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Thousands of years after man firs developed interstdlar travel, colonigts from Earth, Tau Ceti 111, and
many other worlds settled upon Pern, the third planet of the star Rukbat in the Sagittarius sector.

They found Pern idyllic for their purposes. a pastord world far off the standard trade routes and
perfect for those recovering from the horrors of the Nathi Wars.

Led by hero Admird Paul Benden and Governor Emily Bal of war-torn Tau Ceti, the colonigts
quickly abandoned their advanced technology in favor of asmpler life. For eght years—*Turns’ as they
cdled them on Pern—the settlers spread and multiplied on Pern’s lush Southern Continent, unaware that
amenace was fagt gpproaching: the Red Star.

The Red Star was actudly a wandering planetoid that had been captured by Rukbat millennia before.
It had a highly dlipticd, cometary orbit, passng through the fringes of the sysem’s Oort Cloud before
hurtling back inward toward the warmth of the sun, a cyde that took two hundred and fifty Turns.

For fifty of those Turns, the Red Star was visble in the night sky of Pern. Vishle and deadly, for when
the Red Star was close enough, as it was for those fifty long Turns, a space-traveling spore could cross
the void from it to Pern. Once the spore entered the thin, tenuous upper atmosphere, it would thin out
into along, thin, streamer shape and float down to the ground below, as seemingly harmless “ Threads.”

Likedl living things, however, Thread needed sustenance, and it ate anything organic: wood or flesh, it
was dl the same to Thread. The firg deadly Fdl of Thread caught the colonists completdly unawares.
They bardy survived. In the aftermath they came up with a desperate plan: having abandoned their high
technology, they turned to their knowledge of genetic engineering to modify fire-lizards—six-limbed,
winged lifeforms indigenous to Pern—into huge, ridesble, fire-bresthing dragons. These dragons,
telepathicdly linked a birth to ther riders, formed the maindtay of the protection of Pern. Other solutions
were tried, as well, but none proved to be as effective as dragons.

The approach of the Red Star caused further difficulties in the form of violent tectonic activity
throughout the Southern Continent. Overwheimed by the sudden proliferation of volcanic eruptions and
earthquakes, the colonigts abandoned their origind settlements in favor of the amdler, stabler, northern
continent. In their haste, much was logt and much was forgotten.

Huddled in one settlement, caled Fort Hold, the colonists soon found themsdves overcrowded,
particularly with the growing dragon population. The dragons—with their riders—moved into their own
high mountain space, cdled Fort Weyr. Astime progressed and the population spread across Pern, more
Holds were formed and more Weyrs were created by the dragonriders.

Given their great losses, particularly in able-bodied older folk, the people of Fort and the other Holds
soon found themsdlves resorting to an authoritarian system where one Lord Holder became the ultimate
authority of each Hold. The Weyrs developed differently. Unable to both provide for themsdves and
protect the planet, the dragonriders relied upon a tithe from the Holds for their maintenance. Instead of a
Lord Holder, they had a Weyrleader—the rider of whichever dragon flew the Weyr's senior queen
dragon.

And so the two populations grew separate, distant, and too often intolerant of each other.

/ \s the Red Star moved away again, Thread stopped fdling. Then, after a two-hundred-Turn

“Intervd,” it returned to rain death and destruction from the skies for another fifty-Turn “Pass.” Again,
Pern relied on the dragons and their riders to keep it Thread free. And, again, the Pass ended, and a
second Interval began.

Tweve Turns before the start of the Third Pass, a strange plague spread across Pern, decimating the
holder population.

Even now, as the Red Star herdds the return of Thread and the beginning of the Third Pass, some
andler holds il lie falow and deserted. The farmers of Pern struggle to provide enough food for the
holders and weyrfolk. Miners work long hours to make up for fewer bodies, and few young holders are
sent to the Harper Hall or Hedler Hal to learn the ancient crafts.



DRAMATIS PERSONAE

AT FORT WEYR, AL 507
K’lior, Weyrleader, bronze Rineth
Cisca, Weyrwoman, gold Mélirth
Tannaz, Weyrwoman, gold Kelsanth
H'’ nez, wingleader, bronze Ginirth

T mar, wingleader, bronze Zirenth
Meanwy, aged headwoman
Xhinna, agirl of the weyr

Terin, agirl of theweyr

TRADERS
Azeez, Master Trader
Mother Karina
Temiz

AT FORT HOLD
Bemin, Lord Holder, bronzefire-lizard, Jokester
Fona, his daughter, gold fire-lizard, Fire

AT THE WHERHOLD
Aleesa, WherMagter, gold Aleesk
Ardla Aleesa sdaughter

Jaythen, wherman

AT BENDEN WEYR

M’tal, Weyrleader of Benden Weyr, bronze dragon Gaminth
Sdina, Weyrwoman, gold dragon Breth

Lorana, Weyrwoman, gold Arith

Kindan, journeyman harper, bronzefire-lizard, Vdla

DRAGONHEART

ONE



Heart, give voice to sing
Of life on dragonwings!

Fort Weyr, AL 507.11.17, Second Interval

“.. . and you wouldn't believe how many holders they’ve saved over the last ten Turns” Benden
Weyrleader M’tal said, continuing to press his case for the watch-whers.

The three remaining Weyrleaders had adjourned to Fort Weyr’s Council Room to await the Hatching
and confer.

C'rion of 1sta Weyr snorted and shook his head. “I'm sorry, M’td, but the time's dl wrong,” he said.
“Threads will be fdling dl too soon and here you are with this radicad notion of training dragons and
watch-whers to fly Threads together a night.”

M’td took a dow, caming breath to difle the hot retort he wanted to make. He looked expectantly to
K’lior.

The youngest Weyrleader of Pern shifted unessly under the gray-haired man's gaze. Wdl aware that
Mt had been a Weyrleader since before K’lior was born, he found it hard to refute such a length of
experience. Of course, C'rion was even older dill and had made his fedings well-known.

“Look,” M’ta began again, his hands outstretched in a placating gesture, “just think—"

He broke off as his ears detected the unmistakable hum of dragons at Hatching. He amiled and
gestured at K’lior. “Weyrleader?’

K’lior was dready on his feet and heading for the doorway that led to the Hatching Grounds.

K indan and Kentai, Fort Weyr's harper, were waiting on the dairs to the viewing stands in the

Hatching Grounds, ready to escort the more fegble or overly-excited holders up to a good perch. Kindan
nodded to M'tdl as the Weyrleader passed by, Hill engrossed in fervent conversation with the Istan and
Fort Weyrleaders.

“| see D’gan has departed,” Kentai murmured to Kindan as the Weyrleaders dimbed out of earshot.

Kindan shrugged. He knew that M’tal had not been counting on D’ gan’s support anyway. He was less
pleased a the looks he'd seen on C'rion's and K’lior's faces—neither looked very thrilled with what
M’td was saying to them. Kindan, who was familiar with M’td’s plan, shook his head. Couldn't the
other Weyrleaders see that watch-whers, with their night-seeing eyes, were supposed to fly the night
Threedfals?

“Lord Itardl, Lady Nelyssa,” Kenta called as he spotted the Lord and Lady Holders of Ruatha Hold.
He amiled as he spotted the third person in ther party. “I see that you've convinced Lady llyssa to join
you this time” He nodded to their young daughter and raised an ebow invitingly. “May | escort you to
your segts?’

Ilyssa blushed, but, overcoming her embarrassed amile, curtsied most degantly and took hisarm.

“ThisisKindan,” Kentai said with a nod toward the other harper. “He's come with Lord M’tal from

Benden Weyr.”
Lady Nelyssa started at his name and peered a him more closdy. “Aren’t you the one—" She caught
hersdf and repidly switched her comment. “—I mean, aren't you the young man who gave up his

watch-wher to Nuella, the WherMaster?”

“Among other things, | am known for that,” Kindan agreed, indining his head palitdy and giving her a
dight smile. He knew what she'd started to say, and wondered if he would ever live down the sigma of
the firein the Harper Hal’s Archive rooms. He hadn’'t been soldly responsible, after dl, and he'd fought



the hardest to put the blaze out, preserving countless other Records . . .

“Kindan!”

Before he could even react to the sound of his name, the speaker pummeed into him, dutching him
tightly about the waist and trying her best to squeeze the breath out of him. Brilliant sea-blue eyes looked
out from behind a lock of rebelious honey-blond hair as the youngser turned her head and cdled back
accusngly to the well-dressed Lord Holder behind her, “You didn’t tel me he'd be herel”

Bemin of Fort Hold smiled indulgently at his daughter. “There are such things as surprises, Fiona,” he
sad with awink.

“Oh, Kindan, it's so good to see you!” Fiona exclamed, burying her face once more in Kindan's
chest.

“It's good to see you, too,” Kindan replied. He held out a hand to Fort Hold's Lord Holder. The
older man, face lined with age and sad memories, took it in his own and gripped it tightly.

“Good to see you again, lad,” Bemin said. He looked up the stairs. “I think we' d better get up there or
the dragons will dl have hatched.”

Fona turned toward the steps, firmly locking her arms around Kindan's elbow. “Harper Kindan,” she
sad, sounding every inch aLord Holder’ s daughter, “would you do me the honor of escorting me?’

“It would be my pleasure, Lady Fiona,” Kindan replied with equa aplomb. A bronze fire-lizard darted
down from the heights, dighted for a moment on Kindan's shoulder, chirped happily to him, then rose
aganinthear.

Lord Bemin chuckled. “I see that Vdlafollowed you.”

“I can't keep hm away from a Hatching,” Kindan confessed. He craned his neck up and scanned the
swarm of fire-lizards overhead. “Where are Jokester and Fire?’

“We left them behind,” Bemin said. “I doubt ether of them is as well-trained as yours.”

“Wl, they’ ve bardly two Turns out of the shell,” Kindan dlowed. “Give them time”

“Like dl youngsters, they are impetuous and brash,” Bemin agreed with a twinkle in his eyes. “Why,
you would not believe where | found my daughter—”

“Father!” Fona protested, a warm blush highlighting her freckles. Bemin laughed.

“Chading tunnd snakes again?’ Kindan asked her in a voice pitched for her ears done.

He was not successful, as Bemin snorted, saying, “1 cannot teach her any decorum a dl!” He
continued, “ She was hoursin the bath and I'm sure there' s ill dirt on her.”

Kindan fdt Fiona grab him tighter and heard her groan, but when he glanced down he saw the amilein
her eyes.

“He s sounding much happier,” he said quietly.

“He deservesit,” Fona replied.

Kindan nodded in agreement. Lord Holder Bemin had kept his Hold together twelve Turns before
when the Plague had struck and killed nearly one in four of his Holders, induding his wife and dl his
children, save for the youngest, Fiona.

Kindan, sent from the Harper Hal to Fort Hold in disgrace after the fire, had helped Fort’s old Hedler,
Kilti, to do everything possible for the sick and dying. In the end, Kilti had succumbed to the Plague
himsdlf, leaving Kindan, at fourteen, in charge.

Fona cocked her head at a change in the sound and then legpt up the steps, dragging Kindan aong.
“Come on, they’re hatching!”

Indeed they were. Kindan, Fiona, and Bemin found seats saved for them next to Lord Itard and his
family.

“Jus some greens,” Ilyssa assured Fiona as she patted the empty seat she'd saved for her friend.
Fona rdinquished her grip on Kindan with an apologetic look and heppily took her place beside Ilyssa.
The two leaned toward each other and began to speak in low voices.

The hot sands rapidly filled with white-robed candidates, flown in by Fort Weyr’'s bronze dragons.
The rest of Fort’s dragons, perched high above, hummed in welcome, the sound growing louder as the
eggs began to rock and crack.

Suddenly there was a hush as the first egg cracked open. A brown dragonet flopped out, awkward



and creding. A group of candidates darted anxioudy around it—some moving toward it, some away.
And then—one candidate reached out to the baby dragon and Impressed. The dragons hummed
aoprovingly.

Ancther dragonet burgt forth from its egg, and another, and another. From the stands, it seemed as
though of tide of white-robed candidates flowed and ebbed around the blue, green, brown, and bronze
dragonets until, findly, one white-robed figure stood protectively beside each dragonet as the miracle of
Impression was repeated.

“Look therel” Fiona called, pointing toward one of the larger eggs. “Is that a queen?’

“It could be,” Kindan said. A great rent appeared in the shel, followed moments later by a golden
head. “It id”

The little queen made quick work of extricating hersdf from her egg while dl around the bronzes
crooned excitedly. Freed a lagt, the little gold queen waked around, looking from one candidate to
another.

“What would happen if there wasn't a suitable candidate? Fiona muttered to Kindan, who shrugged
in response. The girls were trying; one bold girl just barely dodged the dragonet’s awkward movements,
pulled aside at the last moment by a shorter, younger, dark-haired girl.

Kental had overheard the exchange. “ There are Records,” he said, looking uncomfortable.

“Wdl, she's coming thisway,” Ilyssa noted with excitement.

“WEe re near the exit to the Bowl,” Kentai remarked. “Maybe she' s looking for someone out there.”

She waan't. Still ignoring the girls clustered around her, even the bold dark-haired one that Fiona
would have thought she'd like, the dragonet lurched over to the vidtor stands. She looked up into the
gands and creded desperately. Kindan and Bemin exchanged darmed looks as the little gold gazed
toward Fiona. Fiona's eyes grew wide with shock and she glanced worriedly at Lord Bemin. Bemin
seemed to wilt in despair—Fiona was his last surviving child—but he recovered and nodded weskly.

“What's her name?’ he asked his daughter, gesturing to the gold below and forcing his lips into a
qmile

The dragonet credled again piteoudy and Fonaturned back to her, her face glowing in pure joy as she
declared, “ She says her nameis Tdenth!”

Kindan picked out K’lior and Cisca dimbing down the gairs toward them. It was obvious from the
look on her face that Cisca had taken in the full import of the event. She would handle things from here.
Kindan, who, after dl, was beholden to Benden not Fort Weyr, turned away for a last look a the now
empty Hatching Grounds.

For a moment, a very brief moment, before the egg had proved to be a gold, Kindan had imagined
what might have happened if he had Impressed. A chirp from above distracted him as his fire-lizard,
Vdla, swooped down from his perch above, pleased with himsdf for locating Kindan and thrilled to have
seen the Hatching.

Kindan shook himsdf from his reverie. He had been a miner, had bonded with a watch-wher, the
dragons kin, and now he was a harper who had Impressed afire-lizard. The Red Star was approaching,
bringing the deadly Threads, and everything would change when the dragons began the fifty-Turn battle
to save Pern from extinction. Vaguey Kindan wondered if he would live to see the end of the Pass and
the return of the less trying times he had been born into.

The beeting of a drum, the cdl to dinner, and a persona plea from Kentai for hdp in entertaining the
revelers spurred Kindan up and out of the Hatching Grounds. At the entrance, he turned back once
more, unable to contain hislonging.

K indan couldn’t remember who waved him toward the degping quarters or quite how he got himsdf

into bed. The evening had been a raucous celebration a which he had sung much, danced much, and
drank much—far more than his usud. He had no ideawhy he'd drunk so much, nor why he' d worked so
hard that evening . . . until he woke in the middle of the night in a cold swest.



The Weyr was dlent, but the slence seemed more oppressive than comforting. The sound of his
labored breathing came harshly to his ears and he sat up in his cot, glandng around nervoudy to check if
his nightmare had disturbed anyone €se to whom he'd have to make a quick gpology.

He heard no one.
In the distance a dragonet creded uneasly. Then slence.
Kindan sghed and swvung hislegs over the side of the cot.

It wasn't as if he was the only one who had nightmares of the Plague, but he hadn’t had many in the
past saverd Turns, S0 he was surprised that he'd had one now. Something about the day before must
have reminded him subconscioudy, so that he sang so hard and drank so much to keep away the pain.
Not that it had worked, obvioudy.

The Plague that had swept across Pern and then—just as quickly—disappeared, had struck when he
hed only fourteen Turns, leaving hm soldly in charge of Fort Hold's sick when the aged heder had
himsdf succumbed to the disease. So many had died.

So many, induding Koriana, Lord Bemin's daughter and Fiona' s older sster.

“Koriang,” Kindan whispered. The sound of her name brought both joy and pain, like a rose: pretty
amdl, prickly thorns. He shook his head. “I’'m sorry.”

| tried, hethought. But he wondered, as he dways wondered: Did | try hard enough?

Resolutdy, Kindan lay back in the cot and closed his eyes. Presently, his breathing eased and he
relaxed, but he did not deep. And in that space between degping and waking, he heard the sound of a
dragon departing between.

T denth's cred woke Fionaingantly.

What isit? she asked, jumping out of her bed and rushing to the young queen’slair.

He hurts, Tdenth whimpered. Fiona knet and pulled the young queen’s head into her lap.

I’'m sorry, she thought to her dragon, gently caressing the lesthery hide.

He hurts and you fed it, Tdenth said. How is it that you feedl it?

