl ossom had conme to
respect the young worman and to understand that Kassa had been willing to | ook
beyond Tieran's disfigurement to the young nan beneath the surface.

Enorra started in her sleep, and her eyes opened. Catching sight of her
upri ght nother, she wearily sat up in her own cot.

“Are you all right, Mther?”

W nd Bl ossom waved a hand di smssively. “I'"'mfine,” she said. “The
fire-lizard is probably also fine.” She gestured toward the lunp in Tieran's
bl anket .

“Then why are you up?” Enmorra asked, a touch acerbically.

Kassa turned fromher place at the fire to follow their conversation
attentively.



“I had a dream” Wnd Bl ossom confessed. “A nightmare, really.”
Kassa | ooked up at Wnd Bl ossom expectantly.

“Dragons?” Enorra asked, her body going tense.

“Somet hi ng wong with dragons?” Kassa repeated. “I dreaned that, too.

When the others | ooked at her, she shrugged. “Daydreamed, really. | was
awake, staring into the fire.”

“It—the dream-felt odd, it startled nme awake,” Enprra confessed.

W nd Bl ossom sighed. “It was nothing,” she decided. “We are all worried,
especially nowthat the little brown seenms to have recovered. It’s natural.”

Enorra gave her a skeptical |ook

“I"ve never had a dreamlike this before,” Kassa said. “My dreans aren’t as
vivid as this.”

“It’s probably just nerves,” Enorra said. “W are not sleeping in our usua
quarters.”

“Maybe,” Kassa al | owed.

“1, for one, will rest easier when we di scover the owner of the
fire-lizards,” Enorra said

Early on, Wnd Blossom Enorra, and Tieran had exam ned the brown fire-lizard
and noted with admration the carefully reset break inits wing. It was
obvious fromthat alone that these two fire-lizards bel onged to soneone.
Tieran insisted on keeping the brightly decorated bead harness that the
fire-lizard had worn, convinced that it was vital to identifying the owner

The harness had been sterilized in boiling water for over thirty mnutes and
woul d be sterilized once nore before Wnd Bl ossom ended the quaranti ne.

“CGo back to sleep, Mther,” Enorra said, |lying back down on her bed. “It’s
not yet dawn and the weat her | ooks no better than yesterday.”

In consultation with Janir, Enporra, and Mendin, Wnd Bl ossom had deci ded t hat
t he quarantine could end when the fire-lizard showed no signs of illness for
nore than a week, and when the weat her was good enough to burn their
encanprent . She hoped it would be a warm day, because the fina
decontam nation treatnment pronmised to be a chilly affair.

Wnd Bl ossom had inforned the others in quarantine of it the week before, so
they had had plenty of tine to get over their shock. She had arranged with
Janir to get thema nild acid solution. Wien they were ready for the fina
decont ami nation, they would strip, remove all body hair, |eave the tent, and
scrub each other with the acid solution

The acid would instantly turn the oils of their skin into soap and kill any
gernms on their bodies. It would be a very chilling process, and Enorra had
argued against that treatment for her nother, but Wnd Bl ossom had been
adanmant .

“So we're all going to be standing around out there naked as the day we were
born?” Kassa had squawked.



“What about the fire-lizard?” Tieran asked.

“You'll have to explain to himthat we'll need to do the same thing to him
too,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“I'f you tell himthat he'lIl get an extra treat after we’re done, and
especially oiled as well, maybe he’'ll stand for it,” Enorra suggested

Ti eran | ooked dubi ous. There had been too many tines when he’'d been afraid
that the fire-lizard would take of fbetween never to be seen again. He had
spent many sl eepl ess nights worrying about that until the fire-lizard s fever
had br oken.

Ti eran had woken that norning to a head softly rubbing against his cheek and
a plaintivecheep. Small green eyes whirled. As Tieran stared in amazenent, his
heart beat faster and faster with the hope that this fire-lizard would stay
withhim And so the little brown had.

Now W nd Bl ossom regarded her daughter thoughtfully, considering whether she
woul d take her advice and go back to sleep. Just as she had made up her m nd
and was ready to lie back down, Enorra’ s eyes opened agai n and she said, “What
woul d happen if the dragonsdi d get infected?”

W nd Bl ossom gestured for her to continue, noticing that Tieran had awakened
and, |ike Kassa, was listening intently.

“Threadfall’s over; the dragons don't have to fight,” Enorra said. “If the

infection is just in the lungs . ”

“Are you suggesting that the shock of between killed the queen fire-lizard?”
W nd Bl ossom asked.

Enorra frowned. “If so, would goi ngbetween kill infected dragons?”

“So the dragons woul d be unharmed as | ong as they could be prevented from
goi ngbet ween ?”

“I'f the infection itself isn’t deadly,” Enorra agreed. “And hopefully the
dragons would build up an immunity.”

“True, but the immunity woul d not be expressed in the germplasm” Wnd
Bl ossom count er ed.

“Meani ng what ?” Kassa asked, her brow creased in irritation. She had done her
best to try to follow their various discussions for the past sevenday, but it
was difficult for someone not trained in nmedicine.

“She means the next generation of dragons would be just as likely to catch
this infection,” Enorra expl ai ned. “Assumi ng, of course, that it ever nutates
sufficiently to infect dragons instead of fire-lizards.”

“No,” Wnd Bl ossom said, shaking her head. “There is little doubt that an
organismthat attacks fire-lizards will also attack dragons and wat ch-whers.”

“But the dragons are so much bigger!” Kassa objected.

“There is sonething to that,” Wnd Bl ossom conceded with a nod of her head.

“Do you mean that there would have to be many nore of the organi sms—=



“Bacteria,” Wnd Bl ossom correct ed.

“Why bacteria?” Enorra wondered
“Because the infection in the fire-lizard was suppressed with an antibiotic,”

Wnd Blossomreplied with a | ook of exasperation. “If it were viral, the
antibiotic would not have worked.”

“OfF course,” Enorra said, and grimced, feeling |like an especially di mpupi
in front of an acerbic teacher. “I’mtired, Mther. My mnd s not working at
its best.”

“Cbviously,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed tartly. She | ooked at Kassa. “Your point

about size was a good one. It is quite likely that there would have to be nore
bacteria on a dragon before the infection manifested itself.”

“And that gives the dragon’s imune systemnore tine to build antibodies,”
Enorra pointed out. “So maybe this infection wouldn’t affect dragons or
wat ch- whers.”
“Perhaps,” Wnd Blossom al |l owed. “But would you risk all of Pern on a
possibility?”

Kassa worked on the question. The answer left her horrified. “Are you saying
that if the dragons got infected, they could all die—and | eave Pern
def ensel ess agai nst Thread?”

“W hope it won’t come to that,” Enorra said fervently.

“But that is why we nust know nore about this fire-lizard and its owner,”
W nd Bl ossom decl ar ed.

“Why not | ook at its harness,
j unped.

Ti eran suggested sleepily. The others al

“I didn’t nmeant to disturb you,” Wnd Bl ossom apol ogi zed.

“Fine,” Tieran replied grunpily, “then stop talking and Il et me get back to
sl eep.” He turned over and then turned back again, |ooking at Wnd Bl ossom *“I

t hought | heard you say that the fire-lizard s illness was bacterial.”
“1 did.”
Ti eran gave her a surprised look. “lI can't see why you say that. What if the

bacteria infection was only opportunistic?”

Wnd Bl ossom s eyes w dened as she considered his question. “That is
certainly a possibility,” she adm tted.

“You were the one who told me to know what you're tal king about before you
open your nouth,” he observed grunpily, rolling back in his bed again.

Kassa regarded Wnd Blossomwi th wi de eyes, waiting for the ol der woman to
flay the young man with her tongue. She was di sappoi nted. Wnd Bl ossom rai sed
an eyebrow at Tieran, shrugged, and |lay back down in her cot.

Enorra and Kassa exchanged amazed | ooks and then Enorra, too, closed her
eyes.



Presently, it was quiet once nore in the tent. In her nmenory, the whole
conversation began to assune an unreal air as Kassa waited for dawn to
properly wake themall.

“Food’ s here!”

Moira' s shout woke them several hours later. Tieran and the fire-lizard were
the first out of the tent.

“How are you today, Tieran?” Mira asked.

She had volunteered to bring their food every day since the quarantine had
started, rain or shine—and it was nmostly rain. Tieran was very grateful for
her dedication

“What’' s the news?” he asked, carefully taking the basket of food from where
Moira had left it and carrying it toward the tent.

“The weat her is supposed to break in three days,” Mira said. “Maybe if Wnd
Bl ossom says—

“I'f the fire-lizard is still well, that would be a good tine,” Wnd Bl ossom

said, slipping out of the tent. “Please tell Janir.”

“I will,” Moira replied with a bob of her head. “Janir sends his apol ogies
and says that he’'ll be along later in the day.”

“Janir is always busy,” Wnd Bl ossom said. Tieran gave her a | ook, not quite
certain how to take her statement. “Please tell himhe nust nake a stockpile
of nitric acid-=

Moi ra | ooked conf used.

“My nother means HNCB,” Enorra said, stepping out of the tent to stand beside
W nd Bl ossom She | ooked at her nother. “Wy should he do that?”

“Precaution,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d. She | ooked back to Miira. “Tell himto get
at least thirty barrels.”

“Thirty barrels,” Mdira repeated with a nod.
“Quickly,” Wnd Bl ossom added.

“Very well, I'"Il tell him” Mira answered. She turned to | eave. “I nust get
back to the College, to start the next neal.”

“Soneone wake Kassa,” Enprra said, “or Tieran will eat her breakfast, too.

Janir came by that afternoon, stopping a good ten paces upwi nd of the tent.
Tieran was on watch and called to the others.

It was raining, a cold, steady drizzle. Enorra carried an unbrella to cover
their group; Janir protected hinmself with an unbrella of his own.

“Mbira said that you wanted thirty barrels of nitric acid, is that right?”
Janir began.



“Yes,” Wnd Bl ossom answered sinply.

“Why?” Janir asked. “1 thought burning the tent and its contents woul d
sterilize the area enough.”

“Not for the tent, for emergencies,” Wnd Bl ossom corrected.
“For other fire-lizards,” Enorra said.
“Or dragons,” Wnd Bl ossom added. “Have we heard any news?”

“About other fire-lizards getting sick?” Janir asked. At Wnd Bl ossom s nod
he replied, “No.”

“It's hard to believe that this infection is an isolated incident,” Wnd
Bl ossom sai d.

“Maybe we were |ucky,” Enorra suggested.

“How much luck can we have?” Wnd Bl ossom asked. “Do you want to bet on |uck
when one of the fire-lizards is dead and all our antibiotics are gone?”

“Has anyone asked which Holds are beading their fire-lizards?” Tieran
wonder ed suddenly, holding up the bead harness that the fire-lizard had worn.
The little brown saw it and gave a chirp of recognition

“W’ || get it back on you soon enough, little one,” Tieran told him
apol ogetically. The fire-lizard made a small noi se and rubbed his head
af fectionately against Tieran' s hand.

Janir shook his head. “W’ve heard nothing so far.”

“It’s been nearly three weeks,” Enorra said with a touch of heat in her
voi ce. “How long can it take?”

“The hol ders aren’t being as responsive as we’'d like,” Janir confessed. Wnd
Bl ossom qui rked an eyebr ow.

“There’s some feeling that this is a bit of a tenpest in a teapot,” he
expl ai ned. “There have been no reports of holders even considering putting
bead harnesses on the fire-lizards. There just aren’'t all that many of them
and everyone pretty much recogni zes each fire-lizard.”

“Then where did he cone from?” Wnd Bl ossom denanded. “Are there others |ike
hinf? Gher sick fire-lizards?”

“Wuldn't they all have died or recovered fromthe infection by now?” Janir
asked her.

“What if the infection can be passed to dragons?” Enorra demanded. “What
t hen?”

Janir raised his hands. “No dragon has gotten sick like this—=

“Before now,” Wnd Blossominterrupted him “lI have never seen a fire-lizard
sick like this. Ever.”

“But he recovered, didn't he?” Janir protested. “I'’msorry, Wnd Bl ossom but
you know t he backl ash we got from Mendin over what will happen to his best



festival tent—

“Not important,” Wnd Blossomcut himoff. “W nust find out where this
fire-lizard cane from W nust know nore about this infection. W nust know
how it spreads, what its synptons are, and how fatal it is.”

“Ri ght now you have a baseline of fifty percent nortality,”
out .

Janir pointed

“And this one survived only with the | ast of the antibiotics,” Enorra added.

“W don't know if a fire-lizard could survive unai ded.”

Wnd Bl ossomrai sed her hands and said, “We know how hard the human
popul ati on was hit by the Fever Year forty-two years ago. Can you inagi ne what
woul d happen to the dragons if half of them di ed?”

Janir’s face slowy drained of all color

ELEVEN

Bronze for golds,
Brown, blue, for greens,
So do the dragons
Fol | ow t heir queens.

Tel gar Weyr, End of Second Interval, AL 507

And you're sure, D nal, that the watch dragon has her orders right this
ti me?” D gan sneered. They were up high at the top of Telgar Weyr, where the
wat ch dragon was posted.

“Yes, |'"msure,” Dnal, the object of Weyrleader D gan's derision, replied.
“No nmore fire-lizards will come into the Bow .”

“No! "D gan shouted. “No nore fire-lizards are to comeanywhere near the Wyr!”

D nal nodded, his fists clenched tightly to his side. D gan stared at him
jaw cl enched, until the shorter rider took a backward step involuntarily.

“How wi | | the hol ders comrunicate with us if they can’'t send their
fire-lizards?” L'rat, |eader of the second wing at Tel gar, asked.

D gan raised an eyebrow at L'rat’s question and saw the other dip his eyes,
unwilling to match D gan’s | ook. He snorted. “They’' Il |ight beacons and raise
the call flags,” he replied. “The useless flitters were no good with nmessages
anyway. ”

“No one really knows, Dgan, if the fire-lizards brought the illness,”
the heal er, said.

K rem

“Well, then, we’'ll find out, won't we?” D gan returned sourly.

Fifteen. Fifteen dragons had died in the past sevenday, three of them so sick
that they could not even gobetween but expired in their weyrs.



“They were useful for communicating with the Masterhealer,” K rem added.

D gan vetoed the idea with a shake of his head. “The Masterheal er concerns
hinsel f with people, not dragons.”

“We should tell the other Weyrs—= L’'rat began

“We will tell themmothing !” D gan roared. He turned away, facing east, away
fromthe Weyr Bow behind him away fromhis Wngl eaders, his face into the
wi nd.

“But surely they will have the same problens,” D nal said.
“Listen, all of you,” D gan said angrily, whirling around, jabbing a finger
at each of them “Telgar Weyr will take care of itself,” he declared, pointing
at Dnal. He turned to L'rat, saying, “I will not have that addled Mtal or
that cretin Crion making fun of us, telling us what to do.

“Remenber how t hey chi ded when we brought the two Weyrs together? How jeal ous
they were that they hadn’t thought to absorb poor 1gen when our |ast queen

di ed? How envi ous they were once we started wi nning the Ganes, Turn after
Turn?

“We are the | argest Weyr, the strongest Weyr, the best-trained Weyr,” he
sai d, emnphasi zi ng each point by slapping a clenched fist into the pal mof his
other hand. “We will be the best at fighting Thread,” he declared. He turned
eastward toward Benden Weyr, then south toward Ista Weyr. “And thenthey wil|l
cone asking us for advice.”

To the healer he said, “If you can figure out a way to defeat this
illness,then we’'ll have sonething to talk to the other Wyrs about.”

K rempursed his lips tightly. L'rat and D nal exchanged troubl ed | ooks.
“K'rem have you isolated the sick dragons?” D gan asked.

“There are thirty dragons that are very sick,” Kremsaid with a shake of his
head. “I don’t think they should be noved. Another dozen or so are only
showi ng the first signs of a cough—=

“Move them Mwve themall,” D gan commanded. “l told you that already—why did
you del ay?”

“Do you want to | ose nore dragons?” K rem asked. When D gan’s brows storned
t oget her he continued quickly, “If we nove them they may die. Do you want
their deaths on your hands?”

“Do you?” D gan replied. The heal er dropped his gaze and D gan snorted. “I
didn't think so. Mwve the sick ones!”

“You will have to break up the wings,” D nal pointed out.

“Then do it,” D gan said. He looked at Krem “Isn't this the way the herders
i sol ate sick beasts and save their herds?”

“But these aredragons, D gan,” L' rat protested. “W don’t know how they are
getting sick, howthe illness spreads.”

“And we won’t begin to find out until we isolate the sick ones,”
responded with a pointed | ook at K rem

D gan



Reluctantly, K remnodded. “If we isolate them who will |ook after thenP” he
asked. “My Darth is not ill.”
“Hmm Good point,” D gan agreed. He bent his head to his hand in thought.
Finally he | ooked up, decisive. “Have sonme of the weyrfolk help them”

He gestured to the others.

“Let’s go to the Star Stones and see how nmuch tinme we have before the Fal
starts,” he said in a suddenly cheerful voice. “Things will sort thensel ves
out when Thread cones, you'll see.”

Mtal stood back fromhis observation at the Star Stones of Benden Wyr,
gri mfaced.

“The Eye Rock has bracketed the Red Star,” he told K tan and Ki ndan
gesturing for themto | ook for thensel ves.

Ki ndan told the Weyr healer to go first. Ktan stepped forward and | ooked
t hrough the Eye Rock, aligning his view with the Finger Rock beyond. There,
just above the Finger Rock, as the Records had warned, was the Red Star

They were all warmly bundl ed against the norning chill, Mtal and Ktan in
their riding gear, and even Kindan in a thick wher-hide jacket. Mtal’s
Ganminth and Ktan’s Drith [ ounged on a | edge near the plateau that held the
Star Stones, unperturbed by the chill in the air. As the sun rose further into
t he sky, Kindan could see patches of fog along the coastline to the east. He
turned around, | ooking down into the darkened Bow far bel ow. Wen his eyes
adjusted to the gloom he found he could spot a fog-diffused gl ow at the
entrance to the Kitchen Cavern, but nothing nore.

“How much tinme do we have before the first Threadfall?” he asked, turning
back to the other two. He had been invited to the norning gathering by the
Veyr | eader hinsel f.

Mtal shook his head. H s face was gaunt with fatigue. “Less than a nonth,
|’d guess.”

“W’ |l be flying wing light,” K tan said, stepping back fromthe Star Stones.
H's breath fogged in the chilly air.

Anot her three dragons had started coughing just that norning, bringing the
total to eighteen. Twelve had died in the fortnight since Breth had

gonebet ween forever. Counting those hatchlings old enough, there had been over
370 fighting dragons at Benden Weyr. Now there were fewer than 340 fit to fly
agai nst Thread.

“It’s worse at Ista,” Kindan said. Crion had had a brief chance to

conmi serate with Mtal and Salina and exchange notes with K tan on the
illness. Neither |earned anything new, and Crion had returned to his Wyr as
soon as he was abl e.

Before Crion left, a nmessenger fromFort Wyr had arrived. H s news arrived
bef ore he did: The dragons keened for another four dead. Crion, Mtal, K tan
Ki ndan, and Lorana—nvited for her ability to tal k toany dragon—had gat hered
in the Council Room for a hasty conference. They agreed that the Wyrs shoul d
cl ose thenselves to outsiders, should banish fire-lizards, and shoul d



conmuni cate by tel epathy as nuch as possible. Wien it was reveal ed that Lorana
could hear all the dragons, Crion had suggested that all comunications go

t hrough her, as it would be quicker than passing nessages fromrider to dragon
and dragon back to rider

Ki ndan had been doubtful. “I don't know,” he'd said. “It seens that Lorana
not only hears dragons butfeels them too.”

Crion was stunned. “Even when they die?” he asked gently. Lorana nodded.

Menories of the death of the queen, and of all the dragons after her, cane at
her |ike physical blows.

“I have Arith,” she said, |ooking toward the Bow and their quarters, a wan
snmle on her lips. “W confort each other.”

“I"'mglad of that,”
for you.”

Crion had said feelingly. “This must be a very hard tine

“I think it’s harder for others,
dragon.”

Lorana had replied. “I still have ny

Sonet hing jarred Kindan back fromhis wool -gathering to the cold norning air
and the om nous view through the Star Stones. “Shouldn’t Tullea be here?” he
asked Mtal.

Mtal pursed his lips. “She decided that she needed her rest,” he said. It
was obvious that he was torn between disapproval and symnpathy. Kindan coul d
understand that—the toll on all of them had been great.

“What about the other bronze riders?”

“B'nik said that he would trust my observation,” Mtal responded. “The others
agreed.”

Wth the death of Breth, Tullea’s Mnith was the senior queen at Benden Weyr.
When she rose to nmate, the | eadership of the Weyr woul d pass to the rider of

t he bronze she chose. Everyone expected it would be B nik, even though Tull ea
had already found the tine to tease several of the other riders. Mtal had
pointedly not risen to any of her taunts, preferring to spend all his spare
time consoling Salina.

In fact, that was where Lorana was at the noment—waith Salina. Kindan thought
he knew, through his bond with the watch-wher Kisk and |l ater through the bond
he had had with his fire-lizard, sone of the great pain Salina and all the
other new y dragonl ess nust be feeling. The harpers’ |anents captured that
pai n—a pain greater than the loss of a loved one, greater than that of a
parent losing a child. The pain was all that and the tearing of a linb—half a
heart, half a soul, and nore.

Sone never recovered. They refused to eat, refused confort, and sinply wasted
away. Ot hers managed to find solace fromloved ones and rebuilt their lives.
But Ki ndan had never heard of a dragonrider remaining in the Wyr after |osing
a dragon.

K tan and Mtal gave a start and headed toward their dragons.

“Lorana has asked us to return,
needs to watch her.”

K tan explained. “Arith is hungry and Lorana



“I"I'l stay here a bit nmore, if that’'s all right,” Kindan said.

“It’s a long wal k down,” K tan cautioned. “Ten dragonl engths or nore.”
“That’s all right,” Kindan said, waving themaway. “lI can use the exercise.”
“I'f you're sure,” Mtal said.

“I"’msure,” Kindan said. Mtal nounted his dragon and waved farewell to
Ki ndan, and then the two glided away, back down to the Weyr Bow .

“You'll find me in the Records Room” K tan said fromhis perch on Drith’s
neck.

Drith leapt into the air and glided down to the Bow below After they had
receded fromview, Kindan turned back toward the rising sun. It was just over
the horizon and its brilliance obscured his view eastward. Looking sout hward
away fromthe sun, Kindan could make out the Tunnel Road and the plateau | ake
as the nountains fell away from hi gh Benden Wyr to the plains bel ow

Kindan was a miner’s child, so to him Benden Weyr was a special marvel, one
that the dragonriders and weyrfol k who had grown up there took for granted.
But for him with his trained eye, the Weyr was an engineering nmiracle. He
turned around, northward, toward the artfully constructed reservoir even
hi gher than the Star Stones. Over its sluices cane a constant stream of water,
gui ded into channels that spilled northward and southward into the rock of the
Weyr. The streams ran centrally through the Weyr, servicing each of the nine
different levels of individual weyrs—iving quarters—arved into the walls of
the Weyr before falling down to the next |evel and down again until the waste
stream finally plunged deep into a huge septic done way beneath a lush field
far bel ow and south of the Weyr itself.

The weyrs on each level all adjoined a long corridor toward the outside edge
of the Weyr. The corridors were punctuated by wide flights of stairs | eading
down to the Bow . Each weyr, or those that were fini shed—+there were many
partially made weyrs still unused and unfurni shed—had a bedroom a neeting
room and a lavatory for the rider, and a | arge cavernous weyr proper for a
dragon. The walls of the finished weyrs were usually whitewashed with |ine,
al t hough several had been treated with dyes in narvel ous shades of bl ue,
green, bronze, gold; sone occupants had even opted for accents of purple,
pi nk, and tan.

Ki ndan coul d al ways tell newer stonework fromthe original —while there was
clear craftsmanship in every bit of rock carving done in the Weyr, the new
wor k was never as snooth or as clean as the original. The stairs leading from
the top level of the Weyr up to the Standing Stones were a case in point.
Instead of a handrail of snooth-nelted rock, a rope had been bolted at
intervals into the wall. The stairs thensel ves were nearly perfect, but
Ki ndan’s | egs noted a subtle unevenness as he descended to the Wyr.

Ki ndan wondered if the original settlers, who had created the dragons from
the fire-lizards, could have come up with a cure for whatever was killing both
fire-lizard and dragon alike. The probl em seened nore than the people of his
time could handle, given the skills available at the end of the Second
Interval and the start of the Third Pass. How would the original settlers have
felt if they realized that their great weapon agai nst Thread woul d be
anni hil ated scarcely five hundred Turns later, all their amazing craftsnmanship
and effort undone by di sease and Thread, and the Wyrs left as lifeless, enpty
shell's, ghostly nmonunents to a failed past?



Ki ndan made his way to the First Stairs, those on the south nearest the
Hat chi ng Grounds, clinmbed down to the Second Level, turned right, and entered
t he second opening, into the Records Room

“Find anything?” he asked as he spied K tan. The Wyr heal er was propped

agai nst one side of the opening to the Bow below, an old parchnent angl ed
toward it to get nore light. Kindan realized that the healer’s head was on his
chest and his eyes closed at the same noment that his words startled the
dozi ng man into wakeful ness.

“Huh? Ah, Kindan,” K tan said, shaking hinself and gesturing with the
parchnent to the light outside. “lI was trying to get nore |light and nust have
dozed off.”

“I"’mnot surprised,” Kindan replied. “You haven't slept in a sevenday and you
practically live here. Does your dragon know you still exist?”

K tan gave hima sour | ook at the gibe. “Drith, at |east, has manners.”

Ki ndan saw the pitcher ofklah on the table in the center of the room felt
the side of it—eold—and shook his head.

“At the very |l east you should be drinking warnklah, ” he rebuked the heal er

“I't was warm” K tan replied absently, placing another Record on one stack
and pulling a newone in front of him

“When? Yesterday?” Kindan grabbed the tray with the pitcher and carried it
and the hal f-enpty nmugs back down the corridor to the service shaft. He placed
the tray in the down shaft, rang the service bell, and shouted, “Kl ahand
snacks for two!”

A moment | ater he heard Kiyary's nmuffled voice drift back up to him “On the
way, Kindan! |’'ve sent extra, just in case.”

Ki ndan waited until a fresh tray arrived on the up shaft, grabbed it, and
shout ed down, “Thank you!”

Back in the Records Room he poured a fresh nmug of kl ah and handed it to
K tan, who had noved fromthe window to a chair but was still nodding off.

“Thanks,” K tan said. He took a sip fromthe mug, eyes w dening as he tasted
the fresh, hotklah, and said again with nore enthusiasm *“Thanks!”

“Did you find anything?” Kindan asked after pouring hinmself a nug and
choosi ng a snack

“Not hi ng,” the healer said, frowning. He reached for a snack. For a noment
the two chewed in silence.

“l did notice that the hol ders seemto get sick much nore often than
weyrfol k,” Ktan said at |ast.

Ki ndan cocked his head at hi mencouragingly, still chew ng.

”

“Yes,” K tan went on. “lI made notes. It seens that there’'s sone sort of
illness anong the holders and crafters once every twenty Turns.”

“Well, we’'re good for another four or five Turns at |east, what with the
Pl ague behi nd us,” Kindan conment ed.



“I't didn't affect the dragonfol k,” K tan said.

“You dragonfol k are a hearty lot,’
air—=

Ki ndan agreed. “I wonder if it’s the thin
He cut hinself off, as his words sunk in. Ktan' s eyebrows furrowed
t hought ful | y.

“Are you thinking that if thin air is good for riders, thinner air mght be
better for dragons?” the heal er asked.

“Or worse for whatever ails them” Kindan suggested. He nmulled the idea over
and then shrugged it off. “Well, it’'s a thought.”

“Wrth keeping,” Ktan replied, finding a stylus and making a note on his
sl ate.

“I'f thin air is good, what aboutbetween ?” Ki ndan nused.

K tan shook his head. “The illness seenms to disorient the dragons—they woul d
never cone back fronbetween. ’

Ki ndan frowned and gestured to the records. “You've seen nothing about dragon
illnesses?”

“I"ve only gone back fifty Turns, Kindan,” K tan said. “There m ght be
somet hing nore.”

“At the Harper Hall, | found that Records over fifty Turns were very hard to
read.”

“And they’'re probably better kept there than these here,” Ktan said with a
wave toward a stack of Records.

“Wuldn't it make sense, then, to check the Records at the Harper Hall?”
Lorana asked fromthe doorway, startling the other two.

“I"'msorry,” she added, “but | heard you fromthe Wyrwoman's quarters.”
“Were we too |oud?” K tan asked.

“No,” Lorana answered. “Not |oud enough to wake Salina, at |least.” She
smi | ed.

Ki ndan gestured to the table. “Conme in, there’'s hotklah and fresh snacks.”

“Did you hear much of our deliberations?” K tan asked, adding, when Lorana
nodded, “And do you have any ot her insights?”

Lorana entered the roomand took a seat at the table. Kindan passed her a
mug, which she cradled in her hands, enjoying the warnth

“l thought Kindan’s idea about thin air mght nmake sone sense,” she said,
si ppi ng herklah. “Also, cold kills gerns, too.”

“So if we could get our sick dragons to cold high places—=

“Wthout killing them” Kindan interjected.



“—without killing them” K tan agreed, accepting Kindan's amendnent with a
nod, “then perhaps . "

Lorana shrugged. “It depends on the infection.”
“We don’t know enough about this infection,” Kindan swore.
Ki ndan and Lorana sighed in dejected agreenent.

“But what about the fire-lizards?” Lorana asked. “Have they ever gotten
si ck?”

“Not according to those records,” Ktan said with a wave of his hand.

“Maybe we’re | ooking in the wong Records,” Kindan suggested. “Mybe we
shoul d be | ooking at the Harper Hall—=

“Or Fort Weyr,” Lorana interjected. Wien the other two responded with
guestioni ng | ooks, she explained, “lIsn’t Fort Weyr the ol dest? Wuldn't the
ol dest Records of dragons—and fire-lizards—be there?”

K tan and Ki ndan exchanged | ooks.
“She’s right, you know,” Kindan said.
“Mmh,” K tan agreed. “But the Weyrs are closed to anyone but their own now ”

Ki ndan pushed his nug away and reached for a Record. “Maybe we’'ll find our
answers here,” he said dubiously.

The next day, Mtal dispatched watch riders to every Hold, major and mi nor
with orders to report any signs of Thread. P gul, the Weyrlingnaster, had the
weyrlings bag nore sacks of firestone.

“Wth any luck, the weather will hold either too wet or too cold for the
first Threadfalls,” Mtal told the watch riders. “Keep an eye out for drowned
Thread or black dust, and |l et us know i nmedi ately.”

“We have Threadfall charts that should tell us when the next Threadfall will
occur once we've charted the first,” Kindan added. “But at the beginning of a
Pass, Thread often falls out of pattern.”

“So watch out for it,” Mtal concluded. “Report in to me or Lorana if you
noti ce anything out of the ordinary.”

“And if you see fire-lizards, stay clear of them” K tan warned. “But let us
know of any sightings, too,” he continued. Hs voice dropped as he added,
“W’re not sure if there are any fire-lizards left.”

“Good flying!” Mtal called, making the armgesture to disperse the watch
riders. Eighteen riders and their dragons rose high above the Bowl and then
bl i nked out, between, to their destinations.

Ganminth,Mtal said to his dragon,warn the watch-whers.

It is done, Gaminth reported. A few nonents |ater the bronze dragon
added, Lorana wonders if you will introduce her to the watch-whers.



M tal picked Lorana out of the crowd and made his way over to her. “That’s a
good idea,” he told her. “But I’mnot sure if there's tine.”

“Coul d sonmeone el se train nme?” Lorana asked. “From what Kindan has told ne,
it seems like it would be a good idea if the watch-whers knew ne.”

Mtal rubbed a hand wearily across his forehead. “It would be a good idea,”
he agreed. “But—=

“Per haps Nuella would teach her,”
the conversation

Ki ndan suggested, stepping closer to join
“Nuella is at Plains Hold,” Mtal said. “How are you proposi ng she teach
Lorana?”

“She could conme here,” Kindan said.

Mtal shook his head. “We don’t know if watch-whers can catch this ill ness;
don't think it's fair to ask her torisk it.”

“A good point,” Kindan conceded. “But watch-whers have been around
fire-lizards as nmuch as the dragons have, and |’'ve not heard of any watch-wher
getting sick.”

“Coul d they be imune?” Lorana wondered. The idea surprised her—everyone knew
t hat wat ch-whers and dragons were rel at ed.

K tan had zeroed in on the group and joined it just in time to hear the |ast
exchange between Kindan and Lorana. “If the watch-whers are i mmne, could they
fight Thread?” he asked.

Ki ndan considered the idea for only a nmonent before shaking his head.
“Wat ch-whers are nocturnal, and Thread falls during the day.”

“I't sometinmes falls at night, as well,” K tan disagreed. Something about his
conment troubl ed Lorana, but she couldn’t determ ne what.

Mtal’'s next coment drove the thought fromher nmind. “Wtch-whers night well

be i mune, but that might not stop themfronctarrying the illness. Bringing a
wat ch-wher here might bring nore illness, too.”
Ki ndan nodded in agreenment. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He turned to Mtal

“You're right, Weyrleader, this doesn't seemto be a good tine.”
“Apity,” Ktan murmured.

Mtal’'s brows creased in thought. “Perhaps we can use Nuella after all.” The
ot hers | ooked at him questioningly. “She met Lorana at the Hatching, so

per haps she and Nuella could share images with the other watch-whers,” Mta
said. He shrugged. “It wouldn't mean that Lorana coul d contact individua
wat ch-whers, butthey mght be able to contact her.”

“That’s a great idea,” Kindan exclained. “W’'Ill get right on it.” He grabbed
Lorana by the arm “Cone on, Lorana, let’s get out of this crowd.”

Mtal waved themaway with a | ook that was nearly cheerful. “That’'s one nore
thing off of my mind,” he said to K tan

“I't is, Weyrleader,” K tan agreed dubiously.



Mtal shot hima | ook.

“I't’s another thing on Lorana’s nind,” K tan expl ai ned.

“I's she overworked?”

“W’re all overworked,” Ktan said. “You nore than nost, particularly with
Breth gone. But there’s a mating flight soon, and Tullea rides the senior
queen.”

M tal gave the heal er an encouragi ng gesture.

“And | worry,” K tan continued, “that Tullea night not appreciate having
Lorana’s abilities become so necessary to the success of the Weyr.”

Mtal’s lips thinned as he slowy nodded in agreenment. “She hasn’'t been the
same since Hi gh Reaches closed their Weyr, three Turns ago.”

“Perhaps she had a | over there,” K tan nused.

Mtal snorted. “If she did, |'d never heard of it.” He shook his head. “From
what |’ve heard, they still take their tithes, but that’'s all.”

K tan cocked his head at the Weyrl eader. “Do you suppose they guessed about
the illness?”

Mtal frowned thoughtfully, then shook his head. “I can’t see how,” he said.
“Dvin and Sonia were always a bit odd, maybe they just got . . . odder.”
K tan shrugged in turn. “Well, | need to get back to the Records,” he said,

turning toward the First Stairs.

“Speaki ng of overwork,” Mtal quipped. The Weyr heal er flashed a smle over
hi s shoul der, and the Weyrl eader waved hi m away genially.

“And there are no fire-lizards left at all?” Masterharper Zi st asked Harper
Jofri. The harper nodded.

“I"d heard that the Weyrs have banned them” said Bem n, Lord Hol der of Fort
Hold. “But | don’t think any were left by then.”

He had | ost his marvel ous brown Jokester. After the Plague had carried off
his wife and his sons, the loss of his fire-lizard had been easier to bear, if
still painful, but his real distress had come in conforting his young only
surviving child, Fiona, on her loss of her gold fire-lizard, Fire.

“I"ve heard sonme people say that the dragonriders were jeal ous and bot hered
by the fire-lizards,” Nonala, the Harper Hall’s voice craftnmaster added.

“I think it’s nmostly grunmbling,” Jofri said. “Wen people are upset and
worried, sone like to conplain.”

“Nonetheless, it is a very real concern,” Bem n said. The others | ooked at
him “Holders and crafters pay their tithes to the Weyrs and wonder what they
get for it.”

He drew another breath to continue, but the Masterharper suddenly raised his
hand and the others cocked their heads, |istening.



“Dragons? Dead?” Nonal a gasped as the drum nmessage rolled in.

“Ista, Benden, Telgar,” Jofri added in a whisper

“Benden’s queen,” Zist said, with a pained | ook on his face.

Bemi n | ooked fromone to the other as they spoke. It was a nonent before he
could find his voice. But when he did, it was to declare with the heartfelt
pain of a father who has |ost children, of a husband who has lost a w fe, of
someone who knew sonething of the pain the bereft riders nust be feeling,
and—ast of all—-as the Lord Holder of Pern's ol dest Hold. “Watever | can do,
or ny Hold, you—er the Weyrs—have only to ask.”

At lunch the next day, Kindan bounded into the Records Roomto tell Lorana
breathl essly, “Fort Weyr has reported bl ack dust!”

Lorana was up on her Records enough to realize that black dust was what
happened when the weather was too cold and Thread froze on the way to the
ground.

“When?” she asked.

“Mtal says that Klior's watch riders noticed it just around dinnerti me—hat
woul d make it around lunchtime here,” Kindan said. “Mtal says we can expect
Thread to fall fromthe shoreline over the Weyr and on to Bitra nine days from
now. ’

Lorana stifled a groan and buried herself back in her Records.

The norni ng bustle was | ouder than usual nine days later as the Weyr waited
for its first Threadfall. Lorana had just managed to get Salina back into a
fellis-laced, troubled sleep when the alert cane: Thread falls! Thread falls at
the shoreline!

The alert woke Arith out of a fretful sleep and Lorana spent precious nonments
cal ming her bel oved dragon before she could race down the stairs to help.

“CGo back to your rest,” Mtal said when he saw her. “Tullea will handle
this.”

Lorana’s eyes widened in surprise at the suggestion, for Tullea was nowhere
to be seen. She waited until a disheveled B ni k appeared beside an even nore
di shevel ed Tull ea, whose nmouth smirked at the expressions of the other
dragonriders. As their faces remain fixed in disapproval, Tullea s smrk
changed to a pout.

“W were just getting to bed,” she said defensively.

“Thread falls at Upper Bitra,” Mtal told her. He | ooked past her to B nik
“I's your w ng ready?”

J'tol, B nik’s wi ngsecond, appeared beside him “Just ready now, Wyrl eader,”
the sturdy brown rider said, his gaze focused directly between the elder Mta
and the younger B nik, as if casting doubt on whomthe title should be
conferred.



Mtal chose to ignore the taunt. “Good, good,” he said, noving toward Ganinth
as the bronze glided to a I anding beside him “W' Il formup at the Star
St ones and gobetween on ny coordinates.”

K tan says that there are thirty-one dragons with the illness, Lorana heard
Drith say to Ganminth. And they are spread throughout the wi ngs.

Tell himthat it can’'t be helped, we’'ll sort it out later,was the reply
Ganminth relayed fromMtal.

Ki ndan, who had started | aying out the healer’s nedical supplies, saw Lorana
wi nce and approached her. “Wat is it?”

“The sick dragons are flying, too,” she reported dully.

Far above them over Benden’s Bowl, wings forned into Flights, and Flights
arrayed thenselves in attack formation. And then, in one instant, three
hundred and fifty-ei ght dragons di sappear ed—bet ween.

For over twenty Turns Mtal had | ed Benden Weyr. In all that time, he had had
just one thought: to prepare for Thread. This day—owwas the cul m nation of
all he had worked toward.

It was a di saster.

Three dragons failed to come out ofbetween. Their |oss cast an i medi ate pal
on the fight.

Wrse, it threw off the organi zati on of the wi ngs.

The teammwork that Mtal had drilled his riders so assiduously in maintaining
fell apart before the first of the Thread arrived. Ruefully, Mtal reflected
that he had not considered training his dragonriders in sustaining |osses.

Mtal’s owmn wing had | ost blue Carianth and his rider, Gniall
“Close up!” he shouted. “Gaminth, tell themto close up.”

Mtal cast a glance ahead and up, toward where Thread should be falling
nmonentarily, and then another at the dragons in his wing as they re-forned
wi thout the blue. Mtal had had the Weyr arrayed in a line of nultiple V
formati ons. Now, with Carianth gone, the V of his wing was shorter on the left
than on the right.

“Thread!” Mtal heard Wren cry frombehind him He turned, following Wren's
arm and saw themup high, silvery, shimrery w sps floating in the norning
sun. Gaminth let out a bellow, echoed triunphantly in challenge by all the
dragons of Benden Weyr, and craned his neck back to Mtal for a nouthful of
firestone. Mtal found that he already had some in his hands, not renenbering
when he pulled it out of his firestone sack, and fed it to the bronze wi thout
t hi nki ng. That much of the training worked, he thought with bitter
sati sfaction.

As one, the dragons and riders of Benden Weyr rose to neet the incom ng
Thread. In unison, the dragons belched their fiery breath into the sky. CGouts
of flame met clunps of silvery Thread, and the Thread wlted, charred, and
fell harmessly to the ground bel ow



The ease of the destruction of the Thread elated Mtal and all the riders.
The dragons roared and charged to assault the next wave of Thread.

And then everything unravel ed. The first cry of a Thread-scored dragon seared
Mtal’s ears like a hot poker, thankfully cut off as the dragon wentbetween
where the freezing cold would destroy the Thread.

Then anot her dragon went bet ween, and anot her—and that one did not return.

Mtal issued sharp orders to his w ngleaders to regroup, but try as they
m ght, the increasing casualties nmeant that they never quite recovered from
the initial disorder.

The battl e against Thread turned nore dangerous, desperate. Wrse, Gninth
i nformed himthat nmany of the dragons goi ngbetween and not returning to the
Fall had not returned to the Wyr, either

The pain of that additional |oss weighed heavily on the remaining riders.
Those riding ill dragons responded by doing their best to avoi d goi ngbet ween
—often with worse results. Four, then five dragons were Threaded at once and
went between so terribly Thread scored that M tal knew nothing could be done to
save them

And then it was over. The Thread tapered off until there were no nore in the
sky.

Mtal, struggling to create a tally of dead, injured, and able dragons found
hinself trembling with relief, rage, sorrow, and overexertion

Have L' tor send out sweepriders, order K tan back to the Weyr, and let’s go
hone, Mtal said to his dragon

Heknew t hat Thread had got through their flight and had burrowed into the
grounds of Upper Bitra, where great stands of trees grew up toward the snow
line on the nountains. He wished that Salina's Breth was still alive. Wth two
gueens—and no danger from strange illnesses—+they could have a snall queen’s
wi ng battling any m ssed clunps of Thread before they reached the ground. The
gueens, with their greater w ngspan, could easily handle flying low to the
ground for the length of a Fall. But Breth's death nmeant that it was not to be
and, because of it, the nunber of burrows would be higher than normal. It was
too dangerous to risk Benden's renmi ning adult queen dragon flying alone, |et
al one the distraction it would give the other dragons.

Mtal took a deep breath, surveyed the area one last time, then put the inmage
of Benden’s Star Stones firmy in his mnd and gave Ganminth the word to go
horre.

M kkal a, the headwoman at Benden Weyr, a stout, bustling woman who said
little and kept her eyes open, tutted in disapproval of Kindan's work.

“Never net a man who’s not happy the mnute he’'s done the least bit of work,”
she said, sending a hard | ook toward the harper, who raised his hands in nock
defense. Her | ook softened and she shook her head wyly. “Qther people will be
needing to find these bandages, not just you and the healer!”

“I'f you' re conpl aining about a man’s work, then you |l need to ask Lorana,”
Kindan told her.



So Lorana found herself in charge of |aying out the nedicine and bandages in
preparation for injured riders and dragons.

Kiyary was detailed to help, and Lorana found herself so engrossed in setting
up first aid trays and assigning tasks to the weyrlings that she didn't have
time to notice that Kindan had di sappeared.

Sheheard the reports from Gam nth of the three dragons that failed to

conebet ween fromthe Weyr to Upper Bitra. She chided herself for not noticing
their | oss sooner, only to realize that she had felt a nmonentary worseni ng of
the general pall that hung over her and everyone else in the Weyr, but had put
it down to nmere nerves.

It was only when Lorana had everything in order and sought to feed Arith that
she noticed that the Weyr harper was nowhere in sight. She dism ssed the issue
in favor of ensuring that Arith was well fed and well oiled. She smled
proprietarily as she realized that her queen was nearly as big as sone of the
fully-grown smaller green dragons. Still, it would be years before Arith was
ready to fly—er to mate, a thought that caused Lorana sone vague di sconfort.

In the nmeantinme Arith was just as conforting, |oving, considerate,
confoundi ng, wetched, ill-tenmpered, and fractious as any youngster could and
shoul d be. Al of which meant that Lorana was glad to be able to see her
marvel ous friend happily ensconced on her freshly built bed of warm sand,
curling up for a good after-food and after-groom ng nap

Lorana had just decided that Arith was fully asleep when sheheard the piteous
cries of dragons being Thread scored in the Fall at Upper Bitra. Their pain
cane to her thankfully dulled, |ike the remant soreness of a wound not quite
heal ed.

Arith picked up her unease and an echo of the pain she felt through their
link and | ooked over at her, eyes blinking sleepily.

“I"'msorry,” Lorana cried aloud. “I can’t help it. Try to sleep, little one.”

There is no need to apol ogi ze, Arith said.l amglad that you can hear the
other dragons. It is a gift.

“A gift?” Lorana repeated.

Yes,the queen replied. You hear us the way we hear each other. It’s special. |
l'i ket hat .

Lorana hadn’t considered her ability in that light. She wi nced as sheheard
anot her dragon bellow in great pain and gobetween —and then she winced in
greater pain when the dragon did not return. She tried to find itbetween,
could feel herself goi ng—

Don"t!Arith cried.Don't |eave ne.

Lorana opened her eyes and thrust her arm against the wall for support.

| didn’t mean to, she apol ogi zed.| was trying to get Mnerth.

M nerth isgone, Arith said firmy.You cannot save her

Lorana found herself conforted by Arith’s assurance, but deep down she felt
t hat she al nostcoul d have brought Mnerth and C |l en back from wherever they



had gonebetween. But both had been scored by Thread, Mnerth fatally so.
Salina conmes down with the harper,Arith told her.You should go neet them
“Are you keepi ng watch on Sal i na?” Lorana asked, surprised.

Yes, Arith said. She was the rider of ny nmother. And she is verysad. | would
like to cheer her up

“I"lI'l see what | can do,
get some sleep.”

" Lorana said, standing upright once nore. “If you

["1l try,the queen prom sed.

Lorana spotted the harper and Weyrworman easily as she made her way across the
Bow toward the aid station. Kindan was tal king ani matedly, and Salina—well,
Salina | ooked |ike one of the dead.

Lorana joi ned them addi ng whatever cheerful coments she could until she
managed to get close to Kindan's ear while M kkala was offering Salina sone
special sweets. “lI don’t think this is the best thing for her,” she whispered.

“I can’t |eave her by herself,” Kindan responded in equally hushed tones. “So
many don’t survive the loss of their dragon, you know.”

Lorana pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe—aybe it would be a nercy,” she
said carefully.

“But not the best for Benden, not now,” Kindan replied. “Think of what would
happen to Mtal. And the Wyr.”

Lorana shuddered. “1 hadn't thought of that,” she confessed.

Around the Weyr, hatchlings bugled fearfully. Lorana and Ki ndan | ooked up in
time to see a badly scored dragon plumeting down toward them

CGet away! Lorana shouted. The hatchlings veered away fromthe falling dragon
bare nonments before it | anded-hard—en the floor of the Bow .

“CGet sonme nunbweed!” Lorana shouted over her shoul der as she ran toward the
wounded dragon and ri der

The beast was horribly injured—she could see that imediately. Both w ngs
were in tatters, scored repeatedly by Thread. |chor oozed from hundreds of
sharp wounds.

It’s all right, it’s all right,Lorana called soothingly to the dragon

Ki ndan | eaped up and grabbed the rider, throw ng himover his shoul der and
carrying himto a clear spot not far fromhis dragon. Gently, he laid the
rider out on the ground. Lorana rushed over to himand knelt on the opposite
side of the injured man. Kindan felt the rider’s neck for a pul se and then
| ooked up at Lorana, his eyes bl eak

Wth an angui shed bellow, the dragon rose clunsily to its | egs and junped
into the ai r—gonebet ween.

Lorana rose and spotted Salina approaching in the distance. The Wyrwonan
took one | ook at Lorana and her hand went to her mouth in sorrow



Anot her dragon bugled in the sky above them falling, with just barely nore
control than the first dragon

The next several hours were a horrid blur of scored dragons and riders, hasty
bandages, nunmbweed, fellis juice, and, all too often, the forlorn keen of a
dragon goi ngbetween on the death of its rider

Lorana only vaguely noticed when Mtal and the rest of the Weyr returned.
When Mtal asked, “Where's Tull ea?” she could only shake her head and turn
back to the injury she was working on. Only later, nmuch later, did it occur to
Lorana that Tullea should have been hel ping tend the injured.

Once, Lorana found herself grabbed by K tan. “Wash your hands,” he told her
She noticed that her hands were covered in blood fromthe rider she had been
tendi ng. “Blood shouldn’t mx,” the Weyr heal er war ned.

Lorana’s hand flew to her face but she stopped it just in time, eyes w de.
“I"'msorry,” she said. “I didn't wash when | went fromJolinth to Lisalth.”

K tan shook his head and gave her a pat. “Dragon ichor isn’t the sane. You
can mx it any time,” he assured her. “It’s just human bl ood that can cause
probl ems. Peopl e have different blood, and nmixing it can cause fevers.”
“I"l'l remenber,” Lorana prom sed, washing her hands in a bucket that one of
t he weyrlings had brought over at K tan’s beckoning.

Sone tine later, as Lorana rose from bandagi ng anot her dragon’s wing tip, she
swayed and the world wheel ed around her. Hands reached out and steadied her
and she found herself |ooking up into a face.

It was Kindan. “When did you |last eat?” he asked her

Lorana tried to renenber but couldn’'t. She feebly shook her head.

“Come on,” Kindan said decisively. Wien Lorana tried to resist, he added,
“K'tan’s back; he can handle things for a while.”

“Eat!” K tan agreed |oudly fromwhere he was worki ng on a wounded
dragonri der.

“W’ || send you sonething, too!” Kindan prom sed as he | ed Lorana toward the
caverns.

”

“lI have to get back as soon as | can,” Lorana said.

“No,” Kindan replied firmy. “You need to rest. You ve done enough, nore than
enough, for one day.”

“But—but there’'s a fracture to set on Aliarth,” Lorana protested.

“Ktan will see to it,” Kindan said. “O it will wait until |’msure you're
up for it.” He shook his head in amazenment. “You've been working for ten
hour s!”

“So have you,” she retorted.

Ki ndan was taken aback. “Well, so | have!” he agreed. “lIt’s a wonder |’ m not
fai nting of hunger myself.”

They were scarcely seated before they were served a hot bow of thick soup



and a mug of mulled wine. Fresh-baked bread with butter was set beside the
soup.

“There’'s nore where that came from” their server told themw th a broad
smle. Kindan recognized her as Tilara.

“Thank you,” he replied, gesturing for Lorana to eat.

“There’s no need,” Tilara responded. She |ooked at Lorana and told her, *“I
saw t he way you stitched up Jolinth's wing.” She gave Lorana an adniring | ook
“I never would have believed it possible, but it looks like he'll fly again.”

Ki ndan renmenbered her as one of the wonen sweet on K lar, Jolinth's rider
“I's Klar resting, now?” he asked.

Tilara smled wickedly and hefted a | arge pitcher she’d been holding in her
other hand. “He is now. | doused his wine with fellis juice.”

“Rest is what he'll need,” Lorana agreed. K |ar had been scored, a nasty sear
fromforehead to cheek which fortunately required only a cl ean bandage and
some nunbweed for the pain.

“Ah, look at nme!” Tilara protested. “Here you're supposed to be eating and
|"mjawi ng anay at you.” She turned away, then called over her shoul der, “Eat
up, because |I'Il be bringing seconds shortly. And dessert.”

Lorana found that she was far hungrier—and thirstier—than she’'d realized. The
soup bow was enpty before she realized, and she reached for the bread and
butter, only to have Kindan catch her hand.

“Allow ne,” he said, passing her the platter
Lorana nodded her thanks and proceeded to pile butter on bread. Tilara was
back and had refilled their bow s before they noticed.

“Wuld you be ready for sonething heartier after the soup?” she asked.
“There’s a nice bit of spiced wherry just about ready. And tubers, and fresh
peas.”

“That would suit ne very well,” Kindan said. He quirked an eyebrow at Lorana,
who caught his | ook and nodded, her nouth full

“Food for two!” a voice called fromnearby. Lorana recognized it as Tullea.
She | ooked over. The queen rider |ooked fresh and rested. Beside her, B nik
made shushi ng noti ons.

“You there!” Tullea shouted at Tilara, ignoring B nik’'s gestures. “Did you
hear ne?”
“I"mbusy,” Tilara responded. She added in a voice that only Kindan and
Lorana could hear, “1’m hel pi ng those who hel ped the Weyr.”

She took herself off, oblivious to Tullea s shouts. Tullea rose from her seat
and was about to go after Tilara when Mtal entered.

“Tullea, | was |ooking for you,” the Weyrleader called. Tullea turned to him
face still red with anger, but before she made any response, B nik placed a
hand on her arm soothingly. None of the scene escaped Mtal’'s eyes, tired
t hough he was.



“What are the casualty figures?” he asked Tullea as he closed the distance.
“ W]at ?”

Mtal rephrased his question. “How many riders and dragons are too injured to
fly in the next Fall, and how long will it take for themto recover?”

“I don’t know,” Tullea snapped. She thrust a hand toward Lorana. “Ask her.”

Wren, Mtal’'s w ng-second, entered the Cavern and placed hinself beside his
Weyr | eader.

“lI am asking you,” Mtal said. “Wth the loss of Breth, you have becone the
Weyrwonman of Benden. It’s your duty to keep track of the injured.”

Tullea recoiled fromMtal's words and then, as the full inport dawned on
her, her eyes gl eaned and she gave hima wi cked snile

“That’s right, I am aren’t 1?" she said with unconceal ed gl ee. She gave
B'nik a knowi ng | ook and then returned her gaze to the Weyrl eader. *“And when
Mnith rises, who knows who' Il be Weyrl eader then?

“Mnd your manners, Mtal, you wouldn’t want to upset your queen, would you?”
Tul | ea purred.

Mtal gave her a hard, penetrating |ook. “Your duty is to the Wyr,
Weyrwoman. ”
“I"l'l do ny duty,” Tullea snapped, “when ny queen nmates. As for now, ask
her.” She cocked her head toward Lorana.

“Tullea,” B nik said pleadingly. Tullea | ooked down at himand nerely shook
her head.

“And there’'ll be changes in the Caverns, too,” she said in a |ouder voice
bef ore she sat back down. “I’mtired, B nik—get us sone food.”

