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PROLOGUE
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ISTA WEYR,
AFTER LANDING (AL) 495.4

J "lantir’'s brows were thick, gathered like thunderclouds as he glowered a his wing riders. He had

cdled them to his quarters and met them in Lolanth’s weyr. The presence of his bronze dragon, eyes
whirling menacingly red, |eft hiswing ridersin no doubt as to his mood.

“A sevenday!” he bellowed. “Y ou've been missing for awhole sevenday.”

He glared a each onein turn, ending with Jtrel and his partner, K'nad. Jtrdl, Jlantir guessed, would
say nothing, but K’ nad looked both too nervous and too—amused?

Every rider had bags under his eyes as though he had been without deep for the whole sevenday.
Young Jlian was leaning againg V'’ sog, who himsdf looked only barely able to stand. M’jid and B'zm
surreptitioudy supported the other two.

L’cd’s frown was severe and directed toward the rest of the wing, but beneath his bushy eyebrows,
the eldest rider maintained a gtoic slence.

Cavorting and carrying on, no doubt, Jlantir thought sourly. Their dragons looked even worse, pae
and exhausted. Jlantir had never heard of dragons becoming exhausted because of their riders antics.
He narrowed his eyes as he looked more carefully at K’ nad. The man had a tan!

“Where were you dl this time?” Jlantir growled. K’ nad dropped his head, shaking it dowly. Jlantir
pursed his lips sourly and peered dong the rest of the line of men that comprised his missng wing.
“Where were dl of you?’

He scanned the line, looking for someone who might answer.

“We were on an important misson,” Jtrel said finaly. The others looked at him and nodded in relief.
“Very important,” K’ nad added with a confirming nod.

“So important that | didn't know about it?” Jlantir asked in scathing tones.

K’ nad gave him a confused look and was about to answer when Jtrel nudged him, shaking his head.

“He said he wouldn’'t believe us, remember?’ Jtrel whispered to K'nad in a voice not so quiet that
Jlantir didn't hear him.

K’ nad drew strength from his partner’s words and looked J lantir in the eye. “You said not to tdl urtil
the time was right.”

“l sad?’ Jlantir bellowed back, causng K’ nad to wilt once more.

“l don't recdl saying anything of the sort,” Jlantir continued when it was obvious that K’nad had gone
back into hisshell. “I'll tdl you what | think,” he said to his riders. “1 think you've dl gone off someplace
and had far too much to drink and can't tdl yesterday from today.”

Hdf hisriders gave him startled looks as though he’ d been reading their minds.



“And s0, to sort thisout,” he continued, “we ll be drilling today.”

“Could we do recognition points?” K’nad piped up suddenly. The rest of the wing glanced his way
and then murmured in agreement.

Jlantir couldn’'t believe it. He could never get hiswing to drill on recognition points.
“From dl around Pern?’ Jtrd added. “We d like that.”

“You would, would you?" Jlantir said sourly. That was exactly what he' d planned to do with hiswing
to teach them a lesson. Wdll, severd lessons. Drilling in recognition points was tiring, dull work that
dragonriders usudly preferred to avoid. He was surprised that hisriders were so eeger for the work and
alittle suspicious. But, as he had no other plans suffidently punitive in mind, he could only assent.

“All around Pern, en?’ he repeated. “Just remember that you asked for it.”
“Could we feed the dragons fird?’ K’ nad asked. “They're very hungry.”

“Hmmm,” Jlantir murmured. The dragons had been fed the day before. Dragons typicdly ate only
once a week. He glanced again a hiswing riders and noticed how tired they were. He glared at Jtrd,
but the blue rider merdy shrugged. There was no sense in punishing the dragons for ther riders lapses,
Jlantir decided. “Very wdl, you can feed your dragons and rest for the remainder of today.”

Hisriders gave him astonished and grateful looks.
“Tomorrow,” he continued, “before firgt light, we Il start drilling on recognition points.”

Jlantir turned and stalked off, dready anticipaing a gilling from Weyrleader C'rion—wingleaders
were not supposed to lose their wings for a sevenday. As it was, he didn't bother to turn back again
when one of his riders murmured, “He said he'd be like this”

And another answered, “But it was worth it.”

CHAPTERI|

White robe, high hopes
Hatching Grounds, tight throats
Sands heat, eggs move
Shells crack, hearts prove.

HIGH REACHESWEYR,
AL 495.8



P ut thison,” D'vin sad to Crigtov as they rushed to the Hatching Grounds. The white robe was the
traditiond garb for candidates, as every child on Pern knew from the Teaching Bdlads.

Cristov suddenly redlized that his heart was racing, his throat dry. In not much longer than it took
D’vin's bronze dragon to go between—no more time than it took to cough three times—Cristov went
from being a miner recovering from an injury to being a candidate for a Hatching.

This can't be happening, he thought. It should have been Pdllar.

Pdlar was the mute Harper who had rescued Cristov when hismine had collapsed, had saved Cristov
when Tenim had purposely exploded the old firestone mine, and who had had a firelizard before
Tenim's hunting bird had killed it—and had nearly killed Pellar, as wdll.

Pdlar deserved to be a candidate...but Pdlar had ingsted upon remaning a the newly named Fire
Hold to hep the young holdiess girl, Hala, manage the Shunned of Pern to redeem their honor by mining
the firestone of Pern.

“Crigov!” The voice, close by his ear, sartled him. “You're here! Excdlent!”

Crigtov’'s eyes widened as he recognized Kindan. Turns back, he and Kindan had been enemies.
Back then, Crisiov had despised watch-whers, just as he'd been taught by his father. Kindan's father
had been a wherhandler, a person bonded to the ugly night-loving creatures who were only digtant
coudns to the great dragons that protected Pern. Infected by his father’s attitudes, Cristov had despised
Kindan, and they’d fought many times as youngsters. In the end, however, Cristov had redized thet it
was Kindan who had been right and his father who had been wrong—and Cristov had found himsdf, at
an early age, meking a grown man's choice and doing what was right instead of what was expected.
He'd even come to regard the ugly watch-whers with respect bordering on awe. And now he greeted
Kindan with a huge grin.

Kindan saw the robe clasped in Cristov's hand and his eyebrows rose. He hed up his hand and
showed Crigtov that he, too, had the white robe of a candidate.

“Great, we can go together,” he said to Cristov, as he pulled his robe over his head and tied it with the
white belt.

“| thought you wanted to be a harper,” Cristov said in surprise.

“Harpers can be dragonriders, too,” Kindan replied with abig grin.

“You'll be certain to Impress, after your watch-wher,” Cristov said. “Probably a bronze, too!”
Kindan shook his head. “I'll just be happy to Impress,” he replied. “I'll leave the bronzes to you.”
“Crigov, Kindan, hurry!”

They both turned and saw Sonia, the heder’s daughter, dso dressed in white robes. “Oh, | do hope
that egg's a queen!”

Crigov knew that Sonia had been eyeing the funnily marked egg on the Haiching Grounds for some
time Traditiondly, though, the queen dragon would carefully push aside any queen eggs, and Jessdla's
Garirth hadn’t done so.

In fact, the egg looked so odd that the Weyr's Healer, Sonid's father S'son, had been asked to



examineit to be sureit was whole.

Garirth was so old that her gold hide was a mere pde ydlow, and Jessala, her rider, was so pained
with age that she rardly moved from her quarters. It was entirdy possible that age had caused this egg to
have come out wrong somehow. But S son had declared it fine

D'vin gestured for them to go forward, saying, “I’ll watch from the standg!”
Together the three moved to join the other candidates on the Hatching Grounds.

There were only twenty-three eggs on the Grounds. Cristov had learned that traditiondly a queen
would lay as few as thirty and as many as forty or more eggs. That Garirth had lan so few was a further
indication of her extreme age.

Sonia, who had been examining the other candidates carefully, groaned. “There aren't enough
candidates! There are only twenty boys and twenty-two eggs. And there are no other girls, a@ther.”

A rush of cold ar from dragon wings startled them and they turned to see a amatering of boys and
giflsrush forward, dressed in white robes.

“Those are Benden colors,” Sonia said, pointing to a dragonrider waving in the distance. “B’rdar must
have sent for them.”

“ItsM’td!” Kindan exclamed, waving excitedly to the Benden Weyrleader. M’tal waved back and
gave him a thumbs-up for good luck.

“What if one of the Benden girls Impresses the queen?’ Cristiov asked.

“Shell gay here” Sonia said. “But | wouldn't be surprised if she found hersdf Weyrwoman at the
moment of Hatching.” She cast a worried look a Garirth, whose head ldlled lislessy on the ground
beyond them. “I think Garirth and Jessdla are only waiting for the hatchlings before they go between
forever; they’re both so tired with age.”

The humming noise of the dragons rose louder. Crigtov fdt the sound in his very bones, reverberating.
The noise was 0 loud it should have been deefening, yet Cristov fdt no fear.

“Over herel” Sonia called to the other girls, waving toward the sirange egg. They gave her a surprised
look before joining her. To hersdf she muttered, “Whew! | was afraid the queen wouldn’t have a decent
choicel”

“We re supposed to be over there” Kindan said to Cristov, gesturing to the other boys clustered in
the distance.
“l shouldn’t be here,” Crigtov said. “I'm aminer.”

Kindan shook his head and told him fedingly, “More than anyone you should be here, Cristov. You
earned the right and you were Searched.”

Crigov gstarted to explain that D’vin had come for Pellar, not him, but Kindan shushed him. “Look!”

Crigov saw that the eggs were now rocking from sde to side. One of them had a crack in it, then
another, then a third. Cristov thought like a miner, imagining the blows required to break the shell. But
suddenly he squinted, perplexed—the shdls were cracking far more than he thought neturd. He'd
rapped one of the shdlls himsdf on the Hatching Grounds, and he'd hed an old hit of shdl in his hands,



30 he knew its strength.

And yet now the shdls were shattering rapidly, and, strangedly, Cristov started to get the fed for which
shdl would crack next. Something about the dragons humming. It was as if ther humming was hdping
the hatchlings. As if, Cristov redized suddenly, the dragons humming resonated with the shdls
themsdves

The dragons’ pitch increased just before one hatchling broke his shdll in hdf and burst forth. Cristov
dtarted to take a nervous step backward but found Kindan's hand on hisarm.

“They're scared,” Kindan said. “They’re jud little and they’re frightened.”

Crigov could see that it was true. Even though the brown hatchling towered over Cristov, he could
see that it was frightened. It creded sharply as it searched among the candidates and then—it found its
mate. Cristov saw the look of glowing astonishment on the youngster’s face, the look of fear bresking
into a huge grin as boy and dragon were united in a bond that only death could break.

“You are the mogt beautiful dragon on dl Pern, Finderth,” the youngster cried doud as he grabbed the
wobbly brown dragonet in a great hug.

Kindan waved at the boy, cdling, “Wel done, Jander!” Then he blushed and corrected himsdf: “I
mean, J der.”

But not everything went well. Some of the Benden lads were too frightened and didn’t move out of the
way of a creding green. One youth was brutdly trampled and tossed asde by the green's awkward
gumbling to liein a bloody heap nearly a dragonlength away.

“Look out!” Kindan called, prodding Cristov as a baby bronze came their way, searching among the
candidates for its mate. It tore past them and then stopped, crying piteoudy.

Cristov remembered wha D’vin had said would happen if there was no candidate for a hatchling: It
will go between forever.

“Come on,” he said, tugging a Kindan. They couldn't let the bronze hatchling get away. But Kindan
was gazing across the Hatching Grounds, saying, “L ook, Sonia s egg is hatching!”

Urgently, Cristov sidestepped around Kindan and raced up to the forlorn bronze. He grabbed its tall
and yanked. “Back here,” he shouted desperately. “We're back herel”

There you are! avoice sad suddenly. The dragon’s whirling eyes were looking right at him. 1’ ve been
looking for you.

“It's a queen,” Kindan shouted over his shoulder, unaware of the drama that was unfolding behind
him. “And it looks—yes, Sonia has Impressed the queen. Crisov—" And then Kindan findly turned to
look over his shoulder.

The grin on his face dipped as hismind was flooded with memories of Kisk, the green watch-wher he
hed once shared a bond with. He swallowed hard and squared his shoulders. | gave her up, he reminded
himsdf, wondering if perhaps that rendered him undesirable to the hatchlings.

Briefly Cristov recdled Nudlas brilliant smile as Kindan encouraged her to ride the watch-wher
between to the cave-in that had trapped her father, brother, and eght other miners. Only blind Nuedla
could have visudized the image needed to guide the heat-seeing watch-wher safdly. So giving Kisk to her
had been a good decison, everyone had agreed. And it meant that Kindan wasn't trapped forever in the



mines with a watch-wher. He was free to become a harper, maybe even a dragonrider...but not this
time. He shook himsdf out of hisreverie.

“Ctov?’ he asked, usng the honorific contraction for the firg time. “What's your dragon’s name?’
The other lad’s eyes shone with a brilliance that Kindan had never seen before.

“My dragon?’ Cristov repested in surprise. He turned to the bronze hatchling in Slent communion.
“Hisname is Sereth.”

“Congratulations, dragonrider,” Kindan said firmly, reaching forward to dap C'tov on the shoulder.

A hideous sound erupted behind them and they dl turned. Garirth was upright, her multifaceted eyes
whirling in afrantic red. She let out one more despairing wall and then was gone forever, between.

Kindan bowed his head. Jessdla was no more, or her dragon wouldn't have departed so draméticdly.
The two had survived long enough to see the hatchlings Impressed. Whether it was the joy or the burden
of extreme age that findly overwhdmed the queen’s rider did not matter—the Weyrwoman of High
Reaches Weyr was dead. When he raised his head again, he turned to Sonia and her young queen
dragon. Sonia was now the Weyrwoman.

All the eggs had hatched. There were none left for him.

“Forgive me, C'tov,” Kindan said, bowing to hisfriend, “but | think I’d best get my gear. There will be
much harpering tonight, and Master Murenny will want to be informed of the news.”

C'tov nodded absently, his attention focused exdusvely on the most amazing, marvelous, and brilliant
creature beside him.

M’td sent for Benden's Weyrwoman, Sding, as soon as Gairth went between. The events of the
evening would have been atrid to anyone, and the new High Reaches Weyrwoman was a young lass.
He made his way down the stands into the Hatching Grounds, where he could see B'rdar dumped
agang a wadl. Before he could reach him, however, he saw a lad in white robes running toward the
bereft High Reaches Weyrleader, carrying a flask of wine and severd glasses precarioudy in his hands.
M’td recognized Kindan. With a bow and flourish, the lad poured B’rdar a hefty glass of wine.

M’td nodded approvingly as he headed over to join them; the lad obvioudy had a good head on his
shoulders. It was a pity he hadn't Impressed at this Hatching, M’tal thought, but it was obvious that
Kindan was more than suitable—surely it would only be a matter of time before he met the right
hetchling.

Kindan smiled when he saw M’td and brandished a glassin his direction.

“No,” M'tal said, waving aside the proffered glass. “It will be along night, I'm afraid.” To B'rdar he
sad, “I grieve for your loss. May | offer my arm and my ad to you and your Weyr?’

B'rdar forced his eyes to focus long enough to recognize M’tad and then he nodded slently, reaching
out a feeble hand to the Benden Weyrleader.  She was everything to me”

A rush of cold ar disturbed them and then Sdina, newly arrived from Benden, rushed forward and



grabbed B’raar’s other hand.
“She was agracious lady,” Sdinatold him. “Let me escort you to your quarters.”
113 Bljt—”

M’td raised a hand to deflect anything that B’rdar might say. “Rest easy tonight.” He grinned toward
Kindan. “Between harper and weyr, well see to High Reaches comfort.”

A flegting amile crossed B’rdar’ s lips and then he bowed his head, letting Sdina lead him away.

M’td was busy for the rest of the evening. And every time he had a chance to pause in his consolation
of the distraught High Reaches riders, he heard the voice of Kindan snging a soothing song or playing a
soritely melody on the pipes. Wine flowed fredy and M’tal was not surprised to see the Benden mark on
many of the casks that littered the tables, nor was he surprised to learn from a chance remark that
Kindan had requested it.

It was very late when the lagt of the wearied and wined dragonriders faded off to deep, the weyrlings
dl inther quarters, and the community of High Reaches Weyr ready to recover from the loss of its only
adult queen dragon.

It was s0 late that M’td was quite surprised, as he difled a yawn, to recognize the sound of Kindan's
voice snging adightly off-color lullaby. M’tal remembered the look on Kindan's face earlier that evening
and sought him out.

“There will be other Hachings” M’td told him, grabbing the lad's shoulder and sheking it
affectionately.

Kindan was too tired not to answer honestly. “I'm an apprentice at the Harper Hall; | doubt I'll see

“Weyrs have harpers, too,” M’ta reminded him.
“Journeymen, not apprentices, my lord,” Kindan said resgnedly.

“If you're willing, then,” M’td declared, “when you become a journeyman harper, I'll ask for you a
Benden Weyr.”

CHAPTER 2

They waited for their hatchlings
Lined up on the sand

They waited for the younglings
To leave hand in hand.



HIGH REACHESWEYR

W ith his amdl rall of clothes packed tightly into his carisak, Kindan waited anxioudy in the High

Reaches Weyr Bowl the next morning while Weyrleader M’td and D’vin, the bronze rider who had
flown for High Reaches in the All-Weyr Games, conversed animatedly nearby.

Kindan knew that they were arguing over which one should bring him back to the Harper Hdl. He
was hoping that it would be M’tdl, because then Kindan could bdlieve that the Benden Weyrleader had
remembered and not regretted his promise from the night before. Surdly, if M’tal accompanied him, the
Weyrleader would mention his intentions to Master Murenny. What would it be like, Kindan wondered,
to be a harper for aWeyr? In dl hiswildest imaginings, he had never hoped for more than to return to a
gmdl hold like Camp Natalon or a smdler holding. But a Weyr!

A caeding sound distracted him; it was immediady amplified by the noise of other disturbed
hetchlings, and he turned his gaze to the weyrling barracks. He caught flashes of movement and found
himsdf difling a Sgh dong with another thought: What would it have been like to wake up in the weyrling
quarters?

Kindan frowned and turned his eyes back to the dragonriders. The thought of waking up in the
weyrling quarters had scared him and he wanted to distract himsdf from that. Why would Impressng a
dragon scare him?

It seemed that his gaze was fdt by M’td and D’vin, for they turned to look at him.

“I'll take my farewdls, Kindan,” M’tadl said. “I’'ve work to attend to. D’vin will return you to the
Harper Hal.”

Kindan drew himsdf up and bowed. “Weyrleader.”

M’td growled and rushed toward Kindan, grabbing himin a great hug. “Don't think you'll get away
with that!” he said and held Kindan tightly. For a moment Kindan tensed, then relaxed, redizing in a burst
of darity that M’ta truly appreciated him. Kindan aso redized how much he missed the rare hugs that his
father, Danil, had given him. M’tal was tdler and more lithe than his father but, Hill...

“If you're ready,” D'vin said drolly. But there was atwinklein his eyes.

M’td stepped back, looked Kindan in the eyes, and raised a hand to point a him. “Don’'t forget what
| said.”

Kindan couldn’'t help keep the surprise out of his voice as he asked, “Y ou meant it?’

“Of course” M’'td said. “A dragonrider lives by his word.” He stepped close again and clapped
Kindan on the shoulder. “Rather like a harper.”

Kindan was o thrilled he could bardly nod. M’'td gave him one find measuring look and turned,
griding over to his bronze Gaminth.

“Don't take too long!” M’td caled as the bronze dragon legpt into the skies above High Reaches
Weyr. Then, in ablink, dragon and rider were gone, between.



“Let’'sgo,” D'vin sad brusquely to Kindan.
“Yes, my lord,” Kindan replied, tightening his hold on his sak and falowing the impatient Wingleader.

It seemed only a moment before they, too, were hovering high over the Weyr. Kindan dared himsdf to
peer down over the dragon’s neck, and saw the amdl dots that were weyrfolk sarting ther daly chores
and the larger dragons, looking smdler than fire-lizards, moving to the Weyr's lake. And then, without
warning, Kindan found himsdf engulfed in an oppressive darkness. His whole body was cold and he
could hear nothing, fed nathing but the besting of his heart.

Between. The black nothingness that dragons—and watch-whers—could traverse from one place to
another in thetimeit took to cough three times.

Light burst upon him, assaulting his eyes a the same time that his ears were filled with reassuring
sound. Before he could even adjust from the change, Kindan fdt himsdf faling as the bronze dragon
dropped down swiftly to the ground below.

A jolt informed him that they had landed.

“l cannot tarry,” D’vin said, craning his neck around to peer at Kindan. “Soniawill need help. | will
trugt you to enlighten the Masterharper.”

Kindan nodded hedtily, Hill grappling with D’vin's interesting choice of words.
“Hy wdl,” D'vin said, extending a hand.
Kindan took it and nearly fdl as D’vin urged him over the dragon’s neck.

“Hy high, my lord,” Kindan caled back formdly. D’'vin gaped at him for a moment in surprise at
Kindan's eoquence, then shook the expresson off his face and gave Kindan a curt nod and a dight
wave.

The bronze dragon legpt into the ar and was between once more before it had dimbed a full
dragonlength.

It was only when D’vin and his bronze had departed that Kindan took in the morning around him. The
aun was above the horizon, but there was Hill dew on the grass. The noises of Fort were muffled and
deepy, while those of the Harper Hal were—

“Get out of the way!” a voice cdled to him. Kindan looked up and jumped aside as a group of
apprentices barreled past him. They were on their morning run. The voice belonged to Vaxoram, the
senior apprentice.

Kindan hadn't liked VVaxoram when they firg met and the feding was mutud. Vaxoram had made it a
project to torment Verilan, the youngest apprentice.

Veilan was extraordinarily talented at scribing and researching in the Records. Kindan knew that it
was only the boy’s young age that hdd him back from waking the tables and becoming a journeyman.
Even the prickly Master Archivig, Reder, had a soft spot for Verilan, and Kindan suspected that Verilan
fdt the same affection, the two being kindred spirits.

Thet respect irked Vaxoram even more, as his own handwriting was a point of shame for the entire
hal.



When Kindan firg found out about the bullying that Vaxoram had condoned or even initiated against
Verilan, he took action. He was careful not to be caught, but soon those who were tormenting Verilan
found themsalves tormented—uwith extra chores and duties. Kindan had even managed to get Vaxoram
caught and given aweek’ s extra duties.

Of course, while the bullies were never certain who was getting them back, trapping them in their traps
and arranging for their pranks to be discovered, they suspected Kindan and unleashed ther full wrath on
him.

For the next three months, Kindan had fet every day that he should just leave the Harper Hall. But he
hadn't, because he was certain that if he did, Verilan would be the next to suffer.

Things changed for the worse with the arrival of Nonala, the second girl gpprentice in twenty Turns.

The first gil gpprentice had been Kelsa, a talented songwriter who had arrived nearly a ful Turn
before and had quickly become Kindan's second-best friend after Verilan. Kelsa was prickly, blunt, and
gawky, but those traits were overshadowed by her honesty and her kindness.

Shewas ds0 gy, at leadt initidly. So when shefirg arrived a the Harper Hall, she had been only too
willing to accept the suggestion that she deep with the kitchen staff.

“After dl,” she had said reasonably to Kindan when he'd questioned her, “it's not like there are other
grl harpers”

“I don't know,” Kindan said mulighly. “It seems to meif you're an apprentice, you should be in the
gpprentice dormitory.”

“Vaxoram wouldn't like that, I'm sure,” Kelsa had replied, grimacing. “And | don’'t need to upset him
any more than | dready have”

Kindan had nodded in rductant agreement. Kelsa' s ability to write songs had been met with praise by
everyone—except Vaxoram, who had no ability in that area. If Kelsa were any less tdented or more
arogant, Kindan might have agreed with the senior gpprentice that a girl didn't bdong among
harpers...but her songs were just too good.

“What will you do if another girl is apprenticed?’ Kindan had asked.
“Wel,” Kelsa had replied thoughtfully, “that will be different.”

Nonda came from Southern Boll, recommended by the harper there for her amazing voice and its
range. Nonaa was not much older than Verilan, having nearly twelve Turns to histen.

“Theré sanew apprentice,” Kindan had cdled to Kelsa as they entered the second class of the day. If
there was one thing Kindan was good at, it was knowing what was going on in the Harper Hall.

“Greet!” Kelsareplied. Then she took in Kindan's expression and gave him a probing look. “What's
so funny?’

“She'sagirl,” Kindan said, grinning a her. “I imegineit'll get rather cramped in with the cooks.”
Kelsa snorted. “She won't be staying with the cooks.”
“Redly?’

“Redly,” Kelsa told him. She beckoned for him to come closer as the other apprentices rushed into



the classroom.

“Heré's what you'll do,” she said, then pulled his head close to her mouth. Kindan lisened with
growing astonishmen.

“By the Firgt Egg, no!” he exdamed when she finished.
Kelsa gave him a knowing look. “Oh, you'll do it.”

“And what makes you say 07" Kindan wondered. “Vaxoram will having me chasng down tunnd
snakes—"

“Youll do it” Kelsa repeated firmly. “You'll do it because you know it's right.” She pushed him
toward their classroom. “Don't say anything now, we're late.”

“l can't do it dl on my own,” Kindan complained.

“Of course not” Kelsa's response was in such an agreesble tone that Kindan's further protests
fdtered in shock. “Get Verilan to hdp,” she added with a grin. When Kindan drew breath for another
protest, Kelsa continued, “And I'll help.” She glanced toward the kitchen quarters and shivered. “I'll be
glad to get out of there—all they tak about is cooking!”

By evening everything was ready. With Veilan's help, Kindan and Kelsa had put up a sturdy canvas
partition separating the back corner of the large apprentice dormitory from the rest. Ingde they placed
one of the bunk beds and a chest of drawers.

The older apprentices were at fird wary, then iraie that they had to change their lifestyle to
accommodate girls

“The cook’ s quarters were enough for one, why not two?’ the senior gpprentices had grumbled.

“We're harpers,” Kesasaid, throwing her am around a confused and reluctant Nonada “We should
be with the other gpprentices.”

“We can't have girls herel” VVaxoram, the senior apprentice, declared when he learned the purpose of
the canvas partition.

“l suppose we could get one of the spare journeyman’s rooms,” Kelsa said judicioudy, knowing full
wdl that Vaxoram was hoping to make journeyman soon and had been eyeng the vacant rooms
proprietarily.

“Hrrmph!” Vaxoram replied, orming out of the dormitory.
“Where are you going?’ Kelsa cdled after him.
“To tak to the Magters”

Vaxoram, faling to convince the Masters to provide the girls with separate quarters, had tried to
shame and scare them into demanding it on their own—or better, to ask to leave the Harper Hall.

It started with glly pranks, water Ieft on the floor just outsde the canvas partition. When Nonda
tripped and banged her head in the middle of the night, Kindan moved his bunk close by and kept a wary
eye out for further pranksters.

It soon escalated to outright harassment, with the older apprentices actively preventing both girls from



atending classes. Kelsa bore up wel under the strain—tough and wiry, she merdly elbowed or pinched
her way past the offenders. But Nonala was a milder sort, and the glares and jeers of the older boys
were hard on her.

Kindan had only to hear her sobbing softly in her bed one night to decide that he would no longer
tolerate the behavior of the other apprentices. Stedthily he left his bunk in the night, crossed over to hers,
and grabbed her hand. Seaing that he'd gtartled her, he amiled and patted her hand in reassurance.
Nonaa smiled back, sat up, and hugged him. Kindan held her tightly until he fdt her relax, then let her go.
Nondalay back down in her bed, ill holding his hand. He remained there until she fdl back adeep, then
Slently returned to his bed. As he did, he caught Sght of Kelsa, amiling at himin approval.

The next day, Nonda had shown remarkable kill in defending hersdf when another prankster tried to
trip her, and her would-be assailant found himsdf sprawled on the ground.

“I've three older brothers,” Nonaa told the older boy as she looked down on him. “They taught me
how to fight.”

The older apprentice pulled himsdf up and looked menacingly down a Nonaa, his hands clenched
tightly to his sides. Things might have gotten ugly if fird Kindan and then Verilan hadn't taken a stand on
ether Sde of her.

“Don’'t you need to bein class, Meral?” Verilan had asked.

“You owe her an gpology,” Kindan had added, glaring up at the older boy. He and Meral had tangled
once dready and snce then, Meral had shied away from him. The incident had occurred not long after
Kindan had firg been assgned to the Harper Hal and, oddly, it had involved Meral tripping him, as wdll.
Unfortunately for Meral, it had been just after Kindan's firg lesson with the Detalor, the Master who
taught both dance and defense. Kindan found himsdf merdy pivoting over the offending foot, catching it
with his own, and tugging—with the net result that Kindan remained standing and Merol was sent
sorawling. Merol’s eyes had flashed angrily, but he had just murmured, “Sorry,” and rushed off to his
class.

Faced again with an angry Kindan, Merol had muttered “Sorry” again, this time to Nonala, before
dinking off.

Since then, no one bothered Nonda. But it was clear to Kindan that VVaxoram, dways the ringleader,
hadn’t changed his attitude one bit.

Now here was the entire gpprentice class returning from the moming run up to Fort Hold with
Vaxoramin the lead. They couldn’t have falled to notice the arrival of D’vin's bronze dragon, so it was
obvious that VVaxoram had guided the runners this way on purpose.

“Wow, Kindan, you get to ride dragons a lot!” Verilan cdled bresthlessy as he and Nonala passed,
last in the long line. Kindan smiled and, with a shrug, joined them as they trotted back toward the Harper
Hal. Seeing him, Kelsa circled back from her position near the front of the group.

“How did it go?’ she asked.
“l was a candidate,” Kindan replied.
“You were?” Verilan asked, eyes wide. “For a dragon?’

Kindan nodded. The redization that, had things gone differently, he wouldn’'t be here now but a High
Reaches Weyr with a baby dragon dl of his own suddenly burst upon him. The other day he had been



too busy hdping with the tragedy of Weyrwoman Jessala s loss to consider his own Stuation fully.
“I'm not sorry you didn’'t Impress,” Nonala said dowly. “I would have missed you.”

“l would have missed you, too,” Kindan confessed. He looked at the backs of the other runners.
“Come on, you'd better catch up or you'll get extra chores.”

Kindan knew that Masterharper Murenny would expect a full report as soon as he returned. With a
wave, he parted from his friends as they headed for the apprentice dormitories and made his way up to
the Masterharper’ s quarters. It was only when he was outsde that he considered that the Masterharper
might dill be adeep. His desire to “leave desping Masters lie” warred with his conviction that Murenny
would want to know as soon as possible.

He had just raised his hand to knock on the door when he heard Master Murenny’s voice cdl through
it “Go to the kitchen, Kindan, and bring up some breakfast.”

“Yes, Magter,” Kindan replied in astonishment. How had the Masterharper known he was outsde the
door? Kindan could guess tha Masterharper Murenny would be expecting his report but even
90...Kindan had been quiet on his way up the stairs. Somehow, the Masterharper dways seemed to
know.

Shaking his head ruefully, Kindan rushed back down the stairs and into the kitchen.

“Back from the Weyr?" Selora, the head cook, asked as soon as she saw him. She quickly piled a
pitcher of klah, severd mugs, and a plate of morning rolls onto a tray and thrugt it into his arms.

“Thanks, Sdoral” Kindan said, grinning at her.
She amiled back. “Get going! Y ou know well enough not to keep harpers waiting for their food.”

Moving more dowly to avoid spilling or dropping anything, Kindan husled back up to the
Masterharper’ s quarters. Overburdened, he balanced on one foot and used the other to knock on the
door.

“Put it over there)” the Masterharper said, gesturing to a table even as he closed the door behind
Kindan. Masterharper Murenny’s face was outlined with white stubble and his har was dill
deep-mussed.

Kindan placed the tray down carefully, then immediatdly opened his mouth to start his report, but
Murenny restrained him with an upraised hand.

“Ea,” Murenny ordered. He poured two mugs of klah and handed one to Kindan. “Drink.”

Kindan complied and was surprised to discover how hungry and thirsy he redly was. The
Masterharper observed him slently throughout their med with a kindly expresson. When at last Kindan
hed leaned back from the tray, Master Murenny said, “Now, are you ready to report?’

Kindan nodded.

“Hrd let me say tha while I'm glad you're here, 1 would have hoped that perhaps you hadn’t



returned,” Master Murenny said.
Kindan shrugged; Master Murenny wasn't saying anything he hadn’t aready heard.
“I'm happy to be a harper,” Kindan said.
Master Murenny smiled. “You could ill be a harper and ride a dragon, you know.”

“Only if | finshmy training.” Kindan had been a the Harper Hdl over a Turn and a hdf. Apprentices
normdly didn't “wak the tables’ to become journeymen until they been at the hdl for at least three
Turns, and more often, four.

Murenny nodded and motioned for Kindan to continue,

“l was present at the Hatching,” Kindan began and leaned back into his chair, getting comfortable. As
he got deeper and deeper into the report, he found himsdf wondering how to set it to song and dtered
his sentences to be more melodic. In moments, dl of Kindan's fears and worries had faded away to be
replaced only by the spoken song he was rdaying.

“Wdl done, wdl done” the Masterharper said when Kindan had finished. He sat briefly, logt in
thought. When he looked up again, he murmured, “Well, Jessala has her rest at lagt. | imagine it won't be
long before B'raar seeks his”

“Why, Master?’ Kindan asked, surprised that any dragonrider would consider such an act.

“Sometimes the heart gets so heavy tha living is impossble” Murenny told him. “Unless there's
something to replace aloss, a person just gives up.”

He leaned forward, looking Kindan in the eye. “*Without hope, there is no future’”
Kindan had heard that before. “ Can’t we give him hope?’
Murenny shook his head. “We can only give him choices. Hope is something you find for yoursdf.”

Kindan nodded bleskly. Master Murenny noted his expression and amiled wryly. He leaned back, his
eyes drifting to the calling. When he spoke again, his words were disant but heartfelt. “I hope you never
fed that way.”

There was a moment’s slence findly broken by the Masterharper, who jumped up out of his chair
decisvey. “But now there's work to be done, atray to go back to the kitchen, and you to get to your
classes”

“Yes, Madter,” Kindan agreed, glad to see the end of gloomy musings

But it turned out, as the days rolled into seven, and the sevendays into months, that Kindan found himsdf
log in gloomy musngs He was distracted, wondering about Kisk—caled Nudsk, now—the green
watch-wher he' d bonded with and then had released into Nudla's care. At the time, his bonding with
Kisk had seemed like imprisonment, but from the disance of memory, Kindan found himsdf
remembering how kind the awkward, ugly green watch-wher had been, and how brave she had been a
the end, to take Nuella on a never-before-attempted ride between to rescue the trapped miners. And he



found himsdf wondering again what it would have been like to Impress a dragon, to have a pair of gredt,
faceted eyes whirling anxioudy for his well-being, to ride a dragon, to feed it firestone and watch it
bregthe flame.

His days were filled with feding overwhemed by his classes and his various inadequacies, he had
neither Nonald's kill at crafting song, nor the fierce dedication to the dry, dusty Records that made
Verilan's eyes bright with excitement. Oh, he could thwart slly pranks from older apprentices and he
gave as good as he got, but that was hardly a harperly cdling, and beyond that, Kindan could think of no
tdent in which he had a gift.

Except perhaps the drums. Drums on Pern were more than a way to keep a best; they were the vitd
lifeblood of news between Holds and Crafts. Only a dragonrider could travel more swiftly than a drum
message and, as drum messages were available to dl, only the drums carried the full news of Pern.

Kindan took to drumming like he' d taken to the cod caves where he'd grown up. He would ligen to
the “Firgt Cdl” of morning and the “Last Cdl” of night; he loved being the firgt one to decipher the codes,
he loved wagering how long it would take Vaxoram who, like Kindan, seemed particularly good at
nathing, to decipher the latest messages, and he loved how the words from digtant places gave him the
fed of aworld-traveler, of someone connected with dl the people of Pern.

He was worse a making drums than drumming on them. In fact, he couldn’t imagine how he could be
worse at making things.

“You'll get the hang of it, just keep trying,” Nonda had told him staunchly the day Kindan had
mentioned it.

“Youwill,” Verilan had agreed, dthough Kindan fet that his agreement had been more out of loyaty
than conviction. “And you're so good at the codes.” Verilan had frowned; the drum codes were Smply
beyond him. He was built dightly and didn't have the strength to make the big drums rebound with the
volume needed to traverse outsde of Fort Hold's man vdley, and his dow methodica ways made it
difficult for im to decipher the multi-beet codes. By the time he'd deciphered the firs beat, the second
beat had dready come and gone, lost forever.

Vaxoram took gresat pains to taunt Kindan on his fallures. Kindan sometimes wondered if VVaxoram
didn't gloat over the lackings of others to distract himsdf from his own weaknesses, but the older
apprentice’ s relentless ways never gave much time to consider the ramifications.

The one thing that Vaxoram was good a was fencing. Finesse, naurdly, was not the older
gpprentice’ s forte, but his reach, endurance, and sheer brutaity usualy ensured his victory.

“You've no subtlety,” Master Detdlor said to him at one of their practice sessons. He motioned to
Kindan. *Y ou should learn from this youngster. He seems to understand what I'm saying.”

Almos immediaidy Kindan wished that the Master hadn't Sngled him out so; Vaxoram chose Kindan
as his opponent for the next bout. It started wel enough. Kindan got firg touch, but then Vaxoram
charged forward and—to Kindan's utter astonishment—changed hands mid-dirike, fanting with an
empty right hand and driking atdling blow with the fail now in hisleft hand.

“Better,” Detdlor said as Kindan staggered and grunted in pain. “But fighting left-handed won't win
agang another |eft-hander,” Detdlor warned, grabbing up afail himsdf. “Here, let me show you.”

And he proceeded to adminiger a left-handed drubbing to Vaxoram that was so ferocious that Kindan
forgot the bruise Vaxoram had made on his own chest.



Sill, if it weren't that Kindan wouldn't give up on his dream of being a harper, and a Weyr harper a
that, he would have left the Harper Hdl to free himsdf from Vaxoram's incessant prodding.

The autumn weether a Fort Hold was not as hitter as the hiting cold Kindan had experienced at
Camp Natalon in Crom Hold, but the rains seemed to last longer, the fogs of the morning were thicker
and colder—sometimes ladting dl day—and the miserable weather matched his miserable mood.

Two months after his return from High Reaches Weyr, Kindan found himsdf & the tall end of a wet
moming run accompanied, as usud, by Verilan and Nonala. Verilan was coughing more than usud, a
sure sign that he would be in the infirmary with a nasty cough before the end of the sevenday.

Theran had turned the path beside the road to brown mush, but the packed surface of the road was
too hard on ther feet so they stuck with the dick and muddy path. A noise from behind them Sartled
them dll, with Veilan logng his footing and Kindan plowing into him. Both went down and came up
covered in muck and mud. Kelsa took one look at their bedraggled appearance and burst into giggles

“You two!” she sad, dill gigdling. “You look like you' ve been out making mud pies.”
Nonda said nothing, but she couldn’'t keep a amile from her lips.

Veilan scowled at them. Kindan, meanwhile, had turned around to spot the source of the noise. It
was difficult in the fog and rain. Findly he made out a huge dark shape in the distance.

“A dragon!”
“What will we do?’ Nonala moaned. “We re noat fit to greet him.”
“Wdl, we can't just turn away,” Veilan said, hislast word bregking into a cough.

Kindan nodded and started waking toward the dragon, searching for its rider. The others followed
reluctantly, Nonala occasonaly meking amdl distressed noises to hersdlf.

Asthey approached, the figure of atal man carrying a heavy object resolved itsdf out of the rain.

“Kindan!” the rider exclamed. It was M’td, Benden's Weyrleader. “Just who | was looking for—"
He stopped as he took in the gght of ther mud-covered bodies. His mouth quirked into a grin.

“Sipped?’
Kindan grunted and smiled back. “Yes, my lord.”

“It sM’td to you,” the Weyrleader replied firmly. He nodded to the three figures huddling behind him.
“Who are your friends?’

Kindan turned to introduce them. “Thisis Nonda, that's Kelsa, and this—" He was interrupted briefly
when Verilan erupted into another coughing fit. “—is Verilan.”

“You should see the heder, immediady,” M’'td said, his voice suddenly full of concern. He moved
toward Verilan, then suddenly remembered his burden and thrugt it toward Kindan. “Carry this, while |
cary him,” he ingructed.

“No, no, 'madl right,” Verilan protested, horrified at the thought of the dragonrider getting covered in
mud.

“No, you're not,” Nonda told him. M’td nodded in agreement, grabbing Verilan by the wais and
hoising him off the ground. He carried the boy like a amdl child.



“You're lighter than a sack of firestone” he assured the horror-stricken young harper. With a amile,
M’td said to Kindan, “And, thanks to your friend, firestone can get as wet as you are now.”

Verilan glanced in surprise a Kindan.

Somewhat quiltily, Kindan redized that he hadn’t had time since his return to the Harper Hdl to fill his
friendsin on the discovery that there were two types of firestone: the traditiona firestone, which exploded
on contact with water, and the newly rediscovered firestone, which didn’t explode when in contact with
water—the firestone that had given the fire-lizards their name.

“Firestone explodes when wet,” Verilan declared stubbornly.
“Not anymore,” M’ta assured him as they trudged under the arches of the Harper Hall.
“Wow, Kindan!” Verilan caled over the dragonrider’s shoulder.

“Yes, wow, Kindan, why didn’'t you tdl your friends?” Kelsa repeated sourly, glaing at him. Kindan
made a helpless, gpologetic gesture, which only earned him a further glare,

“Kindan, you'll need to get your bundle to a hearth,” M’td said, “and I'll need one of you others to
guide me to the infirmary.”

“A hearth?’ Nonda asked, glancng dosdy at the bundle Kindan was carrying. For the firg time,
Kindan noticed the bundle in his ams, he'd been more concerned with Verilan. It was heavy, and
wrapped wdl in thick wher-hide. There was some sort of bucket indgde the wrapping—he could fed the
shape pressing through the fabric.

“They need to be kept warm,” M’td said. “I'm afraid | could only get two for the Harper Hdl; the rest
arefor Lord Holder Bemin.”

“Hrelizard eggs?’ Kindan asked, his voice rigng, his eyes going wide.

“Not the same as dragon, | know,” M’'td caled over his shoulder as he followed after Kelsa, “nor
even awatch-wher. Master Murenny agreed that one would be for you.”

“Thank you!” Kindan shouted as M'td headed up the stairs. Holding his bundle tighter, he increased
his pace as he veered toward the kitchen. Nonaa tagged dong after him.

“Hrelizard eggd” she repeated, her step changing dmogt to the sort of bounce that Kelsa most often
preferred. “1 wonder who will get the other one?’

Kindan shook his head. As exadting as the fire-lizard eggs were, his thoughts had dready turned back
to Veilan. The younger boy was aways getting sick, epecidly in winter. Kindan was particularly
darmed that M’'td had decided to bring him to the infirmary immediatdy, even before seeing the
Masterharper.

“What are you doing here?’” Selora demanded as she spied them. “You're dl wet and mucked up!
Don't you know—" She spied the bundle Kindan had in hisarms. “What' s that?’

“Hrelizard eggs” Kindan told her quickly. “I'm sorry, Selora, but Weyrleader M’td said that they
needed to get to the hearth immediatdy.”

“Of course they do,” Sedlora snapped, grabbing the wher-hide bundle out of Kindan's ams and
placing it on the stone-covered floor near the hearth. Deftly, she unwrapped it while Kindan bent down



beside her and Nonda hovered anxioudy nearby.

“You're shivering!” Selora declared as she glanced firg a Kindan and then a Nonda. “You need a
warm bath, both of you.” Her eyes narrowed. “And where are the other two, your accomplices?’

“M’td took Verilan up to theinfirmary,” Kindan began.
“Theinfirmary?’ Selora exclamed. “He s not hurt, is he?’

“He' s coughing again,” Nonaa said in her mother-hen voice. Kindan could never understand how a
gr with three older brothers could be so motherly, but that was how Nonaa was.

“You, then,” Selora snapped to Nonala peremptorily, “up to the baths. Throw the boys out—they’ve
been in too long if they're il there”

Nonaa froze, her eyes going to Kindan, and Kindan started to rise, torn between the fire-lizards and
protecting his friend from the older apprentices.

The interplay was not lost on Sdlora. “So, it's that way, isit?” she asked, nodding sagdly. Neither
Kindan nor Nonala was able to get a hdf-formed protest spoken out loud as Selora barreled over them.
“I"d thought so, but | wasn't certain.” She glanced at Kindan. “You follow her up, then, and make sure
she's not harassed.” As Kindan made to protest, Sdora shushed him with a hand, her expresson
softening. “I've looked after fire-lizard eggs before, you know,” she told them. With a wave of her hand,
she said, “Now, go! Both of you, and both of you in the baths” Her waved hand turned to a pointed
finger as she continued, “And mind you, not the same one, ether!”

Nonda and Kindan, both too red with embarrassment to respond, hustled mutely out of the room.

“I'll send someone up with more coals,” Selora cdled after them, searching the kitchen for a likdy
candidate. Not surprisingly, she had no lack of volunteers, dl hoping that the fire-lizard eggs would hatch
intheir presence.

There were dill severd apprentices up in the dormitory, induding Vaxoram.
“Where were you?' he demanded as they entered. “And where are the other two?’
“Infirmary,” Kindan replied tersdy. “Sdora sent us up for baths”

“Are you going to wash her back? Vaxoram asked, smirking vulgaly. He was rewarded with a
scattering of chuckles. “Mind you, she' s dill abit young, but so are—"

“Shut up!” Kindan shouted, his eyes narrowed, fids clenched a hisside.
“Kindan...” Nonda said soothingly at his side, as though encouraging him to drop it.

“No,” Kindan told her firmly. He turned back to Vaxoram, rasng his head to stare a the taler boy.
“You gpologize”

“To her?’ Vaxoram demanded, a sneer on hisface.

“To both of us” Kindan replied, sepping toward the older gpprentice. Kindan was shivering, and he



redized that not dl of it was with rage; some of it was from the cold, wet dothing he wore.
Vaxoram peered down at him consderingly. He shook his head. “1 don’t think s0.”

Kindan's temper snapped. In a move that surprised him, he swung his arm swiftly, pam open, and
dapped Vaxoram hard on the cheek.

“| chalenge you,” he declared.
“Kindan, no!” Nonda cried.
But a hot, burning anger had overcome Kindan and her words didn’'t even regider.

“Chdlenge me? Do you think the Masters will permit it?” Vaxoram snorted. He bore down on
Kindan. “No, I'll beat you to a pulp here and now, and you'll not tdl anyone, or I'll do it to you and
your friends”

Some of the other apprentices looked at one another gpprenensively.

“Kindan,” Nonda pleaded. Kindan heard her worry for him, but he dso fdt her concern for the
long-term repercussions. She knew as wel as he did that if he gave in now, Vaxoram would not only
torment him more but would aso see it as permisson to harass both Nonda and Kelsa. He couldn’t
dlow that, no matter what.

“No, youwon't,” he said. “And if you beat me, I'll ill be here and | won't givein.”
“Let’'ssee” Vaxoram said, damming afis down into Kindan's nose and lips, pulping them.

Kindan fdt histeeth rip into hislips and swalowed the hot blood that spewed from the tattered ingde
of his mouth. It only made him angrier. He sivung, but VVaxoram had stepped back, smirking, admiring his
handiwork. Then Vaxoram bore in again for another blow to Kindan's jaw, but before he connected, a
voice rang out. “Hold!”

Everyonein the room froze as Weyrleader M'tdl stormed into the room.

“What is going on here?’ the dragonrider demanded, turning from Kindan to Vaxoram, his eyes
narrowing as he took in Nonda s distraught, teary-eyed face.

“I chdlenge Vaxoram,” Kindan said, hiswords durred with blood and pain. “I cdl him a coward and
abully and a man who would use his srength to have a woman.”

There were gasps from the entire room, induding M’ta and Nonala. Eyes locked onto Kindan. In
front of him, Vaxoram’s anger was a pa pable thing; the older lad’ s breathing was ragged and outraged.

Kindan had issued the harshest condemnation possible of a man on Pern—that he would use his
drength to overpower a woman.

“l demand the right of cold stedl,” Vaxoram responded through clenched teeth, his eyes tight, beady,
and gaing angrily down at Kindan's bloody face.

“You dhdl haveit,” Kindan replied, matching the tdler lad's glare. He caught the look of surprise in
Vaxoram's eyes and, deeper under it, aflash of fear.

“Kindan!” Nonaa shouted. “No! He |l kill you.”



“Areyou certain of this, Kindan?” M’td asked intently.
“Yes” Kindan said.

“And if you prove your dam?’ M’td asked. In a dud such as this, if Kindan prevailed, he had the
right to exact whatever pendty he desired, given the severity of the dam.

Kindan stared up coldly into Vaxoram's eyes and saw the fear grow there. Kindan could have
Vaxoram banished from the Harper Hal. Kindan knew that before coming to the Harper Hdl, Vaxoram
had been the son of a minor holder. If banished, VVaxoram would certainly not be accepted back by his
family, particularly under such shame. Banishing Vaxoram would be worse than Shunning him, and
Kindan had seen enough of Shunning. His thoughts turned to C’tov and his Shunned father.

“Hell serveme” he said.
“Never!” Vaxoram roared.

“Heard and witnessed,” M’ta declared, overriding Vaxoram. He looked at the older apprentice. “And
what is your penaty?’

Kindan met Vaxoram's eyes. He could see dearly that the older gpprentice intended to kill him. He
was pretty sure that if Vaxoram succeeded, he'd be asked to leave the Harper Hdl anyway—no one
would tolerate akiller in ther midst. Something else flickered in Vaxoram's eyes, then he said, “He' s to
be banished.” He gave Kindan a gloating look. “For lying.”

“Vey wdl,” M'td said. “I’ve heard and witnessed both daims” He turned to Vaxoram. “You are to
report thisto the Masterharper.” He glanced at Kindan and Nonaa. “Sdora told me that she sent you to
the baths. Get going now.”

Kindan nodded and, numbly, trotted over to the bath rooms. He was indde and peding off his clothes
before he heard the rudtle of the curtain and felt Nonala enter beside him.

The bath room was laid out with four large baths in the middie and a row of showers dong each wall.
When Kindan and the others bathed, by unspoken agreement they turned away from each other as they
undressed and got into their baths, respecting each other’s privacy. They never spoke until they were
sy in their baths, usudly covered by bubbles. When they showered, they followed the same rules,
keeping their eyes on thewadl in front of them and being respectful.

Now, however, Nonaa spoke while she was disrobing. “1 could have taken care of mysdf,” she told
him, her anger barely masking her concern.

He pointed to his mangled lips. “But could you have sung afterward?’

She doughed off the last of her clothes and hopped into her bath, churning up bubbles with both
hands.

“No,” she admitted after a moment.

Kindan stepped into his own bath and sank down quickly into the water. The water was only warm,
not hot enough to reach the cold that had settled deep into his bones. He heard a happy groan from
Nonda and looked over & her.

“It feds s0 good to stop shivering,” she told him.



A moment later, two apprentices cdled from the outsde of the room, “Can we come in? WEe ve got
cods”

“Comein,” Nondatold them.

They hudled in and placed the cods under the baths, then scurried out again, one of them cdling as he
left, “ Selora says shell have others up with hot water in a moment.”

“Thank you!” Nonda and Kindan chorused. As the two apprentices hurried away, one whispered to
the other in avoice that carried, “Did you see hisface?’

“I heard Vaxoram plans to kill him,” came the other’ s reply.

Nonda turned anxioudy to look at Kindan, her eyes wdling with tears.

“No, hewon't,” Kindan declared.

“Kindan...” Nonda began worriedly, only to be interrupted by another voice from the outside.
“Are you decent?’ It was Kelsa.

“Comeonin,” Nonaa cdled. “You can sed some of my coals, the water’s not that warm yet.”

“Sdora sad shell send someone up with hot water,” Kindan added as Kelsa pushed aside the
curtains and entered the room.

Shivering worse than Kindan and Nonala had, Kelsa had trouble undoing the fastenings on her clothes.
It didn't help that her eyes were locked on Kindan's face.

“Shards, Kindan, you're a mess” she declared as she peded off her outer clothes, her eyes dill
locked on his

“And, uh,” Kindan said in embarrassment, “you're not in your bath.”
Kesa glanced down and back up at him. “So?’ she asked absently.
“Kelsal” Nonaa growled. “Y ou're embarrassing him!”

“l an?’ Kelsa asked in surprise. She looked back to Kindan. “Waéll, | suppose if you're going to let
Vaxoram kill you—"

“I'm not going to die” Kindan declared. Kelsa amiled at his fierceness and rushed over to him,
kneded down beside him, and planted a swift kiss on his cheek before he could even flinch away.

“Of course, you aren't,” she agreed, wrapping her ams around his neck and kissng him again.
Huskily, she repeated, “Of course you aren't.”

Then, without another word, she sprang up, shucked off her undergarments, and settled down into the
next bath over.

Nonda glanced back and forth between the two, her look somewhat wigtful.
Kedsa caught her look. She turned to Kindan. “Kindan?’
“Yes? Kindan said, turning to look at Kelsa. He saw that tears spangled her eyes.



“Kindan, | don’'t want you to die” Nonda blurted suddenly.

“What Nonala meant to say, Kindan, isthat she loves you,” Kesatold him. She nodded dowly. “And
odol”

Kindan didn't know what to say. He liked Nonala, he knew that. In fact, he loved her like a sger.
Kesa was different...sometimes he found himsdf thinking of her in ways that made his throat go tight.
And then heredlized—"1 love you, too,” he said, glancing at both of them. He amiled, even though it hurt
hislips. “You're the best friends anyone could have”

With a splash, Nonda sprang from her bath grabbing a towd from a nearby hook and quickly tying it
around her. She rushed over to Kindan, wrapping two wet arms around his neck and planting a warm
kiss on his cheek before hopping back just as quickly into her bath.

“You know your face is redly yucky,” Kelsa spoke into the slence that followed. “You should try
waghing thet blood off.”

“You should see the Masterhedler, too,” Nonala added.
“Kindan,” Magterharper Murenny called from outside the curtain.
“Sr?’ Kindan replied, glanding at the two girls to be sure that they weren’'t concerned.

“M’td told me what happened,” the Masterharper said. “I'd like to speak with you as soon as
possble”

“He should see the Magterhedler firg, Sr,” Nonda spoke up.
“| quite understand,” Murenny replied. “In the meantime, I’ ve posted Master Detdlor outside.”

Magter Detdlor was the dance and defense madter, a short, wiry man who moved with a
limp—except when he was dancing or fighting, and then he moved like liquid fire.

“Thenk you,” Kelsa caled back.

Something about the Masterharper’s tone derted Kindan, who said, “Did you want to tak to me
about rdinquishing the dud, Sr?’

“No,” Murenny replied. There was a moment’s dlence before he continued. “Who will be your
second?’

“I will,” Kelsa and Nonada said in chorus. They glanced a each other, then Nonda sad, “You're
tdler, maybe you should go firg.”

“All right” Kelsa said. She turned to Kindan. “If you don't win, I'll kill him,” she told him
matter-of-factly.

“I’'m going to win,” Kindan repeated.

“Wdl,” Master Murenny caled from outsde the bath curtain, “I'll see you after you've seen the
Magterheder.”

“Yes, dr,” Kindan replied. Murenny’s steps echoed to the dormitory door and faded away.

“You'd better hurry up, then,” Kelsa ordered him. “You don't want to keep the Masterharper



waiting.”

Asthiswas obvioudy true, Kindan made no response.

“The Magterharper says you chdlenged Vaxoram,” Masterheder Lenner remarked as he carefully
dabbed at Kindan's salit lip.

Kindan nodded.

“l can't approve of duding,” Lenner said, shaking his head. “You'd think, with these injuries, that
you'd not want it.”

“I want it,” Kindan replied. “He s abully.”
“A bully?’

“He threatened Nonda,” Kindan said. The Masterheder’s quick intake of breath was dl that Kindan
needed to hear.

With one find, gentle dab, Lenner released him. “I’ve done dl | could for now,” he told Kindan,
hending im aamdl glass vid. “Use this daily both on the wound and with your food.”

“Arnica?’ Kindan asked.
“Of course,” the Masterhedler replied, his tone gpproving of Kindan's knowledge of herbs.

Not five minutes later, Kindan stood outside the Masterharper’s door. He paused for a moment, then
knocked.

“Come” Master Murenny’s deep voice carried clearly through the thick door.

Kindan entered the Masterharper’s quarters. Murenny amiled at him and gestured to a chair by a
gmdl, round table. Weyrleader M’tal was dready in another seet. From his position, Kindan guessed that
the Masterharper had been pacing—never a good Sgn.

“There's some herbd tea,” Murenny said, gesturing to a pot. “Selora sent it up dong with word that
the eggs are warm and settled.”

Kindan took his seat and gratefully poured himsdf a cup of the pungent herbd mix. He knew that
Sdlorawould have laced it with restoratives and not sent it up so hot that it might inflame his cuts.

The sound of the rain that had been lashing down earlier had dissipated somewhat, but it dill could be
heard fdling softly around the Harper Hall.

The Masterharper took another turn around his dayroom, glanced at M’td, and settled himsdf into the
third seat, nearly opposite Kindan.

“Kindan—"
“Masterharper, | will not yidd the chdlenge” Kindan interrupted softly but firmly.