Fiona furrowed her brow in surprise. At firg she thought that Tdenth was referring to her father, but
then she forced hersdf to be honest. She had wheedled and whined her very best to convince her father
to bring her to this Hatching, dl because she knew that Kindan would be here.

| don’t know, she confessed. | just do. I'm sorry that it hurts you, too.

Can you help him?

Fiona bent to cradle Tdenth's head with her whole body. I’'m not sure, she said. But deep indde her,
FHona knew that was alie. As she consdered it, she heard a noise—a dragon going between.

We’ ve been here long enough, let’s go, the rider thought to the dragon under her.

As you wish, the dragon responded. With a great heave of its hind legs, the dragon legpt into the air
and went between.

TWO

Skin stretch



Flake, pedl.
Qil, scratch,
Feed, cred.

Fort Weyr, The Next Day

“I'll be just fine, Father,” Fiona assured Lord Holder Bemin as he took his leave of her the next morning.
“You can send Jokester to check on me—" Catching hersdf, she gestured lovingly down to the gold
queen beside her. “—us, whenever you need.”

“It'sjust that—"

“You mus get back to the Hold, Father,” Fionatold him firmly. “I’ll be fine—" She paused, rasng her
hend to difle ayawn. “—here.”

“You look exhausted,” Bemin said, glanding to the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman for support.

“A late night and a ressful day,” Fiona assured him, again gifling a yawn. She amiled ruefully down at
Tdenth. “Well be fine”

Lord Bemin gave his daughter one find, worried look. “I'll send Jokester to check on you.” The
bronze fire-lizard perched on his shoulder made a chearful noise of agreement.

“T"mar will see you back to your Hold, my Lord,” Weyrwoman Cisca said, gesturing to a sturdy rider
and his bronze dragon wating nearby. She glanced a Fiona, adding, “H€EIl be able to guide your
firelizard back on his return.”

“Thank you,” Fiona said, much rdlieved. She couldn't wait to see Fire's reaction to the larger gold
queen.

“Wingleader,” Bemin nodded absently, gesturing for the rider to precede him.

With T"mar’s help, he mounted the great dragon easily enough and had time to look down once more
a Fionaand her dragon. Despite another yawn, she waved merily as the bronze legpt into the air, rose
above the Weyr, and winked out between.

For Fiona, the next few sevendays passed in a frenzy of feeding, alling, scratching, and tending the

baby gold dragon whose only activities were egting, desping, and complaining.

Her firellizard, Fire, after hoursin a state of mixed surprise, ddight, and jedousy, found hersdf heping
joyfully, often finding the itchiest spots and scratching them with her own claws.

You know, Fona had admitted to the dragonet early on, I’m only doing this because it’s you.

And you love me, Tdenth had agreed, tuming over so that Fiona could reach another offending itch.
With alaugh, Fiona obliged, swesat running down her nose as she scratched the flaking skin and poured
more ol on it.

As Tdenth grew, the job of scratching and ailing her grew as wdl, until Fiona began to wonder if
she'd ever done anything else. Occasiondly she saw others in the Weyr. She knew she ate, but her
memories of both food and deep were truncated and foggy at best.

Infact, “foggy” was a great description of her time so far a the Weyr. She had only a foggy map of
the Weyr: She had traveled only once from the Hatching Grounds into the Weyr Bowl and up the short
ramp into her Weyrwoman's quarters, and had made only a few trips to the Kitchen Cavern before
before figuring out how to use the Weyr’'s amazing conveyor system to order food for her quarters. Fiona
could never remember feding so a odds and digointed. She envied the weyrbred riders who dready
knew their way around and had been more prepared for these firg weeks with a new weyrling.

“She' s growing well.”

Fona jerked, startled by the voice behind her. But she turned quickly enough to nod to Cisca, amazed
that such abig person could move so quitly.



“Thet sheis” Fona agreed, giving Tdenth afind pat. Fionawasn't quite sure how to ded with Cisca.
Having grown up as the only surviving child of a grieving Lord Holder, she'd never had to ligen to an
older woman's directions before. And the Weyrwoman was only S turns older than she was.

“Will you let me take your rider, Tdenth?’ Cisca asked the young gold dragon. As Taenth had curled
up once more and was engaged in her favorite pastime—degp—she made no reply. Cisca amiled a
Fiona. “1 think we can take that for a‘yes.” ”

Fiona looked expectantly at her queen firelizard, but Fire glanced her way only once, then lay her
head back down on her perch on the dragonet’s neck and closed her eyes, dealy saying, Go on
without me. With a amile, Cisca gestured for Fiona to follow her and led the way out of the weyr and
down the corridor to her own quarters.

“I’'m to teach you your duties as a Weyrwomean,” Cisca said as they entered her rooms. Fiona's eyes
widened as she caught Sght of Mdirth lounging in her weyr. Cisca caught her glance and laughed. “You
think you're ailing now!”

Fona s attempt to gifle a groan was noticed by Cisca, who continued sympeatheticdly, “Redly, it's not
as bad as dl that.” She gestured to the amdl shapes surrounding her dragon. “The firelizards are an
immensehdp . . . mog of the times”

“My father has afire-lizard,” Fiona said, forgetting that Cisca had met Jokester at the Hatching.

“Maybe you can entice your father into letting him help you and your little queen,” Cisca suggested,
gesuring to a day table flanked by severa chairs.

“No,” Fona sad, sheking her head sadly, as she sat down. “With me here, Father's only got
Jokester.” She pursed her lips, then shook her head again. “Anyway, if Jokester came, I'm not sure he'd
leave Fire done” She met the Weyrwoman's eyes. “I think it would be best if Jokester stayed at the
Hold.”

“Did your father teach you much of holding?’ Cisca asked, taking a chair of her own.

Fonamade aface. “That was all he ever talked about!”

“Wdl, he did you a sarvice, then,” Cisca said. “Running a Weyr is not dl that different from running a
hold.”

Thelook Fiona gave her was mulish.

“You don't think so?’

“l can't imagine that you've got to spend your time gtting with old grannies while they go on and on
about the good old . . .” Fionatrailed off as she noticed Cisca' s expression.

“| get to ligen to old dragonmen,” Cisca informed her with a samile. She couldn’t resst adding, “Of
course, now, |’ve got you to help me”

Fona turned a groan into a deep breath and let it out dowly, squaring her shoulders.

“Of course, ingtead of jugt running a hold, you've got a dragon as well,” Cisca added.

Fona thought of the deegping Tadenth and her expression softened. She nodded dowly. “Indeed, | do.”
She shivered in response to another thought. “And Thread is coming soon.”

“Yes, itis” Ciscasad. “But your Tdenth will be too young to join the queen’s wing for severa Turns
yet”

Fiona seemed not to hear her, her attention il directed inward. “I will not fal the Weyr.” She sat in
slence for a moment, then shook hersdf and looked up a Cisca. “I'm sorry, Weyrwoman, you were
saying?”

“l was taking about the queen’'s wing,” Cisca said. “Theré's only Tannaz and her Kasenth now.
Weyrs don't fly a queen’ swing unless there are three queens.”

“Oh, I'm sorry.”

Cisca waved the gpology aside. “There s nothing to apologize for, unless you know how to speed up
time and you' ve been holding out on us”

Fona shook her head.

“| thought so,” Cisca said. “Now, why don't you tdl me what you think a Weyrwoman's duties are,
based on what you know from holding?’

“Okay,” Fiona said. She thought for a moment, then continued. “A Weyrwoman is responsible for the



proper running of the hold—I mean, Weyr. She has to handle the staff—" She caught Cisca' s look. “Not
Saff?

“Weyrfolk,” Cisca supplied.

“Weyrfolk,” Fiona repeated, nodding as she fixed the word in her memory. “She handles the weyrfolk
inthe preparation of food—" Fona's brow furrowed. “—the food from tithe?”

“Yes,” Cisca agreed. “When Thread isfdling we don’t have time to find food.”

“Nor do we,” Fiona replied tetchily. She caught hersdlf and blushed, sheking her head. “I meant the
hold. Holders”

“I'm weyrbred,” Cisca responded. “I’m counting on you to remind me of what it isto be a holder.”

“Itsjus that . . .” Fonatraled off in embarrassment.

“Goon,” Ciscasaid. Her tone was kind.

“It seems that dragonriders don’'t do that much and yet they get whatever they need, whenever they
wart it,” Fona said, her frank blue eyes megting Cisca's warm brown ones. Cisca waited slently. Fiona
lowered her gaze and pursed her lips. Findly, she sghed and looked up again a the Weyrwoman. “I’ve
heard holder lads say the same thing about me.”

“Andisit true?’

Fona s shoulders dumped. “1 know | didn’'t work as hard as some of them.”

“Areyou lazy, then?’

Fona's eyes flashed angrily. “I never shirked a duty, never stopped until | was told, never—oh!”

Cisca gmiled at the younger girl. “ Perhaps you understand being weyrfolk better than you imagined.”

Fona nodded ruefully. She started to say something but stopped abruptly, stricken.

Cisca sad nothing as she too was suddenly stricken.

Outsde, dragons bellowed in anguish, ther voices dmost drowned out by the nearer sound of
Médlirth’s keening. Fiona could hear Tdenth's anguished cry mingling with the others.

I’'m here! she called to her dragon.

Talith isno more, Tdenth told her sadly.

A hand covered Fiond's and she looked up as Cisca told her sadly, “That is one of the extra prices
dragonriders pay.”

T he death of Tdith and hisrider Jtrel left Fiona disraught for the next severd days. She tried to hide

it from Tdenth, but the young queen was too perceptive.

What is hurting you? Tdenth asked in mixed tones of confuson and protectiveness.

Talith, Fonareplied.

Who?

Never mind, Fona assured her, her tone as bright as she could make it. Let’'s get you oiled up
again; you've rubbed it all off in the sand.

Later, when Tdenth was degping, Fiona sought out the Weyrwoman.

“You want to know why Tdenth doesn’'t remember?’ Cisca asked. She amiled. “That's one of the
gftsof the dragons—their memories are short, they forget most things quickly.”

“You say mogt things?’

“Sometimes they remember; usudly the strangest things” In response to Fiona's confused ook, she
added, “You'll soon find out for yoursdlf.”

“How did Tdith die?” Fiona asked the question she' d been dreading for days.

“Jtrd was old,” Cisca sad. “They went between together.”

“Do dragons die of old age?’

“No one redly knows,” Cisca said, sheking her head. “Usudly the rider dies of old age firg and the
dragon goes between.” She smiled a Fiona “Y ou' ve many Turns before that’ll be a concern for you.”

Fona nodded and returned to her quarters to curl up comfortably with Taenth.



Yet it seemed that Cisca was wrong. Four days later, Fiona was sartled awake in the middle of the
night. Taenth was trembling in her deep, and none of Fiona's comforting could ill the hatchling, yet
neither did the queen wake.

Fiona heard voices nearby and sumbled out of her quarters toward the sound. Her fire-lizard tirred
on her perch atop Tdenth and flitted to Fiond's shoulder. Fiona shushed her absently and strained to
hear.

“Ban the fire-lizards?’ K’lior was saying to Cisca.

“That's what they said,” Cisca agreed. “The fire-lizards have gotten sck and three—at least—have
died. They're afraid that the dragons—"

“Dragons?’ K’lior broke in. He started to say more, but a that moment Fiona sumbled on a pebble
and the noise distracted him. “Who's there?” he caled, thrusting his head out the doorway of his
quarters.

“Itsme” Fonasaid, coming farther down the corridor. “I heard voices.”

K’lior turned back to his room and murmured something that Fiona didn’'t catch, then turned back to
her. “I’'m sorry we woke you; it's nothing to worry about.”

“K’lior!” Cisca cdled reprovingly. “Shé ll know soon enough.”

K’lior grimaced, then gestured for Fiona to join them. “What did you hear?’ he asked as she followed
himinto the Weyrwoman's quarters.

“Something about firelizards being banned,” Fona replied, her hand going, uncontrolled, to the
fire-lizard on her shoulder.

“Kindan's fire-lizard went between,” Cisca told her softly. “They think he went between to die”

“Why?" On her shoulder, Fire chirped worriedly.

Cisca shook her head. “We don’t know,” she said. “ Apparently he got ill, something in the lungs”

“Could thisillness affect the dragons?’ Fiona asked, glanang back toward her weyr, filled with dread
that she might lose both of her only true friends one after the other.

“We don't know,” K’lior said.

“But the dragons and fire-lizards are related,” Cisca added.

“So maybe they could get Sck,” Fiona surmised. “And that’s why you want to ban the fire-lizards”

“Yes” K'lior agreed.

“Many of our weyrfolk have fire-lizards,” Cisca reminded him.

“Yes, | know,” K’lior said. He turned to Fiona. “How will they react?’

On her shoulder, Fire creded and Fiona shuddered. She thought of Kindan, of how he mud fed in his
loss. Then she thought of—* Father!”

“That'sright,” Cisca sad, “your father has afire-lizard, too.”

“Father?” Fona repeated numbly. “But he' s not at the Weyr.”

“It would have to be a generd ban,” K’lior told her.

“Wouldn't jugt this continent be enough?’ Cisca asked, brows furrowed.

“Yes” K'lior said. “Aslong as the fire-lizards can't infect the dragons.”

“What happens to afire-lizard that’'s separated from its person?’ Fiona asked.

“We don't know,” K’lior said, frowning. “A fire-lizard's bond is not as strong as a dragon’'s. If we
send them to the Southern Continent, perhaps . . .~

“Not dl will go, will they?” Fiona asked.

“No,” K’lior admitted.

“But without the dragons—"

“Thread comes soon,” Cisca said.

Fona turned her head in the direction of her desping dragon, then back to the Weyrleaders. “My
father survived the Plague, he ll understand. He's strong.” She turned again toward her quarters. “Come
on Fire, we'd best tend to Tdenth.”

K’lior started to say something, but Cisca hed up a resraining hand, cocking an ear and waiting until
she could no longer hear Fiond s footsteps.

“What was that about?’ K'lior asked increduloudy.



“She'sin shock, she's grieving,” Ciscatold him. “She needs time to say farewdl.”

K’lior nodded then. “I’d like to tak with the weyrfolk in the morning,” he said. “And give dl those
who have fire-lizards a chance to say farewdl.”

Cisca nodded abstractedly.

“What?’' K’lior said. “What are you thinking?’

“Have you noticed the way Fiona behaves?’

“l don’t know how else she could behave, given the news,” K’lior replied.

“Have you talked with the weyrlings recently?”’

“Are you arad they have this illness?” K’lior asked, suddenly darmed. “Could her firellizard have
spread it to the dragons?’

“No,” Ciscareplied, “dthough that's a horrible possbility.” She frowned, mulling the notion over, then
shook her head. “Have you noticed how they dl seem so tired?’

“And digtracted,” K’lior agreed. “They seem only hdf here—T’jen was muttering about it jugt this
morning.”

“And you pad attention?’ Cisca asked, amused. It was dmog tradition that every Weyrlingmaster
was convinced that the latest group of weyrlings was the worst ever.

“Yes” K'lior agreed. “Because he'd judt told off the same rider twice for the same slly thing—he
couldn’t get his practice harness on properly.”

“With the Plague, though, it was the strongest who succumbed,” Cisca remarked.

“That was humans, not dragons,” K’lior said. “We can't be sure of anything.”

“Wdl, it's clear that the fire-lizards mugt go,” Cisca said. “If things work out, perhaps we can have
them return.”

“That'd please alot of our weyrfalk,” K’lior agreed.

T here were no Sgns of pleasure the next morming as dragonriders and weyrfolk collected in the

Kitchen Cavern. K’lior could tdl that most of the dragonriders knew what was coming: Those with
fire-lizards had placed themsaves near those weyrfolk who had fire-lizards.

Looking upon the sea of faces, most many Turns older than he, K'lior had never been more aware of
how young he was to be a Weyrleader.

“I have grave news from Benden Weyr,” he announced, his voice loud enough to fill every corner of
the great room. “M’td informs me that they have identified a sickness among the fire-lizards—"

“Thefirelizardd” severd exclamed at once.

“Yes” K'lior agreed. “Kindan’s bronze Vdla succumbed to it yesterday. The symptoms are a cough
that doesn’t get better, and green sputum—"

“Can it affect the dragons?’ someone shouted from the back of the room.

“We don't know,” Cisca said, stepping up beside her mate. “But—"

“We can't take the risk!” another of the weyrfolk called. * ‘ Dragonmen mugt fly when Thread isin the
sky!™

There was a chorus of assent.

“What do you want us to do, Weyrleader?” Jmarin, Asoth’'s rider, asked. His gold firelizard
Saymon sat nestled on his shoulder.

“WEe're going to have to send the fire-lizards away,” Cisca said. “We think we can send them to the
Southern Continent.”

Jmarin stepped forward, his expression grim. He was more than twenty Turns older than ether Cisca
or K’lior. “Not dl will make it.”