The bronze rider | ooked between the Weyrl eader and Tull ea, sighed, and gave
t he Weyrl eader an apol ogetic | ook as he rose and headed over to the hearth.

K tan entered the Cavern, caught sight of Mtal, and | engthened his stride to
approach the Wyrl eader

“Weyrl eader,” Ktan said with a nod of his head.

“How bad is it?” Mtal asked. He had sone idea fromthe fighting itself and
fromthe field of injured dragons and riders spread across the floor of the
Bow .

The Weyrl eader had not even tried to hide his tears as he went fromrider to
dragon, consoling, cheering, doing what he could to confort and show that he
shared their pain—and nore. He felt responsible for each and every Thread
score. Worse, heknew that his order that the coughing dragons fly Threadfal
had i mrensely increased the | osses.

“Forty-five are known to have gonebetween, ” K tan said. “Another
twenty-three are badly injured and will need at |least a nonth before they can
fly again. Another thirty-seven have nore minor injuries and should be able to
fly in the next sevenday.”



M tal slunped as though he’d been hit in the chest. Nearly a third of the
Weyr’'s strength had been lost in the first Threadfall. Behind him Wren
gasped in surprise

I must think, Mtal told hinself. He | ooked around the cavern and spotted
Ki ndan and Lor ana.

“Let’s join them” he said, gesturing the others toward t hem

Ki ndan spotted themfirst. He took in Mtal’s grimexpression and waved t hem
to seats nearby. Lorana | ooked up fromher soup as the others sat down.
Quiltily, she put her spoon in her bow, waiting for the others to be served.

“No, no, eat, Lorana,” Mtal said. “Someone will come with food soon enough.”

“I"lI'l see to it myself,” Kindan said, rising to his feet.
“He’s a good lad,” Wren commented as they wat ched Ki ndan approach one of the
cavern wonen and strike up an ani mated conversation

“I't’s a wonder he never Inpressed,” K tan said.
“Or a blessing,” Mtal added. The pain in his voice was obvious to all

“Come on, Mtal, it’s not all that bad,” Wren protested. “We took | osses,
sure, but the Records show that every Weyr takes losses inits first Fall.”

“One third of the Weyr?” Mtal’'s response was full of pain and self-directed
anger. He waved a hand toward the Bow outside. “Did you not see then? They're
littered all across the Bow .~

“Not anynore,” K tan responded firnmy. When Mtal shot hima | ook, he
expl ained, “They’'re resting in their weyrs, now, Wyrl eader.”

“Food for three or five?” a pleasant voice interrupted. Lorana recognized
Tilara, back again, laden with food. Kindan bore a huge tray behind her, like
a beast of burden.

“Set it for five, Tilara,” Kindan begged. “l couldn't carry this food back
again.”

“That’ s because you're just a lazy harper,” Tilara retorted, but there was no
sting in her voice. Qickly, she laid out plates, bows, and mugs. Then she
directed Kindan in the proper placenment of the platters of food, pitchers
of kl ah, and baskets of bread. She gave the table one long, satisfied |ook
then said to Kindan, “If you've ever a nind to change professions, you d do
wel | here in the caverns.”

“Why, thank you, Tilara,”
found nmy craft.”

Kindan replied with a slight bow “But | think I’'ve
Tilara | aughed and patted himgently on the arm before headi ng back to her
cooki ng.

“I's that spiced wherry?” K tan asked, |ooking longingly at a platter piled
hi gh with steani ng neats.

“I't is indeed, good dragonrider,” Kindan said. He speared several slices and
deftly transferred themto the Weyr healer’s plate. He turned to Mtal. “And



for you, Weyrl eader?”
“I"mnot hungry,” Mtal protested.

“You'll eat,” a voice said frombehind them It was a wonan’s voice, firm
“You'll eat and you'll like it, old man.”

“Salina?” Mtal cried, rising fromhis chair and turning around.

The | ook they exchanged was so full of enotion that Lorana found herself
| ooki ng away, fearful of intruding on their privacy. Her gaze brought her eyes
to Kindan, who had al so | ooked away.

Mtal guided Salina to the chair beside him which Wren had vacated as soon
as he’d seen Salina arrive.

“Ki ndan, serve himsonme of that wherry,” Salina ordered. \Wen Kindan stabbed
three slices, Salina shook her head. “Make it five, and see if you can find
some raw neat.”

A faint smle crossed Mtal’s Iips as he and his mate shared a private joke.
Wren gestured to Salina with the pitcher ofklah. “May | serve you, ny |ady?”

“Wait until | get this old flame stoked,” Salina told him Al the
dragonriders grinned. Satisfied that Mtal’'s dinner was |laid out to her order
she told him “Eat.”

Salina sat back in her chair and sinply watched Mtal until, with a
| ong-suffering sigh, he started to carve up his neat and chew it.

“Slowy,” Salina told him Mtal nodded affably and, with great exaggeration
ponderously chewed his neal.

Salina ignored the over-response. “Better.”

“Klah, my | ady?” Wren repeated his offer. Salina accepted with a grateful
nod.
“And sone soup, to start,” she said. Kindan and Lorana found thensel ves
colliding in their haste to fill the Weyrwoman’s bow . Wth a graceful
gesture, Kindan let Lorana have the honor

“Pl ease join ne,”
hungry.”

Salina said after she’d been served, “if you're stil

“I don’t think Ktan has yet eaten, ny | ady,
heal er coul d make any objecti ons.

Ki ndan sai d before the Weyr

Salina glared at himbalefully until Ktan filled his own soup bow, then she
turned her attention to Wren, who reddened and filled his plate with the
still-hot spiced wherry.

Satisfied, Salina filled her spoon again and brought it toward her I|ips.
Bef ore she sipped the soup, she said to Lorana, “How bad was it?”

”

“Forty-five dragons went bet ween, Lorana told her

The Weyrwoman shuddered, forced herself to finish her nouthful. Wth her
ot her hand, she gestured for Lorana to tell her the rest.



“Twenty-three with serious injuries, and thirty-seven with mnor injuries
that will heal in two sevendays or |less.”

Sal i na nodded, placing her spoon back in her bow. “How many were |eft
dr agonl ess?”

“Four,” Ktan told her, his face tight with pain.
“And they’ re being tended?”

“They are in the care of weyrmates or weyrfolk,” K tan assured her. “Wth
their | oved ones whenever possible.”

“CGood,” Salina said. She | ooked at Lorana. “The dragons that wentbetween —did
you feel it?”

“Yes,” Lorana replied, her throat tight w th pain.

Sal i na reached out and grabbed Lorana’s hand. “I'msorry, that’s quite a | oad
to bear,” she said.

“W’re tough, ny lady,” Lorana said, “Arith and 1.”

“That’ s good, for these are tough tines,” Salina responded. She | ooked at the
Weyr healer. “What are we going to do about it?”

“I"I'l go back to the Records Room Therehas to be sonmething there,” K tan
replied, rising fromthe table.

“Sit, sit,” Salina ordered, gesturing himback into his chair. "“You ve fought
Thread, tended the ill . . . you nust be exhausted.”

K tan met her eyes and nodded frankly.

“You'd miss nore than you' d see,” the Weyrwoman conti nued. She | ooked at
Mtal. “Wen is the next Threadfall?”

“For our Weyr?” Mtal asked.
Sal i na nodded.

“Not for another three days. But | don’t know how the other Weyrs will do.
Tel gar Weyr fought Thread over |gen Weyr today, as well. | wonder how they
fared.”

“I = Lorana began. The others gl anced at her. “I think they did badly,” she
said. Her eyes gleaned with tears. “There werenmany dragons who went between. '’
“And you felt themall ?” Salina asked in a voice filled with awe. Lorana
nodded.
“My poor dear,” the Weyrwoman replied, reaching for Lorana’s hand once agai n.
“And to think | grieved for one.”

“I+ don't think I feel their loss as strongly as | would the loss of nmy own
dragon,” Lorana protested.

“And | hope that never happens,” Ktan told her fervently. Al the others
nodded.



“But even so, the loss of so many dragons,
many dragons, do you know?”

Salina said, then stopped. “How

“I don’t,” Lorana confessed. “Maybe a hundred.”
“A hundred,” Wren excl ai ned.

“Maybe nore,” Lorana added.

“At the beginning of this Pass, to | ose a hundred dragons,” K tan nurnured,

shaki ng hi s head.

“There were | ess than three thousand dragons on all Pern,” Mtal said,
speaking for the first tine. “If a hundred are | ost every Threadfal

Wth a roar of anger, D gan slamred his hand against the table in the Counci
Room *“How many did you say?”

“Fifty-four are severely wounded and will take six months or nore to heal
ei ghty-three are lightly wounded and may be able to fly in the next three
nmont hs,” V' gin repeated
“And we | ost seventy,” D gan added, his anger spent in that one |oud
outburst. It had been a rotten Fall. The Weyr had been arrayed perfectly, but
the air currents over old Igen Weyr had al ways been difficult and they roiled
the Thread up and down unpredictably. Once the wi ngs had taken their first
| osses, D gan's brilliant array of dragons had flown apart and things had only
gotten worse.

This was supposed to be his triunmph, his first Threadfall, his chance to show
everyone who had doubted, after all the success in the Games, after all his
tireless efforts, that he, D gan of Igen Weyr, was the proper Wyrl eader of
Tel gar.

He renenbered the sad day when Mrene had died and the | ast queen of Igen had
gonebet ween. He renmenbered how V' |l on had grown old, his face seamed with age
practically overnight. How Tel gar, Benden, Ista, and Fort had begged off
providing Igen with a replacenent queen. How in the end, D gan’s suggestion
that Igen ride with Tel gar was grudgi ngly accepted. But on that day, over
twenty Turns ago, D gan had vowed that he’'d show themall, that he’ d prove to
the doubters that lIgen riders were the best. He’'d vowed to becone Telgar’s
Weyrl eader, to fly their queen and show the rest of Pern his nettle.

And he had. He'd worked tirelessly, still was working tirelessly. But on the
way, perhaps after the first mating flight, or even before, D gan had found
that his aspirations had changed. He was nore than just a displaced rider
finding a hone in a new Wyr, he was a Telgar rider and he was a Wyr| eader
He woul d show them-Mtal, Crion, that young boy, K lior, all of themwhat
atrue Weyrl eader was |ike.

It had beenhis Weyr that had won all the Ganes. H s Weyr had the nost
dragons, his Weyr had the nost queens, andhis Weyr was responsible for the nopst
territory on Pern.

And now this. He turned to V gin. “How many dragons will | have to fight the
next Fall?” he asked, know ng the answer.



“There are fifteen nore dragons show ng signs of the fever—=
“They’' Il fly the Fall,” D gan interjected.

V' gin grinmaced. “W don’t know how rmuch the sickness contributed to our
| osses, D gan.”

“Exactly,” D gan said, “we don’t know. So they' |l fly. ‘Dragonmen nust fly,
when Thread is in the sky.” So, Weyr heal er, how many dragons will fly with ne
over Telgar Weyr and Hold in six days’ tinme?”

V' gin sighed. “If you include the fifteen sick dragons—=

“And any others that get sick in the nmeantinme,” D gan said pointedly.

V' gin accepted the correction with a shrug. “Counting them you'll have three
hundred and thirty-eight fighting dragons and two queens.”

“The queens will stay behind,” D gan said. “A proper queen’s wing is three or
nore.” His tone failed to hide how nmuch it galled himthat Garoth had not been
able to provide the Weyr with anot her queen dragon. Well, perhaps on the next

mating flight, he thought to hinself.
“I think you're right,” Lina, Telgar’'s Wyrwoman, agreed. She was ol der than
D gan, and he often wondered how much of her affections were for him D gan
and how much for Telgar’'s Wyrl eader, even though they had sired a child

bet ween them

“Dlin did well today,” D gan comrented. The youngster was really too young
to be hauling firestone, but he had insisted and T'rin, the Weyrlingnaster
had allowed him Still, it had been a surprise to recognize his own son
throwing hima sack of firestone as Thread fell all around them

Lina smled, although her eyes were still weary. “I’'mglad to hear that,” she
said. “He so wants to live up to your exanple, you know.”

Unconsciously, D gan felt stung by the commrent, even though he knew it had
been kindly meant. He was determined to set a standard no other could attain.

Crion stopped, pulling his back straight and forcing a pl easant expression
onto his face before he stepped out onto Ista Wyr’'s Bowl. Al above him from
one side of the Bowl to the other, the Weyr was full of the sounds of dragons
coughi ng, snorting, and sneezing.

Directly above him he heard a dragonrider call out, “Valorth! Valorth, no!”
A dragon dived out fromits weyr and w nkedbetween, |eaving behind
T lerin—o, Crion grinmaced, Telerin; the honorific contraction for a
dragonrider |lasted as long as his dragon. Crion turned to head toward the
ex-dragonrider, to console himas he had consoled so many others in the past
t hree sevendays.

“I"I'l doit,” a voice behind himsaid. Crion whirled, swaying slightly from
fatigue, as he caught sight of J lantir.

Wearily, Crion nodded. “Get Gren,” he said, “he’'ll know what to do.”

J'lantir shook his head. “I don't think that’'s a good idea, just now. T lerin



spent too much tine conforting Gren when Kanent h went bet ween.

Crion gave hima bl ank | ook.

“T"ler—Felerin mght blame Gren,” J' lantir explained.

“Then Gtrial—+ mean, Gatrial—= The look on J'lantir’s face stopped him
“I"'msorry,” J lantir said, tears welling up in his eyes. “lI was comng to
tell you—=

Crion bowed his head and nodded. He had feared that the Wyr heal er would
not survive the loss of his dragon, especially after experiencing all the pain
and suffering of watching over thirty other dragons succunb.

“I't was fellis juice, laced with wine and sonething else, | couldn't
identify,” J' lantir said. “Dalia said she'll look after him”
Crion shook his head, biting his lips. “No, no, I'll doit, it’'s ny duty.”

J'lantir touched his shoul der gently. “You ve too many duties, Wyrl eader.
Thread is falling—=

“The Weyr nust be led,” Crion finished, swallow ng hard. “How many have we
| ost so far?”

“Thirty-six,” a new voice answered. Dalia joined them “I1’ve got weyrfolk
| ooking after Telerin,” she said. “W’ve got another thirty or nore that don't
[ ook well.”

“Thread falls nine days fromnow,” C rion responded.

Dalia smled grimy, walked wearily up to him and hugged him “You'll do all
right,” she told him

TWELVE

“For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” This is as true
in ecosystenms as it is in physics. Any new species will incite a reaction from
t he ecosystem

—undanental Principles of Ecosystem Design,11th Edition

Fort Hold, End of First Pass, Year 50, AL 58

M hal | | eaned back on Brianth and gazed up into the darkening sky. Nothing.
Sone stars had started twi nkling and the Red Star, which had been invisible

for nmonths in daylight, was definitely fading in intensity.

Torene wants to know if that’'s it,Brianth relayed, adding an echoing runbl e
of his own.

W haven't seen any nore signs of Thread for the past hour,Mhall replied.]
think that’s it. Have Torene assign a watch rider and tell the rest to go back
to the Weyr.



Torene wants to know i f you' re com ng, too,Brianth said.

M hal |l pursed his lips in thought. M ght as well, betweenwon't get any war mer
while I’ mwaiting.

It was hard to inmagine that Thread would not return. That he would not be
called upon to fight themday after day, again and again. That finally, he and
all his surviving dragonriders could rest.

Rest, Mhall thought with a snort of amusenent, | wonder what that’s |like. He

patted his hardworking bronze partner on the neck and thought, Cone on
Brianth, let’s go hone.

Brianth had obligingly dropped Mhall off near the Caverns before retiring to
his weyr. Mhall waited for his Wngleaders to assenble, patting themon the
back or exchanging words as they arrived. CGhosts of lost riders ringed them
M hall could bring up many faces, scarred or young, bitter or thrilled, that
were no | onger seen in the Weyr.

| wonder how Fat her woul d have handled this, he nmused. O Mot her.

“So that's the last of it, Mhall?” Glen called out.

“As far as | can tell,” Mhall replied. “And right on schedule.”

“Well that’'s sonething to be grateful for,” young M san said.

“Wne all around!” a voice bellowed fromthe background. Mhall roared in
hearty agreenment. The cold of between filled the air as another dragon
returned. Wthout |ooking, Mhall knew it was Torene and Al aranth.

“Mugs tonight,” Torene declared. “You'll all just break the gl asses.”

They waited patiently while the wine was passed around. Soon the Cavern was
filled to overflowing with riders and weyrfol k.

“I didn't know we had this many mugs,” Torene remarked in surprise.

“I didn't realize we had this many people,” Mhall returned with a smle. He
| ooked out at the people of Benden Weyr, survivors of the First Pass of the
Red Star, and bellowed in a voice so |loud that the dragons roared, “To absent

friends!”

“Absent friends!” The shouted response shook the very rocks of the Weyr.

“Come down and join the celebration,” Enorra called to the drummers on the
t ower.

“W can’'t, we’'re on duty.”
“Suit yourselves, then,” she called back to them She was drunk and she knew
it. She hadn’t been drunk in-she couldn’t renmenber how | ong. She nust have

been drunk once before, or she wouldn’t have recognized it now.

She turned back to the Coll ege, watching her feet to keep from stunbling.



Then she gl anced over her shoul der at the tower behind her, realizing that the
voi ce that had answered her wasn’t Tieran’s. Were was he? She hadn’t seen him
for a while. Enorra pursed her |ips, wondering exactly why she cared.

The cel ebrants in the courtyard of the Coll ege had dispersed, some goi ng back
to their roons and others settling down for quieter revelries right there.
Enorra startl ed when her ears picked out Tieran's voice. He was in one of the
cl assroons. She headed toward it.

Partway there, Enorra paused. She heard a woman’s voice talking to him Well,
maybe | should | eave them al one, she thought sadly to herself. The voi ce spoke
agai n, passionately, and Enorra recogni zed it.

She charged into the room vyelling, “Just what do you think you' re doing?
You' re ol d enough to be hisgrand nother!”

Her agitation took her all the way into the room Tieran was seated at one of
the tabl es. No one was seated in his lap. No one was nuttering sweet nothings
into his ear.

Instead, Wnd Blossomwas in front of the chal kboard, scribbling genetic
codi ng sequences on it. O course, Enorra thought to herself with slowy
dawni ng conprehension, |’'ve never heard her use that toneunl ess she was
t al ki ng geneti cs.

Tieran and Wnd Bl ossomwere startled by her bold entrance. Wnd Bl ossom
recovered nore quickly, giving her daughter an inscrutable—even to
Enorra—ook. Tieran just | ooked puzzled. The brown fire-lizard had | eapt into
the air, but did not gobetween.

“I was explaining the sequencing differences between the dragons and the
fire-lizards,” Wnd Blossomtold her daughter calmy. After a pause, she added
with only the slightest hint of a purr in her voice, “Wre you enjoying the
end of Pass festivities?”

Enorra thought that over before responding. “I’mdrunk,” she decl ared.
“So | had gathered,” Wnd Bl ossomsaid frostily.

“What's it like?” Tieran asked, eyes wide with interest. “lI’ve never been
drunk,” he adnmitted. Hastily, he added, “Yet.”

“I think it’ll hurt in the norning,” Enorra admitted, her face still red. Wy
in the world would I ever have thought that mnmy nother and Tieran were .

ardent about anything, Enorra berated herself. “Wiy worry about the

sequenci ng?” she asked, trying to sound normal.

“We’re | ooking for comon i mune systemlinitations,” Tieran expl ained.
Enorra blinked, thinking. “The infection?”

“I was hoping we could prove that it couldn’t cross to dragons,” Tieran said.
Enorra cocked her head, questioningly.

“We are still working on it,” Wnd Bl ossom added poi ntedly.

“It’s the end of the Pass—haven’t you got anything better to do?” Enorra

blurted. “Al cohol blunts inhibitions and sl ows reasoning,” she remenbered as
her brain processed the words her mouth had just uttered.



“Li ke what ?” Wnd Bl ossom asked.

“Like—+ike . . . well,you're too old!” Enorra said. O asping her hand to her
head in frustration at her own stupidity, she turned around and stonped away.

“Al cohol reduces sexual function,” Enorra recalled with infuriating clarity
as she strode away. Hmph!

“I't was bacterial in nature,” Wnd Bl ossom repeated. “The general spectrum
antibiotic knocked it out.”

“Didn’t you teach me not to junmp to conclusions?” Janir asked. “lIsn’'t it also
possi bl e that the bacterial infection was a secondary infection that took
advant age of the conprom sed i mune system just like Tieran said?”

“So you're arguing that we only knocked out the secondary infection, giving
the fire-lizard s i mune system a chance to handle the primary infection,”
Enorra suggested. They were gathered in one of the classroons at Wnd
Bl ossoni s invitation.

“Exactly,” Janir agreed.

“Wnd Blossomand | agree that it really can’t be proved either way,” Tieran
said, with an apologetic | ook toward the old geneticist. “But whatcan be
proved is that the antibiotics saved Genn’s life.” The little brown
fire-lizard gave Tieran an approving chirp

“Grenn?” Janir asked.

“That’s what he’s naned the fire-lizard,” Wnd Bl ossom expl ai ned, waving a
hand toward Ti eran.

“No, that's the nane that was on his bead harness,” Tieran corrected. “It’s

t he nane he was given by his original owner.”
Enorra’ s eyes narrowed. “Do you have that harness?”

Ti eran nodded. He drew it out of the pouch he had hangi ng over his shoul der
“Ri ght here.”

“May | see it?” she asked, extending a hand. Tieran handed it over, not
wi t hout m sgivings. He didn't know if he was nore afraid that Enmorra woul d be
i mediately able to identify Grenn’s owner by the beads, or that she wouldn't.
Enorra was studying the beadwork carefully.

“This synmbol here—do you see it?” she asked, holding the harness up to the
others. “What do you nake of it?”

“There’s the caduceus of Aescul apius,” Janir said. “The standard synbol for
nmedi ci ne—=

“Or a doctor,” Enmorra interjected. She peered nore closely at the beadwork.
“But what’'s beneath it?”

“I't looks like some sort of aninmal,” Tieran suggested tentatively.

“But it's hard to tell,” Janir conpl ai ned



Enorra | ooked at themall. “l just received a nessage fromlgen, detailing a
plan to begin a beadworks,” she told them “To nmy know edge, there were no
beads brought over from Landing, nor any that |anded with the origina
settlers.”

She fingered the small beads sewn into the fire-lizard s harness.

“These beads shoul d not exist.”

“Real |y, Mdther,” Enorra said, “you and that boy!”

“He is not a boy,” Wnd Bl ossomcountered. “He is nineteen!”

Enorra tossed the correction off with a wave of her hand. “Are you so
desperate to make anmends with himthat you' d deprive soneone else of their
fire-lizard?” she sniffed. “That’s beneath you, you know. ”

“Enpbrra, it’s been two nonths since the fire-lizard appeared,” Wnd Bl ossom
replied. “I would have thought that if anyone was mssing a fire-lizard, we
woul d have heard of it at the Coll ege by now.

“You can't deny that the fire-lizard was sick with an illness we haven't seen
before,” she conti nued.

Enorra grinmaced. The fire-lizardhad been ill. Both fire-lizards had been ill.
Clearly they had caught the di sease somewhere. If they could get it, so could
other fire-lizards. If the fire-lizards could get it, then perhaps the
dragons. Possibly the day of planet-w de disaster she had been fearing was
just around the corner. Although, it could be that the di sease was rare, or
propagated slowy, or its nmethod of transm ssion .

“Were you asking people if they'd lost one or two fire-lizards?” she asked
abruptly.

“Tieran’s drum nessage asked if anyone was missing a gold or brown
fire-lizard,” Wnd Bl ossom answer ed.

“Did you nention the illness?” Emorra asked, trying to recall the drum
nmessages that had been sent while they were in quarantine.

“Not in connection with the fire-lizards,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “But we had to
have a reason for the quarantine. It’s a wonder that nore people haven't been
asking, putting two and two together. In fact, |I’mrather surprised that—=

The sound of a dragon arriving cut her short.

“I woul d have expected hi msooner,” Wnd Bl ossom said, glancing out the
wi ndow to confirmthe arrival of Mhall from Benden Weyr.

“Maybe he had better things to do,” Enorra said waspishly.

“Maybe he didn't wish to infect his dragon,” Wnd Bl ossom returned
i nperturbably. She started out to greet the bronze rider, then turned back to

ask Enorra, “Did you want to come al ong?”

Enorra shook her head. “No, |’ve got a class to teach.”



Wnd Blossomnet Mhall just inside the archway of the Coll ege.

“I was hoping to neet you,” Mhall said as he caught sight of her
“Andl had been expecting you,” Wnd Bl ossom answered with a courteous nod.
She gestured toward the kitchen. “Shall we see if Mdira has anything for a
Weyrl eader fresh fronbetween ?”

M hall sniled. “Yes, pleasel!”

Moira did, indeed, have a fresh pot ofklah and some scones still warm from
the oven. “There’'s butter, too,” she said. “Alandro’s gone to fetch it.”

“Many thanks!” Mhall replied, taking the tray and finding a quiet alcove.
Once seated, he poured for both of themand waited until Alandro arrived with
the butter. They each had a hot buttered scone. That done, Mhall got right to
it: “Tell nme about these fire-lizards and your nedi cal energency.”

W nd Bl ossom repeated the events as best she could. Wen she was done, M hal
| eaned back slowy on his bench and sighed. Then he straightened again,
buttered another scone, and ate in thoughtful silence.

“And t he beadwork? No one on Pern now could have nmade it?” he asked at | ast.

“So Emorra informs nme,” Wnd Bl ossom said. She waved a hand in a throwaway
gesture. “OF course, beads are such tiny things that they nay have cone across

from Landi ng uni nventoried.”

M hall snorted. “Not fromwhat |’ve heard of Joel Lilienkanp! Runor has it
t hat he hand-counted eachnail that he canme across. | can’'t see how he'd niss
beads.”

“But itis possible,” Wnd Blossomreiterated w thout conviction

M hal | nodded in understanding. “lIt’s particularly possible for those to whom
t he other explanation is too incredible.”

“Or unconfortable,” Wnd Bl ossom added.

“And not too many people know about all the capabilities of fire-lizards,”
Mhall said. In a |lower voice, he added, “O dragons.”

After a noment of silent reflection, he continued. “So, if they came fromthe
future, what then?”

W nd Bl ossom shrugged. “Perhaps it was a m nor outbreak, and these two were
the only ones who succunbed to it.”

“That’ s the best-case scenario,” Mhall agreed. Hi s voi ce hardened. “What
about the worst-case?”

W nd Bl ossom pursed her lips tightly before responding. “In the worst case,
the di sease could be transmitted to others.”

“I'ncludi ng the dragons?”

W nd Bl ossom nodded.



“What about the watch-whers?” M hall pressed.

“Those, too, in the worst case,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed sol emly. “Although I
woul d have greater hopes for them”

“Why?” M hall asked.

“I made an effort to differentiate them sonewhat nore fromthe origina
genone than we did with the dragons,” she answered.

“l always knew that dragons were fire-lizards wit large,” Mhall said. “What
wer e wat ch-whers, then?”

“Dragons ‘writ’ differently,” Wnd Blossomtold him

“Coul d you differentiate the dragons fromthe ‘original genone,’ too?” M hal
asked.
“Per haps, ”
know.’

W nd Bl ossom responded. “But whether it would be enough, | don't

“Why not work on a cure for all three—fire-lizards, dragons, and
wat ch- wher s?”

“Because if | did that,” Wnd Bl ossom responded, “then, judging by those two
fire-lizards, | failed.”

M hal | stroked his chin thoughtfully. “How I ong do you think it would be
bef ore someone conmes up with those beads and uses themto nake harnesses?”

“Do you mean, how far in the future do | think those fire-lizards cane fron®?”
W nd Bl ossom asked.

M hal I nodded.
W nd Bl ossom shrugged. “l1 have no idea.”

“But sooner in the future rather than later,” Mhall suggested. “l can't see
fire-lizards junping farbetween tines.”

“They were sick, disoriented,” Wnd Bl ossom pointed out. “I knowtoo little
of the breed to say whether they' d junp farther or shorter in such
ci rcumst ances.”

“Well, they nust have been here before: To return here they nust have had a
good visual inmage of the place.”

“Perhaps,” Wnd Blossomsaid. At Mhall’s probing | ook, she expounded, *“I
recall that fire-lizards can sonetinmes |ocate a person they know in an
unfam liar setting.”

M hal | nodded. “Yes, |’'ve heard that, too. But usually they go where they’ ve
been before, |ooking for soneone they already know. G ven that they were
si ck—=

W nd Bl ossom rai sed an eyebrow reproachfully. M hall caught the | ook and
| aughed.

“Very well,” he said, “I'll |eave the diagnosing to you. Are you saying they
m ght have gone back in time to a famliar person?”



“I was saying that | don't know,” W nd Bl ossom responded.

M hal | nodded and resumed a thoughtful expression. After a nonent he stirred.
“I's there anything you can do? Is this talk just conjectural ?”

“Perhaps | can do sonething,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “I would need to know nore
about the problem?”
“And there’s no way to do that,” Mhall said. “Not unless another fire-lizard

or”—hi s voice dropped—a dragon falls out of the sky.”

“l have considered that, yes,” Wnd Bl ossomreplied.
M hal | gave her a startled | ook. “Is that why you ordered all that
agenot hree?”

“Do you mean nitric acid, HNO3?” Wnd Bl ossom asked primy.

The redheaded dragonrider blushed. “Yes, | do,” he said, |ooking chagrinned.
“When you're flying Threadfall, you tend to slur words, so it becones
agenot hree.”

“Mm ” Wnd Bl ossom murnured nonconmittally.

“You're teasing nme!” M hall exclained suddenly with a startled |augh. “I
don't believe it! You're actually teasing ne.”

W nd Bl ossom | owered her eyes shanefully for a nonent and then raised them
again to neet his. “It is very rude of ne, | know, " she said sheepishly.

“l never evenknew you had a sense of hunor.”

“My nother would berate me for it,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. “However, it has
kept ne conpany in trying times. | had hoped to keep it under control but
apparently it got away fromme again.”

“Ch, you enjoyed that all right,” Mhall said, wagging a finger at her
“Don’t deny it, you enjoyed it.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “lI do not deny it.”

M hal | sobered suddenly. “You say that your hunmor surfaces in trying tinmes?
Are these trying times?”
“Every day is a trying tine,” Wnd Bl ossom answered evasively. M hall pinned
her with his gaze and the old | ady accepted his chiding with a nod of her
head.

“We have enbarked on a great experinment in ecol ogical engineering,” she
expl ai ned. “Every ecosystemis resilient and conservative in nature. It wll
always try to maintain the status quo. Adding dragons, watch-whers,
Tubberman’s grubs, and, nost inportantly, all our Terran ecosystem has altered
the status quo. It is inevitable that there will be repercussions.”

“And it’s your job to guard against those repercussions,” Mhall said firmy.
“I't’s my job for this generation,” Wnd Bl ossomcorrected. “lI am ei ghty-one
years old, Mhall. |I mght possibly live to see ninety, but certainly not one
hundred.”



“Did you ever determine the cause of the early dermentia?” Mhall asked
choosi ng his words carefully.

“No,” Wnd Blossomreplied softly. “The emergency with the fire-lizard cane
before | could complete ny anal ysis.”

M hall shifted unconfortably.

W nd Bl ossom noted his unease. “Janir and | have tal ked about this,” she told
him “We agree that ny short-termnenory is fading, but ny |ong-term nenory,
particularly of events in nmy youth, remains strong.”

“I's there anything we can do?” M hall asked softly, relieved that Wnd
Bl ossom had answered the question he could not bring hinmself to ask.

“Janir knows to keep an eye on ne,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “And now, so do you.”

“And Enorra?”’

“l have not told her myself, but | believe she has made her own di agnosis,”
Wnd Bl ossomsaid after a monent. She | ooked the dragonrider squarely in the
eyes. “You know how difficult it is to lose a parent.”

M hal |l nodded swiftly in agreenent.

“Janir and | have agreed that whatever is reducing nmental capacity in the
elderly will probably not be a factor in the future,” Wnd Bl ossom conti nued.

M hal | thought that over for a nmonment. He could think of no one still alive
near Wnd Bl ossonis age. Hi s own nother had been only seventy when she died,
and his father, Sean, had been sixty-two. He did not need Wnd Bl ossomto tel
himthat the harder life on Pern would mean reduced |ife expectancies.

He sought a new subject. “What happens after you, Wnd Bl osson?”
“I'n the Eridani Way there should be others for the succeeding generations.”

“Do you mean Enorra and Tieran?” M hall asked. “That smacks of slavery, to
expect themto continue blindly in the tradition.”

“I't is nore of a genetic destiny,” Wnd Bl ossom said. The | ook in her eyes
made M hall realize that she herself was an exanple of that “genetic destiny.”
“The Eridani Way involves a discipline transcendi ng generations and mllennia,
a dedication to the good of the ecosystem”

“l can appreciate their goals, but I don't like their methods,” M hal
replied.

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “Neither do I,” she agreed. “And | have better reason
than nost to appreciate their goals and question their methods. In fact, if we
were in contact with the EEC, |1'd have sonme comments to make to the Eridan
Council itself.”

M hall’s eyebrows rose as he considered the inmage of this tiny old I ady
berating the prestigious Eridani Council. He imagined the Eridani Counci
woul d soon see the error of its ways.

“What woul d your comments be?” he asked, his eyes danci ng hunorously.



“I would say that | consider it a nistake to engage an aristocracy in
mai nt ai ni ng ecol ogi es—that it should be sonething that is the inheritance of
every sentient being living in the ecosystem” Wnd Bl ossomtold him

“I see,” Mhall said. “And how woul d you inplenent that here, on Pern?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “I don’t know,” she replied. “Wth an adequate
technol ogy base and a | arger popul ation, there would be tinme to teach
everyone. But this is a world built on agriculture—we don’t have the tools
required to do delicate genetic testing. There are not enough people and not
enough food for our expandi ng popul ation.”

“I't would seemthat here,” Mhall said, waving his hand around to indicate
the Coll ege, “would be the place to retain that know edge.”
“We’re already |osing that know edge,” Wnd Bl ossomsaid. “Shortly we'll be
unable to performany invasive surgery. W haven't got the equipnent to

nmoni tor the effect of an anesthetic on a person, let alone the people trained
to administer it.”

“\What about genetics?”
“Cenetics is even worse,” Wnd Bl ossomsaid. “Fortunately the base popul ation
is pretty healthy, but there will be nutati ons—there are about six to seven

hundred nutations in every newborn—and some of those will be nal evol ent.

“We coul d teach sonethi ng about basic genetics, plant breeding and so on, but
not hi ng about genone nani pul ati on—how to detect and repair defective genes.”

M hall grimaced. “So do you see no hope?”

“l didn't say that. There's a chance that at sone future date—perhaps a
t housand years or nmore—eur society will advance to the point where it will be
possi ble to recover what was | ost at Landing and re-establish contact with
t heYokohanma or the other ships in orbit. Wen that happens, all the know edge
we had will be rmade avail able to our descendants,” she said. “Wat they do
with it will be up to them of course.”

“So you're worried about the short-termonly?”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “Mytraining | eaves nme worried about our world.”

M hal | nodded synpathetically. “I share your worries, you know,” he told her
He rose and stretched. “I rnust get back to ny Weyr.”

W nd Bl ossom nodded under st andi ngly.

“There is less to do now, but nbre than |'d realized,” he added with a rueful

grin. “Still, if anything el se happens to fall out of the sky—tet ne know. And
if you come up with any ideas on how to sol ve these problens you worry about,
let me know and I'll do all | can to help.”

“Thank you, Mhall, that's all | could hope for,” Wnd Bl ossom answer ed.

As they wal ked back out through the courtyard to where Brianth was waiting,
M hal |l | ooked down at the dimunitive old-tiner and said conversationally, “You
know, Wnd Bl ossom you need a break fromall this.”

He wagged a finger in response to her shocked expression. “Sone time off wll
do you a world of good. If you want to go soneplace, |ike a warm seaside



cottage, you send word and I'l1 get you there.”

W nd Bl ossom opened her nmouth to protest, but her expression changed before
she could utter a response. A thoughtful gl eam entered her eyes.

“Why thank you, Mhall. | think I will.”

THI RTEEN

Dragon, turn
Dragon, clinb
Dragonrider, watch for sign
Fi restone, chew
Dragon, flame
Char the Thread, make it tane.

Benden Weyr, Third Pass, 4th day, AL 508

Today we' Il drill with m xed wings,” Mtal announced the next nmorning. It had
been a long, hard night for the entire Weyr. The evening and early hours of

t he norni ng had been punctuated with the sorrowful cries of injured riders and
dragons. Two nore dragons had gonebetween before dawn.

Mtal had called the Wngl eaders together at first |ight.

“Not only do we need the training,” Mtal told the group, “but it will keep
us focused on our duties.”

“What about the sick dragons, Mtal?” soneone called fromthe back.

“They won’t fly, J ken,” Mtal said, recognizing the speaker’s voice. “I
| earned ny | esson yesterday. W' Il let themrest.”

There was a nmurmur of agreement and sone nuttering about being a day |ate.

Mtal raised a hand for silence. “Yesterday none of us had fought Thread
before,” he said. “Today we know better. In tw days, we’'ll be able to handle
any losses in our flights. It’s vital that we practice today and tonorrow as
hard as we can to handl e | osses during Threadfall.

“I’"ve asked Lorana and Kindan to call out dragons as ‘casualties’ fromtine
to time, so that we can really learn how to cope,” he told them He saw the
other riders | ooking at each other, nodding as they digested the idea and
found they liked it.

“But what about the sickness, Mtal?” J ken called fromthe back of the
group. “l lost two good riders yesterday because they were too sick to fly.
What if nore get sick?”

“Lorana and Kindan will also be in the Records Room searching for any hints
they can find,” Mtal assured them “l’ve sent word to Masterharper Zist to
search the Records at the Harper Hall, too.”

“Do they keep dragon Records at the Harper Hall?” J' tol, B nik's w ngsecond
asked, frowning.



“We' || find out soon enough,” Mtal said.

“Sounds |ike Kindan and Lorana are working too hard,” L'tor nuttered. He

| ooked up at Mtal. “Let’s hope they aren’'t so tired that they m ss sonething
vital.”

“Coul d we get someone el se to hel p?” J' tol wondered.

“Traditionally, it’'s been the duty of the Weyrwoman to exani ne the Records,”
J’ ken not ed.

Mtal raised a hand placatingly. “I’'mafraid that Salina is still recovering
fromher loss,” he told the group regretfully. “lI’m sure—=
“I wasn’t tal king about her, Mtal,” J ken interjected. “lI was tal ki ng about

Tul l ea.”

He shot a glance at B nik’'s wi ngsecond. “Wat about it, J tol? Were's
Tull ea? And where’s B nik for that matter? Late agai n?”

“Bnik is setting up a surprise for us,” Mtal assured the others. “l asked
himto.”

“What about Tull ea?” J' ken persisted. Fromthe grunbling of the group, it was
obvi ous that he was not the only rider who was displ eased by their new
VWeyrwoman’ s behavi or.

“What matters now, dragonriders,” Mtal called in a voice pitched to carry
over the grunbling, “is that Thread falls in two nore days’ time and we need
practice. To your dragons!”

The first two hours of practice were dismal. B nik’s surprise was that half
his wing was al oft with the ropes used for practice in the Ganes. They popped
in and out of between well above the riders, and threw down handfuls of the
ropes, to simulate clunps of Thread.

After two hours, J' tol took the other half of B nik’s wing high aloft to
throw ropes, while B nik and the others practiced flamng it along with the
rest of the Weyr.

Slowy, with many fal se starts and restarts, the dragonriders began to |earn
to become nore flexible in their formations, to quickly regroup when a dragon
became a casualty. And both the dragons and their riders grew nore confident
and adept.

When the dragonriders returned to the Weyr for a lunchtime break, Mtal felt
cautiously confident that they would be ready for the next Threadfall

“How far back do you think we should go?” Kindan asked, wheezing as sone dust
fromthe latest pile of Records flewinto his face. “Sone of these are
di sintegrating.”

“Shoul dn’t we get them copied, then?” Lorana asked, carefully |eafing through
anot her pile of nusty records.

“Spoken |i ke soneone who never spent days copying old Records,” Kindan
responded. “Do you know how boring it is, day in, day out, copying nusty old



Recor ds?”

Lorana allowed herself a slight smle. “I imgine there would be a ot to be
| earned,” she said.

Ki ndan shook his head. “No, not really,” he said. “Mst of the Records are
repetitious. There are only so many ways you can record crop yields and

rainfall. Cccasionally there’'s a note of a wedding or a birth
but -honest| y—you’ d t hi nk whoever wote those Records was numb! Not a single
j oke, no songs, nothing but dull, dry facts, Record after Record.”
“Well, it’s dull, dry facts we're after,” Lorana responded. “No joke or song

is going to help us here.”

Ki ndan paused mi d-search and | ooked up at Lorana. She | ooked back at him
qui zzically until he shook his head and gave her a di sm ssive hand gesture.
“Not hing,” he told her. “I thought | renenbered a song . . . but it was
not hi ng.”

Lorana gl anced over at the sandglass they' d brought up with them “Ooops, our
time’s up! Nanme anot her dragon,” she told him

“Mm Ganth,” Kindan said. “T"'nac’s brown. That'll |eave J ken w thout a
wi ngsecond.”

Lorana rai sed her eyebrows in appreciation of the choice. “Very well,” she
said, and gave the order to Ganth. She smiled as the brown dragon thanked her
and asked if he could take a swmin the |ake.

| think that’'s up to your rider, don’'t you?she replied.

Lorana | ooked back down at her stack of Records and then threw her hands up
in disgust. “You know, we're going at this the wong way,” she said.

“I’”ve been saying that for hours,”
“What is your plan?”

Ki ndan agreed. He | ooked over at her

“Well, | was thinking that anything that happened to the dragons recently,
we' d remenber,” she said. “So why work our way back through the Records? Wy
not start with the ol dest Records and work forward?”

“The ol dest Records!” Kindan groaned. “Queen rider, you certainly know how to
darken a day.”

Lorana started to protest but Kindan raised a hand, silencing her

“I didn't say you weren't right,” he told her. “l just dread the prospect.”
He stood up and went back to the stacks of Records, searching. “You know, |’ m
going to have to nove the newer stacks first.”

“I"1'l order noreklah, then,” Lorana suggested.

Ki ndan turned back to her with a grin. “Ah hal This is just a plot to take a
break.”

Lorana | aughed and went to the shaft to order nore food.
By the time they broke for the evening nmeal, Lorana’ s good hunor had frayed.

“Musty ol d, usel ess Records!” she swore



Ki ndan gave her a shocked | ook

“I"'msorry | ever suggested we start with the ol dest ones,” she apol ogi zed,
stifling a sneeze. “My nose is running and ny eyes are watering with all this
dust. The witing’s barely legible and |I’'ve probably m ssed sonet hi ng
i mportant because it’s buried in a mass of gibberish!”

“Maybe | can hel p.”
Lorana | ooked over to see Salina standing in the doorway.
“You shoul d be feeding your dragon, anyway,” Salina said.

“After you've done that, you can feed yoursel f,” Kindan added. “You haven’t
had anything since you took a break to help Ktan with that injured w ng
ti p—+f you call that a break.”

“But there’'s so nmuch to do!” Lorana protested, waving a hand toward the high
stacks of unread Records.

Salina entered the roomand sat at the table. Catching Lorana's eyes, she
jerked her head toward the door

“I"I'l do it while you do your other chores,” Salina said. “lI’ve heard someone

say that this is the Weyrworman’ s j ob, anyway.”

Ki ndan couldn’t bring hinmself to point out that the Wyrwonman being referred
to was Tullea, not Salina.

“Ask M kkala to send up sone fresh glows, please,” Salina told Lorana as she
was | eaving. She | ooked over at Kindan. “Now, Harper, what should we be
| ooki ng for?”

Two days later, with Threadfall due over |ower Benden and Upper Nerat, Mta
gri maced. Three of the severely wounded dragons had gonebetween. And there
were eight nore feverish dragons. He woul d be | eading only one hundred and
ni nety-six dragons—slightly nmore than two flights of dragons—agai nst Thread
over Nerat.

W will fight smarter this time, Mtal thought confidently.

He knew fromthe Records of the Second Pass that the Weyr had successfully
fought Thread with |l ess than one full flight—three wi ngs of dragons. He al so
knew that the casualties in those Threadfalls had been much hi gher than when
nore of the Weyr’'s strength was avail abl e.

Wll, it can’'t be helped, he told hinself.Ganinth, give the order to go
bet weent o Nerat Tip.

Wth the lush green of | ower Benden bel ow them and cl ear skies above, Mta
surveyed the arrayed wi ngs approvingly as they awaited the com ng of Thread.
He had three wi ngs arranged as one flight flying high, with a second flight
behi nd and | ower. The si xteen spare dragons were arranged in a “short w ng,”
trailing behind the lower flight but ready to fill in any gaps either as
i ndi vi dual dragons or as a full wi ng.



Mtal squinted, scanning the sky above himfor signs of Thread. Wuldn't it
just be too rmuch if Thread failed to fall? he nused sourly.

A dragon’s roar alerted him There! Faintly, like a blur on the sky above, he
saw it. As one, the dragons of Benden turned to their riders for firestone; as
one the riders fed themthe flane-bearing rock; and as one the dragons chewed
the rock, digesting it deep in their second stonachs.

As one, the Weyr rose to flane Thread.

And then, behind him dragons bugled a strange challenge. Mtal turned in
surprise to find the source of their bafflenment.

“What is she doing?” Mtal bellowed in outrage.

Far bel ow and behind him he spied the |large wi ngs of Benden’'s only mature
gueen dragon.

Thread! Gami nt h warned—but it was too late. A streamof fire seared across
Mtal’s cheek and onto his chest before the nothing of between brought bl essed
relief fromthe agony of Threadscore.

Mtal clawed off the frozen Thread and then they were back in daylight again.
Ganminth, tell her to return to the Weyr!Mtal ordered.

Mnith says that Tullea says it is her “duty” to be here at
Threadfal |, Ganminth inforned him

Mtal’'s rage grew as he watched the flying formati ons behi nd hi mdissol ve and
grow unnmanaged, with sone bronzes striving to protect their queen.

Order the “short wing” to protect her,Mtal said.And have the rest of the
wi ngs re-form

His orders had little effect on the chaos behind him Gimy, Mtal wondered
if it had been a wise idea to put his wing in the forefront. It had seened a
good choice to lead fromthe front, but he hadn’t counted on not being able to
handl e the confusi on behind hi mhe hadn’t expectedthis sort of confusion!

Tell Mnith that | order her back to the Weyr,Mtal said to his dragon. She is
too near her mating flight to risk Threadscore now.

Mnith says to tell you that Tullea is only doing her duty, Gaminth rel ayed
apol ogetically.

“Talk to Lorana!” Mtal shouted out |oud. “Haveher explain it to Mnith.”
Behind him Mtal could hear dragons shrieking in pain as Thread struck them
It didn’t have to be this way, he thought furiously to hinself. Dam the girl!

"1l wing her neck nyself when we get back.

She is gone, Gaminth reported. The wings are re-formng. It will be all right.

Tul l ea junped off her dragon as soon as she | anded at Benden Weyr and
| aunched herself toward Lorana, shrieking at the top of her |ungs, “How dare
you! How dare you call my dragon back!”



Lorana was tending an injured rider and had no time to rise to her feet

bef ore the other queen rider was upon her. Kindan raced over to her side, but
it was Arith, awakened by the raw enotion of Tullea's assault, who arrived
first, appearing fronbetween with a cold burst of air.

The little queen hissed at Tullea, who found herself skidding to a halt.
Behind her, Mnith runbled a warning at Arith, but Arith only hissed at her
t 0o.

“Tull ea, what is this?” Salina demanded as she appeared, breathless, having
run all the way across the Bowl. “What is going on?”

“Mtal had me order Mnith back to the Weyr,” Lorana expl ai ned, her bandagi ng
done. The wounded dragon’s grateful rider rose with her and stood beside her
Lorana notioned Arith aside. “I’"msorry Tullea, but Mtal explained that if
Mnith were injured, she night not mate.”

Tullea’s eyes wi dened as the words sunk home. “lI was doing ny duty,” she said
dully. “1’m supposed to take on the duties of the Wyrwonan.”

“When there is only one mature queen,” Salina told her, “those duties do not
i nclude flying against Thread.”

Tul | ea nodded, but her gaze turned back to Lorana. “You had no right,” she
told her hotly, “to order ny queen about.”

“I't was Mtal’s orders,” Lorana protested.

“Mtal!” Tullea snapped and started to say nore, but a hiss fromboth Salina
behi nd her and the dragonri der beside Lorana forestalled her from saying nore.
She glared at the rider, who did not flinch, and then at Lorana. “You wll not

tell nmy dragon what to do, girl.”

“lI have nore patients to attend,” Lorana said, ignoring the comment. “Arith,
it’s all right. Go back to your weyr, dear.”

“This isn’t over,” Tullea growl ed at Lorana’ s back

“I'f you're interested in a Weyrworman’s duties, Tullea, nowis a good tine to
start,” Salina said from behind her. “There is nunbweed ready and those who
need it.”

Tull ea’ s hands cl enched at her sides and she turned sharply to glare at
Salina, but the old Weyrwonman nmerely gestured toward the Lower Caverns.

“I can’t say | think much of your teaching,” a voice growed in Kindan' s ear
| ater that evening as he sat at one of the dining tables in the Food Cavern

Startled, Kindan | ooked up to see K tan | ooking down at him grimfaced.
Ki ndan gave hima quizzical |ook

“You are responsible for teaching dragonriders their manners, are you not?”
K tan asked.

“Mm that might be nore a function of the Weyrlingmaster than the harper,”
Ki ndan returned, his eyes twinkling. “I take it you heard of the exchange
t oday between Tull ea and—=



“Just about everybody,” K tan returned. A puzzled |ook crossed his face.
“She’s the only person |I’'ve ever heard of who gotless sociable after she
| mpressed.”

“That was—what ?—hree Turns back, now?” Kindan nused.

K tan nodded. “She’s weyrbred. She was quite the charner even before she
| mpressed. | had an occasi on—=

Ki ndan snorted. “l woul d have thought you had better taste!”

K tan glared down at him *“As | said, she was nore sociabl e back then,” he
sai d.

“There, you see, it's not ny fault,” Kindan said with a snile

K tan | aughed and sat down beside him “I know, lad, | was just ribbing you.”
He et out a long, tired sigh. “You did good work today,” he said. “You ve the
maki ngs of a good heal er. Perhaps you | earned from Master Zist—=

“Masterharperzist, if you please,” Kindan corrected. “We harpers are rather
touchy about rank.”

K tan snorted. “Very well, Journeyman Kindan.” He |owered his voice so that it
woul d travel only to Kindan's ears. “Not that | haven't heard that you' d been
tapped for Master.”

“This doesn’'t seemlike a good tinme to | eave the Weyr,” Kindan replied.

K tan cl apped himon the shoul der. “Good on you, lad,” he said. “And you're
right, this isn't a good tinme to |l eave the Weyr.” H s voice dropped. “There
m ght not be a Weyr left on your return.”

Ki ndan rai sed an eyebrow. “The | osses today weren't that bad, were they?”

K tan shook his head. “No, thank goodness. W |ost four, though—nore than we
woul d have if it hadn’t been forher. ”

There was no need for himto explain who he nmeant.

“Anot her fifteen severely wounded and twenty-two with minor injuries,” the
Weyr heal er went on.

“How s Mtal taking it?” Kindan asked, careful to keep his voice |ow

K tan gave hima neasuring | ook. “Badly. Wrse than he should, | think.”
“What about the other Wyrs—how have t hey done?” Kindan asked.

K tan shook his head. “l haven't heard.”

“I woul d have thought you woul d have been in touch with the other healers,”
Ki ndan remar ked.

“I"ve only met Gtrial of Ista,” Ktan replied. “But none of the others.”
“And what does Gtrial say?”

K tan's face grew closed. “H s dragon wentbetween two days back,” he said,



wavi ng asi de Kindan's attenpts at commi seration, “but 1'd heard that there
were nore sick dragons at Ista than at Benden.”

“Ista has to fight Thread three nmore tines in the next nine days,” Kindan

renmar ked. That much he had | earned fromthe Records.
“It’s going to be tough, then,” K tan said. “Wat about us?”

Kindan snmiled. “W're getting a break. W' ve got nineteen days before Thread
falls over Upper Bitra.”

K tan shook his head. “None of the injured we've got will be ready by then.”

L’ tor approached them “K tan, when you’ve got a nonment, Mtal would like to
talk with you.”

K tan rose. “I’mready now’

Kindan rose with him “l’ve got to get back to the Records.”

“It’d be better if you could find out about the other Wyrs,” K tan said. The
Weyrs operated autononously and some, such as D gan’s Telgar and D vin's High

Reaches, were unwilling to discuss their internal affairs w th outsiders.

A thoughtful look crept into Kindan's eyes. He nodded his head decisively.
“I"I'l do that,” he said.

“ Fb\,\p”

“Do you suppose Mtal would be willing to spare K tan |ong enough for himto
give me a lift?” Kindan asked L'tor. “l feel a need to practice sone

drumm ng.”

The Weyr drumwas up on the watch heights. When he was up here during the
day, Kindan never tired of the view As it was, in the evening it was cold,
and a steady wind | eached all heat fromhim Still, if he peered carefully and
hel d steady enough, Kindan could nmake out the fire-pits of Bitra Hold to the
west and maybe, or naybe it was his imagination, a faint glow from Benden Hol d
to the south. Kindan adjusted his drumto point nore toward Bitra.

He took his sticks and pounded out “Attention.” Then he waited. Severa
seconds later, and closer than he’'d i magi ned, he heard a drunmrer respond with
“Proceed.” Kindan grinned. Clearly some mnor hold that he hadn’t noticed
before had recently gotten a drunmer. Excellent.

He | eaned into the beat to rap out his message, hoping that he had phrased it
wi th sufficient nonchal ance that it wouldn't alarmthe rel ayers but woul d
still yield its true nmeaning to Masterharper Zist, the intended recipient.

The nessage sent, he listened carefully to the drunmmer repeating it back, and
on to the next drummer in the station. Wth any luck, sometine in the next day
or so, Masterharper Zist would get the nessage.

Whi ch neant, Kindan realized with a groan, that there had to be sonmeone up
here listening for the answer for the next several days.

“I"1'l get one of the weyrlings,”
one else to notice his chagrin.

he said to hinself, glad that there was no



L'tor directed Ktan to the Council Room As they entered, K tan noticed that
the only other rider present was B nik, who | ooked rather unconfortable.

Get used to it, lad, Ktan thought. If you want to lead, it’s going to get
har der .

He made a face, annoyed with hinmself for thinking so sourly of B nik. He had
known the rider since before he'd Inpressed, and the truth was that B ni k was
a steady, careful rider and a good leader. It was only B nik’s continued
association with Tullea that marred K tan’s opinion of him

“dad you're here,” Mtal said as he caught sight of thementering the room
He gestured to a pitcher. “There’s warnklah if you need it.”