“I know,” Murenny said, nodding firmly. “I did not intend to ask that of you.”

Kindan gave the Masterharper his full attention, setting his cup back carefully in its saucer.
Masterharper Murenny looked chagrined, even gpologetic as he continued, “I wished, instead, to
gpologize to you.”

“Magter?’

Murenny let out a long, heavy Sgh. “When Vaxoram arived here, he was young and had the most
beautiful voice,” the Masterharper explained, hdf dosng his eyesin memory. “But it broke wrong and he
logt it. | had hoped that he would find some other talent, but none seemed to come to him and it turned
him bitter.” He met Kindan's eyes frankly. “I made a mistake: |1 should have released Vaxoram back to
his hold Turns. I'd heard enough rumors of his behavior to know that he was a problem and a bad
influence on severd others, aswedl.” He frowned in thought a moment, his head bowed, then looked up
a Kindan once more, determinedly. “In fact, until you arrived, I’d made up my mind to do just that.”

“Me?" Kindan couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice.

“When you stood up for Verilan, | thought that perhaps Vaxoram would learn his lesson and mend his
ways,” the Masterharper confessed. “Even more so when Kelsa and Nonaa appeared, especidly as his
behavior meant that rdleasing him of his apprenticeship would be seen as prgjudiced.”

“I'm sorry, Murenny,” M’td interrupted, “but | don’t follow that.”

“Congder for amoment,” Murenny replied, “what would be the effect on your wingsif you had femde
riders” As M'td made ready to reply, Master Murenny added, “Women riders in your fighting wings.”

“Oh,” M'td said after a moment. “That would be awkward, wouldn't it?’

“But | do not believe that talent should be subservient to sex,” Murenny said. “Our surviva depends
upon our children and it dways will, but it should not be at the expense of the lives of the women holders
and crefters.”

M’td regarded him carefully for along moment. “Y ou’ ve been thinking about this for a long while” he
decided.

“Yes” Murenny agreed. He looked over to Kindan. “Y our friend Nudlais an excdlent example”
“So are Kelsa and Nonala,” Kindan added loydly.

“Indeed,” Murenny agreed. “And perhaps even more so as they will influence many others when they
walk the tables and move on to magtery.”

Kindan tried for a moment to imagine Kelsa as a masterharper and found the image difficult to merge
with the ever-moving, hyperkinetic, graceful, and gawky girl he cdled his friend. Although, Kindan
remarked to himsdf, if she wanted it, nothing and no one could stop her.

“But there are too many hidebound holders and crafters,” M’td objected. “They’ll never permit—"

“Given the way that the holders and crafters are so loath to yidd apprentices to the Harper Hal, the
time might be sooner than you think,” Murenny replied. He turned to Kindan. “And women won't be
respected as harpersin hold and crafthdl if they’re not respected in the Harper Hall.”

“Then | mud fight him,” Kindan declared. The Masterharper glanced a him quizzicdly. “Not just for



Kelsa, or Nonala, but for Verilan and other people who bullies hate for ther taents”
“Spoken like atrue harper,” Murenny said gpprovingly. “But—"
“What, Magter?’ Kindan asked, his tone verging on a chdlenge.
“If you lose...”
“l won't lose” Kindan declared.
“If you kill him, it won't be much better,” M’td observed.
Murenny nodded, saying in agreement, “That will only open the door for the next bully or retdiation.”
“I'won't kill him,” Kindan said.
“But he meansto kill you,” M’'td said.
Kindan let out along, dow sgh and nodded. “1 know.”
“Vaxoram has demanded the earliest possible date,” the Masterharper said.
“l would prefer that dso.”
Murenny nodded undergandingly. “I have set the date for a sevenday after your wounds have hedled.”
“Thank you.”

“He s larger than you, heavier than you, and has the greater reach,” M’td declared. Kindan turned to
him and nodded bleskly. “What can | do to hep?’ the Weyrleader asked.

“Take meto Mikd.” Mikd was alegend a the Harper Hdl: the ex-dragonrider who had found himsdf
ahomein anaurd cavein the hills beyond the Harper Hdl, the man who could track anyone across bare
rock, who used crystds and meditation to effect heding in ways that not even the Masterhedler fully
understood. He was a better swordsman than Master Detdlor, himsdf a master of the blade. When
Kindan had last seen Mikd, the man had been a Master Aleesd's camp, tending to the sck
Whermadter.

“When?" M'td asked.
“Now,” Kindan replied.

“I've set Menengar and Detdlor to keep an eye on Vaxoram,” Murenny said. “He's been posted to
the infirmary.”

“What about Verilan?' Kindan asked, concerned.

“He's in the isolaion room,” the Masterharper replied. “Vaxoram would have to get past the
Masterheder before he could harm him. And there are guards beyond that.”

Kindan nodded but his fears were 4ill not quite relieved. “Someone might try to harm Nonada and
Kesa”

For the fird time since the interview started, Master Murenny smiled. “They're Verilan's guards.”
“What about the fire-lizard eggs?’ M’tal asked.



“I will send them up to the Hold,” Murenny decided. “Most of them will go to Bemin and his folk.” He
glanced at Kindan. “You should be gble to get to a hatching in ample time.”

“Better,” M'td suggested, “assgn him up there” Kindan started to protest, but M’td held up a hand.
“For now.”

“What about Mika?’

“When he' s ready, I'll come for you,” M’ta promised.

“Thank you, Weyrleader,” Kindan said, feding honored.

“| fed partly to blame” M’ta said. “If I’d been abit quicker, | would have heard him mysdf.”
Kindan furrowed his brow in confusion.

“And then he would have fought me,” M’ta explained.

“But you're a dragonrider!” Kindan exclamed, appaled at the thought of Vaxoram dgriking the
Weyrleader with a sword.

“Which would have given me the right of weapons,” M’td said with a grin. He held up his hands in a
fighter's style. “I wouldn't have killed him, but he would fed it for the rest of his Turns”

Kindan grinned back at him, imagining the look of horror on Vaxoram'’s face as he squared off against
the older, stronger, taler, and fiercer dragonrider.

CHAPTER 3

Be sparing with your wrath
Take not the angry path
Lest harsh words create harsh deeds
And fill your heart with bitter seeds.

ALEESA’'SWHERHOLD

I hear you let your green go to a girl,” Master Aleesa said when Kindan and M’'td arrived a the
wherhold two days later.

“Yes, Magter,” Kindan replied.

“I hear she did good,” Aleesa added. “Hew between just like a proper dragonrider and saved her
father.”



“Yes” he agreed, “| wasthere”

Aleesa stared deep into his eyes before nodding. “You did a good thing.”
“Thank you.”

“And now you're here to take Mikd?’

“Not unless he wants to go,” Kindan replied.

Aleesa glanced beyond him to M’td, then back. “This dragonrider says you're here to learn how to
fight someone.”

“Yes,” Kindan agreed.
“Over agirl,” Aleesa sad.
“No,” Kindan corrected, shaking his head. “For women harpers.”

“Women harpers?’ Aleesa repeated, chortling. “Women harpers,” she said again, more softly, shaking
her head. “What next?’

“I've met many strong women inmy time” M’tal remarked.

“Anything is possible,” Kindan said, meeting Aleesa’s eyes squardly. “When women harpers become
respected, dl women will be more respected.”

Aleesamulled this over for adlent moment. Findly, she said, her expression hardening, “You be sure
you win.”

“Yes, Madter,” Kindan agreed.
“Mika!” Aleesa called, tuning back to the cave the wherholders inhabited. “Y our youngdter is herel”
“How is Aleesk, Magter?’ Kindan asked.

“You can see her tonight,” Aleesa replied, turning away from him and retregting dowly into the dark
cave. “Shéell be awake then, as you should wel know.”

Kindan remembered how the nocturnd behavior of his watch-wher had driven him to distraction.
Aleed s irritability was modly fatigue, he guessed—athough he'd never heard of her being anything

other than grouchy.
A dlver-haired man met her a the entrance and waved to Kindan.

“Aleesk will send word when we're done” Mikd told M’'td as they got within earshot. The
ex-dragonrider eyed Kindan criticdly, then said, “Are you prepared to get hurt?’

“Yes, dr,” Kindan replied.
“And you' ve brought blades?’
Kindan nodded, indicating the long bundle on his back.

“Good,” Mikd sad. “Start now with fifty push-ups.” He walked over to a rock. “I'll watch from
here”



“l just want to learn to fight left-handed,” Kindan reminded the older man.

“And | want to see you live through it,” Mika told him, gesturing for Kindan to get on the ground.
“Start with those push-ups.”

“I'll leave imin your hands, Mika,” M’ta caled.

Mikd merdly grunted in response, not quite mesting the bronze rider’s eyes. M’td nodded and strode
quickly out of sght. Kindan knew that M’tal had carefully landed his Gaminth out of Mikd’s Sght, just as
Mikd had steadfastly remained in the wherhold until the last possible moment; even the Sght of a dragon
was torment to a man who had lost his own.

“Stop thinking and start working,” Mika growled a Kindan. “You've only a sevenday at best.”

Kindan got into a prone pogtion, then, putting al his weight on his arms, lifted up and began the
push-ups.

By the end of the day, Kindan nearly wished he were dead. He didn’'t know which exercise proved
the greatest torment, dthough arguably the worst was running with a heavy rock clenched in each of his
outstretched arms.

On the second day, Mikd began fencing with himin earnest.

“Well gart right-handed,” the ex-dragonrider informed him, tossing a blade to Kindan and sweeping a
blade up for himsdf. He made a quick salute, then took the en garde position.

“But | dready know how to fight right-handed,” Kindan grumbled.
“Then show me” Mikd said, lunging suddenly. Caught off guard, Kindan was struck on the shoulder.

By evening, Kindan was a mass of scratches and bruises, even though the padded practice legthers
hed deflected the worst of the blows.

Kindan spent the first part of the next day learning how to bruise tomatoes.

“You've got to have control of your blade,” Mika had told him, showing him how to lunge and twigt in
such away that the ripe tomatoes showed only the dightest of scratches on their surface. By midday,
Kindan was covered in tomato juice, much to the amusement of the wherholders.

In the evening, Mikd indsted that Kindan Sng or play around the warm cod fire that the wherholders
kept ingde ther quarters.

“Murenny’s supposed to send us a harper,” Mikd remarked that night, eyeing Kindan consderingly.
“But while I'm here they don't need it.”

Kindan cocked an eyebrow. The ex-dragonrider was wel known at the Harper Hdl: He had origindly
settled into a cave in the hills not far from the Hall, where even the Masterhedler was not above seeking
him out for his amazing ability to hed others with herbs and crystds. It was only recently that Mikd had
moved from the Harper Hal to Aleesa's wherhold.

“They're arad I'll leave,” Mikd added with a bark of a laugh and a shake of his head. He jerked his
head toward the others. “ Stand up and Sng them the Hold song.”

Kindan groaned and dmost protested but instead stood up, thinking of Nonala's beautiful voice. He
put his sore hands to his Sde, ignored his aching chest as hefilled his lungs and began the long, dow song



that named dl the Holds, mgor and minor, the Lord and Lady Holders, and ther reative locations
throughout Pern.

He went to bed late that night and woke up early the next morning, kicked none too gently by Jaythen.
“Arrows today,” the irascible wherman told him. “Mika says you're to hunt with me.”

Kindan's protests died on his lips. He forced himsdf up and nodded in acceptance. In three more
days he would be fighting for his life and his friends, and while he couldn’'t see what hunting had to do
with fighting Vaxoram, he trusted that Mika had a good reason.

By the end of the day, Jaythen and Kindan had scored two wild-hens and a smdlbeest. It was not a
great haul, but they had lost none of their arrows, Jaythen ingging that Kindan race after every shot.

Agan tha evening, sorer and more tired than he'd ever fdt, Kindan found himsdf in front of the
wherholders, snging songs and teaching ballads. He practicaly crawled into his bed that night.

“Up!” Mikd barked into his ear early the next morning. When Kindan rolled over, trying to find his
energy, Mika doused him with a bucket of cold water. “Up—now!”

Then Mika forced a soaked Kindan out into the cold morning air. “Run until you're dry,” he ordered.

Kindan obeyed, and when he returned, his clothes fully dry, he was surprised to redize that he fdt
better than he'd ever fdt before.

“Come with me” Mika ordered then, hiking a carisak to his shoulder and taking off & a brisk pace.
They were far beyond the wherhold by the time he stopped—evidently a a spot that suited him
soecificdly, though Kindan could see no diginction between it and any other place—and ordered,
“Close your eyes”

Kindan obliged and fdt Mika roughly tie a gtrip of cloth over his eyes.
“Now fight me” Mika ordered, thrugting a practice blade into Kindan's right hand.
“Uh...” Kindan began uncertainly. A sharp pain struck him on hisleft chest.

“Pary,” Mikd ordered. Kindan blindly twisted his blade and was surprised to fed it connect with
another blade. “And again.”

Again and again Kindan parried, then thrug, then probed.

“Stop,” Mikd ordered after severd minutes “Ligen. What do you hear? Smdl. Where are the
scents?’

Kindan ligened carefully. He heard the few noises of mid-autumn, the soft rushing of a stream, the
gentle hissing of leavesin the wind. Then he heard it—the faintest of crunches as Mika moved forward.
He parried and connected. He heard Mikd move away, then nothing. He waited tensdy for severd
moments. Then, from hisright Sde he amdled it—the faintest odor of sweat with ahint of smoke. Kindan
whedled and raised his blade. He connected again.

“Better,” Mikd told him. “Now, I'll stop being so easy on you.”

The pace increased, the time between decreased. The sounds and the tdltae amdls of an impending
atack grew harder to detect—masked, Kindan guessed, by leaves, flowers, or other greenery. Blows
landed on him and he whirled around defensvely, only to connect with nothing. He started swesting, his



breath became ragged, his nerves flared.
“Stop,” Mikd ordered. Kindan stopped. “Rest. You can’'t win when you' re winded.”

Kindan was about to protest that he couldn’t win when he was blind, either, but stopped as he redized
that not only could he win, but that he dready had. He camed himsdf, took several deep, Steadying
breaths, and ligened carefully. He heard the merest of noises, amelled the fantest of amdls, then he
whirled and connected, hard, with Mika’s blade.

“Better,” Mikd sad, his voice ful of approva. “Now, take your blindfold off and fight me
left-handed.”

By the end of the day, Mikad had Kindan parrying adternate blows with either hand.

“Tomorrow,” Mika told him as they trudged back to the wherhold, “I'll teach you how to go for the
w%.”

“l don’t want to blind him,” Kindan said, aghast.
“But he wants to kill you,” Mika replied. “Think what you're going to do about that.”

All through his dinner and snging, Kindan mulled over the ex-dragonrider’s words. Even as he
crawled into his bed, he thought them over.

Kindan dept fitfully that night.

“No one fights wel when they’re worried about their eyes,” Mikd told Kindan as they dtarted their
practice the next morning. “And, as you've seen, it's nearly impossible to fight when blinded.”

Kindan could only nod, appalled at the thought of blinding someone. His friend Nuella was blind, and
though she coped with it very wel, Kindan knew from firs-hand experience—walking through the dark,
dust-laden minesjugt after a cave-in—what that meant to her.

He knew that VVaxoram was bigger, heavier, older, and had the greater reach.

“A person’s reaction to athrugt to the head isinginctud,” Mikd went on. “They will dways parry the
blow.”

In a quick series of exchanges, Mika demonstrated this on Kindan. Kindan fet sweat and cold fear
running down his back—and he knew that Mika would not hit him.

“Now, | want you to attack my head every third strike,” Mikd said.
“But | might hit you!” Kindan protested.

Mika looked around the practice area he'd chosen. “There are no rocks or holes here” he said. “If
you get me within a sword's length of the edge, well break. Otherwise, I'll be able to take care of
mysdf.” He raised his sword, one of the heavy wooden practice blades they’d been working with. “And
thisis more likdy to give me a black eye than a permanent injury.” And with that, Mika thrust forward,
sword raised toward Kindan, giving him the choice of fighting or being hit. Kindan fought.



They continued for two hours, bresking only four times. Once, Kindan nearly landed a blow on
Mikd’s cheek, just below the Ieft eye. Mika, on the other hand, landed a solid blow on Kindan's right
cheek; Kindan knew that it would be black and blue in the morning.

“Good,” Mikd said as he lowered his blade after their last bout. “We Il get some water and food.
When we start back, well use adummy.”

After aquick bite to eat and a gulp of water, Mikd brought Kindan over to a hadtily built figure. It was
dressed in Mikd's old clothes, a stick forced into the ground with a crosspiece tied to it a shoulder
height representing arms. The clothes were filled out with old straw, so that the overdl effect was that of
a scarecrow. However, Mikd had rigged ropes to the “hands’ so tha he could pivot the scarecrow
around the upright pole. The scarecrow’ s head was a gourd with two large holes in it where eyes would
be. In the holes Mikd had placed two ripe tomatoes.

He handed Kindan a sted blade and walked back to grab the ropes behind the scarecrow.

“Now go for the eyes” he ordered. Kindan lunged, but Mika pulled the scarecrow around so that
Kindan's stroke hit the Side of the gourd. He pulled his blade free and prepared to strike again.

In twenty minutes he scored ten times, none of them on the eyes.
“We should take a break,” Mikd said.
“No,” Kindan replied, his sides heaving, “let’s continue.”

Agan he thrust and missed. And again. And then—"Excdlent!” One of the tomatoes was skewered
and remained stuck on the end of Kindan's blade. Kindan looked at it and his triumphant amile died on
his lips as he grew pae and turned away from one-eyed scarecrow. He pivoted swiftly and moved his
blade just enough to get it out of the way as he heaved his guts.

Some time later, Mikd handed him a flask of water and Kindan redlized tha the ex-dragonrider had
dropped his ropes and was kneding behind him, gently rubbing his shoulders.

“Drink and spit it out—it'll clear out the aftertaste,” Mikd told him softly. Kindan obeyed, his insdes
dill sheaking. After awhile, he fet better. “Are you able to sand?’

Kindan nodded and stood up. He was glad to get away from the sench of his own vomit. As he
stood, he caught Sght of his blade once more, with the tomato neetly skewered a the end. It was just a
tomato.

“Kindan,” Mikd cdled softly. Kindan turned to him. “Now you understand what you're doing, don’'t
you?’

Kindan nodded mutdly.
“And you understand what Vaxoram will do?’
“Hell kill me” Kindan answered. “But that's supid.”

A trace of a amile crossed the old man's lips. “So don't let him.” He gestured for Kindan to pick up
his blade and return to the exercise.

Gingely, Kindan retrieved the blade, flicked it so that the tomato flew off, and moved toward the
dummy. He noticed that it once more had two tomato eyes.



Mika moved behind the dummy and grabbed the control ropes once more.
“Now,” he called, “go for the eyedl”

They practiced for another three hours, by which time Kindan had exhausted Mikd’'s store of
tomatoes.

“Maybe we should stop,” the ex-dragonrider suggested.
Kindan shook hishead. “No, I've an idea. Let's seeif | can score just below the eye”
“WI,]y?l

“l want to convince Vaxoram that | can have his eyes anytime | want,” Kindan replied. “If he
undergtands that, perhaps hell surrender.”

“And if he doesn't?’

“Then hell lose an eye,” Kindan replied staunchly, his somach in atight knot.

“And if he doesn’t stop then?” Mika persisted.

Kindan heaved a deep sgh. “Then I'll blind him and leave him fighting his own shadows.”

Mika locked eyes with him over the distance and then nodded in acknowledgment of Kindan's
conviction. “If he knows that you won't stop, hell surrender.” He tugged on the ropes once more. “Very
well, let’s begin”

Kindan worked for two more hours, fighting with both his naturd right and his newly trained left hand.
Asthe sun set, Mikd called a hdt.

“Tomorrow you'll practice with Jaythen, then Aleesa,” Mikad told him.

Kindan looked surprised at his mention of the ederly wherhandler.

“Shefightsdirty,” Mikd told him with awink.

Kindan was just as tired that night, but instead of going to bed exhausted, he found himsdf led to his
quarters by Ardla, Aleesa’s daughter.

“Strip, and lie down there on your stomach,” she ordered, pointing to a raised platiform. “Put your
head in the hole”

All feeble concerns Kindan had over nudity were completely banished by her next words. “Mikd has
asked me to give you a massage.”

As with dl harpers, Kindan had received some training in heding and so, from that, he aready hed
some training in massage and understood its benefits to not only muscle tone and skeleta dignment but
a0 just peace of mind. His nodrils pricked as he recognized the amdl of warmed, scented ail.

The head hole was wel padded with furs and let Kindan rdax completely on his ssomach without



tilting his head to one Sde or the other. He let out a deep Sgh as he sttled in, aware only of the cold ar
on his back. That was soon relieved by a soft fur bundled over his butt and legs. The sounds of Ardla
pouring and rubbing ail on her hands derted Kindan to the start of the massage. She fird got his back
wdl covered with the ail, then started on his muscles, massaging shoulders and neck firgt, and then
moving down to the base of his spine. In moments Kindan was logt in the luxurious feding of having the
kinksin his muscles dl worked out.

Kindan awoke on hisSxth day at the wherhold to the amdl of fresh klah. He looked up to see Mika
holding amug nearby.

“Bahe and then join us,” the old ex-dragonrider ingructed him.

After a quick—and welcome—bath, Kindan dressed carefully, aware of the parts of his body that
were dill sore. Outsde the wherhold he found Master Aleesa, Jaythen, and Mikd waiting for him. Ardla
hovered nearby.

“What sort of fighter is Vaxoram?’ Aleesa asked as he approached.
“Answer her now,” Mika barked.

“Don't think!” Jaythen yeled.

“He likes to overwhem,” Kindan shot back.

Mika nodded. “Good, then what mugt you do?’

Kindan started to think, but Jaythen barked at him, “Answer!”
“Tak!” Aleesa added.

“Overwhdm!” Kindan shouted in frustration.

“Good,” Mikd said. He amiled a Kindan. “You spoke from your gut, which is the best judge of a
fighter’s character. Why?’

Thistime they gave him the time to think through his response. “Because fighters fight from ther gut,”
hesad e lagt.

Mika nodded.

“So this moming we will practice overwheming,” Mikd told him. “The three of us will try to
overwhem you.”

Kindan swalowed hard. Three? How could he fight three at once?
“Not with swords, just with glances” Mika told him. “You must make us look away, dl three”
“How do | do that?” Kindan asked desparingly. “You're dl older than | am. And bigger.”

“Soisyour opponent,” Mikd replied. “Hewill be expecting to see you afraid, to see you glance away
from him, to see you admit your defeat before he ever raises his blade.”

“If you keep your eyes on his, meet hiswillpower, then he will be afraid,” Jaythen added.
“Itisthe test of willsthat decides thefight,” Aleesa said.



“You must make us back down,” Mikd said. “Use your mind, your willpower.”
“When you get it, when you use your willpower, well fed it and back down,” Jaythen added.

“Ardlawill help,” Mika added, nodding toward the younger wherhandler. “Shell be your coach,
shouting encouragement from behind you.” He paused a moment. Then: “Ready? Begin!”

Ardlaput her hands soothingly on Kindan's shoulders and told him, “You can do it, Kindan. You can
doit”

Mika darted toward Kindan, his brows furrowed, an angry look on his face. Besde him, Aleesa and
Jaythen dso rushed forward, their gazes intent, focused, angry.

“Go on, Kindan, you can do it,” Ardlas voice sounded in his ear, but he didn't notice it, didn't fed
her hands. Instead, he locked eyes with Aleesa, then looked away, frightened by the expresson on the
tough old woman's face. He glanced to Jaythen and saw the fighter's srength and raw power. He turned
his gaze dmost imploringly to Mika, but he knew the old dragonrider had far too much strength for him.

He amog broke down, amost backed away, but then he thought of Nondla and Kelsa.

“You can do it, Kindan,” Arelas voice sounded in his ear, her hands kneading his shoulders
encouragingly.

I will not lose, he swore to himsdf. He raised his eyes to Jaythen and locked onto him. Jaythen's age
and fierceness mdted out of Kindan's sght. He fdt his own heart legp, his breath coming in dow deep
lungfuls, and he remembered his bond with Kisk, his watch-wher. If he could manage her, he could
manage this man. His eyes widened, not in fear but in release of power. And then—Jaythen blinked,
looked away.

“Go on, Kindan, you can do it!”

Kindan immediatdy changed his focus to Mikd. He locked eyes on him. | will win, he thought to
himsdf. Agan he fdt the strength within himsdlf, the support and power of Kelsa and Nonala, and he
redized that no matter how old, how skilled Mika was, he would never win againg Kindan because
Kindan was supported by so many friends. Mikd’s eyes widened, then broke off.

“One more, Kindan, and she's just an old hag!” Ardla shouted behind him.
When Kindan turned his attention to Aleesa, she had aready los.
“Such power!” she exclamed, glancing to Mikd. “Did you expect this?’

“Yes” Mikd responded. “He wants to win.” He amiled at Kindan. “Now, we're going to up the
stakes. We're going to shout a you, try to defeat you with our voices. You have to shout back and
defeat us with yours. If you can defeat the three of us, you'll have no trouble overpowering Vaxoram.”

“And you won't have me to hdp thistime” Ardla added, taking a step away from him.
Kindan nodded and beckoned for them to begin.

It was much harder this time, with the roar of three voices coming a him, but he never doubted the
outcome for an indant. First Mikd, then Aleesa, then Jaythen were dl subdued, dropping ther eyes from
Kindan's stare. Kindan's throat was raw and hoarse, but he was exhilarated, feding he could fly without
even adragon. He had doneit!



“Now it istime to rest and reflect,” Mikd told him, his own voice raspy from overuse. “Don’'t say
another word today. Make certain that you have everything you need without usng your voice.”

Kindan nodded. Suddenly Aleesa, Jaythen, and Mikd rushed forward and sandwiched himin a giant
hug. When they findly broke up, Aleesa leaned down and hugged him to her. “I am glad you had a
watch-wher: you are worthy.”

Kindan nodded in thanks, his eyes bright with tears. At the Sde, Ardla stood, amiling at him.

“You fight wel,” Jaythen said, hugging himin atight bear hug that reminded Kindan of his dead father,
Danil. “You will win.”

Mikd hugged him last. “Remember that you have friends here now. You earned them.”

Tears rolled down Kindan's cheeks. He stood for a long moment while the others departed. After a
while, redizing that he was done, Kindan sat down on the grass.

His glance dropped to the soil beside him. He saw the blades of grass, the dark, rich soil, amdl rocks
on the surface and finer grains of dirt. He drew a deep, full bresth and exhded dowly. One pebble
caught his eye and he reached for it. It was smooth, rounded, and black. He rolled it between his thumb
and forefinger, savoring the sense of the smooth and cool stone.

Stone. Kindan remembered his earlier conversations with Mika about stones, rocks, and crystds. He
recaled that Mika had decided to stay in the wherhold because he liked the stones and crygds to be
found in the area. Kindan knew that crystas had heding powers, and could aso be used for meditation,
to focus thoughts. Perhapsiif he could find the right crystd, he could use its steadying influence in his fight
with Vaxoram.

Kindan stood up resolutdy. The best place to look for crystas would bein Aleesk’s cave; he recdled
thet from his foray Turns exrlier to get his green watch-wher egg. He wondered if watch-whers found
crydds as soothing as some humans did. He walked back to the wherhold's entrance and searched
ingde for a glowbasket. He took one smdl glow-covered rock and headed toward Aleesk’s cave.

It was daytime, so he knew the watch-wher would be deeping. He waked in as quietly as he could,
S0 as not to disurb her dumber. Holding the dim glow close, he turned to the nearest wal and ran his
hands dowly over it.

Hefdt it before he saw it—a amdl stone hdf-buried in the wal. It came out of the wal easily and he
hdd it in his hand. It fdt specid, full of power. Satisfied, he went out of the room, returned the glow to its
basket, and |€ft the wherhold, heading toward the nearby stream.

In the stream he bathed hisfind and carefully chipped out asmdl piece of quartz crystd from the man
mass. It was jugt big enough to hold, but it seemed to vibrate with power as he pinched it between his
thumb and forefinger. Thiswill be me, he thought to himsdf, smdl and powerful.

Intrigued now, Kindan scanned the streambed and the banks looking for any other rock or pebble that
cdled to him. He was not surprised to find anice diver of ydlow citrine, which he cleaned and pocketed.
He had learned from Mika during one of the ex-dragonrider’ s days at the Harper Hall that citrine helped
to keep one chearful and manifes gods, just as white quartz was good a manifesing power and
concentrating intentions. Armed with these, Kindan fdt he could not lose.

He waked dowly back to the camp, pausing to touch the bark of a tree, check for the Sgn of animds,
inhde deeply of the scents on the air, feding more a peace and focused than he had snce he'd firg



arived at the Harper Hal over a Turn before.

He could do this. He could meet Vaxoram and win. But his good fedings faded as he redized one
thing: He could not blind the older apprentice to win, any more than he could kill him. It was't that
Kindan didn't believe he had the ability now, nor that he wasn't willing to do either deed if there was no
other way—it was that he redized that winning by those means would be a hallow victory, would leave
Vaxoram 0 utterly defeated thet the older boy would have no chance to redeem his honor.

Kindan had to find another way.
He spent the rest of the day in an uneasy, thoughtful slence.

He returned to the wherhold that evening and was grateful to be offered his med in sSlence. Even the
younggters were quiet, ther chattering voices dilled. Kindan fdt guilty about that for a moment, then
caught the eyes of one of the smdler girls and saw that she was regarding him solemnly, sharing his
slencein akind and compassionate way. He amiled a her and she amiled back, her eyes shining brightly.
Then, as though that were too loud, she schooled her expression to be serious and brought afinger to her
lips Kindan nodded. He held her eyes for along while. She looked away firg, toward her mother, and
Kindan found himsdf falowing her gaze, to her mother's eyes. He continued, wordliesdy expressing his
graitude to every member of the amdl hold. When the med was complete, Ardla led hm once more to
the massage table and, in slence, massaged his muscles until he fdl into a deep, dreamless deep.

“Kindan,” Mika’s soft voice roused him dowly into consciousness.
Kindan opened his eyes.
“Thisis the seventh day,” Mika said, histone neutrd.
“I'm ready.”
“You only think you are,” Mikd told him. *'Y ou have one more thing to do.”
Kindan sat up and looked at the ex-dragonrider expectantly.

“You mugt discover ten thingsto livefor,” Mikd told him quietly. Kindan opened his mouth, but Mika
slenced him with an upraised hand. “Firgt, we will eat.”

It seemed that the whole of the wherhold had gathered for breakfast. The children, induding the
solemn girl of the previous night, were bright-eyed and loud in the way of dl children. The adults were
aso animated, and even sometimes coarse in ther language. They laughed frequently; Kindan found
himsdf amiling alot.

When they finished, Mikd led him off to their practice area and indicated that Kindan should Sit.
“Wel, what have you discovered so far?” Mikd asked.

“To live for?" Kindan repested, partly to buy time Mika nodded. “I want to live for my fire-lizard

Mika nodded and hdld up afinger.



“l want to live for Nonda and Kelsa,” Kindan said.

“What does that mean?” Mika asked.

“l want to protect them,” Kindan replied.

“Why?" Mikd pressed.

Thisis getting harder, Kindan thought as he grappled with the question.
“Because they’re my friends,” he said out loud.

“You could get other friends—that doesn't sound like a reason,” Mikd replied dismissvey. “Fnd
another.”

“Because | love them!” Kindan blurted out, surprised at his words and the heat of his reaction. All his
haf-formed dreams of kissng Kelsa, of dancing through the night with her, maybe even of partnering with
her, vanished as he absorbed that. He loved them both, equdly, and neither of them as a mate. Kelsa and
Nonda were specia to him because he knew they loved and trusted him; he would do nothing to dter
that—he loved them too much.

Mika stared a him for a long, tense moment, then nodded and held up two more fingers. “What
dse?

“For M'td,” Kindan said.

“The Weyrleader?’ Mikd repeated. “You want to live for the Weyrleader?’
Kindan frowned. “No, | want to go to Benden, become the Weyr harper.”
Mikd held up afourth finger.

And now Kindan fdtered, groping for a fifth reason. What if he couldn’t find five reasons to live?
What did that say about hislife, he wondered.

“I want to live for my father and my brothers,” he said after a moment. “To honor their memory.”

Mikd held up hisfifth finger and waved the other clenched fid in the ar. Kindan took in a deep breath
and let it out dowly.

“l want to livefor you,” he said. “I want to live so that you'll know that your training helped and that
you are needed and—" He fatered, nibbling hislip for a moment before he added, “—Iloved.”

Mikd’s eyes glisened as he held up the firg finger on hisleft hand.

“ want to livefor dl that | can learn,” Kindan said. Ancther finger. “For dl that | can give” Another
finger. “For dl that | have yet to see” Another finge—he was up to nine. “I want to live for me and what
| can offer.”

Mikd put up his hands, fingers spread wide. “Now, do you know what you have discovered?’ the old
men asked dowly.

Kindan nodded dowly. “I’ve discovered my srength.”

“How many reasons does Vaxoram have to live?’



Kindan shook his head. “Maybe one”

“That’sright,” Mika agreed. “You have at least nine more reasons to live than he does.” He stood up
dowly, stretching, and gestured for Kindan to lead the way back to the wherhold. “Are you ready to fight
now?’

“Yes,” Kindan replied.
“And do you know what you'll do?’

“I'll win.”

CHAPTER 4

Fight only in direst need
Not for lust or petty greed
Honor those that do give birth
Respect them well for their full worth.

HARPER HALL

I t was only as Kindan fdt the last of the cold of between seep out of his bones as the great bronze

dragon, Gaminth, spiraled on down to the landing meadow outside the Harper Hdl that he findly redized
how he could win the upcoming fight on his own terms. A fierce amile animated his lips and remained
there dl the way back through the archway and into the courtyard of the Harper Hall.

“Are you ready, Kindan?' Master Murenny asked as he approached.

“Could | have sometime to practice?’ Kindan asked. The courtyard was full of harpers except for the
large center expanse that was reserved for the upcoming duel. He saw no sgn of Vaxoram but he wasn't

looking for him. Winning was no longer an issue in Kindan's mind. All he wanted was to win without
bloodshed.

“How long do you need?’

“Ten minutes will be enough,” Kindan replied. “And can | get some green tomatoes? Maybe hdf a
dozen?’

“I'll seeif Selora can provide them,” Murenny replied, his eyes dancing in anticipation. Selora was
happy to provide eight green tomatoes.

“What are you going to do?’ Kelsa asked as she brought him the tomatoes.



“Prectice)” Kindan replied enigmaticaly. He stepped into the vacant center of the courtyard,
beckoning for Kelsa to follow him. “Throw up one of the tomatoes whenever you're ready.”

“Toward you?’
“No, just close enough to lunge at,” Kindan replied, grabbing his blade in hisleft hand.
“Kindan, you're not left-handed,” Kelsa said in surprise.

Kindan smiled and nodded, flicking his blade a her encouragingly. Kelsa swallowed hard, grabbed
one tomato, and threw it up into the air. Kindan lunged, flicking his wrigt as he did so, and the tomato
landed, unharmed on the ground. Kelsa's eyes grew wider, nervoudy. Kindan gestured for her to try
agan. Agan she threw, again Kindan flicked and again the tomato reached the ground whole.

“Excdlent,” Kindan said over the growing hubbub of surprised apprentices. He knew that to them it
looked as though he had missed twice, but he didn't care. He had seen what he wanted with the
tomatoes. on each he had l&ft athin scar. Now it was time for Vaxoram to be scared.

“Throw up two at once, please,” Kindan said, loud enough to carry over the murmurings. The noise
fdl immediatdy. Kelsa pleaded with her eyes, but Kindan medy nodded to her. She threw two
tomatoes into the arr, unable to control their arcs, and they separated. Kindan lunged twice and both
tomatoes fdl to the ground—neetly cut in haf. Around him the crowd gasped.

“And again,” Kindan indructed Kelsa. She looked at him with unmasked surprise and grabbed two
more tomatoes. Kindan lunged twice more and severed both tomatoes before they hit the ground.

“Onemore time” Kindan said, his voice carrying clearly in the slent courtyard.

Eagerly Kdsa threw the tomatoes in the air, their courses diverging far more energeticdly, but it didn't
metter: Kindan lunged toward one, recovered, twisted, and lunged toward the second before it hit the
ground. Both were severed.

“I'm done my practice, Masterharper Murenny,” Kindan called loudly. He pivoted on one foot to
view the whole courtyard, seeking out VVaxoram. He spotted him and stopped, gesturing with his other
hand for Kelsa to rgoin the crowd.

“Good luck,” she cdled softly to him.

“Vaxoram!” Kindan shouted loudly, his voice echoing off the wadls of the Harper Hal. Vaxoram
looked up a him, his blade held loosdly at his side. “Do you yidd?’

“Hah!” Vaxoram shouted back, tromping into the center of the courtyard.
Masterharper Murenny and Master Detdlor strode after him.

“Are you determined to do this?” Murenny asked Kindan and Vaxoram in turn. Each nodded,
dthough Kindan noticed that Vaxoram was swvalowing nervoudy, his eyes wide with fear. Kindan
locked onto Vaxoram's eyes urtil the other glanced away. Kindan kept his eyes on Vaxoram's face,
medting his eyes every time the older boy glanced nervoudy in his direction. Kindan was certain tha
Vaxoram had seen the tomato demondration, just as he was equaly certain that Vaxoram thought that
Kindan had missed the firg two tomatoes.

“Very wdl,” Detdlor said. “If that's the case, | Sl check your blades.” Both Kindan and Vaxoram
reversed their blades, proferring the hilts to the Defense Master. This was a mere formdity, as both



blades belonged to the Harper Hal. Still, in dl solemnity, Detdlor took Vaxoram'’s firsd and examined it
carefully before flexing it and handing it back. He repeated the same inspection with Kindan's blade and
returned it in the same manner.

Kindan was glad to get his blade back in his Ieft hand, and managed not to smile when he saw
Detdlor's look of surprise—at least the Defense Master had paid attention. Kindan had counted on
Vaxoram not to care which hand Kindan fought with.

Detdlor stepped back, hisown sword at his sde.

“Sdute each other,” Detdlor said.

Vaxoram and Kindan raised their blades in the salute, then lowered them again.
“You may begin,” Murenny cdled loudly.

As expected, Vaxoram charged ingantly. Kindan, who had been weatching him carefully, waited until
the last moment and sidestepped, pivating around to whack Vaxoram hard with the side of his thin blade.
He knew that the blow would at best leave a wet but would probably anger Vaxoram more. He was
counting on that.

Vaxoram stopped and turned, eyeing Kindan, who waited for hm impassvely. Vaxoram sarted
forward dowly, advancing in proper fendng style. When he was near enough to lunge a Kindan, he
stopped. Kindan eyed him, waiting. Vaxoram's lunge was telegraphed by the flaring of his nodrils.
Kindan best it asde and jabbed in return into Vaxoram's right shoulder. He heard Vaxoram's hiss of
pain, but withdrew quickly and stepped back. Vaxoram retrested as well, his expresson a mixture of
aurprise, fear, and anger.

“Do you yidd?' Kindan caled.

Vaxoram answered him with an angry growl and charged. Kindan parried and thrust again, but his
blade did off Vaxoram'’s shoulder. Kindan retreated.

“Ruming away?’ Vaxoram sneered.

Kindan said nothing, locking his eyes once more on Vaxoram’'s. He was ready again for Vaxoram's
lunge, parried once more, but thistimein his riposte he raised his blade higher and threatened Vaxoram's
face. The older apprentice jerked his head aside.

Kindan stepped back, to hisright. Vaxoram stood en garde, eyeing Kindan carefully. The older boy’s
ddes were heaving, but Kindan thought it was from fear rather than breathlessness.

“Did you see what | did to those tomatoes?” Kindan asked. He saw a flicker of curiogty in
Vaxoram's eyes. “I can split your eyes just like that.” He saw alook of horror creep over Vaxoram's
face. The large apprentice charged blindly with a loud ydl, but Kindan was ready and sidestepped,
turning around to keep his blade pointed at Vaxoram.

Vaxoram stopped uncertainly. It was a moment before he turned to face Kindan. In that moment,
Kindan knew that the fight was over, that Vaxoram was looking for a way out, an honorable surrender.
And Kindan would giveit to him.

He rushed toward the larger apprentice. Vaxoram took a step back, then held his ground, his sword in
guard postion. When Kindan struck, he beat Vaxoram's blade to the Sde and curved back across
Vaxoram's exposed face—just below the right eyeball, leaving athin, red welt.



Vaxoram bellowed in pain and horror. He charged, but Kindan was ready; he sidestepped once more,
but thistime held out a foot, tripping Vaxoram. He whirled around and stood over the fdlen lad, his point
coming to Vaxoram's throat.

“Yidd,” Kindan cdled loudly. He flicked his point up toward Vaxoram's other eye, then back down
to Vaxoram'’s throat. “Do you yidd?’

Vaxoram licked hislips, his eyes huge, his heart racing, his Adam’s apple wobbling, but he voiced no
words.

“I won't kill you,” Kindan declared, his eyes locked on the other apprentice’s. Vaxoram's eyes
narrowed in surprise. “If you don't yidd, though, | will blind you.” Kindan flicked his point up to
Vaxoram'sIeft eye. “Think about that,” he said very carefully. “Think about it and yidd.” He gestured to
Vaxoram's sword, dill held in the apprentice’ s hand. “Throw your blade away,” he ordered.

With a dight heave, Vaxoram threw his blade away. It landed not far from him.
“Now yidd.”
Vaxoram didn’t move, hiswhole being clearly conveying defeat.

Kindan backed away and gestured with his blade. “Get on your knees in front of me and yidd yoursdf
tome” he said, usng the forma words he'd been taught by Detallor, words he' d never thought to hear
spoken for red, let done utter himsdf.

Sowly, Vaxoram rolled over onto his knees. As he did, one hand lunged toward his blade, but Kindan
saw the motion and, with a flick of his own blade, sent the other flying through the ar. He flicked his
blade back toward Vaxoram once more, this time with the point resting hard on the top of the other’'s
back just over the left lung.

“Say you yidd now,” he said, hisvoice ragping in anger. “Say it loud so everyone can hear, or I'll pop
your lung.”

“l yidd,” Vaxoram said softly, flopping face down onto the ground.

“Get up,” Kindan ordered, nudging him with the point of his blade. “On your knees.”
Vaxoram pushed himsdf to his knees.

“Yidd.”

“l yidd,” Vaxoram said more loudly.

“Say it dl,” Kindan commanded.

“l yidd to Kindan, apprentice of the Harper Hal,” Vaxoram said, his voice rigng loud enough to
carry. “l yidd his judgment on my body and | acknowledge forfeit to him.”

“What forfa@t?” Master Murenny’s voice cdled from the crowd.
“He sto serve me” Kindan cdled back.
“For how long?’

“Until 1 release him,” Kindan replied.



“Vaxoram, do you forfeit?” Murenny called formaly.

“l do,” Vaxoram replied, tears streaming from his eyes. He looked up a Kindan. “| forfet. | will serve
you until you release me”

Kindan kept his eyes on the older boy who had just agreed to become his persond drudge. And he
was surprised to see a sense of rdief in Vaxoram's eyes. The bully had found his place in the Harper
Hal—at Kindan's side.

“He's not going to deep with us, is he? Nonaa spoke quigly into Kindan's ear as she and Kelsa
congratulated him on his victory.

Kindan glanced over a Vaxoram who was daing steadily ahead, his eyes dull, his bleak expression
marred only by the tracks of tears that had cleared paths through the grime that encrusted his face.

“Yes,” Kindan declared at once. “There' s a spare bunk nearby.”

“But—" Nonda cut hersdf off as she caught Kindan's set look. “Okay.”
“Kindan!” Master Murenny’s voice cut through the noise of the massed harpers.
“Magter?” Kindan caled back, glancing toward the sound of the harper’s voice.
“Meat meinmy quarters.”

“Immediately,” Kindan replied. He glanced toward Vaxoram. On impulse, he handed his blade to him.
“Clean up the blades, then dean yoursdf up.”

Vaxoram took the blade and hefted it consderingly. Kindan could tdl that the older lad was
wondering what he could do to Kindan armed with two swords againg his none. Kindan shook his head
jugt fractiondly and VVaxoram nodded in acquiescence—sword or no, Kindan would win, and Kindan
knew that VVaxoram could seeitin his eyes.

“Yes, 9r,” Vaxoram said.

“No, cdl me harper,” Kindan ordered. Vaxoram nodded and started off on his chores, ignoring the
sympathetic cals from his former cronies.

“Come” Masterharper Murenny cdled immediatdy upon Kindan's knock. Kindan entered the room
and was not surprised to see that Master Detdlor and Weyrleader M’td were aready present.

“You could have killed him,” M’tal said with no preamble.
“That would have not been a good idea,” Kindan replied.

“Explan,” Murenny said, waving his hand to turn the terse word into an invitation.



“If I hed killed him, the rest of the apprentices would have decided that perhaps Vaxoram was right,
that there should be no girl apprentices because they caused trouble,” Kindan said. Murenny nodded in
agreement. “And they might also decide someday that | deserved retribution.”

“Whet will you do with im now?” M’tdl asked.
“Can he dill take classes?” Kindan said, turning to the Masterharper.
“Certanly.”

“Then, in hisfree time he Il serve me” Kindan replied. “I'll have him do any chores Selora needs, help
guard the bath, and make sure that the other apprentices behave themseves”

“Do you trust hm with the girls?” M’td asked Murenny.
“Do you?" Murenny asked, turning the question over to Kindan.

Kindan frowned in thought before nodding. “Yes,” he said. “I think that he will be trustworthy. In time
hell redlize that if he wants a mate, hell need to seem gppedling to women, and that his good behavior is
hisonly chance to do that.”

Murenny nodded.
“| think he has seen the error of hisways,” Detdlor agreed, hisface set in awry amile

“We dhdl keep an eye on him, dl the same,” Murenny said. Kindan noticed the way the Masterharper
regarded him and fdt that there was something that remained unspoken.

“l had three older brothers,” Kindan said. “1 won't treet him badly.”

“Good,” Murenny said. “Let me know if you need any hep.”

“l won't need it,” Kindan told him. The Masterharper raised an eyebrow in curiogty.
Kindan explained, “Vaxoram log, far and square. He won't cause trouble now.”
“You seem quite certain,” M’td observed.

“He' s acknowledged hislossin front of the whole hdl,” Kindan said.

“But he tried to attack you again!” M’td protested.

“Id be worried if he hadn’t,” Kindan replied. “Now, he knows for certain that I'll beat him, so he
won't try.”

“You're sying tha now that he knows his place, he won't cause anty more trouble?” Murenny
suggested.

“Yes” Kindan replied.

Murenny pursed hislips, his eyes hdf-closed in thought. Findly he looked up a Kindan and nodded.
“l think you have a good underganding of his character,” he said. He wagged a finger wamningly a
Kindan as he added, “Make sure you don’t forget.”

“I won't, Master,” Kindan said. Taking the Masterharper’s nod for a dismisd, he turned to M’td.
“Thank you for hdping me”



M’td snorted. “Do you think you were the only one | was heping?”
Kindan shook his head. “Thank you for hdping my friends, and VVaxoram.”
M’tadl nodded. “Y ou’ re welcome.”

With a find nod, Kindan left the room. Just after he closed the door, he heard Murenny’'s voice
carying dearly: “Zig will want to know.”

Master Zig had been the harper at Kindan's mining home, and the one who had recommended him to
the Harper Hdl. Since he had been a the Harper Hdl, Kindan had learned that Master Zig was
respected by dl the Masters, this information usudly being relayed in the form of a groaning question,
“And you are sure that Master Zig recommended you, Kindan?’

“Verilan's much better,” Kelsafilled Kindan in at lunchtime. “He |l be so disappointed that he didn't get
to watch the fight” She cast her eyes toward Vaxoram, who sat a the end of therr table, eding
digtractedly. She glanced over to Kindan, her expresson making it plain that she wished he hadn't invited
Vaxoram to st with them. Kindan gave her the merest frown in reply and gestured for her to continue
with her story.

“He s dill coughing a bit,” Nonda said, not missng any of ther exchange of expressons. Her glance
toward Vaxoram was thoughtful, dmogt pitying. “But Master Lenner says helll be released later on
t(]j@/,”

“Wha herbds did he get?’ Kindan asked, mentaly developing his own lig of herbas. At the beginning
of his second year a the Harper Hal, Kindan had been offered the chance to become a heder and
declined, feding that he wasn't suited for the duties. HE'd meant it when he'd said that he didn’'t want to
be a hedler, but he dso knew that harpers had to know some heding: They were often cdled upon to
assis the local hedler or expected to provide remedies when no heder was available.

As Nonala recited the lig in a sngsong fashion, Kindan could see Kelsa nodding gpprovingly and only
once frowning, as though she would have ordered the words more melodicaly. Kindan wondered when
“Herbs for Colds” would be sung around the Harper Hall.

“That sounds like ‘Minor Green Dragon,”” Vaxoram murmured.
“Pardon?’ Nonaa asked, turning to himin surprise.

“Itsasong | learned,” Vaxoram said, looking at her uncomfortably. “It talks about different herbs and
what they treat. One decoction is Minor Green Dragon—it's used for minor colds and coughs”

“Could you gng it to me?’ Kelsa asked. Vaxoram started to answer, then turned to Kindan.
“Later, maybe,” Kindan said. “We ve got to get to our classes.”

“And me?’ Vaxoram asked.

“You, too,” Kindan told him. “You're to keep to your standard schedule.”

Vaxoram nodded, but Kindan could see that he looked troubled.



“You dill want to be a harper, don't you?” Kindan asked him.
“But I'm not good enough,” Vaxoram protested.

“You areif you say you are,” Kelsa snapped a him. “But at least you don't have people saying you
can't be a harper because you're agirl.”

Vaxoram paled. “You could be a harper,” hetold her. “I was wrong.”

“You're not the only one who thinks | shouldn't be a harper,” Kesa snapped back hatly. She
gestured to Nonala. “Nor Nonda.”

“But you can sng!” Vaxoram said to Nonda, then turned back to Kelsa. “And you can write songs |
only dream of!”

“Keep saying that,” Kindan told him. “Keep tdling them and anyone you meet. Maybe the others will
getit”

Vaxoram closed his mouth suddenly, his lips thin. Kindan got up from his place and walked over to
Vaxoram. He leaned close by his ear, groping for the right words.

“We can dl help each other here,” Kindan said at last. Judging by the twitch of Vaxoram's shoulders,
he hadn’t made his point. He sighed to himsdf. Maybe the next time he would figure out a better way to
express himsdf. “Let’s get to our classes”

That evening, Vaxoram joined them for dinner. He ate Slently.

As they prepared for bed that night, Vaxoram came over to Kindan with an expectant look on his
face. Kindan pointed to an empty bunk.

“You're to deep there)” he said. Vaxoram nodded tersdy, and Kindan could tdl that the older
apprentice was dill adjugting to his new postion. “The four of us—me, Verilan, Kesa, and Nonala—are
from different years; there’ s no shamein joining us.”

“Ancther outcast,” Vaxoram muttered resignedly, going over to hisold bunk and retrieving his chest.
“You're dill the senior apprentice,” Kindan reminded him.
Vaxoram shook his head. “How can | be? | take orders from you.”

Kindan had nothing to say to that. As Vaxoram was aranging his bed, Kelsa came over to Kindan.
“Does heredly have to deep with us?

“Yes,” Kindan said. “Unless you want me to move.”
“No,” Kelsareplied hedtily, sheking her head in emphasis. “It's just that—"

“He serves me he needs to be near me” Kindan told her, his face set. “If that’s a problem for you,
we can move, or you can move.”

“You'd better be right,” Kelsa snapped. She stomped off, casing angry glances in his direction until
shefindly climbed into her bunk.

Kindan settled into his bed not much later, then crawled out to turn out the glows.



“l can do that,” Vaxoram said from behind him. Kindan started to protest, then stopped himsdf and
nodded. Tuming out the glows was, after dl, the duty of the senior apprentice.

“Thanks” Kindan said when he'd finished.

“Glows over,” Vaxoram cdled loudly to the rest of the room. Scurrying noises showed that he was
obeyed.

Kindan settled into his bunk, reviewing dl the amazing events of the day and redizing with a shiver that
had things gone differently, he would have been dead.

He drifted dowly off to deep, conddering dl the ramifications of his actions and trying to imagine the
future. He was Startled awake suddenly by the one thing he hadn’t counted on: Vaxoram snored.

The next issue occurred &fter ther run next morning, as Kelsa and Nonala cast concerned glances
between Kindan and the bath room, dealy asking hm what he intended to do about the bathing
gtuation. Vaxoram, however, had an answer, rougting out the remaning laggards and handing out large
fluffy towels to the four of them. Kindan kept a smile to himsdf as he reflected that in most ways
Vaxoram was dill a bully—just his bully.

“He s not bathing with us, ishe?” Nonala hissed worriedly toward Kindan. VVaxoram diffened, but he
continued on his journey into the bath room with them. Insde, he pulled another set of towds off his
shoulder and hung them lengthwise between the front and back rows of baths.

Kindan understood at once.

“An excdlent idea,” he told the older apprentice. Vaxoram gave him the faintest of grins that vanished
before Kindan could reciprocate.

“The girls are getting too old for us not to respect ther privacy,” Vaxoram said. He glanced a Kindan
and Veilan. “And so are you.”

“But we like taking when we're in the baths” Kelsa complained from the far sde of the towd
partition.

“You can pull them down when everyone's in ther bath,” Vaxoram replied. “And when you're ready
to get out, let us know and we'll look away while you wrap yoursdf in your towe.”

“That’sno fun,” Nonala protested.

“But he' sright,” Kelsa said. “We are getting older.”

Kindan was surprised to see Vaxoram interrupt his last class of the day, Archiving with Master Reder.
He thought perhaps that Vaxoram had misunderstood, but instead of approaching him, Vaxoram went
directly to the Master and spoke quickly, pointing a Kindan.



“Kindan, you're excused,” Reder cdled. “You're to go up to the Hold—the eggs are hatching.”
Kindan started to put away hiswork, as Master Reder was known for his fastidiousness.

“I'll get that,” Vaxoram said, rushing to Kindan's sde.
“Meet me up there,” Kindan replied, scuttling out of the Archive Room.

Outside, in the Harper Hal courtyard, Kindan broke into a dow, steedy trot. He and the other
gpprentices made the kilometer run every morning, so he was used to it, but he paced himsdf now, so
that he'd arrive ready for anything. As he ran, he tried to recal everything that he knew about the clutch
of firellizard eggs. M'td had sad that the eggs were actudly the combinaion of two finds, that some
might hatch before the others but that he was pretty certain that there would not be more than two days
between the firs and last hatching.

Of the saven eggs, only two were marked for the Harper Hdl, his and one other. Kindan had heard
that the second was to go to Issak, one of the younger journeyman harpers. Tendin, the senior
journeyman a the Harper Hal, had dready had a chance and had faled to Impress his fire-lizard.
Kindan had been surprised to hear that, as Tendin had dways struck him as a kind, consderate
individud. But sometimes, Kindan reflected with growing unease, that wasn't enough for a fire-lizard.
Certanly it wasn't enough on its own to Impress a dragon.

The risng dope dowed him down only a little and soon he was under the great arches of Fort Hold
and gorinting into the courtyard proper, heading for the huge doors that opened into Fort’s Great Hall.

“Thefire-lizard eggs, where are they?’ Kindan caled to one of the guards as he sped past.
“You'd better hurry,” the guard replied, gesturing to the far end of the hdl, “they’re in the kitchen.”
Kindan increased his pace to aful run, his breath now coming in gasps and his Sdes aching with effort.

Kindan had no sooner entered Fort’s huge kitchen, a room nearly three times the sze of the Harper
Hal's when Issak’s voice cdled out, “Come on, Kindan, they’'re hatching! One's dready gone
between.”

Unlessimmediatdy fed—stuffed sensdless, in fact—a fire-lizard would go between in search of food
on its own, which meant that it would go wild and never be Impressed.

Kindan raced over to the hearth and took in the scene: there were severd young men, Issak, and a girl
somewhat older than Kindan. At that very ingtant, the egg nearest her burst open and a beautiful golden
queen fire-lizard emerged, creding with fear and hunger.

“Feed it,” I1ssak shouted, thruding a bowl of scraps toward the girl.

But the girl did nothing, her eyes only on the gold fire-lizard, wide with both fear and amazement. In
that ingant, Kindan fdl in love.

“Korianal” An older woman's voice cdled. Kindan turned to follow the voice and saw an older
verson of the girl, dressed dl in finery—Lady Sannora, Fort's Lady Holder.

Kindan dropped to the girl’s Sde, grabbed the bowl of scraps, and pulled one out of it. He thrugt the
wet bit of mesat into one of the girl’s limp hands.

“You mus feed her,” he said. “Feed her and make her come to you.”



Koriana jerked at hiswords and looked down to the piece of meet in her hand. Kindan put his hand
over her forearm and guided it forward to the mouth of the fire-lizard. The little queen saw the meat and
pounced, gobbling it down. Kindan grabbed another piece with his free hand and put it in Koriana's
hand, drawing it back dightly toward her lap.

“Kindan!” Issak called. “The other eggs, you need to pick onel”
“You said one had gone dready,” Kindan protested.

“That was mine” one of the Lord Holder’s sons declared. He gestured to Kindan. “You should have
achance. After dl, you seem to have brought us luck, for Koriana a the very lesst.”