“Tha may be s0,” K'lior agreed, leaving unspoken the acknowledgment that the others would go
between. He spoke up to the rest of the Weyr. “We have to protect the dragons—it is our duty. | caled
you here to tdl you what we mugt do and to give those of you with fire-lizards a chance to say farewell.”

“Daddy’sfire-lizard has to go away?’ Jand, I marin's sturdy lad of seven Turns, piped up.



Jmarin knelt beside his son. “Yes” he said, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “Say good-bye to
Saymon.”

“*Bye Saymon!” Jand said. He turned to his father. “Will we ever see her agan?

“l don't know,” Jmarin admitted, tears lesking beyond his control as he stroked the beautiful gold
firelizard who had brought so many dutches of fire-lizard eggs to the Weyr. “But shell be dl right. Shelll
play in the sun of Southern.”

“Can we vist her there?” Jand asked hopefully.

“No,” IJmarin said. “She and the others have to go o that the dragonswill be safe”

“Safe?” Jand repeated, peering past hisfather to the Bowl and the dragon weyrs above. “The dragons
can't be hurt.”

“That's right,” Jmarin agreed. “And Siaymon will protect them by going away.” He stroked his
precious gold one lagt time. “Have you said good-bye, son?’

“Good-bye, Saymon,” Jand sad. “1 love you.”

Jmarin nodded. “That waswdl said,” he told the younggter, ruffling his hair before tuning his attention
back to the gald fire-lizard. “I love you. Farewell.”

Asoth, tell Saymon she must go to the Southern Continent, Jmarin said to his dragon, tears now
greaming fredy down his face.

She must go? Asoth asked sadly.

Yes, she must, Jmarin repeated. To protect the dragons.

| will tell her, Asoth replied.

In front of him, Siaymon gave one horrified squawk and disappeared between.

As the others began to send their fire-lizards away, K'lior grabbed Cisca s hand. She squeezed back,
tightly, her grip flexing every time another fire-lizard went between until, findly, the Kitchen Cavern was a
Slent mix of sad dragonriders and tearful weyrfolk.

Fiona was in her weyr, curled up tight againg Tdenth, her arms wrapped tightly around Fire, when

the other fire-lizards left.

“Fona?’

She recognized her father’s voice. She made no reply, but clutched Fire tighter. The queen fire-lizard
craned her neck around to look at her, her faceted eyes whirling red and green.

Fona heard the sound of feet coming toward her.

“Fona” Lord Bemin said. “I came as soon as | heard.” She didn't move. She heard him bend down,
saw his face come into view. Jokester rode on his shoulder. There were tears in her father’s eyes. Fiona
closed her own eyes tightly, not wanting to see his tears. Hadn't he cried enough?

She closed her eyes, but she couldn’'t close her ears.

“When we came here, to the Hatching,” Bemin said softly, his voice hoarse with emation, “I never
thought that you'd Impress.”

He sniffed. “My daughter, a queen rider!” She could hear the pride in his voice. She turned away from
him, dutching Fire tight.

“l never hoped, never dreamed that our line would be so honored,” he went on in a whisper. “I
thought my heart would break, | was so proud!”

Fonaturned back to him. “Y ou were?’

She opened her eyes to peer at his face and saw, beyond the tears, the immense pride he had in her.

“Yes” Bemin said. “You bring great honor to our Hold, and to me” He took a breath and told her
gently, “1 know thisis hard.” He reached up and stroked Jokester on his shoulder. “But you have duties
now, duties to your Weyr and to Pern, just as | have mine to Fort Hold.”

He reached for her with one hand and gently helped her to her feet. “You are of Fort,” he sad, his
voice becoming firm, commanding. “You are twice of Fort, of Hold and Weyr.” He peered down at her,
the corners of his lips quivering upward. “You are my last child and | would not deprive you of



anything—"

“Thenl can . .. ? But her words tralled off as Bemin shook his head gently.

“You and | have so much,” he told her gently. He gestured to the degping queen dragonet, who was
trembling in her deep. “As you have your queen, | have Forsk, the watch-wher. Do you think it would be
autiful to risk dl Pern to keep our fire-lizards, too?’

Fona siffed, her eyes catching his pleadingly, but he shook his heed again.

“Itistime, now,” he told her, “to say good-bye.” He turned his head to Jokester and reached up his
ams, bringing the brown fire-lizard down to sttle in his clasped hands. He caught Fiona s eyes. “Queen
rider, ask your queen to send them to the Southern Continent.”

“Father—" Fona began, tears sreaming down her face, but Bemin once agan shook his head and
lifted his chin dightly.

“Head high, Weyrwoman,” he told her.

Fona took in a deep breath and nodded, her tears fdling unchecked.

Talenth?

What is it? the young queen asked deepily. You sound sad.

Tell Fire and Jokester they must go. Fiona sobbed as she relayed the thought.

Go?

Yes, go, Fonareplied. To the Southern Continent. Her heart broke as she cried, Do it now!

She heard two surprised squawks, cut off suddenly, between.

“Oh, Fether!”

THREE

My small fire-lizard friend
Frolic in the sun.
Our love will never end
No matter where you run.

Fort Weyr, AL 507.12.20

The next day dawned bright and sunny, though il full of winter’s cold.

With effort, drained from the previous day’s events, Fiona roused hersdf and Tdenth to go out into
the Weyr Bowl. She had to leave her weyr, if only for a moment. She milled with the sad, nervous,
confused weyrlings who were feeding their dragonets. The youngsters, some her age, some not much
older, were very interested in her and indgsted upon heping her feed Tdenth, even to the neglect of their
own dragons.

“Let me tend to her,” Fonatold them findly, with a touch of acerbity. She tried hard not to think of a
chearful chirping voice or agold streak darting through the air.

“If you' re looking for distraction, there' s tack to be oiled,” a voice growled from beside her.

Fona looked up, startled, to see agrizzled older dragonrider standing beside her.

“T'jen, Sdith’s rider,” the man said, gesturing up toward a brown dragon that was peering down at
them from severa leves above. “Weyrlingmadter.”

He waved a the weyrlings. “They weren't disurbing you, were they, Weyrwoman?’

Fona knew ingantly that T'jen had heard her entire exchange with the weyrlings. She amiled a him,
sheking her head. “They were just trying to hdp.”



“They could help themsalves more by tending to ther chores,” T'jen grumbled loudly enough that
severd weyrlings glanced worriedly in his direction and suddenly looked more energetic.

After the weyrlings were out of earshot, T'jen murmured to her, “I can understand the ones in your
Hatching carrying on the way they do, but the older ones . . .” He shook his head.

“But—" Fona began, her thoughts dl jumbled. “I mean, ig7't thisnormd?’

“What, Weyrwoman?’ T’ jen asked, turning to face her directly. “Tdl me how you fed.”

“I'mdl right,” Fiona said immediady. “Tdenth’'s fine—’

“And you'd know, being a Weyrwoman for . . . 7° T'jen asked her, rasng his brows in curiosty, a
fant amileon hislips.

Fona blushed in response. She thought back, her blush dearing into a amile as she remembered her
amazing Impression of Taenth. How long ago had it been? It seemed forever. But how long? Her frown
deepened as she redized she couldn’t quite remember.

“Thisis the twentieth day of the twdfth month,” T’ jen supplied hepfully.

“Ohl” Fonasad. “Then it's been—it’'s been—" Angrily she chided hersdf, Thisis smple! There are
twenty-eight days—four sevendays—in each month, and she'd Impressed Tdenth on the seventeenth of
the month before so that meant that . . .

“Thirty-one days, Weyrwoman,” T’ jen told her softly. Fiona looked up at him, chagrined. “Y ou're not
the only one confused. All of my weyrlings, even the steadiest of them, are acting like you.”

“Isit the Sckness?’ Fiona asked with afeding of dread knotting her scomach.

“l hope not,” T'jen said fervently. “And there's no sgn of distress among the dragonets—they’'re
merdy a bit deepier than I’ d expect at this age.”

“| thought they aways dept alot when they're thisyoung,” Fiona said.

“They do, but not this much,” T'jen told her. “It’'s difficult enough to wake them to eat, much less
anything else”

“And that’s not norma?’

“No,” T'jen replied, shaking his head. “It's not.”

“Have you told the Weyrwoman?’

“She pointed it out to me, actudly,” he admitted.

It took Fiona a moment to follow his thought through to its conclusion. “Because of me?’

The weyrlingmagter smiled. “Wadl, you are the newest Weyrwoman, she's right to keep an eye on
you,” hetold her. “You never know . . .

“Know what?" Fiona prompted.

“Know when you'll become Weyrwoman,” T'jen said sadly. He met her eyes. “It happened quick
enough for Cisca”

“How?'

“You'd have to ask her,” he said. “It's her sory to tdl or not.” Fionayawned and T jen laughed. “Not
that you' d be awake long enough.”

“I'm sorry,” she apologized.

“Don't be,” he told her. “Whatever it is, you need your rest, so go get it.” He turned to the massed
weyrlings “You lot, on the other hand, dill have work to get done before you can take a break.”

A chorus of groans greeted his words.

‘L. S) I'd say that she' s the same as the rest,” T'jen concluded in his recounting to the Weyrleader

and Weyrwoman over dinner that night. “ Even the older weyrlings are acting odd.”

“I'm sorry | didn't listen to you sooner,” K’lior said to the old Weyrlingmadter. “You'd sad this last
Turn when the others Impressed, but | thought . .

“You thought | was just moaning,” T'jen finished for him with a snort.

“I've never heard a Weyrlingmadter praise his charges, after dl,” K’lior said defensively.

“And by the First Egg, | hope you never do!” T’ jen replied. Thoughtfully, he added, “And if you ever



do, Weyrleader, you should let the man go. As you know: ‘ There s—'“

“ ‘—aways better from aweyrling,” ” K’lior finished with T"jen.

“Exactly.”

“And what about now?’ Cisca asked. “Does not ‘dways better’ mean we should be pushing these
weyrlings further? Particularly as the next Pass is nearly upon us”

“Actudly,” K’lior replied diffidently, “that’s a good reason to go dow.”

Cisca gave him a questioning 1ook.

“The Weyrleader’s right, Weyrwoman,” T’ jen told her. “With Thread coming, it's more important to
have these younggters trained the best we can rather than put them and their young dragons againgt
Thread too early.”

“We can expect the most losses in the firg Turn of Threadfdl,” K’'lior said in agreement. In response
to Cisca's ook, he explained, “It's in the Records. | think it's because it dways takes time to adjust to
the redlity of fighting Thread.”

T’jen nodded. “Any mistake fighting Thread can be the last mistake a rider or dragon makes.”

“So we should go dow with these weyrlings?” Cisca asked.

“And keep an eye on them, as wdl,” T'jen sad. “We don’'t want them doing something foolish
because they’re too drowsy to think clearly.”

“Wha does the harper say?’ Cisca asked.

“He s got no better ideathan 1,” T'jen said. “It could be this Sickness that affected the fire-lizards, but
there's been no dgn of coughing from anyone” He paused, his brow furrowed, then shook his head.
“No, | don't think they’re related—but | don’t know what is afecting the weyrlings so.” A moment later,
he added, “They’ve got good days and bad days, some more than others.”

“Does anything hdp?’ K’lior asked.

“Klah,” T"jen said with a shrug. “The stronger, the better. For some, it's klah in the morning, at noon,
and mid-evening. That's for the worst of them, though.”

“Sowejud leaveit at that?’ Cisca asked, perturbed.

“I'd say it'sdl we can do, for the moment,” T'jen replied.

“And | think Tannaz and | will keep a closer eye on our young Weyrwoman,” Cisca said.

The next morning Cisca found Fort’ s second Weyrwoman in her quarters just as she finished her daly
grooming of her queen, Kasenth.

“Good morning,” Cisca called brightly to Tannaz and her dragon as she entered. “Kasenth, if you can
spare her, I've got a task for your rider.” And she repeated the conversation she'd had with K’lior the
night before.

“I"d heard about the older weyrlings” Tannaz said when she was done, “but not the younger ones.”

“And the new queen,” Cisca added.

The two queen riders were a sudy in contragts. Cisca was tdl, broad-shouldered and muscled without
gopearing s0, with shoulder-length brown har and eyes to match, while Tannaz was short, thin, wiry; her
eyes, 0 dark they looked black, were set in a stark face of dusky skin surrounded by wavy black hair
that announced her Igen origins to anyone looking at her.

Thar persondities were even less matched then thar forms, and for a time Cisca had been concerned
that the older woman—for Tannaz had been three Turns older than Cisca when she Impressed—would
cause problems. She had refused to return to Igen Weyr when she Impressed, which had perhaps been
the find death blow for the desert Weyr. Having met D’gan, Igen's Weyrleader—and heard K’lior's
recounting of their meeting—Cisca did not begrudge Tannaz her choice, even while she worried that she
and the older woman would come to blows.

But it was not so, partly because they were both fundamentdly too good and concerned for the
Weyr’'s wel-being to dlow any disagreements to exist between them for long. In fact, Cisca had come to
vaue Tannaz s fiery spirit, quick wit, and steadfast loydlty.

“So what would you like me to do?’ Tannaz asked.

“I think we should both spend more time with Fiona,” Cisca said. As Tannaz's eyes narrowed, Cisca
added quickly, “I don't want her to fed that we're intruding or being overly cautious, so | think if we



trade off, that will cause her less concern.”

“Gredt, I'll be happy to help,” Tannaz told her chearfully. Cisca gave her an inquiring look and Tannaz
shrugged, saying, I wanted to get to know her; we ll be working together for Turns to come.”

“We will, a that,” Cisca agreed, surprised that she hadn’'t thought to introduce her two junior
Weyrwomen earlier. She paused long enough to reflect on the matter: A large part of the reason she
hadn’t thought of it sooner was Smply because she was, as Senior Weyrwoman, quite busy, but she was
aso honest enough to recognize that it was partly due to her concern that the other two might find they
liked each other more than her. It was a dlly notion redly, she admitted to hersdf, but she sometimes
forgot that she was the Weyrwoman now.

“Do you think there might be something in the Records?’ Tannaz suggested.

Cisca frowned. She preferred to avoid the dusty Records when she could, but there were some times
when there was no recourse—there were some questions that she didn’t fed secure asking the Weyr
harper to research for her. Her frown turned to a happier look as she redized tha this was not one of
them.

“I'll ask—"* She caught hersdf, and corrected: “Would you ask Harper Kentai to investigate?’

“Certanly,” Tannaz said. “Perhaps | should bring him with me to meet Fiona” She added, “We could
use the excuse that he needs to know what Teaching Balads she might need to learn for her Weyr duties
to give him a chance to observe her himsdf.”

“A good idea,” Cisca agreed. “Although | suspect his contact with the weyrlings has dready given him
apretty good notion of the symptoms.”

Tannaz nodded in agreement. “Then I'll check in on her now mysdf.” She patted Kasenth's neck with
afindity that indicated thet her grooming was complete for the moming and, with a resssuring smile to
Cisca, headed off on her task.

Fona's weyr was next to Tannaz's, the Weyrwomen's weyrs being alocated according to rank.
Tannaz found Fiona, as she'd expected, in the queen’s weyr, busly ailing the new hatchling. With a grin,
she found a doth, dipped it in the pal of ail, and started in a Fiona's Sde. She was quite surprised a
how long it took before the youngster noticed her.

“Oh!” Fona cried when she spotted her. “Oh, my, how long have you been here?” She made a face
and added hadtily, “Not that I'm not grateful for the hdp, it sjust that . . .~

“They get bigger,” Tannaz said with a smile, marveing a how quickly they finished going over the
young queen’s skin. She extended an aily hand to the girl. “I’'m Tannaz, Kesanth’s rider.”

Fona looked a her in surprise, and then her face took on the abstracted look of a rider
communicating with her dragon, followed by a more naturd expresson of irritation as she redized tha
Tdenth had, as usud, falen solidly adeep during her ailing.

“Kdsanth . . .” Fiona repeated, indicating that she was unfamiliar with the name and mortified. “Oh!
She's the other queen herel” “We deep next to you,” Tannaz informed her, adding, “I’'m surprised her
snores haven't kept you awake at night.”

Fona shook her head, her hand riang to her mouth to difle a yawn. “I've no trouble deeping,” she
confided. “It's saying awake . . .”

“That's always a problem with a hetchling,” Tannaz agreed passonately. She cocked her head
thoughtfully at Fiona. “Though I'd say you' ve got it worse than mog.”

Bdatedly, Fiona noticed Tannaz' s hand and reached for it, shook it quickly, and let it go.

Tannaz frowned at the motion, wondering what had gotten into the girl that she’'d gone so cold so
quickly. “What?" she demanded hatly. “Is my hand not good enough for a Lady Holder?’

“No,” Fona replied, her face crumpling in despair, “It's just that everyone says I'm lazy.” And she
surprised hersdf by burding into tears. The tears streamed unchecked down her face, her ally hands
henging limply a her sides as her sobs wracked her body.