K tan silently shook his head and found a seat.
“Did Kindan have any news?” Mtal asked.

K tan shook his head. “He asked to be dropped up to the watch heights to drum
a nessage to the Masterharper.”

B'nik frowned. “Wat for?”

K tan shrugged. “l don't know, to be honest,’
the | osses of the other Wyrs before L'tor found us, so .

he said. “W were tal ki ng about

“I"d heard that he had thought of asking the Masterharper if there were any
Records of illness kept at the Harper Hall,” L'tor suggested.

“He coul d have done both,” Mtal said. He | ooked at the others seated around
the table. “We could use all the information we can get,” he admtted. He held
up a slate. “lI’ve been | ooking at our strength, trying to get an estimte of
how we' || fare.

“We started this Pass with over three hundred and seventy fighting dragons,”
he said. “After two Falls, we’'re down to two hundred and fifteen.”

“I thought it was nore than that,” B nik said. “Are you counting the coughing
ones?”

Mtal shook his head. “No, |I'mcounting themas sick,” he said, “and |I wi sh
I"d kept them back fromthe first Fall. | think we |ost nost of our dragons
because they were so nuddl ed they got | ostbetween. ”

“You can't blame yourself for that, Mtal,” Ktan said heatedly. “Dragons
don’t get sick, no one knew=>

“Well, they're sick now,” Mtal cut in. “And until they're better, |’ m not
letting sick ones fly with us.”

B ni k frowned. “But the | osses—=
Mtal held up a hand. “They were worse when the sick ones flew with us.”

“The | ast Fall was a short one—you can’'t really conpare the two,” K tan said.

“Even allowing for the length of the Fall,” Mtal corrected, “the | osses were



much hi gher when the sick ones flew.

“The real question is, how many nmore will get sick and how soon?” Mta
asked, |ooking pointedly at K tan

K tan shook his head. “lI can’'t say. Lorana, Kindan, and | have been going
t hrough the Records and so far haven’t found anything like this. W ve got
nothing to conpare it with: Dragons—and fire-lizards—haven't gotten sick
before.”

Mtal gave the Weyr healer a |ong | ook, then sighed deeply. “In nineteen
days, we fly against Thread over Bitra. | need sonme idea of how many dragons
will be flying,” he said slowmy. He | ooked at B nik. “If things go well, 1'd

like you to lead that Fall.”

The others in the roomstartled. Mtal raised a hand to quell their inpending
speech. “It’s customary for the Wyrleader to ask other Wngleaders to lead a
Fall,” he said. “It’s good practice, too. No one can ever say when a
Weyrl eader might be injured or | ostbetween.

“And,” he added, “there’s a very good likelihood that Caranth will fly Mnith
when she rises. It will nake the transition easier all around if you ve had
some experience |eading a Fall beforehand.”

B' nik spluttered for several nonments before regaining his speech. “Mtal -4+’ m
honored,” he said finally.

“Don’t be,” Mtal said firmy. “You re a good rider. You re good enough to
know it, too. |1’'d be asking you to lead a Fall soon enough even if”—-he paused,
taking a deep breath—even if Salina were still Wyrwoman.”

Mtal | ooked back to Ktan. “That’s why | want to know what you think our

strength will be. It will be hard enough for B nik to lead a Fall the first
time, even with everything under control. It wouldn't be fair to ask himto
| ead one without giving himsome idea of the number of dragons he'll be

| eadi ng.”

K tan nodded in understanding, then closed his eyes in thought. \Wen he

| ooked up nonments later, his face was clouded. “The trouble is, | can’t really
gi ve you a decent guess, Mtal,” he said. “W don’t know how many dragons were
| ost bet ween because they had the sickness but didn’t tell us or didn't realize
it themsel ves.”

Bef ore anyone could comment, he continued, “All the same, if you |l ook at the
first sicknesses and | osses, we’'ve | ost seventy-three dragons—not all of them
to the sickness—but it's the worst nunber.” He waited for Mtal to nod.
“That’ s seventy-three out of three hundred and ei ghty-five fighting dragons,
or about one in five who' ve either been |lost or gotten sick in the past three
sevendays. So |'d say that you coul d possibly expect the same ratio in the
next three sevendays.” He raised a cautioning hand. “It mght get worse, it
m ght get better. But, let’s say that another forty-three dragons will not be
able to fly the next Fall.”

M tal nodded, though his face was pale. He | ooked at B nik. “That would | eave
you with about one hundred and seventy dragons,” he said. “Can you do it?”

B' nik was just as pale as the Weyrl eader. “Forty-three nore dragons,” he
echoed, aghast. He shuddered, then forced hinself to answer Mtal. “I’Il do ny
best.”



“That’s all anyone can do,” Mtal said with a satisfied nod. He stood up and
turned to leave. “1’Il make the announcenent tonorrow norning. After that,
want to | eave the training to you.”

B' ni k nodded. “I think I'Il continue with the exercises you had us doi ng
before the last Fall,” he said after a nonment. Then he grinned. “l don't
suppose your wing would mnd slinging ‘ Thread,’” would it?”

“l don’t suppose,” Mtal agreed with a grin and a nod. “Now, if you' |l excuse
me, it’'s been a |l ong day”—he covered his nouth to stifle a yawn—and I'min
need of some rest.”

A voice called himurgently fromsleep: “Master Zist, Master Zist!”

Mast er har per Zist raised his head wearily fromhis pillow and blearily | ooked
up. He made out the shape of the watch drunmmer, Terilar, silhouetted by the
glows fromthe Hall.

“What time is it?” he asked, confused. Too much wi ne, he thought.

“I't is three hours past mdnight,” Terilar replied.

No, not enough sleep, Zist thought, correcting his previous assessnent.
He sat up and rubbed his hair back

“It’s a message from Harper Kindan,” Terilar said. “He asks if you would
trade hi m news about the Weyrs.”

The Mast er harper of Pern | ooked up sharply at the drumrer, who seened
nonpl ussed by his sudden keen | ook

Zi st rose, turning the gl ow over beside his bed. “Have soneone rouse Master
Jofri, Master Verilan, and Master Kelsa,” Zi st ordered. “And pl ease ask
someone to bring us up soneklah, if there’'s any still hot.”

“Very well,” Terilar said, dashing away.

“So, Kindan wants to trade, does he?” Zist nuttered to hinmself, nostly to
hear a voice in the mddle of the night. Masterharper Zist appreciated his
ex-apprentice’s choice of words. It was clear from Terilar’s | ook that the
drummer hadn’t taken any deeper meaning from Ki ndan’s nessage, just as it was
clear to Zist that if Kindan “wanted to trade,” he didn't know what was goi ng
on with the other Weyrs hinself. And that neant that the \Wyrl eaders were
bei ng nmore cl ose-nmout hed t han he had t hought.

“You woke us up in the mddle of the night to tell us that Kindan wants to
trade?” Kel sa demanded as the rest of the harpers gathered in the

Mast erharper’s office. Her words ended abruptly in a great yawn. She gl ared at
t he Masterharper, gripped her nug ofklah tightly, and took a long drink

“I"ve got classes to teach in the norning, you know,” she added.
“Thisis nmorning,” Verilan added with a yawn of his own. He frowned

t houghtfully at the Masterharper. “And you woul dn’t have woken us w thout a
reason,” he added, “which neans that Journeyman Ki ndan’s message has nore
meaning to you than I"'mgetting fromit.” He narrowed his eyes. “Wich is what
you wanted to know—whet her others could discern that nmessage.”



“Well, | can’t,” Kelsa said. She glanced at Jofri. “You taught the lad, |
suppose you know.”

“l do,” Jofri agreed, nodding. He | ooked at the Masterharper for perm ssion
and expl ai ned, “Kindan’s nmessage makes it plain that he doesn’t know what’s
going on with the other Weyrs, at least not in detail.”

Verilan nodded slowy, as conprehension dawned. “The Weyrs aren’'t talking to
each other,” he surm sed.

“But they can relay nessages telepathically fromdragon to dragon!” Kel sa
pr ot est ed.

“It’s not the same as a face-to-face nmeeting,” Jofri told her. “You d have to
know exactly what you want to ask.”

“And the questions could easily be misinterpreted,” Verilan said. \Wen Kel sa
| ooked at himinquiringly, he expanded, “Such as how nmany dragons did you
| ose, which some Weyrleaders m ght take to be criticismof their abilities.”

“Exactly,” Master Zist said. “So it’s up to us to find out nore.”
“Very well, but what dol or Verilan have to do with that?” Kel sa demanded.

“I"m supposed to tell Master Zist what |'ve found in the Archives about sick
dragons or fire-lizards,” Verilan predicted. Master Zi st nodded in agreenent.
The Master Archivist nmade a face. “Sadly, | don’t have anything to report.

W’ ve searched back over two hundred Turns and have found no records of
illnesses in either fire-lizards or dragons.”

“How about wat ch-whers?” Master Zist asked.
“We checked for all the related species,” Verilan replied, shaking his head.
“And we’ve found nothing. | have hopes that we can go all the way back to the
Records fromthe Crossing—nost of themare in better shape, I'msad to rel ate,
than those fromlater tines.”

“More grist for the mlIl,”
| ads, then.”

Kel sa said with a laugh. “Turns of work for your

The Master Archivist shook his head. “They' d nmuch rather be copying your
songs than dusty old Records that nean nothing to them?”

“l suspect that in the days to come, your apprentices—and all the students at
our Hall—ill find their interest in preserving our old Records increasing,”
Master Zist said.

Verilan nodded in agreenment. “These tines do make us appreciate the need to
preserve our history.”

“So we know whyhi m Kel sa persisted, “but why did you have to wake nme?”
Master Zist |ooked at her as if the reason was obvious.

“Because he needs you to figure out a song our Weyr harpers can answer
di screetly,” Verilan told her. “So that we can find out how the Weyrs are
doi ng.”

“That’ s assum ng that the Weyr harpers haven’t succunbed thensel ves,” Jofri



poi nted out.
“Them or their dragons?” Kel sa asked.

“I't amounts to the same thing,” Master Zist replied. He added, with an
apol ogetic shrug toward the Master Archivist, “And while our good Archivi st
here may have found nothing, | also felt that your expertise in the area of
song mght possibly aid us.”

Kel sa responded with a rai sed eyebrow

“Master Verilan's apprentices may well have concentrated their efforts on
witten Records,” the Masterharper explained. “But | want you, Kelsa, to
search your nenory, and your library, for any songs concerning | ost
fire-lizards or dragons.” It was his turn to shrug. “Wo knows? Perhaps there,
in our older songs, we mght find a clue.”

Mtal had scarcely got in bed when shouts from outside his quarters disturbed
him Salina murmured in her sleep and noved away fromthe noise.

The shouts grew | ouder as they cane closer, and Mtal could nake out the
words and the speaker.

“Mtal! Wiat do you think you' re doing?” Tullea shouted as she strode through
the entrance into his quarters, thrusting aside the sleeping curtain that he
had drawn cl osed just nmonents before and allowing the dimlight of the hal
glows to enter the room

The shouts could be heard in the Records Room next door. Kindan and Lor ana
both | ooked up, jolted out of their reading.

“What’' s goi ng on?” Lorana wonder ed.

“I don’t know,” Kindan answered, rising fromhis chair, “but it sounds like
trouble.”

Lorana frowned, then stood up and followed himto the doorway. He gestured
with a hand behind his back, telling her to stay put, as he craned his head
around the corner and cocked an ear to listen

Tullea glared at the Weyrl eader fromthe doorway, denmandi ng an answer.

“I was planning on getting a good night’s rest,” the Wyrl eader responded
irritably. “What have you in mnd?”

Tul | ea stopped, thrust her hands onto her hips, and glared at him
monentarily at a |l oss for words.

“You know what | nean,” she continued after a noment, her vol une rising.
“You're trying to kill B nik! Don’t think you can wriggle out of it.”

Salina had | ost her battle for sleep and sat up blearily. “Tullea? Wat is
it? What’s wwong with B nik? Wwo's trying to kill hin®”

Tull ea pointed a finger accusingly at Mtal. “He is!” she shouted. “And |’ m
sure you're in onit, too. Or do you nmean to tell me that you didn’'t know your
preci ous Weyrl eader has ordered B nik to | ead the next Fall?”



Salina furrowed her brow and gl anced at Mtal. She rubbed her eyes, bringing
herself nore alert.

“Next Fall? B nik?” she repeated, digesting the news. Mtal nodded in
confirmation. Salina | ooked up at Tullea and said, “I think that’s a good
i dea, don’t you?”

“What ?” Tullea cried in disgust. “If he isn't trying to get B nik killed,
he’'s trying to discredit himin front of the whole Weyr.” She turned her
attention back to Mtal. “You re supposed to | ead the Weyr, Weyrl eader. You fly
the Fall, do your duty.”

Mtal took a steadying breath.

“Itis my duty to prepare the Weyr to fight Thread,” he agreed. “It is ny duty
to ensure the dragonriders are trained, ready, and able to neet that threat.”

Tul | ea nodded, a satisfied gleamin her eyes.
Mtal continued, “It is ny duty to ensure that our Wngl eaders are able to do

their jobs. And it is ny duty to train those Wngleaders to fight Thread in
any and all positions expected of them-+ncluding |eading a Fall thensel ves.”

Tullea’ s nostrils flared angrily. “You will not make B ' nik lead the Fall!”
she shouted. “You're trying to get himkilled so that your dragon will fly
Mnith!” She drew herself up to her full height. “Wll, it’s not going to
happen! 1'll not let it happen, no matter what!” Her eyes darted to Salina.
“And you! You're part of this, | can tell. Wll, you' re not the Senior
Weyrwonman anynore. | want you out of my quarters inmediately.”

Ki ndan swore. “That’s it!” he snarled, darting out of the room Lorana, who
had not heard as clearly what had been said, foll owed cl ose behind.

Salina glanced at Mtal, who touched her shoul der gently.

“Salina’s things were noved into nmy quarters before the | ast Threadfall,
Tullea,” Mtal said, tanmping down his tenper. “Mkkala and a crew of weyrfolk
have given it a good cleaning and were just waiting for it to finish airing
before they offered it to you.”

Tullea huffed at the news. “VWhy wasn’'t | informed earlier?”
“I’"ve been busy with the injured dragons and riders, Tullea,” Salina said in

a soft voice. “And | thought that you might not want to nmove in so soon
after”—her voice caught—after Breth's death.”

“No one knows how the illness spreads,” Kindan broke in from behind Tull ea.

The Weyrwoman whirled. “You! What are you doing here? This is a private
conversation.”

“Private conversations are not normally conducted by shouting,” Kindan
responded. “We heard you all the way in the Records Room”

“We?” Tull ea | ooked behind himand spotted Lorana. Her eyes narrowed. “Wat
are you doi ng here?” she snapped at Lorana. “Spying?”

“Hardly,” Lorana said. “lI was comng to see if anyone needed hel p.”

Sal i na grabbed at the statement. “Perhaps soneklah and a bite of food.” She



gl anced at Tullea. “Or maybe sonme wine.”

“CGood idea,” Kindan agreed quickly, turning to Lorana and adding in an
undertone, “Laced with fellis juice.”

“1"I'l see what | can find,” Lorana answered, with a wi nk for Kindan

Tul | ea wat ched her disappear with a sour | ook on her face. “That girl takes

far too much on herself,” she proclainmed. “Wen | am Wyrworman, 1’11 order her
to tend to her dragon.”
“I"'msure she’ll be delighted to oblige,” Mtal purred. “Wen you' re

Weyrwonman—per haps you' d care to start now and take over the search through the
Recor ds?”

Tullea jerked as the barb went hone. “Don’t try to distract ne,” she barked.
“l ordered you not to let B nik lead the next Fall.”

As Lorana raced down the steps, still grappling with the bizarre events above
her, she ran straight into B nik.

“Have you seen Tull ea?”

“She’s up with Mtal,” Lorana answered.

B' ni k groaned. “She’s not the one who's been shouting, is she?”

Lorana could only nod. The rider swore, then gave her an apol ogetic shrug.
“She’s accused himof trying to get you killed,” Lorana said.

“Itold her not to!” B nik growed, starting up the steps. He stopped to | ook
back at her. “Were are you goi ng?”

“Down to get sone food and drinks,” she said.

“Make sure to put sone fellis juice in her wine,” he told her, shaking his
head sadly. “Wen she gets worked up like this, it’s about the only thing that
cal ns her.”

Lorana frowned. “This has happened before? Is she all right?”

“Yes. No. | don’t know,” B ' nik said in rapid response. Another shout pronpted
himto start back up the stairs. “I’'d better get going.”

When Lorana returned with a tray, B nik deftly took the wi ne glass and handed
it to Tullea, who had grown quieter but no | ess determ ned.

“I don't care,” she said. “You shouldn’t fly this Fall.”
“It’s my duty, Tullea,” B nik said. “Besides,” he added with a grin, “lwant

to do it.” He grabbed a mug fromthe tray Lorana had set down and poured
hi msel f somekl ah

“l know you do,” Tull ea snapped. She took a sip of her wine. “lIt’s just that,
if anything were to happen to you, particularly before Mnith rises, |2 She
br oke off.

B' ni k hastily passed his nmug to Kindan and wapped his arns around Tul | ea,
drawi ng her into a tight enbrace. The nove caught her off guard and she tipped



her gl ass, spilling some of the wine onto his tunic.

“I"'msorry,” she said. She | ooked at the others, her eyes npoist with enotion
“I"'msorry,” she repeated.

“I't’s all right, come on,” B nik said soothingly, |eading her fromthe room
“It’s late—you' |l feel better in the norning.”

There was an unconfortabl e pause as the others listened to their steps as
t hey wal ked down the hall back to their weyr.

“Stress does strange things to people,”
faded away.

Sal ina nurmured when their steps had

“She wasn’t like this before,” Mtal nuttered, |ooking puzzled.

“She said she’s always tired, always edgy,” Salina comrented. She | ooked at

Ki ndan. “Could it be something in her diet?”

Ki ndan shrugged. “K tan woul d know best.” He cocked his head toward Lorana,
addi ng, “But Lorana m ght have some thoughts.”

Lorana was still digesting the events of the evening. She shook her head. "M
father bred herdbeasts,” she said. “Sonetinmes they would go off their feed for
no reason. W could never explain it.”

“Well, Tullea's been ‘off her feed” for the past three Turns now, " Ki ndan
conment ed sardonically.

“I think she’s just scared,” Salina said synpathetically. “And who can bl ane
her? These are very worrying times.”

Ki ndan recogni zed the end of the conversation and picked up the tray.

“W need to get back to our work,” he said to the others, gesturing for
Lorana to precede him

“No, you need to get to sleep,” Mtal corrected. “I can't have you two acting
i ke Tullea.”

Qut of earshot, Kindan turned back to Lorana and said quietly, “Could it be
that the dragons are off their feed?”

Lorana | ooked at hi m questioni ngly.

“Coul d they be missing sonme nutrient we aren’t aware of? Somet hing that woul d
make them susceptible to this illness?”

Lorana shook her head. She started to speak, but it turned into a w de yawn
bef ore she coul d answer.

“Mtal is right,” Kindan declared. “You do need your sleep.”
He placed the tray on the return shaft to the Lower Caverns, turned back to
her with a grin, and raised his elbowinvitingly. “May | escort you back to

your weyr, ny |ady?”

Lorana snmiled in return, placing a hand on the proffered el bow, and getting
into “my lady” character. “Wy certainly. Lead on!”



“I think I’'ve got sonething,” Lorana said as they pored over Records the next
day.

Ki ndan | ooked up fromhis Records and gave her an encouragi ng | ook

“This is the third reference |'ve seen to Fort Weyr.”

“1"ve seen about the sane,” Kindan said.

“I think that when the Weyrl eaders get really stunped, they go to Fort Weyr
and check the Records there,” Lorana decl ared.

“That woul d nake sense,” Kindan agreed. “And Fort Weyr’'s close enough to the
Harper Hall that they could draft some of the archivists to maintain copies in
good condition.”

“Didn’t you say you used to do copying at the Harper Hall?” Lorana asked.
When Ki ndan nodded, she continued, “Do you remenber copying Fort Weyr
Recor ds?”

“No,” Kindan admitted. “But that doesn’'t nmean it wasn't done Turns before.”
“I think it’s worth investigating,” Lorana said.

Lorana sprang up from her seat, gave herself an alm ghty stretch, and said,
“Anything to get away fromthese nusty old Records.”

Ki ndan | ooked at her quizzically. “Are you accusing me of that sentinment, or
admtting it yoursel f?”

“Both,” Lorana answered, | aughing.

“ By nl k. ”

A voice in his ear and gentle shaking roused the dragonrider. He turned over,
com ng face-to-face with Tullea, her eyes worried.

“I = she began, voice low and full of apol ogy.

“Shh,” B nik said, raising his fingers to her lips in a gesture of
understanding. Tullea's face crunpl ed and she crushed herself agai nst him

“I"'msorry,” she muttered into his shoulder. “lI’mso sorry.”

“I't’s all right, love, it’s all right,” B nik told her, stroking her graceful
neck and cl asping her tight to him

Tull ea tensed and pulled back. “But it’snot all right,” she protested, her
eyes shiny with tears and her nose running. She shook her head hel plessly. “I
don’t understand, B nik-—=

B'nik tried to shush her again but she dodged his fingers.
“I never used to be like this,” Tullea continued. “I feel pulled apart,
dizzy; | can’t concentrate. | feel out of control all the time, B nik. And
it’s been like this forTurns. ”



B' ni k nodded synpat hetically.

“I wantne back,” Tullea cried. “1I want to be who | was, not angry all the
tine.”

She | ooked into his warm eyes and told himher deepest fear: “And if | |ose
you, | don’t think I'lIl ever be able to do that.”

Mtal wasn’t in his quarters, nor in the Kitchen Cavern. As they wandered
across the Bow, they found Ktan first and decided to try the idea on him

“Two nmore dragons have started coughing this norning,” he told them as they
approached. “That nakes seven nore since the last Fall.”

“Nearly two a day,” Kindan observed. “How long fromthe start of the cough
unti | ”

“Deat h?” K tan finished. He shook his head. “Two, naybe three sevendays.”

Lorana eyed the walls of the Bow above them picking out each individua
weyr. She spotted one dragon lolling with its neck extended out over the |edge
of its weyr, saw it sneeze and send a cloud of green ooze sprayi ng down and

out across the Bow . She pointed at it.

“I't may not be the way it starts to spread,” she said to the others, “but do
we know if the latest sick are close by or under those already infected?”

K tan gasped in surprise. “lI hadn’'t thought of that before.”
“I hadn’t either,” Lorana admitted.
Ki ndan rai sed his hands. “Nor [|.”

K tan stroked his chin thoughtfully. “But if you're right, then we need to
i sol ate the sick ones on the | owest |evels.”

Lorana shook her head. “That won’t work,” she said. Wen the other two | ooked
at her in surprise, she explained, “Because the riders still have to wal k
across the Bowl —and the dragons wash in the |ake.”

“They could be getting it fromthe waters of the |ake, then, couldn't they?”
Ki ndan said, with an apol ogetic | ook at Lorana for countering her theory.

Lorana’ s shoul ders sl unped.

“They could. For that matter, they all eat the sanme food. The contagi on could
be spread through the herdbeasts.”

“There’s a map of the weyrs in the Weyrl eader’'s quarters, | believe,” Ktan
said. “Gven that any of these theories could be right, wouldn’t it make sense
to see if we spot the pattern Lorana suggested?”

“I't mght,” Lorana agreed. “But if the weyrs aren’t grouped by wi ngs, it
probably won’'t.”

K tan gave her a questioning | ook.



“The dragons could infect each other while they’'re training,” she expl ai ned
sadly.

Ki ndan groaned. “So we’'re no nearer than we were.”

K tan shook his head. “No, | think there’'s sone progress—we have a nunber of
good ideas we can follow ” He | ooked at Lorana. “When your father dealt with
si ck herdbeasts, what did he do?”

Lorana started to marshal the list of actions in her mnd. Seeing that she
was preparing a | engthy response, he interrupted her with an uprai sed pal m

“l nmean, what did he do first?”

“He tried to isolate the sick fromthe healthy,” she said i mediately. And
then, as she registered the inmport of the words, she groaned. “Wy didn't we
think of this earlier?”

“Because we’ ve been too near the problem” K tan answered swiftly. “W' ve
been too busy dealing with Thread and the day-to-day battle with the
si ckness.” He shook his head sadly. “Mtal’s off training.”

“Not anymore,” Lorana declared. “l just called Gaminth back.”

Ki ndan whistled in surprise at her forwardness.

“Now hat’s acting |ike a Wyrwonman,” K tan said approvingly.

“You were right to call me back,” Mtal said to Lorana when they had
expl ai ned their purpose. “Fighting this illness is just as inportant as
fighting Thread.”

They were gathered in the Council Room At Mtal’s invitation, Salina had
joined them Kindan gave Mtal and Salina a quick review of their thinking.

Salina pointed to a slate chart and said, “Here’re the assignnents for the
riders.” She |ooked it over and sighed. “I’mafraid it’s not very up-to-date.”

She laid it on the table and the others | ooked it over. It was arranged by
levels, with quarters nunbered fromthe Weyrl eader’ s weyr.

K tan found some col ored chalks. He circled in red all those weyrs occupied
by dragons that had gonebetween, and in yellow all those who were coughi ng.

Lorana pursed her |ips unhappily. “That tells us how things are now,” she
said. “What we want to know is the progression of the sickness.”

“Mn” K tan agreed. He went back and started putting nunbers beside each
illness. Salina's Breth was, sadly, nunber one.

“But there were others sick before Breth,” Salina noted.

K tan grunted agreenent, dusted off some nunbers and corrected them They
peered at the final arrangenent.

“I don't see a pattern,” Kindan said.

“Well, there wouldn’'t be,” Mtal said after a long nonment’s silence. “If the



sickness is airborne and carried in the dragons’ sneezes, then the sickness
woul d sink down into the Bowl. Because every dragon cones down to the Bow at
some point, they would breathe in the infected air.”

“Al t hough sone dragons sleep | ower down and woul d be exposed to the infected
air nmore,” K tan comented.

Mtal accepted this point with a shrug.

“I'f the di sease was spread by water, then every dragon woul d have an equa
chance of catching it,” Kindan observed. He pointed to the distribution of the
sick dragons. “The upper levels are less infected than the | ower ones, so
perhaps itis an airborne sickness.”

“You can't rule out something in their food, either,” Salina countered.

Ki ndan nodded.

Mtal |ooked up at Lorana. “Gaminth said you had a plan. What was it?”

Lorana paused before answering. “l noticed repeated references to Fort Weyr.
It seens that every tinme the Wyrl eader encounters something extraordi nary,
there's a trip nade to Fort—=

“No,” Mtal said shaking his head. “I can guess what you’'re thinking and we
can’t risk it. No one knows how the sickness spreads and we don’t want to
spread—=

“But the fact that nore dragons have gotten sick since we inposed the
guarantine indicates that however the sickness was first acquired, it’s being
spread by our own dragons now,” K tan interjected.

“Maybe our dragons can’'t get sicker,” Mtal said, “but we can’t say whether
Fort Weyr’'s dragons could.” He shook his head. “It’s a risk | don’'t want to
take. And | can't ask Klior to take it, especially as he's fighting his first
Fal | tomorrow. ”

“Perhaps after?” Lorana suggested forlornly.

Mtal drew a |oud, thoughtful breath. He let it out again in a sigh, shaking
his head. “No.”

Ki ndan started to speak, but Lorana grabbed his arm shaking her head. “Very
well,” she said. “W’|| do what we can.”

“Have you heard from Masterharper Zist?” Mtal asked Ki ndan

Ki ndan shook his head. “Not yet. |1’ve got a weyrling up on the watch heights
listening for the druns.”

“Perhaps he' |l have good news for us,” Mtal said wearily. He |ooked at the
others. “Well, if that's all, | think I1'Il get back to B nik’s training
flight.”

“I't’s time to do our rounds, anyway,” K tan said, rising fromhis seat. He
gestured to Lorana. “Com ng?”

Lorana roused herself from her musings over the chart. “Wat? Oh, yes! | want
to see Denorith’s wing.”



FOURTEEN

Thread falls
Dragons rise
Dragonri ders scan the skies
Dragons flane, Thread dies.

Fort Weyr, Third Pass, 6th day, AL 508

Wake up! Cone on, Klior, get up—+t’s tinme to fight Thread,” Ci sca called
fromacross the room full of irrepressible enthusiasm

Klior rolled over and up. In truth, he hadn't slept and even though he had
gone to bed very early in the norning, he had found hinself faking sleep so as
not to upset G sca.

“You were faking last night,” she said as she came across the room and ki ssed

hi m
K lior groaned. “I didn't want to worry you.”

" she admtted. “But it's time: Thread falls over
" She gestured toward the

“I couldn’t sleep either,’
| ower Nabol and upper Ruatha in less than two hours.
bat hi ng room “Get a good bath, start the day right.”

Klior snmled. If there was any mantra to G sca’'s high energy life, it was
“get a good bath.” It was about the only time he could get her to slow down.
VWll, one of the only times, he corrected hinself with a wi cked grin.

“I heard that!” Cisca called fromthe bathing room
“I didn't say anything,” Klior returned mldly.

Cisca reentered the room grabbed his hand, and tugged himplayfully toward
the waiting bath. “lI heard it anyway,” she said.

Wsely, Klior said nothing. As he eased into the bath, he opened his mouth
to ask for some breakfast but G sca hushed himwith a raised finger

“I"ve already sent down for soneklah and scones,” she informed him *Eat
light up here, so that you can eat a hearty breakfast with the riders.”

K lior nodded: That had been his plan. He once again bl essed his |uck that
his Rineth had managed to catch Melirth when she rose. He had been so afraid
that one of the older, w ser dragons—and his rider—woul d have managed to
out maneuver the young bronze on his first mating flight. He and C sca had
already formed a strong attachment before her gold rose for the first tine,
and whil e he understood and accepted the ways of the Weyr, he was honest
enough to admt that he did not want any other dragonman entwi ned with her

“l know that |ook,” G sca said, returning with a tray. She put it down beside
t he bat hing pool and sat herself beside it. “You re worrying about ne again.”

K lior could never understand how his thoughts could be so transparent, no
matter how hard he worked to keep his face expressionless.



“Afraid | might let another ride Melirth, eh?” she teased, punching him
lightly on his exposed shoulder. “Well,” she said consideringly, “I wll, too,
if you don’t behave.”

“I"I'l do nmy best,” he promi sed somnberly.
Cisca flicked water at him grinning. “That’s the spirit! Now finish bathing
so we can get downstairs and nmake a suitabl e appearance.”

“There are two hundred and twenty-two fighting dragons, excluding the three
queens, and they willall fly!” D gan shouted at V' gin and Lina. For the third
time since the last Fall, they had asked himto keep the sick dragons behi nd.
Now he took a breath and I et his anger ride out with a deep sigh

“W have only two hundred and twenty-two fighting dragons,” he repeated,
ignoring the startled | ooks on the faces of the other dragonriders mlling
about the Lower Caverns. They should be used to his shouting by now, he
refl ected. They should know that his roar was al ways worse than his flane.

“I know that, D gan,” Lina said soothingly. “Wiich is why | still think it
m ght be best if the sick ones don't fly.”

D gan shook his head. “They fly. Every dragon that can gobetween will fly
agai nst Thread.” He | ooked pointedly at Norik, the Weyr harper, who had stood
besi de the other two to I end support. “Isn’t that the duty as witten in the
Teachi ng Songs?”

“1t is, but the—=

“No buts!” D gan replied hotly, his anger com ng back. “Harper, | heard no
‘“buts’ in the Teaching Songs. It doesn’'t say ‘Dragonmen nust fly when they
feel like it.” It says, ‘Dragonnmen nmust fly when Thread is in the sky.’ ”

Norik bit his Iip and heaved a deep sigh
“Very well,” D gan said, confident that this repeated revolt had been snuffed
out. “Lina, order the wings to assenble above the Star Stones.” He raised his
voice to be heard by the massed riders. “W ride against Thread over Telgar!”

As the riders nounted their dragons, D gan turned back to Lina. “You'll want
to assenble the queen’s wing to come al ong on ny comuand.”

Li na opened her mouth to try once nore to di ssuade him but the set | ook on
D gan’s face quelled her. She closed her nouth again and nodded mnutely.

Her Garoth was one of the dragons that had npst recently started sneezing.

“You will be careful, won’t you, old man?” Dalia asked as she and C rion
glided down to the Bowl below them She had chided Crion for his decision to
rel ocate the queens and senior wi ngleaders to the highest weyrs—t ensured
that all their meals were either in the Kitchen or col d—but she couldn't fault
his logic. If the sickness was spread fromdragon to dragon, and that
certainly seemed so, then the dragons’ sneezing was the surest way it spread.
So noving the fit dragons to the highest part of the weyr—above the
sneezer s—seened a good precaution



“I"l'l be careful,” Crion prom sed. Not, he reflected, that being careful was
enough these days.

The sickness had nore than deci mated the Weyr. Wen he had seen the Red Star
bracket the Eye Rock at Fort Weyr, he could count on three hundred and
thirty-three fighting dragons. Now he woul d be taking only one hundred and
seventy-six to fight Thread at South Nerat.

Fortunately, the path of the Thread would only graze South Nerat this Fall
and C rion hoped that his new tactics—and the short Fall—would give the Wyr

the thrill of success wi thout the nunbing pain of |ost dragons.
“You' Il keep an eye on things around here?” C rion asked.
Dalia grimaced. “1’d rather be going with you,” she adnmitted. “You stil

haven't convinced ne that your tactics can make up for mssing the queens’
wi ng.”

Crion shrugged. “But | can’'t have our queens flying underneath any sick
dragons.”

“I thought the sick dragons were staying behind?” Dalia asked, brows raised.
“The ones weknow about,” Crion corrected. “Ch, the Wngl eaders and the
riders thensel ves understand the risks, but that’'s not to say that a dragon
who feels fine right now won't be coughi ng and sneezi ng when we arrive over
South Nerat.”

Dal i a nodded. He was right—+the onset of the synptons was that quick. Wy, it
had seened |ike only minutes had passed between Carth's first sneeze and the
monent Gatrial’s angui shed cry was echoed by the keening of the Weyr’s dragons
at yet another |oss.

In the three days since the last Fall, they had | ost twenty-seven dragons to
the sickness. Dalia shut her eyes against the painful menory.

It will be all right,Bidenth soothed her. Dalia nodded to herself. A new
heal er would be sent fromthe Harper Hall. It might be awhile, because no one
woul d risk sending a dragon to the Harper Hall, so the poor |ad would have to
travel over land and sea when the sky was Thread free. In the nmeantine, they
woul d nake do.

“Good norning, ny lady!” a young woman cal |l ed cheerfully up fromthe Bow
bel ow.

Dalia snmothered her retort, instead alighting swiftly from Bi denth and
striding over to the smling holder girl.

“Jassi,” she said with a touch of acerbity, “pleasejust call me by ny name.”
Jassi dipped a curtsy and bowed her head. “lI’'msorry my—balia—that takes sone
getting used to.”

Dal i a shook her head but couldn’t help snmiling at the holder girl. Jassi had
arrived in response to Crion's pleading request for anyone who knew anyt hi ng
about Heal i ng.

“I"ve really only dealt with the cuts and scrapes we got at ny father’s inn,”
Jassi had confessed i medi ately upon arrival. She ticked off the injuries



she’d tended on her fingers. “The odd broken bone, deep puncture, a coll apsed
| ung once, and—=

Dal i a had hugged her. “Please, just see what you can do,” she had begged. “If
it doesn’'t work out, no harm done.”

“I"1'l try, ny lady,” Jassi had replied, very much on her best manners.

She had nearly bolted when their first charge proved to be a dragon, but
Dal i a had cal med her down and introduced her to the dragon, who was reeling in
pain froma badly scored w ng.

After the first day, Dalia couldn’t imagine being wthout Jassi. The girl had
recovered fromher initial awkwardness and slipped easily into the role of
authority so conpletely that Dalia suspected the girl had been a major force
in the nowclosed inn. Jassi had confessed that she felt claustrophobic in the
tight society and narrow corridors of Ista Hold.

Now, after nearly a sevenday at the Weyr, Jassi had found hersel f thoroughly
at home and, except for a tendency to address all the dragonriders as “ny
lord” or “ny lady,” had conpletely adjusted to Wyr life. In fact, Dalia had
decided to coax Jassi onto the Hatching Grounds the next time there was a
queen egg.

The girl’s cheerful ness was irrepressible, even in the worst of tines.
Dalia's eyes watered at the menories of all the hands she had seen Jassi hold
while rider | ost dragon to the sickness.

“I't’s much worse for them” Jassi had expl ai ned when Dalia had carefully
steered one of their conversations to the topic. “So | try to keep a good face
on it and do what | can.”

And that, Dalia supposed, was all that could be expected of anyone in these
terrible times. To do what they coul d.

H gh over the west branch of the Telgar river, two hundred and thirty-one
dragons burst into the sky, perfectly arrayed in a three-layer arrow
formation.

“Right, we’'re here, where’'s the Thread?” P dor shouted fromhis position
behind Klior. Klior smled at his w ngsecond s jauntiness. He | ooked up
then | ooked around.

The sight of his Weyr arrayed behind himnade himswell with pride. Al the
training was going to pay off, he was sure. He | ooked at the skies behind him
Thread. Hi s bronze dragon, Rineth, bugled as he sensed Klior's thrill of
al arm

“Where's Tel gar?” he wondered aloud. To Ri neth he said, Have the | ower flight
remai n here and order the other two flights to turn around to face the Thread.

In an awkward flurry the Weyr rearranged itself. Rineth turned back to K Iior
for firestone, and then suddenly there was Thread, raining down on them and no
one from Tel gar in sight.

It was tine to fly.

Time to fl ane.



Time to fight.

Thread would be over Nerat for less than an hour, Crion rem nded hinself as
he and Nidanth energed into the norning sunlight. He gl anced around, satisfied
that the wi ngs were organizing thenmselves quickly. It was an awkward Fall to
fight, just grazing Nerat before sheering back out to sea. So, while it was a
short flight, it had its own unique perils. Thread had been falling on the sea
for sone tine already, and the pattern of the Fall had been establi shed—except
that the norning breeze had already started, with great thernmals roiling the
Thread and clunping it unpredictably.

Crion was glad that it was a short Fall. He considered rearranging the
Weyr’s dragons to fight fromthe shore, rather than pick up the Fall as it
cane in fromthe sea and followit.

There! He could see them flecks of white against the high clouds. He ordered
Ni danth to spread the news. The bronze conplied, then turned his nmassive head
back for firestone. Crion fed it to him all the while scanning the skies
above him trying to tine when to clinb up to fight the falling Thread.

J'lantir, arrayed in the wi ng behind him saw the nmenacing clunp of Thread as
it whirled down and streaned onto Crion and N danth from behind. Before he
could even shout a warning, Thread had scoured Crion’s back bare and had torn
great gaps in Nidanth’s inner wi ngs and back. The pair vani shedbet ween.
J'lantir counted slowy to hinmself, his eyes scanning the skies around him

When he reached five, he swallowed hard and said to Lolanth, Tell Pineth to
have Mkir take their wing to the rear. Tell the rest of our wing to cl ose up
to the front.

Tears streanmed down J' lantir’s face as Lol anth relayed the orders and sped up
to bring the wing forward to the Thread. And then there was Thread to fight,
to flane, to char fromthe skies.

Gimy, Jlantir did his duty for his Wyr and pl anet.

Ki ndan was worried when he didn’t see Lorana cone to dinner. They had worked
all day together, part of the time in the Records Room and part of the tine
hel ping Ktan tend to the injured dragons and riders—as well as the sick
dr agons.

Lorana had been cheerful in the early norning, but as the day wore on, and
dragons from Fort, Telgar, and Ista Weyrs were lost fighting Thread, her face
took on a sickly pallor. Kindan could see her wince visibly with each new
| oss.

“I"'mall right,” she had told himwhen he’'d asked her about it.

Shortly before the evening nmeal, Mtal came searching for her in the Records
Room

“I just heard from Lol anth,” he began, his eyes troubl ed.

“l heard,” Lorana said in a flat voice



“Did you—2 Mtal cut hinself short. “I was wondering if perhaps you d felt
Ni danth’ s passing.”

Lorana shook her head sadly. “There were so many,” she said hoarsely, her
voi ce barely audible. “Less than the first Fall, but still so nany.”

Mtal nodded slowly. “Crion was right, then, to pity you.”

Lorana net his eyes. “I’'Il survive,” she said firmy. “It’s hard, but | have
Arith to confort ne.”

“I'f there’s anything you need,” Mtal said, *
to help . "

or anything I or Salina can do

“Thank you,” Lorana said, forcing a snmle. “W' || nanage, Arith and I|.”

But now, as Kindan’s eyes scanned the crowded tables, he wondered. Wth a
sigh, he left and headed up to the Records Room Perhaps she had decided to
eat there instead.

He was hal fway up the steps when Arith called, Lorana needs the harper

The dragon’s nmessage nmade hi mjunp, but as soon as he recovered, he was
runni ng down the stairs and across the Bow to Lorana’s quarters.

Ki ndan sl owed as he neared Lorana’s roons, halting just before the door
catching his breath and listening. Through the curtain, he heard the soft
sounds of sobbi ng.

“Lorana?” he called. “May | come in?”
“ Yes. ”

Ki ndan pushed the curtain aside. He noticed that the tapestries were covered
with drawi ngs pinned to them They were draw ngs of dragons and riders. Sone
he recogni zed as dragons fromthe Weyr—all dragons lost to Thread or the
si ckness. He guessed the other dragons were those | ost from other Wyrs,
al t hough he couldn’t imagi ne how Lorana knew enough to draw them As he peered
closer, he saw that she didn’t—the characteristic features of a dragon’s face,
the shape of its eye ridges, the spacing of the snout, the shape and nunber of
teeth were all left as nebul ous, shadowy hints. But he could plainly see their
riding harness, the faces of their grief-stricken riders—and Ki ndan was struck
by the ampbunt of pain that he saw in those faces, pain that he knew Lorana
nmust have felt directly.

He noticed the light reflected off Arith’s whirling eyes as the dragon | ooked
in wrriedly fromher lair toward her rider

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom he saw Lorana lying in her bed. He went
over and sat on the edge. She was |lying on her stonach, face in her pillow,
her upper arms and back uncovered. For a nonent he sat there, silent. He
started to put a hand on her shoul der, paused, and pulled it back

“Do you have any | otion?” he asked.

“What ?” Lorana turned over to face him In the dimlight, Kindan could see
her blotchy face and the streaks where tears had washed down her face. He had
seen people like this before, worn out with pain, bodies tight with grief and
SOrrow.



“Lotion,” Kindan repeated. “Or scented oil ?”

“There’s sonme oil by the bath,” she answered, sounding quizzical

Ki ndan went to the bathing room found the oil and returned. He placed it
cl ose to the bed.

He took sone oil into his hands and rubbed it until it was warm Then he
| eaned forward and gently began to massage the tight nuscles of her neck

“Turn over, | need to do your hands,” he ordered her softly. He could sense
her puzzled | ook. “You can’t have done all those draw ngs w thout cranping
your hands,” he expl ained. “Turn over.”

He gathered nore lotion and, gently grasping her left hand in his right, he
stroked over it with the oil, teasing out the kinks in her fingers and worki ng
the tight muscle at the base of her thunmb. Slowy he worked up her arm
relieving tension in the forearm biceps, and shoul der

Lorana |l et out a deep sigh of contentnent.

Ki ndan allowed hinself a small smle, then returned to his work. He worked
her other shoul der and arm

He spent a great deal of time working the kinks out of the arch of her foot
and her heel, knowi ng how nmuch tension got wound into the balls of the feet.
He repeated his efforts on the other |eg.

At last Kindan let out a deep breath and | ooked down at Lorana, |ying rel axed
beneath him Quietly he stood up and tiptoed out of the room

In the norning, Lorana awoke suddenly with a burning passion, fierce and
nearly frightening in its intensity.

Ki ndan ducked his head in, eyes snapping with emotion. “Tullea’s Mnith has
bl ooded her kills.”

“She will mate soon,” Lorana said, stretching her senses and feeling the
young queen’s passion. She | ooked up at Kindan, her eyes warm but al so

chal l enging. “Stay with ne?”

Ki ndan gave her a surprised, half-hoping | ook. Lorana sat up in her bed and
patted it.

“I’”ve never been near a dragon’s mating flight,” she expl ai ned.
Ki ndan nmoved to her and, at her beckoning, sat on the bed beside her
“The enotions fromdragons mating are very strong,” he said, his voice | ow.

At that noment, Lorana gasped as she felt Mnith being caught in her mating
flight and—

When she coul d speak again, she | eaned up and captured Kindan’s nouth with
hers, kissing himdeeply.

Ki ndan responded by clutching her nore tightly, returning her kiss as
ardently as she had given it. Like dragons entw ned, they drew together



burning with a passion born on dragonw ngs.

Afterward, they broke apart, still touching each other |oosely. Lorana | ooked
at himas he lay beside her and traced the line of his jaw | ovingly. Kindan
turned his head, caught her hand, kissed it, and released it again, all with a
gentle smle.

“Who was it?” he asked, referring to the mating flight.

“B nik’s Caranth flew her,” Lorana told himinmedi ately. She had known the
dragon’s touch instantly.

Ki ndan si ghed and Lorana heard a world of unspoken thoughts in that sigh
Thi ngs woul d change at Benden Weyr. She reached for his hand, grabbed it,
brought it to her lips, and kissed it.

Such a union of disparates, K tan thought to hinself as he watched Lorana and
Ki ndan enter the Main Cavern |later that evening, not too far from Tull ea and
B nik. Mtal and Salina were already seated.

Tul |l ea wal ked with the obvi ous soreness of a wonman recovering from her
dragon’s mating. B nik | ooked equally unconfortable.

Lorana, on the other hand, novedthrough her pain, a smle close to her lips,
her hand entwined in Kindan's, projecting the sense that the pain served a
pur pose that she accepted and wel coned.

She and the harper nmade a good pair, he reflected, and he was glad that sone
were happy with the day’s events.

The sane could not be said fromthe | ooks of Tullea and B ni k. They had been
| overs, and passionately so, for many Turns, so K tan woul d have expected
Mnith’s mating to be a great pleasure to them But from Tullea s red-ri med
eyes and the way she winced as she strode, he got the inpression that it had
not been so.

The mating flight had taken place early in the norning, just after Mnith
awoke. K tan could not remenber how many bronze riders had gat hered around
Tull ea as the enraged queen started bl ooding her kills. He remenbered B nik
screaming at Tullea not to let her gorge, and Tullea | ooking back at himwith
a smrk in her eyes. Wether it was fromTullea’ s contrariness or her
inability to control her dragon, Mnith nanaged to eat two whol e herdbeasts
before a bellow from Caranth and nore | oud shouts from B ni k got her under
control. She blooded only two nore kills before leaping into the air, chased
by the lusty bronzes.

The mating flight had not been that |ong. Indeed, all the bronzes were stil
flying strongly when Mnith dove into them and was snhared by Caranth. K tan
si ghed, shaking his head at the nmemory. A short mating flight, gorging on her
f ood—+those spoke of a small clutch and nore problens for the Weyr with a
Weyrwoman who woul d not control her dragon

Mtal and Salina rose as they caught sight of Tullea and B ni k. The new
Weyrwonan noticed their nmovenent but deliberately turned toward a different
tabl e. Obviously not accepting the affront, Mtal gestured to Salina and they
wal ked over to the table Tullea had chosen

“Congrat ul ati ons Weyrwonan, \Weyrl eader on your mating flight,” Mtal began



the traditional greeting. “Muy your hatchlings be nany.”

Tullea glowered at him B nik | ooked pained at that part of the traditiona
salutation but nodded politely to Mtal and Salina.

“I want you out of B nik's quarters by tomorrow,” Tullea told Mtal. “The
Weyrl eader needs to be close to the Records Room” She gl anced at Ki ndan and
Lorana, who had stopped in their tracks. “Lorana, you and Kindan will conduct

your research el sewhere.”

It was an obvious taunt. Lorana deflected it with a polite nod. “If you wi sh,
we coul d continue our research in my quarters.”

Tullea sniffed. “I don’t care where, as long as it’s not in the Records
Room” A new thought entered her mnd and she turned to Mtal, a sly snmle on
her face. “As Weyrworman, it is nmy duty to arrange assignnent of quarters,” she
declared. “l think, Wngleader Mtal, that your wing would be best up on the
hi ghest | evel. You may nove there imediately. B nik’s wing will occupy the
quarters yours vacates.”

Mtal accepted the order with a nod and a smle. “Thank you, Wyrwoman,” he
said. “l have heard it said that the higher levels are nore likely to be free
of the sickness.”

Tullea’s eyes widened in shock, then narrowed again as she deci ded he was
toying with her.

“Weyr| eader, your wing nmay begin noving tonorrow,” she told B nik with a
purr.

B' ni k | ooked nonplussed. He told Mtal, “My nmen won’t be ready by then
Pl ease ask yours to nmove at their convenience.”

“Yes, Weyrleader,” Mtal replied. He gestured to Salina and they departed,
| eaving Tull ea no happi er than she had been

The night air was broken by the sound of a dragon coughing. Startled | ooks
went around the Cavern as they tried to identify the dragon, only to change to
| ooks of anguish as everyone realized that yet another dragon had fallen ill.
B' ni k bent his head toward Tull ea, engaging her in a rapid conversation

Mtal’s wing had noved to the upper |evels before noon the next day, although
they were left with a lot of cleaning still to do.

“I't’s our due for having it so easy in the training,” he teased them They
responded in kind, but there was a marked strain in their hunor.

Lorana and Ki ndan decided to nove their research to the harper’s quarters, as
they were on the Lower Caverns and closer to the Records Roomthan Lorana’s
roonms. They took only as many Records as they felt they could sort through in
a sevenday. The smaller piles gave thema fal se sense that the task woul d be
easi er.

K tan stopped in to check on themlate in the afternoon
“I went to the weyrwonmen's quarters first, thinking you d be there,” he told

them as he ducked inside the doorway. He gl anced around Kindan’s cozy roons
and nodded approvingly. “This makes nore sense.”



“Well, it’s really harper’s work anyway,
“How are the sick ones doi ng?”

Ki ndan said by way of agreenent.

K tan grimaced, shaking his head. “Wrse. And nore of them” he replied.

Ki ndan turned back to the piles of Records. “Then | guess we'd better get to
wor k. ”

”

“W won’'t find anything here,” Lorana protested, jumping out of her seat in
frustration. “W need to go to Fort.”

K tan | ooked at her questioningly.

“That’ s where the ol dest Records are,” she explained. “And that’'s where every
Weyr | eader has gone when they couldn’t find an answer in their own Records.”

“Mtal said that you can’'t go,” Kindan told her reprovingly.

“Mtal’s not the Weyrl eader anynore,” Lorana shot back rebelliously.

“Well, Arith’s too young to take you,” Kindan continued. “So how were you
pl anni ng on getting there?”

“l could take you.” Startled, they turned to see B nik standing in the
doorway. “lI need to see K lior, anyway.”

“But —+he sickness,” Kindan protested.

“They have it at Fort, as well,” B nik said. “K lior’s agreed.” He turned his
attention to Lorana. “Wen would you be ready to go?”

“1"d li ke to come al so,” Kindan said.

B' ni k shook his head. “lI need you and Ktan to stay here, caring for the sick
and injured.”

Lorana pulled out a slate and stylus. “Wen can we go?”

“Whenever you're ready,” he replied. “I believe that Tullea and Mnith are
still sleeping,” he added di si ngenuously.

“Very well, then,” Lorana responded pertly. She glanced back at the others
and then to the new Weyrl eader. “Arith still sleeps, but she’'ll be hungry in

anot her hour or two.”

B' ni k nodded thoughtfully. “Then we’'ll be certain to return before she needs
to feed, no matter how | ong we’re gone,” he told her

“I's it such a wise idea to time it, Wyrleader, just after the nmating
flight?” K tan asked solicitously. He knew how tiring goi nghetween tinmes was
on both rider and dragon—and the mating flight had been no | ess exhausti ng.

“Caranth is up for it,” B nik declared. “And | may need the practice,” he
added anbi guously. He gestured to Lorana. “Weyrwoman?”

As they were heading out of sight, Kindan turned to Ktan. “Do you think you
could hold things down wthout nme?”

K tan thought it over and shrugged. “Sonme of the weyrfolk will help, I'm



sure.”
“Thanks,” Kindan said, racing after the others.

“B' nik!” Kindan called when he caught sight of the new Weyrl eader. B nik
paused, turning back to watch Kindan as he raced up to them

“I think it’d be a good idea if | stopped in at the Harper Hall. Could
Caranth carry anot her?” Ki ndan asked.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” B nik said, after a nonent’s consideration. “I’'d
pl anned to bring the Masterharper up to date on our affairs—you could fill him
in for me. That will save tine.”

He nodded toward the Bowl . “Come along, by all means. Caranth can carry
three.”

Lorana craned her neck over B nik's shoulders as they spiraled down into Fort
Weyr’'s Bowl . The watch dragon’s bugl e had al ready chal |l enged them and Lorana
had heard Caranth’s response and the watch dragon’s wary greeting.

Ki ndan had been left at the Harper Hall, where B ni k had been congratul at ed
and had exchanged brief pleasantries w th Msterharper Zist.

“W’'re expected,” B nik relayed unnecessarily but politely to Lorana. The
Weyrl eader’s attitude during the whole trip puzzled and pl eased Lorana, who
had been used to his silent obsequiousness with Tullea. The man was di spl ayi ng
dept hs she had not seen before.

Caranth alighted lightly and then, after dropping off rider and passenger
took to the air again to seek a place on the Weyr heights.

“Fort Weyr sees the sun six hours after we do at Benden,” B nik conmented as

he exam ned the early nmorning sun rising over them

“Wn't we still have to tinme it on our return?” Lorana asked.
“Indeed we will,” B nik told her. “Have you ever gonebetween times?”
“Once with J'trel,” she told him

“Were you very tired afterward?”

Lorana nodded.

“That is the price of goingbetween times,” B nik said. “If it weren't for our
pressing need, I'd never risk it.” He |l ooked as if he were ready to say nore
but decided against it. Instead, he scanned the area and noticed a group
approachi ng them “Ah, here we are.”

The man in the center of the group was younger than B nik, handsone and wiry.
Hs long hair was tied at the back of his neck, a style uncommon anong
dragonriders, but the hair was such a honey-gold and so wavy that Lorana could
wel | imagine the attraction it would hold for sonme wonmen. Her eye noved to the
worman beside him Cisca was even taller than her Weyrl eader, a brown-eyed,
br own- hai red beauty with a strong, cheerful face. She was nmuch nore buxom t han
Lorana, but she carried herself proudly, her stride neither apologetic nor
fl aunti ng.



“Weyr| eader B nik, welcome to Fort Weyr!” K lior called as he approached the
group. Ci sca added a wel coming snile of her own.

“Thank you,

B nik replied. “I wish | were coning at a nore pleasant tinme .