Kindan continued to pass scraps to Koriana, leaning so close that he could smel the fresh scent of her
hair, the warmth of her trembling body. Her hair was honey blond and her eyes a brilliant blue. A
gmatering of freckles showed on her arms and Kindan guessed that she also had some on her face. She
was breathing raggedly.

“Cdm down, it'll be dl right,” Kindan told her soothingly. “Y ou're doing fine. Just feed her and have
her come to you. Y ou want her in your lap. Then feed her until she fdls adeep.”

Kindan started to move but Koriana made a terrified sound and grabbed at him.

A figure came from around behind him. It was Vaxoram. He looked over a the rocking eggs and
back to Kindan.

“Which one?’ he asked Kindan. For a moment dl eyes were on Kindan. He pointed to a brownish
egg and Vaxoram retrieved it, bringing it and some warm sand close to Kindan, then he retreated Slently.

Lady Sannora frowned as she noticed the raw, red scar under Vaxoram's right eye and turned to
scrutinize Kindan with atight expression that Kindan didn’t see.

“Keep feeding her,” Kindan indructed Koriana, leaning back now a little from the intoxicaing
closeness of her.

In front of him, the brownish shell rocked hard and cracked. Kindan tensed, grabbed a handful of
scraps with his other hand, and held it above the shell. In a moment a head emerged and credled. Kindan
fed it a scrap. The fire-lizard hatchling shook its egg and burst it gill further, reaching for the next scrap.
Kindan fed it, then pulled his hand back.

“Comeon,” he cdled soothingly. “ There' s plenty here. You can haveit dl, come on.”

The hatchling burst out of its egg and took an awkward step toward Kindan and another scrap of
food.

Beside him, Kindan heard Koriana speak in imitation, “Come on, you beauty, have another.”

“Come on,” Kindan said. He was surprised to see that his fire-lizard was bronze. He'd thought he'd
picked a brown. “Oh, you're such a pretty one, aren't you?’ he murmured encouragingly. “You're so
clever, too! Come on, come alittle closer.”

“Come on, my beauty, come closer,” Koriana cooed. Kindan glanced a her long enough to grin and
was rewarded with the most beautiful amile he'd ever seen. It was with an effort that he turned back to
hisfire-lizard.



It took only a few more minutes to get his fire-lizard perched in his lap, suffed with scraps. Beside
him, Koriana s gold had found her way into her Igp aso and had curled up, fast adeep.

“Wha do | do now?" Koriana murmured fearfully to Kindan.
“Stroke her,” he told her. “Stay with her while she deeps. Feed her when she wakes up.”

He looked down to his own firellizard and stroked the bronze beauty softly. Soon the miniature
dragon had dso curled up comfortably and, with afind shiver of abandon, fdlen adeep. He turned back
to Koriana, dill oblivious to the others. “What are you going to name her?’

Koriana' s lips tightened into a frown as she thought. “Koriss” she said findly. “ She dhdl be Koriss”
She looked a Kindan and his heart legpt as she amiled and asked, “And yours?’

“Vdla” The name seemed right the moment he said it.
Two eggs remained unhatched and unmoving.

“M’tad said that there were two different clutches,” Kindan announced when he noted Lord Bemin and
his Lady Sannora exchange concerned |ooks.

“But when will we know that they're haiching?’ Lord Bemin asked.
“M’td sad that they should hatch within two days of each other,” Kindan replied.

Lord Bemin looked relieved. He glanced at Kindan with his bronze firelizard in his lap and then at
Koriana with her gold fire-lizard. A frown crossed his face as he noticed how closdy the harper was
seated to his eldest daughter.

“Could you stay here tonight? Lady Sannora asked Kindan. “I'll send word to the Hal—"
“l could go,” Vaxoram offered.

“Could you?' Lady Sannora asked, her face brightening with rdief. Vaxoram glanced at Kindan,
asking, “Isthat dl right?’

“Certainly,” Kindan replied. “I'll be back in the morning.”
“You'd trust me onmy own?’ Vaxoram asked with just ahint of surprisein his tone,
Kindan turned his head and probingly locked eyes with VVaxoram for along moment before nodding.

“Go carefully, the roads can get dick at thistime of night,” 1ssak advised. Vaxoram nodded, bowed to
Lord Bemin and Lady Sannora, then left swiftly.

“That boy!” Lady Sannora exdamed to her husband. “Did you see the scar under his eye?’

“He was fighting,” Lord Bemin replied, turning his head to eye Kindan thoughtfully. “There was a dud.
Helog.”

“l don’t approve of duds,” Lady Sannora pronounced, her face set in a grimace. “What overmuscled
cretin picked afight with him?’

Lord Bemin raised an eyebrow in Kindan's direction.
“l did,” Kindan said, mesting the Lord's and Lady’s outraged |ooks steadily, though he fdt the heet in



his cheeks. “He had threatened to use his strength over awoman,” he explained. With a shrug, he added,
“Severd women, actudly.”

“Why didn’t you kill m?" Bemin's edest son, Semin, demanded.
“Because, my lord,” Kindan replied, “I believe in second chances”
Samin was surprised a Kindan's response.

“And because it would have done more harm than good,” Issak chimed in from the other sde. He
indined his head toward Kindan. “Master Murenny recounted your thinking to me.”

Was there a hint of respect in the journeyman’s eyes?
“Wdl!” Lady Sannora said in surprise.

“Wdl,” Lord Bemin agreed, “we have offered our hospitdity for the night; please do not hestate to
ask for anything you need.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Kindan replied, fuly aware of the emphasis the Lord Holder had placed on
“the night’—and the implication that Kindan was expected to leave in the morning.

Koriana had listened to the exchange through hdf-lidded eyes as though drowsing, but Kindan had
noticed that she had opened them once or twice with such haste that he wondered if she hadn’t been
fegning her fatigue. Now she spoke up. “Father, could you have pillows and blankets brought to us?’

“Us?’ Lady Sannora repeated in surprise.

“l don’'t want to disturb Koriss,” Koriana said, bending her head toward the fire-lizard degping in her
lap. “And | might need help if she wakes in the night. I'm sure Issak and”—here Kindan fdt her eyes
upon him—"Kindan will keep me company.”

“Of course” Issak declared ingantly, flicking a haf-wink toward Kindan. Kindan, wisdy, sad
nothing.

“Vey wel,” Bemin agreed, dthough he had a hard time valing an uneasy glance in Kindan's direction.
He sgnded the hearth drudge to comply with Koriana's request. Once another drudge was dispatched
for the requisite desping gear, the hearth drudge returned to her task of carefully banking the kitchen's
great fire. 1ssak, Kindan, and Koriana arranged themsdalves comfortably when the blankets and pillows
arived.

“Good night then,” Sannora cdled from the entranceway as the lagt of the glows were turned.

“Good night, Mother,” Koriana caled deepily over her shoulder and curled her body around her gold
firellizard. Kindan emulated her in the same direction so that they looked like a large pair of Cs shidding
gl firelizard dots.

“Good night, my lady,” Issak sad formdly.

“Seep peacefully, my lady,” Kindan said.

After amoment the lagt of the footsteps dwindled into slence and they were Ieft with the crackle of the
cod fire, the amdl of smoke, warm scraps, and scented pillows. Just before he dozed off, Kindan
thought he detected the faintest andl of Koriand s hair.



He woke much later in the middle of the night and turned quickly to see Koriana saring at him.
“She's up, what do | do?’ the girfl whispered frantically.

“Feed her, soothe her, get her back to deep,” Kindan replied softly, groping for and pushing a bowl of
scraps her way. He examined the bdly of his bronze firelizard carefully but Vala made no mations
toward wakefulness.

“Hep me” Koriana whispered in despair. Kindan rolled over, carefully ralling Vdla into his lgp, and
turned around to face Koriana. He passed her scraps that she fed her fire-lizard until, findly, the hungry
gold's eyes dowly faded in the firdight as shefdl back to deep. Kindan watched Koriana for a moment
more. He was surprised when the girl reached out and grabbed his hand, dasping it with hers.

“Thank you,” she said.

Kindan nodded. Very carefully, he stretched himsdf out, dill facing her, and rolled over, deposting
Vdlain the center of a bundle of blankets. Reaching behind him, he pulled another blanket over himsdf.

Koriana followed suit, but being taler than Kindan, she had trouble getting her blanket to cover her. In
moments she was shivering. Kindan raised a finger to his lips to caution her to slence, then reached
further over his shoulder and pulled more blanket over himsdf and on top of her. Koriana smiled
graefully a him and then snuggled closer, so close that ther two firelizards were dmogt touching.
Koriana leaned forward, her head resting lightly againgt his. Her knees brushed his. In moments she was

adeep.
Kindan did not fdl adeep until much later.

“Kindan!” a voice spoke urgently in his ear, rousng him. “Kindan, get up, now! The other eggs are
hatching, the Lord and Lady are on their way.” It was Vaxoram.

Kindan sat up dowly, remembering his charge, then looked down a Koriana who was 4ill degping
peacefully, her fire-lizard haf-clutched in her hands.

“If they see you like this...” Vaxoram said, shaking his head. “You can't think that they’ll accept a
harper for her!”

“No!” Kindan sad, looking at Vaxoram in surprise. “It's not like that.” But Kindan wondered to
himsdlf, what would it be like to wake up to such a peaceful Sght every day?

“Check the eggs,” I1ssak ordered from the other sde of the hearth. “And get some distance, muss up
those pillows and blankets.”

Vaxoram jumped in with awill, ignoring Kindan's protests for quiet.

“You don't want to upset the Lord Holder,” Vaxoram told him. Kindan sensed tha the older
gpprentice was taking from some past experience, but he had no time to ask more.

The remaning two eggs were rocking.
“Come quickly, the eggs are hatching!” Issak cdled, cradling his fire-lizard in the crook of one am



and rushing to the kitchen's entrance.
“What's up?’ Koriana asked muzzly as the noise roused her.
“The other eggs are hatching,” Kindan told her. “Be sure to feed yoursif she wakes.”

Koriana nodded, then looked around. She glanced at the pillows and blankets spread about her, then
a Kindan, her eyes intent and mouth open, but before she could say anything, her mother, father, and
two older brothers strode into the room.

“They’re hatching?’ Semin asked, glancing toward the hearth.
“Yes” Kindan said.

“St down close by and grab some scraps,” Issak said, gesturing toward the ground close to the
rocking eggs.

“Bannor, come on!” Semin called, gesturing for his younger brother to follow him. “We can't et
Koriana be the only one of uswith afirelizard!”

Bannor laughed as he strode into the room. “No, indeed we can't, little sgter.”
Koriana waved groggily at him, then angrily as the motion disturbed her queen.
“If you wake her—’

“Perhgps you should go to another room?’ Lady Sannora suggested, not quite glanang toward
Kindan. It was clear that Lady Sannora was unhappy with the thought that Koriana had spent the night in
his presence.

Koriana noticed the glance and smiled back a her mother. “And have a chance to miss my sibs
triumph? Oh, no, Mother, | mug be here for every moment!”

Weas the girl ddliberately trying to goad her mother, Kindan wondered.

“Wdl,” Lady Sannora said congderingly, regrouping her thoughts, “perhaps the harpers would prefer
to return to their hal.”

“We are a your service, my lady,” Issak replied with a carefully choreographed bow that managed to
keep hisfire-lizard levd throughout.

“Keep the lucky one here” Semin said, indicating Kindan. “The others can go.”

“We could hdp,” 1ssak suggested. VVaxoram nodded mutdy. Kindan couldn’t tdl if the older boy was
more interested in the spectacle of Impression or in fufilling his duty to Kindan. Or perhaps he wanted to
watch Kindan's growing discomfiture in the presence of both Koriana and her mother.

“I'm hungry,” Koriana said. “I’'m sure the others are, t00.”

“Indeed,” Lady Sannora agreed drily. She started to say something more but caught hersdf and
indead nodded to the harpers. “Pardon me, I'm forgetting my manners in dl the excitement. I'll have
someone bring you klah and rolls”

“Itisahectic timefor dl of us” Issak said, nodding politely. “No apologies are necessary, my lady.”



Lady Sannora nodded gracioudy but cast a cold look toward her daughter. Koriana merdy smiled
back.

Kindan thought that Koriana was playing a dangerous game, goading her mother so. He redized that
the tensons between the two were long-standing but fdt that somehow his presence had exacerbated
them.

But the two remaining eggs were now dearly hatching, so he put his thoughts on hold.
“Wha should we do?’ Bannor asked, looking to 1ssak, then Kindan, then Korianain desperation.
“Don’t panic,” Korianatold hm sternly. “Just Suff its face full of scraps and talk soothingly.”

“Tel him you love him,” Issak added, looking down fondly at the brown gill degping serendly in the
crook of hisarm.

“What if it'sa green?’ Bannor asked worriedly.

“Thentdl her,” Semin answered with a disgusted ook, adding sniddy, “Though why you would want
agreen...”

Kindan glanced a Bannor, wondering if the younger holder was hoping for a green. Gold and green
fire-lizards were femde, just like gold and green dragons...or watch-whers.

“You can't be certain from the sze or color of the egg,” Kindan said suddenly. “Nor from past
experience” he added as he noticed both older lads looking at him expectantly. “I impressed a green
watch-wher, and now | have a bronze fire-lizard.”

“Forsk isgreen,” Bannor said, glancing toward the kitchen entrance. “Forsk is bound to Father.”

Ah, so it wasn't a question of preferences, Kindan thought to himsdf. Perhaps it was jedousy.
Perhaps Bemin's sons envied ther father his bond with the watch-wher. Clearly from the number of his
offsoring, there was no question of Bemin'svirility. The knowledge that Fort’s Lord Holder was bonded
to a green watch-wher eased some of Kindan's unconscious worries about himsdf and his prior
acquaintance with a watch-wher.

“It's cracking!” Koriana shouted, raisng one arm to point at the egg nearest Bannor. “ Feed it, feed it!”
“You'd best feed yours” Kindan told her camly, noting that the noise had disturbed the queen.

“It's a bronzel” Bannor exclamed. “Oh, you great beauty, you!” He started to feed the creding
firelizard scraps from his hand. But before the firelizard had stepped more than twice from its shell,
Kindan's Vdla had woken up and chirped questioningly.

Suddenly Koriss hissed loudly, her voice warbling in a horrible noise and the little newly hatched
firelizard gave one terrified squawk and went between.

“She scared it!” Bannor cried, pointing afinger a the gold. “ She scared it away!”

“No, she didn’'t,” Koriana protested hotly, grasping the gold tightly in her hands. “She was scared and
she cried out.”

“She scared it away,” Bannor persisted, histone both bereaved and outraged. “And now | won't have
one”



Semin's egg cracked a that moment and Bannor turned toward it. “Let me have yours, Semin.”

Samin saw the look of longing in his younger brother's eyes and was dartled, caught between
acquiescing and taking the fire-lizard himsdf. The hatchling squawked hungrily.

“Feed it,” Kindan urged.

But Koriss squawked again peremptorily before the little brown had even emerged from its shell and,
with a horrified yelp, the little brown went between.

“Oh, no! Now look what you've donel” Bannor exclaimed angrily to his brother. “You should have
gven him to me, you oaf.” He turned toward Lady Sannora. “Mother, | want a fire-lizard.” He gestured
toward Kindan and Issak. “Make them give me theirs”

“It doesn’t work that way, Bannor,” Koriana told him heatedly. “And how dare you say such a thing?
Cdl yoursdf a Holder’s son?”’

“Mother!” Bannor complained, tuning back to his mother.

“Koriana, redly!” Lady Sannora cried, wringing her hands. “Your brother has had a trying time here,
a least you could be sympathetic.”

But Koriana looked like the last thing she wanted to be was sympathetic.
Issak gtirred and asked Kindan, “Have you ever heard of such an occurance before?’
“No,” Kindan replied, surprised that the journeyman would ask his opinion.

“Nor havel,” Issak said. He turned to Lady Sannora. “My lady, if it pleases you, we will report this
sad dfar to the Masterharper. Perhaps he has some suggestions that would help in the future.”

“Yes, yes” Lady Sannora said hedlily as she crossed toward the distraught Bannor. “That sounds like
an excdlent suggestion.”

“But | dill don't know what to do with my fire-lizard,” Koriana protested, glancing pleedingly a
Kindan.

“For the time being, just feed her,” Kindan replied. “And ol any paichy skin, just like the
watch-wher.”

“You're the one who had a watich-wher?” Lady Sannora asked, turning suddenly back toward
Kindan. “And you gave her to that blind girl who saved her father?’

“She's not blind, not redly,” Kindan said. “But that's about the gist of it, yes, my lady.”
“You must have been very sad,” Koriana said, looking a Kindan with renewed interest.
“Or very supid,” Bannor snapped, glancing sulkily at his mother.

“Perhaps both,” Kindan agreed, not letting the Holder’s middle child upset him. Koriana rewarded him
with an impish grin, quickly hidden from her mother.

“My lady,” Issak prompted, “with your leave...”
“Oh, do!” Lady Sannora assented, waving her hand and turning her attention soldy toward Bannor.



“We|l send a messenger if we need anything.”
“We could use the drums,” Semin suggested.
“We Il send a messenger,” Lady Sannora repeated in a tone that brooked no argumentt.
Issak nodded, again not jodtling his fire-lizard. “As you wish.”

And with that, he 9gnded Kindan and Vaxoram to follow him as he led the way out of the kitchen,
through Fort’s Great Hdl, and down toward the Harper Hdll.

Kindan had much to think about on the journey.

Nothing was said until they were once more under the arches of the Harper Hal.
“You two go to your classes,” Issak ingructed. “I'll report to the Masterharper.”
“Vdlais getting hungry,” Kindan said.

Issak nodded in understanding. “By al means feed hm whenever he wants,” he responded. “We don’t
need to perpetuate the tragedy of today.”

Kindan sad nothing but Vaxoram snickered. Issak raised an eyebrow in inquiry of the older
apprentice.

“It wasn't us and you know it,” Vaxoram replied. “It's that spoiled Bannor and his ars” He glanced
toward Kindan. “And don’t be too certain his Sgter is any better.”

Kindan bristled.

“It doesn't matter,” Issak told him, holding out a placating hand. “You're not a Lord Holder
candidate, and Lord Beminwill trade his daughter to his advantage.”

“Trade?’ Kindan repeated in outrage.
“Shell go willingly, when the time comes,” 1ssak said to cool Kindan's anger.

“It's for the good of the Hold,” Vaxoram added, gloaing over Kindan's outburst. “You mus
understand, you're a harper.”

“And harpers aren’t good enough?’ Kindan demanded.

“Not for Lord Holders” 1ssak agreed with a sad shake of his head. He said to Vaxoram, “Help hm to
understand.”

Vaxoram sghed and nodded, his gesful mood subsiding. He gave Kindan a look that was dmost
sympathetic, then told Issak, “I'll tdl him while we feed his fire-lizard.”

Issak smiled and strode off, cdling back with a finger pointed at the fire-lizard, “Don't forget to show
him off, aswdl!”

Guided by Vaxoram, Kindan and Vadla entered the kitchen and found Selora budling about,
overseeing severd drudges as they prepared the day’s medls.

“Kindan's Impressed a bronze,” VVaxoram declared as they entered. “Just last night, ared beauty.”



Kindan was surprised at the pride in Vaxoran's voice.

“He would,” Selora agreed heartily, peering down to the smdl figure nestled in Kindan's crossed
ams. The little fire-lizard yawned and looked up degpily a Selora. “Hell be hungry in a moment,” she
declared, kicking a stool nearer to the hearth. “ St down and I'll get him some scraps.”

“A strange thing happened, Selora,” Vaxoram continued as Kindan sat down, too logt in concentration
on Vdlato speak, “Koriana slittle fire-lizard—"

“Koriss” Kindan interjected suddenly.

“—Koriss” Vaxoram agreed with a playful smile, “frightened off the two hatchlings that came to her
brothers.”

“Mades, were they?” Selora asked, cocking her head shrewdly.
“Yes,” Kindan agreed, his eyes narrowing. “How did you know?’

“She frightened them away on purpose,” Sdora sad. “Didn't want her shlings paired with her
midress s shlings”

“Why?" Kindan asked in confusion.

Sdora started to reply but had a coughing fit instead. “You'll find out intime, I've no doubt,” she said,
agrin spreading across her face. She pushed more scraps toward Kindan. “Be sure to suff him good,
they don't like being moved much in the firgt sevenday.”

Hadtily Kindan complied, fearful of losing his beautiful fire-lizard.

“Did you know, Sdlora” Vaxoram continued conversationdly, “when the two firelizards were
frightened away, Bannor demanded that Issak or Kindan give up theirs?’

“Oh, he would,” Selora declared, throwing up her handsin disgugt. “Judt like his father, that one.”

The next two sevendays passed in a blur for Kindan, who fdt that he spent dl his waking hours feeding
or alling Vdla, despite dl the help he had from Verilan, Kelsa, Nonala and, most of dl, Vaxoram.

Somewhere in that time Vaxoram moved from being a brooding, vanquished opponent to being truly
dedicated to Kindan. Kindan could never point to the exact moment nor quite understand why, but there
it was.

“He's changed,” Nonda remarked one evening. Kindan glanced at her and she corrected hersdf,
gpeeking directly to Vaxoram, “Y ou' ve changed.”

Vaxoram grunted in surprise, then nodded in agreement.

“But why, though?’ Kelsa wondered later when she was done with Kindan, hdping him ail Valds
patchy skin. “Why has he changed?’

Kindan thought for a moment. “Master Murenny said that VVaxoram had come to the Harper Hal with
agreat voice as a child. When it broke wrong, he couldn’'t find any new tadent to replace it. He came



from asmdl hold, Master Murenny said.”

“So he was afraid,” Kelsa guessed, nodding sagdly. “And now he's got something to do, guarding
yw.”

“Maybe,” Kindan agreed. Kelsa cocked her head at him quedtioningly. “Maybe there's more to it.
Perhaps because the worst has happened to him, he' s redlized that he has nothing to be scared of.”

“Maybe” Kelsa replied, but she didn't sound convinced. She changed the topic. “What about this
agrl?

“What girl?” Kindan asked innocently.

“The holder gil who impressed the gold, Kindan,” Kelsa responded tetchily.
“Who told you about her?” Kindan demanded. “Vaxoram?’

Kelsa shook her head. “Thisis a harper hdl, news travels, slly.”

“Does everyone know?’

“Yes, everyone” Kelsa replied with a wave of her hand to indude the whole Harper Hall. “So what
about it? Are the rumors true?’

“l haven't heard the rumors,” Kindan returned heatedly, “so | can't say.”

“The rumors are that you and she were dl sparks together, that her fire-lizard scared any other suitors
away, that she pines for you every night, and that her evil mother and father won't let her see you no
matter what she says.”

Kindan rolled his eyesin disgust. “The trouble with rumors s that they’ re mogtly wrong,” he declared.
“Mogly?’ Kelsa pounced. “What's right about them, then?’
“Kesa” Kindan growled warningly.

“Oh, Kindan, come on,” she pleaded, making big eyes back a him and looking pitiful. “You can tdl
n’El ”

“There's nothing to tel,” Kindan said. “It’s true that the other fire-lizards were frightened between and
it may be that Koriss did it. Koriana was upset and her brother demanded thet 1ssak or | give him our
firelizards—"

“The brat!” Kelsa interjected.

“And | don't think Lady Sannora likes me very much,” Kindan finished lamely.
“She doesn't like harpers, you mean,” Kelsa corrected him.

Kindan glanced at her in surprise.

“Rumor hasit,” Kelsatold him excitedly, “that she fdl in love with a harper when she was younger but
he spurned her.”

“Which harper?’ Kindan demanded. He d never heard such a rumor.



“Ia't it obvious?” Kelsa asked him, sheking her head at his obtuseness. “Why do you think Lord
Bemin never vigts?’

Kindan thought about that for a moment. “Not...Master Murenny?’

Kelsa nodded approvingly. “Right the first time” She patted his arm condescendingly. “You'll make a
harper yet.”

CHAPTER 5

Harper, treat your wordswith care
For they may cause joy or despair

Sng your songs of health and love
Of dragons flaming from above.

HARPER HALL,
AL 496.11

I t seemed to Kindan & the Start of his third year at the Harper Hdl that everything went wrong. He
blamed it on the food &t fird.. If they hadn’t fed him so wel, he wouldn't have grown so quickly.

If he hadn’t grown so quickly he wouldn't have been moving so awkwardly, nor, come to think of it,
having to beg for new clothes so frequently. If he didn't move so awkwardly he wouldn't be knocking
over everything in his path. If he hadn’t outgrown his clothes so quickly, he wouldn’t have found himsdf
in oversized clothes—"“with room to grow in, you'll need that”—which exacerbated his awkwardness by
meking it hard to find the ends of things, like deeves.

If there was an accident waiting to happen in the Harper Hal it only needed Kindan's presence to
complete it. It wasn't his fault that he couldn’'t see the latest stock of dyes as he blundered through the
Archive room overladen with Records. Someone elsg, it was admitted later, shouldn’t have placed them
there. But, miraculoudy, it was hisfault that he tumbled over them, bregking the dyes dl over the newer
Records and rendering so many permanently illegible.

“You're to work with the ingrument maker, Kindan,” Master Reder said. He sghed as he retrieved
and dasdfied the lagt of the legible Records.

“Jugt because you're now tdler than me doesn't mean | can't handle you,” Cadazon grumbled in
warning the moment Kindan presented himsdlf to the amal insrument maker.



“You duck your head and don't knock any of the woods that are curing above you,” Cadazon
continued, pointing to the various lumps of wood hanging down from the cavernous ingrument maker's
room.

“Of course, Magter,” Kindan replied, bobbing his head—and accidentdly bumping it againgt a stout
beam of wood when he gtraightened.

Cadazon wheezed a dry laugh. “Maybe the wood' Il knock some sense into you.”

Kindan certainly hoped so, paticularly as the days went by. He worked with the other apprentices
and made a passable drum, but he' d been making those Turns before he' d left Camp Natalon to become
aharper. He had less luck with pipes—the spacing of his holes made them awkward to play.

“A wagte of wood, that,” Caddazon grumbled, tossng Kindan's firg effort onto the scrapheap.
“Luckily it's bamboo; the Suff grows like crazy down Ball way.”

Kindan knew that until he could master the making of pipes, he'd never be alowed to use the precious
wood required to make a guitar. Still, he showed a skill a sanding and polishing.

“Those big muscles of yours are good for something,” Cadazon opined, assigning dl the sanding to
Kindan. Kindan didn't grumble—he knew better—but he went to bed with sore shoulders every night
for two sevendays.

Even s0, he was learning and he knew it. By sanding the work of others, Kindan started to get a fed
for the wood and how to work it.

“You're to hdp make glue and polish today,” Cadazon barked a him one morming not long after. As
he made to leave, he added, “And be certain you don't confuse the two.”

It was as though the Master’s words were a prophecy. The light in the room was not the best, even
though Kindan had brought in extra glows, and—he could never figure it out—he somehow managed to
mix the wrong ingredients into both mixtures.

“Thisis not glue” Cadazon swore when he examined the bubbling pot after lunch. He turned to the
pot that was supposed to contain finish and found that he couldn’t even lift the spoon. “And thid This has
hardened! Whatever it is, it's ruined now.”

He glared a& Kindan, who hung his head.
“l guess | got muddied,” Kindan explained. “The light was—"

“It wasn't the light,” Cadazon broke in. He pulled the firgt pot off the heat and gestured to the second
pot. “You'll clean this one out firgt, and mind you don’'t damage the surface or the pot’ll be usdess
forever. When you're done, you can find someplace to empty that”—he jerked his thumb to the other
pot—"and clean it out as wdl.” With afind glare, Cddazon stalked off.

“Master?’ Kindan cdled after him, not trugting himsdf done with his disasters.

“I need to tak with Harper Murenny,” Cadazon replied grumpily. “And maybe take a nap.” He
glanced again a Kindan and amended, “A long nap.”

“l could clean it,” Vaxoram offered quietly. Kindan was surprised to see him; he must have come
draight from hislast class and, Kindan guessed, had caught the last of Cadazon's rallings.



In the past ten months, the reationship between Vaxoram and Kindan had grown deeper, more
complex, yet dill no less peaplexing to both of them. It was as though the older gpprentice was
sometimes Kindan's older brother, other times his apprentice. Yet it worked, and Vaxoram was now an
accepted member of the “outcadts,” as he had once named Kindan and his friends.

“No,” Kindan replied, shaking his head. “I made this mess, | should clean it up.”
Vaxoram nodded. Kindan hid agrin and turned to his messes.

Cleaning the falled glue out of its pot was easy and, to bolster his spirits, Kindan did that fird. It was
probably just as wel because, try as he might, Kindan could not clean out the hardened polish without
chipping Master Caldazon’s prized pot. In the end, just short of tears, Kindan returned the two pots to
the ingrument maker's room only to find it empty; the Master was obvioudy dill ensconced with the
Masterharper.

Somewhat relieved, Kindan decided to honor the old adage of “leave degping Masters li€' and made
hisway to his afternoon voice lesson with Master Biddle.

Twenty minutesinto his lesson, Master Biddle lowered his baton and looked straight over the heads of
the other apprentices to Kindan.

“I"d say, Kindan, that today is not a good day for you to be usng your voice” Biddle told him politely.

Red-faced, Kindan could only nod. It was not just a bad day, it was a horrible day, and it was clear
that it was going to be the firgt of many more—for Kindan's voice seemed determined to settle at neither
bass nor tenor, but merdy to crack indeterminately whenever he tried even the dightest range.

“Perhgps,” Biddle suggested kindly, “you'd care to conduct?’

Kindan's eyes widened with excitement. If there was one thing that Kindan truly enjoyed, it was
conducting others in the making of mudc. At Biddl€' s indstent gestures, Kindan made his way down to
the front of the class and, with a nod of thanks, took the baton from the Voice Magter.

Perhaps the day would get better.
He had judt raised it to start the choir snging when a voice barked out, “Kindan!”

It was Magter Caldazon. The color drained out of Kindan's face and he rductantly turned the baton
back over to Master Biddle.

Perhaps the day would get worse.

“It' sonly because you're growing,” Nonaa consoled him at the evening medl. At thirteen Turns she was
dill hdf a head tdler than Kindan, but that was far less than the full head's difference between them only
aTurn before.

“You'll find your haght,” Verilan added staunchly. Kindan smiled at him but couldn’'t help feding a bit
jedous—Verilan was assured a place in the Harper Hal; his skill a copying done would guarantee it.

“Jud try to stay out of trouble,” Kelsa added sagely, looking up from the date on which she was



writing.

“Eat, Kelsa” Kindan and Nonda sad in unison. The others dl shared a private smile as Kelsa gave
them a Sartled look and wigfully pushed her date away. Kesa was dways writing. The dark-haired girl
was another who Kindan was certain would find a place in the Harper Hall, even if the Hal was
traditiondly a man’'s world; Kelsa's songs were so origind that none could forget them, and she hersdf
had a perfect memory for not only words but notes as well.

Pay her a song once and she'd know it forever; start a melody and she'd write a whole new piece
from it. It was dangerous to whisle near Kelsa, for she'd often lurch to a sudden stop—to the
congernation of dl behind her—and start writing.

Kdsaand Pdlar had an amazing finity for each other whenever the mute Harper visted from his Fire
Hold; she seemed able to take his merest notions and put them to music. Surprisngly to Kindan, Hdla,
Pdlar's mate, never seemed to mind the way Kelsa and Pellar acted around each other. In fact, she
seemed to encourage it, when Kindan would have preferred that she be jedous and keep Pdlar away
from Kelsa. Despite his recent undersanding that he didn't fed that way about Kelsa, Kindan dill
wanted the hope that if he ever did, he/' d stand some chance.

He shook his head sdlf-deprecatingly and, noticing that Kelsa had once again dropped her fork in
favor of her dylus, cocked his head a her warningly. Nonda noticed his movement and growled at
Kdsa

“Shardd” Kelsa groaned. “It's only food.”
“But you need to eat,” Verilan told her. “Not even you can tune on an empty ssomach.”

“I'm not aworkbeast,” Kelsa snarled, glandng a Kindan. “I don't need so much food that | blunder
about dl day.”

“Kelsal” Nonaa said in admonishment and the others dl looked a Kelsa angrily.

Kindan's face drained of dl color; there was no way he could pretend that the remark hadn’t hurt.
“Wdl,” Kelsa sad in alame defense of her words, “maybeif you didn’t eat so much—"

Kindan rose gormily and loudly pushed his plate across the table in front of Kelsa.

“You est my portion then,” he snarled as he rushed out of the dining hdl.

It wouldn't have mattered so much except that Nonala, Kelsa, and Verilan were his only friends at the
Harper Hall—except dso perhaps VVaxoram, but that rdaionship was so odd Kindan didn't know quite
what to cdl it.

When he had arrived a the Harper Hdl three Turns back, Kindan had joined a group of apprentices
who had dready been together for haf a Turn, some as much as afull Turn, and dl his attempts to fit in
with the others had faled. Out of the other forty apprentices at the time, only Verilan had shown any
ggns of friendliness. Eventudly, Kelsa and then Nonaa had joined their ranks, and now driding into the
large courtyard in the center of the Harper Hal, Kindan redized that he had become the leader of the
group. Perhaps it was because he was older, or perhaps it was because of his defeat of VVaxoram, or



perhaps it was because he waan't as intensdy focused as the other three, he couldn't say, but there it
was. Or perhaps—

A noise from above him caused Kindan to look up and raise an am—not for protection but as a
perch. With a contented cry, the smdl bronze fire-lizard dighted on Kindan's arm.

“l haven't got anything for you, Vala” Kindan sad as he reached with his other am to stroke the
firelizard' s cheek. Vdla chirped in understanding and Kindan's foul mood evaporated.

Perhaps that was the other thing that marked Kindan apart from the rest of the apprentices, even his
own amd! group of friends; he was on intimate terms with two Weyrleaders and countless dragonriders.

There had been a time when that would have been enough for Kindan: To be a harper and to be
friendly with the Weyrleaders of Pern had seemed an impaossible god when he was Turns younger.

W, Kindan mused, that’'swhat | thought | wanted.
Vdla dert to Kindan's fedings, cocked his head and crooned inquiringly.

“Itsdl right,” Kindan said soothingly, his lips turing up affectionatdy at the firellizard. “1 was just
woolgathering.”

The sound of footsteps behind him indicated the approach of Vaxoram. Kindan turned and nodded at
him and the older apprentice nodded in turn, then Kindan looked forward again feding oddly reassured
thet VVaxoram was nearby.

Vdla cocked his head suddenly, peering upward and then, with a happy cry, launched himsdf into the
ar above the courtyard, dimbing swiftly over the top of the Harper Hal. Craning his neck to follow
Vdla sflight, Kindan was not surprised to see the dragon burst into view in front of the Harper Hall from
between.

Kindan raced across the courtyard and under the arches out of the Harper Hal to the clearing beyond.
A bronze dragon was jugt s#itling on the ground, his head canted up toward Vdla hovering close by.

Kindan paused a the end of the archway, squinting. The dragonrider legpt down from his dragon and
reached up to help another smdler person down.

A new gpprentice? Kindan mused. He hadn’t heard anything about a new apprentice. Nor had he
heard any drum messages recently, nor was there any gossip about a new ariva.

“Kindan!” the dragonrider caled, gesturing for Kindan to come over, dill bundled up inriding gear, his
face obscured by awarming scarf.

“M’td? Kindan murmured to himsdf in surprise, trotting over immediately.

“| see that Vdlaisdoing well,” the Benden Weyrleader said affably once Kindan got close. M’td gave
Kindan ascrutinizing look and said, “And harpers food seems to agree with you!”

Kindan smiled and nodded, but his atention was on M’td’s passenger, a young boy who looked to
have no more than ten Turns a best. The boy had pae har and a sckly complexion, but perhaps,
Kindan reflected, that was from the cold of between.

“This is Conar,” M’'td said, reging a hand on the boy’'s shoulder. “He's the youngest of Lord
[braton.”



Kindan nodded to the youngster quickly, then looked back to M’td. The dragonrider’s tone was
digurbing and Kindan noticed that M’ta looked weary.

“Vdla” Kindan caled, “tdl Master Murenny we' ve got guedts.”

The little fire-lizard chirped once regretfully toward Gaminth, the bronze dragon, then disappeared
between.

M’td shook his head in wonder. “You've trained him that wel? Master Murenny will know that
we' re coming?’

Kindan smiled. “Wdl, helll know that something’s up.”
Kindan noticed a large bag beside Conar and reached for it. “Let me carry that for you.”

Vaxoram grabbed the bag before Kindan could get a hand on it and hefted it up easly. Kindan
nodded in thanks.

By the time the three of them arrived in the Harper Hdl’'s courtyard, the area was thronged with
curious students.

“M’td!” Masterharper Murenny called as he spied the Benden Weyrleader. “ Good to see you.”

“And you,” M’td said. He closed the distance between them and whispered urgently, “I need to tak
with you in private.”

Murenny nodded, then raised an eyebrow toward Conar.
“He s lbraton’s youngest,” M’td explained. “I'd likehim to stay here.”

“Of course” Murenny said, as though the request were not a dl unusud. He waved to Kindan,
asking, “Can you get him settled in?’

The duty of welcoming a new apprentice to the Harper Hal should, by long tradition, have fdlen to the
newest gpprentice, which would have been Kelsa. However, Kindan had noticed that Master Murenny
hed disregarded that tradition with the last two newcomers, assgning the duty to Kindan instead. Kindan
hed noticed the change but had not commented on it because, after dedling with the firg newcomer, he
understood the Masterharper’ s reasoning: that most gpprentices would be affronted and embarrassed to
be introduced to the Harper Hdl by agirl.

“I'll see right to it,” Kindan said, gesturing with his free hand toward the entrance to the Apprentice
Dormitory and tdling Conar, “We' re heading that way.”

“And make sure he gets fed!” Murenny cdled after him.

Kindan nodded in acknowledgment as he veered right to the stairway leading up to the Apprentice
Dormitory, Vaxoram trailing steadily behind them. The dormitory was a huge room, split lengthways by a
wadl and further subdivided by thick curtains hung srategicdly throughott.

“Uaudly the apprentices are grouped by Turn,” Kindan explained as they waked past severa bunk
beds. “But as long as the Masters don’t mind, we can move around as much as we like”

“l don’t know if I’'m going to be an apprentice,” Conar said, spesking for the firg time. His voice was
piping and his accent was oft, different from the standard speech of Fort Hold or the muted tones that dl
harpers learned. It reminded Kindan more of a High Reacher than of M’tal’ s Benden sound.



Kindan turned and grinned at him. “If you weren’t, Master Murenny wouldn't have sent you with me.”
“| think Father sent me judt to get me out of the way,” Conar said with a frown.

“But surdly your harper recommended you?’

“Our harper isdead,” Conar said. “That'swhy Father wanted to send me away.”

“What?’

Conar nodded. “We heard just this morning, he was away in the southern part of the Hold.”

“Was he very 0ld?’ Kindan asked. “How'd he die?

“They say it wastheflu,” Conar said. “But | had the flu months back—"

“Sodidl.”

“And so did Harper Alagar,” Conar said, looking bleak. “Mother didn't want me to go because I'm
the youngest, but Father indsted, saying that our bloodline mugt survive” His lips trembled as he asked,
“Do you think they're going to die?”

“No,” Kindan said, shaking his head firmly. “No one dies from the flu, they just wish they could.”
“But what about Harper Alagar?’

“It might have been something ese” Kindan told him, shrugging, and adding with a amile, “1 think you
might have migudged your father’ s intentions, maybe he just wants a good harper in the family!”

“But I'm not good a anything,” Conar protested. Then he added reflectively, “Except drawing,
perhaps.”

“Drawing?’

“Wel, doodling, | suppose,” Conar corrected himsdf self-deprecatingly. “Father dways complained
that | was dways drawing on something, but Harper Alagar said that | showed promise”

“Wdl, if Harper Alagar said so—"
“But harpers don't draw.”

“Harpers do many things” Kindan told him. “And sometimes we add new skills” He gestured to one
of the doth partitions and pulled up a corner. “This is where my friends and | deep,” he said, dropping
Conar’ s bag. “We ll leave your suff here until they decide where to put you.”

“Your friends?’

“Verilan, Nonda, and Kesa,” Kindan said, pointing in turn to the bottom bed of the nearest bunk, and
then to the bottom and top beds of the farther bunk.

“Who deeps there?’ Conar asked, pointing to the top bed of the nearest bunk.

Kindan amiled and pointed a himsdf. “But if you wanted to deep with us, you could bunk with
Vaxoram here” Kindan winked at the older harper as he said to Conar, “But he snores.”

“My brothers snored,” Conar said, eyeing VVaxoram thoughtfully. “Is he your servant?’



“Yes” Vaxoram said quickly.

“Helogt adud,” Kindan explained. “And he's an apprentice like the rest of us here”

“A dud?’ Conar repeated, his curiodty piqued. He saw the scar under Vaxoram's eye. “What for?’
“Heinaulted agirl,” Kindan said, unwilling to dredge up dl the details.

“Nondaand Kelsa sound like girfls names” Conar said, looking questioningly at Kindan.

“They are”

“You deep with girls?” Conar asked in astonishment.

“Yes” Kindan replied. “We treat each other with respect and don't peek, if that's what you're
wondering.”

Kindan was surprised to see how Vaxoram accepted this statement. It underlined how much the older
apprentice had changed in the past ten months.

Conar blushed and shook his head hedtily. “I just—I dept in my own room.”
“That mugt have made deaning it awfully difficult,” Kindan said.
“l never cleaned it, the hlp did.”

“Wdl here, a the Harper Hal, there is no hdp,” Kindan told him. “We do everything oursdves.” He
walked over to a cabinet and opened it, pulling out a broom and handing it to Conar who grabbed it
awkwardly. “In fact, | made this broom mysdf. It's my second-best broom.”

“Harpers make brooms?’ Conar repeated in shock, looking down at the examplein his hands.

“Harpers have to know what other people do, and the best way to learn isto do,” Kindan told him.
“So we make a broom, clean our own quarters, mend our own clothes.”

Conar looked a him with eyes wide in surprise. “Wasiit hard, meking a broom?’

Kindan smiled and nodded. “That's why | made two.” He pointed to the brigtles of the broom. “See
how tightly I’ ve woven the gring through the bristles?” he asked. “That keeps them from faling out.”

“l don’'t know where we get our brooms,” Conar confessed to Kindan. Kindan amiled, ddighted to
See that the young son of Benden's Lord Holder would consider such an issue; many Lord Holders' sons
considered themselves above any work. Kindan smiled dso because he/d been told countless times by
Kedsa and Nonda that going on about making brooms was, as Kelsa had said, “Boring, Kindan, | don’t
know why you dways blather on about it.” Even Verilan, who was often willing to appear interested in
Kindan's latest fancies, had trouble fagning interest in broom making.

“Are you hungry?’ Kindan asked Conar. “It's lunchtime here.”
“It was nearly dinnertime when | left,” Conar replied, looking confused.

“That's because Fort Hold is on the other sde of the continent and sees the sun Sx hours later than
you do a Benden,” Kindan explained. He lengthened his stride, caling over his shoulder, “Hurry up,
lunch will be over soon.”



But Conar didn't catch up. Tuming back to see what was keeping him, Kindan saw that Conar was
doubled over, gasping for breath. Kindan raced back to him. “Are you okay?’ he asked, bending down
to peer & the pale boy.

“Can’'t keep my breath,” Conar said as he gulped for air. “’Never could, redly, but it's been worse
sncetheflu”

“Shards, | wish you'd've told me”

Conar shook his head. “Didn’'t want to be a bother.”

Kindan nodded, understanding the boy’ s fedings dl too well. “I could carry you.”
Conar gave him alook of horror.

“Okay, catch your breath,” Kindan said, slently hoping that there would Hill be something to eat when
they got to the Dining Hall.

They were dill waiting when Murenny and M’td appeared, heading back to the landing meadow
beyond the Harper Hall.

“Kindan,” Murenny caled, “jugt the lad we wanted to see!” He paused as he caught sght of Conar.
“You're not trying to race him to death?’

“No, Magter,” Kindan replied. “1 didn’t redize Conar had short breath.”

“He should see the Masterheder,” Murenny said, gazing thoughtfully at the smdl boy, then turning his
gaze toward M’'tal with a quegtioning look. M’tal nodded in reply. Murenny frowned for a moment
before saying to Kindan, “We ve got another project for you.”

“It doesn’t involve the Records, doesit?” Kindan asked fearfully.

“I'm afrad it does,” M’td told him, amiling sympatheticdly a Kindan's apparent discomfort. “But
you've done so wdl—"

“By now,” Murenny cut inwith a twinkle in his eyes, “1 suspect Kindan understands the reward for a
job wel done.”

Conar, who had recovered his breath, looked up curioudy at Kindan.

“Another job,” Kindan said, histone just short of a groan.

“Do you want to wait while | explain your fears to Kindan?’ Murenny asked the Benden Weyrleader.
M’td frowned thoughtfully, then nodded.

“And | suppose you haven't easten yet?’ the Masterharper sad to Kindan, who nodded. “Wel,”
Murenny said, turning back to the Dining Hall, “why don’t we eat and talk there.”

Kindan's eyes widened for an indant before he could school his expresson. Eaing with the
Masterharper was certain to be noticed and resented by the older apprentices, but he couldn’'t see any
way to avoid the invitation.

Asthey waked, Murenny fdl in beside Conar, asking the smdler boy, “Did Kindan tdl you about his
broom?’



Kindan turned bright red, to the accompanying chuckles of the Masterharper and Weyrleader. M'td
clapped him on the shoulder, saying, “Y ou have aright to be proud of your accomplishments.”

“It sonly abroom,” Kindan groaned.

“Dragonriders at Benden make their own harnesses” M’td told him. Kindan gave him an interested
look, so the Weyrleader continued, “Our lives depend on them, we have to trust them.”

“Wdl, my life doesn’t depend on abroom,” Kindan murmured.

“Bedt not let Selora hear you say that,” Murenny warned him. “Or shéll prove you wrong.”
“Sdora does the cooking,” Kindan explained to Conar.

“She does much more than that,” Murenny corrected.

“She keeps thiswhole Hall running,” Vaxoram said in agreement. Murenny smiled in agreement.

Asthey entered the hdl, Kindan noticed that Kelsa stopped mid-sentence when she saw him, with a
what-have-you-done-now expression on her face. Kindan amiled and shrugged.

“Can we find some space for the Weyrleader and my guests?” Murenny asked the other Masters
palitely when they arrived at the large round Masters' table. It was obvious from Reder’s expression that
he would rather not have Kindan at the table. He dowly rose, but Murenny gestured him to St back
down. “You'll want to hear this, Reder.”

Reder’s look made it clear that the Master Archivig thought otherwise, but he sat down agan
ayway.

“I've got classes to prepare for,” Master Biddle said, risng and nodding to Kindan and the
Weyrleader.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” Murenny said to Master Biddle. He gestured to Conar. “This is Conar, the youngest
of Lord Ibraton of Benden. Alagar recommended him as an gpprentice.”

Biddle nodded an acknowledgment to Conar before leaving.
“I'll talk with you later,” Murenny cdled after him, “and fill you in.”
The Voicemagter waved a hand in response as he walked out the door toward his classroom.

“Alagar, redly? Reder asked with interest, ignoring the byplay with Master Biddle. He examined
Conar curioudy. “And what tdent led Master Alagar to recommend you to the Harper Hdl, young
Conar?’

Conar dropped his eyes. “1 don’t know.”

“Wdl,” Reder continued crisaly, “I'm sure Alagar will tdl usin his own good time”
“I'm afraid not,” Murenny said shaking his head. “Master Alagar succumbed to the flu.”
Magterhedler Lenner sat back inhis chair. “I suppose | should stay as wdll, then.”

“Yes, you should,” Murenny agreed. He sad to the other Masters, “I'll give the rest of you the news
later.”



He gestured to M’tal. “For now, though, we are imposing on the Weyrleader’ s time”

The other Magters hedily rose, nodding respectfully to M'td. “Weyrleader,” they said in chorus
before departing with pointed looks at the apprentices and journeymen ill seated at the other tables.
Immediatdly, the students finished their conversations, took ther lagt bites of lunch, and rose to bring their
trays down to the kitchen.

“l hadn’t intended to empty the place,” Murenny remarked drolly as he scanned the departing bodies.
“But perhaps it's just aswell.”

“What happened to Alagar?’ Lenner asked as the noise of the departures faded away.

“We have no idea,” M’td sad. “lbraton received Alagar’s firellizard late one nignt and had just
retrieved the note it bore when the fire-lizard screamed and went between.” Before the others could say
anything, he continued, “Neither my Gaminth nor Sdlind s Breth could contact her.”

“What did the note say?” Lenner asked, leaning forward intently.

“One word: flu,” M’ta replied. He leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes wearily. With his eyes
dill closed, he continued, “Alagar had gone down to one of the smdler holds, no more than three or four
families but a holding that Lord lbraton had deemed ‘promising.” Gaminth and | flew over the hold the
next day. We saw no one.”

“What about the cattle?” Lenner asked.
“| saw afew cattle” M’td said, leaning forward and opening his eyes again. “Why?’

“Sometimes cattle can spread an illness to people” Lenner said. He gestured to Master Reder,
adding, “At least s0 the Records tdl us”

“Would Alagar know that?” M’ta asked atentively.
“l don’t know,” Lenner replied after a moment’ s thought.
“| doubt it,” Reder said. “He was never much of a heder.”

“Benden Hold is without a heder,” Lenner remarked, shaking his head. “And I'm &rad that there is
no likey replacement soon,” he added, glancing a Conar.

“Which iswhy dl harpers are taught some heding,” Murenny said, “like poor Alagar.”
“And just as hedlers learn some harpering,” Lenner agreed.

Murenny snorted. “They’d have to learn some, just because of ther duties” When Conar looked
confused, Murenny explained, “They learn tact, at the very least, and something about record-keeping.”

“I wish they were taught more,” Lenner said, glancing chdlengingly at Master Reder.

“They have the worst handwriting,” Reder complained, casting a meaningful ook toward Kindan.
“And they keep doppy Records at best.”

The Masterhedler |ooked ready to argue but shook himsdf, and gave M’td an apologetic look. “I'm
sorry, you were saying?’

M’td dismissed the apology with awave of hisfingers “As | said, | saw no one” M’td continued. “I



didn’t land but returned to Lord Ibraton and told im my news” Here M’td paused and glanced toward
Conar congderingly before continuing, “Lord Ibraton told me that Alagar had just recently recommended
Conar for a harper but that he had decided againd it, particularly given the wishes of Conar’s mother.”

Kindan and the other harpers were surprised.

“She wanted to keep the boy with her?” Lenner guessed. M’tal nodded.

“And lbraton was willing to go dong with her to avoid discord,” Murenny surmised.
“Now he feds that the suggestion has merit,” M’ta continued.

“Why?" Murenny asked.

“Because this minor hold waan't the only one of his that had suddenly gone slent,” M'td sad. He
nodded toward Conar. “So Ibraton now thinks it best to send this one away just in case.”

“How many holds went slent?” Lenner inquired.

“Was there a pattern?’ Kindan added. Reder shot him a qudling look, reminding Kindan firmly that
“apprentices should be seen, not heard.”

“Good question,” Lenner murmured encouragingly to Kindan.

“l don't know,” M’tdl said with agrin and a nod to Kindan. He turned to Lenner, saying, “Three other
minor holds had gone slent in the last fortnight.”

“Threein afortnight?’ Lenner murmured. “And no one has gone to check on them?’
“Alagar was supposed to, according to Ibraton,” M’td replied.

“Didn’t we just have the flu come through here not 9x months back?’ Reder asked Lenner. “And
doesn’t that mean that we' re immune?’

“Benden Hold had the flu about eight months back,” Conar piped up.
“Did it?" Lenner said. “I recadl no report.”

“But—oh!” Conar turned bright red. “Master Alagar had asked me to write it up,” he confessed
miserably.

“No matter,” Lenner told im kindly. “I’d had reports from Lemos and Bitra and, of course, we had it
here ourselves” He shook his head mournfully. “ Severd oldsters succumbed.”

“And some babies” M’td added somberly. Lenner shot him an inquiring look, to which the
Weyrleader replied, “Theflu affected the Weyr, too.”

“My Records show that dragonriders are immune from norma disesse,” Reder commented, glancing
sharply—nearly chdlengingly—a M’tal.

“Yes, dragonriders areimmune” M’ta agreed. “But not dl our weyrfolk are.” He sat back in his chair
and glanced up thoughtfully. “We logt seven babies, induding a newborn.”

“Out of how many?’ Lenner asked quiely.
“Not more than fifty,” M’td replied. “Didn’'t K’ tan send a report?’



“He might have,” Lenner replied vagudy. “But | know your Weyr is without a harper and it would
usudly fdl to him to make the report.”

M’td glanced a Kindan suggestively. “The Weyr iswilling to wait until there is a suitable candidate.”

“Tendin and Issak are avallable” Reder suggested, not catching M’td’s look. “Both have quite
acceptable writing.”

“It' simportant that the Weyrleader have a good rapport with his harper,” Murenny remarked. “And |
suspect that while both your recommendations are suitably skilled, they lack a cartain—flexibility.”

“You and your flexibility,” Reder responded sourly. “A harper’s job iswdl known—"

“Thet is neither here nor there,” Murenny cut across him, turning back to M’tdl. He looked at Lenner.
“Alagar’ s note sad ‘flu'—could he be right?’

“To incgpacitate so many minor holds,” Lenner began, shaking his head doubtfully, “1 would expect
some more deadly disease”

“I recdl,” M’'td said, spesking carefully, “atimein my youth when we had aflu that was quite nasty.”
He grimaced. “My mother and younger sister died from it. But while | was recovering, our Weyr Hedler
a thetime—’

“That would have been Sdessekt, | bdieve” Reder murmured. M'tal nodded and continued.

“—sad that there had been a much worse flu when he was young; a flu that had killed many.” He
turned to Lenner, “Do you recal that?’

Lenner shook his head. “My hdl is besieged with sO many requests every day that it is very hard to
research into the past, except when immediate needs drive us” He glanced at the Masterharper. “There
are fewer heder apprentices than I’d like”

“| quite agree with you,” Murenny responded. “However, as you and | have discussed, finding suitable
heder candidates remains a problem.”

“Why isthat? M’tdl asked.

Lenner made to brush the question aside but Murenny gave him a redraining gesture, and turning to
M’td, said, “Since the end of the Second Pass, we Pernese have been expanding dl over our continent.

“Now that we' re nearing the next Pass, holders and crafters are eager to expand as much as they can,
growing spare crops and setting asde maeridsin preparation.”

M’td nodded; none of this was news to him.

“So holders and crafters want to keep their best and ablest with them, not caring to lose them to the
Harper Hdl or even the Heder Hadl,” Murenny continued. “Particularly the Hedler Hall, as training to be
aheder takes longer than the training for a harper.”

“So ther€'s a dearth of suitable heder candidates,” M’'td surmised. “But surdly the holders and
craftersmud redize...?

“So one would think,” Murenny agreed. “However, in practice each holder and craftmaster believes
that the needs for new heders should be met out of some hold or craft other than their own.”



“Perhaps the Weyrs could help,” M’ta suggested and then immediately shook his head ruefully. “I see
your problem, just thinking about our weyrfolk. We ve bardy enough youngsters coming dong to meet
our needs for new dragonriders and weyrfolk.”

“We ve managed to survive because we inggt on training our harpers in some of the heding arts,”
Murenny noted. “Buit if there were any disaster—”

“Thread will be enough of a disaster, and less than twelve Turns away,” M’td said. He glanced down
a his hands, his eyes narrowed thoughtfully, then looked up a Murenny. “Have you thought to bring it to
the Conclave?’

“I have” Murenny replied. “And | have.”
M’td cocked an eyebrow questioningly.

“And the Lord Holders have suggested that | ask the Weyrs or the Crafts,” Murenny responded, his
tone jugt short of hitter.

“l could become a heder,” a smdl voice piped up hestantly. The others turned to Conar in surprise.
“But | don’t know if | would be very good. My writing is not the best.”

“There are some,” the Magterhedler replied with a pointed glance at the Master Archivig, “who fed
that’s afaling among most heders”

“Didn't you say you could draw?’ Kindan added, trying to bolster both Conar’s credentids and his
spirits. When the boy nodded, Kindan turned to Lenner. “Wouldn't drawing be usgful for a heder?’

“Wdl,” Lenner temporized, “traditiondly there hasv't been much cal for it, but that may only be
because we haven't had anyone with the &bility.”

“Whilethisisdl very interesting, we are off the issue a hand,” Murenny said.

“I think | was responsible,” M'td said spreading his hands in gpology. “My question stands, however:
Do we know if there ever was such a plague of aflu?’

Lenner shook his head and glanced a the Records Magter. “I don't recdl any, perhaps Master
Reder...?”

Reder sghed. “I can only do so much with the g&ff | have. 1, too, must ded with current demands,
many of which have to do with our current expanson.” He glanced a Conar thoughtfully. “I have many
requests for copies of maps, for example—I suppose they’ re much like drawing.”

M’td nodded in acceptance of Reder’s answer, then said to Murenny, “Could | ask that the Records
be searched for any such references?’

“My lord,” Reder protested, suddenly dl formd, “perhaps you didn't hear me, my daff is dready
overworked.” He shook his head regretfully. “Besides, such a search is highly technicd and | doubt my
gpprentices would be suited—"

“| can think of one gpprentice up to the task,” M’td interrupted gently.
“Who?" Reder demanded in surprise.