Tannaz didn’t ded wdl with tears or crying girls—her firgt tendency was to run away or dgp them. But
this girl’s behavior was different and Tannaz fdt strangdy moved by it.

“FHona,” she said gently. When the tears continued and the girl’s body started to shake more violently,
ghetried again. “Fona”



In the end, much againg Tannaz's indinations, she hugged Fona close to her, whigpering the gentle
shushing noises that she'd used only with her own hatchling Turns earlier. Sowly Fiona's sobs quieted
and her tears dried up. Tannaz could measure the girl’s recovery by the hardening of her body and the
way she dowly pulled away.

“I'm sorry,” Fona said, her eyes cast to the ground. “I don’t know what got into me”

“l do,” Tannaz told her gently, surprised at hersdf. “It's not just that you're tired.”

Fiona looked up at her.

“You're afraid you won't messure up, that we're dl judging you.” Tannaz shook her head, smiling.
“And it doesn't matter.” Fiona's brows furrowed in puzzlement. “No one can take your dragon away
from you.”

Fona chewed her lower lip nervoudy before saying in a quiet voice once more close to tears, “But
what if | can’t keep her?” Tannaz gave her apuzzled look and Fiona replied with a wave of her hands to
the pail of all and the deeping dragon, “What if | don't have the energy? What if—is it possible that she
got the wrong person? | can't seem to—can a person be dlergic to Impressng?’

“Allergic?

Fona's face worked through a range of emotions as she groped for the words. “I just seem so
scattered, so logt. | never thought | couldn’'t do this” Fearfully she turned to her degping dragon and
back again to Tannaz to whisper, “She can't hear me, can she?’

Tannaz eyed the degping dragonet carefully before answering. “No, she's fast adeep,” she said. “But
you have to watch your thoughts—they can disturb your dragon even when she's degping.”

Fona s eyes widened fearfully. “Now?’

“No,” Tannaz assured her. “ She'd be twitching.”

Fiona heaved adgh of rdief but she persisted with her question, asking in a whisper, “So, could | be
dlergic?’

“I've never heard of such of thing,” Tannaz told her. “And | don't think so in your case.” She paused
for a moment before confiding to Fiona, “You're not done. All the weyrlings, even those from the last
hetching, are behaving oddly.”

“They are?’ Fiona repeated. Tannaz saw the way the girl’s whole body seemed to hift as she
absorbed the news. “The ones from the Turn before, too?’

“Yes” Tannaz assured her.

“Does anyone know why?’" Fiona asked after a moment. Tannaz shook her head. Fiona looked down
to the ground thoughtfully for a moment, then looked up again, asking, “Is anyone dse acting this way?’

“That's an excdlent question,” Tannaz told her. Out of curiosity, she asked, “How would you find
out?

Fona pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Well, if this were back at Fort Hold, I'd ask our hedler if anyone
hed complained about feding poorly.”

Tannaz nodded in agreement, then shook her head. “But dragonriders aren’t holders.”

1
T hey might not want to admit to feding poorly,” K’lior agreed that evening when Tannaz

discussed her findings with the Weyrleaders.

“Hah!” Cisca snorted. “Getting you to admit to a head cold took—"

K’lior dlenced her with awarning look.

“No rider wants to be grounded,” J marin growled. “Even that slly D’lanor.”

K’lior gave the Weyrlingmagter a quegtioning |ook.

“That’s the one who couldn’t get his harness sorted . . . twice,” J marin explained.

“Riders are ahedthy lot,” T'mar remarked.

Cisca snorted, looking squarely at K'lior. “Even hedthy riders get Sck sometimes.”

“The older weyrlings have been thisway for over a Turn,” T'mar pointed out, his tone suggesting that
perhaps the issue wasn't that important.



“It's affected ther training,” Jmarin objected. “And they are sicker than most.”

“‘“There s dways better,” " T'mar repeated the old saw with a sour look toward the Weyrlingmedter.

“As you've sad yoursdlf,” K’lior reminded the wingleader in a lighter tone. He turned his attention
back to Tannaz. “So what do you think of our newest Weyrwoman?’

Tannaz pursed her lips in thought, then sad tersdy, “Shéll do.” K’lior raised an eyebrow
quedtioningly. “Oh, she's got her plate full with dl the things bothering her—not the least that she's little
more than thirteen Turns to her name—"

“And we dl know how difficult that can be,” Cisca inserted with a sympathetic wince.

“That's a harder age for girls than boys,” J marin observed.

“But it' sagood age to Impress, boy or girl,” T'mar said.

K’lior waved the conversation asde. He had his answer, not that there was much he could do—the
dragon had chosen her rider and that was that. “Did Kentai have a chance to tak with her?’

“I brought her down to his quarters for lunch,” Tannaz said. She amiled, adding, “We fed her a full
mug of hot, strong klah—that woke her right up. Anyway, Kentai told me later that her knowledge of
Holder duties was wdl advanced, and she knows more about the Weyrs than most of our weyrlings”
She turned to Cisca, concluding, “I don’t think she'll need much training from the harper.”

“Good.” Cisca gave the other Weyrwoman afirm nod. “You and | will manage her then.”

K’lior amiled at his mate, then turned back to the others. “In the meanwhile, | want usdl to be dert for
any dmilar Sgnsin our riders”

“If they’re like D’lanor, you should have noticed dready,” Jmarin noted sourly.

“So we should be looking carefully at those who are not like D’lanor,” K’lior observed affably, riang
from the table and terminating the discussion.

Afterward, in ther quarters, Cisca turned to K'lior. “You know, everyone expected T'mar’s Zirenth
to fly Mdirth.”

“Yes, | know,” K’lior replied, one brow quirked irritatedly, adding, as he shuggled in closer to her,
“You choose an odd time to remember that.”

Cisca shook her head, a gesture that was more fdt than seen in the darkened room. “That was not a
complaint,” she told him. “It’'s just that before then, everyone was certain Zirenth would outfly Rineth, but
not long before, T'mar started acting odd.”

“And that's not usud coming up to a mating flight that will determine who is the new Weyrleader?’

“It just struck me as odd, K’lior,” Cisca replied with a touch of frogt.

“He s an able wingleader and he's never begrudged me my position,” K’lior told her. “I wouldn't want
to belabor him with unwarranted suspicions.”

“Unwarranted!” Cisca repeated and, with a huff, rolled awvay from him.

I t took the Weyrleader a solid sevenday to regain the good graces of his Weyrwoman. They neither

bickered nor fought openly, but K’lior knew that Cisca was irritated with him and worked hard to repair
the rift.

“It snot all theweyrlings” K'’lior remarked to Cisca over dinner on the seventh day.

Ciscaraised an eyebrow to indicate her interest.

“Some of them behave no different than any other weyrlings I've seen,” K'lior said.

“And you've seen so many,” Cisca snapped.

K’lior shrugged. He' d bardly finished his weyrling training himsdf when his Rineth had flown Cisca's
Médirth and he'd become Weyrleader.

“BEven 0,” K’lior persisted. “1t's not so much that I’ ve seen so many weyrlings asthat | knew some of
these weyrlings particularly well—"

“You played with them not dl that long ago,” Cisca interjected.

“Precisdy,” K’lior agreed with adight smile. “And while D’ lanor was dways . . .” He waved a hand,
inviting Cisca to supply a word.



“Dim,” Cisca said. K’lior winced and Ciscatried again, “ Slow.”

“Chdlenged,” K’lior ventured. “But his heart was dways in the right place.”

“He follows orders, understands his place, and will make a greet green rider,” Cisca said.

“J nos, on the other hand, is one of the best I've seen.”

“Rlenth is wdl-formed,” Cisca admitted with an understandable touch of pride in her dragon's
offgpring.

K’lior nodded quickly in agreement. “Mind you, neither’ s flown yet—"

“J nos was holder born, wasn't he?’

“l don't think it's a question of origin,” K’lior said. “F jian was Searched and he's nearly as bad as
D’lanor.”

“Onthewhole. . . ?" Cisca prompted.

“On the whole, T'jen is right,” K’lior said, his expresson grim. “The same is true for the older
weyrlings”

“And T'mar,” Cisca muttered.

K’lior opened his mouth to protest but shut it again. After amoment he sighed, “Possibly.”

“I knew you'd get therein the end,” Ciscatold him. “So now what do we do?’

“Thereé sno 9gn of thisfirelizard iliness” K’lior said.

“Cetanly it doesn't sound like it would linger for over a Turn without more symptoms” Cisca
observed.

“| can't figure out what it could be, though.”

“Youwill,” Cisca assured him, gesturing to his plate, “ after you've had a chance to eat and deep.”

K’lior wisdly chose not to argue.

T herdief Fionafdt at knowing she was not done was quickly banished by her exhaugtion and dulled

mental state. The klah helped. She returned to her daly activities of feeding Tdenth, aling Taenth,
prasng Taenth, catching a nap when she could, and hurriedly edting the meds that were ddivered
directly to her quarters. Except for the constant muzziness, this would have been a time of undloyed joy
for two reasons. fird, because she got to spend every waking moment with her marvelous, brilliant, and
fabulous Tdenth; and, second, because her time was for once completdy her own. She could be
dovenly, she could forgot to bathe for a whole day, she could be angry, she could curse, and she didn't
have to worry about being judged, frowned at, or dlently derided because she was the Lord Holder's
daughter and the sole representative of Fort Hold's future. Never mind that she was a girl and expected
to marry the man who would be future Lord Holder, she was 4ill required to “Set an example, Fiona”
“People look up to you!” “What would your father say if he saw you look that way?’

It was redly only here, in the freedom of Fort Weyr, as Tdenth’s Weyrwoman, that Fiona would ever
have redized how much her role as Fort's Lady Holder—in waiting—was a podtion that difled her, that
restricted her, and that caused her to wake every morming with dread. She was free! She was a queen
rider, and soon, when Tdenth was old enough, she could go anywhere, do anything and—

“Hona” avoice cdled from her doorway. “WEe ve brought you some company.”

Company? Fiona looked up from her perch between Taenth's legs where she was lying, dill covered
inthe ail and muck of Taenth’s morning's ablutions. I’'m not ready for company!

“Hona?’ another voice, deeper, caled. It was her father.

A lifetime of training had her scampering to her feet before she had a moment to think.

“My lord?

(1
W dl, perhaps we should not have surprised her like that,” Cisca said later that evening as she
and Tannaz met to discuss the day’ s events.



“She looked like a chicken cornered by atunnd snake,” Tannaz agreed with asigh.

“She redly didn't handle it well,” Cisca continued. “Lord Bemin was clearly desperate to see her; |
don’'t know why she ingsted on keeping him waiting while she bathed firs.”

“Why?" Tannaz retorted hotly. “Would you greet a Lord Holder dressed in your worst, oil-grimed,
deep-stained clothes with your har and face dl aily from your latest dragon-grooming?’

“Sure” Cisca responded with a toss of her shoulders. “Why not? It's only a Lord Holder, after dl.”
She noticed Tannaz's look and continued, “Oh, certainly, if | could, I’ d prefer to be better dressed, but if
the matter was sufficently urgent, I'd have no problem greeting him a my worst.”

Tannez mulled Cisca's response over for a moment before admitting, “1 think you could greet him
sky-clad and make him fed overdressed.”

Cisca fet hersdf blushing but could only nod in agreement, grinning. “It would not be my preference
but, yes, if | had to, then | would certainly work to ensure that he fdt overdressed.”

Tannaz chortled.

“Sill,” Cisca continued when their moment of mirth had passed, “I’'m sorry it didn’t work out better.
By bringing him here, 1I'd hoped to cheer up both Lord and ride—or a least raise Fiona from her
lethargy.”

“Wdl, you have to admit she was roused,” Tannaz said with a grin.

“Right—with a screaming meatch that scared every dragon in the Weyr. Not exactly what 1'd had in
mind,” Cisca said, her eyesflashing.

Tannas shrugged. “In the end, | think it worked out fine” When Cisca shook her head in disbdief,
Tannaz went on, “If you weren't weyrbred, you'd understand. Weyrfolk have a different way of looking
a things”

“l should hope.”

“Beminis a Lord Holder,” Tannaz explained. “He has spent his entire life expecting to be heard and
ingantly obeyed.”

“S0? Cisca demanded. “He' s ill afar man.”

“He safar man, but it's become ingrained in him that hisword is law.”

“Hmm,” Cisca murmured, looking at the second Weyrwoman thoughtfully.

“Whereas here a Weyrleader’ s authority only lasts until the senior queen’s next mating flight,” Tannaz
continued. “So no onein the Weyr is used to as much authority as Lord Bemin widds in his Hold.” She
paused. “And nowhere is he expected to widd that authority more than in his own Hdl, over his own
children.”

Cisca nodded in comprehension, then frowned. “I gill don’'t see why this shouting match can be seen
as agood thing.”

“It was an excdlent thing,” Tannaz corrected. “The worst dternative would have been for Fiona to
respond with meek acquiescence to her father’s every request, favning over him like a holder drudge.
Instead, she lost her temper and told her Lord off in a manner that completely severed that reationship.”

“But he's ill her father,” Cisca said.

“He s dill her father,” Tannaz agreed. “ And the wounds will take awhile to hed. For both of them.”

“I'm dill not seeing the good inthis” Ciscatold her.

“When they meet again, it won't be as Lord Holder and dutiful daughter,” Tannaz explained. “It will be
as Lord Holder and tithe-bound Weyrwoman.” She paused, alook of admiration crossing her face. “I'm
sure she didn't plan it, but the break between them will make it much easier for the both of them to adjust
to her new role—and it reeffirmsin his mind his duty to the Weyr.”

“How do you see that?’

“Hona asserted hersdf as a Weyrwoman,” Tannez said, “and that assartion carries with it the weight
of the whole Weyr. Without meaning to, Fiona reminded Lord Bemin that the safety of his Hold depends
upon this Weyr and that he's beholden to us” An impish grin flashed on her face as she added, “I'll bet
our tithe from Fort will be much better this year than lagt.”

Ciscalooked at the other for along moment before sheking her head sadly. “I don't think I'll ever be
able to match you for deviousness”



“Ah, so0 aren’t you glad that I'm your junior Weyrwoman?’
Cisca reached forward and hugged her. “1 certainly am!”

1
M aybe it was a bad idea, sending the fire-lizards away,” T'mar sad to K’lior at the end of the

wingleeders medting some twenty days after tha tragic event. T'mar had waited until the other
wingleaders had headed down to the Kitchen Caverns to join therr wingriders for dinner.

K’lior gave him an inquigtive [ook.

T mar went on. “There' s been no word of further outbreaks—"

“Perhaps because the fire-lizards are dl gone,” K’ lior suggested.

“Perhaps it was afluke” T'mar retorted.

K’lior nodded in understanding, then looked over and caught T'mar’s eyes. “Tdl me, bronze rider, do
you wish to stake your dragon’s life on a fluke?’

T 'mar’s face colored.

K’lior made acadming gesture. “1 don’t mean to anger you, T'mar,” he said. “I don't like this any more
then you.” Tenson had been building in the Weyr; there had been two fights, one invalving a dragonrider.
K’lior was no fool; he knew that both were reflections of resentment and fear.

“I've spoken with Kentai,” he continued, “and he suggests that we should ligen for word from
Benden—"

“Benden?’ the word exploded out of T'mar’slips.

“Yes, Benden,” K’lior said camly. “Because Harper Kindan was not only a witness to the death of his
own fire-lizard, but he was aso a firsghand witness to the Plague that struck the holders nearly twelve
Turns back.”

T'mar’s angry look cleared dightly as he absorbed his Weyrleader’ s words.

“He may not be a dragonrider,” K’'lior said, “but from everything I've heard, he regards dl life
carefully and won't take chances with the dragons.”

“He' d be afool to do so this near to the Pass,” T'mar murmured, then shook his head abashedly. “As
| was to suggedt it,” he said more loudly, meding K’lior's eyes. “I'm sorry, Weyrleader, my previous
behavior was—"

“No more than to be expected this near the Pass,” K'lior assured him, clapping the older man on the
shoulder. “Now come dong, your riders are waiting for you.”

Later that evening K’lior recounted the encounter to Cisca as they were preparing for bed.

“S0?" Cisca demanded.

“Wel, it was odd,” K’lior said.

“BUt?"

“But,” K’lior said with asigh, “it could have been nerves”

Ciscatook a dim view of this saying, “If it's nerves, he's had it for over a Turn now—do you redly
want someone like that leading awing?’

“Hiswing is doing well,” K’lior protested. Cisca glared & him and he sghed again. “I'll keep an eye
onhim”

“Thread could come any day now,” Cisca said.

“Thank goodness Veilan discovered those Threadfdl charts” K'lior sad. “Once we know the
location of the first Fall, well be able to predict the rest.”

“What if those charts were only meant for the Second Pass?’ Cisca asked.