“As do we all,” Cisca agreed, her lovely features creasing into a frown. *“How
bad is it at Benden?”

B' ni k | ooked at Lorana.

“There are twenty sick dragons at the Weyr,” Lorana told them “Three tines

t hat nunber have al ready gonebetween. ”

K lior and C sca exchanged | ooks. The Weyrwoman spoke. “We have nearly sixty
si ck dragons and have | ost over forty.”

“I"1'l be lucky to have five wings able to fight when Thread cones again,”
Klior admitted.

B' ni k nodded. “We still have seven wi ngs of able dragons,” he said. He saw
Klior's | ook of distress and hastily added, “But | don't know how | ong t hat
will last—and we started with nore dragons than you.”

“What can we do to hel p?” Cisca asked, |ooking at Lorana. She frowned. “Are
you Tul | ea?”

“This is Lorana, rider of Arith. Mnith rose yesterday,” B nik said
“Congratulations!” Klior said, his face brightening.
“A good flight?” Cisca added, catching Klior’'s hand in hers proprietarily.

B' ni k found himself grinning at their obvious affection. “Unexpected,” he

admtted. “lI had not expected to be Weyrl eader today.”
“Well, | can see you’'ve already settled in the role,” G sca pronounced
approvi ngly.

B nik’s grin broadened.

“l can get nothing from H gh Reaches Weyr,’
as he conpleted his sunmary.

Mast er har per Zi st said to Kindan

Ki ndan quirked an eyebrow. “lIs there any reason?”

“The only nessage | got fromGrelly was cryptic,” Zist adnitted. “The
nmessage was ‘wait.’ ”

“That doesn’t seemtoo cryptic,” Kindan conmrent ed.

“Not at the time,” Zist agreed. “But it’s been nearly a fortnight since then
and |’'ve heard nothing further.”

Ki ndan frowned. “Wat do we know fromthe other Weyrs, then?”

Mast er har per Zi st gestured to the Masterheal er.



Mast er heal er Perigar sighed. “I cannot—y specialty is humans,” he
t empori zed.

“Surely a disease is a disease no matter whether it affects aninals or
humans?” Voi ce craftmaster Nonal a asked in exasperation.

“Even if it were so,”
begin to guess—=

Peri gar responded, “l don’t have enough information to

“l do,” Verilan, the Master Archivist, interrupted gruffly. The others al
turned to him “lI don’t know anythi ng about disease, but | can read and
ci pher.”

He pushed a slate across the table. “There are the nunbers of dragons sick in
all the Weyrs we know of ,” he said, tapping one |ine of nunbers.

“And there are the nunmbers of dragons |ostbetween to this illness.” He tapped
anot her colum, then pointed to a third. “And there's the number of injured
fromeach Fall.”

“What’'s this tell us?” Msterharper Zi st asked.
“The sickness has accelerated the | osses of dragons,” Verilan said. He raised
a hand as the others started to protest the obviousness of his statenent.

“This sickness has accelerated it so nmuch that the Weyrs are | osing half
their fighting strength each time they fight Thread.” He raised his hand
hi gher to forestall further protests.

“I know, | know, the nunbers are not exact. But the pattern is there,” he
pronounced. He gave a deep sigh and continued. “And, given that a Wyr needs
at least one Flight—+three full w ngs—ef dragons to fly successfully against
Thread . . .” He shook his head. “G ven that, the Weyrs will be incapabl e of
fighting Thread after the next two Falls.”

“What ?” The others were out of their chairs, grabbing at the slate, trying to
examne it.

Ki ndan sat back first, then Masterharper Zist. They ignored the others and
t he shouting. They had each seen enough of Verilan's calculations to know that
the Master Archivist was right.

Soon—+n the next two Falls or |ess—there would not be enough dragons to
protect Pern from Thread.

“Any luck?” B nik asked cheerfully, sliding a platter of cheeses in Lorana’s
direction. She and Cisca | ooked up fromthe stacks of Records they had pl aced
in front of them Lorana shook her head nutely and Ci sca | ooked back down
qui ckly to her reading.

“When did you last eat?” B nik asked. Lorana’s face took on a puzzl ed | ook
and before she could respond, he grinned.

“l thought so,” he said. “It’s the first question | ask Tullea, too.” He
tapped the platter. “Eat. Now That’'s an order from your Weyrl eader.”

Lorana quirked her |ips, dropped her Record, and dragged a plate in front of



her. B nik started to pile sone cheese and crackers on it for her. Wth a
gesture, he inquired if Fort’s Weyrwonan wanted any.

“I think I'd better check on K lior,” G sca said. She rose quickly but turned
back to tell Lorana, “1’'Il be back.”

“Thanks,” Lorana told her

“This,” Cisca gestured to the Records spread in front of them “is for all of
us.”

“Tell me what to look for,” B nik said as Lorana spread soft cheese on her
cracker, feeling guilty to be eating while the Weyrl eader was wor ki ng.

“Anyt hing that mght be useful,” she told him “Mention of illness, Records
of other Weyrl eaders consulting the Records, that sort of thing.”

B' ni k nodded but his face showed confusion. Lorana shrugged. “W really don’t
know what we’re looking for,” she told him “Dragonsdon’t get sick.”

“Except now.”

They continued their work silently. Sonetime later, K lior and Cisca joined
them wordlessly pulling nore stacks of Records and seating thensel ves at Fort
Weyr’'s Records Roomtabl e.

It got darker. G ows were brought by the Fort Weyr Headwonan

Finally, B nik pushed hinself back fromhis work, sitting upright. Lorana
| ooked at him expecting himto call it a day—and she was quite ready to end
another fruitless search.

But as he drew breath to speak, Ci sca, who had been tearing through the
Records so fast Lorana wondered how she could read them sat upright with a
gasp of surprise

“I think I've got sonething,” she told the others. She had a puzzled
expression on her face. She tapped a section on the Record she was exam ni ng.

“This Record says that there was a special place built just at the begi nning
of the First Interval.” Ci sca inmediately had their undivided attention
“There was much argunent about it but finally Mhall—= She nodded at B nik's
surprised expression. “—prevailed and it was built at—=

“Benden Weyr,” B nik finished.

so we have found nothing, in our Records or those of the Heal ercraft,
to alter this conclusion?” Msterharper Zi st asked, recapping the end of
several hours’ worth of intense research and debati ng.

“l have found nothing in the Archives,” Master Archivist Verilan adnitted. He
cast a glance around the room adding, “And | stand by ny projections.”

Peri gar shook his head ruefully at the Archivist and threw up his hands in
resi gnati on. Masterharper Zist cocked an eyebrow at him awaiting an answer.

“As |’'ve said before, I"mnot an ani mal heal er. Perhaps the Masterherdsman
m ght give a different answer, but my craft knows nothing that will help the



dragons,” the Masterheal er said finally.

The others all sat back fromthe table, either throwi ng up their hands or
shaki ng their heads sadly. Except Kelsa. Zist gave her an inquiring | ook

“I hesitate to bring this up,” she said. “It’s only a snippet.”

“Anyt hi ng,” Kindan said desperately.

“I found part of a song, an ancient song,” she said. “It has a sour

nmel ody—even if it is haunting—which is doubtless why no one sings it these
days, and |I’ve only found a verse or two . . .” she cast a mneaningful glance
at Kindan. “It was poorly copied . ”

Ki ndan gasped in horror and recognition. Then he drew a breath and sang:

“A thousand voi ces keen at night,
A thousand voi ces wail,
A thousand voices cry in fright,
A thousand voices fail.”

“But that hasn’'t happened,” Verilan protested. “There have been no thousand
Voi ces—=

Ki ndan held up a hand for silence, closing his eyes in concentration. He
conti nued:

“You foll owed them young heal er |ass,
Till they could not be seen
A thousand dragons made their |oss
A bridge 'tween you and ne.”

Qut si de, a dragon appeared fronmbetween unnoti ced as Ki ndan conti nued:

“And in the cold and darkest night,
A single voice is heard
A single voice both clear and bright,
It says a single word.”

He paused, then opened his eyes, shaking his head. “That’'s all | can
remenber.”

“Has there been a healer lass conme to Benden Weyr?” Perigar asked of
everyone, looking particularly to Kindan

“Lorana,” Kindan said instantly, certain of his conviction.

“But she’s not a healer,” Perigar protested. Hi s continued protests were

hal ted by Masterharper Zist’'s upraised hand. The Masterharper tilted his head
toward the corridor outside. Steps were running toward t hem

A figure burst through the doorway.

“Ki ndan, come quick! Arith is sick,” Lorana cried through her tears.



FI FTEEN

Ecosystens are constantly changing, adapting to new life-fornms, while
simul taneously life-forms are adapting to the ecosystem To engi neer a change
to an ecosystemis to commt to a lifetime of nonitoring.

—d ossary of terns, Ecosystens: From-one to Planet, 24th Edition
Tillek Hold, First Interval, AL 58

| wouldn’t quite call Tillekwarmthis time of year,” Mhall shouted over his
shoul der to Wnd Bl ossom as they spiral ed down toward the northern Hol d.

“I't will do for my purposes,” she replied calnmy, although she was enjoying
her ride on dragonback too much to let anything like a mere chill in the air,
or a foggy day, disturb her.

Mhall’s Brianth was wi se and experi enced—as was Benden' s Weyr| eader hi nsel f.
Al the same, the descent through the foggy air was unnerving for both of
them M hall was just about to give up and order Brianthbetween to safety when
t hey broke through the cloud cover and saw | and beneath—far too close for
Mhall’s confort.

Brianth imediately shifted froma spiral to a hover, allowing his rider to
direct himtoward a safe |anding spot.

The fog was so dense that it wasn’t until Mhall and Wnd Bl ossom were
t hrough the gates of Tillek Hold that anyone noticed them

“At least it’s not cold,” Mhall adnmitted as they waved at the startled
guards. “Da said old Ireland—en Earth where he |ived as a boy—ould get |ike
this, in the sumrer, with a fog conming in off the shore.”

He craned his neck up behind himand let out a whistle as a gap in the fog
showed the nountains in the distance.

“I't is a beautiful view, isn't it?” a voice called cheerfully to them

A shadow in the fog resolved into a figure, which grew clearer as they
approached. It was a man. He was bearded and wore a heavy-knit sweater. He had
seaman’ s hands and the swaggering wal k that cane from nonths spent at sea.

“Malon of Tillek at your service,” he said, extending a hand first to Wnd
Bl ossom and then to Mhall. “Your fire-lizard nessenger told nme you were
com ng, but I wasn't sure in this fog.”

M hall recalled fromL' can that Ml on had taken over the running of Tillek
Hold just recently, after JimTillek’s successor had passed on. The man was
about M hall’s own hei ght, big-boned, brown-haired and brown-eyed, with a
pl easant gentleness in his eyes.

“Pl eased to nmeet you,” Mhall said.

“I think the pleasure is ours,” Ml on responded, gesturing toward the G eat
Hal . “We’' ve got a hearty fish stew waiting and a warm spot for Wnd Bl ossom
for her stay.” He peered down at the dimnutive old lady, his curiosity
obvi ous. “Al though why you woul d prefer our shores to the warner ones of
Sout hern Boll . . .~

“You have a spot picked out for me on the beach?” Wnd Bl ossom asked. “No



prying eyes?”

Mal on nodded, his expression perplexed. “W do, and a shelter for al
occasi ons.”

“l asked for sone other things—aere you able to provide then?” Wnd Bl ossom
conti nued.

“Wth pleasure,” Malon said, white teeth flashing bright against the brown
beard. “Although | will confess that you' ve got many people scratching their
heads i n wonder.”

“An old lady's folly,” Wnd Bl ossom said. She jerked her hand at the Benden
Weyrl eader. “Mhall said | needed a rest.” She gestured around at the fog.
“This will be restful, | think.”

“You are wel come to whatever we can provide you, Wnd Blossom” Ml on told
her. He shook his head, adding, “Although | don’t quite know what you’ll want
with a bell, a coil of rope, and sone pl anking.”

“I't is a science experinent,” Wnd Blossomtold him Mhall shot her a
penetrating | ook but she waved it aside. “I wish to see how far sound w ||
travel over foggy water.”

A clattering sound behind them caused Wnd Bl ossomto turn around. A
wat ch- wher approached eagerly, only to be hauled short with a hiss of pain by
a stout chain attached to its neck with a collar

“What is this?” Wnd Bl ossom asked, her voice goi ng dangerously soft.

“One of yours, | think,” Mlon said, waving a hand affectionately toward the
wat ch- wher .

Wnd Blossomturned to Tillek’s | eader and | ooked up at himw th a dangerous
intensity. “Wiy is it chai ned?”

“Ch, Tilsk here was always getting into mschief,”
“It’s for its own good.”

Mal on sai d di smi ssively.

“Wat ch-whers are *he’ or ‘she,” ” Wnd Blossomcorrected sternly. “This one
is a green; that makes her a ‘she.’ ”

“I"'msorry,she was getting into trouble,” Malon said. “I apol ogize if
chai ni ng her up distresses you.”

“More than distress,” Wnd Blossom said. She glanced up at Mhall. “This is
bad. ”

“The Pass is over,” Mhall protested. “There is no danger. And, you mnust
adm t, an uncontrolled watch-wher can be a nenace.”

“A wat ch-wher needs training, just like a fire-lizard,” Wnd Bl ossom
corrected. “Or a dragon,” she said with added enphasis, glaring up at M hal
until the Weyrl eader nodded in agreemnent.

“What if we start chaining up dragons?” she asked, nodding in satisfaction
when both Malon and M hall recoiled in horror. She | ooked back up at Malon
“I't is the same thing, to chain a watch-wher.”

She gl anced again at Mhall. “And when Thread comes again, what if the



wat ch-whers are still chained? You know their purpose.”

“Lady Wnd Blossom | meant no disrespect,’
know you are attached to your creation—=

Mal on told her enphatically. “I

“I't’s not that, Malon,” Mhall interrupted. “Wnd Bl ossomis right. The
wat ch-whers serve a greater purpose.”

“They fly at night,” Wnd Bl ossom expl ai ned, “when the dragons sl eep.”

A |l ook of dawni ng conprehension fl owed across Malon’s face. “That was why we
chained her in the first place,” he said with a groan. “She went m ssing one
ni ght!”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “Eating Thread,” she said, her eyes show ng delight.
“ G)Od_ ”

“I'f | had known . . . 1’|l rel ease her at once!”

“No,” Wnd Blossomraised a hand. “Pick soneone to work with her, like a
fire-lizard. Train her, earn her respect,then let her free.”

“They are like fire-lizards then?” Ml on asked, brows raised. “If so, she's
too old to bond . ”

“Apparently they are not quite like fire-lizardsor dragons,” Mhall told him

“More independent,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. “Able to take care of thenselves, if

t hey must.”

“Fortunately, Thread usually freezes at night so their skills are rarely
needed,” M hall added. Wnd Bl ossom nodded approvingly.

“lI see,” Malon said. “So | should probably keep this news to nyself and not
alarmthe Hold.”

“That has been our consensus so far, yes,” Wnd Bl ossom agr eed.
M hal | raised an eyebrow questioningly, but Wnd Bl ossom gave hima nearly
i mpercepti bl e shake of her head and he changed the topic.

“I"'mglad we could clear that up,” he said. Then he shivered theatrically.
“Did you say sonething about a stew?”

Mal on was only too happy to follow the change of topic and lead theminto his
Hol d

Over the next several days the weather cleared and the sun came out—and then
for the rest of the week the weather turned foul. Either way, it did not alter
Wnd Blossomi s routine. She was up with first light and out at her shelter

She spent her evenings with Malon and the other fishermen, happily relating
what little she knew of marine biology and gl adly hearing what they had been
taught through the cruel |essons of the sea. The ol dsters were content to
gat her around her; many renenbered her fromthe Fever Year, and sone even from
t he Crossing.

Mal on soon guessed W nd Bl ossonmis reason for coming to Tillek Hold.



“I don't think they' Il come,” he told her after she returned to the Hold on
the third evening. He sounded wistful. “1’ve seen themin the warner waters,
but I think it’s too cold up here for them”

Wnd Blossomsniled at him “Could you give ne a supply of fish? O fish
| eavi ngs?”

Mal on shook his head admiringly. “You don't give up, do you?”
“l have had years to learn patience,” she replied.

“You woul d do better in a boat, you know,” Malon said after a nonent’s
reflection.

“I amnot a sailor,” Wnd Bl ossom conf essed.

”

“l could get soneone to take you,” he offered.
W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “Thank you, but that would be . . . unw se.”

“l see you have a secret you are reluctant to share,” Ml on observed.

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “lI have a secret | amsworn to keep,” she
corrected.
Mal on nodded slowy, taking no offense. “Well, do please let ne knowif you

think of anything else | can do to help.”
“And the fish?” Wnd Bl ossomrem nded hi m

“CfF course.”

The eerie light of glows in one of the classroons caught Enorra’s attention
as she nade her way to the kitchen |l ate one night. She paused outside the
room She heard voices. Cautiously she opened the door and peered inside.

I nside, Tieran was standing at the bl ackboard, which was covered in various
bl ock di agranms and chemi cal formulas. She recognized the one he was working on
as a decision tree. “Wat are you doi ng?” she asked.

“What areyou doi ng?” he responded.

She raised the tray she was carrying. “I’mreturning ny dishes.”

“I"'mworking late,” he told her

She wal ked into the room and put her tray down on one of the student desks.
She came up to the bl ackboard and exani ned Tieran s worKk.

“I's this a diagnostic flowhart?” she asked.
Ti eran nodded.
“For what purpose?”

“I"'mtrying to figure out what could have nade the fire-lizards sick,” he
told her.



She | ooked at his chart. “l see you ve got bacterial and viral, but why the
Terran and Pernese? And why not dietary?”

“If it’s a disease caused by poor nutrition, then it’s self-limting, isn't
it?” Tieran said

“I't is if the mssing nutrient can be found,” she agreed. “Like vitamin Cto
prevent scurvy.” She narrowed her eyes as she followed the flowhart to the
next branch. “What’s this about a m croscope?”

“If it’s bacterial, you could see the bacteria with a mcroscope,” Tieran
explained. “If you can’t, then it’s viral.”

“But that’s ignoring the fact that secondary infections could be either
bacterialor viral,” Enorra observed.

“I"'mnot trying to nmake this harder,” Tieran protested, “l’'mtrying to make
it easier.”
Enorra’s lips quirked upward. “If it was easy,” she began, and Tieran joined

her in the finish, “then anyone could do it.”

They exchanged grins. Then Enorra shook her head. “lI don’t know why you're
bothering,” she told him *“I nean it’s obvious that Mther’s given up.”

Ti eran cocked his head at her

“She’s on a vacation, isn't she?” Enorra asked.

“I's she?” Tieran asked.

Enorra disnmissed the issue with a shake of her head. She | ooked back at the
flowhart, intending to leave Tieran to his own devi ces, when a sudden thought
struck her.

“You know,” she said nmusingly, “you’ re going about this all wong.”

“I"I'l take any help I can get,” Tieran responded feelingly.

“The question isn’t what initial vector started the illness,” she said
slowy, testing out the idea as she said it, “but what was the cause of

death.”

“I't seened to be sonme sort of extreme upper respiratory infection or
conplications therefrom” Tieran said.

Enorra nodded in agreement. “So, what would be required to survive a severe
upper respiratory infection?”

“Lots of antibiotics,” Tieran replied instantly.

“That’s a short-termsolution,” Enorra observed.

“Well . . .” Tieran paused, pursing his lips in thought. “The long-term
solution is the antibodies built by the inmne system” He frowned. “But,

obvi ously, the imune systemdidn’t recognize the infection quickly enough and

was over whel med. ”

“So we need to keep the i mune system from bei ng overwhel med,” Enorra said.



“How?” Ti eran asked m serably.

“The sea giveth, and the sea taketh away,” Wnd Bl ossomthought wyly. She
bundl ed up her collection fromthe shore, checking each itemcarefully as she
placed it in her carisak

In the distance, out on the ocean, she could just make out the group of fins
headi ng away fromher. In her mnd, she ticked off each of the missing items
fromher inventory. Sone things “lost” in the Crossing were now returned.

Her gait as she negotiated her way back to the Hold was steady, purposeful

When M hall cane to collect her, he insisted upon hel ping her with her
carisak. After she was firmy nmounted on Brianth's neck, he handed the carisak
to her before hoisting hinmself up

“Your sak is heavier, | noticed,” he commented as he found his seat. “The
Eridani like doing things in threes, don't they?”

W nd Bl ossom chuckl ed. “Yes, they do.”

“I believe that Adnmiral Benden woul d have praised their dedication to backup
systenms and redundancy.”

“I'f he had known,” Wnd Blossomtold him “1’msure he woul d have agreed.”

At Mhall’s conmand, Brianth leapt lightly into the air and, with strong
beats, soared high up into the sky before goi ngbetween.

Bursting once nore into existence over the College, Mhall had Brianth
conmmence a lazy spiral toward the |anding site.

“So, | take it your vacation was fruitful ?” he inquired pleasantly.

“l have found some answers to some of my questions,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. “I

must go back there sonetine.”

M hall raised his eyebrows in surprise. “To get nore buried treasure?”

“No,” Wnd Bl ossom responded, shaking her head. “To return it.”

They were nmet by Enorra and Tieran

“Hell o, Mother,” Enorra said to her. “Did you have a good vacation?”

“Yes, thank you,” Wnd Blossomreplied, wincing inwardly at the formality of
her own tone. Enorra’ s face took on a strained |ook. Trying to snooth things

over, Wnd Bl ossom added, “But | m ssed you.”

“W’ ve been busy while you were away,” Tieran told her. Enorra gl owered at
hi m

“l shall be delighted to hear about it,” Wnd Bl ossomreplied.

“What are all these things?” Tieran exclained in awe when Wnd Bl ossom net



himand Enorra in one of the | aboratories the next day.

Janir poked his head in curiously. H s eyes w dened in amazenent and he
crowded up behind Tieran to get a better view.

“Where did you get these?” he asked excitedly as he started visually
catal oging the itens. “Are the power packs full?”

He reached forward, longing to touch one of the precious instruments, only to
have W nd Bl ossom bat his hand away. He withdrew with all the alacrity of her
oneti me student and exchanged rueful |ooks with Tieran

“She’s fast,” Tieran nuttered to Pern’s head physician
“She al ways was,” Janir returned. He | ooked down at the elderly woman. “W nd
Bl ossom these are invaluable to us. Were did you get then®”

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “I cannot say.” She | ooked up, shaking a finger
at him “And don't you think to borrow them Janir.” As Janir raised his arns
in protest, she added, “Renenber what happened the last tinme.”

Janir opened his nouth to object, but Wnd Bl ossomjust shook her finger at
hi magain, and with a sigh, he dropped his head resignedly.

W nd Bl ossom pointed to one of the instrunents. “This is a code vi ewer and
sequencer.”

“What's it tuned to?” Janir asked.

“Pernese genetic code,” Wnd Blossomtold him “It was one of the first units
we adjusted.”

“What’s it do?” Tieran asked.
“I't can read genetic material and sequence it,” Wnd Bl ossom expl ai ned. “It
can al so produce new genetic sequences or alter existing ones.”

“But reading genetic material isn’t good enough, is it?” Enorra asked. *“I
nmean, you have to know what you’'re readi ng, what it neans.”

“You need a map,” Janir added in agreemnent.

W nd Bl ossom pointed to another, smaller device. “This is a mapper,” she
said. “When we built the dragons, we had a fully integrated unit, which in
turn was integrated with Al VAS and theYokohama. ”

Ti eran | ooked confused.

“AlVAS-Artificial Intelligence Visual Audio System” Enorra translated. “A
smart conputer.”
“Much nmore,” Janir corrected. “And theYokohama was the | argest of the ships
t hat brought our ancestors to Pern.”

“I"ve seen them” Tieran said excitedly. “The astronony students brought a
tel escope up to the Drum Tower just before dawn one norning.” He shivered at
the nmenory of the three huge starships hovering in orbit above the planet.
“The students call themthe Dawn Sisters.”

Janir turned back to Wnd Bl ossom “Wat are you hoping to do with this



equi prent ?” When she didn’t answer, he persisted, “l thought you' d said that
if the fire-lizards came fromthe future, then obviously your solution had
failed?”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “I amthinking,” she told him “There nmust be a solution
that works.”

“Wuldn't it just make nore sense to | eave the equi pnent for those that need
it?” Tieran wondered.

“I't would,” Wnd Blossom agreed, “if they could | earn how to use the
equi pnent in time.”

S| XTEEN
Firestone, dry
Dragons fly.

Fi restone, wet
Ri ders die.

Benden Weyr, Third Pass, 6th Day, Later, AL 508

Ki ndan’ s stomach lurched as Caranth began a sharp descent the nonent they
cane out fronbetween over Benden Wyr. Their drop was so steep that Kindan was
pitched forward, hard, against Lorana when Caranth suddenly stretched his
wings to cup air and slow themfor a |landing. Even so, the dragon hit the
ground with a jolt.

Lorana was off and rushing toward her weyr before either B nik or Kindan
could nmove. Kindan followed quickly, with B nik not far behind.

K tan was waiting for themin Lorana’s quarters. Arith's eyes were whirling,
and when she saw her rider she gave a happy chirp—which ended in an
unmi st akabl e sneeze.

I"mall right,Arith told Lorana over and over as Lorana w apped her arns
around the young dragon’s head.l’mall right.

No you’'re not, Lorana chided her gently.But you will be, | promse. W'll find
somet hi ng. W found sonething at Fort Weyr.

She | ooked up at Ktan. “W found sonething at Fort Weyr,” she said. Kindan
rai sed his eyebrows in surprise—n their haste to get back to the Wyr, they
had not even spoken

“What ?” K tan asked.
“The Records at Fort say that something was built here, at Benden Wyr, just
at the start of the First Interval,” B nik explained. He | ooked keenly at

K tan. “Some special roons. Do you know of any such roons?”

K tan frowned and shook his head. “There’'ve been sonme cave-ins; perhaps the
roons are buried,” he told them

“I'f they're buried, we'll dig themup again,” B nik declared fiercely.



K tan | ooked at Lorana. “It could only be a cough
“Dragons don’t get coughs,” Lorana corrected himin a flat, dead voi ce.
“It’s only started,” B nik said. “She’s young—she could fight it off.”
| don’t feel too bad, Arith added confortingly with a soft croon

K tan motioned for Lorana to come to him She foll owed and he brought her out
of her roonms and into the corridor

“I know this is hard,” he told her softly. “But you have to understand that
your attitude and strength are the best hopes for Arith right now”

A hand crept up on her shoul der and she turned to see Kindan standi ng behind
her. “He's right,” the harper said.

Lorana took a deep breath. “I know,” she told them She squared her
shoul ders. Kindan tightened his grip reassuringly before dropping his hand
back to his side. She turned and went back to Arith.

“l haven't been giving you enough attention,” she told the young dragon

You have been doing your work, Arith said staunchly. And you al ways cone when
need you.

Lorana knelt down once nmore and wrapped her arnms around her dragon’s neck
“I love you,” she said out I|oud.

| know, Arith responded, firmin her know edge and wondrously grateful. She
nudged Lorana with her head.Go! I'Il be all right.

Lorana pulled back from Arith and | ooked up into her whirling faceted eyes.
“Are you sure?”

You can’'t find these roons while you' re here, can you?

“I"1'l check on you every hour,” Lorana prom sed al oud.

Check on me when | ask, Arith responded.

“You are stubborn,” Lorana chided her dragon

“I can’t imagine where she learned it,” B nik remarked teasingly. He
stretched out his hand to her. “If you would, Weyrwonan, | believe you can
help us in this search.”

Lorana snil ed, although her eyes still held a lingering fear, and took the
Veyr | eader’ s hand.

“W are as ready as we'll ever be,” J' lantir told Dalia as the rest of Ista
Weyr’s wingl eaders filed out of the Council Room

“You did an excellent job, J'lantir,” Dalia agreed. “C rion would have been
proud.”



Only three days had passed since the Weyrl eader’s death. Dalia had known, of
course, the instant that Crion and N danth had been lost. She was still in
nmour ni ng, but she was Weyrwoman—-she would not let down Crion’s nen, nor
destroy his |egacy.

She had appointed J' lantir as interimWyrleader. The response of the other
W ngl eaders had been unani nobus support.

J'lantir had swal |l owed his personal msgivings and had drilled the remaining
dragonriders as well as he could in the short time between the Threadfall at
South Nerat and today.

“I wish the weather were better,” Dalia told him

“Or worse,” J'lantir responded. “Then we’d have nore time to train.”

“Yes, a cold snap or torrential downpour would be best,” Dalia agreed.

“We nust fly the Thread we were given,” J' lantir said resignedly.
The dragonrider who had been sent ahead to abandoned | gen Weyr reported that
t he weat her was gusty, with scattered clouds at fifteen hundred neters.

A lousy height,J'lantir thought to hinself as he made his way down to the
Weyr’'s great Bowl . Dragons could fly up to just over three thousand neters in
t he daylight—as high as a man could fly and not pass out fromlack of oxygen

Wth clear skies, dragons could fight Thread all the way down to five hundred
meters or less. But with the scattered clouds it would be inperative to flane
the Thread before they entered the clouds or risk mssing clunps as they fel
t hr ough.

Sone of those clunps of Thread would drown in the water of the clouds but, as
the clouds were scattered, it was just as likely that some would survive the
descent and burrow into the arid plains around | gen Wyr or—worse—+nto the
| ush green shoreline of the Igen coast.

J'lantir clinbed onto Lol anth, grabbed and secured the firestone sacks handed
up by one of the weyrfol k, and surveyed his wing. The other five w ngs were
al ready airborne above him-all flying wing |ight.

One hundred and twenty-four dragons and their riders would face Thread today,
| ess than half of the nunber that had first flown over Keroon on their first
Fall. At |east there were enough dragons to be certain that they woul d get
nost of the Thread that fell.

J'lantir nodded his thanks to the youngling who handed up his |ast bag of
firestone, made sure that it was securely fastened beside him and, with one
final glance at his riders, gave the arm punping gesture to fly.

Dalia | ooked on fromthe Bow below as the dragonriders of Ista Wyr arrayed
t hensel ves over the Star Stones and then wi nked out of sightbetween to fight
Thread. She fought the inmpulse to bite her lips or cross her arnms, know ng
that the rest of the Weyr was watchi ng her.

Sone riders would not come back this tine, just as Crion had not come back
the last tinme, Dalia knew. She and C rion-her throat suddenly had a lunmp in
i t—had known that these days would cone since they first Inpressed their
dr agons.



They had pored over the Records together when Crion’s Nidanth had first
flown Bidenth and he had become Weyrl eader. They knew that dragons and their
riders would be injured fighting Thread. They knew t hat dragons and their
riders woul ddie fighting Thread. That was the way it had to be, that was the
price paid for riding a dragon, that was the price that had to be paid to keep
Pern frombeing utterly destroyed by Thread.

Dalia turned away, | ooking down fromthe Star Stones to those around her. Her
eyes picked out Jassi coning toward her

“I"ve got the fellis juice up fromthe store roons,”
we' ve got enough nunbweed on hand.”

Jassi reported. “And

“And the sick dragons?”

Jassi grinmaced, |ooking down. “Two are getting worse,” she answered. Then she
rai sed her head and added cheerfully, “But the others seemall right.”

Dal i a nodded brusquely. “Very well,” she said. “It will be hours before the
Fall is over—tet’'s see what we can do about dinner.”

“That’ s handl ed,” Jassi said. “But | wasn’t sure about which weyrlings should
be sent to bring nore firestone during the Fall.”

Dal i a changed direction, heading to the weyrling barracks. Vrel, the
Weyrlingmaster, had insisted on flying Threadfall, and neither she nor
J'lantir could turn down an able dragon and rider, particularly as Vrel and
Piyolth were several Turns their junior. “Let’s go see, shall we?”

One hundred and twenty-three dragons joined the watch dragon over |gen \Wyr.

“Lousy weather,” J'lantir shouted to B lon, his w ngsecond.

“I'f only it’d get worse,” B lon agreed. The clouds bel ow them were as
reported—-scattered and thin. Above themthe sky was obscured by w spy high

cirrus clouds. B'lon pointed to them “Is there any chance that the air’s too
cold above and the Thread will freeze?”

J'lantir followed his gaze. “It could be,” he said. “But we shouldn’t count
onit.”

A noi se from behind them caught their attention.

M kir has sighted Thread, Lol anth reported, at the same turning his head back
to J'lantir, jaws wide and ready for firestone. J' lantir opened a sack and
began feeding the stones to Lol anth.

Tell the others,J lantir responded. He gazed up at the skies, picking out the
thin Thread anong the wi spy cl ouds above them This is going to be a nmess, he
t hought .

K tan caught up with Kindan as eveni ng began. They had seen each ot her
earlier in the day while tending to the injured dragons and working with B nik
in plotting which parts of the Wyr to explore for the Adtimer Roonms. Since
t hen, Kindan had been off checking out the highest places in the Wyr. Now he
| ooked anyt hi ng but el at ed.



“Any luck?” K tan asked hi mwi thout any hope.
Ki ndan shook his head. “No,” he said. "You?”

“I’"ve spent nore tinme tending the sick than looking,” Ktan told him He
| eaned closer to the harper. “l just wanted to remind you that Ista is about
to fly Thread.”

Ki ndan’ s confusi on showed in his expression

K tan nodded toward Lorana’s quarters. “You might want to be there for her,”
he said softly.

“Yes,” Kindan agreed quickly. “You're right.” He started to head off, his
stride increasing. Back over his shoulder he called, “Thank you.”

He was hal fway across the Bow when B nik hailed him

“Ista should be fighting Threadfall over lIgen soon,” the Wyrl eader called
war ni ngly. Kindan sniled and waved acknow edgnment, pointing toward Lorana’s
quarters. B nik nodded.

Ki ndan found Lorana in Arith’s room curled up next to her dragon. The room
was gl oony, the setting sun cut off by the lip of the Bow. Arith stirred
fitfully as Kindan entered the room but Lorana's eyes were already w de open
staring blankly into space. She | ooked up at Ki ndan

“She’s resting,” she reported. “Her breathing seens easier
Ki ndan nodded.

“I just ate a while ago,” Lorana added, as though that were the reason for
Ki ndan’ s appearance. Her tone was acerbic as she continued, “M kkala checked
up on nme in the |last hour.”

Ki ndan took in her words and tone with a quickly suppressed grinmace. |If
anyone knew the deathwatch drill for a rider and a sick dragon, it would be
Lorana. She had held the hands of the distraught riders, had uttered all the
conforting words she could inmagine, and had held the riders in her arns as
they coll apsed with grief and despair when their dragons wentbetween forever.

“Thread falls over Igen Weyr soon,” Kindan told her bluntly. “lIsta will be
fighting it.”

Lorana took a deep breath and let it out slowmy. She tilted her head up to
| ook into Kindan's eyes. “Thank you,” she told him

“Should I turn on the glows?” he asked, jerking his head toward the nearest
gl ow basket .

“More light would hel p,” Lorana agreed. As Kindan busied himself with the
task, she followed himaround the roomw th her eyes, partly to distract
hersel f and partly because he was such a pl easant distraction.

He turned back to her when he was done. “May | stay?”
Lorana net his gaze with a bittersweet |ook and patted the ground beside her

“l was hoping you would,” she told him “The ground’ s hard, but you don’'t
notice it after a while.”



Ki ndan sat besi de her, unsure whether to | ean against Arith as she was doi ng,
or to offer hinmself as a support for Lorana, or to |ean hinself against her

She sensed his unease and turned her back to him stretching her neck from
side to side to get out the kinks. She reached behind her and said to him
“Coul d you?”

Kindan stifled a |laugh and began to gently nmassage her tense shoul der bl ades
and upper back. He took his tinme and was thorough

Partway through, Lorana gasped and Arith jerked awake, eyes opening quickly.
The little queen keened softly beside her rider, and Kindan didn't need to see
Lorana’s face to know that she was crying with the pain of dragons forever
| ost.

In the end, Kindan couldn’'t say who was nore distraught: Lorana, Arith, or
hi nsel f. Through the course of the evening—the length of the Fall as it
traveled fromlgen Wyr southwest, over the Ista Strait and onto the southern
tip of Ista Island—torana shuddered as though beaten down by a mner’s hanmer,
and Arith keened, sonetines so often that it alnost seenmed as if the snmall
dragon was chanting. The pain and angui sh that both rider and dragon were
suffering hurt Kindan even nore because he did not feel it except through them
and could not anticipate the next |oss.

Al through the long Fall he stayed by them gently massagi ng Lorana’ s tense
back, softly patting Arith’s hide. Kiyary or M kkala nust have conme to check
on them several tinmes, for Kindan renenbered noddi ng thankfully to them at
various points in the night and resisting the sane wine he tried to force
unsuccessfully on Lorana.

In the end, Kindan had started to count when either Lorana or Arith gasped or
shuddered with the pain of dragons and riders far away. He stopped when he
reached seventy. |Ista Weyr had some one hundred and twenty dragons or nore
able to fight Thread; if seventy were injured or lost, it was just as Verilan
had said: Ista would not be able to fight another Threadfall. Two Falls Iike
t hat and Benden Weyr would not be able to fight Thread either.

And then Thread woul d fall —unchecked—and | each all the Iife fromthe |and.
And even if the Holders survived, |ocked in their Holds, how long would it be
before they starved in a lifeless and barren | and?

J'lantir surveyed the surviving Wngl eaders as they gathered in the Counci
Room at [sta Weyr.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said to Mkir, barring the brown rider as he
tried to enter. Mkir’s left armwas in a sling, his shoul der heavily bandaged
where Thread had gouged it, the left side of his head bandaged to hide the
gapi ng hol e that had once held a fierce blue eye.

M kir opened his nmouth to protest but stopped as J'lantir swayed in the
door way.

“You need to get sone rest,”
past him

the brown rider told his Weyrleader, sliding



J'lantir turned to face the others in the room S maj was the only Wngl eader
left besides hinself. B lon was favoring his left |leg, wapped in a bandage

pl aced over his now useless flying pants—a long thin line of blood showed
where Thread had eaten through it and into his leg, but the score was not
deep; B'lon’s Lareth had been able to take them quickl ybet ween, where the
Thread had frozen, shriveled, and cracked off.

A sound from behind himcaused J'lantir to swivel his head. H s eyes went
unfocused for a bit as the novenment caused the world to wobble.

You nmust rest too,Lolanth chided him J' lantir knew his dragon was right,
just as he knew he had to ignore the advice.

Dal i a entered, snoothing her features as she surveyed the occupants of the
room

“How bad is it?” Mkir asked her urgently.
“It’s bad,” B lon predicted.

“Perhaps we should let our Weyrwoman tell us,” J' lantir said with a tone of
reproval in his voice. He inclined his head toward her—a m stake, his stomach
informed himl’'Ill feed you later, J' lantir grow ed back at his stomach.

Dalia raised an eyebrow at J' lantir, clearly recognizing that he was
suffering, but stopped herself from comrenting as she caught the pleading | ook
on his face.

“Fourteen dragons went between, ” she told the others. “Twenty were severely
injured, and it will be nore than three nonths before they will fly again.”

A groan went around the table.
“Anot her thirty-one have |l esser injuries but will need at |east several weeks
to recuperate.” She took a breath before finishing. “And we’ve identified

anot her el even sick dragons.”

“So how many dragons will be able to fly Thread over Ista Hold in three days’
time?” J' lantir asked, dreading the answer.

“Forty-eight,” Dalia answered, unable to keep the pain out of her voice.

Ki ndan woke the next norning to Arith’s coughing. It took hima noment to
realize that he was | eani ng agai nst her back and that Lorana was sleeping in
his lap. Arith turned her head to give Kindan an apol ogetic | ook

“Think nothing of it,” he responded with a courteous nod of his head. At that
monent Arith sneezed, covering himw th green nist.

Lorana twitched and sat upright, blinking the norning into focus.
“Shh, it’s all right,” Kindan said soothingly.

Lorana focused on his face. “She sneezed again, didn't she? You' re al
covered in green.”

Arith gave an apol ogeti chl eek



“So are you,” Kindan told Lorana. Then he frowned consideringly. “Wll, maybe
not quite as much.”

Are you hungry?Lorana asked Arith.
Thirsty,Arith replied after a nmoment’s reflection
“Arith’s thirsty,” Lorana announced, standing up. Kindan followed her action

“We’ d best clean up before we go anywhere,
tunic. “Or people will think thatwe' re sick.”

he said, peeling off his stained

Lorana gave no reaction to his attenpt at hunor. Wth a polite nod to the
humans, Arith stood up, stretched, took a few quick steps to the | edge of her
lair, and blithely junped off it, gliding surely toward the |ake in the Wyr
Bow .

“You know,” Kindan said, gesturing fondly after the departing gold, “I’ve
never seen a dragon so young act so self-assured.”

Lorana’s lips twisted up in the ghost of a smile. “Sheis agile, isn't she?”
They met Arith again as she splashed about on the shoreline of the |ake.

“Well,” soneone behind them drawl ed, “now that you two have deigned to join
the rest of us, perhaps you' d care to |ook for these special roonms |’ve heard
so much about.”

They turned to see Tullea | eaning indolently against Mnith's foreleg. B nik
st ood beside her.

“Arith was sick,” Lorana explained, turning back to catch sight of the young
gueen as she spl ashed back to the shore.
“All the nore reason to search, then,” Tullea responded. “Unless you two are
nmore inclined tocavorting ?” She cast a disdainful [ook at Kindan's bare
chest. “And get sone clothes on.”

Wth that, Tullea turned away fromthem and headed back to her weyr, B nik
foll ow ng, stony-faced.

“I"lI'l go on,” Kindan said to Lorana. “l’ve got to get a clean shirt fromny
room anyway.”

Passing by the Kitchen Cavern on the way to his room Kindan was hail ed by
Ki yary.

“Tul l ea giving out to you, was she?” Kiyary asked, smling evilly. “I can see
why, too—your bare chest is enough to nake a dragon swoon.”

Ki ndan, who knew full well that nobst dragonriders were, of necessity, nore
nmuscl ed than he, took Kiyary' s nmocking in the well-intentioned manner it was
delivered. “It’s all that hard work with nmy guitar,” he said, grinning.

“And those drums up on the heights don’t hurt either,” Kiyary responded,
giving hima nore thorough apprai sal than when she’d been teasing him *“Cone
to think of it, maybe Tullea has a point.”

Ki ndan snorted and headed off with a backward wave over his shoulder. In his
room he pulled out a fresh shirt and hastily donned it. He paused, as he was



tucking it in his pants, to | ook over the map of the Weyr he’d drawn in chal k
on a slate board. He’'d narked the map with X' s to show where they’ d searched
al ready. He pursed his lips sourly; he couldn’t see an unmarked spot.

He spun around at a noise fromthe doorway behind him It was B ni k. Kindan
lifted up the map and showed it to the Weyrl eader

“I can’t think of anywhere else to |ook,” he said.

B' nik entered the room and peered closely at the map. “Perhaps the Records at
Fort were wong,” he said after a | ong nonent.

Ki ndan shook his head. “If they are, then we have no hope.”

“I can’t see what could be so special in those roons,” B nik said. “Nor why
they were built here at Benden.”

“Fort woul d have made nore sense,” Kindan agreed abstractedly. Sonmething in
the Weyrl eader’s coment nagged at the edge of his consci ousness.

“I came to tell you that K tan says the new riding harnesses have arrived,”
B' ni k said, obviously not at all clear why the informati on was inportant to
t he harper.

“They have?” Kindan answered excitedly, |ooking toward the door. He caught
B' ni k’ s questioning | ook and expl ai ned, “Salina had me order Lorana’s riding
bri ghtware a while back, and now there’'s leather to attach it to.”

B ' nik smled. “I can see how that’d cheer her up,”
design did you get?”

he agreed. “What sort of

Ki ndan searched around in a drawer and pulled out a snmall sack. He opened it,
searched for a monent, then pulled out one of the smaller pieces of brightware
and handed it to B nik.

“Silver, is it?” B nik asked as he took the proffered piece and exanmined it.
It was a small circul ar piece, nmeant to be attached over one of the standard
steel buckles on the riding |eathers. That way, as the |eathers and netal work
wore out, it could be renpved and placed on a replacenent riding harness.

“I can nake out the Benden Weyr synbol, but what sort of symbol is this?”
B' ni k asked, pointing at one of the imges. “That’s a heal er mark! And-—there’s
an animal beside it.”

“Salina made nme order them soon after Lorana Inpressed,” Kindan said. “So |
used what |'d | earned about Lorana. Apparently, that’s about the sanme as the
mark she used for her fire-lizard s harness.”

“She had fire-lizards?” B nik asked, looking up fromthe silver brightwork.
“Two,” Kindan told him “They were lost at sea in a storm”

B nik digested this information with disconfort. “Her fire-lizards weren't
sick, were they?”

“I believe they were,” Kindan responded. “She doesn't talk about them rmuch.”

B' ni k acknow edged Kindan's reply with a grunt, absently fingering the
brightwork with his thumb. Wth a start, he pulled hinself out of his nusings
and handed the silver circle back to Kindan



“I"'msure she’'ll be pleased at the thought,’
| eathers for her and present the whole array?”

he said. “Wy don’'t you get the

“Thank you,” Kindan said. “I’'ll do that.”

“When you’re done, conme find me and we'll talk some nore,” B nik told him as
he turned to | eave.

“Very well, Weyrleader,” Kindan said. “Were will you be?”

“Practicing,” B nik called back over his shoulder. “You m ght ask Lorana if
Arith would talk to Caranth when you need ne.”

“Thank you, | wll.”

Does this nean we’' |l ride together soon?Arith asked excitedly as Ki ndan and
K tan hel ped Lorana put on the flying gear.

“She wants to know when 1’11 ride her,” Lorana said out | oud.

“I't will be many nonths yet,” Ktan said with a shake of his head. “Arith’s
bi gger than all the other hatchlings of her clutch-she's the queen so you'd
expect her to be—but she's still got a lot of growh before she’s ready to

carry even your |ight weight.”

Arith made a plaintive sound and Lorana | aughed. “Never you mind. First you
need to get used to wearing the riding gear,” she said out |oud.

“Indeed she does,” K tan agreed enphatically. “In fact, if she gets used to
it soon enough she might try flying with it sone.”

Could I?Arith asked wistfully.Now? | could go eat.
“She wants to eat with it on,” Lorana told the others.

“The riding harness will need to be oiled first,” Ktan said, shaking his
head again. “It would be better, young queen, if you waited until you'd had
the harness on for a day or two, so we know that we’ve got it adjusted right.”

Arith blew a dejected sigh through her nose, which turned into an
open- nout hed cough

Sorry.

Ki ndan and K tan exchanged concerned | ooks.

“Maybe this was a bad idea,” Kindan said.

“No,” Lorana responded enphatically. Beside her, Arith nade a similar noise,
t hough quieter, for fear of exacerbating her cough. “And | |ove the

bri ghtwork, Kindan. It’s very well done.”

“Afriend of mine,” Kindan told her

“Well, please thank her for ne.”

“H m”Kindan corrected with a grin. “But 1'Il pass the thanks on.”



“How s the search goi ng?” she asked, feeling awkward and wanting to change
the topic. Seeing the worried | ooks exchanged by the other two, she regretted
the question instantly. “Not well?”

“No,” Kindan said. “I can’t think of anywhere else to | ook.”

“That’ s because you' re not weyrbred,” K tan said, clapping the harper on the
back. “Why don't we tal k about it while we check on the injured?”

“Arith, 1'd like to go with them WII you stay here?” Lorana asked her
dragon out loud, so that the others could hear. “Should we take your harness
off so you can |lie down?”

No, t he queen replied, shaking her headed so firmy that her body swayed in
counterpoint.And I won’'t get it dirty, | promse.

Lorana | aughed and hugged Arith’s neck.Let nme know if it itches, or if you
need ne.

O course.
I won’t be |ong, Lorana prom sed.
Take your tinme,Arith replied,1’ll callyou if | need you.

Lorana turned to Kindan and Ktan. “1’Il cone with you.”

Lorana appeared distracted while the three of them checked on the injured
dragons. Several tinmes K tan had to repeat a question or a request to her
bef ore she responded. Kindan noticed that she kept | ooking around the Wyr,
particul arly whenever a dragon sneezed or coughed.

Their work took themthrough the norning and still they’'d only checked on
hal f of the ninety-two injured dragons.

“I think we should group all the sick dragons,” Kindan said as they wal ked to
t he next weyr.

“W’ ve been over this,” Ktan said. “How would you do it?”
“Just together, at least,” Kindan said. “Probably on the | owest |evel.”

“Why not a high field?” Lorana asked. “It would be col der up there—t m ght
prevent the spread of the sickness.”

“Or it mght speed it up,” Ktan countered. “If the cold nmakes it harder on
t he dragons’ resistance.”

“But aren’t dragons pretty much inured to cold?” Kindan asked. “I nean, they
gobet ween. ”

“But only for short periods of tinme,” Lorana admitted.

“But they do fly where the air is cold,” Ktan nused. “They don’t seemto
mnd the cold as nuch as we do.”

“Exactly,” Kindan said. “But if you have the sick dragons up high where it’'s



cold—and | presunme you nean a | andi ng outside of the Weyr—+then what about the
riders? And how will we get food and supplies to then®”

Lorana threw up her hands in capitulation
“Let’s bring it up to B nik,” Ktan suggested. “It’s his decision.”

B'nik listened to them carefully when they approached himat |unchtine.
Tullea was with him
“I'f I understand you, then,” the Wyrleader said, “the correct quarantine
nmet hod depends on how the sickness is transmtted.”

“Yes, that's right,” K tan agreed

“But we don’t know how it spreads,” B nik continued, “so you want to try al
t hree precauti ons—s that right?”

“At least with the sick dragons,” K tan said.

“But you can’t say if a dragon that seens healthy hasn’t already got the
si ckness,” Tull ea remarked.

“No,” Lorana agreed. “We can't.”

“So we might end up with the whole Weyr up in high fields,” Tullea

interjected sourly. “What agreat idea.”
“I't’s the best we can come up with,” Kindan said with a shrug.

Frowni ng, Tull ea opened her mouth to retort, but B nik raised an open hand,
sil encing her.

“What about those roonms?” he asked. “Wuldn't it be better to find then®”
“What is supposed to be in these roons, anyway?” Tull ea denanded.

“We don’t know,” Lorana told her. “But the Records specifically stated that
they were built here at Benden.”

“So you don’t know where they are or why they were built—-and yet you want to
spend precious tine searching for then?” Tullea gestured to the rest of the
Weyr. “And |l et our dragons die while you search?

“Weyrl eader, | think this is sone old tale that will waste the tinme of our
heal er and harper,” Tullea said formally to B nik. “As Wyrwonan, | can see no
point in it. Wiy not have Lorana conduct the search on her own?”

“But her dragon is sick,” Kindan protested.

“Al'l the nore reason for her to be diligent, then.” Tullea pressed a hand to
her head, as though to ease pain. “And Harper, you’ ve been too |ong from your
duties. | could use a good song, and |I’m sure the weyrlings need nore
instruction.”

“Lorana has been helping me tend the injured dragons as well as the sick,”
K tan protested.

“Wel |, perhapsl can assist you,”
duties, after all.”

Tullea replied sweetly. “Itis one of ny



“It’s settled then,” B nik said, standing hastily. “Lorana will search for
the mssing roonms, and K tan and Tullea will tend the sick and injured
dragons, releasing Harper Kindan to his teaching duties.”

“Well, Lorana, |I'msure you'll want to feed your dragon before you begin your
search,” Tullea said dismssively, grabbing Kindan's arm and pul ling hi m away.
“Tell me, Harper, what new songs will you sing for us tonight? |I'’msure the

Wyr needs cheering.”
“lI was wondering how long it would be before she started in.”

Lorana turned to see Salina standing beside her

“I"'msorry that | haven't cone to see you,” the ex-Wyrwoman apol ogi zed.

“You’ ve been busy,” Lorana excused her
“No, |1've been afraid,” Salina corrected. She gave Lorana a frank look. “I’'d
heard about your Arith, and | ”

“I't’s all right,” Lorana said, patting Salina on the shoulder. *“I
under stand.”

“Welll don’t. You did everything you could when Breth was ill,” Salina said

She gestured with a hand. “Walk with ne, please?”

Lorana nodded and fell in beside Salina as they wal ked out into the Bow .
Salina turned to the entrance to the Hatching G ounds.

“I"ve always | oved this place,” she said. “Since | first |npressed—and
bef ore—+’ve been in love with Benden Weyr, its high walls, norning msts,
brilliant sunsets, but nmost of all, |I’ve |oved the Hatching G ounds.”

They were at the entrance, |ooking in.

“There’ s somet hing marvel ous about them” Salina breathed. “Right nowit’'s so
quiet in here, waiting, but soon, Mnith will clutch and this cavern will be
filled with her hissing and chal | engi ng anyone who comes near her eggs. And
then—there' || be the Hatching.”

She gestured to the heights surrounding them “Dragons—apstly bronzes—will
stand up there, keening welcome to their newest offspring. And the Weyr, al
of us, will be nade alive again with each Inpression, reliving all the
j oy”—her voi ce dropped—and the pain of our bond with our own dragon.”

She grabbed Lorana’s hand and patted it gently. “And one day, your Arith will
be here, guardi ng her hatchlings.”

Lorana shook her head. Salina cocked her head questioningly.
“l don’t know,” Lorana said.

“I heard Tullea's set you a task,” Salina said, changing the topic with
anot her pat of Lorana’'s hand. “Wat is it?”

Lorana expl ai ned about the Records they' d found at Fort Weyr.

“Roons?” Salina said musingly. “Special rooms, eh? And not mentioned in our
own Records?



“Perhaps the Records were | ost—2 Salina dropped Lorana’s hand and rai sed one
of her own for silence, head bowed as she thought.

“Perhaps they aren’t nmentioned in our Records because they were considered
obvious, like the Kitchen Cavern or the Bow itself,” she said, |ooking up
again. “If everyone knew about them then there was no reason for special
nmention, was there?”

Lorana gave her a dubious | ook

“And now no one can find the rooms,” Salina continued, nusing out |oud. “So
if soneone were to build roonms that everyone knew about and were obvious and
t hey becone | ost—-how woul d that happen?”

“l don’t kn-=2

“A cave-in!” Salina exclained.

Lorana’ s | ook of doubt changed to one of excitenment. “But where?”

“I know where the roons are,” Salina told her, starting down into the
Hat chi ng Grounds. “Foll ow ne.”

“Wait a minute,” Lorana called. “Shouldn’t we get gl ows?”

“And probably some help, too,” Salina agreed, her enthusiasmonly slightly
guenched by her common sense. “If I'’mright, the roons are buried behind a
rockslide.”

“We shoul d get Kindan,” Mtal said as soon as Salina outlined her theory to
hi m t hat eveni ng.

Sal i na shook her head. “Tullea wants Kindan to sing tonight. | think she
wants to separate Kindan and Lorana.”

Mtal snorted, shaking his head. “lIs she trying to nake B nik jeal ous, or
Lorana angry?”