“Someone who's dready demonstrated an ability to ferret through the Records for forgotten tidbits”
M’td said, his eyefdling on Kindan.



Kindan sat bolt upright, his face flushed with surprise a the same time as Reder noticed the
Weyrleader’'s glance and exclaimed, “Oh, no! You can’'t mean him!”

CHAPTER 6

Records to keep, Recordsto learn
Knowledge gained from Turnto Turn
Harper keep the truth alive

Thuswill all on Pern survive.

HARPER HALL

A nd so it was settled, over Reder’s objections and to Kindan's surprise, that Kindan would search
the Records for any mention of a plague or “super-flu,” as the Masterharper dubbed it.

Master Reder was more upsst, if possible, than Kindan himsdf, who was overwhelmed both with the
sheer sze of the task and its importance—not to mention that he aso had dl his normd classes and
duties.

“And you're not to disturb Verilan, he's got an important job and doesn’'t need didracting,” Reder
warned Kindan tetchily.

“Yes, Magter,” Kindan replied tactfully.
“Y ou undergtand the importance of this task, don’t you?’ the Masterharper cautioned Kindan.
“We have to know what to expect and any suggestions to counter it,” M’ta told him.

“The flu won't be the same” Lenner said, “but this at least will give us some idea of what to expect
and might suggest approaches for remedies.”

And now Kindan, at the end of his usud Studies, found himsdf late a night in the Archives Hal
surrounded by as many glows as he could acquire and stacks of ancient, musty Records.

At the next table over, Conar blinked and tried to difle a yawn. He faled and Kindan found himsdf
yawning sympatheticaly. At the table in front of Kindan, Vaxoram yawned, too.

“You don't have to be here,” Kindan said to Conar. *Y ou should go and get some deep.”

“So should you,” Conar shot back. In the sevenday since his arrival at the Harper Hall, Conar had
proven to be sy and reserved around everyone—except Kindan. Kindan had hopes that Conar would
soon thaw around Verilan, too, but Conar’s reaionship with Nonda and Kelsa was marred by ther
repeated inggences that “He's so cutel”



However, srangely enough, it was probably Vaxoram for whom Conar had the greatest affection.
Nether spoke of it, and Kindan didn’'t understand it; he just sensed that the two fdt more comfortable
with each other than ether did with anyone ese.

That was why Conar was here tonight: more to keep Vaxoram company than Kindan. Kindan glanced
up a Vaxoram's back. The older apprentice hadn’t turned the firg page of his Record since they’d sat
down over an hour ago. Intrigued, Kindan Ieft his char and walked around to Vaxoram.

“FHnd something?’ he asked, surprised to sartle the older apprentice.

Vaxoram was bent low over the old Record, aglow held just above it, hovering over the very fird line
“No,” Vaxoram replied brusquely, dmogt bdligerently.

“Y ou’ ve been reading the same Record for an hour now,” Kindan observed.

“It' sthe light,” Vaxoram told him. “It's so dim, it's hard to read with.”

“Why don’t you get some rest, then?” Kindan asked.

“Because you're here” Vaxoram sad.

Kindan cut off his reply as the sound of footsteps could be heard coming up the corridor. Both turned
to the entrance expectantly.

“What are you three doing up?’ Lenner asked them, carrying a glow basket in one hand.
“Sill working,” Kindan said, pointing at the stack of Records.
Lenner camein and glanced down a the Record in front of Kindan.

“It's hard to read these old Records in this light” Lenner murmured, bringing his glow closer,
“epecidly at night”

“See?” Vaxoram sad triumphantly.
“That's the only freetime | have” Kindan said.

“Hmmph,” Lenner grunted. “Well have to see about that.” He wagged a finger at the two boys. “In
the meantime, go to deep, I'll get this sorted out in the morning.”

“But it'simportant!” Conar objected.

“Yes” Lenner agreed, “it is. Very important, which is why | don’'t want to leave the job to deepy
eyes”

Reductantly, with Conar ill grumbling, the three apprentices went to the dorm.

But things didn’t go as they’d hoped when they got there. Kindan had rolled his glow over so that it
provided only the barest hit of light and, as they navigated their way to ther beds, Conar stubbed his toe
on abunk and tripped loudly.

“Quiet!” avoice shouted irritably from the darkness.

“Sorry,” Conar whispered, hopping around and grabbing his toe in both hands.



“Shut up!” another voice shouted in response.
“What's going on?’ athird voice added. “Who's making that noiss?’
“The new lad,” avoice grumbled from the dark.

“He stubbed histoe,” Kindan said in explanation. “We were working in the Archives.”

Kindan was surprised to be shoved awake the next morning, for he usudly woke up at the crack of
dawn.

“Kindan! Kindan, get up!” Kelsa shouted in his ear.

“What?" Kindan asked groggily.

“We re gaing to be late!” Nonaa urged him.

“Get Conar,” Kindan said as he rose from his bunk. Hagtily, he pulled on his morning clothes.

Nearby, Conar was roused by Nonda “What isit?” Conar asked as he rubbed the deep out of his
eyes.

“It stimeto get up,” Nondatold him camly. “We start our day with amorning exercise and arun.”
“A run?’

“Yes, every day,” Nonda answered, with a stern glance toward Kindan. “I suppose he's been letting
you deep inthis past sevenday!”

Kindan frowned, worried that Conar with his shortness of breath might have a difficult time completing
the run from the Harper Hal up to Fort Hold and back. He opened his mouth to make the comment but
Kedsa shushed him.

“Don't tak, just movel” Kelsa urged, dragging Kindan by the arm.

As Kindan got out of his bunk, he redized that the rest of the apprentice dormitory was dready
empty.

Asthey sumbled out of the gpprentice dormitory into the courtyard, Kindan explained to Conar, “We
do exercises every morning. At the end of our exercises, we run up to Fort Hold and back again. After
that, we get ready for the tart of the day and breskfast.”

“We usudly eat before we do anything,” Conar replied.
Kindan could not help but notice Vaxoram eyeing him as he exited the apprentice dormitory.
“Well start with sretching exercises,” Vaxoram caled to the massed apprentices.

Kindan adways found the sretching exercises rdaxing. He glanced around and noticed that Conar was
following dong with some difficulty. Kindan recaled how difficult it had been for him at firs to learn the
dretching exercises. He amiled encouragingly at the young holder boy. Conar caught his grin and smiled



inreturn.

As they dtarted ther regular cdisthenics, Kindan flashed a look at Kelsa, who grinned back at him.
Kdsa and Kindan had often joked tha girls did dretching exercises better than boys but boys did
caigthenics better than girls It had become something of a competition between the two of them to see
who could outdo the other &t their “best” aility.

After the cdigthenics, they began their morning run up to the main gates of Fort Hold and back to the
Harper Hdl. Conar fdl out of the run just as they were turning back from Fort Hold.

“He has trouble bregthing,” caled Vaxoram who had fdlen out beside him, his own sides heaving from
exertion.

“Bend over, Conar, get the blood back in your head,” Kindan told the youngster.

“You go on,” Conar said between gasps, waving fecbly after the formation.

“No, I'll stay with you,” Kindan told him. “Harpers stick together.”

“I'm not a harper,” Conar replied, dill dowly recovering his breath. “I doubt I'll ever be.”
“Don't say that,” Vaxoram told him fiercdly. “It’'s just your firs day’s run. You'll get used to it.”

“Sure you will, Conar,” Nonda added in agreement, glancing toward Vaxoram quizzicdly, surprised
that he had been so vehement with the young boy. Kindan looked up and saw that not only Nonaa but
a0 Kesa, and Verilan, had stayed behind.

“You should catch up,” Kindan told the others, waving them on.

“Harpers dtick together,” Kelsa repeated to him, putting her hands on her hips and daring him to
contradict her.

Nonda kndt down beside Conar and rubbed his back soathingly.

“l could carry you,” Vaxoram offered.

“Areyou dl right now, Conar?’ Kindan asked. “We can start waking back.”

“We should run,” Conar protested.

“Not your fird day,” Nonala told him, shaking her head. “Vaxoram should have dlowed for that.”

“Why do harpers run, anyway?’ Conar asked as he stood up and started to walk dowly back toward
the Harper Hdll.

“Because they can,” Nonda sad, grinning.
“To keep in shape,” Vaxoram said.

“| think it's because harpers have to be ready for anything,” Kindan said thoughtfully. “One minute a
harper’ s srumming on a guitar, the next he s—”

A chittering sound burst from the air abruptly above them. Kindan laughed as he looked up and
spotted two fire-lizards cavorting.

“The next minute he' s paying respects to the Lord Holder’s eldest daughter,” Kindan finished, turning



around and looking expectantly back toward Fort Hold. He saw a group of people approaching them
and his throat tightened.

“It looks like Lord Holder Bemin,” Kelsa remarked, sraightening up quickly and brushing the dirt off
her knees.

“Oh, no,” Verilan muttered. “He' s going to ask about those Records!”

“What Records?” Nonada asked but Kindan waved a hand peremptorily at the others, commanding
dlence. The others obeyed, glad to have someone take charge.

The group approaching quickly resolved itsdf into four: Lord Bemin, his lady, Sannora, ther eldest
daughter, Koriana, and a toddler whom Lady Sannora scooped up just before they met the harpers.
Kindan saw that the toddler was the Lord Holder’s youngest and last child, Fiona.

“My lord, good day,” Kindan said as they drew near. He bowed low.

“Kindan, good to see you,” Koriana cdled out in surprise. “I see that your Vdla and my Koriss have
dready made ther greetings.”

“My apologies, my lord,” Kindan said obsequioudy to the Lord Holder, remembering Kesa's
comments about why the Lord Holder never vidted the Harper Hdll. The last thing he wanted to do was
give the Lord Holder a reason to chide the Masterharper and yet, here they were, hdfway up to Fort
Hold. “My friends and | stopped to rest during our run.”

Bemin regarded Kindan slently for along moment before replying, “So we saw.”
“Father!” Koriana whispered chidingly.

“I'm sorry, my lord, I'm not used to the exercise,” Conar said on his own, his words punctuated by
another long bout of coughing.

“Thisis Conar’ sfirg day with us” Kindan explained. “His father sent him here from Benden Hold.”
“Your father?” Bemin repeated, scrutinizing Conar carefully. “Are you a son of Ibraton?’

“l am, my lord,” Conar replied, sketching a shorter bow than Kindan had, as was proper from a Lord
Holder's child to a Lord Holder.

“Wdl, Conar, what kills bring you to the Harper Hall?’ Lady Sannora asked kindly, moving her
squirming toddler from one hip to the other.

“I'm not certain | have any, my lady,” Conar replied, flushing.
“He draws,” Kindan declared galidly in his defense.

“And is drawing vaued at the Harper Hal?' Lord Bemin asked, glancing firg a Conar and then a
Kindan.

“l can't say for certain, my lord,” Kindan replied after an agonizingly long slence, “but Master
Murenny was pleased enough to take him on.”

“But that was because Father asked him,” Conar murmured to Kindan.

“Wdl,” Lord Bemin said, “| agree that a Lord Holder’s request is good enough for a harper.” He cast



asdeways glance at Kindan and there was no warmth in his eyes.

“Asyou say, my lord,” Kindan replied nonchdantly. He ignored the curious looks that Nonala and
Kedsa sent hisway. “We were judt returning to the Harper Hall, my lord.”

“Wdl, then, we can wak together, can't we, Father?” Koriana sad quickly, dosng the distance
between her and Kindan. “Father has some questions for Master Murenny and | have some questions for
yw.”

“I'll be pleased to hdp in any way | can,” Kindan said. Bemin shot him a measuring look. “Would it
have anything to do with fire-lizards?’

“Yes, it does,” Koriana said, looking surprised.

“I would be happy to answer your questions—but later, if that would be acceptable,” Kindan told her,
trying to hide his pleasure. “My friends and | should be hurrying back; we ve got chores to do before the
dart of the day.” He turned to Lord Bemin. “Would you mind if we |&ft you, my lord?’

“I wouldn't want you to get into any trouble,” Lord Bemin replied with a wave of his hand. “I'm sure
that Korianawill be able to find you later.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Kindan replied with a haf-nod. To the others he said, “We'd best hurry back
as quick as we can.” He looked at Conar. “Are you dl right or would it be better if you escorted the
Lord Holder?’

“I'madl right,” Conar declared stoutly. “Aslong as we don't run.”
Kindan snorted. “Don’t be so sure, just see the way Kelsa's long legs eat up the distance!”

Kindan's warning was prophetic; soon Conar was huffing and puffing to keep up with the
longer-legged girl.

“Sow down, Kelsa, or you'll leave Conar behind,” Kindan cautioned her.

“l just want to get back intime to do the chores and get a shower, that's dl,” Kelsa grumbled.

“l hope you like cold water,” Nonala muttered.

“Oh, Shardsl” Kelsa exclamed, gamping her foot. “You're right, dl the warm water will be gone!”

“You could go ahead and wéell catch up,” Kindan said in an echo of his earlier suggestion. Kelsa and
Nonaa merdy glared a him. Kindan glanced at Vaxoram, who, as senior apprentice, was responsible
for assgning the apprentices chores. Then he said, “You'd best run ahead and catch up with the others.”

Vaxoram looked torn between his duty and his desire to stick with Conar and the others. In the end,
he nodded at Kindan's order and raced away.

As they findly passed under the archway into the courtyard, Kindan saw the last of the apprentices
disperang. Vaxoram was waiting for them.

“Hndly,” he cdled. “I've got your assgnments”
“Lord Beminison hisway,” Kindan reminded him. “The Masterharper will want to know.”

“I'll tll him,” Vaxoram said. “You and the others are to replace the glows”



“Now?" Kelsa groaned.

“While the sun is shining, yes” Vaxoram returned tartly.
“But we won't have time to eet!” Verilan objected.

“Or at least get ashower,” Kelsa cried.

“l can't play favorites” Vaxoram muttered, his eyes looking troubled. “And | mugt go tdl the
Masterharper.”

“It' shis job, as senior apprentice,” Kindan agreed, waving Vaxoram away.
“Shardd” Nonda groaned as Vaxoram ran out of sght. “We ll never get it done.”

“Here swhat we do,” Kindan said. “Kelsa, you get your shower—but hurry. When you're done, grab
some rolls and butter from the dining hall.”

Kelsa nodded and sped off.

“Nonala, you get the glows out of the east Sde, and take Conar with you. Verilan, you and | will get
the west.” Verilan and Nonaa nodded in agreement. “Meet back here and well take turns setting out the
glows while the others shower and get dressed.” He grabbed Verilats am and started to move off,
cdling over his shoulder, “And hurry!”

Kindan's plan dmogs worked. He, Verilan, and Conar had just gotten in the shower when Kindan
heard the Masterharper shout, “Kindan!”

With a groan, Kindan jumped out of the shower and hadlily pulled on his clothes, rushing out of the
dormitory just as the Masterharper shouted once again. “Kin—Oh, there you are!”

“Sorry, Magter,” Kindan cdled up to the Masterharper who was peering out of the upstairs window.
“Canyou join us?’

“Immediatdy,” Kindan replied, rushing toward the gairs that led up to the Masterharper’ s quarters. At
the door he knocked.

“Come in,” the Masterharper caled back. Kindan opened the door carefully, not entirdy sure of his
reception. Murenny beamed at him as he entered, and Kindan hid asigh of rdlif.

“| hear that young Conar has a problem with his breeth,” the Masterharper said.
“Yes, dr,” Kindan replied.

“Make sure that he sees Lenner later on today, if you would,” the Masterharper said. Kindan nodded.
“l should have thought of it yesterday and warned Vaxoram.”

Kindan caught sght of Vaxoram standing off to one side of the room, looking chagrined.

“l couldn't imagine that Ibraton would want his youngest dead from overexertion,” Lord Bemin
remarked. “Let done on hisfirg run.”

Kindan wondered if Fort's Lord Holder was upset that Ibraton hadn’'t asked him to foster Conar.
That was usudly what was done with Holders' sons and daughters. Lord Bemin's tone reminded Kindan



of someone, and it took him a moment to recdl: Tarik, C'tov's father. Kindan gave himsdf a quick
mentd shake. Lord Bemin was not at dl like Tarik, who had turned out to be a murderer and was
ultimately given the worst punishment ever handed out on Pern, being Shunned by al, induding his wife
and son. No, Lord Bemin merdy sounded like Tarik had when he'd been particulaly pompous or
patronizing. Kindan glanced a the Masterharper, wondering if Master Murenny fdt as nettled by Lord
Bemin as Kindan had on occasion by Tarik.

Master Murenny turned to Kindan. “Lord Bemin was wondering what you knew about fire-lizards”

“l can't say that | know dl that much about firelizards” Kindan replied. “However, | will be glad to
share wha knowledge | have. And | may be able to find more in the Archives.”

Master Murenny blinked a him. “I’'m not sure that you will find dl that much in the Archives, actudly.”
“Anything you can discover will hep alot,” Koriana added, giving Kindan a amile
Kindan fdt his cheeks grow hot. VVaxoram glowered.

“l was particularly anxious to know when we might expect my queen to rise to mate,” Koriana said,
her cheeks dso glowing.

“Koriang, redly!” Fort’s Lady Holder scolded.
There was an awkward slence.
“Is there anything else we can hdp you with, my Lord Holder?” Master Murenny asked to fill the gap.

Lord Bemin turned his attention from scolding his daughter toward the Masterharper of Pern, but his
features remained st. 1t was a moment before he replied.

“We were aso wondering if perhaps Koriana here could learn your drum codes,” Lord Bemin said.
“It would be useful to have another pair of ears at the Hold to ligen to the drum conversations.”

Kindan wondered whether the Lord Bemin was being ddiberately inaulting to the harpers or merdy
did not trugt Fort’s aging harper. A glance a Masterharper Murenny showed him that the same thoughts
hed crossed hismind, as wdll.

“We would be glad of her company,” Master Murenny said, amiling at the young holder girl. “When
would be convenient for you, Lady Koriana?’

Koriana ducked her head in acknowledgment of the Master’ s question and replied demurely, “I would
liketo start as soon as | could.”

“Kindan's actudly very good with drums” Master Murenny said, nodding toward the young
apprentice. “We could perhaps combine the two tasks into one.”

Lord Bemin glanced sharply at the Masterharper before turning an inquiring look to his own lady.
Lady Sannora locked eyes with him for a moment before nodding in acquiescence.

“Wdl, I'm glad that's settled,” said Master Murenny. He looked politely toward Fort's Lord Holder.
“Is there anything ese | can help you with?’

“Wel, actudly,” Fort's Lady Holder said, “if there's any way you could hep Koriana improve her
writing...”



“Mother!” Koriana protested.

“Wel, dear, you redly should work on it some more,” Sannora replied.

Koriana s cheeks dimpled in embarrassment. Kindan smiled reassuringly at her.

“Actudly, thereis one other issue | would like to discuss with you,” Lord Bemin said to Murenny.
The Masterharper made a mation for him to continue.

“l was rather curious as to why Lord Ibraton thought to send his youngest son to the Harper Hall.”

“I'm not entirdy certain mysdf,” Master Murenny replied. “1 have not heard from him directly.
However, Weyrleader M’td led me to believe that perhaps Lord Holder 1braton had hopes that his son,
Conar, might one day become aheder.”

“l see” Lord Bemin replied. His eyes darted over to his wife, who made no response. The Lord
Holder turned his gaze back to Master Murenny. “Wdl...”

Beside him, the Lady Holder cleared her throat loudly. Lord Bemin glanced quickly at her.
“Ah...yes” Lord Bemin said suddenly. “And there is one other thing, if you could.”

“l am at your service,” Master Murenny replied.

“Would it be possble to get alig of those holders and crafters who have bronze fire-lizards?’
“Father!” Koriana shouted in protest.

Lord Bemin held up his hand consolingly, sheking his head at his eldest daughter. “Now dear, we've
discussed this dready and you know that it makes sense.”

“Redly, you mug at least know what the possibilities are,” Lady Bemin added.
Kindan glanced nervoudy around the room, wishing he were elsewhere.

“l am not sure we have that information either,” Masterharper Murenny confessed to the Lord Holder.
“However,” he said with a glance toward Kindan, “I fed certain that we can add that to our lig of
inquiries”

Lord Bemin nodded, but the glance that he cast a Kindan was not a happy one.

Master Murenny redlized that the conversation was over and stood up. “If there' s any other way thet |
can hdp you, my Lord Holder, please let me know immediately.” He gestured them toward the door.

At the entrance, however, he turned to Koriana and said, “Perhaps you would like to begin your
sudies today?’

Koriana looked inquiringly between her two parents. Lord and Lady Bemin exchanged looks, and
finelly Lady Bemin nodded.

“Of course, dear,” said Fort’s Lady Holder. “When shdl we expect you back?’

By now, the toddler, whom Lady Sannora had been shifting from hip to hip, had grown impatient and
was darting to make irritated noises.



“l should probably be back in time for lunch,” Koriana said, looking at Kindan and Masterharper
Murenny for approval.

“Of course,” the Master said, “you could aways eat with us”
“Oh, no!” Lady Sannora said hadtily. “You redly must come back and eat with us, Koriana”

Koriana fought successfully to keep a triumphant grin from her face as she nodded in acquiescence to
her mother; she had succeeded in maneuvering her parents into letting her stay till lunchtime without them
even redizing.

Masterharper Murenny looked back at VVaxoram, who was following the rear of the party. “Vaxoram,
would you please lead Lady Koriana down to Master Archivis Reder?’

Vaxoram nodded and gestured for Koriana to precede him.
“Kindan,” Murenny said, “ please remain here, while | escort the Lord and Lady Holder.”

Kindan nodded, somewhat perplexed. He raised his hand in a patiad wave toward Koriana but
dropped it again quickly as he noticed Fort's Lady Holder glaring a him. Waiting in the room by himsdf,
he walked to the large windows and looked down to see Master Murenny guiding the Lord and Lady
Holders through the archway of the Harper Hdll.

If things hadn’t seemed so odd, Kindan would have thought that this was the best day of his life
However, the undercurrents of the conversation between the Masterharper and the Lord and Lady
Holder disturbed Kindan. Did the Holders redly not trust their own harper?

Could it be that Lord Holder Bemin did not trust harpers a dl?

Kindan's somach grumbled. Kindan looked around the Masterharper’ s quarters and noticed the tray
of dainties that had been brought up—yprobably, he guessed, for the Lord and Lady of Fort Hold. They
won't miss this, he thought as he helped himsdf to a dainty. He quickly gulped it down and helped himsdf
to another, ligening carefully for the sound of returning footsteps.

They came after Kindan's third dainty. The door opened and Masterharper Murenny stepped insde,
glancing over a Kindan as he did so.

“Wel, what did you think of that?” Murenny asked Kindan. He glanced a the tray of dainties and
amiled. “Ah, | see that you have used your time profitably!”

Kindan fdt his cheeks reddening, but could only nod.
“Have another,” the Masterharper said.

Gratefully, Kindan obeyed, then glanced nervoudy at the Masterharper, remembering that he had been
asked his opinion and feding torn between filling his ssomach and answering the Master. Murenny amiled
and waved him on.

“No, no! Eat fird,” the Master told him firmly. “It's aways important to think on a full somach.” He
leaned across and helped himsdf to adainty. “1 think | shal take my own advice.”

Chewing, he reached over to the pitcher of klah and poured two cups. He passed one to Kindan
courteoudy and then drank deeply from the other. For saverd moments they ate together, in a dightly
awkward but companionable slence.



“Now,” the Magterharper said as he finished the last of his klah. “Are you ready to tdl me your
thoughts?’

Kindan could only shrug.

“Wdl then, just tdl me your impressions.”

Kindan thought for a moment, then blurted out, “Does he not trust the Fort harper?’
The Masterharper motioned for him to continue.

“Wel...,” Kindan said condderingly, “it seemed rather odd that he would ask to have someone dse
trained in the drum codes.”

“Ah, you thought 0, too,” Murenny said.
“And why would he want to know about bronze fire-lizards?’
“Why do you think, Kindan?’ the Masterharper asked softly.

Kindan frowned sourly. He was afrad he knew exactly why. He remembered with a mixture of
fondness and anger the Impression of Vdla and Koriss nearly hdf a Turn back.

He remembered the looks of outrage and horror when Koriana's newly hatched Koriss frightened
away the two lagt hatchlings—both maes—that her brothers would have Impressed, as though the little
gueen had not wanted to mate with bronzes owned by her own owner’s brothers. Kindan was amazed
by the fire-lizard’ s actions, but not entirdy surprised a her reasoning: The intense emations of fire-lizards
meting were shared by their human partners just as dragons shared their mating lust with ther riders.

Kindan's own reaction to the beautiful Koriana had been enough to cause him many deepless nights.
Even now he sometimes woke with the smdl of her hair or shards of her hdf-wigtful, haf-joking amile
lingering from his dreams.

“Is Lord Bemin afraid that Koriss might mate with Vala?' Kindan asked anxioudy.

“Korianais of an age to be married,” Murenny agreed indirectly. “It would not do for there to be any
indiscretions on her part.”

“That's not far!” Kindan shouted. “l fought Vaxoram because it's wrong for a woman to be
judged—"

“Kindan,” Murenny’s voice was s0 Soft it demanded Kindan's indant attention. “Congder her
choices”

“She could do anything,” Kindan said. “She's good a making beads, she made a harness for Koriss
and one for Vdlahere” he said, pointing to Vala s brilliant bead harness marking him as belonging to an
gpprentice of the Harper Hal. HeE d been thrilled and a little apprehensive when she'd presented the
pretty harness to him during their fire-lizard training together—he hoped he would fulfill her expectations
of him. Everyone had assumed that Kindan would know dl about fire-lizard training, seeing as he d had a
watch-wher.

“Do you think that she would be content, who has known servants and finery, to exist on the income
of agmple harper?” Murenny asked him serioudy.

Kindan sat in slence, mulling over the question. Fndly he asked in despair, “Are you saying that she



has no choice?’

Murenny shook his head. “No, not at dl. | am merdly pointing out that for her some choices will be
easer than others”

“Don't her parents want her to be happy?’

“| think they do,” Murenny said. “And | think that she would be happiest living the life to which she has
grown accustomed.”

“A broodmare for Holders?' Kindan snapped, shaking his head and dl the while wondering at his
outraged words to the Masterharper. He' d never fdt so angry and so out of control before.

“A Lady Holder, a symbol of grace, beauty, and kindness,” Murenny replied camly. “Her children
would be only a part of her legacy, though possibly the most enduring.”

“But there has to be more for awoman!” Kindan protested.

“Perhaps you are migtaken about what you believe a mother should be,” Murenny replied. “1 think that
being a parent is the greatest chalenge and greatest joy of dl occupations.”

“I—" Kindan cut himsdf off, thinking. Wasn't he something of a big brother to Kelsa and Nonala?
And even Verilan. Ther well-being meant a lot to him. He could never imagine himsdf as a father, that
prospect was Turns away and more, but perhaps he could see...

“It just seems so unfair,” Kindan ended lamdly.

“l understand,” the Masterharper said. Kindan glanced up a him sharply. Was the rumor true? Had
the Master once been in love with Sannora?

“Why doesn’t Lord Bemin trust harpers?’ Kindan asked, feding emboldened.

Murenny took a deep breath and let it out in a dow Sgh. “Let us just say that Lord Bemin wishes he
hed more control over the Harper Hdll and leaveit at that.”

Kindan nodded, not feding any more enlightened than he' d been before he asked his question.

“Now,” Murenny said, changing the subject, “what | need you to do is keep an eye on young Conar;
teach Koriana the drum codes without”—he wagged a finger a Kindan and raised a bushy eyebrow
warningly—"upsetting her mother; and help her with her writing.”

Kindan nodded. Fortunately, Koriss and Vdla were probably ill too young for a meting flight; that
would certainly qudify as “upsetting her mother.” Then a thought struck him, sparked by Master
Murenny’s mention of writing. “What would make it difficult for people to read in dim light?”

Murenny cocked his head thoughtfully and frowned for a moment before responding, “There are
severd things that could do that. The person could have poor eyesight—not as bad as your friend
Nuela's, obvioudy, but poor dl the same.” Kindan nodded in understanding. “Or the person could have
difficulty in reading atogether,” Murenny continued. He glanced up at Kindan. “Do you know this person
wdl?

Kindan nodded. Murenny glanced a him for a moment longer, giving Kindan a chance to supply him
with a name, but when it was not forthcoming, the Masterharper continued, “One way to check on thisis
to seeif the person has trouble diginguishing between b's and d's or uUsand n's, m’'s and w's. Another



way isto seeif the person has difficulty with the same word on a different Record.

“Such a difficulty is not uncommon and often indicates a great degree of inteligence and ability,” the
Masterharper said. “People who have difficulty reading often find it difficult to remember tables of
multiplication and addition but find it easy to remember songs, paticularly those with catchy tunes, no
matter how difficult the words.” He pursed his lips as he trolled his memory, then brightened as he
recdled, “ Some of these people are great song-writers or artids.”

“Conar brought some colored pencilswith him,” Kindan offered suddenly.
“Did he?” Murenny replied. * Perhaps we should encourage him in drawing.”
“But | thought harpers were supposed to sng, teach, and write,” Kindan protested.

“‘Harpers master many indruments’” Murenny reminded him with another wagging finger. “We are
not above adding more to our cache. Who knows when a drawing might prove vitd to the safety of
Pern.”

Kindan gave the harper a look of incredulity, quickly erased as he recdled to whom he was
gpesking—if anyone could, the Masterharper would be the one to dictate what was acceptable in a

harper.

“But mogt of al, Kindan,” the harper said, returning to the origind topic, “you must discover what you
can in the Records.”

Kindan nodded emphaticdly in agreement, then frowned. Murenny gestured for him to speak. “What
about my classes?’

“| think we can safdy excuse you from song and ingrument making for the moment,” the Masterharper
sad with a dight grin. Kindan looked crestfdlen and Murenny hed up a hand. “Not forever, mind you!
Sometimes a change isdl that’s needed for a fresh perspective.”

Murenny's words must have provoked some new thought, for the Masterharper frowned for a
moment before continuing.

“Indeed, | think I'll ask that you spend time with Hedler Lenner aswdll.” Before Kindan could protest,
Murenny continued, “1 know you've learned alot from Mika and | think it wouldn't hurt at your leve of
experience to learn some more traditiond lore”

“| don’t want to be aheder,” Kindan said.

“And you don’t have to be,” Murenny replied. “But dl harpers know a bit of heding and you aready
know more than mogt. It would be foolish not to add to your store, especidly as it may ad you in your
search of the Records.”

“Yes, Madter,” Kindan agreed, accepting the Masterharper’ s points. “And what if thisflu spreads?’
“That’swhy your search of the Recordsisvitd,” Murenny replied. “We mugt know what to expect.”

CHAPTER 7



When sickness comes to craft and hold
It isthe healer, oh so bold
Who spends his hoursin endless tail
Working for illness and death to foil.

HARPER HALL

I t'sjud alot of usdess old Records!” Conar complained, sniffling mightily as he flounced around in the
gmdl room designated as their work area. “Honestly, Kindan, I'll fal adeep going over them.”

“Don’'t,” Kindan told him. “Master Reder has a quick hand for those he finds douching.”

“He does,” Vaxoram agreed, dretching in his chair and bending back to his Record. Kindan noticed
that once again, Vaxoram'’s eyes hadn’'t moved from the top of the Record. He made it a point every day
to surreptitioudy check on the older apprentice’s work, not having figured out yet what to do with his
knowledge of VVaxoram’s problem. But that was for later, Kindan reminded himsdif.

Kindan bent more dosdly over his Record, ignoring the older boy. Reder had dready berated him
twice for dackness and Kindan could think of no way to tdl the Master that he had been working,
paticulaly when hdf his time had been spent ether ligening to Conar moan or cgoling the older
Vaxoram to work.

“You'll want to take dices from each of the various Hold Records,” Verilan had told him when they’d
started. Verilan had stayed only long enough to get them properly started before Reder had put him onto
the task of recopying the Records that had been so inauspicioudy destroyed by Kindan's earlier
accident.

The Archive Room was a huge cavern dug into the base of the diff that overlooked the Harper Hall,
crammed ful of Records. Glows provided light for the room, dthough it seemed to Kindan that there
were never enough to clear out the darkest shadows. Even as huge as the room was, Kindan had been
surprised that the Harper Hal had so many of the Holds' Records.

“Of course we do!” Veilan had snorted in surprise when Kindan had mentioned it. “Harpers usudly
make copies and send them to us as a matter of course,” Verilan had explained, surprised that he even
needed to explain the procedure. “Holders rardy keep Records for more then fifty Turns, so they send
usthose, too,” Verilan had continued, adding with a shake of his head, “when they remember.” Kindan
gave hm aquizzica look and Verilan explained in a horrified tone, “ Sometimes they actudly destroy their
old Records.”

“Why wouldn’'t they?” Conar had asked sourly, punctuated with another cough. “They’re nothing but
usdlessold relics”

“They're Records,” Verilan had replied, offended to the very depth of his being. “How would anyone
know what had happened in previous Turns without them?’



Conar had given Verilan a scornful look and turned away.

Now, a sevenday dfter they’d been given the assgnment, Kindan could patly agree with
Verilan—and partly with Conar. The Records were a collection of the most boring things he'd ever read
coupled with tantdizing sections that made Kindan wish for more. Why, for example, when the Lord
Holder of 1gen had firg discovered that his wels were running dry, hadn't he started planting hardier,
more drought-resistant crops instead of foalishly reducing his acreage and ultimatdy garving his entire
Hold? What had happened that caused the traders to start charging Bitra Hold—and only Bitra Hold—a
surtax on dl goods ddlivered?

Neither of those questions had come from a gtrict reading of the Records but from Kindan's memory
and interpolation. He remembered reading about the lowered water levels and then about the reduced
plantings, he noticed suddenly that there were entries in the Bitra Hold Records regarding the trader
surtax and noticed thet there was no mention of them in the Records of Lemos nor Benden.

“Wel, how do you know that Lemos and Benden hadn’'t been paying the tax for Turns aready?’
Conar objected when Kindan had mentioned his findings. “And why wouldn’t the Lord Holder of Igen
keep planting his best crops? How could he know that they were in a drought?’

Kindan, torn between astonishment a Conar’s obtuseness and his desire to press on with thar
work—and avoid Reder’ s complaints—replied noncommittaly, turning to a new Record.

Conar set aside the Record he' d been perusing and began naisly to examine the next.

“Huh! Someone left a scribble, herel” Conar exclamed. “And here! Nether look like proper
Records.” He turned to Kindan. “I can't see how you expect to find anything from Records when the
Harper Hal keeps the works of children.”

Kindan'sinitid angry look dissolved into afrown as he recaled that Conar was going through the old
Benden Hold Records. He got up from his workdesk and strode over to Conar’s.

“Well switch off,” he said, gesturing for Conar to change seats with him.

Conar rose eagerly, happily seating himsdf in front of Kindan's much smdler pile. With a frown, he
warned, “You'll want to catch up before Master Reder returns.”

Kindan nodded in agreement, turning to the Records. Conar was right, the writing of the Records was
very poor. He turned back two Records and saw that the writing was far more legible: a farly large print
that Kindan could read easily by the light of the glows surrounding his new desk.

He looked a the top of the page for the author's marks Harper Bdlam, Benden Hold, Second
Month, year 389 After Landing.

The next page had no marks. Kindan frowned and turned to the page after it. It had author’s marks
Lord Kenex, Benden Hold, AL390.5.

Lord Kenex? Kindan thought.

“Conar, look at this” he cdled. Conar jumped up and stood behind Kindan, peering down & the
Record.

“Could you imagine a Lord Holder with such poor handwriting?’ Kindan asked. He knew dready that
Conar’ s writing was not very good, but even it was far better than the scravling on the page in front of
him.



“Thet is odd,” Conar agreed. He traced some of the writing with his finger. “It looks like ether the
person had a bad stylus or they weren’t very used to it.” He cocked his head to one side. “A child?’

“That doesn’'t make sense,” Vaxoram chimed in from his stack. “That’s written on paper, right? That's
too expendve to let achild have” There was an awkward slence; Conar had been adlowed to use paper
for his drawings. Vaxoram noticed it and added, “I mean for writing, of course.”

“What does it mean?’ Conar asked.
Kindan shrugged. “I'll see what it says” he replied, peering down at the Record.

Conar returned to his own table, but a moment later he let out an exclamaion. “Theres bad
hendwriting here, too!”

“What year?’ Kindan asked.
“Year?' Conar repeated blankly, then looked down. Once again, he snorted. “Thereign't ayear.”
“What about the Record before?’

Conar gave hm a dirty look but turned back to the previous page, scanning the top quickly.
“Journeyman Metdar, Bitra Hold, Third Month, year 389 After Landing,” he read. He looked up a
Kindan and shrugged. “So?’

But Kindan was aready moving to the desk that Verilan had abandoned when cdled away by Master
Reder. Filed on the desk were the records from Lemos Hold. Kindan turned quickly until he came to
entries from the year 389 After Landing.

“What are you doing?’ Conar demanded, craning his neck around to watch Kindan. “Master Reder
will know which stack you were working on.”

“It'snot working,” Kindan returned tetchily, “it's researching.”
“*It's makework, best left to unemployed drudges,’” Vaxoram said, quoting Reder’s sour opinion.

Kindan ignored him, turning through the Records carefully. Harper Lorkin had good handwriting; his
marks were clear and easily read. Kindan scanned the pages—389, 389, 389, 389, 390—what?

Kindan peered down a the entry in surprise. The author’s marks read: Harper Lorkin, Lemos Hold,
AL 390.5. Frowning he turned back to the previous Record: Harper Lorkin, Lemos Hold, Fourth
Month, year 389 After Landing. What had caused the harper to so change his style? And why did he not
leave any Records for awhole Turn? Kindan peered down to the contents of the Record itsdf.

“I write thiswith greet regret: We are a sadly reduced Hold,” read the fird line. “Feds lie falow, huts
are dill empty, or, worse, home to carrion that feed on unburied bones.”

Kindan tore his eyes from the Record and sat back, stunned.

“Kindan!” Master Reder’ s voice caled from the entrance. “What are you doing? Y ou’ re supposed to
be reading the Benden Records!”

“I think I’ ve found the plague,” Kindan replied, his voice sounding loud and irreverent to his ears. He
gestured to the Records. “I think | know when it started and maybe where.”

“Y ou were supposed to be reading the Benden Records,” Master Reder repeated angrily, advancing



into the Archive Room, grabbing Kindan by the ear and lifting him out of his seat. “Can’'t you just do
what you're told?’

“Sorry, Master,” Kindan gpologized, ducking out of Reder’s grasp and turning to face him, “but |
thought | was told to find any Records of a plague.”

“In the Benden Records!” Reder growled in response, gedticulating wildly to the stack beside Conar.

“| found it there, too,” Kindan said. He gestured over to the Bitra Records. “And in Bitra, too, but the
Lemos Records seem the best so far.” He turned and snagged the Record from his table. “Ligen to this
‘Fedsliefdlow, huts are Hill empty—""

“That's a Record of a plague?” Reder snorted angrily. “A proper Record would have dates, and
times, and—"

“l don't think they had the time” Kindan interrupted as politdly as he could. He gestured to the
Record in his hand. “1 think they were so shorthanded afterward that they could only press on with ther
lives”

“That's not the way of a harper!” Reder exclamed. He glanced down angrily a Kindan. “Have you
learned nathing Snce you left your mine?’

Kindan could fed his cheeks burning. “The Records of Benden were kept by the Lord Holder after
the plague” he said. “I think that shows that the times were such that—"

“Lord Holders don’'t keep Records!” Reder chided prissily, his jaw jutting and eyes glaring.
“The Record was marked—"

“Such impudencel” Reder roared. “Go! Get out of my sght!”

“Does that indude me?’ Conar asked, rigng to his fedt.

“Yes” Reder replied, “it incdludes you. It' s time for lunch.”

Conar left but waited at the entrance for Kindan who was followed, as aways, by Vaxoram.

“You aren’'t much of a harper, you know,” he said as he fdl in step with Kindan. “You'd think you'd
know how to handle a Master by now.” He cocked his head a the slent boy. “However do you think
you'll manage a Lord Holder?’

“Maybe | won't,” Kindan replied sourly, brushing past Conar and racing to catch up with Verilan,
whom he spied at the entrance to the Dining Hall.

Catching sght of Kindan's morose look, Verilan asked, “What's wrong?’
“I think | found the plague,” Kindan told him, “but Master Reder doesn't believe me”

Asif he was ligening, Master Reder, who had been following behind them, cdled out, “Verilan! A
word with you, please.”

Veilan gave Kindan an apologetic look, then headed back to his Master.

“Something bothers me” Vaxoram said as he finished chewing on a roll. Kindan gave hm a
questioning look. “Well, perhaps Bitra, Lemos, and Benden were hit by this plague, but what about



Benden Weyr? Why didn’t the weyrfolk hep?’
“That's a good question,” Conar said, frowning thoughtfully.
“WEeIl look at their Records next,” Kindan declared.

“What about Master Reder?” Conar asked, glandng in the direction of the irritable Archivig. “It
sounds like he never wants you near im or his precious Records agan.”

“He s not the Masterharper,” Vaxoram said, glancing at Kindan to see his reaction.

“But Conar’s right,” Kindan objected, “I have to learn how to work with him as wdl as the other
Magters”

“Maybe you could—" Vaxoram began, but a fant booming sound slenced him, as it did everyone in
the Harper Hall. It was a drum message.

Emergency! Sckness in Keroon. Please help.

“It's spreading,” Conar declared in afla voice. No one contradicted him.

“Kindan!” Koriana cdled as he exited the dining hall. Kindan stopped and turned back to her, unable to
keep a amile off hisface. “Did | hear the drums right?”’

“Depends upon what you heard,” Kelsa snipped from behind her; because she knew about Lord
Bemin'sill will toward the Masterharper, Kelsa wasn't sure she liked Koriand' s interests in harpers—at
the very lead, it could meen trouble dl around. Koriana' s amile faded and she moved out of the young

harper’s way.

“Emergency. Sickness in Keroon,” Koriana said. She screwed up her eyes trying to remember the
ladt. “Please hdp.”

“Yes” Kindan agreed, “that’s what it said.”

“Isit the same as & Benden?’ Koriana asked nervoudy. “Isit soreading?’

Kindan shook his head. “No one knows,” he said. “We only know what we hear with the drums”
“Won't the Weyrs go examine?’ Koriana asked.

“Keroon would be beholden to Ista now that Igen’s gone,” Vaxoram remarked.

“Well just have to wait and see” Kindan said. He gestured to the others. “We should get back to the
Records.”

“Records?’ Koriana repeated. “What are you looking at them for?’

“Sgnsof the plague,” Conar blurted out. Both Kindan and VVaxoram glared a him, Kindan sheking his
head a the young boy’s rashness. There was no need to add to the fears dready a Fort Hold. “But
Master Reder—"’



“Kindan!” Masterharper Murenny’s voice caled down from his second-floor study.
Kindan turned and glanced up. “Yes, Master?’

Master Murenny said nothing, merely beckoning for Kindan to come up to him. Vaxoram and Conar
fdl in behind. A moment later, so did Koriana

When Kindan knocked on Murenny’s door—and one dways knocked on the Masterharper’s door,
because no one could ever tdl when he might be in the middle of something, even if he'd cdled for you
jus moments before—he expected the others to leave him adone. However, Conar pressed himsdf
agang Kindan's back, Vaxoram drew closer, and Koriana peered around him into the Masterharper’s

study.

“l see you have some companions,” Murenny remarked as he noted the three additiond heads. He
sad apologeticdly to the others, “My request was only meant for Kindan.”

“Mease” Koriana said, “if it has anything to do with thisillness, I'd like to hear.”
“Me, too,” Conar added quickly. Vaxoram stood in sawart silence.

“It may,” Murenny said, purdang hislips in congderation. After a moment he nodded. “Very wdl, you
may come in. But remember,” he cautioned, looking directly a Koriana, “thisis a harper matter.”

“Surdy it's a Pern matter, Master,” Koriana replied demurdly.
Murenny smiled in response.
“Harper matters are dways Pern matters,” Vaxoram remarked.

“Too true!” Murenny agreed with a snort. He focused his attention on Koriana. “My point being, my
lady, thet it is Sometimes better not to spread news that might cause panic without firg determining its
truth.”

“And some remedy,” Koriana said in agreement. “That is true of a Holder, too.”
“Indeed,” Murenny agreed. He turned to Kindan. “Have you made any progress in the Records?’
“Yes,” Conar sad a once.

“Maybe,” Kindan temporized, glancing at Conar qudlingly. “We have some indication thet there was a
mgor incident that affected Lemoas, Bitra, and Benden Holds around Turn 389.”

“Mmm,” Murenny said his eyes focused on some distant point. “I see what you mean.” He glanced
back to Kindan. “What do you plan to do now?’

Kindan frowned. “1, uh—"

“Mager Reder thinks we're musing his Records,” Vaxoram interjected. Kindan gave hm a
fuminating look, but the older apprentice merdly shrugged.

“l am not concerned with Master Reder’s fedings in this matter,” Murenny said firmly. “Although |
would caution you not to ‘muss his Records as you may find yourself needing them later.”

“I think we can work with him,” Kindan said.



“Don't let his concerns stop your work,” Murenny ingructed. Kindan nodded in understanding. “But
you haven't told me what you plan next.”

“l want to look at the Benden Weyr Records,” Kindan said. “I'll have to ask Master Reder where
they are; | looked but couldn’t find them.”

“| suspect that's because they are a the Weyr itsdf,” Murenny replied.
“What about copies?” Conar protested.

“The duties of a Weyr harper often preclude time to make copies,” Murenny replied smoothly. He
sent a darting glance to Kindan, his eyes twinkling. “For some reason, Weyr harpers seem lessindined to
make copies, possbly because their Records are so extensive”

“But | dill need to see those Records,” Kindan persisted.
“Yes,” Murenny agreed. “Do you suppose your fire-lizard is up to sending a message?’
Kindan's eyes widened at the notion. Sowly he nodded.

“Go to M'td, Vdla to M’'td a Benden Weyr,” Kindan said, concentrating on the image of the
dragonrider and his bronze Gaminth. Vala chirped in surprise and preened himsdif.

“Perhaps he' s too young,” Koriana suggested anxioudy, stroking her own Koriss as the queen peered
intently at Vdlafrom her perch on the girl’s shoulder.

“WEe ve been training for awhile now,” Kindan said. He was nervous and he knew it. He and Koriana
hed practiced sending the two fire-lizards between to each other with much success; they had even sent
notes to each other. Kindan had kept the fird note from he—"Kindan, this is great! Love,
Koriana’—because she'd used the word “love’ in it. Ther other notes had been more succinct, but
Kindan dill fdt that there was a specid warmth in Koriana's and he knew that there was a specid
warmth in his responses.

“Vdla, go to M’td, make sure he gets your message,” he said again, concentrating on an image of the
Weyrleader carefully removing the message from Vala s harness.

Vdlachirped once heppily and disappeared, between.
“How soon until he comes back?’ Conar asked curioudly.

“If he comes back,” Vaxoram murmured darkly. Kindan glared at him; the elder boy returned his gaze
impassively, but Kindan could dill imagine how Vaxoram would have liked to have his own fire-lizard.

“Come on,” Kindan said, jerking his head toward the Archive Room. “Let’s get back to work.”
They worked until dinner, adding Keroon, Igen, and Telgar to thelr list.

“It spread fadt,” Koriana observed as she looked over Vaxoram's shoulder. Going over the Records
from Telgar was his responghility, but Kindan knew tha reading was difficult for Vaxoram, so he
surreptitioudy helped or had Koriana “read over his shoulder.” Now she observed, “Less than a month
to get from one Hold to the next.”



She had grown more and more pae as the day had progressed and Kindan, Conar, Vaxoram, and
she had unearthed more grim records of the plague over a hundred Turns past.

“No mention of a cure,” Conar added morosdy. “They tried the Minor Green Dragon decoction a
Igen, but it didn’'t work.”

“They tried Mgor Blue Green Dragon decoction at Telgar,” Kindan added, setting the Record to one
sde slently.

“All those deaths,” Koriana said softly, asif just to hersdf. “Where were the dragonriders? Why didn't
they hdp?’

“l don’t know,” Kindan said, shaking his head. “Perhaps there is just no mention in the Records here.”
“How come no one tried Bronze Dragon?’ Vaxoram asked. “Or Gold?’

Kindan shook his head condescendingly. “The names are ancient. Some say they came from before
Landing and have nothing to do with the dragons of Pern.”

“If they’ re so ancient, why don’'t we look in the ancient Records?’ Koriana asked. “Perhaps there are
remedies that have been forgotten.”

“l doubt it,” Vaxoram replied.
“Modg things that work are remembered,” Kindan agreed.

“But what if they only work againgt a plague?’ Koriana persisted. “Wouldn't they then be forgotten
until someone looks in the ancient Records?’

“Mader Reder—,” Conar began cautioudly.

“l can handle him,” Koriana declared, turning toward the oldest stacks of Records determinedly. The
others glanced at Kindan expectantly. He stood il for athoughtful moment then shrugged; she probably
could handle Master Redler.

She pulled out a stack and brought them to an empty table. As she sat hersdf down, she looked over
to Kindan. “I'm sorry if thiswill dow down your other work,” she told him. “But—"

“That'sdl right,” Kindan said. “Vaxoram will keep working.”
“But he can't read,” Koriana declared, brows furrowed quizzicdly. “Didn’'t you know?’
Conar gave agrunt of surprise and Vaxoram turned bright red, looking anxioudy at Kindan.

“I meant to talk to you about it,” Kindan said dowly. For some time he' d guessed, which iswhy he'd
asked the Magterharper about reading in dim light over a sevenday before. “Some people have trouble
with letters. That doesn't mean they’re dumb, some of the smartest people have this problem—" he
didn't get any further, Vaxoram ran out of the room.

“I"d better go after him,” Kindan said after a moment. He glanced consderingly at Koriana, thinking of
his duties and his responghility to avoid meking trouble for the Masterharper. “Your parents will be
worried about you—"

“I’ve sent a message to them,” Koriana replied peremptorily. “And shouldn’t you let Nonda or Kelsa
ded with him?’



Kindan dapped his head in surprise. “Nonala and Kelsal | hadn’t thought of them.”

Conar looked at him questioningly, his expression making clear that he couldn’t see how they could
hep with VVaxoram.

“They could hdp us search,” Kindan declared excitedly. He glanced toward the doorway and then
back to Koriana, a sudden question on hismind. “Where will you deep?’

“l was hoping to find a place near you,” Koriana replied. Across the distance Kindan could see her
dimples stand out. He fdt a flush of excitement roar through his vens. It was a moment before he
recovered his senses. “I'd better go after Vaxoram and seeif Nonda and Kelsawill hdp.”

Kindan found Vaxoram standing outside in the courtyard. The night air was chilly and Kindan found
himsdf shivering as he approached the older apprentice. Vaxoram's head was craned up to the brilliant
night sky. The Dawn Sisters could just be seen and there, ill faint but pulsng menacingly, was the Red
Star. In less than a dozen Turns it would approach close enough to send Thread crashing down upon
Pern; the only protection was the flaming breath of dragons and the courage of ther riders.

“Who dse knows?’ Vaxoram asked after they shared along moment of slence.

“No one,” Kindan said. “I’d noticed only recently—with the Records—but | wanted to find a way to
talk with you about it.”

“Why?" Vaxoram asked bitterly. “I’'m stupid, | can't read. There' sno way | can be a harper.”

“You're not supid,” Kindan replied. “Master Murenny says that many people who have this problem
are very smart—"

“Murenny knows?’" Vaxoram asked accusingly. “I thought you told no one.”

“l didn't,” Kindan repeated. “1 only asked the Masterharper about the symptoms, | didn't mention
yw.”

“He mugt suspect, then,” Vaxoram replied bitterly.

“He could think that it's Conar,” Kindan said. “Lots of people with this problem are great artigs”
Vaxoram cast a Sddong glance a him. “Others are great with lyrics, particularly long ballads.”

Vaxoram snorted; he was mogt skilled with the longer ballads.

“Magter Murenny says that people can learn to work around this” Kindan told him. “We can teach
you.”

“Why would you?" Vaxoram demanded, his voice full of pain. “Why would he?’

“l think he would teach you because anyone with your problem is very smat and he vaues
intdligence” Kindan said dowly. “I want to teach you so that you can be a harper and stop heting
yoursdlf.”

Vaxoram turned to face him, his eyes picking out Kindan'sin the darkness. Kindan found no words to
say but he could fed Vaxoram’s emotions. After a moment, he clapped the older boy on the arm. “Come
on, we're going to wake Nondla and Kelsa”

Vaxoram put up aresraining am. “No,” he sad, “let’s leave them until morning. If we wake them
now, they’ll just be crabby.”



“But Koriana—"

“She'syour problem,” Vaxoram declared.

“What do you mean?’ Kindan asked.

“You know what | mean,” Vaxoram replied. “The two of you practicaly burn the air with your stares.”
“BUL"

“She likes you, Kindan,” Vaxoram told him frankly. “Perhaps more” He smiled. “And it's obvious
thet you love her, too.” His gmile faded as he added with a shake of his head, “It's a pity she's the
Holder’'s daughter. It'll never work.” Before Kindan could respond, Vaxoram's mouth opened in a great
yawn. “If you'll let me” Vaxoram said, “I’'m going to bed. I’'m no good to you the way | am.”

“Sure” Kindan agreed.

“And send Conar up, t0o,” Vaxoram sad in a tone tha was hdf-order, haf-suggestion. “Hell be
usdess without some rest.”

“But that will just leave me and Koriana,” Kindan protested.

Vaxoram nodded, his teeth gleaming in the dim light. “Y es, it will, won't it?’

“l spoke with him,” Kindan cdled as he reentered the Archive room. “Hell be dl right.”

Conar glanced up at him and nodded, then yawned in exhaustion. Koriana smiled at the younger boy,
then surprised hersdf with a yawn. Sure enough, just as she finished, Kindan yawned himsdif.

“Conar, you should go to deep,” Kindan ordered.

Conar blinked at him then shrugged and started to tidy his pile of Records.

“Leave them, just get some rest,” Kindan added.

As the young boy left, Kindan glanced over a Koriana

“I'm gaying,” she declared resolutdly.

“You should get some deep, too,” he said.

“So should you,” she replied, turning over another ancient Record.

“I will if you do,” Kindan declared. “ Otherwise, | fed duty-bound to keep you company.”
Koriana didn’'t respond, her atention fixed on the gleaming Record in her hands.

“Thisis odd,” she said. She gestured for Kindan to come over. Kindan approached dowly, his eydids
feding heavy. “Have you ever seen a Record like this?’

As ghe turned to hand him the Record, their hands touched briefly. It was as though sparks had flowed
between them. Kindan found himsdf looking not at the Record but at Koriana's brilliant blue eyes. He



reached for her other hand, pulling her up out of her seet. Koriana rose and let him take it, her eyes
locked on his. Her lips parted and he fdt her breath gently on his face. He placed the Record carefully
back on the table and drew her toward him. She came willingly, her eyes levd with his.

Koriana closed her eyes and their lips met and Kindan wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pulling
her into atight embrace. Then he closed his eyes and fdt only the touch of her tongue and the softness of
her lips. He heard only her breathing, heard when it dtered to a faster pace, fdt when her arms squeezed
him againg her, fdt his handsin her hair, her handsin his, the supple warmth of her body againg his.

“Oh, Kindan,” she cried when they findly broke the kiss. She buried her head againg his and he
turned and kissed the soft folds of her neck. Her breath coming faster, she pushed him back and looked
a him with tear-spangled eyes, “What are we going to do?’

Kindan hugged her tight to him again and she responded willingly. “I don’t know,” he whispered into
her ear. “All | know isthat | love you, Koriana”

She pressed hersdf tightly againg him, then pulled back and kissed him gently on the forehead. “I love
you, too, aways and forever,” she told him fervently. They kissed again, long and dow, savoring the
sweetness of each other, hands moving tenderly over each other’s body.

Emotions swdled up in Kindan that he/ d never had before. Immense tenderness, overwheming desire,
deep passion. They amazed him as much as they frightened him. At long last, his body Hill quivering with
passion, Kindan pulled back from Koriana, who murmured in protest, then nuzzled againg him once
more.

“We need rest,” Kindan said, pulling back and tracing the line of her cheekbones with his hands.
Koriana opened her eyes and amiled at him.

“It' stoo long to walk back to the Hold,” she said. “Where sdl | deep?”’
“You can deep with me,” Kindan said impulsvely.

Koriana lowered her hands to his waigt and pulled him tightly againg her body. “I like that!” she
declared with a devilish ook in her eyes.

Kindan turned, holding on to one of her hands, and led her from the Archive Room, glows il
unturned.

In the cold night in the courtyard, Koriana draped hersdf on him for warmth. Kindan had to shush her
as they entered the apprentice dormitory; she was giddy with emotion and Kindan was afrad tha
everyone would hear them, but he findly got her into his bunk and pulled himsdf in dongside.

“I'll get too hot with these clothes on,” Koriana declared, pulling off her trousers. Kindan was
scanddized, he'd never been in bed with a woman before, let done in the apprentice dormitory. But
Koriana was right and Kindan found himsdf pulling off his trousers, also. Koriana nuzzled againg him and
Kindan thought to kiss her once more, but he spied a gleam in the dark—Vaxoram was looking at him
impassvey. Kindan froze for a moment, then nodded toward Vaxoram in understanding. Vaxoram held
his eyes for a moment longer, then nodded himsdf and rolled over.