“l admit that it's possible,” K'lior said. “And we'll be vigilant. But certainly with each consecutive pass
metching those charts, we Il get more confidence.”

“l don’t see how we can fight Thread every seventy-five hours,” Cisca said dubioudy.

“Spread among Sx Weyrs?’

“Hve Weyrs,” Cisca corrected. “I'd be happier if it were Sx.”

“And we' rewing light,” K’lior agreed, his optimism ebbing.



“That doesn’'t bother me” Cisca said, poking him playfully in the ribs and grinning impishly. “Between
Tannaz' s Kdsenth and my Mdlirth, | think we Il have the Weyr up to strength pretty soon.”

But the Weyrleader shook his head. “Mdirth won't rise again for months yet. And then we've got at
leedt three Turns—"

“A Turn and ahdf,” Cisca interjected.

“Only if we force weyrlings into fighting wings early,” K’lior told her. “And the Records—"

“Well survive” Cisca interjected.

“Of course we will"” K’lior replied. “Oh, we may have it hard for the fird Turn or so, but well

manage.
“With two hundred and eighty-five fighting dragons?’ Cisca snorted. “I expect well do more than

manege.

K’lior managed a weak amile, thinking about Cisca’'s concerns over T'mar and his own concerns over
what had happened to Kindan's fire-lizard.

“It's been nearly three sevendays, maybe well be able to bring the firelizards back,” Cisca sad,
much to K’lior's surprise. In response to his look, she explained, “They’ll bring up morde for everyone.”

K’lior gave her a doubtful amile and was about to say something but stopped suddenly, turning toward
the weyr and his dragon.

Ciscafdt a sudden disguiet from Mdirth.

Kamenth of Ista is no more, her dragon told her, rushing out of her weyr and into the Weyr Bowl,
keening sorrowfully.

“Weasit the—"

Jalith of Telgar is no more, Mdirth said then. The Weyr was filled with the voices of hundreds of
distressed dragons.

“Two dragond” K’lior groaned.

“Wasit theillness?” Cisca wondered. Before she could repeat the question to her grieving queen, the
keening of the dragons increased to a fever pitch.

Breth of Benden is no more!

FOUR

Their lungs melted,
Their breath turned green.
Sck, listless, ailing,
Dragons fled between.

Fort Weyr, AL 507.13.12

Fona groaned when she awoke. The sun was high in the sky. Her muscles were dl sore, aching from the
awkward pogition in which she'd findly found deep after the awful nighttime awakening that she and dl
the dragonriders had experienced. But the ache in her muscles was nothing to the ache in her heart. She
fdt hollow. So hollow that for one frantic ingant, she looked around wildly for Tdenth only to stop,
redizing that the bulk of the young dragon lay benesth her. She pulled back and spent severd long, tense
moments watching her queen, searching for 9gns of life. She didn't redize that she'd been holding her
breath until she let it out in a 9gh as she saw Tdenth’'s chest rise and fdl in the steady breathing of an
exhausted dragonet.



Then, to her surprise and annoyance, Fiona's somach grumbled loudly. She nearly hissed at it in
anger, afrad that it might disturb the degping queen. When it rumbled again, she beat a hasty retreat from
the queen’slair, rushing out into the Weyr Bowl.

Out there, Fiona was struck by sllence. She glanced at the sun overhead in confirmation of the late
hour and frowned—usudly by this time the Weyr Bowl was bustling with dragons, riders, and weyrfolk.

Had something happened to the whole Weyr, she wondered, ajolt of fear running down her spine. At
ahdf-trot she rushed down the indine onto the Bowl proper and over to the Kitchen Cavern.

It was a moment before she spotted anyone and then her Sgh of rdief carried through the entire room.

Tannaz beckoned to her. Fiona closed the distance quickly, her brain teeming with questions, but
when she got to Tannaz' s table, she found that she could only St numbly and stare a the amdl basket of
rolls

Tannaz caught the look and pushed the basket to her, diding over atub of butter with her other hand.

“You'll fed better when you eat,” the older Weyrwoman told her. “I know | did.”

“Better? Fona repeated, startled by the hollowness in Tannaz's voice. She was surprised a the
sound of her own voice: hoarse, empty, lifdess.

“Ea.” Tannaz leaned forward and grabbed arall, setting the example.

Fona followed suit and buttered her roll dowly. There was something reassuring, dmost peaceful, in
the way the cool butter spread on the rall. Normd.

She took a bite and chewed dowly. The butter and the fresh bread were wonderful! Fona finished her
fird bite and took another bigger bite of her roll. She could hardly beieve how good the roll was, how
fresh the butter was.

“Tastes good, doesn't it?” Tannaz asked before taking another bite hersdlf.

Fiona could only nod, her mouth full.

“That's because you're hungry,” Tannaz told her. She pushed a pitcher over to her and gestured
toward amug. “The klah’s cold, try it.”

Fona wasn't much of afan of klah at the best of times, and cold wasn't the best. But the scent wafted
over to her and she found hersdf filling the mug without thinking.

“It sgreat!” she exdaimed after her firg Sp. She was thirdty, and a that moment the cold, spicy brew
was better than the freshest stream water. She finished her mug and filled it again.

Tannaz chortled. “That's because you're thirdty.”

“Where are the others?’ Fiona asked. She dready fdt more awake.

“Grieving,” Tannaz told her flatly.

“Wel, they can't grieve any longer,” a voice boomed from the entrance. Fiona turned and saw Cisca.
Reflexivdy, she rose.

“Have some food,” Tannaz murmured, her mouth haf-full, as she got to her feet with the basket of
rallsin one hand.

As Cisca crossed the disgtance between them her expression changed from one of anger to one of
hunger. She took the proffered roll and, stting down, dathered it with butter from the tub Fiona pushed in
her direction. Two rolls later she said, “You're right, | was hungry.”

“Klah,” Tannaz said, diding the pitcher in her direction.

“It'scold,” Fionawarned.

Cisca acknowledged the warning with a nod and looked around for a mug. Tannaz offered hers, and
the Weyrwoman took it gladly.

“Better, huh?” Tannaz asked as Cisca gulped down the cold liquid. Cisca nodded wordlesdy. Two
rolls and another mug of cold klah later the Weyrwoman confessed, “I didn't redlize | was that hungry.”

Tannaz rose to her feet and gestured for Fiona to follow her. “We Il rouse the weyrfolk and get a
proper medl,” she declared. “You stay here and rest.”

Cisca nodded gratefully.

“You'll probably have to bring food to the riders,” a voice declared from the entrance.

“Ah, Kental,” Tannaz cdled to the man garbed in harper blue, “wéll be glad of your hep.”

The harper’ s lips turned up, the nearest anyone had come to asmile so far that day.



“Isit like this across Pern?’ Fiona wondered.

“Vey likdy,” Kental said. “Certanly at the Weyrs.”

“It'snot just the news—it's what it means,” Tannaz el aborated.

“Wdl, this illness haan't affected Fort.” Fiona recognized T'jen’s voice before she spotted the
Weyrlingmester driding in from the brilliance of the midday sun. He nodded briefly to the Weyrwomen
and again to the harper. “The weyrlings have started to recover,” he told them. “The rest of the Weyr will
be back on their feet soon, I'm sure”

“It was the shock,” Tannaz declared, sheking her head. “I was so certain tha it wasn't going to
happen—"’

“It' s yet to happen here” T'jen reiterated. “If we close the Weyr, we're not likdy to be—" He broke
off, alerted by a sound, and turned quickly, looking back the way he'd come. Fiona turned in the same
direction, ligening intently. The sound echoed around the Weyr: the deep noise of a dragon coughing.

“Hith!”

1
W het are you going to do?’ H'nez demanded as K’lior entered the Council Room.

“Givehim achance to st at least,” M’kury snapped.

K’lior used the moment of thar bickering to take a deep breath and ook around the room. Before the
wingleaders had settled down, he heard the rugtle of doth behind him and was not surprised when Cisca,
Tannaz, and Fiona entered the room.

H'nez glared at them, but M’ kury rose from his seat, gesturing palitdy to Cisca. “Weyrwoman.”

Cisca nodded her thanks and settled hersdf in the chair beside K'lior.

“Wdl? M’kury demanded of the rest of the room. “Are you going to leave our Weyrwomen
danding?’ His eyes settled chdlengingly on H' nez.

T'mar and P der rose quickly and gestured to the Weyrwomen.

“l want them to dt by me” Cisca sad, gaxdng & H'nez. The grizzled rider grimaced before
reinquishing his char to Tannaz.

A younger rider, wearing the knots of a wingleaeder, vacated the seat on Cisca's other side. “Sit here,
litle one,” he said to Fiona.

“Thank you, V'ney,” Cisca said as he moved to the edge of the room. The young man nodded back
courteoudy.

Underneeth the table, unseen by the others, Cisca patted K’lior's knee reassuringly. He looked over
to her and amiled, then turned his attention to the rest of the room.

“Wha are we going to do?’ he said, repeating H'nez's words. He nodded to Kental, the Weyr
harper, who stood againg one wall. “Harper, what do you say?’

“l haven't got much to say,” Kentai admitted, shaking his head sadly. “You dl know better than | what
happened at the other Weyrs and the symptoms of thisillness” He gestured with one hand vagudy in the
direction of T'jen's weyr.

“And you're not a heder,” H'nez added, gaing a K’lior. “When are you going to get Zig and
Betrony—"

“That's a question for alater day,” Cisca cut in.

“You know why we ve no heder, H'nez,” M’kury growled. “It's because you goaded old Sitarin into
thet dud.”

H'nez's jaw worked angrily.

“H'nez,” K’'lior said with a restraning hand upraised. The older rider locked eyes with him for a
moment then glanced away, letting out a long, dow breath. K’lior glanced at Cisca, asking, “Have you
spoken with Benden's new Weyrwoman?’

Cisca shook her head. “But Mdirth has heard from Lorana.”

“Who's Lorana?’ someone muttered from the back of the room.

“| thought Tulleawas second Weyrwoman,” someone el se added.



“Lorana Impressed at Benden's latest Hatching,” Cisca said. “She bespoke Mdirth & M'td’s
request.”

“But her hatchling can't be more than—" M’kury began.

“She's younger than Tdenth!” H'nez exclamed. “How can you expect a dragonet to say anything
sendble a that age?”’

“Lorana spoke directly to Mdirth,” Cisca replied. With a dightly wigtful look, she continued, “ She can
speak to any dragon.”

“Like Torene?’ Fona blurted in surprise.

“Like Torene,” Cisca agreed. “Although | got the feding from Médlirth that . . .” Her voice traled off
and she shook hersdf, saying, “Anyway, she told Mdirth about Kindan's fire-lizard and Sdind s Breth.”

“And? H'nez demanded. Cisca turned her head dowly toward him, her dark eyes sImmering. The
bronze rider cleared his throat hagtily and bobbed his head. “My gpologies, Weyrwoman.”

Cisca hdd his gaze for a moment more, then looked away, dismissng him from her regard as she sad
to K’lior, “They can’'t be certain what is causng the iliness or how long it lagts”

“Do they have a cure?’ K’lior asked.

Cisca closed her eyes, linking with her dragon, then opened them again. “Lorana is not answering; she
may be adeep.”

“No hdp there, then,” H’nez growled.

“When people are sck,” Tannaz spoke into the ensuing slence, “we quarantine them.”

“We dtarted that with the fire-lizards” T'jen agreed. He looked down to the floor along moment, then
brought his chin up jerkily, saying, “Sdith and | should be kept away from the weyrlings a the very
least.”

“Nonsensg!” H'nez declared loudly. “Who will teach them?’

“If they are coughing,” Fiona spoke up nervoudy, “could we put masks on them like they did in the
Pague?’

A few riders nodded thoughtfully, but H'nez shattered it with a loud guffaw. “Who would put a mask
on adragon?’

“I would,” Tannaz declared. “Especidly if it helped prevent infection.”

K'lior pursed hislips and shook his head. “ Perhaps we should wait until we know more.”

“How many dragons will die before then?” H'nez demanded angrily.

“Until we know what's causing it, we won't know whether we're hdping or hurting,” Cisca shouted.
Outside, they heard a dragon bellow, and then another—closer—bellowed back.

“That’s you put in your place,” Tannaz murmured to hersdf, recognizing the sounds of bronze Ginirth
and gold Mdlirth.

“But we should do something,” H'nez protested.

“Yes” T'mar agreed heatedly. “We should think and not act rashly.”

“Aslong as Sdith ign't near the hatchlings” T'jen said.

K’lior glanced consderingly a the Weyrlingmaster, then nodded. “Take Sdlith to one of the unused
weyrs a the far end of the Bowl.” He glanced & T'mar. “I want you to take over the weyrlings”

T 'mar looked ready to argue, then paused and findly nodded in acquiescence. “Yes, Weyrleader.”

“Everyoneisto keep an eye and ear out for any more sgns of the illness” K’lior declared. “Report it
to me or Ciscaimmediately.” He rose decisvdy and, with a polite gesture for Cisca to precede him, left
the room. Tannaz followed immediately after.

Thear departure startled Fiona. She remained seated as the other wingleeders dowly drifted past
grumbling darkly among themsdlves.

“He stoo young,” she heard H' nez muitter heetedly to himsdf as he bustled by her. * You should have
flown her.” The rumble of agreement in the Bowl beyond belonged to Ginirth.

Long after everyone had left, Fiona sat, trembling. It was only when she heard Tdenth's plaintive, |
itch!, that she roused hersdf and |eft the darkening Council Room.



/ \fter ghe finished aling Tdenth into contented dumber, Fiona set off in search of the other

Weyrwomen. She found Tannaz fird.

“Can you hdp?’ Tannaz asked as she caught sght of her. When Fiona nodded, the older Weyrwoman
dumped againg the corridor wal and closed her eyesin rdief. “Good.”

“Whet do | do?”’

“Oh, sorry,” Tannaz said sheking hersdf and standing upright again. “We need to tak to the riders,
check on the dragons . . . that sort of Suff.”

“Ded with Sck aunties?” Fiona murmured, ungble to contain hersdf. “Old uncles?”

“Dragonriders” Tannaz corrected her firmly. Fionafdt hersdf burn in shame. Tannaz noticed, even in
the shadows of the corridor, and relented. “Yes, they probably are ahit like old uncles at this moment,
but they’ll be protecting those sck aunties” She nodded forcefully. “ So don't forget that.”

“What do | say to them?’ Fiona asked, working to keep awhining tone out of her voice.

“You know how they fed,” Tannaz said, her voice turning softer, warmer. “Probably more than mogt,
gnceyou log your fire-lizard.”

Fonabit her lip, then shook hersdf fiercely and nodded for the Weyrwoman to continue.

“So tak to them about how they fed, how you fed. Don't lie but be postive.” Tannaz put a hand on
her shoulder and squeezed firmly. “Y ou are a Weyrwoman now.”

Something in the other’s tone made Fiona redize that Tannaz was bestowing upon her a gift, not
weighing her with a burden. Tannaz mugt have seen it, too, for she let go of the young gil and told her
brusquely, “Off you go, now!”

As Fiona started off down the corridor in the direction Tannaz had indicated, she redlized that she
didn't know where to start and dowed down, dithering between going back and asking the other
Weyrwoman or just picking a spot and starting.

Asif reading her thoughts, or recognizing her omission, Tannaz cdled after her, “First weyr after the
darwel.”

Fona picked up her pace again, looking anxioudy in each entrance to see if it was a Sarwell. After a
while her pace dowed down again as she began to think about what she was going to do. What did one
Sy to grieving dragonriders? Fiona wondered. She mulled on this, growing more and more anxious with
each step until, by the time she reached the Sairwel, she was nearly trembling with fear.

| can't do this, she thought miserably, stopping one pace before the entrance to the weyr. I've only
thirteen Turnd

She thought of turning back, of tdling Tannaz that everyone had made a mistake, that Tdenth had
made a migake in choosng her—and that thought, that horrible thought, brought her up short. She
reached out and touched the degping queen lightly with her mind. She fdt Tdenth's fatigued response,
redlized that the queen was groping dowly toward full consciousness in response to Fona's needs, and
pulled away.

Back to deep, little one, she thought fondly to her mate.

Kindan had no one, Fiona chided hersdlf, and he was your age when the Plague struck. He saved you
and everyone a Fort.

WEell, she corrected hersdf, tears filling her eyes, dmost everyone. He couldn’'t save Mother, or my
brothers, or even my sigter, the girl he loved.

But he saved me, she remembered, and thought of the taes her father had told her of Kindan's
bravery. With those in mind, dong with images of her own Impression, she lifted her head and stepped
forward.

| can do this, she thought, and she cdled out, “Hdlo?’

“Who's there?’ From the sound, Fiona guessed that the rider was cdling from his dragon’s weyr.

“Hona, Tdenth's rider,” she replied, waking through the rider's quarters to the entrance to the
dragon’s weyr.

“The new Weyrwoman?' the rider muttered to himsdf. Then he said, “See, Danorth, that's the



youngder we saw Impressing that queen at the last Hatching.”