“I can’t imagine Lorana getting angry,” Salina said. “Unless it was over

somet hi ng i nvol vi ng her dragon.”

“Ri ght eous anger, then,” Mtal agreed. “And perhaps not just for her dragon
She seens to have good priorities.”

“She does,” Salina agreed enphatically. “It may hel p her survive—=

Mtal cocked an eyebrow at her

“—+f she loses her dragon,” Salina finished softly.

“None who have gotten sick have recovered,” Mtal said softly by way of
agreement. “But this can't go on. Qur ancestors were smart enough to make the
dragons fromfire-lizards; | can't believe that they weren't smart enough to

anticipate a sickness like this.”

“I'f they could predict it, and they could make dragons fromfire-lizards, why
didn’t they nmake it so the dragons wouldn’'t get sick?” Salina asked.



Mtal shook his head. “lI don’t know. Perhaps we'll find the answer when we
get into those roons.”

“So why wait for Kindan?”

“Kindan’s miner bred,” Mtal rem nded her. “If there's a cave-in, he's the
right one to handle it.”

“And if he can’t?”

“Then he’'s the right one to get help,” Mtal replied, mimng a mner holding
a pick in tw hands. Salina smled and gestured toward the door of their new,
[ofty weyr.

“I't’s not such a bad idea of Tullea’s to have Kindan sing tonight,” Salina

said as they started down the many flights of stairs to the Bow .
“ Mm?”
“Well, he’s got quite a good voice, and we could use the cheering.”

“Let’s hope, then, that Kindan's in a cheering nood,” Mtal returned. Neither
of them mentioned on the |ong descent fromtheir weyr that Mtal’'s Ganinth
could have flown themto the Bow in a noment: Mtal because he was sure that
Salina was still quietly grieving her |loss; and Salina because he was right.

As they crossed the Bowl to the Kitchen Cavern, they could hear Kindan's
voi ce lead off in the opening chorus of “The Mrning Dragon Song,” subtly
al tered:

“Through early nmorning light | see,
A di stant dragon come to ne.

Her skin is gold, her eyes are green
She’s the loveliest queen |I’'ve ever seen.”

“Hermmust have changed that for Lorana,” Salina remarked. “That song normally
refers to a bronze dragon.”

“But | wouldn't be at all surprised if Tullea thinks it’s for her,” Mta
sai d.

Several big fires had been built in braziers outside of the Kitchen Cavern
and the |l ong tables had been pulled out into the cold night air. Torches lined
a way through the tables.

The harper and his hel pers were set up on one table placed against the wall

of the Weyr Bow itself. The sounds of Kindan's guitar and voice echoed eerily
off the walls of the Bowl. Al around them Mtal could see gl eam ng pairs of
dragon eyes peering down fromthe heights above.

By the time Mtal and Salina found seats, Kindan had finished his revised
versi on of “The Morning Dragon Song.”

“This is a different song, now,” Kindan said, his voice carrying over the
murmurs and chatting of the dragonriders and weyrfol k.

“Not all of it’s remenbered, but perhaps its tine has come.” He nodul ated his
guitar chords into a dissonant, mnelancholy sound.



“A thousand voi ces keen at night,
A thousand voi ces wail,
A thousand voices cry in fright,
A thousand voices fail.”

The murmuring of the crowmd grew silent as Kindan conti nued:

“You foll owed them young heal er |ass,
Till they could not be seen
A thousand dragons made their |oss
A bridge 'tween you and ne.”

Mtal and Salina exchanged worried gl ances and watched as B nik and Tullea
huddl ed together in an exchange that could al nbost be heard over Kindan's voice
as the harper continued:

“And in the cold and darkest night,
A single voice is heard
A single voice both clear and bright,
It says a single word.”

Salina bent to whisper something in Mtal’'s ear, but he gripped her arm
tightly and gestured at Kindan. The harper’s | ook was intent, as one who was
desperately trying to remenber sonmething. H's face brightened and he
conti nued:

“That word i s what you now nust say
To—=

Lorana suddenly leapt up fromher seat and raced away across the Bowl. Mta
had a fleeting glinpse of her distraught | ook as she passed him but before he
could react to that, Tullea shouted out: “Enough! That’'s quite enough! Harper
Ki ndan, | do not want to hear that song ever again.”

“But | do, Weyrwoman,” Kindan replied firmy. There was a gasp fromthe
crowmd. Everyone knew that Ki ndan coul d be outspoken, but speaki ng agai nst the
Weyrwonman was an affront to the honor of every dragonrider

“Tullea is right, Harper,” B nik said loudly, rising beside his Wyrwoman.
“That is not a song for this Weyr.”

Ki ndan | ooked ready to argue the point. Mtal cleared his throat |oudly,
cat chi ng Ki ndan’s eyes and shook his head slowy. For a monent the young

har per | ooked ready to pursue his rebellion. Slowy the color drained fromhis
face and he cal ned down.

“Weyr | eader, Weyrworman,” he said with a half-bow fromhis chair, “ny
apol ogi es. The song has me perplexed,” he explained. “But | will respect
yourorders "—he laid a slight enphasis on that word—and return to nore
traditional |ays.”

“Very well then,” Tullea replied. She waved a hand at hi mi nperiously.
“Conti nue, Harper.”

Ki ndan gave her another hal f-bow, signalled to his acconpanists, and stood to
sing in a strong, martial voice:

“Drunmmrer, beat, and piper, blow,
Harper, strike, and soldier, go.
Free the flame and sear the grasses



Till the dawning Red Star passes.”

“CGo see to Lorana,” Mtal said to Salina as soon as he was sure that the
situati on was back under control

Salina found Lorana in Arith’s weyr, her arnms w apped around her dragon’s
head.

“He neans ne, doesn’'t he?” Lorana asked as Salina entered. She didn't |ook up
at the ex-Weyrwoman. Her voice was choked with tears.

“I don’t know,” Salina answered honestly. “But | hope he does.”

“You hope?” Lorana asked incredul ously, turning to face the Wyrwonan. “How
can you?”

“Because that song—f it has anything to do with what’'s happening to us—=

“How can it? When was it witten?” Lorana denmanded. “It’s probably just sone
ol d harper song witten by sonmeone who' d drunk too much.”

“I't could be,” Salina adnmitted honestly. “And, now that you nention it, that
makes the nost sense.”

“So why did he sing it?” Lorana cried angrily.

“You think it was about you?” Salina asked.

“Don’t you?”

“l don’t know,” Salina told her. “You' re not a healer, we know that.”

Lorana shook her head angrily, fingering one of the silver pieces of
bri ghtwork on Arith’s harness.

“Do you see this?” she asked, pulling the piece off and waving it at Sali na.
“Do you see how it’'s marked? A healer’s mark.”

Sal i na gasped, startl ed.
“Exactly!” Lorana cried, turning back to replace the brightwork on Arith’s
riding harness. “And everyone will know that, too. So what will they think

Sal i na?”

“What do you i magi ne?”

Lorana took a steadying breath and wi ped the tears off her cheeks. “l think
that the riders will believe that | brought this sickness here with ne,” she
said slowy.

Salina felt as if she’d been struck in the stomach. She sl umped down to her
knees as the full inpact of Lorana’s words struck hone.

I f Loranahad brought the sickness, then it was her fault that Breth had died.
For a nonent Salina felt anger rise up in her and she knew that her face
showed it, even without seeing Lorana s stricken reaction. It would be so much
easier, such arelief, if she could bl anesonmeone for her |oss. But then her
brai n overcame her enotions, and Salina realized that Lorana stood to | ose her



own dragon, too, |long before her tine.

“My fire-lizards,” Lorana continued, unable to control herself, “I think they
got sick. And—= She stopped, eyes going wide with astonished fear. “J trel and
Tal it h—t+hey went between forever.” She gul ped down her tears. “lI was so sure
that it was ne. | was going to |l eave, but then | Inpressed Arith. | couldn't

| eave her—4+ didn’'t know what to do.”

“You're right,” Salina said, “you couldn’t |eave her. And as your Weyrwoman,

once you' d Inpressed, | would never consider asking you to | eave the Weyr. W
will solve this problemtogether.”
“Of all the stupid, ill-considered, blockheaded, unthinking—=

“Don’t stop,” Ktan told Kindan as the harper poured out a litany of
sel f-contenpt. “You forgot fardling.”

“—fardling, noronic, inmbecilic—= Kindan paused, groping for nore words.

K tan shook his head sadly. “A harper at a loss for words when they're so
desperately needed.”

“Way did you do it?” Mtal asked, joining the other two.

Ki ndan | et out a deep sigh, shaking his head ruefully. “It just cane to ne,”
he said. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!'”™ He punctuated each word by bangi ng his head
wi th his hand.

“How s Lorana?” K tan asked Mtal. “I noticed you sent Salina after her.”

“I have no way of knowing,” Mtal answered with a grinace.

“You could ask Arith,” Kindan suggested hopefully.

“I don't think so,” Mtal answered frostily. Kindan grinaced and dropped his
head.

“l suppose | could talk to Lorana,” he said.

“No.” Mtal's voice was firm

“You’ ve caused enough trouble,” K tan agreed.

“I don’t know how I’Il nake up for it,
begged for advice.

Ki ndan said, giving Mtal a |ook that

“I don't know if you'll be able,” Mtal told himgrimy. “But there is one
thing that would be a good start.” At Kindan’'s hopeful |ook, he continued,
“Salina says that she thinks the Adtimer Roons are hidden behind a rock fal
near the Hatching G ounds.”

“You mean? . K tan started, his eyes taking on a faraway | ook
M tal nodded. “That rockslide back by the way we used to conme to | ook at the
eggs back when we were candi dates.”

“I't seened dangerous, even when | was young,” Ktan said. “l never went too

cl ose.”



Ki ndan braced to the challenge. “Well, let’s grab some gl ows and have a | ook
shal | we?”

“Toni ght ?” K tan asked, taken aback

“What better tine?” Kindan replied. “Wiile Tullea s occupied.”

“Should we wait for Salina?” K tan asked.

Mtal shook his head. “No, | think we mght be in for a very long wait.”
Ki ndan groaned.

In the end, Mtal and K tan tal ked hi mout of acting inmediately, reasoning
that the job was properly one for mners, and that Kindan would best be
enpl oyed in engaging sone. So with B nik’'s blessing, Mtal, K tan, and Ki ndan
left at first light the next norning.

It took only nonments after their arrival at Mne Natalon for Dalor to agree
to come to Benden with mners. Ktan and Kindan returned to Benden to make
preparations while Mtal arranged transport. Kindan had just finished alerting
M kkal a that there would be extra nouths to feed when he heard a shout.

“Kindan! Is it you?” the red-haired woman cried joyfully as she crossed the
Bow along with the other arrivals. “lIt’s been ages!”

Ki ndan gave the wonman a startled | ook and then recognition dawned: It was
Renna. Menories of his youth at Canp Natal on cane back to him This wonman was
t he youngster Kindan had set to keeping the watch when he’'d been put in charge
of his watch-wher, Kisk, over ten Turns ago. Renna had grown taller and
broader, but she still bore the easygoing intelligence he had seen so |ong
ago.

Renna ran up to himand Kindan cl osed the renaining distance to be net by a
tight hug and a peck on the cheek, both of which he returned fully.
“You' re | ooking great,” Renna said, pushing himaway to | ook himup and down.
“Life at the Weyr agrees with you?”

Ki ndan nodded, then broke into a grin. “l1 remenber ages back when Nuell a
said, ‘Il know who he’'s sweet on.’ ”

Renna bl ushed and | aughed as Dal or, Head M ner at M ne Natal on, clunped up
besi de them He shook Kindan’s hand, then clapped himfirmy on the back

“Thank you for coming,” Kindan told Dal or

“For a chance to see a Weyr close up, it’s | who should be thanking you,”

Dal or responded with a snort. He took in the sight of the great Bowl with a
whistle. “Not to nmention a chance to do sonme clean mning.” Hastily, he added,
“Not that coal hasn’'t been good to us, nor that we don't need it. But it—=

“—gets everywhere!” Renna joined himin chorus. She turned to him and kissed
hi s cheek.

“But you clean up nice, |ove,” she said. Dalor blushed and | ooked down at the
ground, smling.



Three other nminers drew up beside him waiting for orders.

1

“I"1'l show you the spot,’
G ounds.

Ki ndan said, |eading the way toward the Hatching

As he had pl anned, Kindan gave them a quick tour of the G ounds and a chance
to recover fromthe inpressive view before | eading them down the corridor
toward the cave-in. They were foll owed by a group of weyrfolk, nostly young
boys, who were just as interested in the miners as the mners were in them
Ki ndan sent sone of the youngsters back to the Bowl to haul down the mners’
gear.

“You're right when you say this is Adtimer work,” Dal or comrented, running
hi s hands appreciatively along the smooth walls. He took a closer |ook at the
rock. “It looks like they nmelted their way through.”

“That’ s what | thought,” Kindan agreed.

“Ah, but they weren’'t so smart, were they?” Dal or went on, pausing to glance
carefully at a part of the snmooth wall.

Ki ndan | ooked at hi m questioni ngly.

“Look here,” Dalor said, pointing. “You can see where the rock faces are
formed. They nust have hoped that the two | ayers would never slip over each
other, or they nust not have realized what they were dealing with.”

“Slip?” Mtal, who had been foll ow ng al ong, asked.

“Aye, ny lord,” Dalor said with a nod. “There are two different |ayers here,
see?” He pointed to the spot where the different colors were close to each
other. “You can tell by the color. The layers can slip over each other, which
happens when there’s an earth shake.”

Mtal exami ned the spot with renewed interest.
“Can you get through to the other side?” Kindan asked.
“Well, we don’t know how far it is, do we?” Dalor replied.

“I't can't be too far,” Mtal said. “This section can only go so far before it
cones out the far side of the Bow .”

“There’s that,” Dalor agreed, nodding. “That’'d be about five or six neters,
ri ght?”

Mtal frowned in thought. *“About,” he said. “Maybe a bit nore, maybe a bit
l ess.”

“Mght not take so long, Dalor,” another mner said. “If the rock gave at the
| ayers, there’'d only be a neter or two falling fromthe roof.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, Regellan,” Dalor said. In an aside to Kindan, he
added, “It turns out our Regellan here is quite the thinker. | brought him
along in part to see what he would learn from| ooking over the Wyr.”

“He’s wel conme to look all he wants,” Kindan told him He renmenbered Regell an
as one of the new apprentices assigned to Mne Natal on just before he' d left
for the Harper Hall.



Dal or smled. “I was hoping you d say that,” he replied. Then he gestured at
the cave-in. “W’' |l get this sorted out first.”

Havi ng said that, Dalor imediately began organi zing the nmen for digging. He
politely waved away Mtal and Ki ndan—You' ve no nminer’s hats; we’'ll call you
when we’re done”—and swiftly got his crew started on the work.

Ki ndan | ed Renna and Mtal back to his quarters. Wile Renna | ooked around
appreci atively at Kindan's nusical instrunents, Kindan explained to Mtal, “A
good crew can mine about a meter of rock a shift.”

“I"d say they' Il be faster with that | oose rock,” Renna put in.

Ki ndan made a face and waggl ed his hand. “It mi ght be harder, and they’l
have to do sone shoring.”

Renna nodded. “That’s so, but | don't think Dalor plans to be here too long.”
“I't was good of himto conme,” Mtal said.

“We’re happy to help the dragonriders,” Renna said in a tone that nade it
clear to the other two that the decision to help out was as rmuch hers as

Dal or’s. Kindan and Mtal shared a fond smle for Renna's spirit, no different
fromtheir nmenories of her as a youngster, back when Kindan had first met the
Weyrl eader over ten Turns earlier at Canp Natalon. Ignoring it, Renna asked

Ki ndan, “You say you hope to find some A dtimer roons beyond the rubble? And
somehow what’s in themw || cure the dragons of their sickness?”

“That’ s our hope,” Mtal answered. Kindan nodded fervently.

It took the miners until lunchtinme the next day to break through the cave-in.

“I't’s remarkably clean,” Dalor said adnmiringly as he ran his hand al ong the
snooth walls. “Only the ceiling above gave way.”

“Your men did a great job,” Mtal comented approvingly.

“Thank you, Weyrleader,” Dalor replied, then blushed when Mtal cleared his
throat and jerked his head toward B nik.

“I"’msure that Wngleader Mtal is appreciative,” Tullea said bitingly, “as
aml, theWeyrwoman. ”

B' ni k chose to smooth things over. “lIndeed, a renmarkable job, Mner Dalor,”
he sai d.

Tul | ea marched past the others and up through the newly cleared corridor, a
gl ow held in her hand. Suddenly, she stopped, scanning one side of the
corridor intently.

“This |l ooks |ike a door,” she excl ai ned. She hunkered down, peering to either
side of it. “What’'s this?” she asked, seeing a square plate to the left of the
door. She pressed it just as Dalor, who had been watching her actions wth
growi ng alarm shouted, “Don’t touch it!”

Too | ate.



Wth a runbling groan, the wall began to slide open and light flooded in from
t he ot her side.

Dal or raced to Tullea and pull ed her back away fromthe door. Even as he did,
she slumped toward the floor so that B ' nik had to catch her other side to
prevent her from falling.

“What is it?” B nik asked as they hastily w thdrew toward t he Hat ching
G ound.

“Bad air,” Kindan said, |ooking intently at Tullea. “She’s breathing, and not
in any distress.”

Gently the miner and Weyrl eader laid Tullea on the ground, and Ki ndan
exam ned her nore carefully.

“Yes, |'d say that the air was stale,” he declared finally. He | ooked up to
B nik. “She’ll be all right. Just let her breathe and wake up slowy.”

Ki ndan frowned thoughtfully and asked Dal or, “How | ong do you think before
the air will be replaced?”

“1"d give it an hour, at least,” Dalor said. “And then |I’'d nove cautiously.”
He gl anced around the Hatching G ounds as though searching for sonething. “I
don’t suppose you have any wat ch-whers?”

Ki ndan shook his head. “Nor fire-lizards.”
“I"d heard they’'d been bani shed,” Dal or said, his tone carefully neutral

Ki ndan shook his head sadly. “I think nmost of them died before that anyway.”
He conposed hinself and strai ghtened up. “Let’s get Tullea to softer ground,”
he suggest ed.

The nonent her eyes fluttered open again, Tullea protested |oudly and
demanded to go see the A dtiner Roons. To Kindan, she sounded as if she wanted
revenge on the roons for causing her enbarrassnent. But B nik was firm and
i nsisted that soneone else go in first once the roons finished airing.

“I"1'l go,” Kindan vol unteered when they reassenbled in the Hatchi ng G ounds.
“I will go,” Regellan decl ared, shaking his head. “l1’ve no famly,” he added
by way of explanation.

“I"’'mnot so sure that Mel ena woul d agree,”
you' ve earned the right.”

Dal or said with a grin. “But

He gl anced at B'nik and Tullea. “If that's all right with you, Weyrl eader?”
“Absolutely,” B nik replied.

In the end, Regellan was fine. He peered inside the open corridor, blinked
several times, purposefully drew great, deep breaths, and then wal ked through
t he doorway and out of sight. The rest of the party waited tensely outside
until he returned again, his eyes w de.

“The roomis full of the nost anmazing things,”
i nsi de.

he decl ared, beckoni ng t hem



Tul | ea el bowed her way past the others and raced to be second into the roons.
She paused just past the threshold, not so nmuch for fear of bad air but in
amazenment at what she saw. Myst of the far wall was covered fromfloor to
ceiling with a drawi ng of several |adderlike colums conposed of weird
i nterconnected varicol ored rods and bal I s.

“Look at this!” Regellan called out, pointing to the drawing, as the others
fl ooded into the room

Tul l ea gl anced at the wall draw ng, nade a hasty scan of the room and then
headed unerringly for sonething glittering on an open shelf at the other end
of the room

Ki ndan entered the room and stared w de-eyed at the drawi ng. Then a flash of
nmoverrent in his peripheral vision caught his attention and he turned just in
time to see Tullea pocket a small, silvery object. Before he could nmove to
i ntervene, she was picking sonething el se up fromthe counter

“What are these?” she asked, holding up a crystal clear glass vial. She shook
it, exam ning the powder-1like substance inside, then casually placed it back
on the counter and picked up anot her

There were four vials in all, Kindan noticed. The countertop bore not only
dust-free spots where the vials had been placed. Each clear spot was centered
over a colored mark: red, green, blue, and yell ow

Hi s eyes widened as Tullea negligently put the fourth vial back on the
countertop, well away from any of the col ored marks.

“Do you renenber which vial went where?” he asked her shortly, trying to see
if he could guess the original position of the last vial she had picked up

“No,” Tullea replied with a shrug.

“I think it’s inportant,” Kindan told her. B nik came up beside himand
frowned at the nisplaced vials.
“I"'msure you' Il figure it all out,” Tullea replied with a dism ssive wave of
her hand, turning to explore a set of cabinets. After sone fiddling, she
di scovered that they were nagnetically | ocked and spent several nonents
openi ng and cl osi ng them before she noti ced what was inside.

“I wonder whatthis is,” she said, reaching in to pull the object out.

B' ni k caught K tan’s and Kindan’s horrified | ooks and quickly intervened. *“I
thi nk we should |l eave this for our harper and healer to exam ne,” he said.
“They can report when they’'ve had a chance to inventory everything.”

“And | think | should get Mner Dalor and his good crew back to their hones
before dark,” Mtal added. Dalor and the other mners | ooked both eager to be
goi ng and di sappointed not to be staying to |l earn nore about the nysterious
room

“W’ ve kept you fromyour work too long,” B nik agreed.

Dal or waved this aside. “W're glad to help,” he said. “Didn’t you say there
was anot her rockslide up above?”

“There is,” Kindan agreed. “But | think we’'ll find enough here to keep us



occupied for a while.”
“W’ || be glad to hel p again,” Renna said. Dal or nodded firmy in agreenent.

“When we're ready, we’'ll be happy to have you back,” B nik said. “You ve been
a great help.”

Mtal’s Gaminth and Ktan's Drith were waiting in the Bow as they emerged
fromthe Hatching Gounds. Kindan helped the mners clinb up on the dragons’
backs.

“I"lI'l get started while you' re gone,” he told Ktan when all the mners were
settl ed a-dragonback

“I"1l expect you to be done by the time | get back,” Ktan called down.
Ki ndan grinned and tossed the dragonrider a sloppy salute.

Wth a leap and a few great sweeps of their wi ngs, the two dragons were
ai rborne and t hen gonebet ween.

“There’s got to be sonething nore,” Kindan said to K tan hours |ater
“Why do you say that?”

“Because, aside fromthose four glass vials and whatever’s in them” Kindan
replied, “there isn’'t anything there.”

“There are these,” Ktan said, pulling open a drawer and pointing at sone
long, thin clear objects with strange handl es on the top. “Theyhave to be
syringes for injections.”

“I'njections?”

K tan nodded. “Sonetines the herders use syringes when there’'s a particularly
nasty spread of infection going around. They take the bl ood fromone of the
recovered herdbeasts and inject it into the others, spreading the inmunity.”

Ki ndan gave the heal er a dubi ous | ook

“Lorana woul d know about it,” K tan added. He | ooked at the vial. “l suspect
that this is supposed to be liquefied and injected.”

“Li quefied?”
“Probably with sterile water,” K tan said.
“For what purpose?” Kindan asked.

“I don't know. I'd be a whole |lot happier if there was a sign that said this
was the cure we were |looking for,” K tan agreed.

“Do you see any sign?” Kindan asked, pivoting to look all around the room
“The marks on the walls,” K tan pointed out, gesturing.

“Whi ch don’t serve any purpose that | can nake out,’
sour face.

Ki ndan said, naking a



“What about that song of yours—doesn’t it offer any suggestions?”

Ki ndan shook his head, his jaw clenched. “I can’t remenber any nore of it.”
He slammed his fist onto the countertop in anger. Then he tapped his head.
“I't’s in here, | knowit is, but I can't renmenber it—even just after the fire
in the Archives, | couldn’t remenber—andl'mthe |ast one who read that dratted
song.”

“Certainly the last one left alive,” Ktan agreed grinmly. He had heard the
story fromboth Kindan and Mtal, although their accounts differed: a

pl ayfight in the Harper Hall’s Archives had caused a fire that had burned
countl ess old Records to ashes. He renmenbered hearing how Ki ndan had been
bani shed to Fort Hold until his fate was deci ded, how the Pl ague had

i nterrupted everything, how Kindan’s efforts had saved the survivors of Fort
Hol d, and how the grateful Lord Hol der had seen to Kindan's reinstatenment in
t he Harper Hall

K tan's expression grew grim “If we don't find a cure soon .

Dej ectedly, Kindan turned toward the exit. “l have to report to B nik.”

It was Arith’s coughing that drove Lorana down to the newy opened A dtiner
room She waited until her dragon was sl eeping as well as could be expected,
waited until she felt hopeful that Arith nmight not have anot her coughi ng
epi sode—whi ch nmeant that she didn't |leave until late in the night.

Softly she nmade her way across the Bowl and into the Hatching G ound. She
searched in the dimlight until she found the new opening, visible by the
faint light comng fromit. Her steps grew surer as she got closer and the
light fromthe roomgrew brighter. She paused for a nmoment at the doorway,
stifling a gasp of wonder at the drawing on the other side of the room and
then entered.

Salina and Kiyary had both given her good descriptions of the room but she
needed to see with her own eyes. Kindan was sitting behind the tabl etop that
held the four vials. Wen she entered the room he started, w ping the fatigue
fromhis eyes.

“l nust have dozed off,”
asked, “How is Arith?”

he muttered when he saw her. He straightened up and
“Her cough is getting worse,” Lorana said, striving to keep her conposure.
She gestured at the vials. “Is that all there is?”
Ki ndan nodded resignedly. “These cabinets are enpty. There' s anot her
doorway,” he said, pointing to the wall with the draw ngs, “but it won't
open.”

“Is it bl ocked? The rockslide?”

“No,” Kindan replied, “I don’t think so. W got an echo when we knocked on
it.” He shook his head. “Either the nmechanisms broken or . . .~

Lorana waved away his explanati on and strode over to the draw ngs. “So we' ve
got these, and those vials?”

“That’'s it,” Kindan said.



Lorana bent to peer closely at the drawi ngs. “These are very detail ed.” She
traced the spiraling patterns of one, bending down and peering cl oser
“Thi smust nmean sonet hi ng—sonmeone went to an awful ot of trouble to make
these.”

“Mm ” Kindan's response sounded nore like the noi se of soneone falling

asl eep than the noise of sonmeone listening attentively. Lorana turned around
just in tinme to catch hi mnoddi ng off; he woke up again just as his head
bobbed down to his chest.

“You shoul d get sone sleep,” she told him “You're no good here.”
“What about you?”

“I"1'l be up nost of the night anyway,” Lorana said nmorosely. “Arith’s not
sl eeping well.”

“I"'msorry,” Kindan said mserably.

Lorana shook her head. “You can’'t help if you're asleep on your feet.” She
pointed to the door. “CGo.”

Ki ndan entertai ned a rebellious | ook for a nmonent before sighing resignedly
and shuffling toward the door. “1’Il be back first thing in the norning.”

Lorana had already turned back to the drawi ng and was examining it intently,
so her only response was a negligent wave of her hand over her shoul der

When she had finished exam ning the first drawi ng, Lorana repeated her

i nspection on the next. She stopped as she noticed sone patterns in the new
drawi ng and went back to look at the first. She sighed. There were not only
simlar patterns between the two drawings but also simlar patterns within
each drawing. It rem nded her of some strange beadwork. For a while she
entertained the notion of getting sone col ored beads and stringing themin the
spiraling triangles that were represented by the draw ngs. The beadwor k woul d
be pretty enough, she nmused, but she couldn’t see how it could help the

dr agons.

She shook her head to clear the thought and turned to the third draw ng.
Agai n she found simlar patterns and repeated patterns in the drawi ng. She
turned her efforts to the fourth drawi ng—and stopped dead in her tracks. Four
draw ngs, four vials.

Lorana straightened and turned to the tabletop where the four vials were
placed. Did the four patterns match the four vials sonehow?

Were the patterns supposed to tell someone which vial to use? Could it be
that the know edge represented by those draw ngs had been so conmon when t hey
were first drawn that no one had ever considered that the method of reading
t hem m ght be forgotten and that was why there were only the vials and the
drawi ngs? Read the draw ngs and pick the vial?

But Lorana couldn’t read the drawings. And Arith was dying. She knewit, she
tried to deny it, and she would never think it while Arith was awake and m ght
hear her thought, but it was so. No dragon who had gotten the sickness had
survi ved.

Four vials. Four draw ngs. Four illnesses? Was one of the vials the one that
could cure the dragons?



Lorana felt Arith stir, could sense which cough was hers anong the severa
t hat punctuated the deep night.

[l be right there, Lorana told her dragon, racing fromthe room Tine is
runni ng out, she thought fleetingly as she left the roomthat held Arith’'s
only hope.

She stopped in the doorway and turned back to the four vials.Arith?
I"mall right,the young queen lied valiantly.

Lorana’ s response was not spoken or thought, but just as clearly as if she
had spoken al oud, Arith knew that Lorana had seen through the Iie and had
known the reasons for it.

WIIl it hurt to die?Arith asked Lorana, her tone both fearful and curi ous.

Lorana bit her lip, her face a mask of pain and tears as all the | ove and
hope she had for her dragon tore through her

You' Il be all right!she swore fiercely, with all the strength of her being,
willing the stars to change courses, the seasons to halt, and all the pain
that was both today’s and tonorrow s to stop

No, | won't.Arith responded firmy, sadly.l’mdying. WIIl it hurt?

Lorana found that her hands were clenched tightly into claws, that through
her tears her face was contorted in anger. | will not let this happen, she
swore. But as the thought formed in her mind, she realized its futility.

Arith was right—-she was dying. Just like all the other dragons on Pern. And
inthe Adtimer roomwere four drawi ngs and four vials. Lorana turned back to
the room

Maybe you don’t have to die,Lorana told her dragon fervently.

As she explained the AOdtimer roomto Arith, Lorana reentered and went to the
cabi net against the wall. She opened each drawer in turn, pausing to exam ne
the contents carefully. She found what she was | ooking for in the third
drawer. The syringes were in a seal ed rectangul ar container. Lorana was
surprised at the hiss of air rushing into the contai ner when she opened it.
There were five syringes.

Lorana marvel ed at them They were nuch smaller and nore delicate than the
syringes her father had used to inject seruminto young cal ves. She renenbered
the first time she had hel ped him how nervous she had been at the thought of
squirting liquids into a young cal f.

The contents of the vials were powder. Clearly they needed to be |iquefied.

Arith, there may be a cure, Lorana told her dragon. There are four vials here;
I think one of them has the cure.

VWi ch one?Arith asked.

VWhi ch one, indeed? Lorana asked herself. She could try all four one at a
time, but how |l ong would she have to wait between each dose to know if it
wor ked? Wbul d Arith have enough tinme to wait between each dose? How coul d she
deci de?



Lorana swal | owed and shook her head fiercely. This was not a decision she
coul d make al one—there was nmore than her life invol ved.

Maybe we shoul d wait, Lorana thought.

No, Arith responded, and Lorana could feel her dragon’s sense of foreboding,
her sense of despair.|l think we should do it now.

Whi ch one?Lor ana asked her

Al of themArith responded.|f the others are wong, they won't hurt, will
t hey?

| don’t know, Lorana told her truthfully.

Let’s try just a little of each, then,Arith replied. The young gold gave a
ment al chuckl e. You know, you can hear all the dragons. | think Ican hear nore
of your thinking than other dragons can. There’'s no tinme to try themone at a
tinme, is there?

No, Lorana replied, pulling out one of the syringes.There isn't any tine.

"1l nmeet you at the entrance to the Hatching Gounds, Arith told her

Lorana searched t hrough the cabinet, found an enpty, seal ed beaker, and
opened it. Nervously, she turned to the four |arger beakers. How nuch of each?
Less than for a full-grown dragon because Arith was not full grown, Lorana

guessed, but how much?

There were five needles, she reasoned, so perhaps each held enough for a ful
dose. She woul d need half that nuch for Arith.

B' ni k was shoved roughly awake. He tried to squirmaway from his tornmentor
but the shaki ng conti nued.

“CGet up!” Tullea shouted in his ear.

“Mmph, what is it?” B nik asked blearily. He turned on his side, facing
Tull ea, his eyes blinking furiously as he tried to see in the dimlight.

“I need to talk to you,” she told him

“Can’t it wait until daylight?” he asked.

“Of course not,” Tullea snapped. “It’s about Lorana.”

“What about her?”

“I don’t want her going to the Adtiner room” Tullea said. “She’s to be kept
away. ”

“ \My?n

“For her own good,” Tullea snapped back. Her eyes darted to her dressing
table. B nik’'s sleep-nmuddled mnd recalled that she had been playing with
somet hing silver and snmall before she’d gone to bed. He didn't recall her
havi ng a silver brooch or jewelry box.



“What harm coul d she get into?” he replied, sitting upright.

“I don’t know,” Tullea said, not nmeeting his eyes. “I just don’t want her
there. It’s not her job anyway.”

“She knows sonet hi ng about healing,” B nik protested. “She’s been hel ping
K tan—=

“Let her help with the injured dragons,” Tullea said. “But she's not to—=

“Shh!” B nik said, raising a hand. “Someone’s coning.”

Tul | ea bespoke her dragon. “It’s Lolanth, fromlsta Weyr, and his rider
J'lantir,” she said, frowming. “lIt’s awfully late to wake anyone.”

Behi nd her, B nik cocked an ironic eyebrow, but w sely refrained from saying
anything. He sprang fromthe bed, pulling a robe over hinself and thrusting
Tullea’s toward her.

“He wouldn’t be here if it wasn't inportant,” he said. He turned to the food
shaft and called down forklah and snacks for three, then strode quickly to the
doorway to greet J'lantir.

“Weyrl eader B nik,” J' lantir said in relief when he saw him “l’msorry to
wake you.”

B' ni k waved the apol ogy aside. “Quite all right,” he said, “lI was not

asl eep.” He gestured toward the Council Room “If you'll step this way, |’ m
havi ng sonekl ah and snacks sent up. Weyrwonman Tullea will join us shortly.”

J'lantir blinked in surprise. “My apol ogies to your Weyrwoman,” he said.
“This is a very late hour for me to come here but-—=

B' nik gestured himto a seat. “You wouldn’'t be here at this hour if it wasn't
i mportant,” he repeated, trying to calmthe ol der rider

J'lantir drew a ragged breath. “lI don’'t know how badly the illness has hit
your dragons—

“Badly, I'mafraid,” B nik said.

“I"'msorry to hear that,’
fool’s errand, after all.”

J'lantir replied feelingly. “Perhaps this is a
“At this hour?” Tullea drawl ed fromthe doorway. She carried in the tray
of kl ah and snacks that B nik had ordered earlier

B' ni k flushed at her tone of voice, but his reaction was mld conpared to
J'lantir’s painful w nce.

The Istan Weyrl eader licked his lips. “W have | ost seven nore dragons in the
past day to the illness,” he announced.

Tul l ea and B' ni k exchanged horrified | ooks.

“Thread falls at Ista Hold in less than two days’ tinme, and we have only
forty-six dragons fit to fly it,” J' lantir continued.

“Then you shall have Benden flying at your side,” B nik announced. Tullea
gave hima scathing | ook, but B nik ignored her. “W have six full w ngs of



dragons, and our next Threadfall is not for another twelve days.”

“Three wi ngs—ene flight—aould be nore than enough,” J' lantir said, his face

brightening with relief. “It’s a night fall, as you know, and won't last too
[ ong.”

“Very well,” B nik said. “I'll ask Mtal to be the flight |eader—you’ ve
worked with himbefore. He'll report to you in the norning.”

J'lantir’s snile widened into a broad grin. “That would be excellent!” He
rose and grabbed B ' nik’'s hand in his. “Thank you! Ista will ride with you
anytine.”

“I"1'l look forward to it,” B nik replied. “Wuld you Iike sonekl ah before you
depart?”

“No, no,” J' lantir said, shaking his head. “I’ve been beside myself trying to
figure out howand | didn't want to—=

“l understand,” B nik interrupted, nodding fervently. He knew how hard and
hum liating this decision nust have been for the ol der dragonrider. “W are
all living in hard tines—=

A shriek fromthe Bow outside cut through the evening air.

Lorana’s hands were trenbling as she m xed the serum Each tine she scooped
in powder fromthe next vial, the m xture would change col or and then slowy
return to a clear liquid. If the proportions were too small, she would have
wast ed the precious powders. Perhaps the A dtinmers had known this and nade
t heir powder behave this way on purpose. Lorana hoped so. She hoped that she
was supposed to mx all four vials together. That she had the right
gquantities.

She was done. CQutside, in the distance, she heard Arith scrabbling fromthe
Bow into the Hatching Grounds. Lorana took a deep, stilling breath and then
carefully filled the syringe with the contents of the snmall beaker. She gently
squeezed the air out of the needle until a small spurt of the precious liquid
dri pped out. She was ready.

I’mready, Arith told her
Lorana didn't renmenber wal ki ng back to the Hatching Gounds. She did renmenber
stopping in her tracks as she caught sight of Arith, small and fragile,

standing in the dimlight that |eaked through to the Hatching G ounds.

It isourdecision,Arith said.l amyoung. | amstrong. If this works, we can
hel p the others.

Lorana forced herself to nove again. She showed the syringe to Arith.

WIIl it hurt?the gold dragon asked.

Don't | ook at it,Lorana cautioned. She found a spot on Arith’s neck, felt for
and found a | arge vein. She paused then, overcone by the enornity of the

monent .

Is it over?Arith asked hopefully. Wth a sigh, Lorana gently plunged the
needle in and slowy pushed the plunger down.



Now it’'s over,she told her dragon. She quickly renoved the syringe and then
realizing she had nowhere to put it, held it nunbly in her hand.

Good, Arith said.l don't feel any different. She sneezed
Lorana j unped.

No, it’s—Arith stopped, her eyes whirling to red. She turned her head from
one side to another.l don't feel good.

Lorana | ooked at her in the dimlight. Arith’ s skin | ooked spl otchy,
different. The young queen made an irritated noi se and turned to snap at her
si de.

It itches!Arith yelled.Lorana, it burns!

"1l go get sonme nunbweed, Lorana decl ared but her feet were rooted to the
spot.1’Il call for help.

It’'s—+t’s—oh, it hurts!Arith wailed.lt’s wong, Lorana, it’s wong! And then
suddenly, she wasn’'t there.

Arith!Lorana shouted, reaching for her dragon. She reachedbetween, dove after
her, found a fleeting glinpse in the distance, but it was too far

Frantically, she reached for all the other dragons of the Wyr and foll owed
Arith, desperate to bring her dragon back. Arith fought to get away, pushed
agai nst her call, against the strength that Lorana had called fromthe dragons
of the Weyr, fought, and fought—-and, suddenly, she found a place where she
coul d go—

No, no, no!
Arith was gone.

Lorana had one fleeting glinpse, one sliver of a feeling that Arith had felt
some ot her calling—and then she was gone.

Wth one last, heart-tearing scream Lorana collapsed, unconscious, on the
floor of the Hatching G ounds.

SEVENTEEN

Any Eridani Adept willing to change an ecosystem nust comit her bloodline to
mai nt ai ni ng that ecosystemeternally.

—Edicts of the Eridani, XXIVth Concord
Col l ege, First Interval, AL 58

Lightning tore through the sky over the College, with thunder foll owing right
on its heels in vengeful intensity. Wnd Bl ossomturned over in her bed,
willing herself to sleep in spite of the noise outside. She needed her rest,
she knew it. But her mind, traitorous in the night, insisted on turning over
and over the problenms she would face in the norning.



What did it matter that fire-lizards sonetime in the future had gotten sick?
Wul d the sane illness affect dragons? Kitti Ping and she had tried to guard
agai nst that, even while knowi ng that nature and environment woul d work
agai nst them

How coul d she convince the Weyrl eaders and the Hol ders to devote their
energi es to guardi ng agai nst sone unseen future that mght never come to pass?

“In the morning.” Kitti Ping’ s saying canme back to her. “There is always
enlightenment in the norning.”

Her nother was right, Wnd Bl ossom knew. Often the problens that plagued her
in the night would be solved in the norning. She often wondered how rmuch of
the solution came fromher worrying and how nuch froma good night’'s sleep

Sl eep was harder to conme by these days, she nmused. Wth this Iightning and
t hunder, it would be a wonder if she woul d haveany energy cone the norning.
She cl osed her eyes and tried to will herself back to sleep once nore.

A thunderclap, loud and without |ightning, startled her conpletely out of

sl eep. There was sonething nore, sonething special, urgent, like a voice
crying in the night. Electrified, she threw off her covers and raced down the
stairs to the courtyard, despite the pouring rain.

Tieran was there, too, with his fire-lizard-Wnd Bl ossom renenbered t hat
fire-lizards did not like the rain—skittering and chittering above him

“Look!” Tieran shouted above the thunder and the rainfall. He darted out from
under the courtyard tunnel and onto the roadway that |ed fromthe Coll ege.

Wnd Bl ossom foll owed him She | ooked up. There was a shape high up in the
air, falling. Before she could react, the shape hit the ground in front of
themw th a sickening thud.

It was a dragon. Wnd Bl ossom peered at it through the rain and dark night
until another lightning bolt illumnated it. She gasped in horror

“Rouse the College!” she shouted over the rain. “CGet the agenothree!”

“Wnd Blossom what is it?” a voice called frombehind her. She recognized it
as Enorra’s. “Cet the agenothree! We must burn this corpse. W nust burn it
now ’

“It’s infected?” Enorra asked, gesturing to the others behind her and quickly
i ssuing orders.

“And worse,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed, as teans formed up with barrels of
agenothree. “Pour it on. Don’t stop. All of Pern depends on this.”

As the first agenothree hissed over the young dragon’s corpse, Tieran rushed
forward, his belt knife in his hand.

“Tieran!” Wnd Bl ossom shouted, her voice nerging with Enorra’s at her side.
“What are you doi ng?”

Quickly Tieran cut a part of the dragon’s riding harness, tore off a silver
buckle and retreated toward the others. He nodded curtly at one of the groups
carrying a barrel of agenothree and, jaw clenched agai nst the pain, plunged
his hands into the acid.



“What are you doi ng?” Wnd Bl ossom shout ed agai n.

“I't’s all right,” Tieran said, showing her his hands. They were pitted and
raw from where the acid had burned through the oils of his skin. He waved the
pi ece of nmetal at them “This will tell us whose dragon this is.”

He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes as the pain from his hands burned
t hrough the adrenaline that had carried through his wild act.

“Besi des,” he added, gasping in pain, “it doesn't hurt as nuch as wher-bite.”

When the cold, gray light of norning finally broke through the scattering

cl ouds, Wnd Blossomwas still hunched beside the steam ng remains of the
dragon. The agenothree had eaten all its flesh and |left only bl eached bone. As
each barrel of the nitric acid had burned another |ayer of flesh and nuscle
away fromthe dead dragon, Wnd Blossomhad felt herself simlarly stripped,
her enotions laid open and raw to her as they never had been before.

The stream of green nucus that had been forced fromthe dragon’s nostrils on
its inpact with the ground had made it crystal clear to Wnd Bl ossom that the
dragon had been infected with the sane illness as the two fire-lizards.

Over and over again her mind replayed the instant when she hadknown that she
had to go outside, that sonething was conming. Over and over her nenory showed
her the images of the dragon appearing, faintly, high in the sky and falling
uncontrollably to the ground—dead. The sickening sound of the dragon’ s body
hitting the ground still made her shudder

Agai n she replayed the menory in her mind, fighting with herself to slowit
down, to bring every detail into sharp relief. She sighed angrily as she once
again failed to determ ne the precise feeling she had the instant she hadknown
she had to go outside. She had felt it before, when the fire-lizards had
appeared. Sone connection, sonething.

Bitterly, Wnd Bl ossom shook her head to rid herself of the problem There
wer e ot her probl ens.

She expected M hall and maybe even Torene to arrive presently. She woul dn’'t
be surprised if every dragon on Pern arrived. She had started worknen di ggi ng
a grave large enough for the skeletal remains of the young dragon. The grave
would be lined with Iine; even though Wnd Bl ossomwas certain that the
infection itself had been destroyed by the agenot hree, she was not
cert ai nenough.

Al'l those inmages and nmenories ought to have been enough to keep Wnd Bl ossom
awake through the night.

But there was one nore. And it al one had kept her up, had kept her from
accepting anything nore than a wi nter cloak and hotkl ah.

It was the image of the dragon’s skin, nottled, patchy, and pockmarked, as
t hough it were changi ng consistency. She had only seen it for a nmonent and in
the gray of night. The image bothered her for a reason she couldn’t explain.
Deep i nside her, she knew that what she had seen hel d sone speci al
significance, but she couldn't identify it. That bothered her—and kept her
awake through the night.



“Mot her?” Enorra’s voice startled her. “Have you been up all night?”

W nd Bl ossom nodded. “I’'mtrying to remenber sonething.”

“Well, cone to breakfast—perhaps you' Il renenber better when you re warm
Enmorra suggest ed.

“Mhall and the others will be here soon,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d.

“I"lI'l stay,” Tieran said, walking up with a breakfast roll in one hand. *“I
.” He trailed off, unable to finish his sentence.

Wnd Bl ossomturned and smled at hi munderstandi ngly. Enorra added her
smle, as well.

“Go on,” Tieran said. “I'lIl direct any dragonriders to you and keep watch
here.”

“Thank you,” Wnd Bl ossom said, her throat unexpectedly tight.

Ti eran nodded and turned back to survey the charred remai ns of the dead queen
dr agon.

To keep watch.

And honor the dead.

El GHTEEN

Thread scores
Dragons scream
Thread burns
Freezebet ween.

Benden Weyr, Third Pass, 12th Day, AL 508

I will stay with her. You go get sone rest,” Salina declared, shoving Ki ndan
out of Lorana’s quarters.

It had been two days since the Weyr had been jolted awake by Lorana’ sgrab of
all the dragons, by Arith’s horrific cry, and Lorana’s soul -torn shout.

“She’s wasting away,” Kindan cried. “See if you can get her to eat
somet hi ng.”

“I"1'l try,” Salina told him “You get some rest, Kindan. It’s your strength
she needs now.”

“Go on,” Mtal declared gruffly, entering the room “She’s right.”

Ki ndan gave the dragonrider a wary | ook that settled as it registered in his
sl eep-nunmbed nmind that Mtal had conforted Salina on her |oss.

“You're all worn out,” Mtal said, patting the harper on the shoul der as he
passed by. “CGet a good night’s rest. W' ll call you if she stirs.”



After Kindan left, Mtal spoke to Gam nth, who replied m serably, She won’t
hearme. She won’t hear any of us.

M tal crouched down by Salina. “Gam nth says she’s bl ocking the dragons’
voi ces,” he told her.

“Can you bl ane her?” Salina asked, her voice blurred with sorrow. “l can only
i magi ne how nmuch that would tornment her.”

“I't would have hel ped so nuch today,” Mtal said. He had just returned from
flying Fall over Ista. “Two dead, eight injured, three seriously,” he told
her .

“That’ s good,” Salina murmured approvingly. “In a normal Fall | would have
expected five times that many casualties.”

“Ista’s | osses were worse,” Mtal continued, grimacing. “Three dead, nine
i njured. They have only thirty-four dragons left fit to fly.”

“J'lantir nust be beside hinmself with worry.”

“B nik pledged that, as long as there are dragons at Benden Weyr, Ista would
have themat their side,” Mtal said, his voice full of adanmant approval.

“He does you proud,” Salina said, grabbing his hand and clenching it tightly.

“He does usall proud,” Mtal agreed. “He always had the makings. He's risen
marvel ously to the chall enge.”

“I'f only we could say the sane of Tullea,” Salina said. Beside her, Mta
nodded mut el y.

The sound of boots outside the doorway alerted them and they | ooked up to see
K tan enter.

“I"ve come to check on her,” he told them He |ooked around the room *“Has
Kindan finally left for some rest?”

“I sent himon his way,” Mtal said. He asked Gaminth to get one of the
weyrlings to check on the weary harper.

K tan nodded wearily. “Good.”

He gestured entreatingly to Salina, who stood up and noved away from Lorana’s
bedside to give himroomto examne her. Ktan listened to her breathing, took
her pul se, and then straightened up again.

“Has she eaten anything? Drunk anything?” Wen Salina shook her head twice in
response, K tan grimaced. He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “You know yourself
better than any what this is |ike. Wat nadeyou decide to live?”

Mtal gripped Salina' s hand tightly. The ex-Wyrwonan's eyes shinmered with
tears, which she wi ped away hastily before explaining, “lI couldn't go.
wasneeded. ”

Mtal circled behind her and hugged her tightly against him K tan nodded,
uneasy in the presence of their intense enotions.

“Then let’s hope that Lorana feels as needed,” he said softly. He | ooked up



at Salina, his lips showing the hint of a smle. “I'"mglad you decided to
stay—+t woul d have been nmuch harder without you.”

Mtal felt Salina stiffen in his arnms and, through years of intinacy,
correctly interpreted her gratitude at the healer’s words. The ex-Wyrl eader
eyed the heal er, however, with the eyes of a | eader of dragonnen.

“You need to take your own advice, K tan, and get sone rest.”

“Lorana was the last of the charges | needed to check on,” K tan said.

“One of us will stay with her,” Salina prom sed.

She will not hear us but she knows we are here for her,Gnminth told Mtal
“Drith says the dragons are doing what they can to confort her,” K tan added.

“Gaminth also,” Mtal said. He gestured K tan out the door. “Get sonme rest,
Heal er.”

K tan, intent on rousing Kindan from his depression, paused outside the
Benden Weyr harper’s door at the sound of the harper singing:

“A thousand voi ces keen at night,
A thousand voi ces wail,
A thousand voices cry in fright,
A thousand voices fail.

You foll owed them young heal er |ass,
Till they could not be seen
A thousand dragons made their |oss
A bridge 'tween you and ne.

And in the cold and darkest night,
A single voice is heard

A single voice both clear and bright,
It says a single word.

That word is what you now nust say
To—=

Ki ndan paused, intent, trying to renenber the next words. Wth a growl of
di sgust and a ragged jangle on the guitar’s strings, he threw the instrunment
onto his bed.

“Harper, you sing a nournful tune,” Ktan said |loudly as he entered Kindan's
r oons.

Ki ndan turned to face the Weyr heal er, scow ing and shaking his head. “lcan’t
remenber it!”

“I's it so inmportant?” K tan asked mildly.

Ki ndan bit off a quick retort and paused before giving K tan a thoughtful
answer. “l don’t know,” he admitted. “It just seenms to fit the times we're
in.”

“How coul d anyone know about the times we’'re in?” K tan mused, shaking his



head. “I think it’s just a song. Perhaps it was witten after a fever or
pl ague—=

“But that’s just it!” Kindan protested. “There hasn’ tbeen a fever or plague
that affected dragons—you know that. W’ ve | ooked through all the Records.”

“Perhaps it was . . .” He trailed off as he caught sight of Kindan's
expr essi on.

The harper bounded beyond him grabbing the guitar back fromthe bed, and
shouting, “That’s it!”

Triunphantly, he strummed and sang:

“That word i s what you now nust say
To open up the door

In Benden Weyr, to find the way
To all ny healing lore.”

“l remenber now, | remenber it all.”

Wth a wince of pain, the Benden Harper continued:
“It’s all that | can give to you
To save both Weyr and Hol d.

It’s little | can offer you,

Who paid with dragon gold.”

“That’ s great, Kindan,” Ktan told him clapping himon the back. “That’'s

marvel ous. 1’ mglad you’ ve renenbered the song.” He paused. “But what does it
mean?”
Ki ndan’s cheerful |ook faded. “lI don’t know,” he adnmitted sadly. “Only .

I"msure it means sonething.” He frowned in thought.

The drums on the watch hei ghts sounded sharply and Kindan held up a hand for
silence as he strained to hear the inconi ng nessage.

“What is it?” K tan asked, not knowi ng the drum codes as well as the harper

“I't’s a message from Fort Weyr,” he said. “They flew Threadfall |ast night
over Ruatha and the Weyr itself.”

Still listening, the harper gasped and smled, eyes alight. Ktan bottled his
curiosity up until the Weyr drumrer sent back his acknow edgment.

“And?” he asked then.

Kindan sniled at him “And the watch-whers fought the fall,” he said, taking
delight in the way the healer’s eyes grew wi de with astoni shrment.

“Nuella led them” Kindan went on cheerfully. “Looks |ike Wnd Bl ossonis
creatures have nore of a purpose—=

“What ?” K tan asked, catching the surprised | ook on Kindan’s face.
“The song,” Kindan said slowy, in amazenment. “I remenber the title.”

K tan urged himto go on, but Kindan was transfixed in thought.



Finally, the healer said, “The title, Kindan, what is it?”
Ki ndan shook hinsel f out of his nusings and gave K tan an apol ogetic | ook.

“ “Wnd Blossomis Song.’ ”

“l said get out!” Tullea shouted for the third time at Tilara. “1’Il call you
when you’ re needed.”

Wth a worried | ook toward Lorana, Tilara retreated from Tull ea’s anger

“I't’s not like she needs a whole guard,” Tullea muttered to herself as she
heard Tilara' s feet hasten down the corridor. “Probably going to tell M kkal a.
Vll, let her.l’mthe Weyrwonan. Not even Salina can criticize ne.”

She | ooked down at Lorana, |ying on her back, notionless, in her bed.
“I tried to keep you away,” Tullea said, alnost apologetically. “But you had
to do it your way. Wuldn't tell anyone. The first we hear is you and your
dragon shrieking in the niddle of the night.”

Her voice rose as her anger grew. “You didn't deserve that dragon, you know?
You were so sure, so certain, so willing to risk everything. You deserved to

| ose her, do you hear? Youdeserved it !” Tullea realized that she was shouting
at the top of her lungs into Lorana’s ear and pulled back, both appalled at
her own behavi or and amazed by Lorana’s unresponsi veness.
“You can't die,” Tullea said. “Salina was with her Breth for ten tinmes nore
Turns than you had months with your dragon, and she didn't die.

“You can't die. You re not allowed, do you hear me? It wouldn’t be right.
You' re not allowed, you’ re not ”

Tull ea found herself on her knees at Lorana’s bedside, cradling the wonman's
head in her arms, her tears falling onto Lorana’s hair like rain.

”

“Pl easedon’t die,” Tullea whispered, begging."Please.”

For all his Fort riders’ work, K lior was certain that some Thread had fallen
through to the ground in the night Fall over Southern Boll. He shuddered at
t he t hought of what the ground night | ook Iike in the norning.

Take us to the Hold, Rineth,Klior said.l nmust speak with the Lord Hol der

Contrary to Klior’'s fears, Lord Egremer was effusive with his praise of the
dragons and their riders.

“We’ || have ground crews out at first light, | prom se,” Egrener said. He
| ooked nervously northward, toward where Thread had fallen. “How bad is it, do
you suppose?”

K lior shook his head. “We did our best,” he said. “But the warm weat her
meant that every Thread was alive. The watch-whers were overwhel ned and we’d
never trained with them so our coordination was |ousy.”