“We mug go to deep, Koriana,” Kindan whispered to her.

“If you say s0,” Koriana replied drowsly, throwing her am over him. Kindan found himsdf cuddling
her head with one arm, stroking it softly while her bresthing grew shdlower and shalower as she drifted
off to deep. If anything, Kindan mused as he looked at her degping face, she was more beautiful adeep



than awake.

“Come on, get up!” Vaxoram said urgently in Kindan's ear the next morning. Kindan rolled over away
from the noise but found his arm trapped. “ Get up, Kindan!” Vaxoram said again, then disappeared.

Kindan opened his eyes and found himsdf looking at Koriand s degping face. Hisleft am was adeep,
trapped under her shoulder.

“Koriang,” he cdled softly. She jerked and then was dill. *Koriana, wake up!”
She jerked again and Kindan leaned back to look at her. Her eyes were open and wide with fear.

“We ve got to get up before the others wake up,” he told her. She nodded in understanding. Kindan
looked around for their trousers and found them folded negtly on the end of the bed. He handed
Koriana s to her and she took them gratefully, trying to dide the trousers on under the blankets. Kindan
moationed her to stop, grabbed his trousers, and quidtly left the bed dragging them on. Koriana followed
auit, the noise of her exertions masked by Kindan's.

Dressed, Kindan motioned for her to precede him toward the door.

Outsde, Koriana giggled with ddlight as she sprinted forward, dragging Kindan dong behind her with
a tightly clasped hand. She whirled around to face him and pulled him againg her like a dancer. She
kissed him fiercdly and declared, “I've never fdt so divel”

They kissed agan for a long moment. The dark night turned gray and they shivered in the
early-morning air.

Koriana pulled away from Kindan, her expresson suddenly concerned. “What will we do? Mother
will know thet | stayed here”

“And Master Murenny will know that you weren't in the journeymen’s quarters,” Kindan added with a
grimace. He thought for a moment, leading Koriana amlesdy across the courtyard. Then inspiration
struck. “How about if we say you fdl adeep in the Archives?’

“But why didn’'t you wake me?’ Koriana asked, her face a mixture of curiosty and mock-outrage.
“I tried, but | couldn’t,” Kindan suggested. “Y ou were too tired.”

“You'd fdlen adeep, too,” Koriana retorted. “At your table and you didn't notice that | was dill
there”

“If that's the case,” Kindan said, “then when we woke up we'd be heading to the night hearth for
some klah.”

“Excdlent,” Koriana agreed. “I could do with some klah.”

Giddily, they traipsed down the steps to the kitchen only to freeze in fright as they heard footsteps
fallowing behind.

“Kindan?’ the Masterharper cdled as he caught Sght of him. “ Are you—?’



Murenny spotted Koriana and his face went inscrutable, athough Kindan wondered if for a moment
the Masterharper’ s eyes weren't twinkling with some diffused ddight.

“Lady Koriana, | thought you had returned to your Hold,” Murenny said diffly.

e

“Wefdl adeep,” Kindan finished. “In the Archives.”

“l see)” Murenny said inadry voice. He glanced back up the gtairs. “And is Vaxoram 4ill there?’
Kindan thought fast before shaking his head. “I think | sent him off to bed and then—"

“l interrupted him,” Koriana interjected. “And then we went back to the Records and—"

“Wel, fdl adeep,” Kindan finished, doing his very best to look chagrined.

“And now?’ Murenny asked with a dight nod of his head.

“We woke up and thought to get some klah before we went back to work,” Kindan said.

“And perhaps breskfast? Murenny suggested, gesturing for them to continue. He glanced around and
asked Koriana, “Whereisthat marvelous gold fire-lizard of yours?”

Koriana gave him a sartled look and was only saved by a triumphant squawk as Koriss appeared at
the top of the gtairs and flew down to perch on Koriana's shoulder.

“Ow!” Koriana exclamed, quickly reaching for Koriss and moving her to the crook of her arm. “Your
nals are just too sharp, dear.”

Koriss looked up a Koriana, faceted eyes whirling red with growing hunger.

“We d better feed her right now,” Murenny said, chuckling. “Then perhaps she could bear a message
to your parents?’

Koriana looked skepticd. “She's not yet quite as adept as Kindan's Vdla, Masterharper,” she
temporized, looking down fondly at the amdl gold. “But | can try.”

“Wdl, I'd hate for you to lose her,” Murenny responded. A firellizard given poor directions could
eedly get logt or, worse, lost forever between.

“WEe ve been neglecting her training,” Kindan said, grimaaing.
“Perhaps later in the day, then, or tomorrow,” Murenny suggested.

“Oh, no!” Koriana protested. “We ve got to keep searching the Records.” Kindan understood her
concern: whileit would only take a moment to send Koriss on her journey, their worry about her safety
would completely distract Koriana—and Kindan—until they received news of her arrivdl.

They entered the darkened kitchen and made ther way to the night hearth. Kindan grabbed some
tongs, filled a kettle, and hung it over the glowing coas. He then went back toward the kitchen ovens and
glanced ingde, surprised to see bread dready riang.

“What are you—" Sdlora’s voice bellowed from the back room as she raced out, only to stop as she
spotted Murenny. “Oh, Masterharper, | didn’'t see you.”



“No problem,” Murenny said dismissvdy. “Kindan, Koriana, and | were jud trying to sted an early
breakfast.”

“Therolls are dmogt done,” Selora informed him. She glanced sharply a Kindan. “With a bit of hdp,”
she added, “I could have them glazed with sugar and ready to et, if abit hot.”

“That sounds marvedoud” Koriana exclamed.

Kindan nodded and moved to follow Sdora. “What do | need to do?’ he asked as he headed toward
the back room only to find the Masterharper following him.

“Many hands make short work,” Murenny called chearfully, pushing up his deeves.

“Too many cooks spail the broth,” Selora responded sourly, holding up her hand. “No disrespect,
Masterharper, but you've been banned from the kitchens for the duration.”

“Duration?’ Koriana asked, brows raised.

“Of my life” Murenny confessed unhgppily.

“Burnt a sevenday’ s worth of cooking,” Selora added, shaking her head in sad acknowledgment.
“Wdl, | can hdp,” Koriana offered.

“You'd be better off hdping the Masterharper,” Sdlora said, pointing toward the hearth. “He's the
only man | know who can burn water.”

Rductantly, Koriana accepted this suggestion and followed the Masterharper back to the hearth.
Murenny contented himsdlf with puttering around the large room, turning over the glows.

In the back room, out of earshot, Selora shot Kindan a sharp look and asked pointedly, “And where
did hefind you two?’

“On the way downdairs,” Kindan replied, carefully pouring some confectioner’s sugar into a cup of
cold water, dirring dl the while.

“And where were you before that?” Selora demanded.

“Wefdl adeep in the Archive Room,” Kindan said, hoping to sound convincing.
Sdlora snorted. “You'd better be a better harper than you are aliar.”

Kindan turned bright red.

“Let's eat up inmy study,” Murenny suggested severd minutes later when Selora announced that the rolls
were ready and Koriana had the klah made. With awink, he explained to Kindan, “1 wouldn’t want the
other apprentices to fed that I’ ve picked afavorite”

While Kindan examined the awesome possihility that perhaps the Masterharper had picked a favorite,
he and Selora quickly set out a tray and filled it with a sdection of ralls, a pitcher of Hill-seaming klah,
and saverd mugs.



They made their way to Murenny’s sudy and, at his gesture, seated themsdlves around the breskfast
table. Kindan sat facing the window. As he was pouring his mug of klah, he spotted Vaxoram exit the
apprentice dormitory, looking furtively around the courtyard in the growing dawn.

Masterharper Murenny noticed Kindan's look, got up, and peered out the window himsdf. With a
Speculaive glance toward Kindan, Murenny leaned out of the window and shouted to Vaxoram, “Why
don’'t you come up and join us?’

A few moments later, Vaxoram knocked on the door and Murenny invited imingde.

“Come in, come in,” the Masterharper said, gesturing chearfully for Vaxoram to join them. He rose
and pulled a free char from his worktable over to the breskfast table, indicating that VVaxoram should St
with them. “| see that Kindan remembered to set a spare mug, so pour yoursdf some klah and grab one
of those delicious ralls before they're dl gone.”

Vaxoram glanced nervoudy at Kindan beforefilling his mug and grabbing aroll. Then, deciding that he
was safe, the older apprentice carefully began to dowly chew hisrall.

Murenny waited in a genid slence until Vaxoram finished his roll and had a sp of klah before
continuing, “Vaxoram, how well do you know the codes regarding duding?”

The older apprentice gave the Masterharper a dartled look. “I remember dl that Master Detdlor
taught me,” he replied defensively.

“I'm sure you do,” Murenny agreed. “Do you remember the rules of dishonor?’
Vaxoram flushed and bowed his head. “Yes”

Murenny shook his head. “I don't think you're following me, Vaxoram.”

The older apprentice glanced up, fird a Kindan, then a Murenny.

“Do you remember the rules for a re-chalenge?’

Vaxoram creased his brow in thought, then in dowly dawning surprise. Kindan gasped as he redized
what the Masterharper was aiming at and Vaxoram turned his attention to him, consideringly.

“If the victor dishonors the cause of the chalenge, the vanquished can demand a rematch,” Koriana
sad dowly. She glanced at Kindan, biting her lower lip nervoudy.

“Yes” Murenny said, his voice completdy serious. He looked long and hard a Vaxoram. “Is there
reason for you to demand a rematch?’

“No,” Vaxoram declared immediatdly, his eyes locked with Kindan's. He glanced back to the
Masterharper. “No, Masterharper, there is not.”

Murenny nodded, then turned stedy eyes on Kindan.
“Where were you lagt night?’
“I wasinmy bunk,” Kindan replied in asmdl voice. “Koriana was with me.”

“By my choice,” Koriana declared, reaching out to grab Kindan's hand. Her strong grip fdt feeble and
digant compared againg the huge hole in the pit of Kindan's scomach.



Murenny did not so much as glance toward her, asking Kindan directly, “Did you break your word?’

Kindan's mouth was dry and he swalowed hard, not knowing whet to say. More than anything, he
wished he were somewhere elsg, that events were different, that he was't pinned under the terrible glare
of the Masterharper’ s wrath.

Murenny’s lips tightened in Kindan's Slence. “Were you hoping to convince us of alie?”
“Yes, Madter,” Kindan answered feghly, feding totaly ashamed.
“Then how can you hope to be a harper?’ the Masterharper asked, his voice chdlenging.

Kindan could only shake his head mutdy. “I don’'t know,” he confessed findly. He fdt torn between
getting up then and there, packing histhings and leaving the Harper Hall, or just leaving. He had never fdt
S0 dejected.

Murenny turned his attention to VVaxoram.

“Why did you permit this?” Murenny asked. The older apprentice shook his heed mutdy and Murenny
pressed him, “Who woke them in the morning?’

“| did,” Vaxoram confessed.

“Why?" Murenny asked him, his face full of curiogty. “Why did you not report this? With Kindan
dishonored, your honor would be restored.”

“He was not dishonorable,” Vaxoram said, medting the Masterharper’s eyes frankly. He glanced to
Kindan. “I will not betray you.”

Kindan could only nod glumly, too numb to appreciate the depth of Vaxoram’s admisson.

“Magterharper Murenny,” Koriana interjected, “I love Kindan. | would never let im do anything that
would cause him dishonor.”

“Yet you have,” Murenny snapped. He gestured at the hand clagping Kindan's and Koriana dropped
it as though sung. “You have dishonored him, your father, me, your Hold, and the Harper Hal.”
Murenny shifted his gaze to indude Kindan. “Both of you.”

“I love her,” Kindan responded, reaching out to regain Koriana's hand with his own.

“More than your honor?’ Murenny asked rdentlesdy. “More than her honor?” He did not wait for
their response before continuing, “What sort of loveisit that demands dishonor and lies to even exig?

“How,” and his voice filled the room with its strength, “can any of you think for an ingant that this
gained emotion can lagt?’

“But | love hm!” Koriana protested, bresking down into tears and burying her face in her hands.
Murenny shook his head, with a sad expression on his face. “I see only need, not love”
Koriana looked up at himin slent shock and outrage.

“And betrayd,” Murenny continued, his voice quiet but firm. Kindan glanced hotly a the
Masterharper, furious that he should cause Koriana so much pain, but Murenny met his eyes sernly, as
he continued, “Betrayd of your honor, betraya of your family, betraya of yoursdf.”



“But Father would never—" Koriana began in protest.

“Not now!” Murenny cut her off. “Now you will never know how he would have behaved had you
come to him honestly, with your heart open, and told him your true fedings” He glanced toward Kindan.
“Nor will you ever know how | would have responded, how | might have helped you.” He shook his
head. “The two of you have betrayed each other as surdy asif you'd fought a dud to the death.”

The horrible slence that fdl lasted only for an ingant and was shattered as a brilliant splash of gold
burgt into the room. Koriss entered from between, bringing a crisp ar into the room and filling it with her
loud, raucous cries, her eyes whirling red in anger and confusion. Koriana grabbed for her, missed,
grabbed again, cradling the agitated fire-lizard tight againgt her body. It was a number of minutes before
Koriss's red faceted eyes changed to a cdmer green and the firelizard nuzzled agang her partner,
chirping concernedly.

Kindan watched the proceedings with a growing sense of unease.
“Koriana” he asked tensdly, “does Koriss have an image for you?’
Koriana gave him a puzzled look. Kindan told her, “Close your eyes and concentrate on her.”

Koriana did so, her expression dill quizzicd, but only for a moment as her eyes popped open agan
and shetold them in darm, “Father’ s coming and he' s got guards with him!”

“Yes,” Murenny murmured, glanang at Kindan and Vaxoram, “just as I’d feared.”

Under the Magterharper’ s direction, the four of them met Lord Holder Bemin just outside the archway
into the Harper Hal.

“Lord Holder,” Murenny called in greeting, bowing low. Bemin regarded him coldly, flanked on ather
sde by two burly guards and trailed by four more, dl carrying swords. “We were just about to come to
yw.”

“l see” Bemin said. He gestured curtly to his daughter. “Koriana”
“Fether,” Koriana replied, ducking her head obediently.

“Your mother was most worried,” Bemin said. Kindan thought that that was a lie it seemed that the
Lord Holder was mogt agitated, which made more sense if hed ever heard rumors of Murenny’s
involvement with Sannora

“l was fing, honestly,” Koriana replied. “We were late going through the Records—we think we might
have found something vitd—’

“If it were s0 vitd, why didn't the Masterharper send us a messenger? Bemin interjected, a
foreboding look on hisface. “Why didn’t he drum a message?’

Asif in answer to his question, the faint sound of distant drums echoed into Fort's valey. Kindan,
Vaxoram, Murenny, and Koriana dl strained to hear the faint throbbing notes.

“Emergency,” Koriana repeated as she deciphered the firgt code. She and Kindan locked eyes, much



to Bemin's anger. “Emergency,” she added, her eyes going wider. “Emergency.”
The noise faded and everyone strained for any new notes.
But there were none.
“Three, not four,” Vaxoram remarked in rdief, only to himsdf.
“A mgor Hold emergency,” Koriana said, sounding a bit unsure. “Not aminor Hold emergency.”

“But from where?” Murenny asked, turning as if for an answer toward the repeater tower logt in the
distance.

Bemin glanced nervoudy at each of them in turn, ending with his daughter.

“What does it meen?’ he asked Koriana. Behind him, Kindan noticed that the Fort guards had
unconscioudy shifted toward each other asif for protection.

“It could be Telgar,” Vaxoram suggested.
“Or Igen or Isa,” Kindan responded.

“BEvenif it were two, that wouldn't be a Pern-wide emergency,” Bemin protested. “ There' d have to be
something invalving more than hdf of the mgor Holds for that.”

Murenny nodded but his words were not reassuring. “True, but the illness was in Keroon, so why
couldn't it spread to Igen or any of the seaward minor Holds, and then how long would it be before Ista
was infected?’

Bemin responded with a sour look. “If that were so, how come we haven't heard anything from the
Weyrs?’

“A good question,” Murenny replied, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

“Wel, it's naither here nor there,” Bemin said after a moment spent fulminating. He glanced toward his
daughter. “Koriana, your mother is most anxious for you.”

“My duty is here, Father,” Koriana replied resolutely.
“Your duty iswhere | say itis” Bemin replied, his eyes narrowing in anger.

“Yes, my lord,” Koriana agreed with anod of her head. “And you ingtructed me to be here, searching
the Records, learning the drum codes, and how to control my fire-lizard.” She paused for just a moment.
“So | am here, doing my duty to you and Pern.”

“Pern?’ Bemin repeated, one brow arched in surprise.

Koriana nodded. “| believe, Father, that anything that we can learn about previous plagues like thiswill
save many lives on Pern,” she replied.

“Saving livesis a job for heders” Bemin snapped.
“And Holders,” Koriana retorted, her blue eyes flashing.

“Who told you that?’ Bemin demanded in surprise.



“You did.”
“I never—"

“You sad that a Holder is responsible for dl the livesin the Hold,” Koriana reminded him. The Lord
Holder closed his mouth with an audible click, glaring at Masterharper Murenny accusingly.

When Murenny made no reaction, Bemin turned back to his wayward daughter. “That's correct,” he
told her. “And the holders owe their lord service, even induding his own children.”

Koriana opened her mouth for another retort, but before she could speak, the ar above them
suddenly darkened as alarge bronze dragon appeared from between.

Moments later, Vala plummeted down to Kindan, pulling up just in time to land—hard—on Kindan's
shoulder.

“It would seem that Benden has gotten your message,” Murenny said, nodding to Kindan.

The Fort Hold guards, having bunched up close to their lord, now sidled discregtly around him so as
to put him between them and the bronze dragon that settled in the meadow beyond the Harper Hdl, his
hide gleaming bright in the full morning sun.

Not a moment after M’td dighted from Gaminth did the sky darken again. Kindan craned his neck up
to see alithe blue dragon with three riders descend to land beside the Benden Weyr dragon. Kindan
spotted the rider’s Ista Weyr colors and ingantly recognized the rider as Jtrel.

“Wha's Ista doing here?” Bemin asked as the blue dragon landed.

“Thet would be Tdith,” Murenny responded. “Jtrel is his rider. He's been here to the Heder Hdl a
number of times with—"

“Ki'da!” ayoung boy cried, rushing across the fidd.

“Druri!” Kindan cdled back enthusagicdly. He waved toward the blue rider and nodded a the
womean who trailed aong behind. “ Jtrel, Jdenna”

When Jtrd waved back, Kindan fdt that something was wrong; the older rider was usudly much
more enthusiagtic in his gregting. Jlenna, Kindan saw, was carrying a Smdl bundle in a ding. The bundle
squirmed awkwardly; it was not usud for Jaenna to bring young Jass with her. Kindan fdt dread and
urgency emanating from both adults as they approached.

“Kindan, stand away, please,” M'’td caled urgently as Druri approached.
Murenny moved to intercept the young man, diverting him from Kindan, Koriana, and VVaxoram.
“Isthe plaguein Ista?” M’td said to Jtrel.

“Not yet,” Jtrel replied. “It may be only a matter of days, however.” He turned to the Masterharper.
“I’ve come to beg a favor, Murenny.”

“What's going on?’ Bemin demanded, surprised and nervous at the sudden change in the Stuation.

“I've come for Kindan,” M’td said. “His Vdla requested that he come to Benden.” M’td glanced
down at Kindan as he added, “Though I’ ve no ideawhy.”



“We were hoping to examine your Records,” Kindan explained with a nod toward M’td. Bemin's
reaction made it clear to everyone that he thought Kindan was being overly familiar with the Benden
Weyrleader.

“Of course” M’td said willingly. “If it weren't for you, our dragons would ill be chewing that hot
firestone and we' d never know anything about the abilities of watch-whers.”

Bemin's expression changed; he glanced at Kindan with alook of gppraisa on hisface.
“I've come to ask sanctuary for Druri, Jdenna, and Jasd,” Jtred said to Murenny.
“l see,” Murenny replied noncommittaly, sill keeping a hand on the restless Druri.

The story of Druri’s debility was wdl known & the Harper Hdl, where the dim but kindly lad had
been a regular vistor for severa Turns, working with the Hedlers as they strove to retrain a brain
tragicaly damaged in a near-drowning nearly five Turns ago.

The rumors in the apprentice dormitory—aways rampant if not aways accurate—were that Jtrel had
been performing aerobatics when Druri and some other boys had been out of Ista Harbor saling in a
grdl iff. Thar amazement with blue Tdith's antics had caused them to neglect ther navigation and the
iff hit a reef, the mast fdl on Druri, cracking his skull and many precious minutes were lost before he
was brought out of the water, drowned and dead. At JAenna's request, Jtrel had taken quick action to
revive the boy, but it had been too late to prevent Druri’s brain from baeng severdly damaged. Rumors
went on, wildly, to assert that Jtrel had had a romantic liaison with Jlenna resulting in Jass. Kindan
tended to discount such rumors as everyone knew that blue riders preferred to partner with green riders,
and that both riders were usudly mae.

“We should leave now,” M’td said to Kindan, nodding gpologeticdly to Jtrel as he added, “I don't
want to risk the chance of Kindan catching the illness”

“Thereé s arisk of the illness from these?’ Bemin demanded, waving at the three Ista holders and the
blue rider.

“l don't think s0,” Jtrel replied, “or | wouldn't have brought them here.”

“But you don’'t know,” Bemin persisted.

“No, Lord Holder,” Jtrel answered, his voice going stiff.

“l can't permit it,” Bemin said. “I can’'t let my Hold—"

“I make this request of the Healer Hdll, not Fort Hold,” Jtrel interjected.

“All the same,” Bemin retorted haotly. “I won't le—"

“Lord Holder, | don't know if you redly have a choice,” Murenny interrupted in a soft voice.

Bemin shot him an angry look and Murenny contined quickly, “How many ships have docked a Fort
Sea Hold since we received the firg word of theillness?’

“ Bl,[t—”

“And how many have offloaded fish?’ Jtrel asked, guessing the train of Murenny’s reasoning. “And
how many fished off Ista or Keroon? How many set in to one of those Holds or minor Holds or merdy
put a boat ashore to gather water?’



“But—but—we don’t know—" Bemin spluttered.

“You are absolutely correct, my Lord Holder,” Murenny agreed with a nod of his head. “We don't
know.” He frowned. “In fact, with that last drum message we don't know if the emergency was in Igen,
Tegar, or even Southern Ball Holds” He glanced toward M’ta. “We need more information.”

The Benden Weyrleader nodded in understanding.

“We think the last plague dtarted on the east coast,” Kindan sad, insating himsdf into the
conversation despite the knot in his somach. “Tha's why I’ ve asked to review the Records a Benden
Weyr.”

“But what about the Harper Hall Records?’ Bemin demanded.

“Fragments, scattered reports, nothing to give us a decent picture of what to expect,” Koriana said,
medting her father's angry eyes with her concerned ones. “Let me go with him, Father,” she pleaded.
“For our Hold, for our people.”

“Why do you have to go?’ Bemin asked, his tone less bdligerent than worried.

“Because | know what to look for,” Koriana replied. “And because we need to know as soon as we
can.” She gestured to Kindan, Vaxoram, and hersdf. “We three are best at tha.” She gave Vaxoram a
sympeathetic look before she continued, “Vaxoram has a hard time reading, Father. It takes him twice as
long as it does me. If | don't go, it will take nearly twice as long to get our answers—and what will
happen in the meantime?’

“Your mother—’
“Mother would say, ‘Go, do what you must,”” Koriana predicted.

Bemin let out a long fuming sgh and nodded reluctantly. Then he turned to Kindan. “And you, have
you been honorable?’

“No, my lord,” Kindan admitted. “I have not.”
M’td gave him a startled look, a look which Kindan would have given anything never to have earned.

“We dept in the same bed,” Koriana said. “We kissed but nothing more” She reached out toward
Kindan as shetold her father, “I love him”

Bemin turned furioudy toward Murenny. “No,” he said hoarsdly. “This cannot be. | will not permit it.”
Before anyone could respond, another drum message rumbled through the valley.

“Emergency,” Kindan and Koriana trandated in unison, their eyes locking in a rush of fear and dread.
“Emergency. Emergency. Telgar Hold. Send hdlp. Please”

Even before the words had registered, the drums started again.
“Plaguein Nabol, please hdp,” Kindan trandated, his heart pounding heavily in his chest.
“Plaguein Crom,” Koriana added, turning to her father pleadingly.

Bemin looked at her for one moment more before nodding decisvely. “Go!” he told her. He turned to
M’tal and gestured to Kindan, “Y ou will guard her honor?”



“My word as a dragonrider,” M’tal responded in leaden tones.
“You have my word, aso, Lord Holder,” Kindan added in asmdl voice.

“Your word has no vaue to me” Bemin responded harshly. He gestured to Vaxoram. “Hell go with
you, too, won't he?’ Kindan nodded and Bemin told Vaxoram, “You will deep in the same room with
him; never leave without him.”

“My lord,” Vaxoram agreed with a diff bow.

“Go then,” Bemin said, waving his hand angrily. He turned to Murenny. “You and | will discuss these
other matters now.”

“Come on,” M'tdl said gruffly to Kindan and the others, turning on his hed and speeding his way back
to his bronze dragon. He arranged for Koriana to be sandwiched between himsdf and Vaxoram, with
Kindan seated behind the older gpprentice.

Gaminth rose into the air with an urgency that seemed dmost angry to Kindan, as though the dragon
were reflecting the rider’s mood. As they went between, Kindan reached a hand forward to touch
Koriana but dropped it as he remembered his promise.

Hefdt as doomed as dl Pern.

CHAPTER 8

Harper to your word be true
Holder, crafter you also hew
To honesty, integrity, and respect
All others without regard to intellect.

BENDEN WEYR

T he cold of between remained in Kindan's bones as they burst out into the waning daylight of a

Benden Weyr experiencing a midwinter freeze. The crest of the Weyr was snow-covered as were dl the
mountainsin the distance.

The cold of between was aso in the air they brought with them from the Harper Hall, the moisture
frozen out into a rainbow of ice crystds that surrounded Gaminth and his riders until they dropped
through it when the bronze dragon dove steeply into the Weyr Bowl.

Gaminth landed deftly, but Kindan was ill so numb physcaly and emationdly that he nearly fdl from
his perch on the dragon, damming awkwardly againg Vaxoram and managing to stay on the dragon’s



back only with the hep of Vaxoram's steadying hand.

Mortified, he swiftly clambered off the dragon. After he helped VVaxoram down, he stood in to hdp
Korianaonly to be ebowed aside by the older harper.

“My job’s to serve you, and you're likdy to drop her,” Vaxoram told him curtly.

Hurt, Kindan stood back and watched envioudy as Vaxoram gently caught Koriana in his strong arms
and lowered her to the Weyr Bowl.

“Come on, I'll show you the Records room,” M’td cdled as soon as he hopped down from his
dragon. He led a brisk pace up two flights of stone dairs and turned right, leading through the first
doorway.

The room was stacked full of Records, with many more stacked awkwardly in dark alcoves. Dim
morning light from the Bowl shone in from awindow cut in the far Sde of the room.

“Kindan,” M’td ordered, “come with me and we'll get some klah and glows”

Out of breath, Kindan turned immediatdy and started to follow M’ta only to be stopped by Vaxoram,
who said to the Weyrleader, “I am under vow to be with him at dl times”

M’td pursed hislips, then nodded quickly. “Very wdl, you may come.” He glanced toward Koriana.
“Will you get started?’

“Of course,” Koriana replied, her gaze reaching out to Kindan for a moment before she turned her
head quickly awvay and began to search through the firg stack of Records.

“By the Shdll of Faranth!” M’td swore to Kindan as they trotted down the dtairs toward the Weyr
Bowl. “What ever could you have been thinking of, Kindan?’

“And you,” M’td rounded on Vaxoram. “Didn't you dud him for much the same reason?’ Before
Vaxoram could respond, he continued, “Don’'t you know you can re-chalenge him and win your honor?’

“He did nothing dishonorable,” VVaxoram declared hatly. “They were never out of my sght.”
Kindan looked at Vaxoram in surprise and then redized that the older harper had spoken the truth.

“Then why—?" Kindan began questioningly only to be cut off by M’ta who spoke with dawning
comprehengon, “Forsworn, you could not provide witness to Lord Bemin.”

“Yes, my lord,” Vaxoram agreed, glancing gpologeticaly to Kindan.
“Thanks” Kindan told VVaxoram fedingly.

“What for?” M’'td demanded. “With your honor in question, there's no hope of having you come
here.”

No hope? Kindan thought to himsdlf. He had no chance of being posted to the Weyr? His heart could
ank no further; he fdt like it had frozen, stuck forever between.

They entered the Weyr's large Kitchen Cavern. M’tad pointed peremptorily in one direction and
moved in another, toward the hearth. “Kindan, get the glowswhile Vaxoram and | get a tray of food and



apitcher of klah.”

A number of dragonriders and weyrfolk looked up excitedly as the Weyrleader strode by, but he
waved them back to ther work.

A kindly weyrboy piled him up with fresh glows and Kindan moved much more dowly to catch up
with the Benden Weyrleader and Vaxoram, who was carrying atray of food, while M’td carried a large
pitcher of klah and severa mugs

The two harpers arrived out of breath outsde the Records Room.

“Sat up the glows” M’td ingructed Kindan as he gestured to Vaxoram to place the tray on a free
table to which he added the klah and mugs. He turned his atention to Koriana.

“You'll deep in our quarters just beyond the dairs if you need to,” M’td told her. “You can use the
necessary there, t0o.” He looked a the two boys. “You'll deep in the weyrling quarters, they’re empty
now, and you can use the necessary there—that’ s across the Bowl, so don't wait if you need it.”

Vaxoram and Kindan nodded glumly, daunted at the prospect of crossing the Weyr Bowl so late at
night, and when they were so tired. M’td dapped his hands together briskly and stood up. “Very wdl, is
there anything e se you need?’

The three youths shook their heads.
“Then I'll get onwithmy duties,” he told them. “I’ll be back soon.”

Koriana had dready pulled severd large stacks of Records and arranged them in front of chairs.
Slently, she, Kindan, and VVaxoram took their placesin front of the stacks.

“Three eghty-nine, right?” Koriana murmured as she turned over a Record.

“And three ningty,” Kindan agreed. “The third month.”

Koriana shook her head. “The Records I’ ve pulled go back to the firg month, just in case.”
“That's alot of reading,” Vaxoram grumbled.

“So let’s get to work,” Kindan replied, nudging him on the arm. Vaxoram gave him a look that, while
obedient, reminded Kindan exactly how much “work” reading Records was for the older lad. But before
Kindan could respond, Vaxoram bent over his Record, bringing athin glow as close as he could.

Slence fdl and dretched, disturbed only by the occasond rusle of a turned Record, or a
disappointed grunt or irritated grumble.

“I thought that Weyr Records would be better than Hold Records,” Koriana murmured & one point.
“But, except for notes about dragons and flaming, they’re not dl that much different.”

“Here's one about an exploding bag of firestone” Vaxoram said, cadting a glance a Kindan. “A
weyrling and his rider went between. Ancther rider was badly burnt but survived.”

“Sounds like C'tov,” Kindan muttered to himsdf.
“Who?" Koriana asked, glancing up from her reading.
“C'tov,” Kindan said, looking back at her and shifting nervoudy in his chair. “He was the one who



found the proper firestone”

“He Impressed a dragon?’ Vaxoram asked, giving Kindan a hurt look for not spreading such juicy
gossip sooner. “Thanks for sharing.”

“I thought everyone knew,” Kindan said. “It happened such along time ago.”

Vaxoram grunted and looked back down & his Record. Koriana gave Kindan a sympathetic amile
which he returned in full. They held their gaze for a few moments more before, by mutud consent, they
turned back to their work and slence descended once more.

The dlence stretched on endlesdy, became a companionable thing punctuated by the turning of musty
Records and the creaks as they moved in their chairs or changed the way they rested ther elbows on the
table. At some point the slence became seductive, warm and enveloping, begging for rest and deep.

A noise dartled Kindan and he looked up to see Koriana's head resting on the table, her blond hair
covering her face. One of her hands had did off the table, diding a stack of Records with it. It was their
rudling fdl that Kindan had heard. He looked over to Vaxoram to find the older apprentice regarding him
through deep-lidded eyes.

“What do we do?’ he asked Kindan.

“We can't leave her here” Kindan said. “We ve got nothing to put over her to keep her wam.” He
looked toward the Holder gil and cdled softly, “Koriana” She made no motion. Louder he caled,
“Koriana” She dtirred, then settled once more. “Korianal”

“Huh?’ Koriana lifted her head blearily, then leaned back in her chair, a chagrined look on her face.
“I'mdl right, | must have dozed—"

“You should go to deep,” Kindan told her.
“But the Recordd!” Koriana protested, bending down bleary-eyed in a feeble attempt to read.

“They'll keep until the morming,” a voice cdled from the door. Koriana, Kindan, and Vaxoram
whipped their heads around in surprise to see a woman in a nightgown standing in the doorway. She
gestured toward Koriana. “I’'m Sdina. M’td sent me to bring you to bed.”

Kindan rose ingantly, and gesturing for Vaxoram to follow suit, bowed respectfully. “Weyrwoman,”
he said hedtily, “I had no idea—"

Sdina cut him off with a amile and a shake of her head. “It's far too late in the night for formdlities,
harper.” She gestured again to Koriana. “Come dong, dear, you must be exhausted. “It's nearly dawn.”

“Dawn?’ Koriana repeated in surprise. “It doesn't fed likeit, my lady.”

“That's because your body is 4ill thinking it's back at Fort Hold where the hour is only midnight,”
Sdinasaid. “Though that' s ill |ate enough for dl of you.”

As Koriana joined her, Sdina told the other two, “Be careful going down the dtairs and across the
Bowl. It's darkest before the dawn here, with the Bowl il in shadow.”

Kindan nodded.
“There are glows lad out in the weyrling quarters,” she told them. “Fresh-made beds, too.”



“Thank you, my lady,” Kindan replied, bowing once more. Sdina amiled at him and, dasping Koriana
by the hand, led the holder girl off to bed.

Kindan and Vaxoram followed them out of the Records Room and headed down the stairs, moving
dowly with the aches from dtting too long in the same position. The air was cold in the Weyr Bowl and,
as much as Kindan wanted to see more, he fdt too tired to do more than muzzly register the notion.

“Weyrling quarters,” Vaxoram murmured to himsdf as they spotted the faint glow in the distance.
“What would it be like to live there?

Kindan could only shake his head in response.

Kindan woke early, when the weyrling barracks were just receiving the fird rays of morning. He was ill
tired, but the new and different sounds of the Weyr had disturbed his deep and piqued his curiogity. In
the bunk nearest him, he could see the gleam of VVaxoram'’s eyes, showing that he was dso awake.

Vdla was nestled up againg Kindan's back but rose into the ar eagerly when he moved. With an
inquigtive chirp, the fire-lizard flew out of the barracks. Off in search of food, Kindan guessed. Asif in
sympathy with the fire-lizard, Kindan's ssomach grumbled.

Across the way, Vaxoram rose from his bunk. They found the necessary and had quick showers,
grateful that towels had been laid out for them in the otherwise empty weyrling quarters. They were even
more surprised to see that clothes—dightly oversized—were hanging on hangers just below the towels.
Kindan, for one, was glad that he wouldn’t be wearing the same clothes two days in a row. He was aso
glad to find some sweetgrass, which he rubbed on as antiperspirant.

Vaxoram, with asmnug look, shaved.

They were quick enough, dl the same, to exit the weyrling quarters with the sun only just a little further
inthe sky. As they crossed the Bowl to the Kitchen Cavern, Kindan spotted a strange shadow high up
on the west Sde of the Bowl and turned to the east to determine its source.

“Star Stones,” Vaxoram said, following Kindan's gaze. He pointed to a place high on the top of the
western wal of the Weyr.

“I'll bet that’s where they put the drums, too,” Kindan said.
“They' Il reverberate loudly in this Bowl,” Vaxoram agreed.

Kindan's somach grumbled again, as if in response to the larger Bowl’s emptiness, and the two
harpers exchanged amused looks. Kindan lengthened his stride, eager to appease his somach and get
back to work.

They were dmog there when Vaxoram spoke again, voidng something that had been obvioudy
bothering him dl across the Weyr Bowl. “What are you going to do?’

“About what?’

“You and Koriana,” Vaxoram replied.



“I don’'t know,” Kindan told him.

“But you love her, right?” Vaxoram persisted. Kindan raised an eyebrow a him inquigtivey. “I mean,
| redly think you love her or | would never have—"

Kindan amiled and bumped his fig on Vaxoram’s shoulder in recognition. “1 never did thank you for
that.”

“It was my duty,” Vaxoram answered diffly.
“No,” Kindan corrected. “It wasn't redly.” He was slent for a moment. “So why did you do it?’
“| thought you loved her,” Vaxoram repeated.

“l do,” Kindan sad, his heart fluttering. He regarded Vaxoram shrewdly and dowed amost to a stop.
“So why did you do it?’

Vaxoram difled an abrupt response, his face taking on a suffused look.

“Is there somebody you love?” Kindan asked softly, comprehenson dowly dawning. “Is that why you
didit?

“That'snot why | did it,” Vaxoram said tensdly.

“But there is someone,” Kindan said. He redlized that that would explain much of Vaxoram's behavior:
He was trying to impress someone.

“It doesn’t matter,” VVaxoram snapped, aoruptly stepping forward. “I’m as good as Shunned.”

“No, you're not.”

“The best I'll ever beisabad apprentice,” Vaxoram declared despairingly. “1 can hardly even read.”
“Well work on that,” Kindan promised.

“Why?" Vaxoram demanded. “And how?’

“There are Records in the Harper Hdl or the Heder Hal,” Kindan replied. “Some of them will
describe trestments.”

“Why?" Vaxoram persisted, shaking his head mulishly.
“Wdl, a the very least, so that you can hep more with these Records,” Kindan replied.

Vaxoram snorted but his expresson was widful, not angry. He clapped Kindan on the shoulder.
Startled, Kindan turned to face him.

“Thanks”
Kindan shrugged and they entered the Kitchen Cavern.

Koriana was dready there, seated with Sdina and M’tal. She waved a them and gestured to two
nearby chairs.

“Good marning, Weyrleader, Weyrwoman,” Kindan cdled as he approached. Vaxoram nodded in
Slent gredting.



“Did you deep wdl?" Sdina asked. Koriana poured two mugs of klah and pushed them across the
table to the boys.

“Very wel, thank you, my lady,” Kindan responded.

“Ready for another day’s work?” M’td inquired.

“Yes, my lord,” Kindan told him.

Sinaand M’td exchanged amused glances.

“You have such excdlent manners,” Sdina remarked in response to Kindan's worried |ook.
“If only our weyrlings had as much,” M’td groaned.

“WEe ve no harper to teach them, you see,” Sdina explained to Koriana. Kindan dropped his head to
hide his shame.

“There are some good journeymen a the Harper Hal,” Vaxoram suggested. “And one apprentice |
know, Meral, should walk the tables soon.”

“Walk the tables?’ Koriana repeated.

“When an apprentice makes journeyman or a journeyman makes madter, they wak the tables in the
Harper Hdl,” Vaxoram explained.

“They wak around the tables to their new table” Kindan expanded, seeing Koriana's confused 10ok.
He grinned a her, sendng that she had an image of harpers jumping up on tables and kicking food and
plates everywhere with gay abandon.

“It saspecid day,” Vaxoram said widfully. “Every apprentice dreams of the day.”
“I"'dlike to seeit,” Koriana said, glanang toward Kindan with eager eyes.

“Meral will wak soon,” Kindan told her in a tone that said that he didn't expect to wak the tables
himsdf.

Sinaand M'td looked at each other in a way that Kindan couldn’t quite fathom; the sort of looks
that parents and elderly people exchanged when dediing with younger people.

“Have someralls” M’'td said, passng a covered basket to Kindan.

After breskfast they began their second day in the Records Room. They broke for lunch
disconsolatdly, dl three overwhelmed by the sheer volume of Records. Dinner came and went and 4ill
they found nothing.

“Why did she gtart so far back?’ Vaxoram grumbled as they made ther way back down the dtairs
toward the weyrling barracks for the night.

“I didn’t want us to miss anything,” Koriana replied from the top of the stairs.
“Atthisraeit|ll be a sevenday before we find anything,” Vaxoram grumbled.
“No,” Kindan replied firmly. “Less. We don’t have much more time”

“What do you mean?’ Koriana caled down, darmed.



“From what we've seen, the illness is soreading from hold to hold in a sevenday,” Kindan reminded
her. “If we don't find Something soon, it may be too late.”

“So let’'s go back,” Koriana cdled, turning back toward the Records Room.
“No,” Vaxoram said.

“WEe're too tired,” Kindan agreed. “There's not enough light with just the glows and we might miss
something vitd.”

His response quelled Koriana' s protests and they dl went off to deep fitfully.
And s0 they continued for another two days, growing more anxious, and more weary.

They awoke again early on the fifth day and were back to work before the sun had lifted high enough
to light the whole Bowl. Less than an hour later, Kindan turned to a new Record, then suddenly looked
up. “That’s odd.”

The others stopped and looked at him.

“Thelast Record was for the twenty-fourth day of the third month of 389,” Kindan said. He held up
the new Record. “Thisis dated the deventh of the second month of 408.”

“There mugt be some missing Records,” Vaxoram said unconcernedly.

“l don't think so,” Koriana replied, turning her head back to the stacks of old Records. “I checked
pretty thoroughly.” She looked over a Kindan. “What's thet last Record say?’

“l read something near there” Vaxoram said. “The illness had come and the dragonriders were
heping.”

“In this one, there’'s mention of the Weyrleader ordering the dragonriders to stay in the Weyr,” Kindan
sad, glandng back at the old Record. “That'swhy | wanted to see what the next Record said.”

“They stayed behind?’ Koriana asked with a horrified look. “Why would they stay in the Weyr when
there were people dying of thisillness?”

“l don’t know,” Kindan replied, scanning the newer entry quickly. With a sgh, he picked up the next
Record and the next and then—"Wait!”

Vaxoram and Koriana jumped, startled.

“Right here it says ‘The weyrfolk are not yet recovered from therr losses. Thank the First Egg that
Thread is not due any time soon or the dragonriders would be reduced to tending their own injuries””

“But that's nearly twenty Turns after the illnesd” Vaxoram protested, sheking his head violently.
“Something e se mugt have happened, something in the lost Records.”

“And why weren't the dragonriders affected?’ Koriana wondered skepticaly.

Kindan shrugged.

“If the Records are incomplete, we won't find anything ussful here,” Koriana noted sadly.

Nodding absently, Kindan continued to scan the new Records, one after the other. Suddenly he



shouted in surprise. “Ligen to this *It’s been five months Snce my ariva and the Weyr is showing itsfirst
sgns of eation since the iliness nineteen Turns ago. The Hatching and the birth of several new babies has
cheered everyone, even those who were sent from the Holds to live in the Weyr. | am now beginning to
fed that Benden Weyr might recover.’”

“Recover?’ Koriana repeated, shocked at this deeper reveation.
“We ve got to tdl M’td,” Kindan said, risng from his seat hedlily.
“Tdl hm what?’ Vaxoram asked.

“That the Weyrs can't help the Holds fight thisillness” Kindan answered. His face drained of dl color
as the full impact of his words registered. He didn't know if the iliness of today was the same or even
samiler to that described in the Records. But just as he didn’'t know, he dso didn’t know if the current
illness might be even more virulent than that mentioned in the Records. In less than twelve Turns, Thread
would fal again on Pern—and there had to be dragonriders ready to fight it. “We can't let the weyrfolk
caich it, or the Weyrs won't be able to fight Thread when it comes.”

“That'sawful!” Koriana protested. “What will the holders do? How will they survive?’
“They can't survive Thread if there are no dragonriders able to fight it,” Kindan declared.
“It'snot enough to tdl M’tdl,” Vaxoram said heavily. “We mug tdl dl the Weyrs of Pern.”

All the Weyrs? Kindan thought bleskly. This sort of decison was properly the work of the
Masterharper. But time was of the essence: If any weyrfolk were exposed, they might spread the illness
throughout their Weyr. Thiswas't the time to talk, to ask permisson—this was the time to act. Kindan
pursed hislips for a moment, then said, “The drums.”

Vaxoram sprang out of his seat and gestured for Kindan to precede him. “Do you know where they
ae?

“Up,” Kindan said, turning to the stairs just outside the Records Room.
“Kindan!” Koriana cdled urgently, tralling after them.
“What?’

“Don't get near any weyrfolk or dragonriders” Koriana said. “Remember, the dragonriders are
immune, but they could passiit on to the weyrfolk.”

“Too late” Kindan replied.

“Any more weyrfolk, then,” Koriana corrected. “If we' ve caught the illness already, we mugt limit tharr
contact with us”

“Right,” Vaxoram agreed, pressing close behind Kindan.
“Tdl M'td!” Kindan cdled back, increasing his pace up the gairs.
Sx floors up, they reached the end of the Stairway.

“Thisway!” Kindan said, pointing left, to the east. Vaxoram trotted after him gteadily. Kindan was
breathless from the dimb but he didn't dow down. The sooner the Weyrs knew, the better. It might
dready be too late for some.



He spotted a set of dairs set off the corridor and took them up into the brilliant light of midday. He and
Vaxoram trotted past the awesome Star Stones, in search of the enclosed space where they knew the
Weyr's drum would be stored.

“Hep me with this” Kindan said as he came upon the doors. Vaxoram grunted in agreement and
grabbed the handle of one of the two double doors and yanked while Kindan yanked on the other.

Quickly they grabbed the huge drum, larger than that up in the Harper Hal drumheights, and rolled it
out into the open air. They had no trouble spotting the drum’s proper location, for there was a depression
inthe stone from hundreds of Turns of previous usage. Together they set up the drum and Kindan tapped
aquick test.

He looked at Vaxoram. “Are we doing the right thing?”

“Eager to be wrong and gpologize than right and see Thread,” Vaxoram assured him. Koriana crested
the sairs as he finished.

“He sright,” Koriana agreed bleskly. “We I know soon enough if thisillnessis like the other. If it isn't,
the dragonriders will be able to help.” She paused, thinking of her father, her family, and her Hold. “But
for now, we mugt protect the dragonriders.”

With a find frown, Kindan nodded and bdled his figs together. With dl his might he tapped out the
message as it formed in hismind:

Emergency. Emergency. Emergency. Emergency. Weyrs mugt not ad Holders. Danger to weyrfolk.

The great booming of the drum echoed in Kindan's ears, limbs, and chest. He could see the vibrations
shake Vaxoram's hair, and even set the older apprentice off balance.

Asthe lagt of the message died out, Kindan was surprised to see a huge brown dragon appear beside
them.

“Stay away!” Kindan shouted. “We might be contagioud”
“I'm K’ tan, Weyr Hedler,” the dragonrider replied. “What do you think you' re doing?’
“Spreading the warning,” Kindan said. “The Weyrs must be warned.”

“Banging a drum won't do that,” K’tan replied sourly. Kindan gave him a shocked look. “Think, lad!
Who's dive to relay the message?’ He gestured toward the distant drums. “We haven't had a messagein
afortnight.”

Kindan was staggered. No drummers to pass on messages? This flu was that bad? Then he
remembered the lagt interrupted message that had come to the Harper Hall. People were dying on Pern,
even drummers.

“The Weyrs mugt be warned!” he cried. “The weyrfolk arein danger.”

“The Weyrs have been warned,” K’tan assured him, petting the sde of his great brown dragon
affectionatdy. “My dragon has told Sdina's Breth and Benden's queen dragon has told the rest of the
Weyrs. They dl know about the danger now.”

Kindan sghed in rdlidf.

“The question now is What can we do?’ K’tan asked.



“We can return to the Harper Hall,” M’tal announced, emerging from the stairway down to the Weyr.

A movement near K’'tan's brown caught Kindan's attention—it was M’td’s bronze Gaminth. The
dragon settled carefully near the Star Stones.

“I'm going back with them,” M’td informed K’ tan. “ Sdina knows, she'sin our Weyr. Shell stay there
in quarantine until we can be certain she’'s not contagious. Make arrangements to feed her, but let no one
come close”

“Andif she getsill?’” K’ tan asked anxioudy.

“She shouldn't,” Kindan said, “she's dragonfolk.”

“But we don’'t know yet for certain if that is enough,” K’ tan replied, his expresson grim.
M’tal shook his head. “Do your best for her but don't risk yoursdf.”

K’tan gave him a startled, then rebellious look.

M’td looked to Kindan, who turned to the Weyr Hedler and said, “The Records say it took the Weyr
nearly twenty Turns to recover from the last illness—"

“And we can't risk that when we've less than twdve Turns before the Red Star returns” M'td
finished for him.

“The Records spoke only of weyrfolk, not riders,” Koriana protested.

“The Records weren't very accurate,” M’td said. He turned back to K'tan. “The Records Room
should aso be quarantined. We believe thisillness does not affect dragonriders, but we can't be certain.”

“How long does it last?" K’tan asked.

“We don’'t know,” Kindan replied. “It seems to incubate in two to three sevendays.”
“Then wait a month, at least, to be safe” K'tan said.

M’td nodded. “I'll see you in a month!”

He gestured for the others to precede him to bronze Gaminth.

“WeIl be waiting,” K’tan replied, bowing over his dragon’s neck.

CHAPTER 9

With yellow and black over hall and hold
Perils and pains do then unfold
Harper, crafter, holder pray



That you may live another day.

HARPER HALL

A sGaminth burgt from between into the early moming over Fort Hold and the Harper Hdl, Kindan

leaned out over the dragon’s neck to peer down below looking for any dgns of life He saw none. His
throat tightened as he turned his attention to Fort Hold's main walls, seerching for any 9gn of guards on
the parapets. His grunt of rdief was echoed by the others as they dl spotted a tiny guard moving
purposefully dong the wals. But their rdief was short-lived.

“Look!” Koriana cdled as the firg hints of morning wind flickered through the valey, blowing on the
Hold' stal flaggaff. A smdl ydlow pennant with a black dot fluttered in the breeze.

“Quaranting” Kindan said, his shoulders dumping. The illness was in Fort Hold. He turned his
atention to the Harper Hal's flagpole—it, too, had a ydlow pennant fluttering from it and, dthough he
couldn’'t see it, he was sure that it dso bore the black dot of quarantine.

A bellow from the meadow greeted them, and as Gaminth circled back toward the Landing Meadow,
Kindan spotted aamdl blue dragon rearing up.

“Jtre isdill here,” Kindan said.
“l wonder why?’" Koriana said, her voice carrying over Vaxoram to Kindan's ears.
“Well know soon enough,” Vaxoram said.

In & moment Gaminth was on the ground. M’td handed Vaxoram down, who aided him in heping
Koriana, then Kindan dismount. Findly M’ta legpt down himsdf.

They started off toward the Harper Hal but hadn’t gone a few steps before Jtrel’ s blue, Tdith, bugled
waningly at them. Seconds later, they heard Jtrel shouting, “ Stay therel”

M’tal glanced toward the blue rider who was running out from under the archway of the Harper Hdll,
carying something in a carisak cradled againg his chest with one hand. With the free hand, Jtrel urged
them to stand ill.

“I’'m going to drop the drum out of the sak,” Jtrdl caled. “You can useit to communicate.”
“Vey wdl,” M'ta said. He turned to his dragon. “Gaminth, ask Tdith what is going on?’
A moment later M’tal seemed to stagger, then catch himsdf as Vaxoram rushed to his aid.

“The sickness has reached both the Harper Hdl and Fort,” M’'td said. As they dready knew that,
Kindan waited for the other strand. “Three peoplein the Harper Hal have died.”

“Died?’ Koriana cried.
“Many more areill,” M’td continued. “The Masterharper is coughing, which isthe firs 9gn.”

Jirel stopped a good dragonlength from them, knelt, and gently upended his carisak so that a amdl
drum fdl out. He then backed away.



Kindan and the others moved forward. When they reached the drum, Vaxoram gestured to Kindan,
sying smply, “You're better.”

Kindan picked the drum up and was surprised to see that it was one of his own making, the second
he'd ever made. It wasn't perfect but was sturdy and servicegble.

Harper ready, Kindan rapped out with one hand. Then, thinking better of how long he might be
drumming, he sat down on the cool, damp ground with hislegs crossed and the drum cradled just above
the ground so that its sound would carry better.

Do any of you have fever? A message boomed back. Kindan could tdll by the other’s syle that the
drummer was Masterharper Murenny himsdlf.

No, Kindan responded, as he rlayed to the others, “Master Murenny asksiif any of us have fever.”
Do any of you have a cough? Murenny asked.

“None of us have been coughing recently, have we?’ Kindan asked, turning to glance up a the other
three, ganding behind him.

“No,” M’td said. “And no one a the Weyr, ether.”
No, and none at the Weyr, Kindan rapped back.

You are probably free from infection, Murenny responded. Kindan thought that his drumming
sounded a bit weaker than before.

“He says we probably don't have the infection,” Kindan relayed. He turned to M’td. “You should go
to back to the Weyr.”

M’td brigtled. “1 don't take orders from a—" he cut himsdf short and shook his head apologetically.
“You'reright, | apologize for sngpping at you.” He gestured toward the Harper Hdl. “Ask him what the
Weyrs can do.”

Kindan beat the message out and waited. Then he frowned and added a longer message, explaining
about the dangers to the Weyr.

They can do nothing, Murenny responded after along slence. We cannot risk the Weyrs.
“Madgter Murenny says for you to do nothing,” Kindan said.

“You told him about the Records a Benden,” Koriana remarked.

“Of course”

M’td pursed hislips, clearly not liking the answer.

“If your riders come into contact with the contagion, there's no way they can avoid bringing it back to
the Weyr,” Kindan reminded him.

“l know that,” M'td said with a touch of acerbity in his voice. He looked away, back toward his
dragon for amoment and then said, “ Jtrel suggests that perhaps we could drop food.”

“Where would you get the food?” Koriana asked. “It's nearly winter. The livestock may darve
because there' s no one to tend them.”



“l hadn’t thought of that,” Kindan said, the color draining from his face.

“We hadn’'t seen anything in the Records,” Vaxoram remarked.

“That may be because they dl starved,” Koriana pointed out.

“We hadn't looked dl that far before we went to Benden,” Kindan reminded them.
“Wha will happen if we lose the livestock?” M’td asked Koriana.

“The Weyrs have some herds of their own, don’t they?” Kindan asked.

“Yes” M'td replied. “But they're for feeding dragons and they get replenished by Holder herds at
regular intervas. We couldn’'t grow back dl the herds of Pern from those of the Weyrs.”

“Then we' re doomed,” Vaxoram said.

Kindan nodded solemnly. “We can save the Weyrs, maybe save some holders, but they’ll just starve
leter.”

“No,” M’td replied firmly. “There has to be another way.”

“Some livestock will survive” Koriana declared. “Not everyone will catch this illness and some of
those are bound to bein the smdl herdholds.”

“But will enough survive to feed the survivors?’ Kindan countered.

“Murenny mugt have thought of this” M’tal said, glandng toward the Harper Hall. He looked back to
Kindan, nating the bronze fire-lizard hovering over him. “You can have your Vdla send us messages,
have her drop them on the Star Stones.”

“l can do thet aslong as | don't have afever or cough,” Kindan corrected him.
“Then let’s hope you don't get one,” M’td replied with a ghost of agmile

“My Koriss can learn, too,” Koriana offered, then her face fdl and she glanced over to Kindan. “But
Kindan dill has to teach me”

“Your father may have something to say about that,” M’td replied. He glanced toward Fort Hold.
“And | think I’d best return you to him now.”

Kindan understood M’td’ s mativation—Korianamight not be a danger to the weyrfolk, but that was
not certain, and as she was a Lord Holder’ s daughter, she would want to be with her family.

Koriana looked torn, dearly wanting to stay with Kindan, yet aso worried about her Hold and family.
After amoment she nodded glumly. “But can | ask you and Vaxoram to turn your backs for a moment?’

M’'td raised an eyebrow a her questioningly, but she met his gaze steadily. The Weyrleader's eyes
softened and he turned away, gesturing for Vaxoram to do the same.

Koriana stared a them for a moment, then turned to Kindan and gestured for him to stand up. He did
30 reluctantly, worried about the Harper Hall, the desths, and whatever was happening on Pern.

Koriana closed the gap between them and wrapped her arms around him, burying her head againgt his
shoulder. He fdt her body shake with sobs before he heard them from her throat. He hugged her tightly,



and then she moved her head and her lips latched onto his and she was kissng him, deeply, passionately,
desparingly.

“What about your honor?” Kindan asked as they findly broke apart, garing deeply into each other’s
eyes.

“What is honor without love?’ Koriana replied, rasing ahand and brushing it gently againg his cheek.
“We may never see each other again.”

“I know,” Kindan replied, the words tearing his heart. “I love you.”

“I love you,” Koriana said, leening forward and parting her lips once more. Ther kiss this time was
less frantic, more sensud and intimate. When at last they findly broke apart it was because their lungs
were protesting and their hearts beeting too rapidly to survive another moment in such an intense
embrace.

“I'll see you again,” Kindan declared. “And then we'll get your father to agree.”

Koriana amiled, but Kindan could tdl that she couldn’t quite believe him.

“Until then,” she said, stepping back and releasing his hand.

“I'm ready,” Koriana declared loudly to M’tdl. M’ta looked back then, as did VVaxoram.
“Then let me escort you to the gates,” M’td said, gesturing for her to precede him.