Fona heard a dragon make an inquiring noise and stepped into view. Danorth was a green dragon.
Her rider was an older man, older even that H'nez but, at least from firs appearances, not nearly as
irascible.

“I'm forgetting my mannerd” he exdamed, riang to his feet and bowing his head. “I am L’rian,
Danorth’s rider, a your service, Weyrwoman.”

Fona amiled and nodded back.

“Fona . . .” he murmured thoughtfully, then comprehension brightened his expression. “You were
Lord Bemin's child, weren't you?’

“Yes” Fonareplied, not seeing the need to State that she ill was Bemin's child.

“She was just a baby back then,” L'rian said, spesking modly to his dragon, then caught himsdf. “My
gpologies, Weyrwoman, but | often find mysdf talking aoud to Danorth, just to hear my voice”

“But you get out, don’'t you?’ Fiona asked quickly. The men appeared no older than her father, but
then Fiona remembered that weyrfolk aged better than holders, so perhaps he was nearing sixty Turns or
even the saventy Turns that Masterharper Zist had.

“Indeed | do!” L’rian replied, sraghtening up. “My bones might be old, but the mind' s il able.”

“You knew me as a baby?’ Fiona asked unessily.

“Indeed, | did,” L'rian replied. “I was lucky enough to be on the Weyrleader’s wing back then, and
there was many atime when I’ d attend a Gather a Fort Hold.”

“Did you know my mother?” Fiona asked, curious. The only memories she had were so dm that she
was never willing to put much fath in them.

“l did,” L'rian told her, shaking his head sadly. “I knew her before she was Lady Holder, even.” He
amiled a her. “She looked alot like you, actudly.

“She came from Ruatha,” he continued, pleased to see that he had such a willing audience. “At firg
she spent time a the Harper Hdl.” L'rian winked at her. “Rumor was that she was sweet on a harper,
even though she was the eldest of Ruathd s daughters.”

Fona listened, entranced, for the next half hour while L’ rian reminisced.

“Oh, | can go on, can't 1?7 he said in apology when he redized how long they’d been taking. He
amiled. “But it's good to talk to fresh ears; dl the stories become new again.”

Fona amiled back. “Thank you for tdling me”

“Was that the purpose of your vist?’ L’rian asked, somewhat bemused. “I can't think of anyone who
might know thet I'd met your mother, you know.”

“No,” Fiona said, risng to her feet and looking anxioudy toward the door. “Tannaz asked me to—"

“Check on us?’ L’rian guessed with a knowing look.

Fonathought of prevaricating but redized it was futile. “The loss of the dragons—"

“Thet was horrible” L’rian confessed. “Even for the weyrfolk, who can only know what’s been logt,
not what was had.”

“Some of them hed fire-lizards,” Fiona remarked.

“So they did,” L’rian agreed. “And those would understand, even if they were 4ill in pain. But only
someone who has Impressed can redly understand what it is to lose a dragon.” He pursed his lips, then
leaned closer to Fiona, saying congpiratoridly, “If anything were to happen to Danorth, if she were to get
ill, I think 1"d go between with her.”

“But what about your loved ones?” Fiona asked in dismay.

“I’ve seen many of the ones I’ ve loved go between dready,” L'rian told her. “My sons and daughters
are dl grown, ther mothers are wdl partnered, and my best mates are in the past. I'll have no regrets
when the time comes.”

“Except one,” Fona corrected. “Fghting Thread.”

L'rian barked alaugh. “Fghting Thread!” He turned back to Danorth. “Did you hear that? She thinks
well fight Thread!”

“It'scoming soon,” Fionareplied hotly. “And well need dl dragonriders then.”

L'rian paused then, absorbing her words. “I suppose we will & that, if only to carry firestone to the



fighting wings” he alowed.

“There, you see, you' ve something to live for, then,” Fionatold him.

L'rian amiled and gave her atolerant look. After amoment, he grinned and wagged afinger at her. “I'll
tdl you better.”

Fonalooked a himinquiringly.

“I'll wait around until your gold rises, and then we can have some serious conversations,” the green
rider teased.

Fonafet hersdf turning bright red, and L'rian burst into a loud, long laugh. She brought hersdf under
control enough to declare, “Heard and witnessed!” which wiped the amirk off the old man’'s face. She
turned to his quarters, saying, “And now, if you'll excuse me, | redly mus check on the others.”

“Go, lasd” L’rian called after her. “Go and may you bring as much joy to the others as you ve done to
me” As she left she heard him muttering to his dragon, “Did you hear that, Danorth? We're saying on
for another three Turns if we can make it. Staying on to talk with the wee one after her dragon rises”
There was a thoughtful pause and she heard, just before she moved out of hearing distance, “We might
even gick around for her Hatching!”

Fona schooled hersdf to spend less time with the next rider and was glad that she managed to spend
no more than a quarter of an hour with each of the next sx. However, she did promise hersdf that she
would find more time in the coming months to talk with more riders. So many of them reminded her of
her father's guards, sturdy men who worked hard and determinedly to provide peace and protect the
Lord Holder if the need ever arose.

However, the riders were adso different; a breed apart. They spoke of firestone. The older ones spoke
of spicy firestone, the sort that burned the throats of their dragons. They spoke of riding straps and tack,
they shared with her ther horror stories of ailing patchy dragonhide, and they shared memories of past
Games, and reminiscences of past mating flights.

While none seemed too overwhelmed by the death of the four dragons, Fiona had been in her father's
company long enough to note those who spoke with a forced heartiness—she' d heard the same tone in
prideful holders who had over-farmed their lands or were afraid to admit other shortcomings. Often the
neediest Fort holder was the one least likdy to ask for aid. Lord Bemin was congtantly vidting the smdler
holds, dways on the pretext of preparing or collecting tithe, but even with only thirteen Turns to her,
Fiona had noticed the times when her father had ordered some of the guards to hep out with a planting
or afencing, or had sent back to the Hold for some specia spices or tubers.

“I’ve so many tubers in our root cdlars that I'll have to get rid of them or let them rot,” she recalled
him saying to one farmer whose entire crop had been ravaged by tunnd snakes. “Would you do me the
favor of taking some?’

Or, “My men have grown soft on this trip; would you let me put them to work on that fidd over
there?’

She knew that she dill had alot to learn, so she found it easy enough to ligen to the dragonriders and
sometimes surprised hersdf by suggesting that she was hungry—even when she wasn't—and would they
have some food with her. Then she'd order down or have their dragon bespeak the watch dragon and
have some food brought up to them, and that way she could be certain that the rider ate something that
day.

She was genuindy sorry, hours later, to have to interrupt her latest meating when Taenth woke.

“I've got to go ail her—her skin'sitching again!” Fona declared as she made her departure.

“Go! Give her agood ailing,” the brown rider told her, waving her to the door.

“I could come back,” she offered tentatively.

“No, I'll need to ail my own beast,” he told her kindly. “You go on and see to the others.”

Fiona nodded gratefully and rushed back down to the center stairwell and across the bowl to her weyr
and itching dragon. She was pleased with her efforts, she'd managed to see everyone on her hdf of the
leve.

She ailed Tdenth quickly, making sure to lavish lots of prase—using some of the new phrases she'd
heard from the older riders—and then rushed off, promising to return when needed.



Go! Be Weyrwoman, Tdenth replied with a mixture of pride and curiosty—she was ill too young to
grasp dl the respongbilities of her rider, but she was pleased to know that Fiona was doing what was
expected of her.

As Fiona crossed the Weyr Bowl again, she saw that there were many dragons on the ground and in
thear: The activity a Fort Weyr looked more normd.

“Fona” Tannaz cdled to her from near the Kitchen Cavern. Fiona waved and rushed over.

“Cisca sad we should stop what we're doing and help with the evening activities” Tannaz told her as
she got closer. She amiled at the younger Weyrwoman. “Kental isgoing to put on a performance and the
cooks are putting on a feast.”

So, with amixture of relief and regret, Fiona turned her ills to the evening's activities, and was soon
busy learning things she' d never known about Southern Ball cooking from the head cook, Zirana

“Doyou sng?’ Kental asked her a one point.

“Sng?’ Fona repeated, wrestling her atention away from the pungent amells and thinly-diced meets
and vegetables being quickly cooked in front of her. She couldn’t help but make a face as she answered,
“l dngwhen | can't avoid it.”

“Hmm,” Kentai murmured thoughtfully. “Would you prefer to dance?’

“I'd prefer to learn the swords, to be honest,” Fionatold him. She'd grown up on the tales of Nerra of
Crom, but no matter how she'd tried, she'd never managed to get her father to agree to her taking
lessons.

“Ah, Nerra of Crom!” Kental said with a knowing nod. “Weyrwomen are more often encouraged to
gain skill with the bow, and tonight would not be the time for a display of such kill.”

“Haming arrows,” Zirana muttered as she poured a batch of thinly-diced vegetables into a cooking
bowl.

“Not after last time!” Kental laughed. When he caught Fiona's perplexed look, he explained, “Cisca
nearly set the weyrling barracks dight.”

“Strong,” Zirana agreed tersdy. She flicked her eyes up to Fiona for a moment. “Good for the Weyr.”

“Why bows?" Fionainquired of Kentai.

“Tradition,” Kental replied. “Besdes, usng a bow issmilar to usng a flamethrower a-dragonback, or
30 the Records say.” Before Fiona could ask, he added, “You probably won't be taught until Tdenth is
old enough to mate.”

“Probably?’ Fiona said, sezing on the word.

Kental shrugged. “Nothing isfor certain in a Weyr.”

“Food is certain,” Zirana corrected him. She made a shooing gesture to Kentai. “Hungry harpers is
certan.”

“Harpering is hungry work,” Kentai said reprovingly.

“Cooking is hungry work,” Zirana retorted. She beckoned Fona to come closer. “Come, learn to
Cook.”

Fona didn't say that she'd been haunting the Fort Hold kitchen since before she could remember,
because Zirand's syle of cooking was so completdly different from Neesd' s that Fiona wanted to learn
dl about it. For one thing, it looked like Zirana tended toward lighter fare than Neesa, working with fresh
vegetables, thin-diced meats, dl cooked together quickly at high heat. Neesa's food was more the sort
that stewed for hdf a day or was marinated days in advance. The aroma of cooking food, pungent with
fresh spices, banished Fiona s fatigue.

“Weyrwomen—dragonriders and weyrfolk—must know how to cook,” Zirana declared, waving a
wooden spoon threateningly at Kentai, who had sdled back toward the cooking bowls. “ Harpers dways
know how to eat.”

Kental raised his handsin defeat, saying to Fiona, “Once you've learned as much Boll wisdom as this
one iswilling to teach you, fed free to find me”

Tannaz, who had been hdping one of the dessert cooks preparing fresh fruits, cdled over to Fiona,
“And when you' ve learned from Zirana, you come to me and I'll teach you proper Igen cooking.”

“Igen!” Zirana swore, tending to her pots. “lgen food is thick and heavy.”



“I'll teach you how to make desserts from nothing,” the cook at Tannaz's sde piped up.

“You ligen to Ellor, here)” Tannaz agreed vehemently. “She' s the best.”

Bllor blushed and bent back down to her work, looking flattered.

“Keep chattering, Mdanwy will hear,” Zirana cautioned.

Fona was startled by the sllence that descended. “Who's Mdanwy?’

“Headwoman,” Zirana replied, bending back down to her cooking. Fiona saw that Ellor had dso
returned intently to her work. When she caught Tannaz's eye, the older Weyrwoman shook her head
quickly, in an obvious “not now” movement. Fiona Sghed and turned her attention back to the ameazing
dishes that Zirana was preparing.

“Ginger, galic, onions, mushrooms, pernooms, dl a good start for cooking,” Zirana explained as she
started a fresh cooking bowl, pouring in a quick daub of ail and then throwing in many of the ingredients
she' d listed. The amdl of ginger, garlic, and pernooms wafted up enticingly. Zirana passed the spoon to
Fona “Youtry.”

Fona gave her a startled look before taking the spoon and quickly swirling the ingredients around the
bowl.

“No burning, no sicking,” Ziranaingtructed. “Just gtir fast.”

As Fiona did so, Zirana started throwing in diced onions, followed by a darkish sauce. “From soya
bean,” Zirana explained, amiling as she poured it on. “Now meat.” And Zirana scooped in a cup of thinly
diced wherry mest.

The aroma arose mouthrwateringly from the bowl and Fiona's somach gave a lurch, suddenly
reminding her that she’d missed lunch. Zirana mugt have noticed, for she said, “Cooks dways hungry,
never eat.” She patted her fla belly. “ Stay thin!”

Under Zirand s guidance, Fiona constructed three more dishes, then the cook surprised her by saying,
“Now you make your own.”

“What?" Fiona cried in surprise.

“Make your own,” Zirana repeated loudly.

“You're letting her make her own, Zirana?’ Tannez caled from her cooking idand. She told Fiona,
“You should be honored. She wouldn't let me cook for awhole Turn.”

“That's because you're Igen,” Zirana retorted, sheking her head. “Igen only think thick food.”

Fonalet the conversation wash over her as she looked at the ingredients waiting to be cooked. Garlic,
lots of garlic, she decided, throwing it in the szzing bowl and dirring it quickly. She found a pepper mill
and ground it over the garlic, tossng in only a drop of the soya sauce before dirring more. The amdl
wafted up enticingly. Pernoom, Fiona decided, looking among the various edible Pernese fung for the
one she wanted the mogt. It had a specid flavor, piquant, and unlike any other flavor, hearty yet fresh.
Therel Sagooms. She only needed a few and that was just aswel as they were dways hard to find. She
shredded three and poured them on. The samdl changed again and she looked for some vinegar. Yes.
Then she was ready for the vegetables. Broccali, carrots, onions. She added beef and, when it was
brown, more soya sauce. A bit more pepper, she decided.

“Done?’ Zirana asked, intruding into Fiona s reverie. She didn’t wait for Fiona's answer but spooned
up agmdl piece of meat and tasted it. “Good,” she declared. “You serve thisto Weyrleader.”

“Me?’

“Weyrleader and wingleaders,” Tannaz cdled across from the hal. “It's a Fort tradition.”

Fiona's eyes widened and she looked accusingly at Tannaz. Tannaz understood the look perfectly and
laughed. “Not tdling you is dso a Fort tradition.”

“Weyrwomen must cook,” Zirana said in agreement.

“It amdls good,” Ellor added. “ Save us some, will you?’

“I’ve written down the recipe,” Kentai said from an out-of-the-way corner, holding up a date. “You
can make more later.”

“It's never the same,” Fiona said, surprised to hear Zirana echoing the words in unison with her. The
older cook turned to her and said gpprovingly, “You'll do.”

Fiona beamed with pride. She'd never been dlowed to cook at Fort Hold, even though she'd been in



the kitchens since before she could remember. And here, on her fird try, she was sarving the Weyrleader
and Weyrwoman.

She fdt awkward that evening as she helped to carry the warming plates to the Weyrleader's table.
She was suddenly aware of the amount of noise in the cavern and looked around in surprise to see that
most of the tables were full, many of them with women and children. Harper Kental nodded to her as he
made his way to a raised platform set between the two openings to the Bowl. He was busy directing a
group of youngsters up onto the stage.

“The children often practice and perform here,” Tannaz told her. “Is it different & Fort Hold with the
Harper Hdl so close?”’

Fona amiled and shook her head. “I suspect we have more performances than the Weyr,” she said.
“Not only do we hogt the Hold's performances, but dso those of the Hall itsdf.”

“So you get a double dose, do you?’ Ellor asked. “Isthat a good thing or bad?’

Fona's eyes twinkled. “As a Lady Holder, | am required to say that it was ways a good thing.”

“And when you're not a Lady Holder, what would you say?’ Tannaz asked.

“l would say that each performance is different,” Fiona replied diplomaticaly.

“Some are better than others,” Tannaz guessed.

“A Lady Holder would never say tha,” Fionareplied, pretending to be shocked. The others laughed.

“I suspect tonight will be good, even for those of uswho aren't Lady Holders,” Tannaz said.

“I'm not a Lady Holder, I'm a Weyrwoman,” Fiona said, partly to remind hersalf.

“The diginctions are not dl that great,” a new voice chimed in from behind her. Fiona turned to greet
Cisca, who waved her motion asde, saying, “l jus wanted to see if Zirana and Ellor weren't
overworking you.” She glanced a Tannaz and added, “1 heard you' d dready been put in harness by this
one”

“She did well,” Tannaz said, not sounding at al contrite.

Cisca cocked her head to one side thoughtfully but said nothing. The gesture must have had some
meaning to Tannaz, for the other Weyrwoman blushed and shook her head in dlent mirth. Cisca grinned
then.

“| take it you' ve suffered no lagting harm,” she said, turning back to Fiona.

“They let me cook!” Fiona exclaimed.