Lady Yvala's eyes grew wide with alarm



“We’ | | have sweepriders out at first light,” KIlior prom sed. “As soon as we
see anything, we'll let you know.”

“I"d hate to | ose the stands of tinber to the north,” Lord Egrener said.
“They’'re old enough to be harvested, but | was hoping to hold off unti
m d- Pass, when we'll really be needing the wood.”

K lior nodded. “W’ll do our best,” he prom sed.

”

“And we're grateful for all that you ve done,” Egrener replied

Wearily, K lior nmounted Rineth and gave himthe i mge for Fort’s Bow .

The norni ng dawned gray, cold, and cloudy. Even C sca was subdued.

“The reports are in fromT mar on sweep,” she said as she nudged K lior
awake, handing hima mug of steam ngklah. “Five burrows.”

K lior groaned. Cisca made a face and he gave her a go-on gesture.
“Two are well-established. They' Il have to fire the tinber stands.”

Klior sat up, taking a long sip of hisklah. He gave Ci sca a neasuring | ook
then said, “Casualties?”

Cisca frowned. “Between the illness and Thread, twenty-three have
gonebetween. F dan and P'red will be laid up with injuries for at |east the
next six nonths. Troth, Piyeth, Kadorth, Varth, and Bidanth are all seriously
injured and will also take at |east six nonths to heal. There are el even other
riders or dragons with injuries that will keep themfromflying for the next
three nonths.”

“So, we’'ve what-seventy dragons and riders fit to fly?”
“Seventy-five,” Cisca corrected, enphasizing the difference. “And we’ ve got
over three sevendays before our next Fall. |I’msure that we'll have nore
dragons fit to fly by then.”

“Three sevendays is not enough tine,” K lior grunbled, rising fromtheir bed
and searching out some cl ot hes.

“No you don’t,” Cisca said sharply, getting up and pushing himtoward the
baths. “You snell. You' re getting bathed before you do anything else.”

K lior opened his nouth to protest but Cisca silenced himwith a kiss.
“I'f you' re nice,” she taunted, “I may join you.”

Klior tried very hard to be nice.

Lord Hol der Egrener scow ed at the Iine of snoke in the distance. Forty
Turns’ worth of growth, gone. Three whole valleys had been put to flames

bef ore the dragonriders and ground crews could declare Southern Boll Hold free
from Thr ead.



The rains would come soon and the burnt land would lose all its topsoil. He
could expect floods to ravage the remmants of those valleys. In the end, there
m ght be a desert where once there had been lush forests.

It would be worse for his holders. They had expected years of work and incone
culling the older trees, planting new, and working the wood into fine pieces
of furniture. Now Southern Boll would be dependent upon its pottery, spices,
and the scant foodstuffs it could raise for trade with the other Holds.

The Hold would take Turns to recover.

“I"'msorry, Egrener,’
the Weyr can do to help .

a disconsolate K lior repeated. “If there’s anything

”

Egremer sighed and turned back to the youthful Weyrleader. K lior was no nore
than ten Turns younger than he, and while Egremer wanted desperately to bl anme
someone, he knew that it would be unfair to blame the dragonrider

Egremer forced a smle. “l appreciate that, Klior,” he replied. “And there
m ght be nore that you can do than you know. If | could have the | oan of a
weyrling or two, to help scout out the damage and maybe haul some supplies

“Weyrlings we have aplenty,” K lior said. He shook his head. “It’s full-grown
dragons that are scarce.”

“I"d heard that your | osses are high fromthe illness,” Egrener replied. “Is
t here anyt hi ngwe can do foryou, mny |ord?”

For a monent, K lior nade no reply, staring off into space, thinking.
“Time,” he said at last, angrily. “We need tine for the weyrlings to grow up
time for the wounded to heal.” He shook his head. “lI'mafraid you cannot give
that to us, ny lord.”

Egremer’s face drained. “How | ong do we have, then, ny |ord?”

Klior's face grew ashen. “Fort is lucky. W don’t have another Threadfall in
the next three sevendays. We'll probably be able to fight that.” He shook his
head. “But | can’'t say about the Fall after.”

The despair that gripped the Weyrl eader was pal pabl e. Egrener |ooked for somne
wor ds of encouragenment to give himbut could find none. It was K Iior who
spoke next, pulling hinself erect and willing a smle back on to his face.

“W’ Il find a way, Lord Egrener,” he declared with forced cheer. “W’'re
dragonri ders—we always find a way.” He nodded firmy to hinself and then said
to Egremer, “Now, if you'll excuse me . . .~

“Certainly!” Egrener replied. “1'lIl see you out. And don’'t worry about those
weyrlings, if it’s too nmuch bother. Having themwould only save us tinme.”

K lior stopped so suddenly that Egremer had to swerve to avoid bunping into
hi m

“Time!” K lior shouted exultantly. He turned to Egremer and grabbed hi mon
both shoulders. “That's it! Time! W need tine.”

Egremer smiled feebly, wondering if the dragons’ sickness could affect
riders, as well. K lior just as suddenly let go of the Lord Hol der and raced



out of the Hol d.

“Thank you, Lord Egremer, you’' ve been nost hel pful,” he called as he clinbed
up to his perch on Rineth.

“Any tinme, Weyrleader,” Egrener called back, not at all certain what he had
done, but willing to use the Weyrl eader’s good cheer to elevate that of his
hol ders, rather than depress themnore by | ooking at the Weyrl eader as if he
were mad.

“Cisca, it's tinel” Klior yelled up fromthe Bow to their quarters as soon
as he returnedbetween from Southern Boll. “That’'s what we need—tinme!”

Cisca stepped up to the ledge in Melirth's quarters and peered down to
Klior. “"OF course we need tinme,” she agreed, nostly to hunor him

“No, no, no,” K lior shouted back. “The weyrlings and the injured riders,
they all needtine to grow and recover.”

“Make sense, K lior,” Cisca returned irritably.

K lior took a deep breath and gave her a huge smile. “W'Il time it. Send
them back in tine sonewhere so—=

“So they can recover!” Cisca finished with a joyful cry and a leap. “K Ilior,
that’s brilliant!”

When K tan approached Mtal and Salina at dinner that evening, Mtal gave
Salina a worried | ook.

“Salina, my | talk with you?” K tan asked, his eyes pleading, his face pale.
“It’s about Drith.”

Salina responded with a weary smle and a small shake of her head. Really,
shewas getting used to this, although she hadn’t expected Ktan to be the next
dragonrider to ask to speak to her al one.

Mtal |eaned back in his chair, reflectively fingering a glass of wine on the
table. Salina rose fromher chair and gave hima peck on the cheek before
followi ng the Weyr heal er out of the Living Cavern.

“How | ong has it been?” she asked K tan as soon as they were out of earshot.

“Over two sevendays,” he replied grimy, his face lined with the pain of so
many burdens piled on top of each other—the dying, Lorana, and now his own
dragon’s sickness. “I keep telling myself that the next potion, the next
herbal infusion will turn the tide but—=

Salina laid a hand gently on his arm K tan took a shuddering breath.
“I must go check on Lorana,” he said finally, ducking away from Salina’s
gaze. He turned back, eyes puzzled, and told her, “I see her body shudder

every time a dragon goesbetween, but she makes no sound.”

“I know,” Salina replied softly. “I think shefeels every dragon’s death.” She
| ooked up at him *“You must know sonethi ng of how she feels, for all your



years healing.”

“Is it terribly lonely, |osing your dragon?” K tan asked, fighting to keep
hi s voi ce steady.

“I't’s the worst feeling there is,” Salina told himhonestly. She grabbed him
and hugged himtight. “But as long as you have people to live for ”

Overwhel med by her words and envel oped in her conforting enbrace, Ktan's
conposure broke in one soft, heart-torn sob. Cunsily he pushed hinsel f away.

“I"I'l be all right,” he declared. “Thank you.”
“I"'msure you will be,” Salina agreed, accepting his lie.

K tan turned quickly, saying, “lI must check on Lorana.”

“Gve her ny love,” Salina called as the heal er strode off deliberately.

By the time Ktan arrived in Lorana’s quarters, he had his enotions back
under control. After all, he chided hinmself, he had had Turns of consoling the
bereaved, of keeping quiet watch as sick and injured slipped away forever; he
shoul d be used to this. And he owed it to his patients and weyrmates. Those
who were suffering deserved no |l ess than the best he could give them

He heard a voice frominside Lorana’' s quarters and qui ckened his pace,
arriving breathl ess. Perhaps—

“What are you doi ng here?” he demanded abruptly, spotting the Wyrwonman as he
entered Lorana’ s quarters.

“My duty as Weyrwoman,” Tull ea snapped, her cheeks flushing. She stood up
from Lorana’ s bedsi de, hands cl enched by her side. Her features tightened
severely as her anger grew.

“Let me relieve you, then,” Ktan said crisply.

Tull ea glared at himthrough narrowed eyes, then spun on her heels and was
out of the roombefore K tan could react.

He couldn’t, for a nmonent, imagine that Tull ea was watching Lorana out of any
concern or compassion for the dragonl ess woman. He knelt beside Lorana, took
her pul se, and checked her tenperature and breathing, assuring hinmself that
she hadn’t suffered from Tullea’ s attentions.

K tan searched the roomfor a chair, found it, dragged it up beside Lorana's
bed, and sat in it, |eaning back and stretching out his legs in readi ness for
a long, patient wait. The room smnelled of fresh high-bloomflowers. Had Tull ea
brought then®? Probably Salina, K tan decided.

As long as you have people to live for.Salina s words echoed sourly in his
menory. Who did Lorana have to live for? Her famly was gone, she was new at
the Weyr, and Tull ea, the senior Wyrwonman, clearly had no | ove for her

Ki ndan? The harper was certainly a possibility, K tan decided, although his
bl under in singing “Wnd Bl ossom s Song” may have soured Lorana on him

The dragons? K tan snorted his opinion of that prospect. Wile he got the
i npression that Lorana was nore in tune with the dragons than anyone he'd
heard of, even in the Ballads, he couldn’t see them dying in such droves,



providing her with a reason for |iving.

And what of nme? K tan asked hinself.

You will stay,Drith told himgroggily. Even in the distance, K tan could pick
out the Drith’s raspy cough fromall the others.You will stay, she will stay.
You nust. Both of you.

K tan was surprised at his dragon's fierce tone.

The answer is here,Drith continued. You and Lorana nust find it. Ktan
wonder ed how much of Drith's conviction was sinply a reflection of Ktan's own

bel i ef s.

W will find it,he prom sed his dragon.Lorana will recover soon, and we'l|l
find it. Rest up, old friend.

In the distance, Ktan could hear Drith's answering runble turn into another
| ong, raspy cough.

K tan shot out of his chair and headed for the door.l’mcom ng, Drith!

No, Drith responded.l nust do this now while | still can.

“No!” K tan shouted both out loud and in his mnd.

I will always love you,Drith told himfondly.

And t hen—he was gone.

“No!”K tan shouted again, reaching with his mind to follow Drith. He jerked
as he felt anotherpresence join him searching in the darkness of between for
t he brown dragon. Together they roanmed, searching all that they could find—but

there was no sign of Drith.

Gasping for breath, K tan found hinself once again feeling his body. “Drith,
no!”

“Cone back!” Lorana cried in unison with him
Across the room K tan—Ketan—ocked tear-soaked eyes with Lorana.

“I tried,” Lorana called to him struggling to get out of her bed. “I tried,
K tan, but he fought me. He woul dn’t come back.”

Ketan stumnbl ed back to Lorana’ s bedsi de.
“I"'msorry,” she said, shaking her head. “Itried. ”

Ket an grabbed one of her hands and stroked it confortingly, his need to
reassure her overcomng his own grief.

“I know, lass, | know,” he told her. “I felt you there with me.” He cl osed
his eyes and reached once nore for his beloved Drith. Nothing. For a |ong
nmonent, Ketan w shed he could follow his dragon, realized he woul d have ri dden
Drith on that | ast journeybetween if he’d had the chance. Wth a chilling
shock, Ketan realized that Drith had known that, too. “W nust end this.”

Lorana’s hand tightened on his, and the ex-dragonrider opened his eyes again
to see a look of fierce determination in her red-rimed brown eyes.



“Wewi Il end this,” she prom sed.

NI NETEEN

Synbiont: Alife-formthat lives in harnony with its host, often performng
val uabl e functions for the host, e.g.:E coliin the human gut.

Col l ege, First Interval, AL 58

Ti eran spotted Mhall and Brianth circling through the cl ouds above and sent
Grenn up to them

“Tell themit’s safe, but to land at a distance,” Tieran told his
fire-lizard. Grenn gave himachirp to show that he understood and flew on up
to the huge bronze dragon.

Monents later, Brianth |anded, cautiously far fromthe still-snoldering
remai ns of the young queen, and M hall approached on foot. The Benden
Weyrl eader’s jaw was set, and his eyes bl eak.

“Did Wnd Bl ossom order this?” he asked Tieran as he neared.
“Yes,” Tieran said. “The queen fell fromthe sky and was dead either fromthe
i npact or before that.”

M hal | peered closely at the remains. “It seens small for a queen. Are you
sure it wasn’t a green?”
“I't was a queen,” Tieran replied firmy. “Not just fromthe col or but
t here”—he pointed at the bl ackened skull —you can see fromthe shape of the
skull and the teeth that it’s a young dragon, nonths old, probably less than
Si x—=

“Less than six?” Mhall was amazed. “And that big? A six-nonth-old queen
shoul dn’t bethat big.”
“But it was,” Tieran replied. “That woul d be about the size expected at about
the thirtieth generation, or so.”

“The thirtieth generation?” Mhall repeated, amazed. “How would you know?”

Ti eran shrugged. “Wnd Bl ossom explained it,” he said. “There were limts on
the original work they had done and they knew that the first generations would
be smaller than the final generations. That,” he added, pointing to the
skeleton, “is close to as large as they get, though.”

“Where is its rider?” Mhall asking, |ooking around for another burn circle.

“There was no rider,” Tieran told him

“Could it have been an accident? A queen so young goi ngbetween ?” M hal
asked in vain hope.



Ti eran shook his head. “l don’t know,” he answered. “But if it did, then it
was sick with what | ooked to be the same thing this one—~ He reached up to
stroke Grenn, who had perched again on his shoulder, reassuringly. “—was il
wi t h.

“Thirty generations would be over four hundred years from now,” he added.

M hall whistled in awe. “You' re saying that this dragon and your fire-lizard
cone from four hundred years in the future?”

Ti eran nodded, opening his hand. “1 pulled this off the dragon’s riding
har ness.”

M hal | gave Tieran a questioning |l ook and, at the young man’s nod, picked up
the small object and peered at it intently.

“That’ s the Benden Weyr mark,” he said instantly, pointing at a small section
on the silver oblong. “Those other marks | ook |ike”—he glanced up

i ncredul ously at Tieran—the same ones on your friend s beadwork! Ani mal

heal er.”

“That’ s what | thought,” Tieran agreed.

To his surprise, Tieran did not find hinself on duty escorting all the
various craftmasters, Holders, and Wyrl eaders past the new y-rai sed mound
that marked the queen dragon’s final resting place and on into the College’s
D ning Room hastily rearranged as a neeting place. Instead, he found hinself
bustling back and forth between Wnd Bl ossom Enorra, and Janir, carrying
not es, bearing nmessages, and generally being run off his feet.

The undercurrents in the roomwere deep and nunerous. Just from his own
hearing, he knew that the Lord Hol ders not only warred with thensel ves over
t he di sposition of Colony resources but al so had numerous issues of trade to
resol ve. The Weyrl eaders seenmed united, if sonewhat restless, willing to
follow Mhall’s direction

But the real issue was Wnd Bl ossom s. Those who hadn’t actually seen the
dragon’s burnt skel eton were dubi ous of the claim although not quite willing
to voice out loud their lack of faith in Wnd Bl ossoni s reasoni ng or
abilities.

It pronmised to be an interesting and perhaps contentious session. Tieran
caught a whiff of the snacks Mdira and Al andro were baking and was surprised
when his stomach gave a di sgusted heave. Apparently this interesting session
meant nmore to himthan he was willing to adnit.

The tabl es of the Dining Room had been arranged in a |large oval. Enorra and
the other collegians were gathered at the end nearest the kitchen. Cpposite
them were the Weyrl eaders. In between, on the left and on the right, were the
| eaders of the Hol ds.

Ti eran was surprised when the first person to speak was Enorra.
“Does everyone have a copy of the agenda?” she asked. Hearing no dissent, she

continued. “Very well, | propose we start with the first item the issue of
t he queen dragon and Wnd Bl ossom s findi ngs—=



“I't seened awfully small to be a queen,” Lord Kenner of Tel gar noted
quaveringly, glancing around the room nervously, his beak-like nose bobbing
this way and that.

“That’ s because it was an i mmature dragon,” Tieran responded. “Judging by its
teeth, it was under six nonths old, probably as little as two.”

“And you agree with this assessnent?” Mendin asked, |ooking pointedly at
M hal |

M hal | nodded. “Yes.”

Mendi n turned back to Tieran and nodded for himto continue. Tieran | ooked at
Enorra and rai sed an eyebrow.

Enorra continued. “It is our opinion—=
“Whose?” Mendi n demanded chal | engi ngly.

“The medi cal staff and faculty at this College,” she replied testily. “Kindly
et me continue uninterrupted.”

Mendi n | ooked ready to argue the point but desisted after catching sight of
Mhall’s glare.

“I't is our opinion that the queen dragon was a hatchling from somewhere
between the thirtieth and fortieth generation,” Enorra said. The Lord Hol ders
gave her blank stares, while the Wyrl eaders who hadn’t heard this before al
sat bolt upright in their chairs.

“Enorra, could you tell us what dragon generation we are at now?” Ml on of
Till ek asked courteously.

“The newest generation is the sixth generation,” Enorra answered.
“So the dragon came fromthe future,” K nel of Ista said.
“How can dragons travel through tine?” Kenner asked.

“I't is a property of their ability to teleport,” Wnd Blossomreplied. “Any
noverent through space inplies a nmovenent through tine.”

Kenner | ooked politely confused.

“Space and time are the sane,” M hall expanded, taking pity on the old
Hol der. “W’ve done it.”

“You have?” Mendin blurted.

”

“Yes,” L’ can, Hi gh Reaches Weyrl eader confirned. “It is quite draining on the
rider, though.”

“W estimate that the dragon cane fromnore than four hundred years in the
future,” Enorra told the group.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Mendin declared. “W’ ve got nothing to worry about,
then.” He | ooked expectantly around the room “So what’'s the next itemon the
agenda?”

“I don’t think we should move on so quickly,” Mhall replied. He turned to



Enorra. “ls there any danger to our dragons?”

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “The young queen was i medi ately bathed in
acid, so all mcroorgani sms shoul d have been destroyed.”

“What about that fire-lizard?” Mendin asked, pointing at the brown
fire-lizard curled on Tieran’s shoul der

“I woul d not have released the fire-lizard from quarantine had | considered
it still a possible source of contagion,” Wnd Bl ossom spoke up from behi nd
her daughter. She net Mendin's eyes squarely. “The fate of all Pern is at
st ake.”

“I's?” Mendin repeated. “l thought you said the fire-lizard isn't a threat?”

“We don’t know why the fire-lizard or the queen dragon found their way back
to us,” Enorra replied. “They both appear to have cone from about the sane
time, and there are indications that they had the sane hunman partner.”

“And that the partner was a rider at Benden Weyr,” M hall added

“Somewhere in the future, dragons are dying,” L' can marvel ed nournful ly.

“But that’s not an issue for us!” Mendin declared. “I’msorry to hear about
it, but we have issues we need to deal with today.”

“And this is one of them” Enorra declared fiercely. “Twi ce now we’ve been
lucky.” She nodded toward M hall and the Weyrl eaders. “Every Weyr is now on
guard agai nst any other dragons falling out of the future, but it just takes
one and the illness could spread here.”

“No, it can’'t,” Tieran said to hinmself. He flushed as the others all | ooked
at him He shrugged. “If the illness spreads here, then there will be no
dragons fromthe future.”

“Coul d you explain?” Mhall asked, gesturing invitingly.

“I'f the illness cones back in time,” Tieran replied, “there are two
possibilities—either all the dragons will succunb and there will be no nore
dragons in the future, or the dragons will get better and pass their imunity
on, so there will be no sick dragons in the future.”

“I"'mafraid there is a third possibility,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d. Everyone turned
to her. “It is possible that the queen fromthe future is a nodified
wat ch- wher.”

“What ?” Mendi n shouted. “A watch-wher?”

“l have only conpleted some prelimnary evaluations,” she continued
unperturbedly, “but | have noticed signs of genetic manipulation in the
gueen’s genetic code.”

“But if our descendants could mani pul ate genetic material, wouldn't they be
able to cure this illness in the future?” Mendin asked.

“You are supposing that detail ed know edge of genetics, particularly Pernese
genetics, and the tools to mani pul ate Pernese genetic code woul d be avail abl e
four centuries fromnow,” Enorra said. She turned to him “Tell ne, Lord
Mendi n, how many base-pairs are there in the Pernese genetic code?”



“Why woul d | need to know that?” Mendin spluttered indignantly.

“Precisely,” Enmorra replied. “Why woul d anyone need to know that four hundred
years in the future?”

Mendi n waved a hand to the Weyrl eaders. “Perhapsthey would knowit.”

“I don't know it now,” Mhall confessed. He glanced at the other Weyrl eaders,
who al so professed ignorance. “I amnore concerned with fighting Thread and
mai nt ai ning a Weyr than the genetic code of the dragons.” He gl anced at
Enorra. “It would seemthat the College would retain this know edge.”

Enorra shook her head. “1 doubt it, Weyrleader,” she said. “Even now there
are only three people in this roomwho can answer ny question: nyself, ny
not her, and Tieran.”

“What about Janir, surely he knows this!” Mendin objected.

Janir shook his head. “I know a little about terrestrial genetics, but |
speci ali ze i n human nedicine.”

“Statistically, if only three people know sonething now,” Enorra said, “then
there is a very high likelihood that that know edge will not survive into the
next generation, let alone four centuries fromnow ”

“So the dragon fromthe futurecan't be genetically nodified,” Mendin
decl ared. He sat back in his chair and | ooked around at the other Lord Hol ders
triunphantly.

“That is not necessarily so,” Enorra replied.
“How so0?” Mendin demanded, sitting upright once nore.

“I't is possible,” Wnd Bl ossom began, then paused, |ooking at Enorra for her
consent. “It is possible that the genetic nodifications were provided by one
of us and not used until this future tine.”

M hal |l made a thoughtful face. “Are you suggesting that we dragonriders bring
one of you forward in time four centuries?”

“I's that even possible?” Mendin nurnured.

“I't is possible,” Wnd Bl ossom conceded with a nod. Then she turned her gaze
to Mhall and the Weyrl eaders. “I don't think it is advisable.”

M hal | gestured for her to enlighten them

“You have observed that there is a great deal of physical stress associated
with travelingbetween, particularlybetween times. | do not think that I could
handl e such a prolonged strain,” Wnd Bl ossom said. She gl anced apol ogetically
at Enorra and Tieran before adding, “And while |I don’t doubt their efforts,
bel i eve that neither Tieran nor Enorra would be up to the scientific
chal | enge.”

She paused to give Tieran and Enorra a chance to demur. Wen they remai ned
silent, she went on. “Also, there is the fact that the equi pnrent and know edge
base we need are here, now, at the Coll ege and may not be avail abl e four
centuries in the future.”

M hal | stroked his chin, nodding. “Even with what the dragons could carry, |



i magi ne there could always be one inportant thing that would be | eft behind.”
“And it would be a one-way trip,” Tieran pointed out. The others | ooked at
him “We couldn’t risk accidentally bringing the illness back in tine with
us.”

Mendi n threw up his hands, leaning forward again in his chair. “So it’'s

i mpossible, then.” Tieran turned to Mendin and the other Holders. “I think we
shoul d move on to the next agenda item+the disposition of the remaining
stonecutters.”

“I believe that | have the agenda,” Enorra said blandly. Mendin flushed and
then gestured angrily at her to proceed.

“The fact remains that there are signs of genetic nmanipulation,” Wnd Bl ossom
spoke out. “If we believe that our descendants could not have done this

unai ded, and we agree that we cannot journey forward in tinme to aid them then
it is clear that we nust choose—nust, indeed, have already chosen—a third
course.”

Mendi n gl ared at the ol d geneticist and only brought his enotions under
control by firmexertion of will. “Wth all due respect,” he said, though none
could be heard in his tone, “did you not say that your results were
prelimnary?”

W nd Bl ossom nodded.

“And you conducted these tests yoursel f?”

Agai n, Wnd Bl ossom nodded.

“I't is a fact that you are the ol dest person now living on Pern,” Mendin
noted. “Could it be possible that you were m staken?”

Rol and, Southern Boll’'s Lord Hol der, who had been puzzling sonething
silently, suddenly piped up, “How did you figure this out? | thought we’'d | ost
all our technol ogy!”

“We did,” Wnd Bl ossom agreed. She shifted unconfortably in her seat as
t hough recol | ection pained her. “Many of our finest instruments were lost in a

storm when we crossed from Landi ng.” She | ooked directly at Mendin. “Including
nost of the equi pment specifically tuned to mani pul ate Pernese genetic code.”
She gl anced over at Malon and Mhall. “It was only after the quarantine of the

fire-lizards that a chance comment by M hall caused ne to wonder if some of
t he equi pnent m ght have survived.”

The other Lord Hol ders exchanged surprised | ooks.

“I was lucky enough to retrieve sone useful equiprment off the shores of
Tillek Hold,” Wnd Bl ossom conti nued.

“And power packs, too?” Mendin asked, nentally upping the amount of
stonecutting he coul d do.

W nd Bl ossom shook her head. “These units all have their own internal
nonr enovabl e power supplies. They are all highly-specialized equi prent of
Eridani origin.”

Janir cleared his throat and asked in a small voice, “Could this equipment
have hel ped us in the Fever Year?”



W nd Bl ossom pursed her |ips and shook her head sadly. “It was only tuned to
t he Pernese genetic code,” she told him “W used it to help us design the
dragons.”

“But that |eaves us no nearer to solving your conundrum” Mendin said.

“lI do not agree,” Wnd Blossomsaid. “l believe that we have evi dence not
only that wewi |l do something but exactlywhat we will do.”

“And that woul d be?” Rol and asked.

“I't is clear to me that we nmust cone up with a way to preserve our equi pnent
and knowl edge in such a way as to hel p our descendants,” she replied.

“You woul d have to not only provide themw th the equi pnent but teach them
how to use it,” Mendin declared angrily.

“Thatis what we at the Col |l ege are supposed to do,” Enorra replied evenly.

TVENTY

| mpr essi on:

Mnd to m nd

Heart to heart
Breath for breath.
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It was still dark outside, but Benden Weyr's Bow was filled with the
activity of dragons and riders preparing for Fall. The air in the Bow was
filled with predawn fog, wi sping up in swaths through the dark

Lorana was both surprised and pl eased at the reception she received from
ri der and dragon. Beside her, she could feel Ketan’s renewed nourning as he
experi enced the Weyr preparing for the first Fall he wouldn’t be flying.

“Healer,” B nik called softly out of the darkness. He stepped cl oser
enmerging fromthe foggy dark

“Weyrl eader,” Ketan replied politely.

B' ni k, discarding any thought of conm seration, stepped close to clasp the
heal er on the shoulder. “l hope you won’t have much work when we get back.”
Ketan smiled. “So do I,” he said. “Fly safe.”

In the darkness a dragon coughed. Lorana |urched agai nst Ketan and
st rai ght ened, munbling an apol ogy.

“Per haps you should still be resting,” B nik said to her, his voice full of
concer n.
“I'"'mall right, | just lost ny footing,” she lied. “Besides, | wanted to

offer my help. Mtal thought that ny ability to speak to any dragon m ght be



useful .”
“I't would be very useful,” B nik agreed i mediately, surprised at her offer
“I'+ didn’t think that you d—=

“I would be happy to help,” Lorana told himfirmy.

“Then | shall happily accept your help,” B nik replied cheerfully.

“Retanth says that all is ready,” Lorana said.

“Tell himto have the Weyr assenble up by the Star Stones,” B nik replied.
“Hopefully there’'ll be no fog up there.”

“The watch dragon reports that the air is clear and the sun is just visible
on the horizon.”

“Excellent!” B nik said, already seeing the value of Lorana’s abilities. The
one thing neither he nor Mtal could figure out was how to direct the w ngs
and keep in contact with the Weyr at the sane time. He turned back to his
dragon. “Caranth, let’'s ride.”

“CGood Fall, Weyrleader,” Lorana called after him She and Ketan coul d not
quite make out his parting wave in the growi ng light.

“So,” Ketan said when the last of the dragons had cleared the Bow, “suppose
you tell me which new dragon has the sickness?”

“Caranth,” Lorana replied nournfully.

“Are you sure you have the coordinates right?” B nik asked his dragon
anxi ously as they prepared to gui de the Weyrbetween to Threadfall over Bitra.

| am sure, Caranth returned unfl appably. B nik was reassured by his dragon’s

cal m manner but still toyed with the idea of asking Mtal to have Gami nth
guide the Weyr to the Fall.l amjust coughing, not confused.
“Very well,” B nik said, letting out a deep sigh. “Let’s go, Caranth!”

Fol I owi ng the visual imge fromthe Wyrl eader, one hundred and seventy-four
fighting dragons went bet ween.

Lorana didn't realize that she had tensed up until she felt Caranth’s calm
report of the arrival of the Weyr over Bitra—and then she found herself
gasping in a deep lungful of fresh air.

Ket an gave her a surprised | ook, then nodded in realization. “You were
worri ed about Caranth?”

“B'nik was worri ed about Caranth,” Lorana said. “Caranth seened fine to ne.
Sick but still clearheaded, able to fly. Eager, even.”

Ketan cocked his head at her in curiosity. “Do | gather that ifyou were
worried about Caranth, you m ght have stopped himfrom bringing the
Wyr bet ween ?”



Lorana all owed a ghost of a smle to cross her lips. “I mght.”

“Lorana,” Ketan began, cautiously choosing his words, “youdo understand that
the Weyrl eader is responsible for the fighting dragons, don't you?”

Lorana cocked her head at him “Are you asking whether | know my place in the
Weyr, Heal er ?”

Ketan pursed his lips unconfortably. “1 doubt if anyone knows your place just
now,” he said judiciously.

“l agree,” she said with a small nod. “But | think it would be wong, don’'t
you, if | knew that Caranth was too sick to give good coordinates not to stop
him” A small crease appeared between her brows. “Whatwoul d happen if Caranth
gave bad coordi nates and the Weyr foll owed hinP”

Ket an shuddered and his face went white. “They woul d be | ostbetween.

“Ch,” Lorana said, her eyes going w de. Ketan's expression answered her
guestion better than words.

B' ni k was bone-tired and bone-cold when, six hours later, Caranth rel ayed
that the sweepriders had reported the end of the Fall

“Send the other wings back to the Weyr,” he told J' tol, “and have hal f our
wi ng check for burrows.”

J'tol waved in acknow edgnent and veered off, his wingmen following in close
formation.

B' nik was glad that he had listened to Mtal’'s advice and had kept his wing
in reserve during the fighting. He had been able to quickly order his riders
to fill gaps in other w ngs when needed-whi ch had not been as often as he'd
f ear ed.

Mtal sends his congratul ations, Caranth rel ayed.

Tell himthank you, B ni k responded, grinning unabashedly. Wile he hated the
reason for it, he had to admt that it reallywas nice to have an ex-Wyrl eader
avail able and willing to give himhonest praise when he earned it.

Let’s go chat with the Lord Hol der, he added, his grin disappearing as he
i magi ned the sour expression of Gadran, Bitra's aging Lord. Even if no burrows
were found, he was sure that Gadran would find sonme reason to noan or bicker

J'tol reports three deep burrows in the northern valley, Caranth told himHe
says they’'Il have to fire the forests to contain them

“I's somet hing wong?” Gadran asked, taking in B nik's worried expression

“I"'mafraid there is,” Bnik told him “W fought the Fall as best we coul d,
but nmy sweepriders report that three burrows are well established in the
valley north of here.”

“Wel| established?” Gadran echoed, licking his |lips nervously and peering to
the north, as if expecting Thread to crest the ridge at any nonent. “How well
est abl i shed?”



“I"'mafraid we’ll have to fire the valley to contain it.”
“Fire the valley?” Gadran | ooked crestfallen. “All those trees?”

“The trees are what has let the burrows establish thenselves so rapidly,”
B’ ni k expl ai ned.

J'tol wants to know if they can fire the valleynow, Caranth relayed, with a
note of anxiety.

“Tell J'tol to fire the valley,” B nik answered al oud.

“What ?” Gadran shouted. “I did not give you perm ssion—=

“I could not wait,” B nik replied. “The burrows were spreading too rapidly.”
The first wisps of snoke started to rise fromthe valley to the north, the
wind carrying it southward.
“There hasn’t been rain here in nmonths,” Gadran said quickly. “There's a
danger that the fire mght spread into this valley.”

“I"'mafraid that's a danger we’ll have to risk,” B nik said. “I would prefer
to lose a valley to fire far nmore than lose a Hold to Thread.”

“I't’s not your decision to make!” Gadran snarl ed.

“On the contrary, as Weyrleader, it is absolutelyny decision to make,” B nik
replied, simrering with anger. He wondered how often Mtal had cursed this
fool Hol der and hoped that his heir would have nore sense.

He gave the Lord Holder a curt nod. “I have to attend to the injured,” he
said, turning back to his dragon and nounting before Gadran coul d respond.

“No, I"'mafraid Gadran’s always been like that,” Mtal said when B nik
appr oached hi mthat night at dinner

“What about Gadran?” J'tol called, striding into the Living Cavern, knocking
soot off his riding gear. “He was red-faced and screaming when | left him Is
there nore already?”

B' ni k shot his w ngsecond a | ook of alarm

J'tol grimaced in response. “The fires got out of control; the winds up there
were vicious,” he said. “We had to set backfires on the slopes above Bitra
Hold itself before they were contained.”

“l should have stayed,” B ni k groaned.

“What woul d you have done?” Mtal asked calmy. He nodded to J'tol. “J' tol’s
worked with fires before and shown his ability. | doubt anyone could have done
better.”

B' ni k gave J'tol a consoling | ook and nodded. “You're right,” he said to
Mtal. “All the same,” he added with a grin for his w ngsecond, “lI could have
spared you his ravings.”

A chorus of dragon coughs echoed in fromthe Bow outside. Al conversation



st opped.

J’tol waved a dismissive hand at the noise. “Sone of that’ sour
dragons—they’ ve got smoke in their lungs,” he assured the others. “It’Il clear
out soon enough.”

Lorana gave B ni k a probing | ook and rai sed her eyebrow inquiringly. B nik
returned her ook with confusion until, with a sudden start, he realized that
she knew about Carant h.

“There are nore inportant things to consider,” she said to him She paused to
give hima chance to respond and continued only after it was clear that he
woul d not speak. She gestured to Kindan. “Kindan says that he' s discovered the
words of his song. Did he tell you?”

B' ni k shook his head. “We haven't had time to talk until now”

“And you shoul dn’t be tal king, you should be eating,” Tullea quipped, seating
herself beside him Wth a glare at Lorana, she urged B ' nik to eat his dinner
“How was the Fall?”

B' ni k found himself with a nmouthful at her urging, desperately trying to
swal low in order to answer her question.

Mtal took pity on him “The Fall was not bad and was well flown.” He nodded
to B nik. “W |ost seven, all the sane, and anot her ei ghteen were injured.”

“There are only five wings fit to fly,” B nik added.

“I't won’t be long,” Kindan murmured to hinself.

Tull ea heard himall the same. “It won’t be |ong before what, Harper?” she
demanded.
Ki ndan shifted uneasily in his seat. “It won't be |long before there will be

no dragons to fight Thread,” he told her softly. He turned to B ' nik. “Wich is
why | think it’s vital to get the mners back to find a way beyond that second
door in the Adtinmer room or another way into wherever that door goes.”

“And kill nore dragons?” Tull ea asked scornfully. She gestured to Lorana.
“Wuul d you have nore people sacrifice their |oves and sanity?”

“Wuld you | oseall the dragons of Pern?” Lorana asked in response. Tullea
stared at her.

“We cannot say what |ies beyond those doors,” Lorana told the group. “But if
we don’t find out, we will have denied ourselves any chance of curing the
dragons.”

“How do you know?” Tullea protested.

“l don’t,” Lorana adnmitted. “But think about it—those roons were built for a
reason. They were built with Adtinmer skills—+o what purpose?”

“To create the dragons,” Tullea replied, waving her hand dism ssively.
“Everyone knows that the A dtimers created themfromthe fire-lizards.”

“But they created themin the Southern Continent and fled north,” Kindan
remarked. “These roons woul d not be where they made the dragons. In fact,
since Benden was the second Weyr founded, these roons would not have been made



until long after our ancestors nmoved north.”
Mtal, J' tol, and B nik | ooked thoughtf ul

“All the miners’ hammering will disturb Mnith,” Tullea protested. “I won't
pernmit that!”

“She’s not ready to lay her clutch yet,” Ketan observed. “If the noise
bot hers her, you could nove the queen’s quarters to the northern side of the
Bowl . There’'s a nice set of quarters with a connection into the Hatching
Grounds—that mnight prove useful for when you want to visit.”

Tul |l ea | ooked nonmentarily interested in the proposition, then brushed it
asi de. “What makes you so sure that these roonms have the cure?” she demanded
of Lorana.

“I don’t know,” Lorana replied honestly. She chewed her lip hesitantly, then
gl anced at Kindan. “Although if that song, ‘Wnd Blossonis Song,’ was mneant
for our tines, then there would have to be a reason that | was to cone to
Benden Weyr,” she added. “And those roons are the nost obvious reason, aren't
t hey?”

B' ni k | ooked troubl ed. Lorana caught his gaze. “How many nore dragons wl|
di e?” she asked him pointedly. He flinched.

“WIl this Weyr be enptied of all dragons?” She turned to the others. *
‘Dragonnmen must fly when Thread is in the sky,’” ” she quoted. Shaking her

head, Lorana continued, “lI don't see any other way to cure this sickness. |’'ve
tried—and | know Ketan has tried—every renedy we’ ve ever heard of that could
hel p. This sickness is newto dragons. | think that without help fromthe
past, all the dragons of Pern will perish.”

She turned to B nik. “Wyrleader, bring the mners back. Let us find the
ot her roonms. They m ght be our only hope.”

“And if they aren’t,” Mtal added glumy, “then at |least we'll know the
worst.”

B' nik raised his eyes bleakly to Mtal. “Send for the mners, please.”

“T"mar!” K lior exclaimed as the bronze rider dismunted fromhis dragon, a
grin spread fromear to ear. Klior hurtled over to the other rider and
grabbed himin a gl eeful hug.

“How did it go?” K lior asked, pushing hinself back fromthe grinning bronze
rider, oblivious to the rest of the Wyr surrounding them and hanging on their
every word.

T mar’s grin slipped, and Klior noticed for the first tine the deep bags
under the bronze rider’'s eyes. K lior stepped back and took a thorough

i nventory of the rider and the rest of the dragonriders who had returned from
their three-year sojournbetween back in time to the enpty |Igen Weyr of over
ten Turns ago. T nmar |ooked fit, tanned, and heal t hy—but bone-weary.

“I woul d never recommend it, \Weyrl eader,”
his feet, “except in direst circunstances.

T mar replied, fighting to keep on

“The dragons were fine, but even the youngest riders felt . . . stretched and



constantly drained,” he went on. “I even had fights anmong the injured riders,
tenmpers were that frayed by timng it.”

He gave his Weyrl| eader a strained | ook

“W were in the sane tine for too | ong, we could hear echoes of our younger

selves, it was— He shook his head, unable to find further words.

“But you're here now,” K lior said, surveying the full-strength w ngs |anding
behind himin the Bow .

T mar straightened and smiled, his hand sweepi ng across the Bow .
“Weyrl eader, | bring you one hundred and twenty-two fighting dragons.”

“Good,” Klior replied firmy, clapping T'mar on the shoulder. “Get them
bedded down and then get sonme rest.” He spoke up for the crowd. “W’' ve Thread
to fight in three days’ time.” He turned back to T"mar. “I can let you rest
tomorrow, but we'll have to start practicing the next day.”

“Thread in three days?” T mar asked, puzzled. “Did | time it wong?”

“No,” Klior replied. “You tinmed it perfectly. Wo're going to help Ista
Weyr.” He beckoned to his w ngsecond, P dor, to join them

“In fact,” he said as P dor drew close, “we’re going to help all the Weyrs.”
He nodded to P dor. “Let them know what we’ ve done and di scovered.”

P dor jerked his head in acknow edgnent and turned away.
“Wait!” T mar called after him “You'll need ny reports.”

K lior raised a hand to di ssuade him but T mar shook his head, lifting his
carisak fromhis side. “I wote "emout before we left.”

“Excellent!” Klior replied enthusiastically. Then he wagged a finger at the
exhausted bronze rider. “Now, get some rest.”

“I"'msorry, J ken, but | can’t risk it,” B nik said solemmly to the stricken
bronze rider. “Turn your wing over to T mac.”

“But it’'s just a cough!” J' ken excl ai med desperately, turning to Mtal
Ketan, and the others for support. “And you need every fighting dragon—=

“Exactly,” B nik cut across him “l can’t risk any accidents. That’'s why
J'tol and half my wing aren’t flying, either. Limanth has the sickness, so you
and he won't fly Thread.”

“I made the m stake once,” Mtal added. “And you remenber what a disaster
that was.”

J’ ken hung his head in resignation

“You can help with the weyrlings,” B nik offered consolingly. “That will free
up P gul to fly with Kirth.”

J' ken gave hima stricken | ook, swallowed, and nodded wearily.

Wth a jerk of his head to Mtal, B nik strode away to supervise the rest of



the Weyr in its preparation for Threadfall over Benden

Ket an and Lorana exchanged | ooks. He cocked his head toward B ni k and raised
his eyebrows at her questioningly. Lorana sighed and strode off after B niKk.

“B' nik!” she called out. The Weyrl eader stopped and turned back to her
wavi ng Mtal al ong.

“This is the last tine,” B nik prom sed, answering her unspoken question, his

expression bl eak, his hands raised halfway in entreaty. “Mtal will |lead the
next Fall.”

Lorana nodded and grabbed his hands in hers. “Be careful.”

“I' will,” B nik prom sed. “For all our sakes.”
“And when you get back, you'll tell Tullea,” she said.

B'nik let out a deep sigh and nodded. He turned away from her, toward his
dr agon.

“Weyrl eader!” she called after him “Safe Fall!”

B nik raised his armin salute

Lorana was surprised to find, after an hour’s searching, that Kindan was in
the Weyr’s Records Room once nore

“l thought we’d exhausted this approach,” she remarked as she entered the
room and dropped into a chair.

Ki ndan | ooked up fromhis reading and flashed her a hesitant snile

“We did,” he agreed. “l was just |ooking for maps of the Wyr to show to
Dal or.”

“No luck with that other door, then?”

“No,” Kindan said, shaking his head ruefully. “But Dal or doesn’t want to use
force just yet-he's afraid of jamm ng the door shut.”

“Wse,” Lorana agreed. She gestured toward the Records spread out in front of
him “Any |uck?”

Ki ndan shrugged and slunped further into his chair. “Not yet.”

Dal or stuck his head in the door just then. “There’'s a rock slide down the
corridor here, did you know?”

“Yes, that’'s the one we tal ked about the last tinme you were here. It’s been
that way for Turns,” Kindan replied. “Probably happened during the |ast Pass.”

“I"d like to try to clear it,” Dalor said. “It mght not be the right way,
but it’'s not far above the A dtimer Room and the corridor walls | ook snooth,
like the walls to the A dtiner Room"”

“It’s worth a try,” Lorana agreed.



“Tullea won't |ike the noise,” Kindan said.

“She’ Il change her tune when B nik tells her,” Lorana murnured.
“Tell s her what?” Dal or asked. Kindan just |ooked at her
Lorana frowned, sighing. “Caranth has the illness.”

An unconfortable silence fell

“W’ Il find the way through that other door,” Dalor declared firmy. Wth a
nod, he turned and left, calling out orders to his mners.

“He’ || nake a good Masterminer,” Kindan said fondly.

“Are you always plotting for your friends?” Lorana asked, grinning.

“Only the good ones,” Kindan replied with a grin of his own. H's nood
changed. “Lorana, | want to apol ogi ze—=

Lorana rai sed a hand and shook her head, silencing him “W have nore
i mportant things to consider.”

“Not for ne,” Kindan declared, |ooking her squarely in the face. “l1 |ove you.
| =

“Ki ndan,” Lorana said softly. She rose fromher chair and wal ked to stand
behind his. In a flash, she | eaned over and w apped her arns around his neck

“l love you, too,” she nurnured into his ear. Then sonething on the Record he
had been perusing caught her eye.

“What' s that?” she asked, cocking her head critically and pointing to the
| ower corner of the Record.

Ki ndan bent over to peer closely at the spot, then sat bolt upright. “That’'s
it! Those are the A dtinmer Roons!”

“I't looks like there are three,” Lorana renarked, peering over his shoul der

“And it | ooks like the corridor that Dalor’s excavating should | ead right
into the big one,” Kindan agreed.

“Wirds are not enough to express our thanks, Weyrleader,” J' lantir called as
Klior and three full-strength wings of Fort dragons burst into the air over
Ker oon.

“You'd do the same if our roles were reversed,” Klior replied with a
di smi ssive gesture. “After all, ‘Dragonnen must fly—= "~

Piyolth reports the | eading edge of Thread, Lol anth rel ayed. Gam nth sends his
regards.

J'lantir peered and could see a group of Benden riders, with a bronze in the
| ead. He waved back to Mtal just before the Benden riders wentbetween to
return to Benden Weyr. The nunber of Benden dragons | ooked terribly small.

“You' ve the greater number,” J'lantir called, turning back to Klior, “would



you |l ead the Fall?”

K lior inclined his head gracefully. “It shall be ny honor.” He relayed his
orders to the riders of the conbined Weyrs. As one, dragons turned their heads
to their riders, and riders fed themfirestone. As one, the fighting dragons
of Ista and Fort Weyr rose to defeat the deadly Thread.

“Have Mtal give the coordinates back to the Weyr,” B nik told a coughi ng,

exhaust ed Car ant h.

I think that is wi se,the dragon agreed. Ganinth says that Mtal asks if you're
all right. I told himit was me. He said to be careful and asked if we should
just fly straight back.

“Per haps, ”
for it?”

B' ni k said out loud, patting Caranth’s neck fondly. “Are you up

Anot her cough wracked Caranth.|l think |I would be better going between.
Anot her cough and a cloud of green ooze engulfed B nik.l don't want to fly
ri ght now.

B ni k thought furiously: If they wentbetween and Caranth got |ost, then they
woul d be | ost together; but if they flew straight back, Caranth m ght get even

worse fromthe extra strain.Very well, B nik told his dragon. W' Il foll ow
Gani nt h.

Lorana says that she’'ll be waiting,Caranth told hi m She asked, the dragon
vol unt eered before B nik coul d upbraid him She says you' |l have to tel
Tul | ea.

B' nik closed his eyes tightly at the thought.

“Take this to Caranth as soon as they land,” Lorana said, pointing out the
line of steam ng buckets to the weyrlings. There were only two injured
dragons, and both had minor injuries. On the other hand, two dragons had not
returned fromthe Fall and el even nore were coughing with the sickness. “Make
sure that B nik gets himto drink themall, no matter how awful it tastes.”

“Lat est concoction?” Kindan asked, striding up to her fromhis conference
with Dal or above the Records Room

Lorana grimaced. “It’s the sane old concoction,” she admtted. “Only | added
nore nenthol to ease their breathing—and a bit of coloring,” she added.

Ki ndan qui rked an eyebr ow.

“Well, sonetimes just thinking that sonmething’s going to work can nake al
the difference,” she explained forlornly.

Ki ndan patted her confortingly on the shoul der. “You' re doing your best,” he
told her.

“Then why are dragons still dying?” she cried, burying her head agai nst him

“Lorana! Lorana cone here now” It was Tullea. Judging fromthe | ook on
B nik’s face, he’d just told her his grimnews.



“So how | ong have we got?” B ni k asked, | ooking around the table in the
Records Room at Kindan, Ketan, Lorana, and Mtal

Ki ndan was the only one who woul d neet his eyes. He peered down at the slate
in front of him reluctant to hand it over to the Wyrl eader

“What’' s that?” B ni k asked, catching Kindan's notion

“Well, it’s not conplete,” Kindan tenporized, “and the nunbers are not in
agreement, so | suspect sone people nust have ignored the first signs—=

B' nik cleared his throat |loudly and gestured for Kindan to get to the point.

“It’s a list of the dragons we’ve lost,” Ketan said. “Wth guesses as to how

long it was between the first signs of synptons and when they . " his voice
trailed of f sadly.
Ki ndan spoke into the awkward silence that followed. “As | said, | suspect

that some of these nunbers are off because the riders didn't report the
synmptons i nmedi ately.”

“Three sevendays | ooks to be the longest,” Lorana said in a dead voi ce,
| ooking up to nmeet B nik’'s eyes. “Since Caranth has al ready been coughing for
a wile . . .7
“At | east a sevenday,” B nik told themquietly. He sat down quickly, resting
his head on his hands, eyes closed. Lorana knew that he wasn't talking with
Caranth. A noment |ater he |ooked up at Mtal, eyes bright. “If anything
happens, | want you to take over the Weyr.”

“I would prefer it if events do not make that necessary,” Mtal responded,
gesturing toward B nik as though to hand back the privil ege.

“I'n any event,” B nik continued, nodding gratefully to Mtal for his support,
“l shall need you to lead the next Fall.” Hi s nouth worked soundlessly for a
nmonent before he forced hinself to say, “Caranth is not up to it.”

Lorana let out a sigh of relief. B nik snmled glumMy at her and turned his
attention back to Mtal. “There aren’t that many fit to fly left.”

“I know,” Mtal replied. He cast a glance at Ketan

“We | ost another ten dragons |ast night—ive didn’t even make itbetween, and
their bodies are still in their weyrs,” the healer said. “At this rate, we'll
| ose another twenty fromthe sickness before next Threadfall.”

The others were too shocked to respond.

“Tell himthe rest,” Kindan said with a wave of his hand.

“W’ve identified seven nore sick dragons this norning,” Ketan said.

“Seven!” B nik was astonished.
“I't could be good news,” Lorana said hopefully. The others | ooked at her. "It

could be a sign that the infection has peaked and that, after this, the
nunbers of new dragons catching the sickness will decrease—=~



“Only because there won't be any dragons left,” Tullea interrupted sourly
fromthe doorway. She strode in, glaring around the room “Why wasn't |
nformed of this neeting?”

“You were resting,” B nik explained.
Tullea turned her attention to Lorana. “What are you doi ng here?”
“She’s here at ny request,” Kindan told her, his voice edged.

“And m ne,” B nik added, gesturing for Tullea to take a seat. She remai ned
st andi ng.

“How | ong has Caranth got?” Tull ea denanded of Lorana.

Lorana gestured to Ketan, indicating that he was properly the one to answer.
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“I’" m aski ngyou, dragonkiller,” Tullea snarled.
“Tullea!” B nik shouted, his voice carrying over the angry grow s of the
others. “You will apol ogi ze.”

“Why?” Tul |l ea responded silkily. “She killed her dragon, there’'s no denying
it.”

“She was | ooking for a cure,” Kindan told her, his eyes flashing in anger

“I'f 1 had known, | would have done the sane,” Ketan added. He nodded
apol ogetically toward Lorana. “And she's paid the price in full already,
wi t hout your sniping.”

Tullea bridled, clearly not anticipating the outrage she had provoked. “l1 am
VWeyrwonman here. You owe ne all egi ance, Healer!”

Ketan stood up slowy, arching his fingers on the tabletop and | eaning on
them “My duty to you, Weyrwoman, was the honor that bound a dragonrider to
the rider of the senior queen,” he said, spitting out the words. “As | am no
| onger a dragonrider, who holds ny allegiance is now subject to question.” He
nodded to Lorana. “This |ass has made the suprene sacrifice a queen
dragonrider, any rider, can nake for the Wyr-she has | ost her dragon trying
to save us all.”

He stood, pushed his chair back and made a hal f-bow to Lorana before turning
away fromthe table. “My allegiance does not require me to share a roomwth
someone who will disparage her actions.”

And wi t hout turning back, he left. Kindan got to his feet inmmedi ately behind
him draggi ng a stunned Lorana al ong.

B' ni k broke the shocked silence that foll owed. “Wat do you think you were
doi ng?” he shouted at Tullea. “That was conpletely uncalled for!”

The bl ood drained from Tullea's face as she | ooked fromB nik to Mtal and

back again, the full inpact of her words registering as she absorbed their
angry expressions.

When Tul l ea went |ooking for Lorana the next day to apol ogi ze—after a night



of arguing with B ni k—she was infuriated to discover that Lorana’ s quarters
were enpty, conpletely cleared out.

“She’s noved,” M kkal a reported when Tul | ea upbrai ded her about it.
“Where?” Tull ea demanded

M kkal a was reluctant to answer; she bent over her stew and gave it a
vi gorous stir.

“M kkal a,” Tullea repeated, her voice edged with a rising tenper, “where is
Lorana sl eepi ng?”

“I believe the harper offered her quarters,” Mkkala finally replied.

Wth a frustrated groan, Tullea stanped her foot and rushed out of the
Kitchen Cavern toward the harper’s quarters. Hal fway there, she discovered
Lorana, Kindan, Mtal, and B nik clustered together in conversation

“What’' s goi ng on?” she demanded suspiciously, her peace mssion forgotten

“News from Fort Weyr,” B nik told her, his face bright and smling.

“From Fort?” Tullea barked. “1 thought we’'d agreed that no nore dragonriders
shoul d cone from ot her Wyrs.”

“Lorana heard it fromK lior’s Rineth directly,” Mtal explained.
“She can talk to any dragon, you know,” B nik rem nded her

Tull ea’s expression was sullen. “So, what did Rineth have to say?” she asked
Lor ana.

“Fort Weyr’'s weyrlings and injured dragons tined it,” Lorana told her

“ SO?”

“So they went back to old Igen Weyr, Turns before the start of the Pass, and
spent three Turns there. They fought Thread at Keroon two days back.”

“Weyrlings? Fought Thread?”

“Not weyrlings any longer,” Kindan corrected. “Wich is why Klior had his
Ri neth contact Lorana. He asked her to spread the word to all the Wyrs. He
suggests that if we follow his plan, we’'ll be able to share time back before
t he Pass, get our injured dragons heal ed and weyrlings aged in tine to fight
the next Threadfall.”

“I'f we sent back the older weyrlings—they should be able to time it—and the
injured, we could add nearly two full wings of fighting dragons,” Mta
obser ved.

“Why not send the younger weyrlings?” B nik asked. “There are nore of them”

“Too risky,” Mtal responded. “W night |ose nore on the junpbetween than we
can afford.”

B' ni k nodded in agreenent.