Kindan bent over and picked up his drum. He turned to Vaxoram. The Harper Hdl was his
home—there was no place he would rather be. “Let’s go.”

“Magterharper Murenny is ill,” Master Archivig Reder said, gpproaching them just as they exited the
archway into the Harper Hall. “Y ou're to go hdp Master Lenner.”

“But Master Murenny drummed to us” Kindan protested.

“And that sapped dl his strength,” Reder replied testily. “You are to follow my indructions.”
Kindan looked questioningly a Reder.

“Who isthe senior harper, Master?” Vaxoram asked politely.

“l am,” Reder replied, dearly irritated at such impudent questions.

“But—Master Detdlor?” Kindan asked, aghast. Detalor was the next senior harper to Murenny, after
Magter Zid.

“Master Gennd?’ Vaxoram asked, naming the third-most senior.

“Master Detdlor died thismorning,” Reder replied, glancing down at the ground to hide his emotions.
“Master Gennd issSck inhisrooms and can't be moved.” It was clear from his tone that Reder fdt that
Gennd would soon follow Detalor.



“There were three,” Kindan said, waiting for the find shard to crack.

“Journeyman Issak died while atending the others” Reder said, grimacing. “No one knew he'd
caught the illness, he kept it from Magter Lenner.” He glanced up a them. “He was a good man, he
would have been a good Master.” High praise indeed from the crotchety Reder. Apparently Reder
thought so, too, for his voice was full of bark as he roared, “Now, go!”

Kindan needed no further urging. Vaxoram stuck at his side, only fdling back when they entered the
cramped corridor to the Heder Hal.

“l don’t know much about hedling,” VVaxoram confided as they walked in slence.

“WEe're both going to learn fagt,” Kindan replied. He was surprised when Vaxoram clasped his right
shoulder from behind and clenched it in firm agreement.

When they arrived a the Hedler Hall they were turned around again.

“Wha are you doing here?” Lenner demanded, looking up from one of the many crowded beds in his
infirmary. “Y ou're supposed to bein the Archives”

“Madter Reder sent us here” Kindan told him.

Lenner 9ghed and straightened, running a weary hand through his hair.

“You won't do as much good here as you will in the Archives,” Lenner declared.
“What about Verilan?’ Kindan asked.

Lenner pointed off into the distance. “He' sin the Harper Hal infirmary.”

“S0, hel s not too sick then,” Kindan said hoping to reassure himsdf.

“He can’'t be moved,” Lenner corrected him, his eyesfull of sorrow.

“What about Conar?” Kindan asked, glancing around the beds.

“Hesdl right,” Lenner said. “HE's been hdping here, no sgn of a cough yet, though.” He whisled
loudly and called, “Conar! Report!”

A smdl figure scurried toward them. He brightened when he spotted Kindan and Vaxoram. “You're
back,” he said, his face splitting with a smile. “And you're divel”

Kindan grinned back and nodded, but he couldn’'t help naticing the dark circles under the younger
boy’s eyes. He turned toward Vaxoram, dill grinning, expecting the older apprentice to share his
happiness but was surprised by the grim look on Vaxoram's face. In an indant he recognized the cause
and asked, “Nondaand Kelsa, are they dl right?’

“Yes” Lenner replied quickly. “They're hdping in the kitchens. We're kegping most everyone
quarantined to prevent the spread.”

“It didn’t work,” Conar said quickly, glanang at the Hedler apologeticaly. “In the Records, they sad



that it didn't work.”

“FHnd out why,” Lenner ordered Kindan. “Go look in the earliest Records, see if they have
suggestions, ideas from back before Landing.” He turned away from them, distracted by another hacking
cough in the distance. “Don’t come back urtil you've got an answer,” he caled gruffly back over his
shoulder.

“Comeon,” Kindan said, turning back to the corridor leading toward the Harper Hal and the Archive
Room.

“What about Reder?’ Vaxoram asked. “He's senior. And you know how he frets about his Records.”
“Are you going to let people die?” Kindan replied, not caring whether VVaxoram followed or not.
“It Il be on your head,” Vaxoram's voice carried to his ears a moment later.

“So beit,” Kindan replied fiercdy.

“WeIl need glows” Kindan said as they entered the dark confines of the Archive Room, knowing that
Master Reder was too busy managing the Hal to come back to his beloved Records.

“Theré slight now,” Vaxoram said, waving at the lighter patches in the room.

Kindan shook his head. “We |l need more light soon,” he replied. “And we re working through the
night. Get some klah too.”

He waved dismissvely at Vaxoram. Vaxoram's nodtrils flared in irritation; then the older harper shook
himsdf and turned on his hed.

Kindan didn't notice his departure, the sounds concealed by the noise of hisrooting through the stacks
of ancient Records. Some were s0 old and dusty that he could see them disintegrating right in front of
him; brittle documents that cracked and flaked as he moved them. And then there were others, ill
supple and pliant, nearly as fresh as when they were firg drawn. Kindan set them aside at fire, assuming
that they were new Records midfiled. It was only when he got to the oldest Records, Records drawn on
some materia that seemed like a strange combination of thin metad and living flesh, slky, soothing to the
touch, that Kindan thought to look back at the stack of “new” Records.

“There are no glows” Vaxoram's voice boomed from the far end of the Archive Room. “None to
spare, a least. They're dl baing used in the infirmaries. | set some up to recharge but they’re damoring
for them, so they’ll take them before | get back.”

“We need light!” Kindan shouted. “Find some!”

Vaxoram glared a Kindan's back angrily but the young harper never noticed. With a deep Sgh,
Vaxoram camed himsdf and turned away once more, leaving the Archive Room to falow Kindan's
orders.

Kindan pulled the stack of “new” Records over to a table and started to go through them. They were
written from just after Crossing. The writing was amdl, much smdler than he was accustomed to. In the
dm light, they were hard to read. He leaned close, his nose dmost touching the Record as he read.



“Contents of Shipment #345-B, offloaded from gravded #5,3.10.8 a 22:45,” the document began.
What was a gravded? Kindan wondered. And the date, was that the third day of the tenth month in the
eghth Turn after Landing? And that number, 22:45—what was that?

Kindan turned through several more Records and then he stopped, grunting in surprise as he read the
fird line of a poem or asong:

“ A thousand voices keen at night,

A thousand voices wail,

A thousand voices cry in fright,

A thousand voices fail.”

Maybe thiswill help, Kindan thought to himsdlf, peering down to the next verse:

“You followed them, young healer lass,”

—young heder lass? Kindan wondered to himsdf. He knew of no heder lass a the Harper Hdl or
anywhere on Pern. With a snking feding he continued to read:

“Till they could not be seen;
A thousand dragons made their loss

A bridge "tween you and me.”

Kindan shook his head, grimacing. This mugt just be another harper song, nothing important, Kindan
thought to himsalf, recdling the countless drinking songs harpers wrote and sang for the entertainment of
holder and crafter dike. He could imagine the tone of the piece, however, dour with minor chords
throughout, a proper dirge—that didn’'t seem right for a drinking song.

The next stanza seemed to confirm his suspicion:

“ And in the cold and darkest night,
A single voice is heard,
A single voice both clear and bright,

It says a single word.”

A dngle word? Help? Kindan mused. Could Nonala, whose voice was “clear and bright,” somehow
sng aword that would help save dl of Pern? Maybe she was training to be a heder and hadn’t told him.
He peered down to the next verse and read:



“That word is what you now must say

To—

“I've got atorch!” Vaxoram caled excitedly, bresking Kindan's concentration.

“A torch?’ Kindan cried, turning around and seeing the blazing light that VVaxoram was holding in his
hand. “Are you mad? The Records are modly paper!”

“You said to get light,” Vaxoram snapped. He waved the torch. “Thisis light. It's even brighter than
glows”

Kindan had to admit that even from the greet distance of the door to his table, the torch’s light was
having an effect.

“Bring it here, let’s see how good it is” Kindan said.

As Vaxoram approached, Kindan could see more and more of the Record. He noticed samdl marks
which he hadn’t seen in the dimmer light and saw that they were chord markings. Yes, it was a song—a
song written in aminor key, just as he had thought. The tune started playing in his mind and he redized
that, sour as it was, it was quite catchy. Whoever had written this song had meant it to be remembered
for along time.

It was important.

“That word is what you now must say,
To open up the door,
In Benden Weyr, to find the way

To all my healing lore.”

“What' s this—"
“Shhl” Kindan ordered.

“It's all that | can give to you,
To save both Weyr and Hold.
It's little | can offer you,

Who paid with dragon gold.”

Y es, the tune was definitdy catchy. But, “paid with dragon gold’? Kindan could think of no one who
hed logt a gold dragon. Could the song refer to Koriana? But they’d been to Benden aready, and found
nothing. And—

“Thisisjust some nonsense song,” Vaxoram declared, shaking his head, grabbing the Record with his



free hand and easlly reading it in the torch’s bright light. *'Y ou’ re wadting your time.”
Kindan shook his head. “1 don’t know, it looks important.”

“Only to the person who wrote it,” Vaxoram declared. “A waste of paper or whatever this is” He
dropped the Record back to the table dismissvely. “But the light helps, doesn't it?’

“Yes” Kindan replied absently, picking up the Record and rereading it closdy. “There could be a
thousand desths from this—’

“More” Vaxoram said, peering down at the Record. “You're wadting time, Kindan.” He grabbed for
the Record again, yanking it out of Kindan's hands.

Before Kindan could react, a drum message boomed out, echoing across the valey from Fort Hold
and reverberating in the confines of the Archive Room.

“Madter Kilti ill, please help,” the message said. Kindan recognized the drummer—K oriana.

Angrily, Kindan dived for the Record to snatch it back. He caught Vaxoram off guard and as the older
lad fought to retain possession, he lost hold of the torch.

“No!” Vaxoram cried, diving for the dropped torch and loosng his hold on the Record at the same
time

“The Records!” Kindan yelled, watching in horror as firs one, then another Record caught fire.
“We ve got to get water!”

“We ve got to get help!” Vaxoram added.

In an ingtant, Vdla was there, hovering over Kindan's head and chittering dhrilly. Then the bronze was
gone again, only to be heard loudly in the courtyard beyond.

“Run!” Kindan shouted. “To the wdl!”

“To the kitchen!” Vaxoram said, and then both burst into action, Vaxoram retrieving the torch, Kindan
darting to separate the precious Records. Vaxoram bumped into Kindan in his haste and Kindan tripped,
pushing the ancient Record toward the fire. Before he could do anything, the Record was a burgt of
flane—and a pile of ashes.

“What is it? What is it?” Harried voices could be heard shouting in the courtyard. “It's Kindan's
firelizard! Something's wrong!”

Then Vaxoram’s voice drowned dl others as he burgt into the courtyard. “Fire! Firein the Archived”

The flames rose around Kindan and he found himsdf being forced backward by the heet of the riang
flames, his attempts to sdvage Records thwarted. Despairing, he turned to the exit only to be met by
Reder.

“What have you done? What have you done?’ Reder shouted, sriking at Kindan furioudy.

“I'm sorry! I'm sorry!” Kindan cried, trying to dodge the enraged Archivid’'s blows and get into the
courtyard. “Well put it out.”

“Step aside, we' ve got water,” a new voice caled. It was Vaxoram. He shouldered Reder brusqudy
asde, handed Kindan adoshing bucket, and entered the room, throwing his bucket indiscriminately and



racing back for more.
“Form alind” Kindan heard Kelsa shout. “Form a bucket ling Pass them dong!”

Kindan threw his bucket on the flames, found another in his hand, then another, then another, and
another—

And then, after an eternity, the flames were out. The Archive Room was a mixture of ash, damp
Records, and rigng smoke.

“It sout,” Kindan caled hoarsdly. His message carried backward through the bucket line to those at
thewdl. “The firé s out.”

Behind him, Reder peered in at the mess that had been made of his precious Records, livid with fury.

CHAPTER 10

Dark rewards
Do dark deeds pay;
Harsh words
Do harsh wounds flay.

HARPERHALL

K inden didn’t pause as he cleared the archways of the Harper Hal. He didn't glance back. He didn't
cry, dthough that took an extreme effort of will.

Gone. All his dreams were gone.
Banished. “And never come back!” Reder had shouted, ill hoarse with rage.

Doomed. “You're to go to the Hold, hep as you may,” Reder had said, pointing toward the Harper
Hdl’'s arching entrance.

“But Master Lenner—’

“Doesn't need your sort of help,” Reder replied. He shook his head furioudy. “For dmog five
hundred Turns we've preserved the Records and in ten minutes you've destroyed a quarter of them.
Never in the higtory of Pern has there been greater treachery.”

Any words of protest died on Kindan's lips. He could not tdl if, among the lost Records, there was a
remedy for the illness that now affected dl of Pern. His mistake could have cost the lives of millions



“You've got to keep going,” Vaxoram said quietly, nudging Kindan in the shoulders. Kindan turned
back angrily, but VVaxoram ignored his look, nodding toward the ramp up to Fort Hold. “Keep going.”

“How?’ Kindan asked in misery.
“One foot &fter the other, one day after the next,” the older apprentice replied. “It will get better.”
Kindan stopped, turning to face VVaxoram hitterly, demanding, “How do you know?’

“Because you taught me” The answer was S0 Smple, so sincere, that Kindan could not doubt it.
Vaxoram bent his head and added, “That fire was my fault, not yours.”

“l could have stopped you,” Kindan said.

“Then it was our fault,” Vaxoram replied. He nudged Kindan gently, turning him toward Fort Hold.
“And that's our detiny.”

“Todiein Fort Hold?’
“Maybe,” Vaxoram answered. “But at least your girlfriend sthere.”

Kindan said nathing, he could think of no response. But, unconscioudy, he picked up his pace. Behind
him, Vaxoram's face lit with a brief amile.

“Wha are you doing here?’ the Fort Hold guard demanded suspicioudy as he looked out through the
gpesking port in the great doors. “There' s quarantine”

“We were sent by Master Reder, to hdp Master Kilti,” Kindan explained.
“Areyou heders?’ the guard asked hopefully.

“Harpers,” Kindan confessed.

“All that can be spared,” VVaxoram added.

The guard nodded, closed the spesking port. A moment later, one of the double doors opened just
enough to admit the two of them and closed again. Kindan glanced around, surprised that only one door
was used, only to discover that there was only the one guard at the gate.

The guard turned away hedtily, coughing, then turned back to them. “Had this cough for a sevenday
now,” he told them. “One of the younger lads didn’t lagt thet long.”

“Y ounger, you say?’ Kindan asked, in surprise.

“Not twenty Turns yet,” the guard agreed. “And I’ ve nearly forty.” He shrugged. “I thought the young
ones were surdier.”

“Metoo,” Vaxoram agreed, glancing warily a the guard and then at Kindan.

“The Lord Holder will be pleased to see you,” the guard said, waving them on to the entrance to the
Great Hdl. “You'll have to go on your own, I’'m the only one 4ill here”



“Out of how many?’ Kindan asked.

“Twenty,” the guard answered quickly. He turned away again to cough, then back to them, adding
bleskly, “Seven are dready dead.”

The doors to the Great Hal stood dightly gar. Before Kindan approached them, Vdla darted forward
and through, returning a moment later with an encouraging chirp. Vaxoram gave Kindan a quizzicd ook,
gesturing for im to go fird.

Indde, Kindan was shocked to see that the floor of the Great Hall was filled with cots. And the cots,
crammed S0 close together thet it was difficult to navigate through them, were filled with people.

“Mud be hundreds here,” VVaxoram remarked as they proceeded toward the greet hearth at the top of
the Hall.

Kindan gazed at the ligless bodies and nodded in blesk agreement. But Fort Hold was home to over
ten thousand; where were the rest?

He glanced around, looking for anyone upright in the filled room. It was a moment before he spotted
movement, a white-haired, balding man who looked like a scarecrow and—Kindan drew a sharp
breath—K oriana. They rose from one bed and went quickly to another.

With a jerk of his head, Kindan caught Vaxoram'’s attention and they moved toward the two.
“Madter Kilti?" Kindan guessed as they approached.

“Kindan,” Koriana said, her voice subdued but her eyes il bright when she spotted him. “What are
you doing here?’

“l was sent to help,” Kindan said. “By Master Reder.”

“Reder'sanidiat,” the white-haired man muttered before turning his attention to the body in the cot
beow him. He fdt the man’s forehead, bent forward, grabbed a wrigt, and stood up again, sheking his
head. “This on€'s dead,” he said sadly. He glanced up to Vaxoram. “Take his body.”

Vaxoram paled.

“Where?’ Kindan asked, dropping down to the dead man's cot.

“AsK the guard,” Kilti replied dismissvey. “You stay, your friend goes.”
“He s not big enough—" Kindan began in protest.

“You'reto clear the cot and find another to fill it,” Kilti ordered. He jerked his head toward Koriana.
“Next bed,” hetold her.

Kindan had just a moment to shake his head in gpology to Vaxoram.
“It sdl right,” the older lad said, bending down to pick up the body.
“I'll help,” Kindan offered.



“No,” Vaxoram replied, going down to his knees. He grabbed the body at the waist and rolled it onto
his shoulder. With a grunt he stood up, staggered for a moment, and began to hobble off dowly toward
the front door.

Kindan eyed the mess left behind. The sheets were soiled, they’d have to be replaced. He bundled
them up and looked for some place to put them.

“Soiled sheets?” Kindan cdled toward Kilti. The old hedler didn’t look up.

“Dump them out in the necessary,” Koriana caled back. “Then drop them in the great tub in the
laundry.” She made a face. “There should be someone there”

She sounded like she wasn't sureif there dill was. Kindan nodded mutdy and headed off on his task,
partly familiar with the layout of the Hold from the severd events he had attended in the past as a harper.

A smdl gl met hm a the laundry. He dropped the dirtied sheets into the great tub and she tamped
them down into the bailing water with along stick.

“Clean sheets?’ he asked. She gestured outside. Kindan found long lines of sheets drying in the cold
ar. Hefdt for the driest and pulled them off, returning to the Great Hadl through the laundry.

“Areyou dl right?’ he asked the girl as he went back.
She shook her head wordlesdy, samping the bailing clothes down into the tub angrily.
How could anyone be dl right, Kindan wondered.

Back in the Great Hal he made the bed carefully, then looked around for another patient. At the far
end of the Great Hall, he spied Vaxoram and Bemin carying two sndl people over their backs. One
was a young woman, the other was a young man.

“Over here” Kindan called, gesturing for VVaxoram to put one of them on his cot. To Bemin he said, “I
don't see any others free”

“Thisone!” Kilti called, looking up mournfully from another full cot.

Kindan helped Vaxoram paosition the fevered young woman on the cot. Asthey did, the woman broke
into a coughing fit, spraying them in an ugly greenish-ydlow migt.

“Now you've caught it,” Bemin told them, his voice dead. “Just like Semin.” He gestured to the young
men on his shoulders.

“Your son?’ Kindan asked in surprise. He glanced to the fevered woman, now covered in a fine mig
of soutum. “And she is?’

“l don't know,” Bemin said, shaking his head. “A holder of mine” His face softened as he implored
Kindan bleskly, “Do what you can for her, please?’

“Of course, my lord,” Kindan replied, covering the woman's body with a sheet and the blanket. He
fdt her forehead—it was bligtering hot. “I should get her some water.”

“No time” Kilti shouted. “Get this corpse out of herel”

Kindan shook his head and started to obey, but Bemin blocked him. “You get the water, you're the
gmdled,” he said to Kindan. “Just hurry back.”



Kindan nodded and raced out of the room. He went back in the kitchen and found a large bucket.
While it wasfilling, he had time to check on the laundry girl. She had collgpsed beside the tub. He pulled
her away hurriedly and fdt her forehead—boiling. His throat choked up in sorrow and his eyes were

gpangled with tears as he hauled her up and lifted her in the crook of his arm, staggering back to the
kitchen to grab the bucket in the other.

He staggered back to the Great Hdll.

“What about cups?’ Kilti croaked. “And who's she?’

“She was bailing the sheets,” Kindan explained, anxioudy looking around for a spare cot.
“Alerilla” Bemin said. “ She's barely turned ten.”

“Fever?’ Kilti asked, rigng ungeadily to his feet and dowly moving toward Kindan and the girl.
Behind him, Vaxoram was lifting the dead body off the cot and Koriana was ralling up the soiled sheets.

“Like afire” Kindan replied.

“Good,” Kilti said, much to Kindan's surprise. The heder noticed his look and explained, “Fever's a
body’ s way of fighting.”

Kindan gestured hdplesdy around the room at dl the fevered people lyingin cots.

“The worst seems to be the cough,” Kilti said. “Fever without cough seems to survive” He put his

hend gently around the underside of the girl’s jaw and fet. “Glands are swollen, that can be good or

He nodded toward Kindan. “If she starts coughing in the next day or two...”
Kindan nodded. “How long after that?’
“It varies,” Kilti said with a shrug. “ Sometimes a day, sometimes four. Never more than four.”

“ After four?’

“l don’t know,” Kilti said. “Some recover, some get worse and die” The heder shook his head sadly.
“I've never seen the like” He glanced up at Kindan. “Have they found anything in the Records?’

“Hints” Kindan said. “Fragments. The Records just stop and don't start until months later, usudly
written by someone dse”

“Harper?’
Kindan shook his head. “No.”

“They died trying, then,” Kilti guessed, hisvoice amix of scorn and praise. He glanced to Kindan once
more. “So are they ill looking in the Records?’

“No,” Kindan confessed.

“They’ve stopped?’ Kilti barked in surprise. “They can’t! That's our only hope.”
“There was afire” Kindan told him with a snking fedingin his gut.

“A fire?” Kilti repeated, aghast. “The Records, how are they?”’



“We logt as much as a quarter, no less than a tenth,” Kindan told him.
“A quarter?’ Kilti gasped. “What happened? Who started it?’
“l did,” Kindan said.

Without warning, the healer took two quick steps and dapped Kindan hard across the face. “Do you
know how many you' ve killed?” Kilti roared a him.

“It was not hisfault,” Vaxoram caled from his postion nearby. 1 started the fire”
“So they sent you here,” Bemin said sourly.
Kindan hung his head in shame.

Kilti started to say something more in his anger, his hand dill poised for another blow, but then he
shook himsdf and lowered his hand. “I’'m sorry,” he said. “That was uncaled for.”

“| don’t think 0,” Kindan said. “Millionswill die because of me”

“Millionswill die” Kilti agreed. “But you don’'t own dl the blame by yoursdf.” He shook his head. “I
shouldn’'t have hit you, it was wrong.”

“| deserved it.”

“No,” Kilti said with asgh. “No, you didn’t. You made a mistake, right?” Kindan nodded. “Mistakes
shouldn’t be punished, shouldn’t be condemned.”

“But there’ s nothing | can do that will make up for it,” Kindan protested.

“Yes, there is” Kilti corrected him. “You can live” He gestured to the listless holders in ther cots.
“You can live and save them.”

“We need more spaces,” Bemin announced, carefully not looking at Kindan. Kindan glanced briefly
toward Koriana, but she was not looking a him.

“At once, my lord,” Kindan said, bowing his head.

At some point the day turned to night, but Kindan never knew it. At some point he had food, but he
didn’'t taste it; water, but he wasn't thirsty. At some point he found himsdf lying againgt a cot; he pushed
himsdf upright, checked the forehead of the occupant, found it cold, and worked with VVaxoram to haul
the body away and find a new occupant.

Asthe night grew darkest and then lightened with the firgt light of morning, Kindan redized that there
were other people amongs the ill, more people than just himsdf, Kilti, Koriana, and Lord Bemin. But
their numbers were few, maybe four or Sx more.

Degth was dl around him. Coughing filled the air, masking the moaning and other sounds of pain as the
fevered sck dowly logt their battle with death.

Theliving fought on. Whenever Kindan's energy flagged, Kilti or Vaxoram or, once, Koriana, would



seem to appear and give him a brief nod or a ghogt amile, and then Kindan would find the strength to go
on.

Vdlaand Koriss were a strong presence throughout. The two fire-lizards seemed to quickly learn how
to check on theill, how to get attention when it was needed. Their company seemed to cheer dl but the
mod fevered.

But by morning, their energy had lagged and Kindan had sernly ordered his bronze fire-lizard to rest.
Vdlamadeit plan by his reaction that he fet Kindan should do the same.

“l can't,” Kindan explained. He gestured to the cots. “They need me”

He looked around for the others and, in one panicked moment, found himsdf totdly alone. Had the
plague taken everyone? Was he the only hedthy person in aroom full of the desperately ill?

He spotted a dumped body leaning againg a cot. It was Vaxoram. Kindan trotted over to him, the
closest he could come to arun. He knelt down, fdt the other’ s forehead, and was thrilled to discover that
it was neither stone cold nor bailing.

“Vaxoram,” Kindan caled gently but urgently. “Come on, you've got to get up, you'll get dl cramped
likethis”

Blearily, Vaxoram opened his eyes. “What happened?’
“Youfdl adeep.”

“I'm sorry.” The older harper rose unsteadily on his feet.
“You need rest,” Kindan told him.

“Can’'t gop,” Vaxoram muttered in response. His eyes grew more focused as he looked at Kindan.
“Any more n you.” He looked around the Great Hall. “Where are the others?”’

Kindan shook his head. “I'll look in the kitchen,” he said. “Are you hungry?’

“No,” Vaxoram replied glumly. Kindan understood, it was hard to be hungry in such a depressng
place. “I'll check on the patients.”

Kindan nodded.

“Itd help if we could know their temperature without touching them,” Vaxoram grumbled as he
moved off.

Kindan nodded once more and shambled off to the kitchen and the laundry. He paused at the exit,
looking back to the bed where they’d put the little gil who'd been dirring the bailing sheets. With rdief
he saw that she was dill there.

There was fresh klah in the kitchen and the amdl of baking bread, which surprised Kindan as he saw
no other sgns of activity. In the laundry, he found that someone had stoked the fires under the boailing tub
and afew sheets were railing desultorily. Remembering the little girl, he grabbed the stick and poked the
sheets further down into the pot. He went to the laundry ling, found the driest sheets, quickly folded them,
then brought them back with him to the Great Hdl and laid them on one of the huge tables that had been
pushed againg the wall to make room for the cots.

His thoughts came back to Vaxoram's idea. Could there be some way to measure temperature? Of



course! he thought, remembering some remark of Conar’sin what seemed an age ago: moodstone.

Thethin flaky crysta changed color with temperature. But where to get it? And how to get it to stick
to peopl€' s foreheads, even when they were sweeting?

“Moodstone!” Kindan cdled to Vaxoram across the hdl. “And glugl”
“What?" Vaxoram asked, looking up from the patient he was checking.

“What do you want with moodstone?’ another voice, Kilti's, cdled from the other end of the hall.
Kindan was both surprised and relieved to hear the heder’s voice; he guessed now that the hedler had
been off tending the Sick in other parts of the Hold.

“We could use moodstone to measure temperature,” Kindan replied.
“How'd you get it to stick?’
“Useglue” Kindan replied. “ Soft glue, not hard.”

“Might work,” Kilti agreed. “But we ve no time to try,” he said, gesturing to al the sick patients lad
out around them.

Kindan dropped his head in acknowledgment and despair. Then he raised it agan triumphantly.
“We ve no time, but the dragonriders do!”

“How would you get a message to them?’ Vaxoram asked.

“Vdla” Kindan replied, sending a menta summons to the deeping firelizard. The bronze fire-lizard
mus have been only dozing, for he looked up from his place anong a bundle of blankets and chirped
inquiringly. In amoment he was hovering in front of Kindan.

Kindan hdd out his arm so that Vdla could land.

“I’ve got a message for you to teke,” he said. He looked around and cdled to Kilti, “Where can | find
agylus and paper?’

“My office” Kilti replied, gesturing vagudly toward the farther of the two Great Hdl exits “Down the
creular staircase to the landing, then over to the broad dar and my dispensary. Take some glows, |
haven't been therein days.”

“Should | bring anything dse back?’ Kindan asked.

“Anything you think of,” Kilti said. “More fdlis, dthough | don't know when we can make more juice.
Numbweed, if you seeit.”

“Numbweed?’ Kindan asked in surprise. Numbweed was great in numbing the pain of cuts or bruises
but he couldn’t imagine how it would be ussful for fever.

“Jugt getit,” Kilti barked.

Kindan shrugged and took off, following Kilti’s ingtructions. He could only find one dim glow in the
kitchen, so he collected a bunch of others and put them out with the drying linen. The sunlight, even the
feeble light of early winter, would recharge them by nightfal.

He took hisdim glow and retraced his steps to the large circular stairway. He moved cautioudy down



it, came to the landing and stopped—was he supposed to turn left or right? He went left and walked for
along while before he decided that he'd gone the wrong way and retraced his steps. The passageway
widened and he spotted the broad dtairs just before he stepped down on them. Moments later he was in
Kilti's office. He found stylus and paper, searched through the cupboards and found some dried fdlis
leaves—he took the whole drawer and put the stylus and paper on top. He found a bottle of ink, sealed
it tightly, and lad it on top of the bundle. Then he looked around and found a jar of numbweed. Still
confused as to why Kilti would want it, he grouped it with the other things, took one last ook around the
dmly lit room, and left.

Back inthe Great Hdl, Kindan wrote his message carefully in tiny, neet block letters. He didn’'t want
to overburden his tired fire-lizard—Vadla had been his constant companion and had dept no more than
Kindan—but he dso needed to be sure that the message was understood. Satisfied, he put the message
inthe little holder that was attached to Vala's bead harness,

“Takethisto the Star Stones at Benden,” Kindan said, saring into Vala s softly whirling faceted eyes.
“Drop it a the Star Stones and let the dragons know.”

Vdlachirped and bobbed his head.
“Come back as soon as you can,” Kindan told the fire-lizard affectionately.
Vdlachirped once, rubbed his head againg Kindan's jaw, jumped up, and vanished between.

Jugt as Kindan had collected himsdf to go back to his patralling of the sick, the sounds of a drum
reverberated through the Great Hall.

Report, the message said.

“You handleit,” Kilti said, looking up from the bedside of a feverish young holder girl.
“Where s adrum?’ Kindan asked, glancing around the hall.

“l don’t know,” Kilti snapped, “figure something out. Y ou're wadting time.”

Stung, Kindan glanced around the hdl and then went back to the kitchen. He paused long enough to
find a covered pot, fill it with water, and throw in the fdlis leaves he'd collected, stting the pot to warm
near the flames; he knew they’ d soon be out of fdlisjuice.

He went to the laundry, looked around, and then returned to the kitchen. He found the largest pot he
could carry and went back through the laundry to the linen line.

He squatted with the pot cradled upended between hislegs and rapped out, Kindan reports.
There was along moment before areply came. Satus?

Kindan furrowed his brow. What did that mean? Whoever was on the drums wasn't dl that good.
Many ill, many dead, Kindan rapped back.

Kilti, Bemin?

Alive, Kindan responded only to pause—he hadn’'t seen the Lord Holder dl morning. So he added,
Healer.

Holder? Came the question.



Unknown, he replied. Sender?

Kelsa, came the reply. Kelsawas the worst on drums, Kindan recalled. The others mug dl be sick if
she was the only drummer.

Masters? Kindan rapped back.
All sick, came the response. Murenny dead.

“Dead?’ Kindan said doud and was startled to hear his own voice. Tears streaked down hisface. The
Masterharper of Pern was dead, what could they do?

Lenner? Kindan rapped out dowly, his heart pounding.

Sck, Kelsa responded. There was a pause. Help?

Was that arequest or a question, Kindan wondered.

Coming soon, Kindan replied after a moment’s deliberation. Dragonriders.
Dragonriders must stay away! Kelsa drummed back, her drumming loud in emphass.
Air drop, Kindan replied.

?? Kelsa responded, usng a code Kindan had never heard before. Was she getting sick or just being
brilliant in asking for darification?

Drop supplies by air, Kindan responded. Wait a minute Why hadn’t he thought of that? The
dragonriders could drop supplies by ar to dl the holders. Kindan was eated, a huge grin on his face.

Jugt as suddenly as his heart soared, it crashed again as Kindan thought: What supplies? Vagudy he
recdled a gmilar conversation with M’td and Koriana.. when wasiit?

The question was driven out of hismind as he heard an anguished cry, “Kindan!”
It was Koriana.

“Kindan, help!” she wailed.

Kindan jumped up and rushed back to the Great Hall.

Kindan found Koriana a the entrance.
“Come with me, it's Father,” she cried, grabbing his hand and tugging him.
“Hurry back as soon as you can, boy,” Kilti croaked from the far end of the Hall.

Korianaled him out of the Hal and up the great tairs. At the top landing, Kindan stopped, suddenly
nervous. They were in the Lord Holder's private quarters. The wal-hangings were opulent, the floor
carpeted. Kindan had never seen carpeted floor before.

“Comeon,” Koriana urged, pulling him into a bedroom. It had the largest bed he'd ever seen. Nearby



wasacrib and init asmdl child was crying fegbly. It was Fiona
Kindan rushed to her and picked her up. Her forehead was roasting.

“How long snce she's eaten anything?’ Kindan asked Koriana. He noticed a pungent amdl and
wondered when Fiona s dathing had last been checked.

“Over here” Koriana cdled, ignoring Kindan's question.
Kindan tucked Fionain the crook of hisarm and trotted over to Koriana.
Lord Bemin was knedling & the sde of the bed, crouched over a hand and weeping.

Wordlessly, Kindan pushed Fionainto Koriana s ams and sat down beside the Lord Holder. Gently,
he put his hand beside Bemin's, feding the cold flesh of the hand that he was holding.

He stood up and looked at the dill face of Lady Sannora. It was rigid, waxlike. He reached under her
jaw and felt beside her throat for a pulse. The skin was cold. There hadn't been a pulse for a very long
time, Kindan decided.

“He won't move, he won't ligen,” Koriana told him anxioudy. With a tone bordering on hysteria, she
added, “He sthe Lord Holder, he's got to movel”

Kindan noticed that Koriana's eyes condantly darted away from Sannora's body, as if denying its
exisence.

He kndt down beside the Lord Holder, fumbling in his mind for the right words. He draped his aams
over the Lord Holder’ s large shoulders and clasped them softly.

“My lord,” Kindan said uncertainly. “Y ou must come away, your holders need you.” Gently he pulled
Bemin away from Sannora s body. Bemin resisted passively, too bereft to struggle.

“Your daughters need you,” Kindan continued softly, pulling Bemin farther away from his wife's body.
Koriana took hiswords for a cue and moved up againg her father.

“Take Fiona, Father,” she said, gently pushing the toddler into his arms. Reluctantly, Bemin cradled his
youngest and then with a sob, clenched her tightly againgt his body and kissed her forehead. He fdt the
heat there and looked up in darm, tears flowing fredy, saying to Kindan, “ She's so hot!”

“I know, my lord,” Kindan replied. “We must get her downdtairs to Master Kilti.” He gestured toward
the door. “Come on, we must hurry.”

“You will save her?” Bemin asked, looking down at his daughter and back to Kindan. A fierce light
burned in his eyes. “Promise me you will save her?’

“I will do whet | can,” Kindan said.
“No,” Bemin cried, “I need you to promise me that you'll save her.”

Kindan locked eyes with the taler man for along moment. This was the man who said that Kindan
had besmirched his honor, that his word was meaningless to him. And here, now, in this moment, the
Lord Holder of Fort Hold was asking for a promise to do the impossible.

“I will save her, my lord,” Kindan promised. “Or dietrying.”



“Don't you dare die!” Koriana cried fiercdy. “Don’'t you darel”
“I will save her,” Kindan repeated. He gestured to the door. “But we must get down to Master Kilti.”

Sowly, in a shambling gait, the Lord Holder of Fort Hold followed the young harper down to the
Great Hal.

How they made it to the next day, Kindan could never recdl. Only willpower kept him moving; he dept
only when he collapsed, ate only when he thought of it, drank only when his throat was parched.

Little Fiona worsened through the night and Kindan was beside her a her merest whimper. He kept a
bucket and a doth and gently dribbled cool water on her forehead, having been forbidden to touch her
by Master Kilti.

“Touch her and you'll get it yoursdlf,” Kilti had warned with a wheeze.
“I’ve dready touched her,” Kindan replied.

“And maybe you caught it, maybe you didn’t,” Kilti rasped. “Take enough chances, and you'll get it
for certain.”

Something about the hedler’ s voice darmed Kindan but he was too tired to dwell on it.

At Kindan's urging, they cleared one cot next to Fiona and Bemin, Koriana, Vaxoram, Kilti, and any
others of those ill sanding took turns catching naps of a hdf hour, an hour, never more.

Night blurred into day. Kindan carried some dim glows out to the laundry line, brought fresher ones
back. He thought once more of the brave little girl who had stirred the bailing pot and looked for her cot
when he returned to the Great Hdl. It was empty.

“She died awhile back,” was dl Vaxoram could say when Kindan asked him.

Kindan shook his head sadly and was depressed to redize tha he could dredge up no deeper
emotion—his tears had dl dried up long ago.

He went back to the kitchen to drain the fdlis decoction and let it cool, dragging more soiled sheets
with him.

He was about to return when Vdla appeared in front of him, chittering excitedly.

“Wha is it?” Kindan asking, surprised & how much the amdl firelizard buoyed his spirits. Vdla

chirped again and bobbed his head smugly, then gestured to his harness with his fordimbs. There was a
message Moodpaste ready. Will drop in courtyard.

Ready? Moodpaste? Kindan thought muzzly. Oh! They had figured out how to make moodstone into
apastel

Kindan ran out through the Great Hal, ignoring the cries of the others, and went through the front
doors, looking for any dgn of a ddivery, dl the while worrying that the dragonriders might come in
contact with the contagion.



A dark shadow crossed over him and he glanced up in time to see a bronze dragon fly overhead. He
waved and the rider waved back—it was M’tal, he was sure of it. M’ta threw something over Gaminth's
neck and Kindan stood rooted in horrified fear that the object would break and shatter when it hit the
flagstones of the courtyard. Instead, a piece of fabric sprang open and dowed the object’s fal. Kindan
groped for the name, he recdled reading about it a long time ago—a parachute. How smple, how
elegant. A piece of cloth tied at its four corners and attached to the bundle.

The bundle drifted down to the courtyard and Kindan raced to retrieve it. The parce was just bigger
then histwo figs. As he untied the parachute, his mind suggested that the shape was somehow sgnificant
but he ignored the thought, his attention directed at the bundle. Insgde was a set of bottles, dl carefully
cushioned. None were broken.

He stood up and waved to M’td who was dill above. The dragonrider waved back and soared away,
blinking between back to Benden Weyr. Beaedly, Kindan wondered why he'd sent Vala to Benden
and not to the Fort Weyrleader. Probably it was because he and M’td knew each other, because the
Benden Weyrleader trusted him.

Kindan tottered back into the Great Hal, pausing to let his eyes adjust to the dimmer light. He opened
one of the bottles and peered at the paste insgde. He turned to one of the nearer patients and gently
dabbed a hit on her forehead, careful not to let his fingers touch her directly. She moaned in her deep but
made no other mation. In a moment the moodpaste had turned bright yelow, indicating high fever.
Kindan moved on, pagting dl the foreheads he could before the first bottle was empty.

“What have you got there, boy?’ Kilti croaked as he passed near the hedler.

“Moodpaste,” Kindan replied. “Dab it on a forehead and you'll know if they've got fever.” He put
some on the forehead of Kilti's patient and stood back. The paste turned from green to blue and
Kindan's spirits sank. “1 think this oneis dead.”

Kilti turned back to the patient, searched for Sgns of life, found none and leaned back with a deep
ggh. The old heder closed his eyes for a long moment, deding with his grief. When he opened his eyes
agan, he said to Kindan, “What are the colors, then?’

“Green for hedthy,” Kindan told him. “Red for hot, ydlow for feverish, blue for—"

“Dead,” Kilti finished. He held out his hand for one of the bottles. “I'll finish up this row, you get the

Kindan checked Fiona next: The moodpaste turned an ugly ydlow.

“Let metry you,” Koriana said. She dipped her finger in the paste and dabbed it on Kindan, who
reciprocated with a dab on her forehead. But he knew, even as he touched her, what color the
moodpaste would turn: bright red, verging on orange.

“I'll be dl right,” Koriana declared as she caught Kindan's changing expression. “I've been taking
some fdlisjuice”

“It doesn't help,” Kindan told her. “It just makes you fed better.”

“I'll be dl right,” Koriana repeated firmly. She gestured to the sick people in ther cots. “I have to be,
for them.”

“Y our mother—" Kindan began worriedly.



“She was never very drong,” Koriana assured him. “She had no conditution and she was adways
weak after Fiona was born.” She touched him gently on the forearm and amiled shyly. “Don’'t worry
about me, Kindan, I'll be fine”

“l need some hdp over here)” Vaxoram cdled. Kindan rushed off and shortly found himsdf lost once
more in a never-ending fidd of feverish faces, tormented bodies, and cold degth.

The days passed on blearily, one into the next. Kindan could no longer imagine what it was like to
wake refreshed, to not have the constant fatigue-induced itching under his eyes, to see anyone smile.

Sowly, however, he began to detect some pattern, some noise, like a musgc of bodies, in dl the
auffering. He couldn't say when he noticed it and it took him a long time to identify the feding but
something was nagging a him.

His notion crygdlized when he asked sourly about Bemin's elder sons. “Where are they? Why are
they not heping?’ Kindan demanded of Koriana after he and VVaxoram had labored to haul a particularly
large holder’ s body out of the Great Hdll.

“Updars” Koriana sad in a choked voice. “They died before Mother.”
“Both of them?” Kindan asked in surprise.

Koriana nodded, turning back to her little sster and gently dripping some water on her forehead. The
moodpaste was dill bright yelow. Kindan had lost hope for Fiona the day before. Somewhere around
the Great Hdl was Bemin, tending to one of the many feverish.

Bannor and Semin had been in the prime of youth, some of the hedthiest menin dl Fort Hold, and yet
they had been among the fird to fdl victim to this plague. Why?

Kindan looked a Fiona The child should have succumbed two days ago, or a best a day ago and yet
she was dill hanging on, hot, fevered, unable to est, yet ill dinging to life Why?

Thisflu seemed to attack the hedthiedt, the strongest, harder than it did the older and infirm. It made
no sense.

A cough digtracted him. It came from one of the helpers. He followed the noise as it continued and his
eyes locked on Vaxoram. The older gpprentice looked up and nodded his head dightly before returning
to the bed where he kndlt, rolled a corpse over his shoulders, and staggered once more upright to carry
the body out of the Great Hall.

Vaxoram had the flu. Vaxoram was nearly Bannor's age—and judt a little older than Koriana. Would
he be the next to die?

CHAPTER 11

For fever, take you feverfew



For pains, take you fellis too
For vomiting, keep your stomach free
For flu, let your eating be.

FORT HOLD

I n the next severd days, Vaxoram's symptoms grew worse. Kindan kept an eye on the older

gpprentice as best he could, but it was hard to keep track of anyone—they were dl congtantly rushing
from crigs to crigs, death to death. Once Kindan remembered drumming to Kelsa and he knew she
responded but he couldn’'t remember either his message or what she drummed in response.

They had expanded ther rounds from the Great Hdl to dl the lesser roomsin Fort Hold, callecting the
serioudy ill, organizing more help. Somehow they managed to keep the fires in the kitchen going, and
another smdl gifl was found to gir the huge pot that boiled the dirty sheets.

It wasin the middle of the night on the fourth day since they'd brought Fiona into the Hal that Kindan
came across Vaxoram, sprawled on the floor beside a cot, a corpse hdf-burying him.

“Get hdp!” Kindan ordered Vdla and the little bronze disappeared between. Kindan couldn’t
remember how many times he'd now sent the fire-lizard for help; he couldn’t imagine life without Vala
He kndt dowly, his joints aching, and rolled the corpse off of Vaxoram. He reached to Vaxoram's
throat, feding for the artery, afraid of what he would discover.

Vaxoram's body was a furnace; he had a pulse, fant but steady.

“Kindan!” Koriana cdled trailed by the chittering noise of two fire-lizards.
“Over here)” Kindan called back. “Vaxoram'sill.”

Together they raised him up onto a cot. His skin was on fire, his face waxlike.

“WeIl have to move the body,” Kindan said, gesturing for Koriana to get the feet while he reached
under the corpse’'s ams. Together they managed to drag the deadweight out to the courtyard before
thar drength gave out. It was severa minutes before Kindan had bresth and srength enough to return
into the Great Hal, he and Koriana leaning againg each other for support.

“Get somefdlisand acloth,” Kindan told her. “I’ll go look for Master Kilti.”

Koriana nodded, not much more than a jerk of her exhausted head, and shambled off to the kitchen
while Kindan headed in the other direction, toward the agpartments in the rear of the Hold. He spotted
Vdlaflying toward him.

“Where s Kilti, Vdla?’ Kindan said to the firelizard. “ Take me there.”

The fire-llizard had to loop back severd times, Kindan moved so dowly. He found Kilti in a room
crowded with cots, lit only by the dimmest of glows. Fuzzy-brained, he made a menta note to set out
more glows to charge as soon as he had the chance.

“Vaxoram,” Kindan said, jerking his head in the direction of the Great Hall.
“Red or ydlow?’ Kilti asked, referring to the color of the moodpaste.



“Orange,” Kindan replied, dredging up the memory. “He was burning up.”

“I'll come as soon as | can,” the old heder replied. As he turned back to his patients, his body was
wracked by a long, throbbing cough. “Unless we can figure out a way to stop spreading this blasted
thing, we Il reinfect everyone.”

Kindan nodded dully and staggered back to the Great Hal. There he spotted Bemin and one of the
Fort guards.

“Where s Koriana?’ Bemin rasped hoarsdly.
“Kitchen,” Kindan told him. “Vaxoram'sill.”
“Glller here and two others are wel enough to dig in the rose garden,” Bemin said. “How deep?’

“Two meters, one and a hdf a least,” Kindan said. Bemin's words registered and he took a longer
look at the Lord Holder. “The ancestor garden?’

Fort Hold had a specid garden reserved for the dead ancestors of the Lord Holder. In the past it had
been tended under the direction of Lady Sannora and grew the most magnificent roses.

“We ve st the roses aside,” Giller said hoarsaly with a respectful nod toward Bemin. “I figure we can
plant them again, after, if your lordship—"

“That would be splendid,” Bemin said, sraightening up with a hint of his normd lordly manner.
“Uselimeto linethe grave,” Kindan suggested.

“There d be more than one grave needed,” Giller said, eyeing Kindan judicioudy.

“One big grave,” Kindan corrected. “You've no time for individud ones.”

“But Lady Sannora—" Giller began in protest.

“Let dl our dead be mingled,” Bemin ordered. “It isfitting; we ve dl suffered together.”

Giller drew himsdf up to hisfull height, his eyes filled with tears and respect. “As you wish, my lord.”

Bemin found the strength to clap Giller firmly on the back and send him on his way. As the men faded
from sght, Bemin's shoulders hunched once more and hischin fdl. “Let’s see your friend.”

Koriana was dready there besde Vaxoram when they arrived.

“He' s very hat,” she said, shaking her head as she met Kindan's eyes. “Feverish. | gave him some
fdlisjuice and cooled his head.”

Vaxoram rolled over and coughed a that moment, expdling a visble mig of sputum in the air,
covering Koriana who leaned back too dowly to avoid it. His eyes opened for a moment and he
murmured, “Sorry.” He tried to move. “Got to get up.”

“Liedown,” Kindan ordered. “You're feverish.”
“Mug hdp,” Vaxoram protested muzzly.

“Jud liedill for amoment,” Kindan told him. *Y ou can get up when you fed better.”



“Alrigh’,” Vaxoram muttered. “Tired.” His eyes closed again and his head ldlled as he drifted into a
daze.

“Madter Kilti said hell check on him,” Kindan said, rigng and extending a hdping hand toward
Koriana, who took it gratefully. She did into his embrace for a warm moment, then pushed back, aware
of her father glaring at them.

Then, with a determined “No,” Koriana wrapped her ams around Kindan once more and hugged him
tightly. She gestured with her free hand toward her father and Kindan was surprised a moment later to
fed the Lord Holder embrace him and Koriana both.

“We mug get back to work,” Kindan said shortly. Bemin and Koriana broke the embrace. Kindan
turned to see the Lord Holder looking & him uncertainly. Kindan turned away, unsure of himsdf, and
noted that some of the cots were empty.

“We mugt get more peoplein here” Kindan said, gesturing toward the cots.

“There sno one dse,” Bemin said. “We could carry some from the cots upgtairs but that’s about dl.”
“No one dse?’ Kindan asked in surprise. “Where are they, then?’

“Dead,” Fort’s Lord Holder responded somberly.

A cough distracted them and Kindan turned, nearly sivooning as he tried to locate it. Bemin caught his
shoulder, steadying him, and fdt Kindan's forehead. He looked grave.

“You've got the fever,” the Lord Holder said.
“I'm judt tired,” Kindan argued.

“Get some rest,” Bemin ordered, pointing to an empty cot. “You can check on Vaxoram when you
wake up.”

“No,” Kindan muttered, trying to keep the room from spinning away around him, “too much to do.”
“Reg, Kindan,” agirl’s voice urged him. Koriana? Here? Or wasit Bemin and he misheard?

The room spun out of control and Kindan remembered no more.

Theimagesin his head soun dl around and Kindan groaned in hoarse agony. He was fire, burning bright.
He couldn’t breathe, couldn't swalow, couldn't fed anything but pain. And the images—a parachute
fdling from the Ky, its four straps wrapping around his head, covering his mouth and nose, Vaxoram on
the ground, corpses everywhere, Lady Sannora on her bed, then Koriana on the same bed,
then...darkness.

“Here, drink this” a voice said in the darkness. Kindan fdt his head being lifted, fdt the room spin
more horribly, fegbly tried to bat away the coolness touching his lips, choked on a liquid, choked, and
choked, and choked...darkness.

“Come on, Kindan, another 9p,” the voice was kindly but not Koriana. Bemin? The Lord Holder was
feading him? Kindan gulped down the liquid as best he could and then his head was lying, peacefully,



once more on the cot. He fdl adeep.

“Kindan?” The same voice, urgent, cdled his name. Kindan opened his eyes. The room wasn't
goinning. “Kindan, are you awake? Your fever's broken.” Lord Bemin sounded near to tears. “You're
going to be dl right, Kindan, you're going to be dl right.”

Something hot splashed on his face. Tears? Was the Lord Holder crying for him?

“Kindan, you've got to wake up,” Bemin's voice was indgent. Kindan fdt Bemin's hand under his
neck, lifting him up. “Kindan?’

“Yes?' Kindan said, opening his eyes. He hardly recognized Bemin's face svimming in front of him.
The Lord Holder’s cheeks were bridly, his eyes sunken, skdetd. Kindan made himsdf move, fdt the
pan in every one of his joints but willed the pain away as he sat up. Besde him, Vdla sirred and
chirruped encouragingly, nuzzing againg his chest.

“Thet tickles, stop,” Kindan murmured to the fire-lizard.

“Tickles?’ Bemin repesated.

“Vdla, on my chest,” Kindan explained. He was ravenous, nearly fant with hunger. “I’'m hungry.”
“Here,)” Bemin said, extending a cup toward him. “ Soup. Drink dowly.”

Kindan started to gulp the warm broth down, but Bemin held on to the cup and tilted it away from him
90 that Kindan wouldn't choke.

When the glass was empty, Kindan looked up a Bemin. “How long?’
“Three days,” the Lord Holder told him.

Kindan threw hislegs over the sde of the cot and forced himsdf upright. He was wobbly, and Bemin
steadied him. He glanced around—sdowly. More cots were empty. He gestured to the cots. “Dead?’

Bemin nodded sadly. “Mogt. Some live” He turned back to Kindan, his eyes despairing.
“What?'

“Kilti is dead,” Bemin said.

Kindan gasped.

“You're the hedler now,” the Lord Holder went on.

Kindan fdl back onto the cot. “Me? | can't—"

“You can,” a voice murmured beside him. He turned and saw Vaxoram, his face pdlid with fever.
“You will. Remember—"

“Moment by moment,” Kindan completed for him. “Shh, rest, you'll be wel soon, too.”

As if in answer, Vaxoram's chest was torn by a wracking cough that seemed to never subside.
Hepless, Kindan took his eyes off the older harper and looked to the cot beyond—

“Korianal” Kindan cried, pushing himsdf to his feet once more and racing around the head of
Vaxoram's cot.



“She collapsed yesterday,” Bemin said. Kindan looked back at the Lord Holder, guessing his next
words. “ She was tending you.”

Kindan looked wildly around the Great Hdl. “Where' s Fiona? Where' s your youngest?’

Bemin had a momentary look of panic. “By the First Egg, Bemin, where'd you put your child?” The
Lord Holder berated himsdlf, pounding on his own chest with hisfigs, sobbing in dry heaves, “What sort
of father are you?’

Kindan spotted asmdl childin dirty clothes and moved back to the Lord Holder. Gently he grabbed
the disraught man’s hands and held them, turning Bemin around. “ She' s there, she's dl right.”

With a wordless sob, Bemin staggered over to Fiona and grabbed her, cradling her in his arms. “She's
dive”

Fiona was dive and seemed wel enough, dthough in shock and hungry. She returned Bemin's hugs
lislesdy, but something sparked again in her eyes, some hint of life that had been missng.

“Take her to the kitchen, get her some food,” Kindan ordered. “And get some for yoursdf.”
Bemin started off, then turned back to Kindan questioningly.

“I'll be dl right,” Kindan told hm with a weary wave of his hand. He turned to survey the long line of
cots, certain that he was Fort Hold's youngest hedler ever.

“Step by step,” Vaxoram's words rang in his head. Sowly, ddiberatdy, Kindan put Vaxoram's
advice into practice as, step by step, he moved from one cot to another, checking temperatures, uttering
usdess soothing words, and finding the will to hedl.

He was aided by Vdla who ssemed to agpprove entirdy of his recovery and actions, chirping
chearfully at one patient, crooning softly for another, and keeping pace with his movements. Only once
did Kindan catch the fire-lizard eyeing him carefully—when Kindan staggered a the sde of the cot
occupied by the new little gil who had stirred the bailing pot.

“How do you fed?" Kindan asked her softly.

She squirmed, trying to turn away from him. “My head hurts” she moaned, too exhausted to cry.
Kindan nodded and looked around. The fdlis juice was dl the way back with Vaxoram, it would take
forever to get it—

A sudden noise and then the same noise again and Vala dropped the bottle of fdlisjuice into Kindan's
hands.

“Here,)” Kindan said, unstoppering the bottle and pouring a amdl amount into the child's mouth, “this
will help.”

Moments later, she sghed and closed her eyes again. Kindan rose from her cot and turned to Vala
“Thanks”

Thefirelizard chirped softly, landed on Kindan's shoulder just long enough to stroke his head againgt



Kindan's cheek, and then went airborne again, leading the way to the next patient.

Behind him, a patient coughed loud and long. Kindan turned and identified the patient by the thin cloud
of sputum that drifted in the air nearby. The coughing spread the disease, Kindan was certain. Whether it
gpread other ways dso, Kindan did not know. But how could he prevent coughing?

His dream surfaced again, the parachute descending over hisface. Not a parachute—a mask!

“Vdla, can you get a message to M’td?’ Kindan asked, turning to his fire-lizard. He could tel, now
that he was dert enough to look closdy at the firelizard, that Vdla was thin and nearly brown with
fatigue. But Vala chirped willingly, diving toward atable at the end of the Great Hal near the exit to the
kitchens. Kindan followed, brightening when he noticed a chair and a sylus and some scraps of paper.
There was the ink bottle he' d used so many days before.

As he seated himsdlf, he saw some crumpled doth and dried greenish sputum on the table. Perhaps
Kilti had lain here before he died. Kindan stared at the spot for a moment, then gently moved the chair
over.

He wrote dowly, usng more paper than before, but his ingtructions had to be clear.

“Whet are you doing?’ Bemin's voice interrupted him brashly.

“Sending a note to M’td,” Kindan explained, not looking up. “I think if we get some masks—"
“Masks?’ Bemin repeated.

“To cover coughs, prevent the spread—"

“—of the illness” Bemin finished, nodding so firmly that he wobbled little Fiona in his arms. “That
could help, yes” He frowned and Kindan looked up a him expectantly. “But it may be too late, we're
running out of food.”

“Food?’ Kindan repeated blankly. “But the Stores, the grain, the dried fruit—"

“Nothing we can get to without hedthy men,” Bemin replied. “And nothing that sick people can
diges”

“Grud?’

“Takes a cook and water,” Bemin said with a grimace. “And cod, we re dmost out of that as well.”
“There must be something,” Kindan said.

Bemin shook his head resignedly. “You may save them only to have them garve.”

“I'll think of something,” Kindan promised, ataching his note to Valds harness. “Firg this” He
looked long into hisfire-lizard' s eyes.

“Areyou up for this?” he asked findly. Vdla dipped hislong neck twice.

“Make sure you eat something and get some rest before you come back,” Kindan told his fire-lizard
firmly. “I’ve put thet in the note, so don’t forget.”

Vdlamade a scolding noise but Kindan would have none of it. “Just come back after you' ve eaten!”



With afind chirp, the bronze leaped into the air and between.
“Hell be dl right,” Bemin told Kindan in akindly voice.

“l hope s0,” Kindan replied fervently. He pushed himsdf out of the chair and turned to the Lord
Holder. “Let's see what we can do.”

Vdlahad not returned the next moring and Kindan started to fret. What if he'd sent the tired fire-lizard
to his death, logt forever between?