Cisca looked redly surprised and gave Zirana and Ellor looks. “Redly?’

“Not me,” Ellor said, tossng her head in Zirana s direction.

Cisca's eyes widened. “ You let her cook?’

“She grew up in Neesa' s kitchen,” Ziranareplied. “ She learned.”

“But they wouldn't ever let me—" Fona began.

“Y ou watched, didn't you?’ Tannaz pointed oui.

“Wel, yes” Fiona admitted. “But—"

“You learned,” Ziranatold her. She pointed to the bowl of food that Fiona had prepared, gill Seaming
on the warming trays. “Shé'll serve you tonight.”

“Excdlent!” Cisca declared. “I’'m looking forward to it.”

When the time came, however, Fiona found hersdf far more nervous than she'd ever remembered.
What if no one liked it?

“Take” Zirana told her tersdly, pointing to the serving bowl into which she'd hegped the greater
portion of Fiona's dish. Repressing a gulp, Fiona lifted the dish by the handles and stopped abruptly as
Zirana caught hold of her shoulder, pulled her around, and clapped a lid on top of the dish. “K’lior
second, Ciscafirg,” she commanded.

Swdlowing nervoudy, Fiona nodded and started carefully toward the table at which the Weyrleader
and Weyrwoman were seated. Ther table was directly in front of the stage that Kenta and the
youngsters had occupied.

Fona fdt as though al eyes were on her and for a moment she sumbled and fdt an ingant of blind
panic as she envisoned fdling down, the beautifully decorated serving dish shettering, and her food
gplattering dl across the clean stone floor.



You'll do fine. Fiona blinked and swalowed hard. The voice was not Tdenth's. Was she imagining
things?

She took a deep bresth to steady hersdlf, raised her head again to look to the Weyrleader’ s table, and
walked with head high and shoulders back, as befitted the daughter of Fort Hold's Lord.

Cisca 9miled as Fiona approached her left shoulder and lifted the lid, dlowing the steam to rise toward
her.

“Ahhl What isthis?’ she asked theatricaly, her eyestwinkling up a Fiona

“A dish | prepared for you and the Weyrleader,” Fiona replied, glancing to K’lior, who returned her
look gravely. Ciscatook the serving spoon and helped hersdf to a good portion. She took a quick bite
and closed her eyes to hdp her savor the tastes. She opened them again and amiled a Fiona “Tha's
wonderful.”

Fona beamed with pleasure and, folowing Cisca's gesture, moved on to K'lior. The Weyrleader
helped himsdf to alarger portion, added some rice, and took asmdl taste.

“Hmm, ginger besf!” He gestured to the dish and the table, saying, “Set it down and let otherstry it.”

Fiona put the sarving dish down on the warming tray that ran the length of the table and turned to go
back to Zirana at the cooking fires.

“St here, Fiona,” Tannaz said, gpproaching from behind her and indicating the seat next to Cisca
Teking the seat on Fond's other Sde, she grinned and gestured to the serving dish. “Why don’'t you try
the beef? | hear it's great.”

Fona sat and was surprised when the rider Stting opposite Cisca passed her the sarving dish.

“Thank you, P der,” Tannaz said to the rider.

Therider nodded to both of them, saying, “Just be sure to leave me some.”

“Kental has the recipe,” Fionatold him.

“It wouldn't be the same,” P der replied, retrieving the sarving dish that Tannaz was passing back to
him, “ This isyour firg dish as a Weyrwoman.”

“One day you might be the Weyrwoman, and for some reason, the dragonriders set store by how wel
you can cook,” Tannaz murmured to her.

“Is that because Sorka was a great cook?” Fona wondered out loud, remembering the firs
Weyrwoman of Pern.

Tannaz laughed. “No, | think it's because arider thinksfirg of his somach.”

“Second,” K’lior corrected her with an impish grin.

“Hrg of hisdragon,” Cisca agreed.

“l understand,” Fiona replied somberly. Tannaz looked at her in surprise and Fona hid her discomfort
by spooning up a bite of her dish.

It redly is good! Fiona thought, amazed. Tannaz, who was dill watching her, chuckled, saying, “What,
did you think Zirana would let you serve something that wasn't good?” Fiona's look answered her and
the Weyrwoman continued, “Y ou're not a the Hold anymore. You'll be treated with respect, but no one
will lie to you.

“Of coursg, if it had been Mdanwy, you might have had to make a dish three times before she'd let
you serve it to—"

“And a good thing, too,” a voice hoarse with age rasped through Tannaz's words.

Tannaz s face drained of color before she could school hersdf and turn to the speaker.

“Headwoman Mdanwy,” she said formdly. “1’d like you to meet Weyrwoman Fiona, Tdenth'srider.”

“Hmph!” Mdanwy snorted. “Think | can’t tdl who sheisfor mysdf? What, think I'm blind?’

Fona found hersdf looking up a a white-haired, stooped, aged woman whose face was lined with
Tums of hard living.

“Jug because | lost my dragon doesn’'t mean I've logt my reason, too,” Meanwy continued harshly.

Suddenly Kentai was a her Sde, a hand close to hers. “You'll join us on the stage tonight, won't
you?’

“You want meto Sng?’ Mdanwy barked.
“Drums if you would,” Kentai replied courteoudy. He leaned down to her, adding, “These youngsters



can only keep time with a decent drummer.”

“Hmph, | can’t disagree with you there!” Meanwy snorted. “In my day, they wouldn't have been
dlowed to entertain even D’ma—" Her voice broke off suddenly and her eyes misted.

“How | miss him.” She glanced disgpprovingly a K'’lior, who had diplomaticaly engaged in an
animated discusson with P der and could pretend not to hear her.

“Come, then,” Kental said, gently guiding her away, “and show usdl how it's done.”

For a flegting moment it looked as though Mdawy was going to ral a the harper's obvious
digraction, but her obstinate look faded and, instead, she looked momentarily puzzled.

“Who are you?’ she asked Kental queruloudy, in a voice and expression that reminded Fiona of a
gmd| child looking for her mother.

“I'm Kentai, Meanwy,” the harper replied courteoudy, his troubled eyes darting to Tannaz and Fiona.
He gestured to the stage. “Y ou were going to play with us”

“l can't 9ng,” she said once again.

“No, drums” Kenta told her. The rest of ther conversation faded away as the harper and the old
woman moved toward the noise of the stage.

“I've never found out how old sheredly is” Tannaz murmured to Fiona. She seemed unsattled by the
encounter.

“l think Kentai did wonderfully,” Fiona said. When Tannaz gave her a surprised look, she added,
“We've any number of older people a Fort Hold who've log ther measure of the days” She
remembered dl the times she'd sat in with old aunties and undles. “One moment their thinking is clear and
brilliant, the next they’re like lost children.” She sghed. “It's sad, redly. Sometimes | think growing old is
nogftat dl.”

“Mdawy would be the firg to agree with you,” Tannaz told her. “She wanted to go between with
Nara and Hinirth and railed at her lot for Turns afterward.”

“And she' s the heedwoman?’

“Not even | have the heart to take that away from her,” Tannaz admitted. “When she's not addled, her
knowledge of weyrcraft is invauable” She glanced a Cisca. “We take turns spending time with her,
hoping to learn as much as we can before her last day.” “I'll help,” Fiona offered. “When Tdenth is a bit
older, I'm sure I'll have more time”

“I'm not sure | want you around her,” Cisca chimed in, surprisng Fiona. “She's a morbid thing these
days, and | don’t think it'd be far to you.”

“I wouldn't mind, Weyrwoman,” Fionatold her. “It'd be nothing more than I’ ve done at the Hold, as |
was tdling Tannaz.”

Ciscagmiled a her. “I know that,” she said. “And that's dl the more reason to let you have what few
Turnsthere are to you before you shoulder a grown woman's burdens.”

“Thread's coming,” Tannaz added in agreement. “Y ou might see the full Pass through.”

“l intend to,” Fiona declared. She paused for a moment, not because she didn’'t know what she meant
to say next but because she wanted to give the two older Weyrwomen a chance to fully absorb her
words. “So it seems that it would make sense for me to know everything | can about the Weyr, wouldn't
you agree?’

Tannaz gave her an astonished look, then turned to Cisca, who laughed.

“You made your case” She frowned and added, “Stll, | don’t think it's far to rob you so young of
your youth. | have a motherly duty—"

“Pardon, Weyrwoman,” Fiona interruped, her throat hard, her face hot, “but | lost my mother before
my third Turn and, with her, any chance of a proper childhood.”

Cisca gave her a look that was part afront, part surprise, but Fiona met her eyes squardy. “I'm
young, | know, but I’ ve had to grow up fast and | don't think | know how to stop.”

Before Cisca could respond, K’lior laid a hand on her am in a gesture that Fiona couldn’t interpret:
she had never seen her mother and father together. Cisca and K’lior exchanged the briefest of looks
before the Weyrwoman turned back to Fiona. “Wewill talk about this after we' ve eaten.” She raised her
free hand above her head to Sgnd for dessert.



“Don’t be in such arush to grow up,” Tannaz murmured as ther plates were cleared.

“l can't tdl you when | ever redly thought | was a child,” Fiona responded. But in her heart she
recaled dl the times when she'd been with Kindan and wondered—until the fruit dessert that Tannaz and
Hlor had made was served, and she enjoyed it so much that she completely forgot the previous
conversation.

As hot klah was being served and everyone sat back from ther tables, replete, Kentai and the singers

began ther songs.

Drummer, beat, and piper, blow.
Harper, strike, and soldier, go.
Free the flame and sear the grasses.
Till the dawning Red Sar passes.

As they finished, they moved on to a song that Fiona knew quite well and it brought tears to her eyes:

In early morning light | see,
A distant dragon come to me.

Kindan had written the song long before he had come to the Harper Hal, long before the Plague that
hed killed so many, induding dl of Fiona's family, except her father. She wondered now, with a thrill
running down her spine, how Kindan would fed when he saw her flying her dragon toward him one
morning.

Before the song was completed however, Fiona fdt Tdenth dirring.

“Tdenth iswaking up,” she said to Tannaz, wondering whét to do.

“Go feed her and see to her,” Tannaz ordered with no atempt to keep her exasperation out of her
voice. “Your dragon aways comes fire.”

With an gpologetic nod to the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman, Fiona rushed out of the Kitchen Cavern
and into the dusky Bowl.

I’m coming, shetold her dragon.

Fionawas relieved to find that Tdenth had no more serious issues than a rumbling somach and a

gmdl flaking spot under her chin. She fed her and oiled her, told her about making her firsd med, and
camed the queen down until she settled back into the half-dumber that characterized the mgority of her
daly activity.

“I'm going back now; cdl meif you need me,” Fiona said. Tdenth said nathing in response, and Fiona
could sense only the dimmest of images in the deepy dragonet’s mind.

When she went back out into the corridor, she heard voices from the Weyrwoman's quarters, so she
headed that way, ingtead of back to the Bowl.

“Weyrwoman?’ Fona cdled politdy at the entrance.

“Comeonin, Fiona” Tannaz caled back. “We re having a quick conference before we cdl it a night.”

Insde, Fiona found Cisca, Tannaz, and K’lior grouped around the table. The room was lit by large
glow baskets, two glowing green, one blue, and a fourth a dim ydlow. With nightfdl, the glows brought
out the shadows and dark places in the room. Tannaz beckoned to Fiona to come St on her knee.

“Whoof! You're heavier than | thought!” the Weyrwoman exclaimed.

“Maybe you should switch,” Cisca suggested.

“What, and admit that I'm amdler than aweyrling?’ Tannaz replied. “Think what that would do to my

Although Fiona knew that she was tdler than the older Weyrwoman, it was dill a shock to have the
fact demonstrated so completely. Tannaz was just one of those people who seemed big, no matter what



their Sze, because of ther great presence.

“Although,” Tannaz admitted after a moment, “if our conversation goes on too long, you're going to
have to find a different perch.” She complicated manners by tickling Fiona's side. Fiona was 4ill young
enough that she wastticklish, and she tried vainly to shift away from Tannaz' s teesing fingers.

“We won't keep you long,” Cisca sad in a tone tha slenced both Fiona's ggdling and Tannaz's
antics. Tannaz turned her complete attention to the Weyrwoman.

“l can't be sure, but | thought | heard two more coughs on the way up here)” Tannaz said with a
grimece.

“That'swhat | heard, too,” K’lior agreed.

“Mdirth says that Asoth and Panunth don’'t fed well,” Cisca reported.

K’lior turned toward the Bowl, thoughtfully. “M’rorin and J marin ridein H' nez swing.”

“Should we move them up to Sdith?” Tannaz wondered.

“I'd say yes,” Ciscareplied, looking questioningly a K'lior.

“I'll check with Kentai in the morming,“ he said.

That made sense to Fiona. Everyone knew that harpers got some training in heding.

“I'm not sure that it won't create more tenson to separate the wingriders from their wing,” K’lior went
on.

“When there's a cold going around Fort, the 9ck people ether stay in thair quarters or go to the
infirmary,” Fiona offered tentatively.

“We do that when weyrfolk get sick,” Cisca said.

“They don’'t get Sck nearly as much as holders” Tannaz added. “And the riders never seem to get
sck.”

“Why would they go to theinfirmary?’ K’lior asked Fiona.

“They'd go when they were so sick that they couldn’t care for themselves” Fiona replied. “Father and
| would vist them either way—usudly we'd bring soup or fruits—but it was better for a redly sck
person to be near the heder at dl times”

“We've no heder,” Cisca sad hitterly.

“I'm not sure it would hep with the dragons,” K’lior said.

“So who's gaing to patch them up when they get Thread-scored?’ Cisca demanded. She gestured to
Tannaz, Fiona, and hersdf. “We ll be flying queen’ swing.”

“Not for awhile” K’lior reminded her. “And by then I'm sure the Heder Hal will have dispatched a
journeyman to us”

Fona chewed her lip before confessing, “Father said we didn’'t have enough spare hands to send them
to the Hdls for eght Turns of learning.”

The others |ooked &t her inquiringly.

“That's how long it takes to train a heder,” Fionatold them. “Four Turnsin the Harper Hdl, four more
inthe Hedler Hall.”

“Why s0 long?" Cisca asked.

“Why not just teach heding?’ Tannaz added.

“Kindan said that a harper learns a lot of heding,” Fiona replied. “The extra turns & the Heder Hal
are to learn even more.”

“Fort was hard hit by the Plague,” K’lior remembered.

“Father said it was the same with dl the holds and crafts” Fiona responded. “He said it was getting
better now that the holds and crafts were recovering from the Plague, but that there were dill fidds lying
fdlow and looms gathering dust.”

“l could see how hard it would be to give up an able body in such times” Tannaz said. When Cisca
looked ready to disagree, Tannaz explained, “The grain from the fidds is needed for the cettle for the
dragons, as wdl as for the holders who tend the cattle.”

“Wdl, we won't solve that problem here,” Cisca said, dismissng the issue. “The quedtion is, what to
do with these sck dragons?’

“The quedtion is, how many are sck, will they recover, and when?’ K’lior corrected her. When she



looked a him blankly, he reminded her, “Thread will be coming soon and well need every dragon and
rider we have”

Even though the conversation was engrossng and worrying, Fiona found hersdf so tired from the
day’s events and her own efforts that she could only poorly difle ayawn.

“And we won't answer them tonight!” K’lior said, rigng from his chair. He bowed his head to Fiona
“My apologies, | forgot that not only isyour dragon young and growing but so are you.”

“Both of you need your rest,” Cisca agreed. She, too, found hersdf yawning. “We all need our rest.”

“I'll tak with Kentai tomorrow,” K'lior said.

“I'll want to ligenin,” Ciscatold him.

“Get up,” Tannaz ordered Fiona. “I'll see you to your Weyr.”

The lagt thing Fiona remembered was the Sght of Tannaz dtretching on her tiptoes to reach up and turn
over the last glow in her room.

FIVE

Eyes green, delight
Eyesred, fright
Eyes yellow, worry
Eyes closed, no hurry.

Fort Weyr, Next Morning, AL 507.13.15

Thelight of morning streaming in to her room woke her. Fiona legpt out of her bed in horror; she hadn’t
meant to deegp s0 long. One gentle touch to Tdenth confirmed that the young queen was dill deegping,
though Fona got the feding that Talenth’'s dreams were troubling her.

As Fona hastened through her toilet she kept an ear out for any sound of her dragon stirring. She had
just finished pulling on her day gown when she heard the unmistakable sound of a dragon coughing.

Talenth? Fona thought nervoudy to her dragon. But Tdenth did not respond, her mind sill deeping,
though twitching with whatever dream bothered her. Fiona raced to her dragon’s weyr to confirm her
impresson: Sure enough, she could see Tdenth's flanks and wings twitching as though in some dream
flight.

Ancther cough. Fiona spun around toward the noise. She ran out to the ledge that overlooked the
Weyr Bowl and connected her weyr with the other queen’s weyrs, her head cocked in the direction of
the noise.