“Ketan says he’s up for it,” B nik repeated, raising his voice to be heard
above Caranth’s raspy coughing.

“He just lost his dragon!” Tullea declared angrily. “Wat makes you think he
cares?”

B' nik bit back angry words before he hurled themirretrievably at Tullea, but
he couldn’'t hide the fury in his eyes.

“What will you do if Caranth dies, B nik?” Tullea asked. “Who will fly Mnith
t hen?”

B' ni k gave her a pleading | ook. “She hasn’'t laid her clutch yet,” he told
her. “It will be a long while before she rises to mate again.”

“Ketan should stay here, continue working for a cure,” Tullea persisted.
“Tullea,” B nik said reasonably, “if Ketan goes with the weyrlings and

i njured dragons, he’'ll have Turns to work on a cureand we'll have fit dragons

to fight the next Fall.”

B' nik did not point out that, as he was sending only the weyrlings and

i njured dragons, Ketan would have no sick dragons to work with. But that had
been B nik’'s plan—+to | et Ketan recover fromhis |oss, hel ping healthy young
dragons grow to maturity.

“You do what you want,” Tullea told himafter a | ong nmonent sulking in
silence. “You re Weyrl eader.”

“Yes,” B nik declared firmy, “I am”
“Where are you goi ng?” she called as he strode out of their quarters.

“To |l et Ketan know ny decision,” B nik replied, turning back in the doorway.
“W’ve got alot to arrange and little tinme.”

“l thought you said they' d be gone three whole Turns,” Tullea retorted.

“Theywi || ,” B nik agreed. “Butwe’ll only have two days.”

Ki ndan found Lorana in the Supply Caverns, supervising the novenent of

nmedi cal supplies assigned for the injured dragons who were designated to go
back in time with Ketan. He waited until he could catch her alone and said
quietly, “How do we know we aren’t sending sick dragons back in tine?”

“We don’t,” Lorana admitted, grimacing. “Ketan and | have screened all of the
dragons carefully and not one of them has any signs of the sickness, but

“So coul dwe have brought the sickness back in time and infected the Wyrs?”
Ki ndan asked pointedly.

Lorana creased her brow thoughtfully. She shook her head. “It had to start
sonewhere, so | don't think it came back fromnow to then,” she decided in the
end. “Besides, it’s not so rmuch a question of where it came fromas it is how
to cureit.”



Ki ndan shrugged, acknow edgi ng her point.

“How are the mners doing?” she asked, waiting for a group of sweaty
weyrlings to haul their burdens past them
“They’'re doing well,” Kindan replied. “Dalor tells me that he thinks the sane
t hi ng happened on the upper passage as on the lower. If he’'s right and it’'s
just a rockslide, they won’t have nore than a spear-length of rock to renove.

“So anot her day or two?”

“Yes, about that,” Kindan agreed.

“That will be just about when Ketan and the weyrlings return.”

“Right intinme for the Fall over Nerat,” Kindan agreed.

A weyrling approached Lorana, w ping sweat out of his eye and giving her a
qguestioning, if hopeful, look. Lorana snmled at him “No, that’'s the I ast of
it, J'nor.”

She gestured for himto rejoin the Weyrlingmaster and then jerked her head at
Ki ndan, inviting himto follow her out of the Supply Caverns and up into the
Bow .

The part of the Bow nearest the Supply Cavern was busy but organized. P gul
the Weyrlingmaster, had taken charge, delegating some work to Ketan and the
nore able of the injured dragonriders. He, B nik, and Mtal were conferring

t oget her.

“Now,” B nik was saying to P gul as Lorana and Ki ndan approached, “You’'l
take care to return precisely in two days’ time just before dusk.”

“That’s cutting things tight, isn't it?” P gul asked.
“I't can't be helped,” B nik replied. “I don't want you or any of the others
com ng back too soon—+’'d hate for you to neet yourself comng or going, and

t he weyrlings—=

“Wn't be weyrlings when we get back,” P gul observed.

“That’s true,” B nik replied. “And I’ msure they' Il be well-trained in al
the recognition points. But just as | expect themto be trained, | expect them
not to be trained in timng—er else one of themw Il try it on their own

before they' re ready.”
“There is that,” P gul admitted.

“Good man!” B nik replied, smling and cl appi ng the dour Weyrlingmaster on
the back. “It’lIl be three Turns for you, but only two days for us.”

P gul nodded. “I just wi sh that we knew nore of what to expect when we go
back in tine.”

“Rineth reports that it doesn’'t bother the dragons at all,” Lorana said,
inserting herself into the conversation with an apol ogetic | ook at B nik. “But
the riders are all confused and get very irritable.”

M tal nodded, then stopped, | ooking thoughtful



“I's there sonething you want to add, Mtal?” B nik asked.

“Hm?” Mtal roused hinmself, then shook his head. “No, no, just an odd
t hought that crossed nmy mind.”

For a monent B’ ni k considered whether to press Mtal for details, but then he
deci ded against it. He turned back to P gul

“Well, | envy you the peace and relaxation you |l have with those weyrlings,”
he said to the older dragonrider, eliciting a hunorous snort fromall around.

“I"l'l try to renenber that, Weyrleader, when |I'mrelaxing in the warmth of
the Igen sands,” P gul replied, with a faint smle. He waved to the group
t hen nmounted his brown dragon and signalled to the rest of the weyrlings and
i njured dragons.

“CGood flying!” B nik shouted to everyone.

H s words were drowned out as wave after wave of dragons took to the air and
circled up to the Star Stones.

When all the dragons were properly aligned, P gul gave a signal —

“Lorana, don’t try to followthem” Mtal said urgently as he saw her close
her eyes.

—and the dragons wi nkedbet ween.
Lorana opened her eyes and | ooked at Mtal
“I don't know if your mind wouldn’t get | ostbetween tinmes,” he expl ai ned.

Ki ndan | ooked from Mtal to Lorana and grabbed her hand tightly in his.
Lorana squeezed his hand in reply.

“This is utterly untraditional!” D gan declared in outrage to his w ngl eaders
as they met at Telgar’s Council Room “I cannot believe that an ex-dragonrider
woul d have the nerve to address herself to nydragon and not ne.”

“What did she say?” D nal asked.
“Kaloth tells me that she said that Fort Weyr has successfully sent their
i njured dragons and riders back in tine, along with their weyrlings, to the

abandoned Igen Weyr,” D gan replied with a sniff.

“Real | y?” L'rat exclainmed, his eyes going wide. “That explains the fires we
saw Turns back—do you remenber, V gin?”

The Weyr heal er nodded reniniscently. “We thought perhaps they were traders
or sonething using the Wyr.”

“Andwhy wasn’t this reported to me?” D gan asked archly.
“I"'msure it was,” L'rat said. “But it would have been just about the time of
the Plague, if menory serves. |I'msure we all had other things to worry

about .”

“They went back in time,” V gin said quickly, “to what purpose?”



“Why, to heal, of course,” D gan responded, as though it should have been
obvious to all of them

“But they could have heal ed just as easily here,” L' rat renmarked, frowning.

“But theytimed it,” D gan snapped. “So that they were gone only days in our
time while they spent Turns.”

“So their weyrlings grew up and their injured recovered,” V gin surm sed,
noddi ng at the neat solution. “That’'s very clever.” He | ooked at the
Weyrl eader. “Did you say K lior at Fort had the idea?”

D nal shot hima sharp | ook. Everyone knew that D gan had no time for Fort’'s
Weyrl eader, nor any other Weyrleader, for that matter

“So what else did this Lorana say, D gan?” L’'rat asked quickly, hoping to
avert another of the Weyrl eader’s outbursts.

“She said—and this | cannot countenance—that Benden was going to use the
three Turns starting nine Turns back and she advised us to consider going back
six Turns if we wanted to use it,” Dgan replied angrily. “As if Benden could
di ctate how we use our Weyr!”

“Well,” L'rat replied honestly, “it’s not really our Weyr anynore, is it?”
D gan’s eyes bul ged at the W ngl eader’s pronouncenent.

“We’re Telgar riders now,” V gin declared, nodding in agreement with L'rat’s
decl aration. “We have no claimon lgen.”

“I think it’s nore inportant to consider whether it would help us,” D nal
said, trying to defuse any needl ess argunent. “If we had all our injured
dragons and riders ready to fight at Upper Crom we' d have nore than tw ce the
strength we have now. ”

D gan sat down in his chair, his lips thinned angrily, but his eyes were
t hought f ul

“I'f you added the ol der weyrlings—+t wouldn’'t do to send the youngest ones
back, they wouldn’t survive the trip—then there would be another full w ng on
top of that,” V gin added. He | ooked up at the others, eyes gl eanm ng. “Wy,
we'd nearly be back to full strength!”

“That’s true,” D gan agreed, still | ooking distracted.

“I make it nearly three hundred and thirty fighting dragons,” D nal said,
totting up the nunbers in his head. “And today we’ve only got a bit nore than
one hundred and twenty.”

“Food’s no problem” D gan declared. “This Lorana person said that Fort had
left themwi th plenty and they' d pass on the favor.” He snorted. “I’Il bet
Fort just herded up the beasts we'd let run free.”

D nal and L’'rat exchanged satisfied gl ances.

“So shall we do this, then?” V gin asked. “l nust say, it seens an excell ent
i dea.”

“Yes, it does,” D gan agreed sourly, silently berating hinmself for not having



t hought of it on his own. Wiile it galled himto admit that K lior had had a
wort hwhil e idea, he could tell by the | ooks of his Wngleaders that he had no
choice but to go with it. He |l eaned forward, determ ned. “Very well, we'll do
it.”

He turned to Dnal. “I'lIl want those dragons back in time to fight at Ctom”

“l understand, Weyrleader,” Dnal replied, realizing that the job had been
del egated to him “Should | take DIin with nme?”

L’rat and V gin gazed curiously at Dgan. DIlin was his el dest son and had

I mpressed a well-bred bronze nmore than a Turn ago; they were all sure that

D gan was grooning himas his eventual successor. Having the lad tine it would
put himin a position to take over fromhis sire in short order, should
anyt hi ng unt oward happen to Tel gar’s Wyr| eader

“D1in?” D gan asked, anused at the question. He shook his head. “No, he'l
stay here with me. He still needs seasoning.” Having made his decision, he
rose, dismissing the others and terninating the neeting.

L’rat and D nal exchanged nervous gl ances as they headed toward the exit of
the Council Room Next door they could hear the unm stakabl e coughing of a
dragon suffering fromthe sickness—b gan’s own Kal ot h.

“l thought you should have the honors,” B nik said softly to Lorana. They
stood at the end of the new y-cleared corridor

Dal or had been right: The rockslide had only bl ocked part of the way. Once
the m ners had renoved the fallen rock, the corridor was clear and open
runni ng straight along until it stopped in front of a set of stairs |eading
down.

At the bottomof the stairs, another short corridor led to a door. At the
side of the door the miners had discovered another square plate, just like the
one Tull ea had discovered in the first room

B' nik hefted a long stick—a liberated broom handl e—and offered it to Lorana.

“You m ght want to stand back and use this, in case the air is bad,” he
suggest ed.

Lorana nodded and gratefully took the stick while B nik waved Dal or, Ki ndan
and Ketan back up the stairs.

“Push it and run back,” Kindan called down to her

Lorana grabbed the stick in both hands to steady it, then | eaned forward and
pushed the pl ate.

For a monent, nothi ng happened. Then a groani ng noi se could be heard from
beyond the door. Slowy the door slid open, revealing a well-lit room beyond.
Entranced, Lorana forgot to run: She peered in, and the bad air caught her.

When she awoke | ater, Kindan was |eaning over her; his | ook of concern
vani shed i nto one of sardonic hunor the nonment her eyelids fluttered open. She
realized she was in his quarters, lying on his bed

“l thought you were going to run,” he chided her



Lorana shrugged. “I was trying to see what was inside.
up.

She pushed hersel f

“You woul d have seen sooner, if you' d run,” he told her, hel ping her to her
feet. “But B nik decided to wait until you were able before letting anyone
into the room”

“That was nice of him” Lorana said.

Ki ndan considered this. “I’mnot so sure he intended to be nice as nmuch as he
wanted to be sure that we did not repeat the mstakes we nmade last tinme.” He
paused. “Tullea has not been invited.”

“Let’s go,” Lorana said, feeling a sense of urgency.

“Why the rush? The room has waited all this time, it can wait a little
| onger.”

A cough fromup high near the Weyrl eader’s quarters echoed harshly across the
Weyr Bowl —and then was repeated by dozens of other dragons.

“The dragons can’'t,” Lorana said hoarsely.

TVENTY- ONE

Mutual i stic: A synbiotic relationship in which each species benefits.

Col l ege, First Interval, AL 58

Wll, that went well,” Mhall murnured in Enorra’ s ear as the gathering broke
for |unch.

”

“I thought it was a shanbles,” Enorra replied.
M hall sniled and shook his head. “You haven't seen the Wyrl eader’s
Council.” His snmile vanished. “So what’s next?”

Ti eran, who had seen them from across the room approached and suggest ed,
“Perhaps we should eat in the faculty roon®”

M hal | | ooked around and noticed that, while they were not the only group
gathered in the room they were the group gathering the nost attention. He
waved a hand toward the door. “Lead on.”

In the faculty roomthey found Wnd Bl ossom and Janir, heads close together
in soft but intense conversation. Wnd Bl ossom paused to wave, but imediately
resuned her conversation with Janir.

“The question is, how do we teach people we don’t even know?” Tieran said as
they found a small group of seats.

Enorra disagreed. “1 think the question is, what can those people do?”



“I think the nost inportant question is where they' Il do their work and how
we' |l keep the wong people away fromit,” Mhall observed

“Well, it’'ll have to be Benden,” Tieran said in an of fhand manner. He turned
back to Enmorra. “Surely if we can teach them then it won't matter what they
can do.”

“Excuse me,” Mhall interrupted, “but why do you think it’lIl have to be
Benden?”

“Because whoever rode that queen obviously canme—wi |l cone—from Benden,”
Tieran replied. “W don’t know how people will travel then, and her queen was
too young, | assune, to take her anywhere yet—=

“You're right, there,” Mhall confirnmed. “Although she was so big . . .”

“I think that carrying a rider is a question nore of bone and mnuscle
maturity, particularly bone, than of size,” Enorra observed. M hal

acknow edged this with a nod and turned his attention back to Tieran

“So, | think that Benden's the right place,” Tieran concl uded.

“Don’t you have sone nice geothermals there?” Enorra asked

“We do,” Mhall agreed. “Although how |l ong we can keep the active systens
alive is a good question. W're already having parts problens with the

el ectrical distribution.”

“So it’'d have to be passive, then,” Enorra noted. “If my menmory is correct,
t he power supplies on the Eridani equipnment are rated for centuries when not
in use.”

“How | ong will the power |ast when they' rein use?” Mhall asked.

“They’ || support decades of continuous use,” Enorra said. “From what Mt her
told me, the Eridani try to engineer their equipnment for the long term”

M hal |l was inpressed. “Four centuries is definitely ‘long term’ ”

Ti eran shook his head. “Wnd Blossomsaid that the Eridani think in mllennia
and nore.”

The door to the faculty room opened and Searmus O Connell peered in. M hal
sm | ed and waved hi m over.

“l was wondering when you’d come wandering by,” Mhall said as his youngest
and | argest brother pulled a seat over to join them

“The Lord Hol ders have been on to ne about the stonecutters,” Seanus began
with no preanble. “It occurs to ne that you might want themyourself for this
project.”

“I't didn't seemclear to me that this project has been approved,” Enorra
remar ked.

Seanmus gl anced at Mhall for confirmation. Mhall [aughed. “My little brother
is making his feelings on the notion quite clear.”

Ti eran | ooked thoughtfully at the two of them “You nean, where Benden | eads,



who will fail to foll ow?”

“Only when Benden is right,” Seamus added in his soft, deep voice. He gave
Tieran a frank | ook. “It’s a risky proposition, but . . .”

“Qur parents thrived on sinmilar ‘risky propositions,” " Mhall finished

“The dragons,” Tieran guessed.
“So it seens fair that we should entrust their deliverance to the sane famly
that has guarded themso well,” Enorra said with a nod toward M hall.

“It’s not that,” Seanmus denurred. “Benden nmakes nore sense.” At the others’
guestioni ng | ooks, the big engineer explained, “I’ve | ooked over the survey
maps of the Weyr. There aren’t many places to hide a new structure. But there
i s one good pl ace, except ”

“What ?” M hal | pronpted.

“I't is situated near a fault line,” Seanus replied. “l can al nbst guarantee
that the roons will be cut off fromthe Weyr by a rockslide within the
century.” He winked at them and added conspiratorially, “Or sooner, if need
be.”

“But why—- Enorra began.

“Ch!” Tieran interrupted. “l see.” He turned to Enorra. “We build the roomns
and then cut themoff fromthe rest of the Weyr so that no one will disturb
themuntil they' re needed.”

“But how wi |l anyone know about then?” Enorra asked. Tieran shrugged.

“So you' d be wanting the stonecutters, then?” Seanmus asked. He | ooked at each
of themin turn, then added, “Because if you do, you'll have to fight Mendin
to get them?”

Mendi n consol ed hinself that he still had two of the stonecutters and that
possessi on was nine-tenths of the law. Al he needed was to find sufficiently
trai ned personnel to use themand quickly. He could see hinself apol ogizing
oh- so- obsequi ously to the Weyrleaders: “Ch, | amsorry! If only I'd known
bef orehand t hat you wanted them”

Yes, that apol ogy would do nicely, Mendin decided. He was about to call over
one of his minions when he was distracted by a comotion at the door

It was his ol dest son, Leros, whom Mendin had left to mind the Hold.
“The stonecutters are gone,” Leros whispered when they were seated and the
others in the roomhad returned to their own conversations. “Dragonriders from
Benden Weyr took them”

For a monent blind fury coursed through Mendin's veins. How dare they!

He reasserted an iron grip on hinself before his enotions were displayed on
hi s face.
“l see,” he said aloud, furiously racking his brain for a way to turn this to
hi s advantage. He | ooked up at Leros. “I think that Fort Hold should throwits



full support behind this project.”

He turned to the others and raised his voice so that all could hear. “I can
see now that this will be a great |egacy to our descendants and nothing |ess
than they woul d expect of us. Just as our ancestors bequeathed us the dragons
for our defense, so we shoul d bequeath these nedical roonms for the defense of
t he dragons.”

The other Lord Hol ders exchanged | ooks as they digested this change of tack
on Mendin's part.

“I agree,” Malon of Tillek seconded firmy. “Pern is nothing w thout the
dragons.”

And so it was deci ded.

“You are the nost well-trained doctor we have,” Wnd Bl ossom began agai n,
hopi ng that somehow repetition mght alter Janir’s response.

“I'n human physi ol ogy, Wnd Blossom” Janir protested again. “lI know not hing
of the dragons or the Pernese genetic code.”

“But you’'ve | earned so nuch that is applicable through your nedica
training,” Wnd Blossomreplied. “It wouldn’t take you long to pick up on the
Per nese genetics.”

“But | amthe head physician,” Janir objected. “I will never have the tine
you' Il need.” He took a deep breath and shook his head in wondernent at her
obstinacy. “I will have too nmany patients to deal with and there is no
substitute. In fact, | should be training my replacenent this very nonment.”

W nd Bl ossom rai sed her eyebrows.

“l shoul d be trainingthree replacenents,” Janir corrected hinself in response
to her unspoken query. “Andthat will also eat into nmy tinme.” He gl anced over
at Enorra and Tieran. “You are going to have to use them+they know nore about
this than | do.”

Wnd Blossomdeflated with a sigh. “l suppose you are right,” she conceded.
“But if | cannot convince them. i

“Then ask Mhall,” Janir replied. “I think he'll convince them”

“I'f he can’'t, then | want to know that you'll take their place,” Wnd Bl ossom
decl ar ed.

“I'f they won’t work with you, Wnd Blossom we’'ll talk again,” Janir replied.

Just then Mhall entered the room wearing a victorious | ook

Late that evening, well after the Hol ders and Weyrl eaders had unani nously
agreed to use the last of the stonecutters to create a nedical |aboratory at
Benden Weyr, and had agreed that Wnd Bl ossom woul d be responsible for its
contents, Enorra found herself in the faculty | ounge along with Tieran. Wnd
Bl ossom had gone to her bed much earlier, after informng Tieran and Enorra
that she would require their help on the project.



Cool, clear Benden wi ne had been poured liberally in celebration

“Tieran,” Enorra said as the effects of the wine belatedly registered on her
“l”ve drunk more than | should. W'll need our rest. Mother will be certain to
want to start early in the norning.”

Tieran | ooked reluctantly at his half-full glass, tossed it back in one gulp,
and rose. “May | escort you to your roonf”

Enorra dinpled, and allowed Tieran to help her to her feet.

Tieran realized that he was taller than Enorra; he couldn’t renenber when
t hat had happened. Her cheeks were flushed with wi ne and her eyes-her al nond
eyes were warm and enti ci ng.

”

“I'f I made a pass at you,” he suddenly asked, “would you m nd?”

“No,” Enorra said softly, leaning toward him

Tentatively, Tieran | eaned forward and ki ssed her

In the two days since the council, Wnd Bl ossom appropriated a cl assroom
turned a surgery into a lab, and slept for a grand total of six hours—Jieran
knew because he’d gone to sleepafter she did, and he’d gotten a bit nore than
five hours of sleep.

They were in the classroom now. Wnd Bl ossomwas at the bl ackboard, chalk in
hand, witing down their suggestions.

“The dragons must save thensel ves,” Wnd Bl ossom pronounced. Tieran bit back
aretort as he noticed the | ook of intense concentration on her face.

“Are you saying that they will build an i munity?” Enorra asked as W nd
Bl ossoni s silence | engthened. “But we have no way of knowing the nortality
rate of this infection.”

“We do not know enough about this illness,” Wnd Bl ossom decl ared. “The
people in the future know about it, but we do not.”

She paused to let the others conrent, but Tieran and Enorra only nodded in
wary agreemnent.

“We know how to alter the genetic code of the dragons, and we know how to
create specinens and map genetic material, but they do not.”

Agai n, she paused for coment and again, there was none.

“They cannot bring their know edge to us without also bringing the infection
itself,” Wnd Bl ossomcontinued. “So we nust bring our know edge to them”

“But M hall said the dragonriders couldn’'t—= Tieran protested.
At the same tinme Enorra cried, “That would infect our dragons, too!”

W nd Bl ossom rapped the chal k on the bl ackboard, the noise echoing harshly
around the room until the other two were silent.



“W will teach them” she declared. “We will teach them how to coll ect
speci mens, use the mapper, and construct genetic code.”

Ti eran sat back again in his chair, his brows furrowed thoughtfully. Beside
him Enmorra gnawed her |ip unconsciously, her eyes closed in concentration

“You nmean we'll make cl assroons?” Tieran asked after a while. “To teach
peopl e chem stry, biology, and technol ogy?”

He shook his head. “l don't see how we can do it.”

Wnd Bl ossom frowned at him “Teach themhow to identify the infection and
how to engi neer an antigen,” she said. “That is not hard.”

“So you mean to explain everything in layman ternms,” Enorra said. She cocked

her head in consideration. “It could work.”

Ti eran gave Wnd Bl ossom a penetrating stare. “It bothers me that there has
never been a report of illness in the fire-lizards. | thought it was an axi om
that an ecosystemw || always evol ve.”

“You' re saying that something should have cone up in eight years?” Enorra
asked, frowning in disbelief.

“No, in fifty years,” Tieran answered. “In the same time, we’ve had a mgjor
epidem c nearly w pe us humans out, and yet the fire-lizards, dragons,
wat ch-whers, wherries, and, for all | know, tunnel-snakes seem not to have

suffered fromany formof viral, bacterial, or fungal assaults.”
“l see what you nean,” Enorra replied.

“You are forgetting Pernese genetic code,” Wnd Bl ossom sai d, shaking her
head i n di sappoi nt ment .

“No, I'm= Tieran said hotly, only to cut hinself off. “Oh,” he adm tted,
going slowy pink, “I am?”

“What about it?” Enorra asked, |ooking fromTieran to Wnd Bl ossom and back
for an explanation. Wnd Bl ossom gestured to Tieran to answer.

Tieran took a breath. “Well, you have to remenber how Pernese genetic code
differs fromours.”

“Mm®?” Enmorra rmurmured, gesturing for himto continue.

“Well, our genetic code is conmposed of two strands of DNA joined in a double
helix,” Tieran said. “Wereas Pernese genetic code is conposed of three
strands of what we call PNA joined in a twisted triangle.

“Two of the strands conplenent the major strand,” he went on. He wal ked up to
t he bl ackboard and gestured to Wnd Bl ossom who surrendered the chalk. Wth a
nod of thanks, Tieran turned to the bl ackboard and began to draw. He drew a
series of triangles stacked on top of each other, each twi sted slightly out of
line with the one preceding it. The corners of the triangles he filled in with
dots. He proceeded to label the dots: A, A, NN B, N, B; C C, N

On anot her part of the board he drew the long-famliar double helix of DNA
creating a twi sted | adder and |abeling the “rungs” on one half of the |adder
A C, G T while |labeling the other side of the ladder T, G C, A



Tieran jabbed a finger at each of the letters in turn. “A stands for adeni ne,
C for cytosine, G for guanine, and T for thym ne.

“They are grouped in threes and each group of three is called a codon,” he
sai d. “Each codon codes either an amino acid or is a special marking
signifying the start or end of a genetic sequence.

“Because there are four possible anmines taken three at a time, there are
si xty-four possible variations, but terrestrial DNA only encodes twenty am no
acids along with one start and one stop codon.”

“I remenber now,” Enorra said. “It always seened wasteful .’

“I't allows roomfor expansion,” Tieran said. “It also allows for errors or
mutations to creep in. Typically there are six to seven hundred nutations in
each newborn.”

“So that’s why we get sick,” Enorra remarked.

“More because the viruses and bacteria that attack us mutate than because of
our nutations,” Tieran replied. “But sonetinmes it is our nmutations that cause
probl ens.”

He turned to the twisted triangle of the Pernese genetic code.

“Here, A, B, and C are only sinple names for the different Pernese am nes
that make up their genetic material,” Tieran said. He pointed to the dot
marked A'. “A-prime, here, is nmerely the amne that binds to A and so on for
B-prime and G prine.”

“So what's N?” Enorra asked. “Nul | ?”

“Exactly,” Tieran agreed. “One of the fundanental differences between Pernese
genetic material and terrestrial DNA is that instead of having two strands
that are mirror inmages of each other, PNA has a main strand and two ot her
strands that alternately mirror the main strand.”

“So does PNA have four pairs in a codon?” Enorra asked.
Ti eran shook his head. “No, just three |ike our DNA.”~

Enorra rai sed her eyebrows at that. “So that neans that PNA can only code
twenty-seven variations.”

“That’s right,” Tieran said. “Of course, we only need twenty-two out of the
sixty-four that can be coded with DNA, so PNA is actually nore efficient.”

“They code twenty ami no acids?” Enorra asked, |ooking at Wnd Bl ossom

“No, they code twenty-three am no acids,” Wnd Bl ossom corrected.

“They al so code two different START and STOP sequences,” Tieran renarked.

“That | eaves no spare codings.”

“The conbi nation of the three strands makes it harder for PNA to be split,”
W nd Bl ossom sai d.

“Wwul dn’t that be bad?” Enorra asked. “As | recall, whenever genetic materi al
i s accessed, the strands are separated and a segnent is copied.”



“That’s not exact,” Wnd Blossomreplied chillingly. “But it is sufficient
for our current discussion.” She waved for Tieran to continue. Stifling an
i mpul se to argue with her, he turned back to Enorra.

“The fact that Pernese genetic material =
“Didn’t you say to call it PNA?” Enorra interjected.

“—PNA, then, is harder to separate nmeans that nmutations in the PNA are | ess
likely than in terrestrial DNA " Tieran said. He | ooked at Wnd Bl ossom and
asked, “lIs that why you think there haven't been any illnesses? Because PNA is
so much |l ess prone to nutations than DNA?”

“I't is just as prone,” Wnd Bl ossomcorrected. “However, the rate is slower.”

Ti eran waved away the correction as neani ngl ess.

“There is a big difference,” Wnd Bl ossom persisted. “lIt means that over
time, PNA will have nutations.”
“I't still means that in the same period of tinme there will be nore nutations

in DNA than in PNA,” Enporra said, coming to Tieran's defense

“That’s not all,” Tieran said. “The very resistance to change nmeans that PNA
is less able to deal with unwanted nutations.”

“Ch, | think PNA deals with nutations quite admirably,” Wnd Bl ossom said
dryly.

Enorra | ooked to Tieran for enlightennent.

He shrugged. “She neans that nost nutations will be fatal inmediately.”

“And PNA is the sanme for everything Pernese?’” Enorra asked. At Tieran’s nod,
she nmused, “So whatever is affecting the fire-lizards and dragons in the
future could be as sinple as a synbiont that's nutated into a parasite?”

“I't could be,” Wnd Bl ossom agr eed.

“But how does that alter our problen?” Enorra asked. “Regardl ess of the
origin, we have to teach our descendants how to effect a cure.”

“And you will undertake to teach our distant descendants how to use the
mapper ?” W nd Bl ossom asked.

“OfF course,” Enorra said. “But |I'll need Tieran.”

“Ishall need Tieran,” Wnd Bl ossom count er ed.
“W' || share,” Enpbrra said as a conpronise
“Agreed,” Wnd Blossomsaid, with a faint triunphant |ight in her dark eyes.

Ti eran | ooked from nmother to daughter and back again and, wi sely, kept his
si | ence.

Tieran and Enorra stood on either side of a blackboard with identica
expressions. They had managed to fill the blackboard twice with just the



hi ghlights of the materials they had to cover

“I'f this were a lecture, how long do you think it would take?” Enorra asked
Ti er an.

The young man frowned thoughtfully before shaking his head. “I don't know.
Per haps nore inportant is how long they can afford to sit still just

| earni ng.”

“What, are you afraid that they' Il race ahead and start using the materials

bef ore they properly know how?”
“Whuldn’t you, in their situation?” Tieran asked.

“W’ || have to come up with a way to slow them down, then,” Enorra said.
“Some sort of test, a hurdle they have to pass before they can nove on.”

Tieran pursed his lips thoughtfully. Before he could reply, the door to the
cl assroom burst open. It was Carelly.

“Come qui ckly, Wnd Bl ossom needs you!”
The two exchanged al arned | ooks and raced out the door to foll ow

Upstairs, they found Wnd Bl ossomlying in bed. Never before had they seen
her | ooking so pale, so feeble.

“What is it, Mother?” Enorra asked, grabbing a chair and | ooki ng down
worriedly.

“We have failed,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “The gene nmappers cannot store all the
data.”

“What ?” Tieran barked in surprise.

”

“There is too nmuch data,” Wnd Bl ossomrepeated. “Wth all the information on
the various i Mmune codings, there is at least three times nore data than the
mapper can store.”

“So we elininate some,” Enorra suggested, matter-of-factly.

“What if we elimnate the wong data?” Tieran asked her, shaking his head.

“So, we don't,” Enorra replied.

“And how can we do that?” Tieran demanded. “Are they just supposed to tell us
what they need?”

Enorra’ s eyes w dened as she absorbed Tieran's words.

“Yes,” she said. “And that will be the key to opening the second door in the
cl assroons.”

TVENTY- TWO



Har per, teach.
M ner, mne.
Smith, forge.
Heal er, cure.
Dragonrider, protect themall.
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Ki ndan sniled at Lorana as she paused at the bottom of the stairs leading to
the A dtinmer Roons.

“I't’s all right,” he told her. “1’ve been in them” She cocked an eyebrow at
him “And | touched nothing.”

“We shoul d get Ketan,” she said.

“Ri ght behind you!” Ketan called out, clattering down the stairs to join
them He and the weyrlings—ow grown dragons and riders—had returned the day
bef ore, exhausted. O the lot, the weyrfolk without dragons had fared best,
Ketan included. “1 saw you headed this way.”

Reassured, Lorana noved in front of Kindan and was the first in the room The
sound of a disenbodi ed voi ce stopped her in her tracks.

“Wel come,” it said. “I amWnd Blossom If you have conme to these roons for
an energency involving the dragons, then please step inside. If not, please
| eave i medi ately.”

Eyes gl owi ng, Lorana turned back to the other two, who stood poised in the
door way.

“She said her name was Wnd Bl ossom” Lorana called, gesturing excitedly for
the others to enter.
“The song was right,” Kindan whispered, entering the room and peering
cautiously around, as though afraid that his gaze m ght danage sonme unknown
treasure.

“Indeed it was,” Ketan agreed, pointing to the far wall. There was a door
outlined, but no sign of a square plate with which to open it. Instead,
witten on the door in strange paint was:

“That word i s what you now nust say
To open up the door

In Benden Weyr, to find the way
To all ny healing lore.”

The voi ce changed to another’s. “I am Enorra, Wnd Bl ossoni s daughter

Pl ease, if you have cone here to | earn how to conquer the dragons’ illness, go
to the first cabinet labeled ' A and take the booklets there—ene copy for each
of you.” The voice paused. “When you have done that, please take one of the
chairs and we will continue.”

Lorana gave Kindan a nervous | ook, but he nodded firmy to her and the
cabi net .

“Apparently we are to be school ed,” Ketan surnised as Lorana passed a bookl et
to him He glanced at it. “This may take a while.”

“Then the sooner we start, the better,” Lorana declared, seating herself.



Bef ore she coul d open the booklet, footsteps on the stairs outside caught her
attention.

“May we join you?” Mtal asked, as he and Salina appeared in the doorway.

Lorana, Kindan, and Ketan exchanged | ooks. “lI don't see why not,” Lorana

replied.
“The nmore hel p, the better,” Ketan agreed.

“Excellent,” Mtal replied, nodding his head in thanks. “And Kiyary has
prom sed to bring down refreshnents in two hours.”

Ketan smiled. “lI hadn’t thought of that,” he admitted. Neither, fromtheir
sheepi sh | ooks, had Kindan or Lorana.

“There are booklets in that cabi net behi nd us,
were just getting started.”

Lorana said, gesturing. “We

“I't was the nost amazing thing,” Ketan added. “Wen we first entered, the
voi ce of Wnd Bl ossom hersel f greeted us.”

Mtal and Salina | ooked both surprised—and sonewhat di sappoi nted at having
mssed it.

”

“When everyone is ready,” the voice of Enorra spoke fromthe ceiling above

them “please have soneone close the door. Instructions will be played while
the door is closed and everyone is seated. If you wish to take a break, sinmply
either all stand, or have soneone open the door. The instructions will resumne

fromwhere they left off when the door is again closed and peopl e are seated.

“Pl ease note that there is no way to know how many of you are present, so if
one of you nust | eave, be sure to | eave the door open until that person
returns, or she will niss parts of the instruction.” There was a pause. “Now,
the first thing to do is to read the first chapter of the booklet. If you have
probl ems reading the text, you will have to see if you can | ocate sonmeone who
can read it for you. If youdo have such probl ens, please | eave the room
i medi ately. The power required to light this roomand provide nmy voice is
l[limted and will eventually fail

“At the end of the first chapter you will find instructions on howto
i ndi cate that you have finished the first chapter and understand it.”

Ki ndan’s furrowed his brows in puzzlenent. “That will be sone trick,” he
sai d.

“You may start readi ng whenever you are ready,” Enorra’s voice said. “Please
do not stand on courtesy, as | amnot present—this is merely a recording of ny
voi ce.”

Al five of them exchanged astoni shed | ooks, and Ketan mnout hed the word
“recording” to hinself, trying to grasp the full flavor of its neaning. But
Lorana was less interested in the Adtimer skills than she was in finding a
cure for the dragons. Avidly, she opened the booklet and began to read.

“The dragons and wat ch-whers of Pern are nodifications of the indigenous
fire-lizards,” the booklet began. “It was possible to make the nuch | arger
dragons and watch-whers fromthe fire-lizards because all |iving things
contain a set of instructions telling the creature how and what to grow to



make a conplete |iving being.

“These instructions are enbodied in a genetic code,” the booklet continued.
Lorana | eaned forward and i nmersed herself in the wonders of genetic codes.

An hour |ater, she got up fromher seat, stretched, and wal ked to the
cabi nets. She opened the one marked B, pulled out a tray of equipnent, and
returned to her seat.

“What are you doi ng?” Kindan asked, |ooking up from his book
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“Well, I"'mready to start the first experinent,’
the one at the end of chapter two.”

she expl ai ned. “You know,

“Chapter two?” Kindan said in astonishment. “You' re already done with chapter
two? I'mstill trying to finish chapter one.”

Bef ore Lorana could reply, Ketan piped up, “No, don’'t wait up for us, Lorana.
If we don’t catch up soon, maybe you'll explain it to us.”

Lorana nodded and resunmed her seat. |Inmediately she turned to the beginning
of chapter three and started working with the equi prment.

The bul k of the equi prment consisted of small col ored objects, about the size
of the tip of her thunmb. They weren't quite balls, being planed off and
grooved on four sides—top, bottom and two sides that nmet in a corner—the
bookl et said that they represented the fundanental genetic material. The bl ue
object was for the A nolecule, the red object represented a B nol ecule, the
green a C nol ecul e; the purple object represented a C prinme object, the
magent a obj ect was for B-prime, and the yell ow object was for A-prinme. There
was a seventh object—a bei ge one—that represented the N or Null nolecule.
There was al so a pencil and a tablet of paper, which she was to use to record
her answers.

Lorana quickly assenbl ed three of the objects—blue, yellow and beige—nto a
triangle. In short order she had built another triangl e—+ed, beige, and

bl ue—and carefully slid the two triangles one on top of the other. Wth a
gentl e novenent, she twisted the top triangle slightly and felt it lock into
pl ace.

Del i ght ed, she gave a cry of joy, which startled the others. They | ooked up
at her and then gathered around i n wonder.

“What is it?” Mtal asked, eyeing the object eagerly.
“Are you building a sequence?” Ketan asked.

Salina craned her neck to get a better view “ls it a START sequence or a
STOP sequence?”

“Ahem” Kindan cleared his throat loudly. “Sone of us are still reading.”

“Some of us areslow, " someone—+t sounded |ike Ketan—murnmured in response.
Ki ndan reddened and bent his head back over his booklet, pointedly ignoring

them al | .

The sound of footsteps outside heralded the arrival of Kiyary and severa
others fromthe Kitchens with refreshnents.

“I's it lunchtinme already?” Kindan asked in surprise.



“W can eat while we work,” Lorana said, helping Kiyary place a tray on the
wor kbench in the rear of the room Kiyary nmuttered a qui ck thanks, her eyes
wi de as she peered around the roomin awe.

“So the A dtinmers nade these roonms for us?” Kiyary asked.

“W heard the voice of Wnd Bl ossom” Ketan told her. “Her nother created the
dragons.”

“And they can hel p us now?” Kiyary asked.

“That’s the hope,” Mtal said, helping himself to a nug ofklah and sone
sweetrolls.

“And if they can’'t?” Tilara asked, crossing the roomw th another platter
She set it down beside the one Kiyary had brought. “What then?”

Ket an and Lorana exchanged | ooks. “We will find a cure,” Lorana told the
ol der woman firmly. “By ourselves, if necessary.”

Tilara gave Lorana a probing | ook and, satisfied, nodded. “I’'d heard that you
felt the death of every dragon,” she conmented

Lorana nodded, her eyes dark with sorrow
“Then no one has a better reason to find a cure than you.”

She turned away from Lorana and started bustling around the platters and
chivying Kiyary to get everything just so. Wen she turned back again, her
eyes were bright with tears and she had a plate with several sweetrolls on it.
“You haven't eaten yet,” Tilara said, thrusting the plate at Lorana. She
gestured to one of the chairs. “Sit, and eat.”

“But —=

“You'll learn nothing with a growing stomach,” Tilara insisted.

“She’s right, you know,” Mtal agreed, stuffing another sweetroll into his
nout h.

“And if you choke to death, you'll do us no good, either,” Tilara scolded the
ex-Weyr | eader. Salina added a qui ck nmurnur of agreenment, giving her weyrmate a
dark | ook.

Lorana’s attenpts to bolt her food were al so thwarted.

“I spent nore time making themthan you are eating them” Tilara told her
reprovingly. “Stop to taste them at least, girl!”

Lorana reddened, but she did sl ow down, and as she did so, she realized that
Tilara and Kiyary had outdone thenselves in naking the sweetrolls. They were
pungent, sometinmes spicy, with thin slices of wherry neat, sone sauce that
Lorana didn't recogni ze, and thin-sliced vegetables artfully mxed in. Sone
were cold and others were hot, and all together they were nore of a neal than
a snack.

When they were all full and the sweetrolls gone, Tilara bustled Kiyary into
collecting the used plates back onto the trays.



“We’ || | eave theklah here for you,” Tilara said. “It won't get cold for a
whil e—+’ve put a warmer over it.” And with that she headed back to the
kitchens, Kiyary in tow

By evening they had made far nore progress, but it was not enough for Lorana.

“We’re still no nearer to figuring out how to open that door,” she said,
j abbing her finger toward the poem decorated door on the far wall of the

cl assroom “And we’'ve no better idea howto save the dragons.”

“Mm |'mnot so sure about that,” Ketan disagreed. “W know that dragons,
like fire-lizards, have natural defenses agai nst di sease.”

“So0?” Lorana demanded.

“And we know that this di sease overwhel ns those natural defenses, Ket an

added.

“That’s all we do know,” Kindan snapped, sharing Lorana’s di sappoi ntnent and
anger .

“And we know about PNA and how it contains the codes for all the vita
operations of the dragons, and all Pernese life-forms,” Ketan continued. “I
think that’s nore than enough to |l earn in one day.”

“l agree,” Mtal announced. “My brain is feeling quite ruffled with all this.
"Il be glad to have a night's sleep in which to settle and soothe nyself.”

Despite hersel f, Lorana chuckled in appreciation

“Very well,” Kindan conceded, “I suppose we could do with a rest.”

“W’ | | be back before dawn,” Lorana added firmy

“Atdawn,” Mtal corrected, “and after breakfast.”

The next norning, they nmet in the Kitchen Cavern for breakfast. Mtal noticed
how t he dragonriders politely avoi ded them and how t he cooks—Kiyary in
particul ar—went out of their way to be sure that they ate a good neal.

“Ki ndan, what are you doi ng?” Ketan asked as he downed his second nug of kl ah

Mtal and Salina smled at each other. They, too, had noticed the harper’s
tapping on the table, but it was a well-known fact that the Weyr’s heal er
al ways requiredtwo rmugs of kl ah to wake up in the norning.

“Ch, sorry,” Kindan said absently, dropping his hands to his |ap. A nonent
| ater, one was up again as he took another nouthful of oatneal. Shortly after
that, both of Kindan’'s hands were on the tabletop again, tapping softly.

Lorana gave him a | ook but shook her head.

“Ki n—= Ketan began again, but Salina’ s |ook cut himshort. The ex-Wyrwonan
was | ooking intently at Kindan’s fingers.

Lorana noticed her | ook and frowned, closing her eyes in concentration. A
nmonent | ater, she opened them again and excl ai med delightedly to Kindan, “You
didit! You |l earned the sequence!”



Ki ndan, startled out of his reverie, gave her a surprised |ook. “l did?” he
asked. As her words registered, he shook his head. “No, | was just practicing
some drum codes . " H's voice trailed off thoughtfully. “The drum codes are
sounds. ”

“But they’'re grouped the same way as the PNA sequences,” Lorana insisted.
Tentatively, she tapped out a sequence and then | ooked chall engingly at
Ki ndan.

“That was the START sequence,” Lorana said.

“No, it was the ATTENTI ON sequence,” Kindan corrected her. He frowned in
t hought and quickly tapped a different sequence. “Wat’'s this?”

“That’s the STOP sequence,” Lorana answered pronptly.

“I't’s the END sequence for the drum codes,” Kindan told her. “What’'s this?”
He tapped a set of sequences.

“ABC, CBA, BCA,” Lorana transl ated.

“You're right! PNA is based on drum codes!” Kindan decl ar ed.

“I"d say it’s the other way around,” Ketan renmarked after a noment.
Ki ndan frowned. “l suppose you're right.”

“But it makes sense,” Mtal said. “The genetic code is designed to store the
nost information possible in a group of three, so for sinple drumcodes it
woul d be just as efficient.”

As they returned to the Learni ng Room Kindan explained, “lI had this strange
dream t hat sonmeone was trying to tell nme something, some nessage.”

“Now you know what it was,” Ketan said.

Ki ndan, inspired by his new understandi ng, soon caught up with the others.
Several times, in fact, they turned to himfor guidance in difficult sections.
He woul d close his eyes in thought and tentatively tap out a sequence, and
correct it.

“How do you know whether it’s right?” Lorana asked when they’ d sol ved one
particularly difficult problem

“I"ve been drumming for Turns,” Kindan told her. “It wouldn't sound right
unl ess itwas. ”

By evening the next day, they had all graduated from constructing sinple
codons to working through replication and the creation of proteins.

“So the PNA controls how all of the cells in the dragons are created, grow,
interact, and die,” Mtal found hinself explaining to a benused B ni k at

di nner that night. “And PNA contains the fundamental instructions for building
def enses agai nst di sease and infections.”

B' ni k, whose duties kept himfromwhat everyone had started to call the
Lear ni ng Rooms, struggled to keep up with the old Weyrleader. “So, if we can
figure out which infection is affecting the dragons, we can build a defense
against it?”



“That’s the hope,” Mtal replied, surprised at B nik’s quick grasp. “But we
haven't finished the study books, and we know that there’s another room
between this one and the first one we discovered.”

“What’'s in it?”

Mtal shrugged. “l don't know,” he said. “l suspect, given all that we’'ve
learned, it is probably a roomwhere we can experiment and observe. Perhaps it
has instrunents to allow us to actuallysee the infection.”

“But | thought you said the infection—that ‘bacteria’ or ‘virus’ you were
tal ki ng about—+s too small to see,” B nik protested.

“It is,” Mtal agreed, “with the eye alone. But there are hints in the books
that there are tools that make such small things big enough to see.”

“Hmm ” B nik | eaned back in his seat, mulling over this revelation. Then he
| eaned forward again and beckoned Mtal to cone close to him “Caranth is
getting worse,” he confessed. “How | ong do you thi nk—=

“Are you asking if we can find a cure in time for Caranth?” Mtal asked
gently.

“And the others,” B nik added quickly.
“W’ || do our best,” Mtal replied. “I know what you're facing.”

B' ni k gave hima bl eak | ook. “Do you think—= He found that he couldn’t go on
and swal | oned. He took a deep breath and began again. “I’'d like you to take
over the Weyr if anything happens to Caranth.”

Mtal gave B nik an encouraging smle and sl apped the younger man on the
shoul der reassuringly. “It won’t conme to that, B nik,” he told the young
Weyrl eader fiercely. “Not if | can help it.”

B nik | ooked long into Mtal’s eyes and then nodded slowy. Wth a husky
voi ce he said, “Thank you.”

Loudl y, Kindan closed his book and | ooked up at the others.

“Done!” he crowed. His grin faded when he saw that Mtal, Salina, and Ketan
had al ready cl osed their books. He was surprised to see that Lorana was stil
readi ng. | ndeed, she |ooked like she was just at the beginning of the book
Ki ndan gave Ketan a questioning | ook

“She’s rereading it,” Ketan expl ai ned. “Again.”

Wth a frown, Lorana slamed her book shut and | ooked up angrily at the
ot hers.

“So what do we know?” Mtal asked. “We know how the imrmune system works both
agai nst specific and nonspecific assaults.”

“We know that sometines the i nmune system can attack synbionts,” Salina
added, still surprised that there were tiny creatures that lived in harnony
wi th the dragons.

“And even the body itself,” Ketan added.



“And we have a vague idea of how to build new responses to attacks,” Kindan

sai d.

“But only by changing PNA, " Lorana added glumy. “We can’'t make one of these
“antibiotics’ or '‘antivirals’ to directly assault the disease.”

“But once we can engi neer a change,” Mtal corrected, “we can build a
‘retrovirus’ to correct all the genes of all the cells in the dragons, so that
they can correctly fight the infection.”

“And once we get it right w thone dragon,” Salina added, “we can take
i chor—the dragon’s blood—<$romit and inject it into other dragons, and the
cure will spread through the circul atory system”

“And, " Ket an added ominously, “it’d be best to use the cure on a queen who's
close to clutching—the cure would be carried to the hatchlings.”

Mtal and Salina exchanged di sturbed | ooks. There was only one queen near to
clutching and that was Mnith.

“But we still are no closer to identifying the infection,” Lorana protested.
She turned toward the still-closed door. “And we have no idea how to open that
door.”

“Except what's witten on it,” Kindan said

“Does anyone know how to talk with people who have been dead for over four
hundred Turns?” Lorana asked acerbically.

“There nust be a way,” Salina said, “or they wouldn't have put that verse on
t he door.”

“Or built these roons,” Mtal added

“How do we know t hat?” Lorana asked. “Perhaps these Learni ng Roons were neant
for others? Perhaps they ve already been used and we’'re not supposed to be
here.”

“No,” Kindan answered firmy. “ “Wnd Blossomis Song’ could only refer to
you. These roons were nade for us.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully and
muttered, “Or you.”

“Then why,” Lorana cried, her arms flung out in despair, “don’t | know the
answer ?”

Ketan | ooked at her sympathetically. He knew that she was right, that they
could just be chasing a phantom hope. But that was the only hope left. If the
answers to their problens weren't behind those doors, then the dragons woul d
all die, of that he was certain. And if the answer was behind the door, then
he was equally convinced that Lorana had to be the “healer lass” nmentioned in
the song. One | ook at Kindan convinced himthat the harper was just as
certain.

In the silence that filled the roomafter her question, Mtal rose fromhis
chair and stretched. “Let’s go,” he said, “and sleep on this. Tonmorrow we nay
have nore answers.”

“Tormorrow Thread falls over Nerat and Upper Crom” Lorana protested. “How
many nore dragons nust die before we can open that door?”



“l don’t know Lorana,” Salina said, rushing over to the younger wonan and
huggi ng her fiercely. “But you can only do so nuch.”

“I know,” Lorana said mserably, burying her head in the other woman’'s
shoul der. *“But—=

“Sh, sh,” Salina said soothingly.

“W nust | eave now, Lorana,” Ketan said. “W need our rest, and Mtal wll be
flying Thread tonorrow. ”

“And we’'ll be tending to injured dragons,” Lorana noted. “W won’'t be here
t omorrow. ”

Mtal shooed themall out of the room As they clinbed the stairs back up to
the second level, he said, “Aday’'s rest fromthis will do us all good.”

“At least we’'ll have enough dragons to fight with,” Kindan added.

“That’s true,” Mtal runbled agreeably. Judiciously, he added, “They're all a
bit nmore green than | woul d have |iked but-—=

A sharp intake of breath from Lorana interrupted him *“Wat?” he asked.

“It’s Caranth,” Lorana said. “He’'s not feeling well.’
“I don’t think B nik should lead the Fall tonorrow.”

She gl anced at Mtal

As they crested the top of the stairs, a | oud barking cough echoed down the
corridor fromthe Wyrl eader’s quarters.

Mtal’'s face darkened and he picked up his pace.

“Well, now, this ismuch better,” D gan declared as he flewslowy in front of
the ranks of dragons arrayed in front of him The ones who had tined it stil

| ooked a bit off-color, he admtted to hinself with a frown, but they
represented over two-thirds of the Weyr's fighting strength.

“Today we’ll show them how it’s done, won’'t we, Kal oth?” he asked, reaching
down to pat his bronze dragon affectionately. As if in response, the dragon
gave a long, rattling cough, arching his neck and not quite unseating his
rider.

" msorry, Kal ot h apol ogi zed neekly.

“Not to worry,” D gan grunbled. “It’s that addl ed heal er—he shoul d have
wor ked up something to help you by now.” He peered over Kaloth's shoul der and
spotted K rem bel ow, preparing his brown. “Take me down and we’'ll talk to
him?”

K rem gl anced up at Kaloth as the bronze dragon | anded and his rider slid to
the ground. As D gan strode toward him the healer carefully school ed the
frown off his face.

“Kal ot h’ s cough sounds worse,” K rem comrented as soon as D gan was within
hearing. “I had hoped that the |ast herbal would have hel ped.”

“I't didn't, obviously,” D gan replied sourly.



“Weyr| eader,” K rem began hesitantly, trying to choose his words carefully,
“perhaps it would be best if Kaloth rested today—=

“What ? Deny himthe chance to lead the full Weyr?” D gan cut himoff |oudly.
“No, just because your fardled nedicines don’t work, doesn’t nean that ny
dragon can’'t fly when Thread is in the sky.”

Wth a pleading ook, Kremcane closer to the irate Weyrleader. “D gan, he's
sick. He needs rest.”

“Find a cure, Healer,” D gan ordered, turning back. “Find a cureafter we
fight this Fall.”

As D gan returned to mount his dragon, his son, D lin, approached him
eagerly.

“The Weyrlingmaster says Aseth is ready, Father,” Dlin called. “Wich wng
should we fly wth?”

D gan shook his head imrediately. “No,” he said, “you’re not flying Fal
t oday.”

Dlin's face fell. “But, Father . . .”

“Next time, D1lin,” Dgan told himbrusquely. “Today | want you here, ready
to ferry firestone and be a nessenger.”

“Yes, Father,” Dlin replied woodenly, and turned away, shoul ders sl unped,
toward hi s dragon.

For a monent D gan thought of calling his son back, of telling himhow proud
he was and how nmuch he | oved him But then he shook the notion off, rem nding
hi nsel f that the boy had to learn to handl e disappointment with discipline. As
far as D gan was concerned, D lin was a dragonrider first and son second.

As the sun crested the heights of Benden Weyr, it illum nated a Bow already
bustling with activity. The younger weyrlings, who had not tined it, were
busily bagging firestone and building piles of supplies. Dragonriders, up
early and already well-fed, were checking riding gear, or were gathered in
knots tal king tactics with their Wngl eaders.

In a corner not far fromthe Living Cavern, Ketan and Lorana were setting out
supplies and organizing for the inevitable injuries that occurred fighting
Thr ead.

Caranth peered down norosely fromhis weyr over the proceedi ngs, occasionally
joining the cacophony of dragon coughs, which echoed eerily around the Bow .
Mnith's worried croons to her mate were answered by soothing noi ses from
Caranth, which fool ed no one.

Mtal and B nik noved fromwing to wing, talking with riders and W ngl eaders,
presenting a calm united presence that reassured and relieved everyone they
nmet .

“They’'re up too early,” Mtal remarked to B nik as they noved away from one
group.



“I know,” B nik agreed. “But you know how it is, the norning of a Fall.”

“Well, | donow, " Mtal agreed. “After all, we’ve had what—-all offive Falls
so far.”
B nik furrowed his brow. “I hadn't really counted,” he admtted. “It al nost

seens |ike we' veal ways been fighting Thread.”

“It’s been only four sevendays,” Mtal remarked. “How will we be after Turns
of this?”

B' ni k shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said reflectively. He twisted his
head to try to locate a cough fromone of the sick dragons, failed, and turned
back to Mtal. “But if we don't find a cure soon . §

Mtal clapped B nik on the shoulder. “I know,” he said somberly.