The nation got a grip on him early in the morning as he and Bemin hauled away yet another
corpse—there were dill too few able men to help—and continued to gnaw a him as the day brightened.
Fndly a noon, Kindan could take it no longer. He went out to the linen line and found his pot. He beat
out a quick staccato: Attention.

He waited a very long time for a response.
Proceed. The drummer was dow and shaky. Not Kelsa.

Kindan closed his eyesin despair, wondering if he'd ever see the gawky harper agan, drew in a dow
deep bresth and let it out determinedly.

Ask Jtrd: Did fire-lizard get to Benden?

The answer took an agonizingly long time to return.

Yes. Return soon. Kindan closed his eyes again, thistimein rdief. Satus?
Kilti dead, Kindan drummed back. Vaxoramiill.

Bemin?

Alive.

Help?

Kindan closed his eyes again, tight with pain. The Harper Hal was asking for help...and he couldn’t
gveit.

Soon. He drummed back in aforlorn promise. Food scarce.
Food gone, the Harper Hdl drummer responded.

“No!” the word was flung from Kindan’s lips and he pushed the drum aside in anger and despair. No
food, no help, no hope. He pulled the drum back again.

Lenner? he asked.
Dead, the drummer responded. All Masters dead.

“All of them? Kindan sad to himsdf. He shook his head, feding hepless, feding despairing,
feding...angry. Anger rose up and burned ingde him, hotter then fever. He would not let this happen.



The Harper Hal would survive, he swore. Fort Hold would survive.

“My word as harper,” Kindan said doud with a fury and forcefulness that he'd never used before. He
could fed energy courang through hisveins.

Hep will come, he pounded back fiercdly in an ingant. Hold on.
Soon?

Hold on, Kindan drummed back. But he had no idea how or when hep would come, and he knew
thet it was the same dl over Pern. Those not killed by the plague were dying for lack of food, lack of aid.

He returned dowly to the Great Hal, stopping to grab a drink of cold kiah in the kitchen. In the Great
Hall, he spotted Bemin in the distance, near Koriana and Vaxoram.

“l heard the drums,” Bemin said as Kindan approached. “What did you say?’

Kindan recdled that the Lord Holder had been suspicious of harpers drums before; times had
changed.

“| asked if Vdlahad arrived at Benden,” Kindan told him. “They sad yes”

“How would they know?’

“Jtrd, the blue rider, isdill with them,” Kindan explained. “He was there when the plague broke out.”
Bemin nodded.

“The Harper Hdl is out of food,” Kindan continued. “All the Masters are dead.”

“All? Even Lenner?

“All,” Kindan replied. “The drummer was young, unsteady, an apprentice, | think.” He stopped
suddenly as he redized the identity of the drummer. “I1t was Conar.”

“Conar? From Benden Hold?’

Kindan nodded. “He asked for hep.”

“We ve none to give” Bemin said, gesturing to his own sorry Hold.

“I know thet,” Kindan replied. “But | promised it to them anyway.”

“You promised—"

“At the least they have hope,” Kindan said. “At the be<t...wdll...we need food, too.”
“Where would you find enough food to share with the Harper Hall?” Bemin wondered.

“Enough to share with dl Pern,” Kindan corrected him, sheking his head. “I don’t know, my lord.” He
glanced up, ahint of agmile on hislips. “I was hoping that perhaps you might have an idea?’



“No,” Bemin said, sheking his head. “If | did, I’d share with anyone who asked for it, not that it would
do much good.”

Kindan cocked his head at the Lord Holder.
“How would we get it to them?’ Bemin explained.

“l don't know,” Kindan confessed. He leaned down to VVaxoram, fdt the hest of his fever before he
was even near enough to see the moodpaste, and dabbed the older apprentice's forehead with some
water. He was s0 hot that the water quickly evaporated. In his ddirium, Vaxoram shook his head and
coughed once more.

“The masks should come soon,” Kindan said pointledy.

The day dipped into night and another dozen holders dipped into death.
Someone brought hot klah out to them from the kitchen and some food.

“Giveit to her,” Kindan said, gesturing to Fiona. When Bemin started to protest, Kindan added, “I'm
not that hungry and she needs nurturing or shé Il not grow strong.”

Bemin shook his head ruefully. “ Stubborn harper.”
“l was taught by your daughter, my lord,” Kindan said with lips upturned.
Bemin amiled back at him. “ She got it from her mother.”

“Oh, no doubt,” Kindan agreed diplomaticaly. He gestured to an empty cot. “You should get some
deep, my lord.”

“You've just recovered, you should deep fird,” Bemin protested.

“You nursed me back to hedth,” Kindan replied. “As your heder, | demand it” When the Lord
Holder looked ready to respond, Kindan added, “Besides, I'll wake you at hdf-night.”

“We could both deep, there's dmogt enough standing for a watch,” Bemin offered, gesturing to a
group of exhausted holders.

“No, they'll need aheder and aleader,” Kindan said, surprised to group himsdf in either category.

“l suppose they will,” Bemin agreed wesrily, lying down on the cot. In seconds, he was snoring
heavily.

Kindan regarded him for a moment, fdt the pull of another empty cot and forced himsdf to his fegt
agan, roaming the dmly lit hals He saw that the surviving holders had put out more glows, so it was
easer to spot the needy.

Severd times that night, he cooled foreheads, administered fdlisjuice, renewed dabs of moodpaste, or
cdled the holders over to carry away another lifdess body.

When he was too weary, he returned to Bemin and roused him with difficulty.



“I'll take over,” the Lord Holder said as he sat up. “You rest.”
“Wake me a dawn, or before, if you need to,” Kindan said, lying down on the cot nearest Koriana.

“Don’t think to snuggle with her,” Bemin said, shaking afinger warningly at him. Kindan looked at him
in tired outrage. Bemin's lips lifted as he sad, “We can't afford you getting ill again; wait until she's
recovered.”

Kindan fdl adeep with the firg grin on hislipsin over afortnight.

It was dill dark when Kindan awoke. Something had startled him, some noise—there!

It was a gurgling, rasping sound. Kindan had heard it before: It was the sound of desth. His eyes
popped open. In darm, he looked over toward Koriana. She dept feveridhly, tossng and turning, but her
bresthing wasn't the labored breething that had woken him. He looked beyond her. VVaxoram.

Kindan rolled out of his cot and onto his feet, his joints aching, his breathing sore, his head spinning,
and dragged himsdf over to Vaxoram's bed.

The older apprentice’s wheezing was unmistekable. Every breath was arduous, every exhdation
ending with a wet cough.

“Vaxoram,” Kindan caled, shaking the older lad. “Wake up.”
Vaxoram's eydids did up, then down. Kindan shook him harder. “Wake up!”

Vaxoram's eydlids did open, focused briefly before his body spasmed in a long wracking cough.
Kindan covered his face with his hand. For a moment it seemed as though Vaxoram could not draw in a
new breath but then, with a hoarse wheezing noise, the apprentice’ s lungs filled once more.

“I'm dying,” Vaxoram declared on this exhaation. His words were faint but clear, and his eyes blazed.
“No, you're not,” Kindan lied stoutly. “You'll get better.”

“No,” Vaxoram said with another labored, hoarse breath. “Dead by morning.”

Kindan knew he was right.

“Tdl—tdl Nonada,” Vaxoram whigpered hoarsdly.

“I' will,” Kindan promised. “I'll tdl her that you love her.”

“Wigh | were journeyman,” Vaxoram wheezed. “Might have a chance then.”

Kindan's throat closed in anguish. “You will be” he promised, tears filling his eyes from some newly
tapped wdlspring.

Vaxoram shook his head. “ Gottawak the tables,” he said. “I can’'t wak the tables.”

“Youwill" Kindan declared, his voice risng. He stood up, grabbing Vaxoram's hand and pulled the
larger apprentice up out of his cot. “Bemin!”



“Kindan, what isit?’ the Lord Holder cdled back, rushing over.
“Hep me” Kindan cried, saggering to keep Vaxoram upright. “Hep me with him.”
“We could carry him,” Bemin suggested, his eyes wide with concern.

“No, he has to walk,” Kindan snapped. “He has to wak the tables.” He spoke to Vaxoram, “You can
do it, you can do it now.”

He turned to the startled holders. “Pull a table out from the wdl.”

“Do as he says” Bemin cdled firmly. The holders obeyed. Bemin turned to Kindan. “H€e's dying, you
know.”

“Not until he walks the tables,” Kindan declared fiercdy. “Then hell be a journeyman.”
Beside him, Bemin grabbed Vaxoram tighter, riang to hisfull height.

The table seemed forever away. “We're nearly there, Vaxoram,” Kindan said encouragingly. “ Stay
with us, we' re nearly there. Y ou're going to walk the tables.”

“You're not a Master,” Vaxoram durred dowly.

“Yes, yes, heis” Bemin declared firmly. “My word as Lord Holder, he is” Together, he and Kindan
lengthened their stride, supporting Vaxoram.

Fndly, they reached the edge of the table.

“See? We're here, Vaxoram, we're here,” Kindan said. “Y ou're going to walk the tables now, do you
understand?’

“Come on, harper, wak,” Bemin added gernly, his face crumpled with emotion.
“l ca’,” Vaxoram protested.
“You can,” Kindan swore. “You will. One step a atime, moment by moment.”

And, one step at atime, moment by moment, VVaxoram walked around the Great Hal table, supported
by Kindan and the Lord Holder of Fort Hold.

“See, Vaxoram?' Kindan cried as they reached ther darting point. “See, you did it! You're a
journeyman now. See, Vaxoram?’

“Kindan,” Bemin said softly, his voice torn with sorrow. “I think he’s dead.”

CHAPTER 12

Harper mourn,



Holder cry,
Every Turn
Till tearsrun dry.

FORT HOLD

W €ll take him from here,” one of the holders said as Kindan and Bemin stood in shock and grief,
dill holding Vaxoram's dead body between them.

“Let us carry hm now,” said the other.

“Thank you, Jdir,” Bemin said, shifting his grip with the holder. “Let go, Kindan, you've done dl you
can for him.”

“For him,” Kindan agreed, looking at the long line of cots in the Great Hdl. He started back toward
Koriana, but his legs buckled under m and only Bemin's quick movements kept him from damming
agand the floor.

“You should get some rest,” Bemin said, guiding him back toward the cots.
Kindan saw the two holders carrying Vaxoram'’s body and shook his head.
“No, | should see to him,” Kindan protested, trying to dter their course.

“Kindan,” Bemin said dowly, looking down at the young harper, “our duty is to the living. How would
that serve them?’

“I need to say good-bye,” Kindan pleaded.

Bemin started to argue but changed hismind. “Very wdl, then you'll get some rest.”

“My watch should start any moment,” Kindan argued.

“*Should’ isn't what matters,” Bemin replied. “I’ll wake you when we need you, you deep until then.”
“Only if you deep the same amount after, Lord Holder,” Kindan replied.

“I'm older, | don’'t need that much deep,” Bemin objected.

“I'm younger, | don't need that much deep,” Kindan retorted.

“Let’s pay our lagt respects to your—our”—Bemin corrected himsdf—*friend.”

Supported by Bemin, Kindan followed the dow march of the holders as they bore VVaxoram to the far
sde of Fort Hold and the great ditch that had once been the Lord Holder’s ancestral gardens.

Kindan difled a gasp as the two holders unceremonioudy threw Vaxoram's body into the ground to
rest on top of countless other bodies. Jir staggered from the toss and nearly toppled down into the mass
grave himsdlf, but Bemin reached out just intime and caught him.

“You should get some rest, too,” Bemin said to the holder.

“I'm sorry, my lord,” Jdir gpologized. “He was the heaviest we' ve carried tonight, | won't fdl again.”



“Get some rest, we'll cal you if we need you,” Bemin reiterated.

“Night's over, anyway,” the other older remarked, nodding toward the lightening east. As if in
agreement, Vdla sprang from Kindan's shoulder and flew a dow, mournful arc over the grave Site.

They had just started back to the Great Hal when the loud noise of a dragon ariving from between
dartled them. Kindan had time only to redlize that it was M’td once again before the rider threw down
four large parcels and disappeared once more between. The parachutes of the parcels opened and they
floated down to the ground.

“Catch them!” Bemin ordered, rushing after the farthest bundle. Kindan staggered after him, as did
Jir and the other holder.

“What are they?” Jdir asked as he caught his parcel. “Food?’

“Masks,” Kindan said, snagging his parcel out of the ar and opening it excitedly. He took one mask
off the top of the bundle—there were easlly fifty in his bundle done, he could tdl by the thickness—and
wrapped it around his face, tying the straps at the back. “They'll protect againg the plague” he shouted,
his voice muffled.

“How?" Jir asked.

“It Il prevent spreading by containing our coughs and protecting us from others coughs,” Bemin said,
waking back to Kindan with his bundle and holding out his free hand for one of Kindan's masks.

“Let’'s get these on everyone immediady,” Kindan said.

“Even the Sck?’ Jdir asked, daunted at the Sze of the task.

“Egpedidly the sck,” Kindan sad. “They’re the ones who can spread the disease to us”
“But you were sSick dready,” Bemin said. “Doesn't that protect you from reinfection?”

“l don’t know,” Kindan told him. “Maybe.”

“No point infinding out,” Jdlir said, grabbing a mask from Kindan's pile and fitting it over his nose and
mouth hedtily.

“But it sno cure,” complained the other holder.

“It might be,” Kindan said. The others looked a him chdlengingly. “If the infection can’'t spread, then
theréll be no new patients. Once the others have recovered—"

“Or died,” Jdir added despondently.
“—the cycdewill be broken,” Kindan finished.
“But how long before the last of the infection is gone?’ Bemin asked.

“I don't know,” Kindan replied. “It seems like it takes a sevenday for the worst of the symptoms to
show.” He paused in thought. “Some recover in four days, others take longer.”

“Anyone who was sck died in a sevenday,” Jdir remarked.
“Yes” Kindan agreed. “That might be right.”



“Might?" Bemin queried.
“It seems that the hedthiest suffer the most from thisillness” Kindan said.

“No, Stennd was hedlthy as a workbeast and he's right here,” Jdir said, jerking his head toward the
other holder.

“The wordgt hit were those in thelr prime,” Bemin said in agreement. “Like my sons.”
“And Vaxoram,” Kindan added. “Those between seventeen and twenty-one Turns or 0.”
“Maybe younger,” Bemin said, turning bleskly toward the Great Hall.

“WEe re getting nothing done jawing here” Stennd said, stepping out briskly toward the Great Hal,
unwrapping his bundle as he walked.

“Let’s keep the other two wrapped up until we need them,” Kindan said to Bemin and Jdir. The Lord
Holder nodded and looked to the other holder for acknowledgment.

Ingde the Great Hal, they separated, each one taking aline of cots and a handful of masks. Koriana
was the firg in Kindan's line. She was swesting fredy and tossng in a fevered deep; Kindan got the
mask on her with difficulty and she shook it off before he could tieit. It took him severd more minutes to
et it back on her.

The next patient was little better, the third was dead. After that, Kindan moved dowly from cot to cot,
growing weaker each time. He ran out of masks and began opening a second bundle just as Stennd
reached him.

“I'mout,” the older man said, reaching for a handful of the new masks.
“How many arein the Hal?" Kindan asked. “There are fifty masksin each bundle.”

“There might be that many here)” Stennel said, running his gaze over the Hdl. “But there' s thousands
morein the rest of the Hold.”

“But the sickest are here, aren't they?’
Bemin joined them then, having run out of his stack of masks.

“Only those we could find,” Bemin said sadly. “I can’t say how many are dill in their quarters...and
how many are dead.”

“We Il have to start moving the dead, or we Il have worse than this plague to ded with,” Kindan said.
“There are things that feed on dead bodies and spread to the living.”

“Bring the living here,” Bemin said, “where we can care for them.”

“Which is more important?’ Stennd asked, glancing toward the far end of the Great Hal and back
toward the doors into the courtyard with its surrounding quarters.

“Bath,” Bemin and Kindan said in unison. They shared a brief grin.
“Here, fird,” Bemin said after a moment. “Buit fill the beds again.”
“Aswe empty a bed, find someone tofill it, my lord?” Jdir asked. Bemin nodded.



“Your garden will soon be filled, my lord,” Stennd remarked. “Then what?’

“Maybe hep will come by then,” Bemin said hopefully.

“If it would' ve come, wouldn't it have come sooner?” Stennd asked hopelesdly.

“Oneday a atime” Kindan said, tumning to his cot. “My lord, | shdl rest as you demanded.”
“Stennd, Jir, one of you rest, the other come with me,” Bemin said.

Kindan checked on Koriana, who had rolled over on her mask in her ddirium. He rolled her back to
prevent her from suffocating in her own spit.

“Check that they haven't rolled over,” Kindan caled hoarsdly to Bemin as he collgpsed onto the
nearest cot. Bemin waved in acknowledgment and bent over the nearest cot.

Sometime later Kindan was shaken awake. He rose dowly, exhausted, to see Bemin looking down at
him bleary-eyed.

“Regt, my lord,” Kindan said, risng with feigned dacrity.

“The masks are dl gone” Bemin said. “We ve got two hundred in the cots and many more in the rest
of the Hold. The dead...l don’t know if well ever be rid of the amdl.”

“A good deaning, a good aring, and only memories will remain,” Kindan told the Lord Holder
chearfully, but Bemin's eyes were dready closed and he was bregthing lightly, on the edge of a deep

deep.

Kindan checked firg on Koriana, who had once more rolled over with her face in her pillow. Kindan
bundled up some pillows and blankets and propped her firmly on her side.

A sound digtracted him and he saw Fiona gtting up in a farther bunk looking around anxioudy.

“Hi, Fiona,” Kindan caled, fordng himsdf to amile at her. Shyly, the blond-haired youngster amiled
back. Kindan's heart skipped a beat as he saw the beginnings of the same beauty Koriana possessed.

“Areyou hungry?’
Slent, Fiona nodded.
“Let’'s see wha we can find in the kitchens, shdl we?’ Kindan asked, reaching down to pick her up.

“I walk,” the toddler replied, hopping off the cot and tottering over to him, holding out her hand.
Kindan took it and was surprised to note that it wasn't burning with heet asit had been—just a day ago?
He bent down and fdt her forehead: cool. Had she recovered?

“I'm hungry,” Fiona complained. Kindan stood up, gill holding her hand and led her to the kitchen,
sopping every so often to check on a patient.

In the kitchen, Kindan was surprised to find four women dl working indugtrioudy.

“Why it's Miss Fional” one of the women exclamed, clapping her cheeks in surprise. “I’d no hope of
seding you again.”

“I'm hungry,” Fiona said.



“Wel, then,” the woman replied brusquely, “well have to feed you, won't we?” She turned her gaze
on Kindan and bowed her head, “Y ou're the boy that’s been hedling us.”

“I ”

“You mustn't remember me” the womean interrupted. “I was sck as could be two days ago and you
came by and wiped my forehead and dripped some fdlis in my mouth. Tasted bitter but stopped the
pain.” The woman nodded to hersdf. “I'll never forget that, heder.”

“He sthe heder?’ another woman cdled from back by the ovens. She came out, wiping her hands on
her apron before holding one out. “1 just want to shake your hand, sr, for dl the kindness you' ve done.”

“But—" Kindan said, shaking his head.

“There's them tha gave up dl hope, until you came,” the second woman said. “1 was one of them.
Then | saw you and—" She stopped to dab her tears out of her eyes.

“—you spoke so kindly and | could see it in your eyes that you wanted me to live. So | sad, ‘Right,
then, I'm going to live. I'm going to live and make that lad some bubbly pies’” She nodded toward the
oven. “There' s no fruit, but we ve got some sweet buns cooking for you and everyone.”

Kindan could only shake his head mutdly.

“You've gone and embarrassed him,” the firg cook sad scoldingly, but Kindan knew she was just
covering for him.

“Thank you,” Kindan managed to say at las.

“How about we take the miss off your hands, then?’ the second cook offered. She peered down at
Fona “Would you like to hdp Neesa and mein the baking?’ Fiona nodded, wide-eyed a the prospect.

Thefirgt cook, Neesa, beckoned Kindan in closer. “I’ve no wish to add to your troubles, but bread's
dl we can make just now,” she told him. “And that for not much longer, certainly not enough to feed the
whole Hold, or what's l€ft of it.”

“I know,” Kindan replied. “The sick won't be able to swalow it, it'll be too hard for them.”
“I"d guessed,” Neesareplied. “They'll be weak as lambsif they recover.”
“When they recover,” Kindan corrected. Neesa didn't contradict him. “What about the stores?”’

“Too heavy to move without a team of ten at least,” Neesa replied. “Even a barrel of fish and that'd be
anful egting.”

“Better than nothing,” the second cook noted.
Neesa made aface, so Kindan asked, “What would be best, then?

“Fruit'd be best, but it's the wrong time of year,” Neesa told him. She frowned. “There's many that
will recover only to starve from dl this”

“If they recover, | won't let them starve,” Kindan swore.

Neesa nodded in fierce agreement. “As you say, heder.” She amiled bleskly a him. “We won't fall
you, that's for sure”



“I'm counting on it,” Kindan said, amiling a the older woman, too exhausted to be more than vagudy
amused at his commanding tone.

“I'll let you get back to work,” Neesa said. “Sdlit or Fionawill be out with those rolls soon.”
“And klah?" Kindan asked hopefully.

Neesa shook her head dolefully. “We ve no bark Ieft worth brewing.”

“Make alig of whet we need, then, and add klah to it,” Kindan told her.

“Might as wel add the fruits of summer,” Neesa grumbled, but she turned toward her chopping table,
dgpping the sides of her apron in search of a pencil.

Nothing was better—in fact, with the beds refilled and Vaxoram and Kilti dead, things were dealy
worse—but somehow Kindan's spirits lifted. Perhaps it was the warm rolls delivered to those standing
by a wide-eyed, solemn Fiona, perhaps it was her shy kiss when Kindan bent down to thank her, or
maybe it was the masks keeping the ar so much cleaner.

More people were up and about. As he saw them, Kindan was struck again by the uneasy knowledge
that the plague killed those in their prime; the survivors were either much older or much younger.

Agan and again, Kindan found himsdf returning to Koriana, checking her temperature, wiping her
forehead, changing her soiled sheets, dearing her soiled mask.

“Timeto rest,” Bemin told him later that evening, handing him another roll. Kindan bit into it but in the
course of the day it had hardened and was tough to chew.

“Cdl meif you've need, my lord,” he said, checking once more on Koriana before lying down on the
cot beside her.

“Where s Fiona?” Bemin asked, looking nervoudy around the room.

“Probably adeep in the kitchen,” Kindan guessed. “She's been hdping the cooks.”

A fant amile crossed Bemin'slips. “Her mother liked to help in the kitchens, too.”
Kindan drifted off to afitful deep.

Bemin woke him up for his shift and settled down into the same cot, too weary to tak.

Kindan checked on Koriana and was not surprised to see that she had clawed off her mask. Gently he
pushed it back up over her mouth and nose. He stopped when he noticed that it was covered with a
dicky, red substance. He removed it and brought the mask with him while he searched out Stennd who
was hdping another man carry yet another body to the grave site.

“Have you seen this?” Kindan asked, waving the mask a Stennd. Stennd recoiled and nearly
dropped the body.

“Keep back,” Stennd cried. “I’ve seen that on every dead body we ve taken since we put the masks
on them.” He shook his head. “It’ s like they’ re coughing up their innards.”



Kindan took the mask through the kitchen, rinsed it in the sink in the necessary, and threw it into the
bailing pot. He was surprised to see severd others there.

“WEe re reudang them,” Neesa told him when he asked back in the kitchen. “You said they’d help.”

“To keep the illness from spreading, yes” Kindan said. “To save those too Sck to—" he cut himsdf
off abruptly.

“Whose mask was that? Neesa asked. Her eyes went round as she added feafully, “Not Lord
Bemin's?’

“No,” Kindan told her. “Koriana s.”

“I"d heard you were sweet on her,” Neesa sad, sheking her head sadly. “ Seems you've time to say
good-bye.”

Kindan nodded bleakly and hobbled out of the kitchen as fast as hisweary legs would carry him back
to Koriana. He found her sprawled beside her cot. Gently he lifted her back into it, ignoring her feeble
movements.

“Help,” Koriana murmured ddirioudy, Stting up.

“I'm helping you,” Kindan said, brushing her lips with a cup of fdlis juice. Koriana raised a hand and
pushed it away.

“Mehdp,” Koriana sad irritably. “No juice”
“It Il help you get better,” Kindan said.

“Hurt too much,” Koriana replied, her eyes opening panfully. “Too bright,” she murmured, dosing her
eyes agan.

Kindan could bardly seein the dim light.
“’M dying,” she said, wobbling in the cot. “Get Father.”

“No, drink this” Kindan inssted, halding the cup back to her lips This time her hand connected
solidly and knocked the cup out of his

“Get my father,” Koriana said, sounding quite lucid. “Mugt say good-bye.” She coughed, long and
hard, and the force of it caused her to double up in pain. When she looked up again, the front of her
dress was covered in bloodred sputum. “Don’'t let him see melike this” she pleaded.

Kindan grabbed the sheets and laid them around her, covering the stain.
“Mug say good-bye,” she repeated.
Kindan got up and walked around her cot to the next one, where Bemin lay deeping fitfully.

“My lord,” Kindan cdled softly, shaking Bemin's shoulder. “My lord, your daughter needs to speak
with you.” Tears started down his face, surprisng him—he hadn’t thought he had any more.

“What?" Bemin gartled out of deep, eyes not quite focused on Kindan.

“Koriang,” Kindan replied, gesturing. “ She wants to talk with you.”



“She needs rest,” Bemin said, laying his head back down on the pillow. “ Take care of her.”
“Bemin, she's not going to make it,” Kindan said, his tears flowing fredy now.

The Lord Holder of Fort Hold sat up dowly, took in Kindan's tears, and looked over to Koriana's
back. He got up and beckoned for Kindan to follow him as they went around to the other side of
Koriana s cot.

“I'm here,” Bemin said as he crouched down in front of Koriana. She was bent double again and
when she rose, she looked abashed at the new red gain on the sheets.

“Fether,” she said dowly, her words durred with pain and mucus, “I'm sorry.”
“Sorry for what?’

“I'm sorry | let you down,” she replied. Her eyes drifted longingly toward Kindan. “I'm sorry thet |
couldn’'t do as you asked.”

“Don’'t worry,” Bemin said soothingly. “ There' s nothing to worry about.”

Another cough wracked Koriana and she threw her hands out a the same time that Bemin pulled
himsdf and Kindan back, avoiding the bloodred mist that erupted from her mouth. It seemed to Kindan
that the coughing went on forever and that Koriana was coughing her very lungs out. Findly, she let out a
hideous, gurgling wheeze and collapsed, bent over double. With a harsh cry, Koriss legped from the end
of the bed and went between.

“Koriana?’ Kindan asked, crouching back down and examining her chest carefully for sgns of
breathing. He stayed there for along time, until he was certain that Koriana was no longer in pain. But he
knew he was only fooling himsdf, ddaying the inevitable admisson that Koriana was dead—only her
death would have caused Koriss to go between like that, forever.

At some point, Kindan fdt one of Bemin's hands clasp his shoulder tremuloudy. Long after that,
Kindan leaned forward to give Koriana one last kiss, only to have Bemin pull him back.

“Tokissheristo die” the Lord Holder told him, his voice devoid of dl emotion. “Even through your

Kindan nodded dowly, wishing at that moment that his heart would stop, it hurt so badly.
“Will you—" Bemin's voice broke. “Will you hdp me carry her?’

Unable to speak, Kindan nodded and rose, gesturing for the Lord Holder to take her shoulders while
he carried her feet.

Asthey waked dowly out of the Great Hal, Kindan looked on the face of the girl he loved and saw
that Koriana was a peace.

Bemin wouldn't deep that night, nor did Kindan. They spent the hours waking fitfully among the sick,
only paying atention when Jdir or one of the other holders called to them.

Sometime, maybe nearer morning, Neesa came out of the kitchen, bringing some old buns and water.



“WEe re nearing the end of the cod,” she said to Bemin. The Lord Holder regarded her blankly for a
moment, then looked away.

“And there’ s only the one pitcher of fdlisjuice,” Neesa said to Kindan. Kindan shrugged in response.
Neesa turned away, scuttling back to her kitchen.

Sometime later she returned with Fiona.
“She wants her father,” Neesa said, pushing the girl toward Bemin'sarms.

Automaticaly, Bemin reached out and cradled the amdl child againgt his chest, one hand supporting
her bottom, the other her shoulders. Sowly, Bemin started shaking. Kindan thought for a moment that
the Lord Holder was trying to Iull his daughter back to deep, but then redized that the motion was
wrong—Bemin was shaking noisdesdy with grief. Kindan circled behind him and reached up, socthingly
rubbing the older man’s shoulders with his hands.

“We can't survive” Bemin murmured over his daughter’s head. “We're dl going to die”
Neesa gasped in fright and fled.

“No, my lord, we're not,” Kindan told him firmly. “We Il survive. This Hold will survive, your daughter
will survive”

“How?’ Bemin demanded, turning to face Kindan. “How do you know? Y our word as a harper?’

“Yes” Kindan said. “My word as a harper.” He responded without tone, without hope, only with the
certainty that he would not let Fort’s Lord Holder, Koriana' s father, down. He would find a way to feed
them, to save the survivors.

“May as wdl wigh for fruit from the sky,” Bemin snapped irritably. “Y our word’s no good.”
Fruit from the sky! Kindan's eyes it with hope.

“My word, my lord,” he repested. “My word. You shdl have your fruit from the sky.” He rushed out
to the kitchen and beyond to the linen line, searching for his makeshift drum.

CHAPTER 13

Healer with your craft so sure
Sckness we can all endure
Use your skill and healing notions
To save us with your salves and potions.

HARPER HALL



Y ou look so thin, Conar,” Kelsa said as she looked up at the young holder boy gently dabbing at her
head with a cloth. “Are you sure you've had enough to eat?’

Conar nodded.

“You eat this” he told her, dtting her up and spooning some porridge into her mouth. He had
scrounged it from the kitchen, unable to find anything €lse not moldy.
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“It sonly far,” Conar replied, “you brought me back to hedth, now it'smy turn.”
Kesa saw that it was usdless to argue, especidly as Conar placed the spoon on her tongue.

“It sawful!” she groaned as she swallowed. Her throat was so raw from coughing that swalowing the
porridge fdt like swalowing hot coals. Now she knew how dragons mugt have fet with that old firestone.
Conar—dragons 9ng his praise—had a cup of cool water to her lipsin an ingtant. But the cool water
was dmogt as much torment on her throat as the porridge.

“Ancther mouthful,” Conar said, filling another spoon. Kelsa twisted her head away rebelioudy.
Conar opened his mouth to utter another encouragement when they heard the sound of drums.

“Kindan?’ Kelsa said in wonder. Conar nodded, lisening.

“Fruit?’ Kelsa muttered as the drum message beat out. “Where can we find fruit?’
“Did he say, ‘Jtrd?” Conar asked.

“Hedid,” Kelsa agreed. “Get him, tdl him Kindan's message.”

“He's busy with Druri and the baby,” Conar said. The blue dragonrider had been working tirdesdy
with Jalennd s children ever since she had succumbed to the plague four days earlier. Before that, it had
been only the efforts of JAenna, Jtrel, and Conar that had kept the others dive. Kelsa didn't know how
meany had died; Conar refused to tdl her.

“Go get him, tdl himit’simportant,” Kelsa said, ignoring the pain of her tortured throat.

Conar scuttled off, moving more dowly than Kelsa liked. He looked thin, too. She wondered, had he
been skimping on his meds?

Conar dowed down once he was out of the makeshift infirmary, sopping to gasp for breath and get
rid of the spots that darted before his eyes. He hadn't eaten in days. He was smdler than the rest, he told
himsdlf, he could do without for longer.

“Jtrd, Kindan sent amessage,” Conar said as he caught sght of the blue rider.
Jirel looked up a him, his face gaunt and cheeks full of days-old beard.

“He sad for you to get fruit,” Conar told him.

“Fruit?” Jtrel repeated wearily. “Was that dl?’

“Fresh fruit,” Conar said, remembering the message and wishing he was much better with drums.



“Ther€' s no fruit thistime of year,” Jtrel exclamed, sheking his head angrily.

Conar screwed up his face, trying to remember the exact message. “He sad: ‘ Jtrdl, fresh fruit, south
o I¢a’”

“South of—?" Jtrd repeated, dumbfounded. “There s no land south of—" He stopped suddenly, his
eyes going wide. He looked outward, beyond the room to the meadow where his blue dragon rested.
“Tdith...”

“What isit, Jlantir?” C'rion, Ista's Weyrleader, asked as the bronze rider caught up with him. C'rion
hed returned from a patrol over the infected Holds and was not happy. He had followed M’td’s
suggestion because it made too much sense—if the weyrfolk were as decimated by the plague as the
holders, the Weyrs would be incapable of fighting Thread when it came. But that didn't stop C'rion’s
gomach from knotting every time he flew over empty fields or saw people waving hdplesdy a him from
below.

They did what they could, guiding unwatched herdbeasts to makeshift corras, dropping the masks that
M’tal had mentioned, but it was too little and too late.

C'rion wasitching to do something.

“l just had word from Jtrel,” Jlantir said.

“How isthe Harper Hall?

“Hedidn't say,” Jlantir replied. “He said that the holders need fruit, fresh fruit—"
“It' s the middle of winter, there s none to be had,” C'rion objected.

“South of Ista,” Jlantir finished.

“South?” C'rion repeated his eyes going wide. “The Southern Continent?”

“The seasons would be reversed there, it's summer,” Jlantir observed.

“Then there’ s no hope there, ether, the fruit wouldn't be ripe,” C'rion objected.

“Do you remember Turns back, before we met young Kindan and the watch-whers, how | once lost
my wing for a sevenday?’ Jlantir said.

C'rion nodded dowly, uncertain about the sudden change of topic.
“I think | know where they went,” Jlantir told him. “If not precisely when they went.”
“To feed dl the holds—"

“We could drop the fruit, if we found the right sort, just as we're dropping those masks,” Jlantir cut in
quickly.

C’rion mulled the nation over only for an ingant before he said briskly, “Do it



“Y ou approve?’

“l was about to send aflight of dragons out to help, only | had not the dightest notion what we could
do,” C'rion told him. “Now, there's a chance.”

Jlantir smiled broadly and turned to go.

“Jlantir,” C'rion cdled after him. The bronze wingleader turned back. “Have your men pile the fruit by
Red Buitte, we'll handle it from there.”

“How much?’ Jlantir replied.

“All of it,” C'rion said. “I'll let the other Weyrs know.” Jlantir's brows rose in surprise. “You're to get
enough to feed dl Pern.”

“For how long?

“Until we tdl you to stop,” C'rion replied, waving the bronze rider awvay. “Now go and get those
miscreants.”

“I promised I’d work them like wherries” Jlantir said with a amile. He shook his head in admiration,
as he added, “And you know, they never told me what they did.”

“You dill haveto seeif you'reright,” C'rion told him.

“Oh, no,” Jlantir caled back, crossing the Bowl toward his Lolanth and jumping up onto the bronze' s
neck. “I know I’'m right, Tdith seemed too smug.”

And with that, the bronze dragon and rider legped into the ar above the Bowl. Lolanth stroked his
wings once, twice, and was gone between.

Jlantir timed hisjump carefully, arriving just a the last time he' d seen hiswing before they’d disappeared
S0 abruptly after five Turns ago. He'd been off, he recdled, taking with C'rion about something,
probably complaining once more about the firestone. He snorted at the memory.

“Jlantir” Jtrel caled as Lolanth landed in the Bowl.
“Jire, get the rest of the wing and meet me at Red Buitte immediaidy,” Jlantir ordered briskly.
13 Bljt—”

“No time, just do it,” Jlantir replied, urging Lolanth airborne once more. In an indant he was
between, hovering over the strange landmark that had been a rendezvous for hundreds of Turns and,
hopefully, would be for hundreds more to come,

Thewing arrived dmog immediady after he did.
“Jlantir,” V' sog cdled as he dismounted, “when Jtrel said to meet you here, | thought he was joking.”

“Weren't you medting with C'rion?” Jlian asked. “I thought | just saw you—"



“You did,” Jlantir interjected. He gestured for them to gather "round. “Now lisen up, I've come back
intime—"

“Back intimel” V' sog exclamed in surprise. “But dragons can’ t—we' re not—"

“V’s0g, ligen up,” Jlantir bellowed. “I went back in time and brought you forward in time. You have
to go to the Southern Continent, you have to find the best fruit, fruit that sick people can eat, and collect
ital.”

“How much?’ Jtrd asked.
“Enough to feed dl Pern,” Jlantir replied.
“For how long?’ VV'sog asked, looking a Jlantir anxioudy.

“Until | tel you to stop,” Jlantir replied. “Bring it here. Bring it to this same spot one hour from now
and keep bringing it.”

“But—timing it?’ Jlian said, peering around nervoudy at the rest of the wing.

“Where will you be?’ V’sog asked.

“I'll be coordinating with the rest of the Weyrs,” Jlantir said. “We ve got to digtribute the fruit.”
“Towhom?’ V'’ sog demanded.

“I can't tel you,” Jlantir replied. “When the right time comes, you'll know.”

“And until then?” Jtrel asked.

“Until then, 1 know nathing,” J lantir told them. “And you're not to tdl me”

“Time paradox,” V’ s0g guessed.

“Exactly,” Jlantir agreed. He looked a B'zim and L’ cd. “I want you two to take charge.”

The two senior riders exchanged glances and then nodded in agreement.

“When you're dl done, I'll know nothing,” Jlantir told them. “I'll be very angry, but you're to tdl me
nothing.”

“Tdl you nathing?” Jlian asked, clearly confused. “Why?’

“Why are we doing dl this, anyway?’ K’nad demanded.

“Trus me” Jlantir replied, catching each of ther eyesin turn, “it sworth it.”
“All right,” K’ nad replied, “if you say s0.”

“The Southern Continent!” J lian exclamed.

“Timingit!” Jtrel added.

“Don't get hurt,” Jlantir admonished them, then climbed back on his bronze dragon. “I'll see you
soon.”



And, leaving his wing behind, Jlantir and Lolanth vanished between. When he came out of between
once more, the sun had moved an hour further into the sky and the top of the Butte was covered with
netsful of fruit.

“Bedt fruit we could find,” B'z2m called as Lolanth settled in the remaining clear spot. The brown rider
tossed Jlantir alarge redfruit. The bronze rider caught it deftly and sniffed it; its odor was tantaizing.

“You can et it, seeds and al,” Jtre told him. “Even the rind.”

“Excdlent!” Jlantir replied. A rustle of noise and wind behind him aerted him and he turned to see
C'rion hovering nearby on bronze Nidanth. Surrounding him were the rest of the Weyr, less Jlantir's
wing. A moment later the sky darkened as riders from Benden, Fort, and High Reaches arrived.

“Attach parachutes to those and well drop them directly,” M’'td cdled as he jumped off bronze
Gaminth and strode over to Jlantir.

“Parachutes?” Jlantir asked. He turned to hiswing. “Come back in another hour.”
“That’ stiming it tight, J lantir,” B’zZm noted.

“We ve no time here” Jlantir told him. B'’zim nodded and waved to the other wing riders to mount
their dragons.

“Where are they going?’ M’td asked, peering after the risng wing.

“Back intime to get more fruit,” C'rion told him.

“They'retiming it?” M’tal asked in horror.

“Ther€ sno choice, fruit ig't ripein Southern thistime of year,” C'rion replied.
“They’ll be dl right,” Jlantir assured the Benden Weyrleader.

“How do you know?” M’td asked chdlengingly.

“Because they're thewing | lost for a sevenday,” Jlantir replied with a grin.

M’ta’s eyes widened as he recdled the story. “So now we know where they went and who took
them.”

“Indeed,” C'rion agreed. He turned back to the task at hand. “How many parachutes for these nets,
do you think?’

M’td turned his attention to the large cargo nets and gestured for one of his riders to gpproach him.
“We mugt hurry,” the Benden Weyrleader said. “We don't have time on our side here and now.”

He turned to another group of descending dragons, frowning. “Whét are they doing here,” he groaned,
“they could be dropping the fdlis leaves now. Gaminth, tdl them to spread out to the Holds and drop the
bundles they’ ve got; they don't need parachutes, the leaveswill do fine!”

Asif hearing his bellow, the four wings of dragons winked between to fuffill their misson.



“That's the lagt of the fdlis, there,” Neesa told Kindan as she handed him a pitcher. “And the rolls are
gone, t00.”

The sun was not yet a midday.

“Thanks” Kindan told her. He left the pitcher on the counter and went out to the linen line again.
Perhaps he could figure out away to get some from the Harper Hdl.

He drummed his message quickly, cdling for atention. Then he waited. And waited. And waited.
There was no response.

“Conar?’ Kindan cdled out softly, thinking of the young holder boy who had never thought himsdf
worth much.

Vdla appeared at his shoulder, crooning anxioudy and preening agangt Kindan's neck, but Kindan
ignored him, gtaring down at the dull pot in despair.

Bemin was right. They were dl going to die.

A shadow dulled the pot. Then another. Kindan looked around and saw more shadows. He gazed
upward and started as a bundle landed with a thump not a meter from him. Increduloudy, Kindan
reached for the bundle.

Leaves. Only leaves. Was this some—wait! They were fellis |leaves.

“Neesal” Kindan cried, scooping up two bundles and racing to the kitchen. “Neesa, I’ve got more
fdlisleaves”

“What? How did you find them?’ Neesa asked as Kindan thrust the bundlesinto her arms.
“They'reinthe linen area,” Kindan told her. “They fdl from the sky.”

“FdI from the sky,” Neesa repeated, looking at Kindan as though he'd logt his mind. Then his meaning
registered and she clapped her hands to her mouth, tears legking from her eyes. “Dragonriderst We're
saved!”

“What isthis?” Bemin demanded, attracted by Neesa's loud bellowing.

“Fdlis” Kindan said, thruding aleaf a Bemin. “The dragonriders dropped fellis”
For amoment, Bemin had alook of hope on hisface. Then it drained away.
“Fdliswill only help the dying,” he said, and turned back to the Great Hall.

C'rion and M’td conferred when the firg bundles of fruit were ready to drop.
“The Harper Hdl?" C'rion asked.
“No, Jtrel saysthere are only afew there” M’td replied. “ Send them to Fort Hold.”



“You think your friend is ill dive?’ C'rion asked.

M’td shook his head. “I can't say,” he said. “But it was hisidea, and B’rdar says there are dill people
moving a Fort Hold, so we owe it to him to try fird.”

C'rion nodded and gestured to the laden wing. “Fort Hold!” he called. In an indant they were arborne
and gone, between.

“Let’s hope we're not too late” C'rion murmured. Beside him, M’td nodded glumly, his eyes filled
with sorrow.

Kindan did not follow Bemin. Instead, he waited until Neesa had brewed a fresh decoction of fdlis juice,
then he took the bottle. In the Great Hdl, he worked his way around the room, adminisering a drop
here, two drops there, depending upon the amount of fever indicated by the moodpaste.

He had just finished the fird line of cots when Bemin and Jdir walked back into the Hall, dearly having
borne another body to the grave ste.

“It samog full, my lord,” Jdir said. “Overfull, if we don’t want scavengers digging among the dead.”

“Then leave the bodies here,” Bemin replied disconsolatdly, throwing himsdf onto a cot and stting with
his head and shoulders hunched over in despair.

“My lord?” Jdir sad in surprise. Fort's Lord Holder made no response. Desperatdly, Jir looked
over to Kindan.

Kindan sghed and straightened his shoulders. He glanced around for Fiona, but she was't in sght; he
vagudy recaled a toddler sprawled in the kitchen.

He dropped to his kneesin front of the Lord Holder.
“You cannot stop now,” he said, peering up to meet Bemin's eyes.

“l can't go on,” Bemin said. “We ve got no food, only fdlis” He barked a laugh. “We could dl drink
it and fed no pain.” He raised his head enough to meet Kindan's eyes. “Mix it with the wine and well dl
fed no pan!”

“No,” Kindan said. “Thisis not the time for wine, my lord. Save it for later.”

“Later?” Bemin snorted. “When | mourn my wife, my sons, my daughter? Will you drown your
sorrows over your lover then? Will the pain ever go awvay?’

“l don’t know,” Kindan told him honestly. “I was hoping you would tdl me”

Bemin grimaced and shook his head. “1 have nothing to tdl you, harper.” He snorted and said with a
lopsided grin, “Y ou've dishonored your word once more, you know.”

“My lord?

“Only fdlisfdl from the sky,” Bemin told him. “You were hdf right, though, I'll grant you that.” He
snorted again in fant humor. “You keep hdf your word, harper.”



“l promised you food from the sky, my lord,” Kindan told him firmly, his voice rigng to carry
throughout the Great Hdl. “On my word as harper.”

“Harper!” Bemin exclamed, riang from the cot angrily. “I need no harpers, | need heders”
“Lord Bemin, Lord Bemin, come quick!” Neesa shouted from the far end of the hall.

Bemin's brows creased in pain.

“Fona? he called, then raced past Kindan toward the kitchen. Kindan followed an indant later.

But it wasn't Fiona. Neesa raced past her, shouting, “Come quick, you've got to seel You've got to
seeit!”

They raced out into the linen yard and Neesa pointed into the sky.
“Dragonriderd” she shouted. “Look at them! They’ve come!”

“Morefdlis” Bemin guessed sourly. Just then, a dragon swooped low and a greet bundle fdl from the
sky, to be dowed an ingant later by many large billowing parachutes.

“They dropped the fdlis” Kindan said in wonder, glancing at the dowly faling bundle. He turned and
saw that more bundlies were fdling in the courtyard outsde the Great Hdl. He saw yet another bundle
dropping toward the cotholds outsde Fort Hold.

“It's food,” Neesa said, rushing toward the firs bundle that crashed onto the ground. “It's food!
Fruit!” She reached through the netting and pulled out a large fruit. “I’ve never seen the likel” She took a
huge bite and juices dribbled down her chin. “It's freshl And it's marvelous” She turned to Bemin. “My
lord, you've got to try it!”

Bemin didn’t move. His eyes were on Kindan.

Sowly the Lord Holder of Fort Hold, the oldest Hold on Pern, kndt before the youngest harper on
Pern.

“You kept your word, harper,” Bemin said, bowing low before him.

“Have afruit, my lord,” Kindan said, taking one of the fruits proffered by Neesa. Bemin looked up at
him and dowly took the fruit.

“Then wé ll get back to work,” Kindan added with a grin.

The Lord Holder of Fort Hold rose dowly, redfruit in one hand, took a bite, then another, and amiled
back at Kindan.

“Fruit from the sky,” Bemin murmured in amazement.

“We ve more work to do now, my lord,” Kindan said with a renewed sense of urgency. He gestured
to abundle. “There’'s many that will need these, they need them now.”

Bemin nodded in vigorous agreement, a new light in his eyes—allight of hope.



CHAPTER 14

What isthis| see
| cannot believe my eyes
Fresh fruit and new hope
Floating in the skies.

FORT HOLD

W hile Bemin digtributed the fruits firg to the sanding able-bodied and then sent out patrols to
digtribute them to the rest of the Hold, Kindan returned to tending theill in the Greet Hall.

As he had hdf guessed, the arrivd of fresh food meant the arrival of more patients, newly freed from
the back rooms of the Hold by the roving parties that Bemin had sent ouit.

Kindan worked tirdesdy through the rest of the day and the night. At some point he drifted off, fdling
adeep hdf over acot.

A hand shook him gently awake much later.
“Heder,” awoman's voice cdled. “Heder Kindan, are you dl right?’
Kindan gtirred and pulled himsdf upright.

“I'm Merila” the woman said. “I'm sometimes midwife” she explained. “Lord Bemin sent me to help
yw.”

“Theillness?’ Kindan asked her.

“l was way back in the apartments,” Merila said. “The others dl died and | was near the same until the
men brought me that fruit.”

“What do you know about the illness?” Kindan asked, pushing himsdf to his feet. He wobbled and
Merila deftly inserted a hand under his shoulder, hdping him up.

“Nothing much,” Merilasaid. “1 had it and | got well, others died.”
“Thoseinther prime” Kindan told her.

Merild's brow creased in thought, then she nodded. “That was the way of it,” she agreed. “Couldn’t
seeit until now.” She looked at him. “Do you know why?’

“Thar lungs were coughed up,” Kindan said. “From the indde. Like their bodies fought so hard, they
coughed up their own lungs”



“Peopl€ ve two lungs, did you try putting them on one Sde?’

Kindan nodded. “I tried that with”—he found his throat tightening—"with”—he couldn’'t say her name,
it hurt too much—"with the Lord Holder’ s daughter. It didn’t work.”

“It was worth trying, dl the same” Merila replied judicioudy. She gave Kindan a probing glance and
looked ready to ask him another question, but changed her mind. “What can | do to hep?

“Have they got everyone from the back rooms?” Kindan asked.
“Not dl,” Merilareplied. “They're just Sarting.”
A group of holders marched by, carrying a woman; they were trailed by asmdl group of children.

“Theré s many amother who'll die of garvation,” Merila said, shaking her head. “They gave their food
to their children.”

“We ve got fruit,” Kindan said.

“But for how long?’ Merila wondered.

“The dragonriders won't let us down,” Kindan assured her.

Merila snorted and waved her hand around the Hdl. “1 don’t see any dragonriders here, harper.”

“If they catch the plague, they'll infect their weyrfolk,” Kindan explained. “The lagt time a plague like
this spread over Pern they did judt that and it took nearly twenty Turns for the Weyrs to recover.”

“Twenty Turns?” Merila repested in surprise. “But Thread's coming—"

“Exactly,” Kindan said with afirm nod. “If the weyrfolk were to die from this illness, there d be no
support for the Weyrs, and not enough dragonriders fighting Thread.”

“And when theillness passes, what then?’ Merila asked. “Will they come then?’
“Who can say when the illness has passed?’ Kindan asked her.

“That would be you,” she told him. Kindan gave her a startled look. “You're the only heder | see
here”

“And when you're done there, check the stables,” Bemin cdled to a workgroup as he entered the
Great Hal from the courtyard. “If we can hitch up a wagon, we can bring food down below and theiill
back up.”

“Aye, my lord,” Jdir caled, gesturing to the group of four men behind him as they turned to head back
outside.

Bemin saw Kindan and walked iffly over to him.

“l can't be here, there’ s too much work to do in the Hold,” the Lord Holder said. “Can you manage
on your own?’

“I'll hdp,” Merila declared.
“And Neesawill keep the food going,” Bemin added.



“If only we had some klah,” Merila murmured.

Bemin cocked an eyebrow at her. “I'll bet we can find some bark down in the village”

“That would be great, my lord,” Kindan said, thinking wisfully of the brew’ s restorative powers.
“We Il make it our second priority,” Bemin declared. “Right after tending the sick.”

Kindan nodded in agreement. Bemin turned but seemed reluctant to leave,

“Go, my lord,” Kindan told hm with a wave of his hand. “We Il manage.”

As the day progressed, Kindan found it harder and harder to “manage” Even with the fruit and the
fdlis, there were over two hundred patients and only two carers, himsdf and Merila. Merila watched
over his shoulder while he dedlt with the firg three patients, marveled at the ussfulness of the moodpaste,
then took off on her own.

Sometime after lunch, Kindan staggered and fdl to his knees. Attracted by the motion, Merila rushed
to hissde.

“Liedown,” Meilatold him.

“There are more patients,” Kindan protested.

“You're no hep to them the way you are,” she replied, gesturing to an empty cot. “Lie down. Rest.”
“Wake me by dinner,” Kindan told her, stting down on the cot. He was adeep before she answered.

“Kindan,” Bemin's voice cdled to him gently. Kindan's nose twitched, some disant memory,
some—"“I've got klah.”

Kindan's eyes snapped open and he looked up &t the Lord Holder, who was dutching Fiona with one
hand and proffering a mug with the other.

Kindan sat up and took the mug eagerly. It was warm, it was tasty, it was greet.

“We didn’t find much,” Bemin explained, eyeing the mug sadly. “Only enough for a pot or two.” He
bent down and kissed Fiona on the head to give Kindan a moment to finish his klah. “Merila and Neesa
have made a playroom out of the laundry room,” Bemin said, adding wryly, “I nearly had to pry her
avay.”

Kindan downed the lagt of his klah and looked up at the Lord Holder, amiling. “That’'s great!” He
stretched, ignoring sore muscles, and said, “1 haven't fdt this awakein...”

“A fortnight or so,” Bemin finished with a shrug. “I’ve logt track of time, mysdlf.”

“Time” Kindan repeated, his thoughts sill muzzy and disiracted. The klah was marvelous, but not a
complete cure for weeks of deepless toil. What was so important about time? Merila had said it, Kindan
thought to himsdlf, something about time.

“I must go to the Harper Hall,” Kindan said suddenly.
Bemin gave him a blank look.

“No one could answer the drums,” Kindan explained. “They must be even worse off than we are” He



tried to stand up but hislegs wouldn't move. He looked up a Fort’s Lord Holder. “Could you give me a
hend up, my lord?’

Bemin drew aragged breath. “No,” he said wesarily. “You need to rest.”

“But they need me there!” Kindan protested, again trying to push himsdf up. Feebly he grabbed for
the edges of the cot he'd kndlt by, trying to lever himsdf off the floor, but his arms were no better than his

legs
Bemin waved a hand a him. “You can’t even stand on your own, lad—what help can you be?’
Kindan shook his head. “It's my duty,” he whispered, eyes too drained to cry.
“Kindan,” Merila caled from the far end of the Great Hdl. “Ridla has passed on.”
“Her children,” Bemin groaned softly, dutching Fionatightly againgt his chest.
“I'll talk to them,” Kindan said. Again he raised a hand to Bemin. “Can you hdp me up?’

With a sgh, Bemin reached down and helped the lad up from the floor. HE's nathing but skin and
bones, the Lord Holder mused. He found a sick humor in the thought that dl of Fort Hold was rdiant on
the wits of a tdl, thin waif of a lad. “Once you're done with them, you'll lie back down and get more
rest,” he ordered.

“l can't,” Kindan replied. “I’ve got to go to the Harper Hal.”

“You can only wak holding on to my arm,” Bemin reminded him.

“And no one there can answer the drums,” Kindan told him.

“Lad,” Bemin began dowly, dreading the question, “whét if there is no one to answer to drums?’
“Then we must know,” Kindan replied firmly. “We mugt tell the others, the Weyrleaders—"

Bemin interrupted with a disdainful snort. “The weyrfolk of Pern are safe enough, high up in ther lofty
homes. But they can’t come and till our fidds, harvest our grains, tend our sick.”

Kindan shifted his weight, leaning more on Bemin as he used his free hand to wipe his face.
“If they can’'t come, wéell survive” he declared feverighly.

“If we survive here, a thisHold and the Hall, it will be only because of you,” Bemin said. He glanced
down, seeing the top of Kindan's head. “ Survive and you can have anything you ask for.”

Surprised, Kindan glanced up &t the Lord Holder. “You know what | wanted most on Pern.”

A ghodt of a gmile crossed Bemin's lips. “No man would have been prouder than | to have you cdl
hm * Father.””

Bolstered by those words, Kindan found the strength to stand on his own and even lengthen his stride.

As he kndt down beside the two youngsters who looked uncomprehendingly at their mother’s body,
Kindan turned to Merilaand said, “Prepare some supplies, well be going to the Harper Hal after this”
He glanced up a Bemin and said by way of apology, “1 can't rest until | know.”

Bemin sghed heavily, but dropped a hand on Kindan's shoulder and clenched it. “I'll go with you.”



Kindan nodded in gratitude, then turned his attention to Ridla s children. He took a deep, steadying
breath before he caught the eyes of Emin, the youngest, and Erila

“Your mother didn't want to leave you,” he told them softly, reaching out and grabbing ther hands.
“She was very brave and she fought for days as hard as she could.”

“She did?” Ermin asked, looking at the dill form of his mother. “ She fought the plague?
“Shedid,” Kindan afirmed. “But she was very weak and it was very strong.”

“It beat her?” Ernin asked, his eyes watering. Kindan nodded sadly. Emin pursed his lips in desperate
thought. “Can she play agan?’

“No, lad, I'm afraid she can’'t,” Bemin said. “She's gone, likemy Lady Sannora”
“She's dead?’ Erila asked, shifting her gaze from Kindan up to Bemin.

“Sheis” Kindan told her softly. “But she asked us to look after you, and we promised her we would.”
Hefound it hard to speak and it was a moment before he continued, “Lord Bemin and |, well keep care
of you.”

“But | want to go with Momma!” Ermin wailed.

“That would be the easy way,” Bemin told the boy chidingly. “You seem stronger than that. Are you
up to the chdlenge?’

Emin looked up wide-eyed at the Lord Holder until his sster nudged him, and hissed, “Answer the
Lord Holder!”

“Yes, my lord,” Emintold him.

“l knew you werel” Bemin replied with afirm nod of his head. “I'll need you two to find your way to
the playroom, you'll find it by the noise. There are others there who are ready for the chdlenge” Bemin
gestured to the door. “Off you go!”

Asthe youngsters scurried away toward the kitchen, Bemin shook his head sadly. He waited uniil they
were out of Sght, then signaded to two holders to come and take Ridla's body.

He turned to Kindan, his features set. “Very wdl, harper, let’s go to your Hdl.”

He drew Kindan to his sde and together they waked out of the Fort Hold's Great Hal toward the
ramp that led down into the valey below and onto the road that forked to the Harper Hall.

Kindan'sfirg sght of the Harper Hal in nearly three weeks set his heart plunging into despair. The whole
place had a disused, abandoned appearance, looking nothing at dl like the purposeful bustling center of
learning and arts on Pern.

Worse, he could see a huge mound of dirt and a bigger ditch just outsde the entrance to the Heder
Hdl et in the diffsfar to theright of the Harper Hall. A blue dragon was working busly nearby. It took
Kindan a moment to see what the dragon was doing, and then his heart nearly stopped. Jtrel’s blue
Tdith was gently carrying bodiesin hisfront claws and lowering them into the ditch. He could see where



another ditch nearby had aready been filled in.
He picked up his pace, gartling Bemin.

“Vdla, go ahead, tdl them we' re coming!” Kindan cdled to hisfirelizard. The little bronze did a quick
arclein the sky then sped off, chirping loudly at the blue dragon and then disappearing through the doors
of the Hedler Hall.

“There's a bundle of fruit over there,” Kindan called, veering off the paved road.

“Let the dragon get it,” Bemin replied, steering them back. “We can dso send down a cart later. Firg
we mug see...” helet hiswords tral off, unwilling to complete his sentence.

As they passed near the outsde of the Harper Hdl, a fresh breeze blew in from the valey, carrying
with it the digtinct odor of deeth and decay.

“We Il send a party in as soon as we can,” Bemin promised.
“No, well do it, our duty as harpers,” Kindan replied.

“No, as Lord Holder, | am tdling you that Fort will do it,” Bemin told him forcefully. In a softer voice
he added, “It's my choice and our honor.”

“l thought you didn’'t trust harpers,” Kindan snapped back before he thought about what he was
sying. He indantly regretted it but Bemin laughed and waved it aside.

“You're right: | didn’t trust harpers” Bemin agreed. He nodded down to Kindan. “But now tha
you've produced fruit from the sky, I've had to revise my thinking.” He paused for a moment. “Let us
clean up the Harper Hal,” he repeated. “Y ou shouldn’'t have to ded with that horror.”

“Very wel,” Kindan said. He cocked his head up to meat Bemin's eyes squardly. “Thank you, Lord
Holder.”

Bemin started to reply, but hated abruptly as Vala flittered out of the entrance to the Heder Hal,
chittering in distress, eyes whirling red.

Together Kindan and Fort’s Lord Holder entered.

It was a moment before their eyes adjusted to the dim light. During that moment, their nogtrils were
assailed with the amdlls of death and dying, and the sick.

Kindan walked through the entrance, turning toward the infirmary.

“Vdla" he cdled softly, “find Jtrel.”

Therows of bedsin the infirmary were ful of bodies. Kindan's heart sank.
“Something moved over there,” Bemin said, turning to the left, near a window.
Kindan rushed past him.



“Kinda ?" ayoung voice asked. Kindan saw Druri gtting on the floor, cradling litle Jass between his
knees.

“Druri?” Kindan called. The young Istan looked tired, underfed, but no worse.
“Kinda!” Druri exclamed, his face bresking into a amile,
“Shh!” Bemin said urgently. “1 hear something.”

The noise came from the end of the room. It was a rudling. Kindan turned to locate it, but Bemin
found the source fird.

“Over here” he cdled softly, sanding over a bed. He kndt down and pulled out a hand. “She's il
dive” he sad after a moment.

It was Kelsa. Her cheeks were so gaunt, she looked like a stick figure.
“l heard the drums,” Kelsa said. “Conar, where is he?’

A noise distracted them and a well-built haggard-looking man walked into the room and quickly took
inthe scene.

“Jtrd, rider of blue Tdith,” the dragonrider said with a quick nod to Bemin.
“You managed dl this by yoursdf?” Bemin asked in surprise and awe.

“No,” Jtrd said, sheking his head sadly. “A youngster, one of the apprentices, was hdping me until
yesterday.” He jerked his head toward the outside and the dirt mound. “Tdith just lad him with the
others”

“Conar?’ Kindan asked. “The drummer?’

“That was him,” Jtrel agreed dully. He leaned closer to them and continued in a voice that only they
could hear, “He skimped on hisfood to save the others.”

“How many are there?’ Kindan asked, so numb with grief that he couldn’t imagine feding worse.

“Hve or 9x in this room, maybe twice that in the next,” Jtrd said. He glanced sadly around the room.
“l was coming in here to take the others out.”

“WelIl help,” Bemin said.

“Hrg, theliving,” Kindan told them. He leaned over to Kelsa. “It's dl right, we're here, we're taking
you back to the Hold; we' ve got food, you'll be fine”

“Kindan, you're divel” Kelsa sobbed, grabbing his hand fiercdly.

“Nonda? Verilan? Kindan asked her hopefully.

“Over there” Kelsa said, pointing fird to the bed beside her and then to the one opposite.
Kindan fdt his spirits lift—at least some of his friends were dive.

He heard a noise from Nonaa's bed and saw her looking a him entreatingly. He turned to her and
grabbed her hand.



“It sdl right, help’s here,” hetold her.
Her lips were dry and her throat parched. She beckoned him close enough to whisper, “Vaxoram?’
“Journeyman Vaxoram didn't make it,” Kindan told her with a shake of his head, tearsfilling his eyes.

Nonda closed her eyes and turned away. Then she turned back and opened them agan.
“Journeyman?’

“He waked the tables” Kindan told her. Her eyes widened. “He said that then maybe he'd be
worthy. He said he loved you.”

Nonda moaned and turned away again.

“The ar is better in the Great Hdl,” Bemin sad, looking a Jtrel. “And we've a playroom for the
children. Can your Tdith carry some of theill?’

“In shifts, he can carry them al,” Jtrel declared stoutly.

“Good, let's start now,” Bemin replied nodding to the dragonrider. “We've food and everything
except klah.”

“Theréll be someinthe stores,” Kindan said. “I'll get them.” He turned to Kelsa. “We're getting you
out of here” He went over to Venilan's bed and repeated the message, but the young archivig was

deeping fitfully.

As Bemin and Jtrd started moving the patients out of the infirmary, firs moving Druri and Jass into
the fresh ar and sunlight, Kindan steeled himsdlf for one more, difficult task.

“Did you bury Master Lenner?” Kindan asked the blue rider.

“Yes” Jtrel replied, grimacing. “He caught the flu e@ght days on, and survived another three.”

“He would have made notes,” Kindan said hopefully.

“If he did, they weren't on him,” Jtrel replied. “I checked.”

Kindan nodded, relieved of the worst of his fears—that the notes were buried with the Masterhedler.
“Wha do you need them for?” Bemin asked.

“Lenner would have taken careful notes, they might hdp us understand this illness and how long it
lagts,” Kindan said, heading off to the Master’ s sudy. It was in the back, in aroom too dark to see much
more than shadows. He tried the desk but found nothing. Had Lenner succumbed too quickly to make
any notes? Kindan shook his head, recdling how the Masterhedler had talked about the importance of
good notes whenever he vigted the Archives.

The Archives! Kindan thought to himsdf. Verilan!

Kindan Ieft the sudy quickly, returning to the infirmary just as Bemin was hauling Verilan on to his
back.

“Did he have anything with him, my lord?” Kindan asked as Bemin trudged by.

“A sack full of notes” Bemin said. “But we can dways get them later.”



Kindan continued back to the infirmary and found the sack. He brought it out into the light and pulled a
note out at random—he recognized Lenner’ s handwriting. The Masterhedler must have guessed his own
fete, to stash the Records with Verilan.

Further, Kindan redized, Lenner must have figured out that youngsters were more likdy than others to
aurvive the plague. Perhaps Lenner had uncovered other secrets before the illness took him.

“Well take the fird lot,” Bemin said, as he dimbed up on Tdith behind Nonala, Kelsa, and Veilan.
“I'll want to dert Jdir and get them settled. Then we'll come back for you and the others”

Kindan nodded, amiling a Druri as the youngster stared reptly at the great blue dragon. At Kindan's
voicdess request, Vala approached and entertained both Druri and Jass with antics and aerobatics while
Tdith rose into the ar and flew the short distance to Fort Hold's great courtyard.

The blue dragon returned soon enough with Stenndl and another holder Kindan didn't recognize.
Between the three men, they loaded Kindan, his notes, Jass and Druri in no time,

“I'll be back inamoment,” Jtrel promised Stennel.

“We Il get started in the meantime,” Stennd replied, turning to his fdlow and muttering, “Did you hear
that? A dragonrider’s hdping ud”

“If only there were more,” the other replied mournfully.
In front of Kindan, Jtrel snorted in what seemed to be agreement.
“You know why they can’'t help,” Kindan said to Jtrel.

“l do, lad,” Jtre replied, cdling over his shoulder. “That doesn’'t mean | don't understand how the
holders fed.”

Kindan nodded in agreement. The worst plague ever seemed to be ravaging the planet, and dl the
Weyrs of Pern appeared to be idle. But the Weyrs were duty-bound to fight an even greater menace.

“They’ll understand when Thread comes,” Kindan reassured the rider.

“If they’re dill dive,” the blue rider replied sourly.

CHAPTER 15

Rider, dragon, tried and true
All life’' s hope now lives with you
Dragon, rider, work and toil
Save the earth, save the soil.



RED BUTTE

N 0 9gn of life a Benden Hold, Vdley Hold, Brum, or Bay Head,” Wingleader L’tor reported to

M’td. “Something's been edting the fruit at Fork, Keroon, and Plains Holds. We ve seen Sgns of life at
Lemos and Bitra Holds”

“Very good,” M’td said with a 9gh. “There are probably many smdl cotholds, but we don’'t know
how to find them.”

C'rion, the Istan Weyrleader, had been ligening in on the conversation.

“I think | know away to hdp,” he said. He had his dragon call for Jlantir and the bronze rider quickly
appeared. L'tor and M'td exchanged surprised looks, wondering what the Istan wingleader could do
about Benden Hold.

“Didn't you make your wing drill on dl the recognition points on Pern when they wouldn't tdl you
where they’d gone?’ C'rion asked Jlantir.

“Wdl, yes” Jlantir replied. He gave C'rion a strange look. “And, oddly, they seemed pleased.”
“I think we know why,” C'rion told him. “They’ re doing nothing now, aren't they?’

“It would be unwise to have them here,” Jlantir agreed, pointing to the members of his wing who had
arrived between times with yet another vitd load of fresh fruit from the Southern Continent.

“Can you send them, with our compliments, to Benden, Telgar, Fort, and High Reaches Weyrs to act
as guides?’

“l could,” Jlantir replied dubioudy, “but I'm not sure D’ gan would want—"

“Forget Telgar,” M’td said, shaking his head. “D’gan’s made it plain that he Il handle this by himsdf.”
“Which means that you' re snesking in food with your wings,” C'rion guessed shrewdly.

M’'td smiled. “Asis B'rdar from the west.”

C'rion shook his head angrily, a bitter look on his face. “What that dragon ever saw in that particular
rider...”

“He sjud as scared astherest of us” M’'td said. “I can't agree with his actions, but | can understand
his reasoning.”

“We Il see how things are when it comes time to collect the tithe” C'rion replied, thinking that D’gan’s
holders would acknowledge his lack of hdp with a lack of goods in tithe. He turned to Jlantir.
“Regardless, get those layabouts of yours into action.”

“At once, Weyrleader,” Jlantir said with a nod, lack of degp and timing making his step falter.
“Hell bedl right,” C'rion said in response to M’ta’ s worried |ook.

“But will hiswing?



“Wdl,” C'rion sad consderingly, “they must be because they're dill here” M’td did a double take
and the Istan Weyrleader chuckled. “If they’d had any problems between back in time, they wouldn't be
here now, would they?’

“Y ou mean they wouldn't exist in the present if they’d died in the past, don't you?” M’td sad after a
long moment.

“Precisdy,” C'rion agreed.

“Another reason | don't like timing it,” M’tal muttered to himsdf. “It’'simpossible to explan.”
C'rion chuckled sympatheticaly.

“All the same,” M’td went on, “there is alimit on how much fruit we can get from Southern.”

“And on how long we can work like this” C'rion agreed as another wing of dragonriders burst from
between to load up with another cargo of fruit.

“Two days?’ M’td wondered. “Maybe threg?’

Besde him, C'rion nodded in glum agreement.

Neesa took Druri and Jass out of Kindan's arms nearly the moment he returned.
“Yanirawill look after them,” Neesa said. “ She's got the whole playroom under control.”

Kindan paused, looking around the Great Hal. Something was different. It looked lighter. He saw
groups of people moving up and down the lines of cots purposefully.

“| figured out how to juice that fruit,” Neesa told him. “We re feeding that to the worst off, dribbling it
down their throats.” She wrung her hands nervoudy and grimaced. Then she brightened. “But the others,
the ones getting better, we' re feeding them a mixture of the juice and the pulp.”

She gave Kindan a frank, worried look. “How long do you think the dragonriders can keep bringing
us food?’

Kindan shook his head.

“Not that it'll help if we don’'t get people to tend to the herds soon,” Neesa said. “Or check that the
gran slos aren't infested.”

“Well think of something,” Kindan said.

“Wel, | think you should get some rest,” Neesa told him firmly. “I’ve said the same thing to the Lord
Holder aswel.” She shook her head grimly. “I know I'm exhausted and I’ve heard thet it was only the
two of you tending the whole Hold for days on end—you must be beyond beyond.”

“There' sdill work to be done,” Kindan replied, dutching the sack againg his chest.

“And how do you plan to do that?’ Neesa demanded tartly.



“Step by step, moment by moment,” Kindan told her, making a Slent sdutation to Vaxoram's spirit.
“Right now, | need a place to read.”

“You'd want to go updairs then, to the Lord Holder’'s quarters,” Neesa told him. “Jdir said they've
cleared it out, it'sfit to live in. Lord Bemin himsdf said you're to take the firs room on the right.” She
directed him to the end of the Great Hal and pointed to the gtairs as she returned to the kitchen. “You
get off your feet while you're reading and don’'t worry if you fal adeep.”

“No time for that,” Kindan told her as he began hisway up the long winding airs.
“No time!” Neesa swore, shaking her head as he vanished out of Sght. “Judt like the Lord Holder.”

The moment Kindan set foot on the rich carpeting of the corridor leading down the Lord Holder's
quarters, he fdt an eerie presence. It waan't just the essence of Lady Sannora, or that of Bannor and
Samin; it fdt more like he wasin the presence of hundreds of Turns of Lord and Lady Holders. Over the
Turns how many lives had been lived here, how many laughs laughed, how many tears shed? It was a
palpable thing, not quite aweight, certainly not oppressive, but there dl the same.

Thefirg door on the right was open, inviting. Kindan stepped through the doorway and stopped dead.
It was her room.

Decorated inflord pinks and golds, the room showed sgnsof Lady Sannora's touch, as wel as andl
pebbles and polished stones that were obvioudy Koriana's. There was a large workdesk. Sheets of
paper lay on it, many with barely legible writing—Koriana had been sent to the Harper Hall to improve

her writing, among other things.

He pulled back the padded chair, suddenly uncomfortable in his worn and dirty dothing. He looked
around and found asmdl hand towel near a freshly filled washbasin and set it on the padded seat before
sdtling into the chair.

Sowly, carefully, gently, reverently, he set Koriana's papers to one side. With equd care, he opened
the sack and retrieved Lenner’s notes.

Thelight in the room was good, reflected deverly through from the hdlway and from the caling above.
A glowbasket lay near to hand, the glows turned over to preserve ther energy, ready to use when night
came.

Kindan organized Lenner’s notes in chronologica order and began to read. At fird they were the
common everyday notes of a heder working his craft, notes on cuts and prescriptions, decoctions. Then
worried references to the various flu decoctions that had worked in the past, and findly the firs mention
of deaths.

Kindan never knew when he started crying, only that the tears were smearing the ink on the page and
he couldn’t have that. He wiped his eyes with his hands, and turned back to work only to discover that
his eyes wouldn't focus. He tried again, focused, and began once more.

He wasn't aware of fdling adeep. He never heard Bemin enter the room and never woke as the Lord
Holder changed his clothes and dipped him into the bed.

He dreamed of Koriana, the scent of her har in his nogrils. He thought that they were once again lying



together in the apprentice dormitory a the Harper Hal. He would wake up in a moment—

His eyes opened. It was night. Koriana was not a his sde. He was in a bed much larger and softer
then he'd ever been in. And then he remembered. Koriana was dead, he was in her room, the scent of
her hair must have come from her pillows.

Nervoudy he shifted, tensed, ready to spring out of the bed. How had he gotten here? What would
Lord Bemin say?

“The sheets can be cleaned,” Bemin's voice cdled from the doorway. Kindan saw him illuminated by
adim glow. “Go back to deep.”

“ Bth—”

“It' s little and poor hospitdity for dl you've done,” Bemin told him. His voice softened as he added
widfully, “Besdes, it reminded me of putting Bannor in bed when he' d been up late” He started to leave,
then turned back. “So please humor me”

Kindan nodded and turned over in the bed. It was a long while before he drifted back to deep but
when he did, he dreamed of Koriana laughing and dancing in a summer field.

Koriana' s laughter faded and the scent of her hair was replaced by a sharper, more pungent odor that
woke Kindan up. Klah.

“It's midday,” Bemin cdled from the door, a tray in his hands. “I’d prefer to let you deep longer,
but—" he cut himsdf off, placed the tray on a bedside table, and dragged up a chair for himsdf.

“What, my lord?” Kindan asked, gtting up and feding strange to be in a bed when the Lord Holder
hed dearly been awake for hours, and dso feding strange that he fdt no discomfort lying in Koriana's
bed in Bemin's presence. It wasn't just that the Lord Holder had put him there; it was that Kindan fet
Bemin welcomed him there,

“Drink and eat, while | talk,” Bemin said, handing Kindan a mug of klah. Kindan took the mug and
nodded in thanks. Bemin took a bresth before continuing, “Fort Hold was home to more than ten
thousand holders before this plague.” He gestured toward the grave below. “I figure we ve buried over a
thousand and there are probably as many bodies we haven't yet discovered.” Kindan nodded gravely.
“That means that we Il have about Sx thousand left—"

“My lord? Surely you mean eight. Two from ten leaves eight,” Kindan said respectfully.

“There are easly two thousand who will starve or die from illness resulting from the plague” Bemin
replied. “We need a least three thousand hedthy people to supply our basic needs and we need them
every day. More than hdf the hold is dill recovering from this illness—there aren’'t enough hands to keep
things running until the rest recover.”

Kindan paled; he hadn’t redlized the peril that remained. He didn’'t question Bemin's numbers;, he had
only a vague understanding of the workings of a mgor Hold, Bemin had Turns of practica experience.

“The fruit?’



“Enough for a few days yet,” Bemin agreed. Bleskly he continued, “But not enough to get our cod
brought down, get the infested apartments cleaned, set up the kitchen, bring up the stored meats, clear
the slos, check on the livestock.”

“If not, what will happen?’

Bemin shook his head. “I'm certain that the Hold will survive, | just can't be certain that thousands
more won't die before winter's end.” He paused before adding, “And thisis not just Fort Hold; every
Hold on Pern must be in about the same state.”

The Lord Holder rose up irritably and started pacing the room. “I'm sorry | told you,” he apologized
to Kindan. “It'sjust that, after we ve come <o far, | fdt you had to know.”

“| understand, my lord,” Kindan replied. “And thank you.”
“For what?’ Bemin asked, surprised.
“For tregting me like a son.”

The Lord Holder stopped in his tracks, turned to Kindan, flushed, and nodded mutdly. For a momert,
they needed no words: Kindan understanding Bemin's trust and faith in him; Bemin knowing that Kindan
accepted both the privileges and responghilities of his offer.

After a moment, Kindan rose from the bed, gently smoaothing the covers and looked around for his
dothing.

“I've sent it to be washed,” Bemin said. “Although you might want to have your clothes destroyed.”
He glanced a a bundle laid out a the end of the bed. “Bannor was much bigger than you, but Koriana
liked to dress man-style whenever she could, so | thought you might fit in her clothes” His mouth
twitched. “Only Fort Hold colors, I'm afraid, not harper blue”

Kindan ran his hand reverently over the fabric. “1’d be honored,” he told the Lord Holder. He glanced
around. “But | would soil the clothes”

“Theré's a bath beyond there” Bemin told him, waving a a doorway. “The water's only warm,
however.”

“Warm will be enough,” Kindan said chearfully, carefully picking up the clothes and heading to the
bathroom.

It took him longer than he would have liked to get clean and, as the water soon ran colder, he took
less time than he would have hoped for the firgt shower in many sevendays. In the end, however, he was
cleean and refreshed in a way tha only a person who has been so long without bathing could be. He
finished histoilet and was pleased to discover that Koriana s old clothes were nearly a good fit on him.

Lord Bemin was ill waiting for him when he returned, only now he was seated once more and eating
arall. He invited Kindan to gt with m and they ate and drank in a companionable slence. At lag,
Bemin gestured to the Records on the table and raised an eyebrow inquiringly.

“| fdl adeep before | could finish them,” Kindan explained ruefully.

“Do you think there's any point?” Bemin asked palitdy, dthough his body language made his own
view clear.



“I won't know until I'm done, my lord,” Kindan replied.

“Very wel,” Bemin said with a nod. “Please don’t be too long, they're damoring for you downgtairs.”
He amiled. “It seems most of my Hold believes that | can’t operate without your presence.”

“Avilelie | assure you,” Kindan answered with a grin of his own.

Bemin surprised him with a hearty guffaw. He rose and strode to the door, turning back to say, “All
the same, don’'t be too long, if you can. All vilelies aside, | appreciate your wisdom and your company.”

“I'll be there as soon as I’ ve finished,” Kindan promised.

Bemin nodded, serious again, and strode away briskly down the hdl. His steps on the great circular
dtaircase died away dowly, leaving Kindan done with the eerie presence once more.

He returned to the writing desk and bent to his reading, intent on catching every word of the late
Magterheder’ s writings.

Two hours later he had more questions than answers. He rooted around the table, looking for a scrap
of paper and findly, in desperation, turned over one of Koriana's old scratch pieces and began to make
notes.

Thefirg symptoms. Thefird iliness The firg death. The second patient. The third patient. He filled in
names and dates, brows furrowed as he tried to discern a pattern.

“Mud establish incubation period,” Lenner had scrawled on one Record.
“Yes, | know that,” Kindan murmured. “But what isit?’

He dredged his memory, trying to recdl what Lenner had said about diseases. Fird there was the
latent period when there were no symptoms, then the infectious period when the iliness could be spread,
and findly, the—Kindan couldn’'t remember what it was called—it was the time after between being
infectious and ether recovering or dying.

People who were infected and recovered had immunity from the disease, Kindan was certain. But
some vague memory from his conversations with Mikd led him to believe that sometimes the same
disease could reinfect a recovered person. If that were the case, however, then Kindan would certainly
have been infected again. But he could dill bein the latent period, not yet infectious himsdf.

“No, once | know the latent period, | can tdl if | might dill be infected and not infectious” he said out
loud, hoping that hearing the words would hdp him remember them. They certainly sounded like
something he' d heard once from either Mika or Lenner.

Firg, figure out the latent period, Kindan told himsdf. He remembered his trip to Benden Weyr. He
and the others had been gone nearly a sevenday. When they’ d come back everyone was fdlingill.

A sevenday. He looked back over his notes. That seemed right. Maybe less, maybe only five days.
But a sevenday, not more. Kindan redlized with a sense of rdief that it had been more than a sevenday
gnce he'd fdt ill. He probably hadn’t been reinfected. He couldn’'t be sure, couldn’'t be certain until he
remained free of infection for the life span of the disease: the totd of the latent, infectious, and termind
phases.

Hisindinct told him that the disease lasted no more than three sevendays, that the infectious phase was
four to Sx days, maybe a sevenday but no more, and that the find phase was probably about the same,



less than seven days before a person was clear of infection.

So if a person showed no symptoms for three sevendays, they were unlikdy to be contagious, unlikdy
to have thiskiller flu.

He got up from the writing desk, bringing his scrap paper with him, and headed down to the Great
Hal.

“Kindan!” Merila cdled as she saw him. “ Greet, can you take over? I'm exhausted.”

“Yes” Kindan said, seeing in one glance the extent of the midwife's fatigue, her sumbling gait, the
dark rings under her eyes, the way she more jittered than moved. “Don’'t get up until you wake up on
your own.”

“Morning, then,” Merila said. She gestured to a group of cots set off by themsdlves “Maybe your
friendswill fed better by then.”

Kindan nodded, but his eyes lingered on the cots in the distance. He headed for them fird.
“Kindan,” Verilan exdamed when he caught 9ght of him, “I thought you were dead.”

“I'm not,” Kindan told him cheerfully. “It's good to see you, too.” He examined the moodpaste
dabbed on Verilan's head and was relieved to note that it was nearly green, only a hint of red showing.

“Can | get you anything?’
“A bedpan would be nice” Kelsa chimed from the other cot. “Or permission to use the necessary.”

“No,” Kindan said immediatdy, waving down one of the holders and sgning for a bedpan with his
hands. The holder nodded in understanding and sped off. “Wait a bit, we ve got one coming.”

“I never thought I'd pee again,” Kelsa said. “And now I’'ve got to go.”

Kindan, who had heard and dedt with much more horrific bodily functions in the past severd
sevendays, had no reaction to this admission, except to tdl her acerbicadly, “Hold it.”

He checked her forehead and wasn't surprised to see that the moodpaste was a comforting green: He
hed dready guessed that Kelsa was wel on her way to recovery by the tone of her voice and the
directness of her speech.

“Veilan,” Kindan began, remembering his notes, “do you know if Lenner had determined the illness's
duration?’

“It seemed like forever,” Nonala murmured from her cot. “But | guessit wasn't thet long.”

“We dl got fevers within a sevenday of your leaving,” Verilan informed him. He made a thoughtful
face. “It seemed like the fever lasted a sevenday, maybe less”

“Mmm,” Kindan murmured, wishing he had more evidence for his theory. Not that it mattered much. If
he was right, the holders who survived wouldn't spread the illness or get infected again but, according to
Bemin, another quarter of them or more would die of starvation before winter's end.



There had to be something he could do. Some way to get more help. But everyone on Pern was too
sick—and suddenly Kindan had the answer. All that was required was to risk the dragons and riders of
Pern.

“Vdla” he caled, sending his thoughts to the bronze fire-lizard. He had images of writing a long note,
describing his theories, and then he had a better idea. “Get Jtrd, Vdla, get the blue rider!”

CHAPTER 16

Step by step
Moment by moment
We live through
Another day.

IGEN WEYR
STAR STONES

A dry, warm wind—warm even in winter—blew across the top of the abandoned Weyr. Drought had

ruined Igen Hold and deprived Igen Weyr of tithe. Disaster had finished the Weyr off. The dragonriders
were dl gone now, having moved north to merge with Telgar Weyr. Once proud and bold, the Igen
riders had indilled ther vaues into the hardy Tdgar folk, and an Igen rider was now Telgar’'s
Weyrleader.

But the old Weyr remained, colored dightly by wind-borne dust from the desert, deserted but not
forgotten, ardic of better days, glories of past Turns.

A bronze dragon burgt from between over Igen’s mighty Star Stones. Shortly thereafter a blue dragon
with two riders appeared a short way off. The dragons landed long enough to disembark ther
passengers, then found perches in the high warm walls of 1gen Bowl.

The riders arranged themsdves so that the bronze rider was upwind of the blue rider and his
passenger, so that the steady winds of Igen kept any possible infection from the bronze rider.

Those same winds made it difficult to tak, so that the down-wind portion of the conversation was
conducted a just below aydl.

“Kindan, it's good to see you,” M’td began, grinning broadly a the young harper. The lad looked
much aged, but M’tal was not surprised; the plague had made old men out of boys well before thair time,

“And you,” Kindan caled back.
“You wanted to speak with me,” M’td said.



“With dl the Weyrleaders, actudly,” Kindan replied. “But I'll settle for you &t fird.”

M’td could not bear to tdl the youngster that none of the other Weyrleaders had agreed to this
mesting.

“How are things a Fort?’
“Better,” Kindan cdled back. “But not for long.”
M’td took the news gravely.

“Bemin figures that two thousand died, and another two thousand or more will starve unless help
comes.”

“Wha sort of hdp?’ M’ta asked. “We can only keep the fruit supplies going for another day or two
a the best”

“Help sting the Holds back up,” Kindan told him. “Bemin says that normdly three thousand are
needed to keep the Hold going.”

“Three thousand?’ M’td repeated in surprise. The Weyrs operated with far fewer people than that.
Then again, he reflected, the population of Benden Weyr was much smdler than ten thousand.

“They don’t have dragons to hdp,” Kindan caled back.
Thelad had a point, M’td admitted to himsdf. “What are you proposing?’

“Station awing of dragons a every mgor Hold, get them to hdp the Holds get going again,” Kindan
replied.

“But the plague!”

“| think it's over,” Kindan said. “If not, it doesn't last more than three weeks. Keep the wingsin the
Holds for three weeks &fter the last infection and they should be safe returning to the Weyr. There won't
be any infection to bring.”

“But awing isonly thirty dragons and riders at best,” M’ta replied. “What can they do?’

“They’re hedthy,” Kindan said. “They can hdp haul cod, set up carts, round up livestock, transport
holders quickly from one place to the other.”

“And if one wing's not enough, Weyrleader, then we could send two,” Jtrel chimed in. “I’'m proof that
dragonriders can survive thisillness”

“Weyrleader C'rion said you're too stubborn to die” M’td answered, grinning to take the ging out of
his comments.

“I've got people to livefor,” Jtrd sad diffidently. “ Some of them are holders.”

“Wedl livefor holders and crafters, | beieve” M’td commented drolly. He leaned back and closed
his eyes in thought. When he opened them again, he nodded firmly toward Kindan. “Very well, I'll take
your suggestion back to the Weyrleaders.”

“And you?’



“I've dready ordered Gaminth to digpatch wings to Bitra, Lemaos, Benden, and dl the holds minor,”
M’td said. He wagged afinger a Kindan. “For dl Pern, you'd better be right.”

Kindan nodded, feding a huge weight in his ssomach.
“We Il know in three weeks,” Jtrel said. Of M'td, he asked, “Do you think B’ ralar will send help?’

“Yes, hewill,” M'ta said. “It may be the worst mistake we ever make, and the lat, but it has torn us
gpart to stidy by whilethe rest of Pern dies”

“Then we mugt get back,” Kindan said. “Bemin will have preparations to make.”
“Did you tdl hm?" M’td asked in surprise.

“No, he doesn’t even know I’'ve gone,” Kindan replied.

Bemin might not have known that Kindan had gone, but he certainly was aware when Kindan returned.

“Where were you?’ the Lord Holder shouted when he spotted Kindan entering the Great Hal.
“We ve |ooked everywherel”

“Is there a problem?’ Kindan asked, looking around the Great Hal nervoudy. Could he have been
wrong, could the plague dill be infectious?

“No, but Merila woke up and went looking for you and when we couldn’t find you, I—" Bemin broke
off, his hands clenched into figts a his Sde.

“l went looking for more fruit,” Kindan said, touched by the unspoken depth of Bemin's affection.
“Fruit?” Bemin repeated in surprise. “There' s enough of that, it's men we need.”

Jtrel, who had been watching the exchange with growing amusement from the sddines, murmured,
“He got them, too. A right proper harper, heis”

Kindan looked questioningly a him.

“Can’'t hdp but speak inriddles,” Jtrel explained. He turned as, suddenly, outsde there were excited
cries.

“What' s hgppening?’ Bemin asked, rushing toward the doors.

“More fruit,” Jtrd sad, grinning. He and Kindan reached the courtyard jugt as the firsd wing of
dragons landed.

“Jlantir” Jtrel caled excitedly to the bronze rider in the front. “What are you doing here?’

“Kegping an eye on you,” the bronze rider growled. Jtrel had the sense to look abashed. Jlantir
turned to Bemin and bowed. “My Lord Holder, | present gregtings from the Weyrleaders of Ista,
Benden, and Fort Weyrs.”

“Three?” Kindan said in surprise.



“There was some discussion about the Harper Hall deserving dl four,” Jlantir said lightly, “but we fdt
that D’vin would best serve as reserve.” He turned back to Bemin. “At your harper’s request”—and he
nodded at Kindan, who looked thoroughly nonplussed—"we are pleased to provide you with the better
part of three wings of dragons to ad you and the harpers in their recovery.” He bowed low. “What do
you desire?’

Bemin turned to Kindan, lunged, and grabbed himin a great bear hug.

“It'sover now,” Kindan sad findly, saring hollow-eyed a the dragonriders. It had been nearly a month
snce the dragons had landed outside Fort Hold's Great Hal. There had been no new case of the fever in
afortnight.

The days tha followed had been no less wearying than the days of the plague, particulaly when
Kindan succeeded in convincing Bemin and J lantir that it was time to reinhabit the Harper Hall. Jtrel and
Jlantir had gone there done the firg day and after that had refused to let any of the harpers near the Hdl
until they had completed dl their work, clearing and deaning up the Harper Hall.

Three large mounds outside the Hedler Hall were covered with fresh earth, waiting for oring to cover
them with green.

Kindan had been overjoyed to discover that Selora was among the survivors of the Harper Hdl. In
fact, apart from the younger apprentices, Sdora was the only survivor of the Harper Hdl—dl the
journeymen, Masters, and older apprentices had succumbed to the plague. Kindan couldn’'t imagine how
the Harper Hal would ever recover.

“There are harpers and hedersin the holds,” Selora had assured him. * Some of them will come back.”

Jlantir's pronouncement that the Harper Hal was once again fit for habitation was met by a combination
of jubilation and sorrow.

Kesa, Nonda, and Veilan were anxious to return to ther quarters. Selora had gone ahead,
accompanied by Neesa—who'd overridden Bemin's worried protests with a smple, “Oh, Yanira will
hendleit dl, you'll see!”—to prepare awecoming fesst.

Kindan was surprised when, just outsde the Harper Hall’s archway, a large bronze dragon appeared
overhead and settled quickly onto the landing fidd. When he saw M’td jump down, his face lit with joy.

“| wanted to be here when you returned to your Hal,” M’ta told him. “ Sdina wanted to come as well,
but we decided not to risk thet.”

“The danger’s past,” Kindan assured him.
“Not thet,” M'td replied with a grin. “The danger of leaving a whole Weyr unsupervised.”

Sdlora and Neesa had lad on a great feast in the Harper Hall’ s dining room. Bemin was there, as were
Jir and many of the other Fort Holders, and the dragonriders.



Even s0, the great dining room was only partly filled with everyone stting at the apprentice tables. The
Magters table and the journeymen’s tables remained empty, and Kindan redized that the Harper Hal
would never seem the same to him again, that it had gotten smaler and yet somehow less intimate then
before.

He looked at Benden's Weyrleader. “Could you send for Magter Zig? HE ll be needed here.”

M’td gave hm a worried look. “Kindan,” he began, but the harper stopped him with an upraised
hand.

“l sent Vdla this momning,” Kindan assured him. “Magter Zig is dive. As the senior Madter, he
becomes the next Masterharper.”

“Of course” M’td agreed. “I'll have him here tomorrow.”

Kindan wanted to protest, but contained himsdf.

“The dragons are tired,” M’td explained. “And so are the riders.”

Kindan smiled wanly. “It seems | heard you say those words not so long ago, a High Reaches Weyr.”

When at lagt the feast was over, Kindan, Kelsa, Nonda, and Verilan made their way back to the
gpprentice dormitory and their old beds.

“So what are we going to do?’ Kelsa asked as she turned over the last glow and darkness filled the
room.

“I think we should get up early,” Kindan replied.

“Why?'

“M’td will bring Master Zig tomorrow,” Kindan told them.

“Mader Zig?' Verilan repeated in dread tones. “1’ve heard stories about him.”
“All true,” Kindan replied, amiling in the dark.

Segp came dowly to him; he was unused to the dormitory and aso the night noises of the Harper Hall
after so long in the Great Hal of Fort Hold. When it did come, he dreamt that Koriana was lying beside
him.

When he awoke the next morning, he redized tha the lump he'd fdt lying by him was Vala, who
chirped and chattered chearfully to him as he got up and headed into the showers.

“You can start on dearing up the Archive Room,” Selora told them as they finished breakfast. She
spread her gaze to indlude the rest of the gpprentices. “All of you.”

“You take charge, Verilan,” Kindan said as they entered the large hdl that was the Archive Room.

“No one ever sorted through dl the damp duff,” Verilan sniffed. “I think the dragonriders must have
thrown it dl out,” he added mournfully. Idly he picked up a Record tha had fdlen to the floor and
reverently set it on one of the reading tables. He glanced at Kindan, as if looking for ingruction. Kindan
shrugged and looked back at him expectantly.

“Rignt,” Verilan said, hitching up his shoulders and pointing to a group of the youngest apprentices.



“Fick up every Record on the floor and pile it here” He pointed to another group. “You lot start
checking the stacks nearest where the fire was. | want you to look for fire damage and water damage
fird. Bring any damaged Records over to thet table, there. Sort through the rest of the Records and
rearrange them into chronologica order.”

When the agpprentices started discovering damaged Records, Veilan made a third group of
trustworthy scribes and set them to work transcribing the damaged Records onto new paper. Kindan
noticed that Verilan sent a younger apprentice to retrieve the supplies from Master Reder’s old quarters;
Kindan couldn’t blame him for not wanting to go there himsdf, he knew that Verilan thought highly of the
late Master.

The apprentices threw themsdves into the task with relish and were dl thoroughly absorbed as midday
approached. Kindan was so engrossed himsdf that at firgt he didn’t notice the sound of a drum.

“Kindan,” Kelsa whispered urgently, “the drums.”

Report, the message sad.

“Thet's Zigt,” Kindan told her excitedly.

“But he just sad ‘report,”” Nonala complained. “He didn’'t say who.”

“You'd better get going,” Verilan said to Kindan, looking up from histable. “It's never good to keep a
Magter waiting.”

Veilan was right; Zist was tapping histhigh irritably as Kindan entered the Masterharper’ s quarters.

“It took you long enough,” Zist grumbled irritably, gesturing for Kindan to take a seat. “Where's your
report?’

“Magter?’

“I knew Murenny better then that,” Zist growled, “he'd expect a full report by now.” He jerked a
thumb toward his workdesk. “There' s materids there, get started. And don’t leave out any details.”

Kindan was surprised at Zid's gruff manner; he'd expected at least a polite hdlo before being set to
writing.

“Mind you thet it's legible” Zis warned, fingering the drum that he' d laid on the breskfast table besde
him.

Tha was the last word the Master said for the next severd hours as Kindan wrote firg a rough draft
and then a proper copy. Somewhere dong the way—he couldn’t quite remember when—Kindan found
tears garting in his eyes. He tried blinking them away, but they persisted. He paused for a moment, not
wanting to mar his Record. He looked back a the Record; he had just been writing about Vaxoram.

A hand reached over im and grabbed the page from the table.

“You're done with this one, aren’t you?’ Zig asked in a soft, kind voice. Kindan nodded, he hadn’t
redlized that Magter Zigt had been reading the pages as soon as he finished them.,



He was surprised a moment later when behind him Master Zist snorted and exclaimed, “You've a long
ways to go before you're a Master, what do you mean making Vaxoram a journeyman?’

Kindan turned to respond hatly, “Vaxoram earned the right. For dl | knew, | was the last harper on
Pern.” His voice cooled as tearsfilled his eyes once more. “It was dl he wanted.”

“*Want’ isnot dl that makes a journeyman,” Zig replied acerbicdly. In a softer tone, he added, “But
Journeyman Vaxoram had earned the right.” He gave Kindan a firm nod. “And so the Records will
show.”

Kindan gave him a grateful look. Zig sghed, then picked up his drum.

Songmaster report, he rapped out. With a amile to Kindan, he asked, “Who do you think will
come?’

“Kesa” Kindan replied ingantly. “If she doesn't die of fright.”
“Is she good?”’
“She' sthe best,” Kindan told him fervently.

“Are you peeking as a friend or a harper?’ Zig asked him, his bushy white eyebrows low over his
eyesin afrown.

“Hrg as a harper, second as afriend,” Kindan told him honestly.

“Wdl, well see” Zig sad as they heard footsteps coming up the stairway. He raised a finger to his
lips and motioned with his other hand that Kindan should get back to work. “Ligen carefully, and see
what you can learn.”

When the knock came on the door, Zig drawled out along, deep “Yes?’
“You sent for me?’ Kelsa replied through the door.

“l sent for the Songmaster,” Zig replied. “But you may comein.”

Kelsa opened the door and peered around hestantly.

“Comein,” Zig ordered, his finger pointing to a spot right in front of him. Kelsa walked nervoudy to
the indicated spot and stood, her fingers moving anxioudy at her sde. “And you are?’

“Kesa Masgter,” she replied with a squeaky voice.

Zig cast an amused glance toward Kindan, but as he was busy writing his Records and had his back
to the proceedings, he didn't see it. Vdla, who had entered the room when Kindan had started crying
and had found a perch on a bookshelf overlooking the worktable, saw the Master’s look and chirped
amusdly a Kindan.

“| sent for the Songmadter,” Zig said. “Why did you come?’
“The Madter isdead,” Kelsatold him. 1 thought | could help.”
“You did, did you?’ Zig asked. He gave her athoughtful look. “1 need a song.”

“Magter?’



“l need a song about the events of the plague” Zig told her. “1 need a song that is uplifting but honet,
asong that tels everyone why the Weyrs stood aoof and how they came to hdp when they could.

“Can you write that song?’
“l cantry,” Kelsatemporized.

“l did not ask if you could ‘try,’” Zig responded harshly. “This song will be sung by dl the harpers on
Pern. | need it by this evening.” He hdd up the pages of Kindan's Records. “You can use these” he
sad, handing her the papers. “Can you do it?’

Kdsa glanced a Kindan's back, draightened her own, and declared with chin hed high, “Yes,
Magter, | can.”

“Good,” Zig said approvingly. He gestured toward the degping quarters. “You'll find ingruments and
a writing table in there. Get started now. I'll bring you more Records as he’—he nodded toward
Kindan—"finishes them.”

Zig waited until he could hear Kelsa's tuning in the room next door, then stood up and went over to
the desk where Kindan was working.

“Bequick,” Zig urged him, taking another completed Record from the table and dtting back down a
his table to read it. A moment later he walked it through to Kelsa. Kindan could hear them conferring
indiginctly and then Zis said dearly at the doorway, “Yes, yes, that's a good choice. Keep working.”

Zig returned to his desk and sat for awhilein thoughtful silence. When he moved again, it was to pick
up the drum.

Voicemaster, report.

“Who will thet be?’ he asked.

“Nonaa,” Kindan replied at once. “She' s the best.”

“Did she work with you?’

“Not asmuch as I'd like” Kindan answered honestly. “My voice has been a mess since it cracked.”
“Good,” Zid replied. “If you'd told me that she had worked with you, | would have sent her packing.”
Despite himsdf, Kindan amiled at the Master’ s remark.

“Your firelizard is dill young, is he up to teking a message?’ Zig asked from behind him. Kindan
glanced up at Vala, then turned to face Master Zig.

“Sometimes” he replied. “He learns quicker than mogt.”

“Wdl,” Zig said, “hard times speed things up.” His glance remained on Kindan for a moment longer,
unfathomable. “Can you have him take a message to Jofri? | want him to come here as my second and
handle defense, dance, and civics”

“He d be good at that,” Kindan said, gesturing for Valato hop down to him.
“l don’t recdl asking for an apprentice’ s opinion,” Zig said severdly.



“Sorry, Madter,” Kindan replied, extending a hand for the Master’s note. “Where is Master Jofri
now?’

“Fort Weyr,” Zig replied. In a softer voice he added, “At least he was safe”

“How wasit in the mines?’ Kindan said, asking the question he' d been dreading for awhile,
Zig sghed. “1t was bad, but not as bad as here,” he said. “Daor isin charge now.”
“Ddor?’ Kindan repeated in surprise.

“Mader Nataon and his wife did not survive” Zig responded. “Nudla and Zenor are dl right,
dthough it was touch and go with her, as is Renna—she's acting as heder for the moment. While this
plague affected people of dl ages, dl the miners between saventeen and twenty-one succumbed, much
the same as here”” He turned his head toward the stairway as they heard footsteps. “Let's see who
showed up,” he said to Kindan as someone knocked on the door.

It was Nonala. She entered without permission and stood close to Zig. “You sent for me?’
“Are you the Voicemagter?’
“I'm the best in the Hal,” Nonda replied firmly.

“Good,” Zig sad gpprovingly. He nodded his head toward the deeping quarters. “Young Kelsa is
composing a song in there. | want it sung tonight at the evening med.”

Nonaa's eyes widened for just an ingant. Then she glanced a Kindan's back and nodded firmly. “I'll
need my own choice of Sngers”

“Everyone except him and her,” Zig replied, pointing at Kindan and the doorway to the other room.
“He s not very good,” Nonalatold Zig frankly.

“His voice just cracked,” Zig replied, much to Kindan's surprise. He remembered Master Zig as a
perfectionist, not given to taking second best.

“It was never dl that good to start with,” Nonala responded.

“Passable a best.”

“Ah” Zig said gpprovingly, “I see that you redly are a Voice-mader.”

Nonda stood a bit taler, elated.

“Very wel,” Zig concluded, “wait here while Kelsa finishes the song, then get to work.”

“Hnishes?” Nonaa asked, showing her firs sgns of fear—to take a song, one written by Kelsa and
not yet finished, to itsfirg performancein less than a day was more than a bit daunting.

“Not up to the chalenge? Zig asked with ahint of agmile

“Have you seen the duff she writes?” Nonda demanded, suddenly dl in motion. “It's nearly
impossble!”

“If it' s nearly impossible, then it's dearly possble,” Zig told her, amiling. Nonda started to give him an
angry reply, then snorted and smiled back. Zis waved toward a spare chair, but Nonala demurred. “I



think I'll go ligenin, if | may.”

With a nod, Zig waved her off to the far room. He rose again slently, and retrieved another finished
Record from Kindan.

“Lagt one” Zig sad enigmaticaly when he'd finished reading Kindan's writing. He picked up the
drum and rapped: Archivist, report.

“That'll be Verilan,” Kindan predicted confidently. “He should have been made journeyman long ago,
but he' s too young.”

“Ageisnot my concern,” Zig replied. “ Experience and maurity are what counts.”

This time the steps came earlier, and were rushed; the knock on the door was perfunctory, and the
door was thrown open before Zist could speak.

“Veilan reports,” the youngster said soberly. One hand was stained with ink, but he did not look &t dl
abashed by it, rather tregting it as part of his apparel. “The Archiveswill be restored by this evening.”

“Veilan, isit?” Zig asked, lazly pushing the drum out of his lgp and back onto the table. “I sent for
the Archivig.”

“l am the Archivig,” Verilan replied. “Master Reder is dead.”
“But you're just an apprentice,” Zig said scornfully.

“I'm the Archivig,” Verilan perdasted saunchly.

“Proveit,” Zig said. He turned to Kindan. “Aren’'t you done yet?’

“Yes, Magter,” Kindan said, printing out the last line of his Record. He turned with the page in his
hand and passed it over to the Master.

“About time” Zig murmured. He glanced at the Record and handed it over to Verilan. “Kedsaisin the
other room writing a song using this Record,” he told him. “You are to make a copy and then have your
scribes make copies for every hold, mgor and minor.

“When they are done with that,” Zig continued, “Kesawill have a song for you to copy aso. You
mus have both completed by dusk, ready to send.”

Veilan nodded curtly and marched into the other room. He was back a moment later, retrieving
ylus ink, and paper from the workdesk, unperturbed by Zist's ominous gaze.

As Veilan retreated to the back room, Zig sad to Kindan, “Go tdl Sdora that we will have a new
song tonight.”

Kindan desperately wanted to stay with his friends, but he knew Zig too wel to argue, so he nodded
and |eft.

“Let me know when your fire-lizard returnd” Zig cdled at his retreating back.



“A new song, eh?’ Sdlora said, her look inscrutable. “Hmm, well, well need help in the kitchens, then,
because new songs meen lots of food.” She threw an apron to Kindan. “You can get started with the
dessart.”

Kindan suppressed a groan. Perhaps things were getting back to normd &fter dl.

In fact, Selora was hard-pressed for hep and feeding even thirty harpers meant a lot of cooking.
Kindan was hot and swesaty by the time the soup was set to Smmering, the shepherd' s pies were cooking
inthe oven, the bread was set to cooling, the fires were stoked, and the greens washed.

Sdlora consulted some internd clock that only cooks seemed to possess and told Kindan
condderingly, “You'd best go change, Master Zig would have your hide if you came to dinner looking
like thet.”

Kindan was dill wearing Koriana s clothes and was rductant to part with them. Besides, he wasn't
aureif he had any clean clothes | ft.

Seaing his concern, Selora told him, “Lord Bemin sent you down some clothes. | had someone lay
them on your bunk.”

Kindan took the time to wash and brush his teeth before returning to his bunk. He was astonished to
see not one but three sets of clothes on a hanger—all in harper’s blue. He eyed the finish criticdly; it
appeared that the gpprentice stripes were merdly tacked on. W, there was nothing for it, he could fix
them later.

Thefresh cleen doth fdt good againg his skin. There was just a hint of a specia fragrance, the amdl
that Kindan would dways associate with Koriana's har. He was just ready to leave when Veilan,
Nonala, and Kelsa came rushing in.

“He sent us to change!” Kelsawalled.

“You should gripe, we've only had one practice, and I’'m going to have to Ing soprano,” Nonaa
replied, heading toward the restroom.

“Hey, who put these clothes here?” Verilan complained as he approached his bunk. Kindan looked
over and saw that Verilan, too, had a new set of harper’s blue.

“Maybe Lord Bemin,” Kindan said. “He sent some down for me.”

“For dl of us” Kelsaexclamed, glanang appreciatively at the finery. “But they mugt have rushed, the
sewing's not dl that good.”

When he returned to the kitchen, Selora sent him out peremptorily. “Y ou're to go to the Dining Hall!”

Kindan came up to the Dining Hal jugt as it was filling. Something was bothering him, but he couldn’t
identify it. From the Masters' table, Master Jofri waved at him and Kindan waved back, his face splitting
into agrin.

Something...about the clothes. But before Kindan could figure it out, Verilan, Nonda, and Kelsa
came rushing into the hal dong with the rest of the apprentices. Kindan turned to Kelsa, mouth open,
ready to ask a question when Magter Zigt entered the room, dressed in afine new Masterharper’ s ouitfit.

He was flanked, Kindan noted with surprise, by Lord Holder Bemin, Weyrleader B'rdar, and—best
of dl—M’'td. Behind them came Jdir, Neesa, Mdira, Stennd, and Yanira, carrying baby Fiona Behind



them came the High Reaches Weyrleader, D'vin, and C'tov! In back of them was a last group—Dador
and Nuela, Kindan's friends from his youth in the mines. They were dressed in their finest clothes and the
twin brother and sster waved chearfully at Kindan.

The dignitaries were seated at the journeymen’s table which surprised Kindan gregtly, but not nearly
asmuch asit did Verilan, who looked completely nonplussed.

“Do you know—" Verilan began in an excited whisper, only to be cut off by Master Zigt's resounding
voice.

“We are honored tonight by hold, craft, and weyr,” Zi4 told the group.
“Something's up,” Kelsa declared, glancing around the room suspicioudy.
“I know,” Verilan agreed fervently.

“We have dl been through many perils and much pain,” Zig continued. “Now that they are padt, it is
time to begin again.

“Tonight marks a new beginning for Pern,” he said. “And tonight we celebrate it.” He took a deep
breath and turned to the apprentices. “Y ou have survived great pain and loss, you have been cdled upon
to meet the sternest of chdlenges, and you did not fail. Y our childhood ended abruptly and far too early.”
He nodded sorrowfully toward them, then paused for a momernt.

“Songmaster Kelsa, pleaserise” Zig said.

Kelsarose to her feet, her face white.

At she did, Jofri rose beside Master Zig, and so did dl the dignitaries a the journeymen’s table.
“You're going to walk the tables, Kelsal” Nonaa declared in sudden comprehension.

“Apprentices, please rise and escort Kelsato her new table” Zig said, his voice no longer somber, his
eyes twinkling.

“l don’'t think I can move!” Kelsa moaned.
“Of course you can,” Kindan declared, pushing her with his hand.

Sowly, seadily, Kelsa walked around the apprentice table and over to the journeymen’s table, to be
greeted enthusagticdly by the Lord Holders, Crafters, and Weyrleaders.

“Congratulaions, Journeyman Kelsa,” Zig said to her. The hall burst with the noise of dapping hands
and somping feet.

Zig waited until everyone was seated once more. “We're not done yet,” he told the gpprentices with a
wink.

“Oh, no!” Nonala exclaimed.

“Voicemaster Nonala, plesse risg)” Zig said, amiling at her.

“Come on, Nonaa,” Verilan urged.

“You earned it,” Kindan agreed fervently. Kelsa rushed back over to hep and together the four



walked the tables to deposit a shocked Nonaa at the journeymen’s table.
“Onemore” Zig sad after the tumult died down. “And then we can eat.”
Kindan nodded toward Verilan.
“No, it'syou,” Verilan said, shaking his head. “ After dl you've done, it has to be you.”
“I was banished, remember?’ Kindan told him. “I’'m lucky to be here at dl.”
“BU
“Archivig Verilan, please rise” Zig's voice boomed out, dispdling any doubt.
Veilan sat, rebdlious, until Kindan rose and grabbed him under the elbow.
“You've earned this” Kindan told him forcefully. “By dl rights you should be Master now.”

Rductantly, Verilan stood. When Nonda and Kelsa came eagerly to him, he couldn’t help but amile
back a them. He completed his dircuit around the tables and sat a the journeymen’'s table but he
continued to look back a Kindan, his expression mirroring the injustice he felt.

Thefood came out and Kindan ate heartily, glad to redize that he and Selora had made such a grest
feast for such illugtrious company. Still, he couldn’'t hep from time to time glanding widfully toward his
friends, wishing not so much that he were there with them as that he had their company.

The med was finished and dessert served before Zig rose again.

“Itisarule of the Harper Hal that a person cannot be promoted urtil they’ ve esten one med in ther
present rank,” Zig said. There was a gasp from dl the gpprentices and journeymen as these words

registered amongst them.
Jofri rose beside Zis and they walked over to the journeymen’s table.
“Journeyman Verilan,” Jofri said soberly, “please rise”
“Me?’ Verilan squeaked. “No, it should be Kindan.”
“Get up, Veilan,” Kelsa commanded him. “Get up, or well lift you.”
Rductantly Verilan rose.

“Only once before has an gpprentice been devated to Magter in the same day,” Zig told the gathering
as he and Jofri escorted Verilan over to the Masters' table. “And that was Master Murenny.

“But you are the youngest Master on record,” Zig said to Verilan. “Asyou might well know.”
Verilan could only nod mutely.

Kindan roared his approva dong with the rest of the room. When the noise died down, Zig rose
agan, gesuring to Nonala

“Journeyman Kelsa has written a song to mark the events of these past sad months and Journeyman
Nonda has kindly agreed to dng it,” Zig said. He nodded to Veilan and addressed the Weyrleaders,
Holders, and Crafters. “And Master Verilan will provide copies of the Records for your harpers as wel
as copies of thissong.”



Nonaa assembled her chorus and with afirm nod prepared them to Sng.
“Thisis cdled ‘Kindan's Song,”” Nonaa said, her voice reverberating through the room.

Step by step
Moment by moment
We live through

Another day.

Fever consumes us
Death surrounds us
Sill we succeed through
Another day.

Tears trickled down Kindan's face as they did down dl the faces in the Harper Hall and he recalled
the faces of those who had died, countless, in the plague.

The song was over and there was a slence in the hdl before Kindan redized that people were
ganding behind him. He fdt arms on his, urging him upward.

M’tal and Bemin were & his sde, lifting him.
“Rise, Kindan,” Zid's voice boomed through the hdll, filling every corner.
Step by step, moment by moment, Kindan walked the tables.

EPILOGUE

Harper in your garments blue

Sng a song of tales quite true

Harper with your drumso loud
You make us all feel quite proud.



BENDEN WEYR,
AL 497.1

T he sun was setting in the evening Sky when the greet bronze dragon erupted from between over the
Star Stones. The watchdragon bugled a query and then a greeting.

Wheding sharply, Gaminth began a steep descent into the Weyr Bowl.
“Areyou ready, Harper?” M’td cdled over his shoulder.

“ Ya”

AUTHORS NOTES

According to the Merck Manual, Eighteenth Edition, (Copyright 2006 by Merck & Co, Inc.) influenza
A epidemics occur in the United States every two to three years. “Pandemics caused by new influenza A
serotypes may cause paticularly severe disease” Influenza B viruses can cause epidemics in three-to
five-year cycles.

The Grest Influenza of 1918 was a pandemic of grimmer proportions then ether the usud influenza A
or B epidemic/pandemic cycles It was paticulaly devadtaiing among the eighteento
twenty-one-year-old population because, sadly, people a those ages had the most well-developed
immune systems. In combeting the influenza, the matured immune systems would attack the lining of the
lungs and, tragicdly, the victim's lungs would fill with liquid, causing death by drowning (more specificaly,
Acute Respiratory Disease Syndrome or ARDS—SARS is a vaiant of this).

For more information on mgor influenza pandemics, we recommend The Great Influenza by John
M. Barry, published by Penguin Books, 2005 (with a new afterword).