B' ni k glanced at him gave hima small nod, and then turned to the group they
wer e approaching, calling with forced cheer, “So, J'tol! Ready to |lead the
wi ng?”

The fighting dragons departed an hour before noon—ene hour before Threadfal
was due at Nerat.

Lorana watched as the dragons w nkedbetween. A nudge from Ketan got her
attention; he cocked his head toward B ni k and they both watched as the
Weyr | eader’ s shoul ders hunched—and hunched further as another wacki ng cough
fromCaranth rent the late norning air.

“l coul d—= Lorana began.

“Why don’t you and Kindan see if you can |learn anything nore,” Ketan
suggest ed.

Lorana | ooked at Ki ndan, who nodded in agreemnent.

“Have someone call for us when we're needed,” Kindan said over his shoul der
as they raced off toward the stairs to the second | evel. Ketan waved in
acknow edgnent .

They were both puffing fromexertion as they reached the stairs |eadi ng down
to the Learni ng Roons.

“I't’Il be easier when we can get that door open,” Kindan remarked. “Then
presunably, we’'ll be able to come in fromthe Hatching G ounds.”

“And all that’'s needed to dothat is for me to figure out what word |’ m
supposed to say and how |’ m supposed to tell sonmeone who is hundreds of Turns
dead,” Lorana said bitterly.

Ki ndan ducked his head and concentrated on getting down the stairs and into
the first of the Learning Rooms, which he had dubbed “The C assroom”

I nsi de, Lorana seated herself and began once again to study her book
It took Kindan longer to settle down in the icy silence that had spread

between them In the end, too full of nervous energy to stay seated, he got up
to pace the room earning a disgruntled |look fromLorana. He flashed a snile



i n apol ogy, was rewarded with a frown and a sigh, and turned his attention to
the witing on the door

“You know,” he said after a noment, “we’re going about this the wong way.”

Lorana sl amred her book shut and peered over her shoul der at him “What
shoul d we do, then?”

“We shoul d concentrate on what we know first, and then worry about what we
don’t know,” he said. Lorana’s | ook was not encouragi ng but he pressed on
“For example, what would this word be?”

Lorana’'s face relaxed into a thoughtful frown, and she turned away to get
into a position nore confortable for thinking.

“Maybe they need to know if the infection is bacterial or viral,” Kindan
suggest ed.
Lorana shook her head. “I don't think that’s it,” she said after a nonent’s

further thought. “The textbook hints that the problemis one of data
reduction. It would seemthat there wouldn't be all that nuch difference
bet ween anti bacterial and antiviral nethods.

“I't nmust have something to do with how the di sease is spread,” she said
softly to herself. She got up and wal ked over to where Kindan stood in front
of the door, once again reading the inscription on it:

“That word i s what you now nust say
To open up the door

In Benden Weyr, to find the way
To all ny healing lore.”

“Well,” Kindan comented as he followed the lines with his eyes again, “at

least it’s not the nost disturbing part.”
Lorana cocked an eye at him and Ki ndan sang,
“A thousand voi ces keen at night,

A thousand voi ces wail,

A thousand voices cry in fright,

A thousand voices fail.”

As he sang it, Lorana’s eyes widened with fear and she started shivering.

“What is it?” Kindan asked, grabbing her shoulder with his hand. “Lorana, are
you all right?”

But Lorana wasn't hearing him

“D gan,no !” she shrieked.

D gan | ooked over his shoul der one final tinme at the arrayed dragons of
Tel gar Weyr. Beneath him Kal oth shook with a long gargling cough. He saw K rem
turn to look at himand, inpatient to get at Thread, he ordered Kaloth to take
t henbet ween.

Just as the cold ofbetween envel oped D gan, he felt Kaloth give another
shudderi ng cough



Not | ong now, he told his dragon. Kal oth coughed again. D gan began to think
t hat perhaps he woul d keep Kal oth back on the next Fall. Let D nal or L' rat
| ead—+t woul d do t hem good

Kal ot h coughed again. A chill ran down D gan's spine, colder than the cold
of bet ween.

Bet weenonly lasts as long as it takes to cough three tinmes, D gan recall ed.
Kal ot h had coughed three tines.

Kal ot h coughed again—and in that instant, D gan realized his error

Al'l the dragons of Telgar Wyr had gone beyondbet ween.

The Weyrs! They nust be warned! D gan thought in terror as the last of his
consci ousness seeped away.

Dlin swall owed hard as he watched the dragons of Tel gar w nkbetween. He had
wor ked hard for his first chance to fight Thread. Soon, he thought to hinself,
t he Weyr woul d appear over Upper Crom ready to flame the deadly nenace from
t he sky.

Aseth turned his huge head to stare down at his rider.Qur turn will cone
soon.

O course,Dlin agreed fervently, not wanting his beautiful Aseth to think
for a noment that he was in any way | ess than the nost perfect dragon ever
hat ched on all Pern

| do nothearthem Aseth thought a monent |ater, craning his neck up high in
t he sky.

And then the world collapsed. DIlin felt as though someone had punched him
both in the stomach and just as hard in the brain, if that were possible. He
was overwhel nred by pain and fear

The Weyrs! They rmust be warned!D |in heard the thought as though it were his
own. Aseth bellowed in horror and defiance. Wthout thinking, Dlin | eapt on
hi s dragon and urged hi mup, out of the Bow .

Benden will be nearest, D 1lin thought, his sight masked by the waves of tears
that were stream ng down unchecked.

Cone on, Aseth, between! And with that, overwhel med by despair, hopel essness,
and pure courage, D lin urged his dragonbetween —

—wi t hout envi sioning his destination.

Two thousand Turns |later, their bodies would be di scovered, entonbed in solid
rock at Benden Weyr.

M tal | ooked back with satisfaction at the wi ngs behind him Every w ng,
i ncl udi ng those who had gone back in time, was formed up neatly.



Thread ahead, Gaminth i nformed him

| seeit,Mtal replied, signaling the wings behind himto rise up to neet the
i ncom ng Thread. And then—

—a wave of horror, wenching |loss, and fear wacked him Gam nth bellowed in
pain, his cry echoed by every dragon

What is it?Mtal asked his dragon fearfully.

D gan and Tel gar, Ganinth replied, sounding shaken in a way that Mtal had
never heard before. They' re gone.

Al of thenf
Al the fighting dragons, Gam nth confirned.

And the Thread?M tal asked, as he envisioned Thread falling unopposed on the
ranges of Upper Crom But he already knew the answer.

“Lorana!” Kindan shouted, catching her as she slunped toward the floor. In
t he di stance he coul d hear dragons keening. “Lorana, what is it?”

A dragon’s bellow rent the air, answered by another nore plaintive one.

“I's it Caranth?” Ki ndan asked.

Lorana opened her eyes, shivering. “lIt’s Telgar,” she told himdully.
Car ant h?she asked, but the dragon was already aloft, riderless, beating
toward the watch heights. In an instant she guessed his intention.Caranth, no!

Lorana felt the bronze gobetween, chasing after the dragons and riders of
Tel gar Weyr. Wth a cry, she reached out to grab him bring hi mback—and found
hersel f dragged al ong i nst ead.

“Lorana?” Kindan called softly. But her eyes had gone vacant, just as they
had been when she had |l ost Arith. Kindan’'s own soul cry was echoed by Mnith.
The dragon repeated her cry | ouder—and then the cry was cut off.

“Lorana, Mnith's gone after Caranth,” Kindan said, hoping that she would
hear the words in her lifeless state. The only response Lorana made was a
gasp, as though she’'d had the breath knocked out of her

A rush of feet echoed down the stairs and Ketan and Salina burst into the
room They | ooked from Kindan to Lorana and back

“She must cone back,” Salina rasped. “She can talk to all the dragons. She
can bring them back.”

“How?” Ki ndan asked, but Salina had noved beside himand grabbed Lorana. Wth
pal m wi de- open, she sl apped Lorana’ s face.

“Lorana! Lorana, you must cone back, cone backnow, " Salina begged. She swung
for another slap just as Lorana's eyes fluttered open and she raised a hand
feebly to ward off the blow. “Call them back, Lorana. Bring them back.”

“I can’t,” Lorana said, her voice choking on tears. “l tried that with Arith



and it didn't work.”

“You must, Lorana,” Salina said fiercely. “Yourmust. Call all the dragons of
Pern. Bring them back.’

Lorana took a deep steadying breath, glanced at the old Wyrwoman, and nodded
slowy. She closed her eyes and reached out, as she had done before when Arith
had gonebet ween.

This time, however, she stretched beyond the confines of the Weyr, reaching
first to Gaminth, then to all the dragons of Benden and then beyond—

—to Ista,
—to Fort,
—and to Hi gh Reaches.

There were not enough dragons at H gh Reaches and she found herself feeling a
strange echo. It rem nded her somewhat of the echo she’d felt before, but that
ot her echo had had a feeling ofold about it—this one didn't.

Ment al |y, Lorana shook the strangeness aside, desperate to find Mnith
Caranth, and the dragons of Telgar. She searched, forcing all the dragons of
Pern to follow her will, to search with her

They were willing acconplices. She felt the presence of Bidenth, the senior
gueen at Ista, and suddenly all the dragons of Ista were behind her, aligned
with the direction of her mnd. And then she felt Melirth, the queen of Fort
Weyr, and again the strength of dragons nmerged with her. For a nonent Lorana
felt as though she were expl oding, being stretched beyond all inagining. She
fought a nonent of panic, won, and redirected her efforts back to Mnith.

There! She found a faint echo, a spark of the queen dragon. And beside it, she
felt Caranth. She tugged at them battling them willing themto obey her and
rut hl essly channeling the power of all the dragons of Pern to her aid.

She could feel Caranth resist, try to slide away fromher. She fastened on to
himtightly and pull ed against him pulling himback tohere. She felt his

resi stance crunble, felt a shadow of B nik as he, too, added a call to his
dragon. Relieved, Lorana allowed her mnd for just an instant to range
further, searching for the dragons of Tel gar

She felt a faint echo, a response, and turned all her power toward it,
conpelling Mnith to order the dragons of Benden behind her, and weaving
Caranth indissolubly into the mi x. She reached—

—and felt a shock, a stab of famliarity. Not the dragons of Telgar, but
somet hing different, sonething she'd felt before.

Garth?she called. And just then she felt sonething el se, sonme other presence.
Lorana felt herself opening a door, using all the strength of the dragons to
push it open

For only a brief instant she felt she had a connection

Dragons?The question cane to her nore as a feeling than a thought. Si ck? How?

And in that instant Lorana knew the answer. Across the link, with the
greatest effort she could nuster, she shouted out loud and in her nmind,“Air!”



Ki ndan felt Lorana go |inp and caught her
“The door!” Ketan exclained in awe. “Look at the door!”

The door to the second Learning Roomwas sliding open

TVENTY- THREE

Parasite: Alife-forminimcal to its host, often killing the host to ensure
its survival

Col l ege, First Interval, AL 58

There’s no way we can besure that our future student will be able totell us
whi ch vec—= Tieran halted m dword and cocked his head to listen

“I't’s just thunder,” Enorra chided himirritably. “You can’t use that as an
excuse to get out of this argument.”

“Kassa said the weather would be clear tonight,” Tieran replied, stil
puzzl ed.

“And Kassa is always right,” Enorra observed tartly.

“About the weather, she is,” Tieran said. He started toward the door. G enn
met him chittering wildly.

“Where are you goi ng?” Enorra denanded.

“I"mgoing to check on your nother,” Tieran replied, followi ng Genn as the
ittle fire-lizard scouted ahead. “Sonmething’ s not right.”

“I"I'l come with you,” Enmorra said.

“She’s not been | ooking well recently, has she?”

Enorra frowned. “She’s been pushing herself too hard.”

“I't’s not like she’s still young,” the two said in unison and then stared at
each other in surprise. Tieran broke the moment with a chuckle and they
started up the stairs toward Wnd Bl ossomi s quarters.

“Air!”Wnd Bl ossom shri eked.

How Ti eran covered the remining distance to Wnd Bl ossonis room he could
never recall, but he was in the roomand at her side instantly. Enorra arrived
only a fraction later.

W nd Bl ossom | ooked up at them panting for breath.

“It nmust be a seizure!” Tieran decl ared.



“No, a heart attack,” Enbrra said.

W nd Bl ossom pierced themw th her gaze. “1 heard her,” she told them *“I

heard her, she saidair !”

“Who said air, Mther?” Enorra asked.
“The girl fromthe future,” Wnd Bl ossom said. “She found ne. She was
sostrong. | have never felt such power. She nust have harnessed all the
dragons of her tine.” She glanced at them eyes saddened. “She was | ooking for
m ssing dragons. A lot of mssing dragons—=

“A thousand?” Enorra asked fearfully.

W nd Bl ossomignored the question, concentrating her strength on asking,
“Sheknew, sonehow she knew that | had a questi on—how did she?”

Ti eran and Enorra exchanged | ooks.

“I"l'l wite a song, Mther,” Enorra said. “I’'Il wite a song to ask the
guestion.”

W nd Bl ossom bri ghtened. “Yes, a song!” she agreed. She snmiled up at her
daughter. “Wite a good one, |ove.”

The breath left Wnd Blossom s lungs and she fell back to her bed with a
surprised | ook on her face. Feebly she beckoned Enorra toward her

“Mot her?” Enorra cried, arching forward, her ear close to Wnd Bl ossoni s
lips.

“And then you' Il be free,” Wnd Bl ossom whi spered. Her |ast flickering
t hought was triunphant: There, Mdther! | have freed them fromyou and the
Eri dani curse

For a long while afterward, Enorra stood over her nother’s bed, eyes
streaming with tears.

Then, without saying a word, she noved to her nother’s dresser, opened the
top drawer, searched quickly, and pulled out the yellow tunic. She returned to
her mother’s side and gently lifted the lifeless body, deftly maneuvering it
until she had exchanged the yellow tunic for the white one in which Wnd
Bl ossom had di ed.

“Idid notice,” Enorra whispered, tears stream ng down her face. Tieran laid a
hand on her shoul der, and she grabbed it tightly with her own.

“I don’t understand. Wiay did Wnd Bl ossom need this clue?” Seanus asked
M hall. Everyone fromthe College and the Hold had gathered to nmourn W nd
Bl ossoni s passing, and Searmus had joined his brother, Torene, Tieran, and
Enmorra to find out what was going on with their research.

“The gene mappers can only store so nuch information,” Mhall explained. “In
order to elimnate unnecessary information, it was necessary to know whet her
the disease is spread by air, food, or water.”

“And how do we know that this future rider understood the question
correctly?” Hol der Mendin, who had wandered over in time to hear the



conversation, asked with a smrk

“We don’t,” Tieran answered. “If we find nore dragons or fire-lizards
dropping in on us, then we'll find out that we’'re wong.”
“I'f we do nothing,” Mhall added, “then we’'ll only find out when our dragons

becone infected.”

Mendi n snil ed, waving a hand toward Tieran and Enorra. “Well, surely these
two marvel ous youngsters will be able to whip up a cure in no tine.”

“No,” Tieran said. “W’'d have to relearn what the future rider already
knows—and we don’t know how long it’'s taken her—=

“ |_br ?”
“She rode a queen, Holder Mendin,” Emorra rem nded him

“So our only hope for the dragons of Pern is to trust that you two”—Mendin
gestured to Tieran and Enorra—can conplete the work that Wnd Bl ossom had
only just begun before her untinely dem se.”

“I"d say that they are the only hope forall of Pern,” Torene replied.

Mendi n quirked an eyebrow i n amazenent. “lndeed? And have they got the
training that Wnd Bl ossom did not?”

“Wnd Bl ossom had started on a line of inquiry which is proving quite
fruitful,” Tieran said. “And, as always, she had a fallback plan prepared.”

“Real | y?” Mendin asked. “And why not just use this fallback plan and save
your sel ves nore troubl e?”

“Because the fallback is a method to make a watch-wher into a dragon,” Tieran
replied. Fromthe | ooks of the dragonriders, and Mendin hinmsel f, Tieran
regretted his inpul siveness. “And that assunes that the watch-whers prove
i mmune to whatever is attacking the dragons.”

“So why woul d she do that?” Mendin asked. “If the watch-whers could succunb
to the sanme illness?”

“Well, they mght not,” Enmorra said. “Mther nade sone alterations to the
wat ch-whers to make them sonewhat nore self-sufficient than the dragons.”

“I'n case somet hing happened to the dragonriders?” Torene rmurmnured.
Enmorra nodded glumy
“Wse,” Torene decided with a firmnod.

“So, as you can see,
dragons.”

Tieran said, “we still have to provide a cure for the
“Hm ” was all Mendin said in response, his eyes flickering darkly as he
wander ed away.

Mhall waited until Mendin was out of earshot before he turned back to Tieran
and Enorra. “Can you do it?”

“Well . . .” Enorra began, tenporizing.



“We can do it,” Tieran declared. Enorra gave hima surprised | ook, which he
quelled with a firmlook of his own.

“CGood,” Mhall said, even though the byplay was not |ost on him
“I"ve been thinking of some things that m ght help,” Seamus interjected.

“W’d be glad of anything,” Tieran replied.

“Hel p how?” Enorra asked.

“Well, there are several things,” Seanus expanded. “l’ve got one of the old
RTG s stored away. It’s not much use by itself because it’s | ow powered, but
there is one storage array still working, so | think I can couple the two of
t hem=

“Excuse me, what’'s an RTG?” Tieran interrupted.

“Radi o Thermal Generator,” Enorra replied. Wen she saw Tieran' s confused
| ook reflected in the faces of Mhall and Torene, she added, “It’s a power
generator with a long-1lasting supply.”

“But the overall power’s not that great,” Seamus said. “So it’s not nuch use
for nmost things. | think it’ll be ideal as a power source for these Training
Roons, however.”

“Then we can run lights, right?” Tieran exclaimed happily.
Searmus nodded and opened his mouth to say nore, but Enprra cut himoff.

“You said there are several things—what else?” she asked.

“Well . . . I’ve managed to save sonme of the old powered doors,” Seamnus
replied. “And | noticed that your nother recovered a voice recorder. |’ve been
t hi nki ng of ways we could hook that up to a | oudspeaker—=

“Why woul d you want to do that?” Tieran asked.

“So that we could speak to our students,” Enorra answered i mmedi ately.

“l got Wnd Bl ossomto show ne how to use it,” Seanmus added. He pulled from
his pocket a small object that fit in the palmof his |arge hand. “She agreed
that it woul d be an excellent idea, and she even recorded a short

i ntroduction.”

He pressed a button on the object’s side.
“Wel come,” it said in Wnd Blossom s voice. “I amWnd Blossom If you have

cone to these roons for an energency involving the dragons, then please step
nside. If not, please |eave imediately.”

“WIl that do?” Seamus asked, |ooking up at the others.
Tears streamed from Enorra’s eyes.
“That will do fine,” Tieran said enphatically.

“Can you make three roons for us?” Enorra asked through her tears. “W'|
have one for the lectures, one for lab work, and the final one for



constructing the cure.”

“How big do you need the roons to be?” Seanus asked, pulling on his chin
t hought ful | y.

Enorra and Ti eran exchanged | ooks.

“How many people would you say?” M hall asked them

“l doubt nore than fifteen,” Enorra said. “Any nore would be too many.”

“Fifteens a lot,” Tieran said dubiously. He pursed his lips for a nonment and
then nodded. “Fifteen’s the upper limt, then.”

“No one’s used the stonecutters in a decade,” Seanmus said, tenporizing his
answer. “But all the sanme, | think we can do that.”

“Excellent,” Mhall replied, clapping his younger brother on the shoul der
“When can you start?”

“Those doors,” Tieran interjected suddenly. “Can you control when they open?”

Searmus frowned. “I could, but there’ s always the danger that the controls
woul d freeze,” he replied warily. “Wiy do you ask?”

“I don't think it’s a good idea to let our students into the lab or the
wor kroom until they know what they' re doing,” Tieran replied.

“So you want sone way to test them before they get in?” Enorra asked.
Ti eran nodded. “Exactly.”

“Well, we know what to use for the key to the lab,” Enorra said.
“What ?” The others asked in chorus.

“ “Air,” ” Enorra replied. “The only one who should know that answer will be
our queen rider.”

“Ex-queen rider,” Torene corrected sadly. Mhall met her eyes and they both
shuddered in synpathy for that future rider

“She must be quite sonething,” Seanus agreed

“We can’t let her down,” Enorra declared. She turned to Tieran. “Let’s get to
wor k. ”

TVENTY- FOUR

It’s all that |I can give you
To save both Weyr and Hol d.
It’s little | can offer you,
Who paid with dragon gol d.

Upper Crom Hol d, Third Pass, 28th Day, AL 508



The sun was well past noon but the air above Upper Crom Hold was cold with
wi nter winds blowing fromthe nountains to the north. Thin wi sps of cloud were
visible high up in the sky.

A moment | ater, the wisps of cloud were snmeared with other shapes. The shapes
slowy resol ved thensel ves as they descended. Thread.

The air was not so cold that Thread froze. Slowy, silently, Thread streaned
fromthe sky, floating on the wi nds and down toward the unsuspecting ground
bel ow. Once there, it would burrow, sucking all the life out of the land and
spreadi ng voraciously across the continent.

The hol ders were all in their holds, well barred against Thread, waiting for
the all-clear fromthe dragonriders of Tel gar Weyr, sworn to protect them

There were no dragons.
Those dragons had gonebetween and woul d never come back

Thread fell lower, into warmer bands of air near the ground. Soon they would
touch and—

A gout of flane |licked the sky, then another, and another. Suddenly, the air
was filled with flam ng dragons and charred Thread.

“Take a wing low” D vin ordered as the riders of H gh Reaches Wyr fanned
out, weary fromtheir junp a day into the future. Hurth roared, adding his own
enphasis, and D vin slapped his bronze dragon affectionately.

“You tell them” he roared out loud, grinning fromear to ear. She was right,
he thought to hinself.

She is a queen rider,Hurth said, as though that were all that needed sayi ng.

D vin nodded and turned his attention to the Thread in front of him He was a
dragonman, and this was his duty.

No Thread would fall on CromHold while there were still dragons left at High
Reaches Weyr, D vin swore to hinself.

“Lor ana?”

Lorana opened her eyes. Kindan's anxi ous face swaminto view. She was |ying
on her back on somnething hard. Cold, too.

“Are you all right?” Ketan asked, |eaning over her

Lorana rolled to her side and raised herself on her arm

“No, no, stay put!” Kindan ordered.

Lorana ignored himw th a shake of her head—a nove she regretted as the room
swirled before her eyes. She closed themfor a nonent, opened them again and

st ood up.

“Lorana!” Ki ndan begged, |ooking at her anxiously. “You need to rest. You
passed out!”



Lorana shook her head in disagreement. She reached out with her senses,
touching Mnith. She felt Caranth sleeping fitfully.

“No,” Lorana said feebly. “No, |’'ve got to work.”

“No, you're too ill,” Kindan said

“I'"'mnot ill,” Lorana replied testily. She quickly explai ned what had
happened, how she’ d grabbed for Mnith and Caranth, using the dragons of the
Weyr, and then, when she felt the dragons of Tel gar Weyr being lost, had tried
to grab them too—and had failed only to discover herself connected to a

di stant soneone, the AOdtinmer she'd felt before, and how she’d answered the

A dtinmer’s question

“I"'mnot ill,” Lorana repeated when she had finished. Wthout giving hima
chance to answer, she noved past him through the doorway that her word had
opened and into the room beyond.

Lights came up in the new roomas she cane in, but no voice greeted her. She
| ooked around the room and her eyes lit up with wonder.

“Ki ndan, come | ook!” she cried excitedly, heading toward the benches placed
on one side of the room

Ki ndan foll owed her, with Ketan trailing behind. Salina paused in the
doorway, taking in every part of the roomin silent wonder.

“Look, there’'s the other door!” Ketan declared, pointing to a door on the far
wall. “And it’s got the same press plate as the others.”

He ran across the room and pressed the plate. The door slid open, revealing
the first roomthey’ d discovered.

“We couldn’t open this door fromthe other side,” he said.

“I think we were supposed to conethis way,” Salina remarked. “l think the
first door we cane through was just for energencies.”

“So the rockslide activated it?” Ketan asked.

“Well, we might as well get working,” Lorana said. “Mtal will be back from
the Fall soon enough.” She | ooked at Ketan. “There are sone injured dragons
com ng back now. ”

Ketan was surprised. “So soon?”

“Everyone was di sturbed when Tel gar was | ost,” Lorana replied.

“Those who could still hear dragons,” Ketan said, his eyes full of sorrow. He
saw Lorana’s | ook and hastily added, “I would not have wanted to have been you
just then.”

Lorana managed a snall, sour smle and shrugged. “If | hadn’'t been—=

“Qur ancestors would never have known our peril,” Kindan finished briskly. He

gestured around the room “Were should we start first?”

“I"lI'l go tend the dragons,” Ketan said, turning to | eave.



“You' Il be quicker going through that door,’
door leading to the Hatching G ounds.

Lorana said, pointing to the

“So |l will,” Ketan agreed in pleasant surprise. As he headed off, he called
back over his shoulder, “1'Il send for you if we need help.”

Sal i na waved acknow edgnent and sauntered over toward Lorana.

Lorana gravitated toward the cabinets on the left wall. There were three,
just as in the first room The nearest was al so marked A. She opened it and
drew back in awe.

On the mddle shelf of the cabinet was an ungai nly object.

“l know what that is,” Kindan decl ared.
“It’s a microscope,” Lorana said, gently cradling it in her arms and pl aci ng
it on the countertop behind her. She | ooked it over carefully, angled the
reflecting mrror at the bottomto catch the light from overhead. She frowned
for a noment, turned back to the cabinet, and then murnured happily as she
found what she was | ooking for. “Here are the specinmen slides!”

“What have they got?” Salina asked.
“What sort of magnification does that mcroscope have?” Ki ndan added.

“Si xteen hundred,” Lorana answered, peering at the different |enses at the
base of the barrel. She | ooked back at the slides, selected one, and slid it
under the calipers on the mcroscope's table, firmy holding it in place.

She bent down over the eyepi ece and very carefully adjusted the focus. Wth a
gasp of surprise, she drew back.

“What is it?” Salina asked.

“A human hair,” Lorana replied, gesturing for the older woman to | ook. Ki ndan
was next and just as inpressed.

They spent hours working with the m croscope, exam ning the prepared
speci mens and commenting to each other about their findings.

“So what we need now is a sanple fromone of the sick dragons,” Kindan said
finally, looking up fromthe |last of the bacteria speci nen slides.

Lorana | ooked ready to agree and then her face took on a distant | ook

“That will have to wait,” she told the others. “Mtal is back and Ketan needs
hel p.”

Sal i na gave Lorana a nervous | ook. “No,” Lorana assured her, “he and Ganinth
are just fine. But there were many injured in the Fall.”

“I think we can | eave everything where it is,” Salina said as they left the
room and headed toward the Hatching Gounds. “But should we shut this door?”

“I"d advise against it,” Kindan said. “W don’t know how rmuch power it takes
to open it again.”

Sal i na and Lorana nodded in agreement.



As they entered the Bowl fromthe Hatching G ounds, two sounds cane to their
ears sinultaneously. One was Tullea calling inperiously for Lorana. The ot her
was a dragon’s cough—-Mnith's

Ki ndan was surprised to see Lorana’s face light up in excitement: He would
never have considered her spiteful. Her words i medi ately erased his unease
and left himfeeling chagrined. “Mnith must have just come down with the
illness,” she said. “If we can get a sanple from her—=

“We could identify the disease,” Salina finished excitedly.

Then Lorana’s shoul ders drooped. “Or maybe not,” she said. “It’s also
possi ble that Mnith has been sick for quite some time and is only now at the
stage where we notice it.”

“So the beasties we find mght not be the cul prit?” Kindan asked.

“Perhaps just some secondary infections,” Lorana agreed.
“It’s better than nothing,” Salina said. She stopped as she | ooked at the

i njured dragons and riders covering the Weyr Bow floor. She turned to Kindan
“You get the sanple while Lorana and | help Ketan.”

Ki ndan bit back saying, “Me?” Instead, he nutely nodded and headed up to the
Weyr | eaders’ quarters.

It was past di nner when Lorana and Salina finally nmade their way back to the
Learni ng Roonms. There they found Kindan and B ni k peering over the m croscope.

“Look,” Kindan said, gesturing. “l made up a slide. There are thousands of
them ”

Lorana and Salina both took |ong | ooks through the nicroscope.

“I made out about ten different bacteria before | gave up,” Kindan said. He
gestured to a pad beside the mcroscope. “I did my best to draw them?”

Lorana | ooked at them and nodded. “Yes, very good, Kindan,” she said. She
flipped to a clean page and grabbed the pencil, |eaning back over the

m croscope. I n nonments she had drawn three nore shapes. Then she, too, stopped
and relinqui shed the m croscope.

“Those little things are killing our dragons?” B nik asked, both anmazed and
angered at the size of the dragons’ attackers.

“There are many such small things,” Lorana said. “Mst of themare
beneficial +hey help to protect the dragons. W have similar bacteria
our sel ves.”

“But these bacteria have turned nasty,” Kindan added. “Or they al ways were,
and the dragons’ natural defenses have been overcone.”

“They caught this fromthe fire-lizards,” B nik said, |ooking at the others
for confirmation.

“W're pretty certain of it,” Kindan agreed.

“Al though it could be sonething that the dragons gave to the fire-Ilizards,”
Lorana added. “They’'re so closely related it could go either way.”



“It’s a pity the dragons are so much like the fire-lizards,” B nik remarked,
his lips tight. “They seem so big, | would have thought that difference al one
woul d have protected them”

“I'f anything, their size works against them” Lorana said, shaking her head.
“Their lungs are so nuch bigger than the fire-lizards’ that there’s that much
greater a chance of an infection taking hold.”

“And this,” B nik gestured around the room “Wth this you'll be able to find
a cure?”

“W' || try,” Kindan prom sed.

Lorana caught the nub of B nik’'s question. She met the Weyrl eader’s gaze
squarely. “Weyrleader, 1'll do all in ny power to make sure that not another
dragon of Pern dies fromthis illness.”

B' ni k returned her gaze. He nodded gratefully, then smled ruefully. *Just
make sure you get enough sl eep,” he ordered, wagging a finger at her

“I can sl eep when we’ve got a cure,” Lorana protested.

“I think we could all do with a night’s sleep, given the day’s events,”
Salina said. She quelled Lorana’s rebellion with an adnmoni shing | ook. “W’|
start again first thing in the norning.”

The next norning Salina was not surprised to find Lorana already in the
Lear ni ng Roonms, engrossed in her studies. Salina placed the tray she’ d brought
with her on the countertop far fromthe mcroscope and Lorana s work,
carefully poured a rmug ofklah, and deftly interposed it in Lorana’ s hand when
t he younger wonman absently searched for a pencil

Lorana gave a squeak of surprise and | ooked up fromthe nicroscope to smle
sheepi shly at Sali na.

“Where' s Kindan?” Salina asked, taking the sketchbook from Lorana and | ooki ng
it over.

“He was asleep when | left him” Lorana replied.

Salina noticed that there was another, smaller piece of equi pnent on the
tabl e, beside the m scroscope.

“What's that?” she asked.

“This is a sequencer,” Lorana said. “1’ve managed to confirmthe presence of
several likely bacteria.” She nade a face. “l think, in the old days, they
woul d have used sonething el se instead of the sequencer to identify bacteria.”

“Perhaps that’s all they had left,” Salina suggested, eyeing the small device
carefully. It |ooked sturdy enough, just small—a bit smaller than her jewelry
case.

“That’s what | thought, too,” Lorana agreed. Her frown deepened. Salina gave
her a questioning |ook. In answer, Lorana said, “lIt’s just that if this is al
they had left, will it be sufficient?”

The little unit chimed softly and Salina noticed that a yellow |ight had gone



out, to be replaced by a green light.

Lorana peered down at the top of the unit and grinned. “The sequencer has
| ocated a common gene anong the bacteria it’s sanpled.”

“What ' s that nean?” Salina asked.

“In this case, | progranmed the sequencer to | ook for a conmon gene sequence
that we could use to prevent the bacterial infection,” Lorana replied. She
hel d up a textbook, gestured to the m ddl e cabinet, which was now open and
stocked full of books, and then said, “This book here showed me how to do it.”

“So we have a cure?” B nik asked. Lorana turned to see the Weyrl eader
standing in the doorway.

Lorana hesitated before replying. “lI can't say for certain,” she told him
“I't | ooks prom sing, but I haven't tried to work out how to build the defense
into the dragons.”

B' ni k gave her a puzzled | ook. Before Lorana could draw breath to expl ain,
Mtal, Kindan, and Ketan arrived.

“Did we m ss sonething?” Mtal asked.
“Lorana’s found a cure,” B nik said, barely restraining his excitenent.

“Perhaps we should all get confortable and let Lorana tell this once,” Kindan
suggested as he brushed by Ketan to find a seat and turn it toward Lorana and
t he wor kbench.

So Lorana began her expl anation again. She told them what she’d seen in the
m croscope, how she’d |l earned to get the sequencer to search for matching gene
sequences that could be used to block the bacteria, and how she’d found one.

“How does what you’re doing connect with that?” Ketan asked, gesturing to the
di agrams on the walls. Lorana followed his gaze and her face fell

“l don’t know,” she admitted. She wal ked around the bench and over to the
wal |l to peer at the diagrams. “These are diagrans of the dragons’ genes for

| ungs, breathing, and lung protection,” she said after peering at themfor a
whi | e.

“Was it meant as a clue?” B nik asked, rising fromhis chair to study the
di agrans hi nsel f.

“Coul d be,” Ketan agreed, standing beside B nik and peering at the gene maps
in turn. He looked to the right. “But what’s this?” he asked, pointing to the
second map. “It al nost | ooks the sane.”

Lorana peered at it for a noment. “It’s the map for the same areas on the
fire-lizards.”

“Perhaps we were to construct a cure for them too,” Kindan nurnured.

“They’'re al nost identical,” B nik remarked. He peered closely at the two
maps. “No! Here's something different.”

Lorana | ooked back and forth between the two maps. “l think that codes for
size,” she said after a long silence.



“So there’s really not all that much difference between the two,” Mtal said.
“I can’t understand why they’d bother to draw both maps.”

“Perhaps we do have to find a cure for the fire-lizards,” Ketan nmused. “After
all, it seens like what affects them affects the dragons, too.”

“So if the fire-lizards ever get sick again, the dragons will get sick, too?”
B' ni k asked. “But why hasn’t this happened before?”

“Because it takes tine for bacteria to nutate,” Lorana replied distractedly.
She was | ooking vaguely at the diagranms without really seeing them “After a
while, the parasites that kill will have to mutate into synbiotes.”

“Synbi ot es?” B ni k repeated bl ankly.

“Cerns that live in harnony with their host,” Mtal explained. “Like the
bacteria that flourish in our gut.”

“Or on our skin,” Ketan added. “We have bacteria that help protect us from
i nfection.”

“But it seens like people are always getting sick,” B nik said. “Wll, not so
much the dragonriders, as holders and such.”

“I't comes in cycles,” Lorana said in agreenent. She thought of all she'd
| earned about rmutations and genetic codes. She sighed and | ooked at Sali na.

“We could cure this illness, but what about the next?” she asked.
“The next?” B ni k asked nervously.

“Don’t worry, it probably won't happen for another hundred Turns or nore,”
Ki ndan said reassuringly.

“But itwill happen,” Ketan pointed out. He | ooked at Lorana. “And then what?
Can we preserve these roonms for our descendants?”

“I don't think there’ll be enough genetic material left to build a cure,”
Lorana replied. “In fact, | think there'll be enough for four doses, at best.”
She paused. “OF course, there is the watch-wher cure.”

“Pardon?” Mtal asked.

Lorana bit her lip before answering. “One of the vials was specially nmarked,”
she told the others. “I read about it this norning. It was made by W nd

Bl ossom hersel f, just before her death. It was neant only to be used as a | ast
resort.

“I't would turn a watch-wher into a dragon,” she said. Her face cl ouded as she
continued. “What | gave to Arith was a m xture of all four.” She sobbed,
“That’s what killed her!”

“You don’t know that,” Salina said firmy. “She was sick.”

“She woul d have died without it,” Ketan added. H s words and expression
rem nded her of his |loss—and Salina’s.

Lorana found hersel f caught in a strange, sad bond with the two other
ex-dragonri ders.



The nobod was broken as the sound of footsteps echoed fromthe corridor into
the room

“Lorana!” Tullea screaned, crashing into the room her eyes ablaze. “You-so
clever! How dare you? There were five stillborn in Mnith' s clutch! Five!l ”

She advanced on Lorana, hands raised in outrage, fury obvious to all.
Unconsciously, Mtal, Salina, and Ketan put thenselves between the two wonen.
Ki ndan noved hinself around Lorana, to block her from Tullea s view.

“You!” Tullea turned to B nik. “Wat are you going to do? You let this
happen!” She turned her fury on him slanmng her fists into his chest.

“Tull ea, Tullea, what’'s wong?” B nik asked.

“Did youhear me? Five of our eggs never hatched! How can we hope to repl ace
the lost dragons if the eggs don’t hatch?”

“Hat ched? She clutched already? But the others?” B nik asked, startled. “They
were all right?”

”

“Yes,” Tullea snarled, staring past himtoward Lorana. “No thanks to you, |I'm
sure!” She turned back to B ' nik. “I want her turned out. | don’t want her in
nmy Weyr. Send her back to her people.”

“Weare her people, Tullea,” Salina said, drawi ng herself up proudly.

“She stays with the Wyr,” Mtal added.

“Hhmph!” Tul l ea said. “Neither of you are Wyrl eader here!” She turned back
to B nik. “She should go before she kills nore dragons.” Viciously she snarled
at Lorana, “Dragonkiller! You should bebetween with your dragon and all the

others you killed—=

“Tull ea!” B ni k shouted, grabbing her and propelling her out of the room
“That’ s enough!” Brusquely he manhandl ed her fromthe room

“But five, B nik! We lost fivel” Tullea wailed as her voice faded in the
di st ance.

There was a nonent of silence while the others coll ected thensel ves.

“I"’msorry, Lorana,” Kindan told her. “I was hoping we could shield you from
that.”

Mtal nodded sternly. Then he stopped and | ooked up at Ketan. “When did
Mnith clutch?” he asked.

“She hasn’t,” Ketan replied, his face showi ng his surprise.

“That’s it!” Lorana exclainmed, oblivious to the others. “W nust build a
shield.”

Salina turned to her. “A shield?”

“To sl ow down the parasites,” Lorana explained. She | ooked at the others and
then turned to the |larger map. She grabbed a marker and circled several choice

spots. Frowning, she crossed out one or two.

“Look, as long as the dragons share this nmuch simlarity to the fire-Ilizards,



any di sease that affects the fire-lizards will affect the dragons,” she
expl ai ned.

“Only if the fire-lizards get near the dragons,” Ketan objected. “And now
that they’ve been bani shed, what’'s the |ikelihood?”

“True,” Lorana agreed. “But some day they night cone back, and we can’t be
sure if the dragons couldn't just as easily pick up diseases from ot her
Per nese organi sns.”

“l suppose,” Ketan allowed reluctantly.

“But if we can change this, right here,” she said, pointing to her circle
again, “then all the bacteria and viruses will have to nutate before they can
assault the dragons.”

“You want to change the coding of the START sequence?” Kindan asked
i ncredul ously. “WII it work? Can you do it?”

“Well, there are enough unused sequences in the PNA,” Mtal observed
t hought ful | y.

“And we don’t have to change themall,” Salina added
“No,” Ketan objected. “I think we should change themall.”

“But that would only work with new dragons,” Kindan objected. “Today’'s
dragons have this START sequence.”

“I think we can do it,” Lorana said. “We’ll have to build a mechanismto
convert all the dragons’ genes and hornones to use the new START sequence—-

“We coul d probably insert a change so that it occurred during cell mtosis,”
Ket an suggested. Then he frowned and added, “And neiosis.”

“But not the START sequence,” Kindan objected. “The STOP sequence. That way
any retrovirus will just code in junk that will be rejected.”

They spent the rest of the norning discussing the solution. By lunchtine,
they had agreed on the approach. The probl em now was the actual execution

“W’re going to have to produce a short-term solution, too,” Salina pointed
out. “It won’t do any good to prevent future infections if the current one
isn't stopped.”

“OfF course,” Ketan agreed, wondering why Salina had raised the issue.

“Do we have enough of the basic material to construct both changes?” the
ex- Wyrworman asked

“I don’t know,” Lorana replied. “Let’s start by | ooking at how nuch genetic
material we’'ll need to code the protection of the lungs.”

The others agreed and they started another round of |ong discussions, which
didn't end until hours |ater

“By ny calculations,” Lorana said, “we can do it, just barely.”

“But there’'ll only be enough for one dose,” Ketan said.



The ot hers nodded gl unly.
“There’s no other choice,” Mtal said finally. “Let’s do it.”

Lorana carefully set up the sequencer. “Get the vials,” she told Kindan
“Just the red, green, and bl ue ones.”

Ki ndan | ooked at the vials and saw that each had a col ored dot drawn on them
“How di d you find out which one was whi ch?”

“I ran a small sanple through the sequencer,” Lorana told him
“The yellow is for the watch-whers?” Ketan asked. Lorana nodded.

Ki ndan returned with the vials. Lorana slowy enptied each one into the
hopper on the top of the sequencer

“Are we sure?” she asked the others, her finger hovering over the ‘Start’
but t on.

“Do it,” Ketan said.
Lorana pushed the button.
“How | ong until it’s conplete?” Mtal asked.

“About four hours,” Lorana replied.

“And then what?” Salina asked. “When will we knowif it works? Wio shoul d we
give it to?”

Lorana shuddered, know ng the answer.
Salina s eyes widened. “Mnith?” she asked.

“She woul d be best,” Lorana said. “If she hasn't clutched already, then the
i Mmunity would be passed on to her eggs.”

“She can’'t have clutched yet,” Mtal replied. “W would have known. Tull ea
nmust have had a bad dream”

“What woul d happen, though, if the cure didn’t work?” Ketan asked.
“She’d be no better off than she is,” Kindan said.

“Possi bly worse,” Lorana corrected. She nmet Ketan's eyes. “If we’'re wong,
she could easily die like Arith.”

“She is the | ast queen of Benden, | won’t pernit it!” Tullea exclainmed when
they found her in the Weyrl eaders’ quarters later. She and B ' nik were eating a
| ate night snack. “Isn’'t it enough to kill your own dragon?”

“Tull ea, she’s trying to help,” B nik said scoldingly.

“Fine, let her try it on your dragon,” Tullea snapped.

“I'f we give the cure to Mnith, it will be passed on to her eggs,” Salina

told her. “W only have the one dose.”



“And Benden has only the one queen!” Tullea snarled in reply.

“Yes,” Lorana agreed. “Mnith is Benden’s |ast hope.”

You say ny eggs will live, if | do this?Mnith asked Lorana.

| hope so, Lorana replied honestly.

| can do this,Mnith told Lorana.

“No!” Tullea junped up, scything toward Lorana with her nails. B nik rose and
clutched her, keeping her fromstriking Lorana. “No, | won't let you! You are

not Mnith’s rider! Mnith, gobetween ! Now "~

No,Mnith replied firmy. Tullea s eyes wi dened in surprise.l am Benden’'s
| ast queen, it is my duty.

“Mnith says she will do it,” Lorana calmy informed the others.

“No,” Tullea protested. She turned to B nik, pleading, “You can’t |et her
She killed her dragon and now she wants mi ne!”

This is our only hope,Mnith said. Fromher weyr, she bugled loudly. Her
sound was interrupted by a sharp cough. This is nyonly hope.

“She’s right, Tullea,” Lorana said.

“W’ve tried everything el se,” Ketan agreed.

M nith ducked her head in fromher sleeping quarters.\Wat do | have to do?

“I will inject you with this,” Lorana said, holding up a syringe.

“Well, do it then,” Tullea grow ed. After it was done, she speared Lorana
with a glare. “You can talk to all the dragons, can’t you?” She didn't wait
for a response. “Do you hear them die?”

“And feel them” Lorana admitted quietly.

“CGood,” Tullea replied heartlessly, stormng fromthe roominto her dragon’s
quarters. “Then whatever happens to Mnith, | hope it hurts you as nmuch as
anyt hi ng.”

W have to do this, it is our duty,Mnith told her rider as Tullea scrunched

down between her dragon’s forelegs. Fromthe farther weyr, Caranth runbled his
agreement, which partway through turned into a | ong hacki ng cough

“And she never said anything nmore about the clutch?” Mtal asked B nik as
they sat in front of one of the fires in the Kitchen Cavern. Mtal had managed
to lure B nik awnay fromthe vigil over Mnith late in the evening after Tullea
had finally nodded off.

“No,” B ' nik answered. “Wien | nentioned it she called ne a liar and started
shouting.” He shook his head sadly. “She didn't use to be like this. She's as
bad as sonme of those who tined it.”

Mtal's eyes lit. “She is, isn't she?” he said slowy. His brows furrowed in



t hought .
“What is it?” B nik asked.

”

Mtal |ooked up at B nik. “lI need you to conme with me,” he said finally. He
rai sed his hand to forestall any of B nik's questions. “W’I| take Gam nth. W
won’'t be long.”

“What for?”

“I"’'mnot sure,” Mtal admitted, rising. “But if I’mright, | know why
Tullea’s acting this way.”

“Wake up!” Tullea's voice carried across the roomto Lorana. “Wke up
dragonkiller. It seens your precious potion hasn't worked.”

Lorana stood up quickly and | ooked at Mnith. The gold queen was nearly
orange; her head hung listless and her breathing was | abored.

“So, you've killed nmy dragon, too,” Tullea said, rising nenacingly.

“That’s not so!” B nik’s voice startled them They turned to see himenter
with Mtal a step behind. “The cure will work.”

From t he pouch hanging on his side he took a small syringe, twin to the one
Lorana had used before, and went to Caranth’s weyr. Quickly, he woke his
dragon and, talking softly all the while, injected him

Mtal had a very snug expression on his face. “You know,” he said blandly, *
never could figure out why H gh Reaches becane so rude several Turns back.”

Foot st eps behi nd hi m announced the arrival of Kindan, Ketan, and Sali na.

B nik grinned inpishly at the old Weyrl eader. Lorana’ s | ook of puzzl enent
f aded.

“Where | have just been, you are known as the dragons’ savior,” Mtal told
her softly.

“Hi gh Reaches!” Ki ndan excl ai med, slapping his forehead.

“Yes,” Mtal agreed. He turned to Lorana. “Your cure worked. But it is not
enough to hatch heal thy dragons—=

“They have to be old enough to fly,” Lorana exclained with a groan
“Tullea, it’s time to go,” B nik said. He gestured behind her to Mnith.
“She’s not able to fly!” Tullea protested.

“She is, and she will, because shehas, " Mtal corrected her

“Where am | goi ng?” Tull ea asked.

“To H gh Reaches,” B nik said. “Three Turns back in time. You nust warn them
and convince Dvin to close the Wyr.”

“Back in time?” Tullea repeated, looking fromB nik to Mtal. “To High



Reaches?”

“The sickness will not reach there, because you'll get themto close the
Veyr,” Mtal explained.

“I can’t go alone!” Tullea cried, |ooking around.

Ketan stepped forward. “I'Il go with you,” he told her

Tull ea had hardly left, and the astoni shed remai nder had barely gotten into
the Kitchen Cavern for an early breakfast before they felt the arrival of a
dragon fronbetween.

Lorana rushed out into the Bow .
“Mnith!” she cried. “What are you doi ng back so—=

Tul | ea junped down besi de her dragon. The queen rider was smling and nore
rel axed than Lorana had ever seen her

And she wasol der, Lorana realized.

Tul | ea gave Lorana a neasured | ook, then smiled. “Lorana,” she began, “I know

it’s only been a nonment for you, but—= She stopped, her voice catching in her
t hr oat .

“You have saved the dragons, all the dragons of Pern,” she said finally. “You
saved ny Mnith.” She gestured fondly back at her dragon

“I"'msorry for all the terrible things | said and did to you—you didn’t
deserve any of it,” she told Lorana contritely.

“She was in two tinmes at once, for over three Turns,” Ketan expl ai ned.

“I felt like | was always torn apart, stretched!” Tullea told the group. “But
it was worth it. Ketan has serumfor all the dragons here at Benden,” she went
on happily. “And riders have been dispatched to Fort and Ista, as well.

“The serumis dragon’s bl ood,” she explained. “Ketan says it’s not |ike human
bl ood—that’s why we call it ‘ichor.’” The blood alone will provide the cure for
t he ot her dragons.”

She smled at Lorana. “You did it! You saved themall!”

Tul | ea paused and reached into her wher-hide jacket. “This is yours. | took
it fromthe first Learning Room”

She pressed a snall object into Lorana s outstretched hand.

A burst of cold air announced the arrival of another dragon frombetween. It
was a bronze dragon, full-grown, larger than any Lorana had seen

I am Knut h, t he dragon told her. Above him his young rider bowed deeply. |
greet you.

Lorana | ooked at the object in her hand. It was some sort of case. The top
was covered with a very old version of the Masterhealer’s mark. She turned it
over and gasped as she saw that the bottom had her own Aninal Heal er nmark



carefully drawn on it.

There was another burst of cold air and a brown dragon appeared.l am Al ot h,
Lor ana.

Oh, you're beautiful,Lorana told the brown, who flapped his wings in
pl easure.

An enornous burst of cold fronmbetween announced the arrival of the |argest
dragon ever seen at Benden Weyr.

I am Tol arth, the newest queen dragon of Pern told Lorana proudly.
“Open it,” Tullea said, her voice wavering with enotion
Lorana | ooked up and was surprised to see tears rolling down Tullea' s cheeks.

“Pl ease, you'll see,” Tullea pressed.

Lorana opened it. She gasped and cried out |oud. Kindan heard the noi se and
rushed to her side.

“Look!” she said, showing the case to Kindan. “See?”

Inside the case was a three-linked | ocket. Lorana lifted it out and opened it
up. The niddle link was nade of Arith’s saddle star

“Where? How?” Kindan asked in amazenent.
Lorana didn't hear him The other two links in the | ocket had pictures in
them She |ooked at the first one—+t was a small painting of a very ancient

woman with a very conpassionate face.

“Is that—+s that Wnd Bl osson?” Kindan asked in awe. “And who's this
scarfaced man?”

Lorana turned to ook at the second | ocket and cried out | oud.
“What is it?” Kindan asked, wapping an arm around her confortingly.
“I't’s Grenn!” Lorana cried, pointing to the small fire-lizard perched on the

man’ s shoul der, tears of joy stream ng down her face. “That's my fire-lizard!
He lived! He nade it back in tinme, and helived !”

EPI LOGUE
And the children shall |ead you
Benden Weyr, First Interval, AL 59

I"ve always felt that there was something missing,” Tieran nused to his
conpani on.

“You are a ronmantic,” she said.



“Where to put it?” Tieran nuttered to hinmself, searching the room *“Soneplace
not too obvious . . . ah! Here.” He put down the | ocket.

“What do you hope to gain with that?”
“I want her to know thatwe knew her pain. That we understood.”

“Tieran, whoever it is won't be born for hundreds of Turns. W have no way of
knowing that this will even work.”

“I't’1l work,” Tieran said assuredly. “lI knowit.”

“How?” Enorra asked. “My love, sonmetinmes | think you are too nuch of a
dreaner.”

“Daddy!” A small boy’s voice called.

“We' || be right there,” Tieran replied.

“Real ly, Tieran,” Enmorra shook her head.

“Did you ever wonder how she touched your nother? Did you wonder why this
clever one—= He stroked the fire-lizard affectionately. “—appeared? There was
a bond.”

“Yes, | agree.”

“A famlial bond. Whoever she is, she is one of our children’s children.”

Enorra pursed her |ips and nodded. “1’ve always agreed with you on that,
| ove.”

“Mormy!” the boy cried inpatiently.

“We’ || be right there,” Enorra replied, cocking her head at Tieran and then
in the direction of the boy.

Tieran smiled triunphantly at her as he caught her hand in his and they

turned to go to their son. “And have you ever known one of usnot to get our
way in the end?”
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| NTRODUCTI ON
Anne McCaffrey

When Shelly Shapiro, our Del Rey editor, asked me to wite this intro, |
hemred and hawed because, let’'s face it, |’m conpromnm sed on several counts.
One, it is nmy world Todd is witing in; and two, he is ny son

However, he comes fromquite an authorial background. H s great-grandfather
was a printer-engraver. H s grandfather, Colonel George Herbert MCaffrey,
wrote many reports to the governnent dealing with the occupation of countries;
his uncle, Hugh McCaffrey, wote about his experiences as a mlitary adviser
to Thail and when they were training their border police corps in a book
cal | edkhmer Gol d, published by Ballantine Books in 1988. Hi s grandnot her
dabbled in witing nmurder nysteries, but with three kids to raise and ny
father to contend with, she never went as far as witing them dowmn. And then
there’s me, his nmother, and himgrowing up while | was witing the Pern
series, which I’'ve been doing since 1967.

They do say that teenagers are very inpressionable. And as he was born in
1956, he was certainly inmersed in the Pern experience at exactly the npst
tender tine. Gown up, he has hel ped me work nmy way through scenes. He has put
his military experience (he was in the U S. Arny), his flying experience (he
holds a private pilot’s license), and his know edge of spaceships (he has a
graduate credit in spaceship design) to good use in advising ne and sonetines
even contributing whole scenes to books |ikePegasus in Space, Freedom s
Chal | enge, andN ni sha’s Ship.

Todd has published a nunber of short stories—sone even wi thout the editors
realizing his maternal connection! And he collaborated with me to wite the
recent Pern novel Dragon’s Kin —an experience that proved both gratifying and
fun for both of us!

So he is well qualified to wite this book. He is al so a dammed good witer
asDragonsbl ood will confirm Perish forbid you should take nmy word for his
abilities. But you shoul d.

You see, |’'ve always been paranoid about people witing in nmy world. If youd
seen some of the lovingly but inaccurately witten stories |’ve seen

including a filmscript that had me cringing in fear that it would be
produced, you’'d understand how | feel about having nmy literary child

m srepresented. But Todd was in at the begi nning, and heknows Pern as well as
he knows the innards of his computer (and as a conputer person by nature and
by education, heknows his computer!). And | knew he could wite well. So |
knew—ael I, to be honest, |hoped —that he was right for Pern

Todd’s insight into the world and its culture is well-nigh perfectly Pernese.
He al so had sone of my strongest and nost reliable Pern fans, like Marilyn and
Harry Alm go over the manuscript, so it isn’'t just Momma encouragi ng her
child. They were harder on himthan |I ever could have been. Not that | didn't
watch himclosely! | couldn't |et himnake m stakes, and we did have a couple
of argunents about scenes, but | am happy to adnit thatDragonsblood is a good
yarn, fitting perfectly into the Pern series, yet something | don’t think I
woul d have thought up nyself.

Enjoy, as | did, another point of view about Pern. And thanks, son, you done
did good and ne proud!
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