It came from her |eft—that was Tannaz's weyr.

Fona raced that way, her nodrils flaing for breath. When she reached Kdsenth's weyr, Tannaz
looked up at her approach, her eyes red with tears, wide with fear and worry.

“She started last night,” Tannaz told her.

“Hona” Cisca cdled, coming into the dragon’'s lar from Tannaz's quarters. “Good, run to the
Kitchen, they should have that decoction ready. Bring it back as fast as you can.”

Fiona spun on her heds and took off, racing down the ledge, across the Weyr Bowl, and into the
Kitchen Cavern.

“I’'m to get the decoction for Kasenth,” Fiona called as she entered, looking around frantically.

“Over here)” aman'svoice cdled. She turned to it, saw that it was Kental, and trotted over, her Sdes
heaving from her run. “It's nearly ready.”



Whatever it was smelled good, Fiona redized as she neared the Seaming pot. Kentai waved her back,
then pulled the pot off the cods, grabbed it with wherhide gloves, and poured its contents into a large
bucket that had a ladle hanging from its Sde.

“Will you be able to manage?’ he asked as he handed her the bucket.

Breathless, Fiona nodded and took off again, running nearly as fast as she had on the way down. Her
legs complained and she caught a ditch in her Sde just as she started to dimb the indine of the ledge to
the weyrs.

“Grest,” Cisca cdled, grabbing the bucket from her and leaving Fiona to lean againg the wadl, panting
to regan her wind. “Tannaz, they say that the Weyrwoman a Benden recommended it,” Cisca sad.
Tannaz looked up at her, hollow-eyed. “Y ou know, the one who Impressed that gold before Breth . . .~

Tannaz looked down, then back to her dragon. Fiona sumbled over to her, knelt beside her, and
hugged her tight. Tannaz did not react. Worriedly, Fiona exchanged looks with Cisca, but the other only
shook her head dightly and frowned down & the bucket, stirring it with the ladle to cool it more quickly.

“Tannez . . .” Fiona began but was cut off by another cough from Kalsenth. Again Fiona noticed that
sckly smel. Tannaz crumpled againgt her dragon’s side.

Fiona? Tdenth cdled from her weyr.

Wait, Fona replied, surprisng hersdf. Tannaz was so strong, she couldn’t give in now, so soon, she
just couldn’t!

Setting her jaw, Fiona leaned forward, grabbed Tannaz by the shoulders, and pulled her back.

Tannaz looked up & her, her expression one of mingled surprise and anger.

“You need to take care of your dragon,” Fona said, looking down at her. “You need to feed her this
Suff that they use in Benden.” A faintly puzzled look entered Tannaz' s eyes. “Y ou are her rider; you must
be strong.”

Fiona leaned back, getting her feet under her and urging Tannaz to rise with her.

“Come on, Tannaz,” Cisca added, scooping some of the liquid into the ladle. “Fona sright.”

Tannaz looked at the ladle, looked a her dragon, and nodded.

“Kdsenth,” she said aoud, “open your mouth.” Before she poured the liquid down her dragon’s
throat, she checked the temperature againg the ingde of her wrigt. “It’'s not too hot, you should like it.”

“It andls good,” Cisca added encouragingly.

The gold dragon waited urtil Tannaz retracted her am before dosng her mouth and raisng her head
to swallow the liquid.

“Feed it dl to her,” Cisca said, extending the bucket to Tannaz.

“There” Fona said as the gold opened her mouth once more and Tannaz ladled in another dollop,
“that’s better, igT't it?’

The bucket was empty in no time. Kasenth lay her head back down and closed her eyes. In a short
while she was adeep again.

“You should get some deep, too,” Cisca sad to Tannaz. Fiona darted into Tannaz's quarters and
returned with pillows and blankets. Tannaz took them graiefully and curled up againgt her gold.

“WEeIl check on you later,” Cisca promised, passng the empty bucket and ladle over to Fiona and
gesturing for her to leave through the weyr entrance.

As Fionafollowed the Weyrwoman down the ramp toward the Kitchen Cavern, she spotted Tdenth
peering timidly out of her weyr. Cisca noticed and nodded to Fiona, “See to her and meet me when you

Fionainsisted upon ailing Tdenth before feeding her, and between the two tasks it was over an hour

before she had the dragonet back in her weyr, sated, scrubbed, and somnolent. Fiona falled to difle a
yawvn hersdf as she headed down the indine toward the Kitchen Cavern, wishing that times were such
that she could curl up with her dragon.

Cisca wasn't in the Kitchen Cavern when Fiona arrived. Zirana directed her to a doorway a the back



of the cavern and Fona found hersdf in a corridor she' d never been in before.

Aswith dl of Fort Weyr, the walls were just as smooth as those a Fort Hold. Fiona ran her hands
aong them, ddighting in the cold smoothness. She knew from her times at other holds and at the Harper
Hal that whatever the Oldtimers had used to creste such smoothness had falled before dl the holds or
Weyrs were finished, and she was glad that, having left Fort Hold, she'd been lucky enough to come to
Fort Weyr with its reassuring Smilarities

| wonder if the layouts are the same? Fiona thought, turning to the right to follow her hunch. She'd
been told that Cisca wasin the storerooms, and at Fort Hold, the storerooms had been st to the right of
the lower corridors.

A fant amdl of herbs came to her, and Fiona amiled to hersdf: She' d guessed right.

“l don't care if we don't have enough,” Cisca was saying impatiently as Fiona entered the room.
“Well send for more. Just get dl the dried echinacea and bring it to the cooks—we ve got to make more
of that potion!”

“Jugt where will you get it?” an older woman'’s voice asked tetchily.

“It doesn’'t matter,” Cisca said. “Our fird need isthe sick dragons.”

“Dragons don't get sick!” the woman replied. “And who do you think you are, the Weyrwoman?’

Fona entered the doorway in time to identify the irritable woman as Mdanwy.

“But she is the Weyrwoman,” Fiona declared, only to be surprised by the shushing motions Cisca was
meaking behind the old woman's back. The room was filled with cabinets, except for the far end where
there was a work desk and some chairs. Glowbaskets hung from hooks on the walls.

Meanwy's eyes widened in surprise and she said to Fiona, “Who are you?’

“She’'s Fiona, Mdanwy,” Cisca said. “ She cooked for us last night.”

Meanwy’s face drained of expression and she tottered to the table and sat down, hard. She dropped
her head into her hands. Finally she looked up a Cisca. “But what happened to Nara?’

“She went between, Mdanwy,” Cisca told her softly.

“She did?’ the old woman asked, draining to find the memory. “Oh, now | remember.” There was a
long slence as Meanwy absorbed her loss once again and then, with a Sgh, the old woman pushed back
the chair and stood up again. “What are we doing here?’

“We're looking for herbs, Mdanwy,” Cisca said. “We need echinacea and ginger and—"

“Why?

“Because the dragons are getting Sick,” Cisca said, trying to keep the weariness out of her voice.

“Dragons don't get Sick,” Mdanwy indgted again. Cisca glanced over at Fionain exasperation.

“What do we need, Weyrwoman?’ Fiona asked, stepping into the room and glancing around.
“Begdes ginger and echinacea?’

With arelieved look, Cisca passed a date to Fiona. “Here sthelig.”

“Mdawy and | can find them,” Fona said, and was indantly gratified to see rdief on Cisca's face.
“Can't we, Mdanwy?’

“Who are you?” Mdanwy asked.

“FHong,” she replied quickly. “I'm from Fort Hold, Lord Bemin's daughter.”

“Whet are you doing here?” Mdanwy asked, then remembered her manners. “How ddightful to meet
you; how is your mother?’

“Perhaps Meanwy can hdp me,” Fiona said with a ggnificant glance to Cisca

Cisca brightened. “I'll send some folk to help,” she promised, clapping Fiona on the shoulder in thanks
as she passed around her and through the doorway.

FHona turned back to Mdanwy. “The Weyrwoman's offered us some of your stores; well pay them
back as soon as we can, but we' ve got a sickness and need some herbs—"

“What do you need?’” Medanwy asked briskly, gesturing for Fiona to hand her the li.

Mdawy was tired when they had finished locating the last of the herbs, so Fiona escorted her back to
her quarters before returning to the Kitchen Cavern.

“Takethisup to T'jen,” Cisca was saying to one of the kitchen-folk as Fiona entered. She turned to a
young rider danding attentively beside her and continued, “Take this to the Harper Hal and see if they



can hdp.”

The rider nodded and left, moving briskly. It was then that Cisca noticed Fiona.

“Mdawy wastired, so | brought her back to her quarters to rest,” Fionatold her.

Cisca gestured her to a table on which were laid out some rolls, butter, mugs, and a pitcher of klah.

“Right now there are five sck dragons,” Cisca told her once as they were seated. “Sdith, Asoth,
Danorth, Panunth, and Kasenth.”

Fona was confused. “Sdlith is T’ jen’ s brown, right?’

“Oh, sorry, | forgot thet you've only been here—how long has it been?” Cisca said, then waved the
quedtion away. “Asoth is J marin's blue—he's the one who had the gold fire-lizard, Saymon—Danorth
isL’rian’s green, and Panunth is M’ rorin’s blue”

Fonatried to fix the names of the riders, the dragons, and their colors in her head but found, to her
annoyance, that she couldn’t.

“l used to be good with names” she said, frowning. “I know dl the names of every holder in Fort
Hold and dl the heads of every hold minor or craft—"

“Don’'t worry,” Cisca assured her. “You'll learn them dl intime”

Fona contented hersdf with a gp from her mug and another bite of her roll. She was surprised that
she was 0 hungry until she remembered that she hadn’t eaten at dl that morning . . . which brought her
back to the issue she'd been avoiding. “I seem to be in such a muddle dl the time” she confessed to
Cisca. She met the Weyrwoman's eyes. “I didn’t use to be like this”

Cisca picked up on Fiona' s unspoken plea “I don't think it' stheillness” she told her.

“But you've noticed?’ Fona persisted. “Is there something wrong with me?”

“If there is, you're not done.” The speaker was K’lior, who was griding up to them. He amiled at
Fiona, kissed Cisca on the cheek, and, hooking a chair with his foot, dragged himsdf up a seat. He
looked Fiona over intently. “How are you feding?’

“I'mtired dl thetime” Fionasaid. “But isn't that normd after an Impression? And I’ ve thirteen Turns,
and dl the old ones said that being a teen was tiring.”

K’lior amiled reassuringly at her. “It is norma to be tired for the fird few months or more after
Impressing a dragonet—it takes time for them to reach therr growth!” His eyes twinkled as he added,
“And | recdl being tired for much of my teens, too.” He looked over a Cisca, questioningly.

Fort’s Weyrwoman spent some time choosing her words. “Both are very tiring,” Cisca began.

“But Kindan had only fourteen Turns when he fought the Plague,” Fiona remarked. She pushed hersdf
up straighter. “If he can do that, | don’t know why | can’t manage a dragon while being a teen.”

“Of course you'll manage your dragon,” Cisca told her emphdicdly. With a nod toward the
Weyrleader, she added, “Neither K’lior nor | have any doubt about that.”

“But . . .” Fiona prompted then blushed as she remembered to whom she was spesking. Before she
could gpologize, K’lior responded, “But we have noticed that you and many others seem more tired than
usud, even for those who have nemly Impressed.”

“There are even some who Impressed many Turns ago,” Cisca added, thinking of T mar.

Fiona was only hdf rlieved by the news. “No one knows why we' re feding this way?’

K’lior shook his head. “No, but we're keeping an eye on it.”

“So far it haa't affected the dragons,” Cisca assured her, “just the riders.”

“And they're able to do thar duty,” K’lior added. Fiona noted the way Cisca glanced a the
Weyrleader when he made this pronouncemen.

“You don't agree, do you?’ Fiona asked her.

Cisca chewed her lip thoughtfully before saying, to K'lior's evident irritation, “1 have some
reservations.”

“We ve more important matters a the moment,” K’lior said, changing the topic. He turned to Cisca.
“How are our stores for that herba recipe Benden sent?’

Cisca shook her head and grimaced. “WE I be out before the end of the day, with just these five”

“We can send riders to the Holds” K’lior decided. He took on the abstracted look of a rider taking
to his dragon, amiled briefly, then said, “I've asked T'mar to go to Fort, P der to go to Southern Ball,



and M’kury will go to Ruatha.”

“And V'ney and H'nez?’ Cisca wondered.

“They'll be handling drill today,” K’lior told her.

“Mixed wings?" Cisca asked.

“Of course,” K’lior replied, amiling.

Fona looked confused, so Cisca explained, “K’lior likes to mix up wings to be sure that every rider
can work with every wingleeder.”

“Oh.”

“It keeps them on their toes,” K’lior told her with awink.

“It stops them from being bored,” Cisca alowed.

“Bored?’ Fiona asked, surprised that dragonriders could be bored.

“You mugt remember that some of them have been drilling dl their lives” K’lior said.

“But the Red Star,” Fiona protested. “Thread is coming soon!” “Which is why we drill with mixed
wings” K’lior agreed.

Fiona thought on that for a moment and nodded. “Father often makes his guards change posts.”

“Probably for the same reason,” Cisca sald.

A sudden thought caused Fiona to perk up. “Do you suppose, perhaps, that is, if it wouldn't be too
much of a burden—"

“Spit it out,” Cisca said, gesturing with one hand. She pointed at K'lior. “He won't bite”

K’lior gave them alook of feigned indignation.

“If Tdenth doesn’t wake, would it be possible for meto go to Fort?’

Ciscaand K’ lior exchanged a look.

“| told you that she wasn't dl addled,” Cisca said to the Weyrleader.

“I never said shewas,” K’lior responded.

“But,”—HFona shook her head sadly—"1 don’t know how long Tdenth will stay adeep.”

“I'm sure you' ve got at least an hour yet,” Cisca assured her.

“Andif not,” K’lior added, “we'll send word to P der; he can bring you back and return to Fort Hold
for the supplies”

“I'm sure it would help to have you there,” Ciscatold her.

“You could stop at the Hold while P der goes to the Hedler Hall,” K'lior observed. “That would save
time” He looked inward for a moment and then back up a Fiona “T'mar and Zirenth are waiting for
you.” He gestured to the Bowl outside. “You'd best get going.”

“Thank you!” Fiona said, jumping up from her chair and rushing out.

Ciscaand K’lior watched her go. Then Cisca turned to the Weyrleader and said, “You know, if thisis
what she's like when she'sttired . .

K’lior laughed. “Shéll be like you when she's recovered!”

Cisca gave him afierce look and poked at him. “Enough of that!”

Compared to her dragonet, the bronze dragon waiting for her in the Weyr Bowl was immense.

Zirenth craned his long neck around to peer a her as she came running over, and Fiona waved a him,
feding for the firg timein along while like a young girl again.

T mar waited for her beside Zirenth's huge forefoot and helped her dimb up onto the dragon’s neck.

“Hold on to the strap, Weyrwoman,” T'mar said as he climbed up behind her. He wrapped one arm
around her waigt and grabbed the fighting strap with the other.

“I'm used to riding behind,” Fiona warned him just as Zirenth flexed his huge hind legs and legpt into
thear.

“I know you are,” T'mar shouted to her as the great bronze's wings beat down and lifted them up. “I
thought you might like to have a taste of what it will be like riding your own dragon.”

My own dragon! Fona thought, her eyes seeking out Tdenth's weyr. Tdenth will be bigger than this



puny bronze, she thought with a pride o fierce that it surprised, then gratified her.

“Thank you,” she cdled back as Zirenth rose up out of the Bowl. She saw T'mar’s hand as he waved
to the watch dragon perched near the Star Stones and then they were gliding down, into the valey below
the Weyr spires.

“Areyou ready?’ T'mar called to her.

Fonaraised her am and pumped it in the ancient dragonriders 9gnd of readiness.

A freezing blackness suddenly gripped her, but Fionawas ready for it. Between only takes as long as
it does to cough three times, she reminded hersdf.

One.

Two.

Three.

They burgt out high over Fort Hold and Fiona couldn’t help shouting for joy at the Sght.

“You'll do this on your own before you know it, Weyrwoman,” T'mar promised her.

Fiona s shout turned into anoise of pure exhilaration as Zirenth banked sharply and spiradled on down
to the landing between the Harper Hdl and the Hold. Then Zirenth was on the ground, and T'mar
jumped down and raised his hands to catch Fiona. She amiled as he deftly lowered her to the ground.

“You've got the longer journey,” T'mar said as he stepped away from her.

“I'm the younger,” Fiona reminded him with an impish grin.

T'mar had no reply and merdy shook his head before waving her on her way.

“If I'm done before you, I'll come up to the Hold,” T'mar said as he strode away.

Fonaturned away from him and toward the path up to the Hold. It was a pleasant walk, dthough she
was surprised to redlize how tiring it was for her.

Too much time lazing around, she decided.

As Fona dimbed the path that led up to Fort Hold proper, she eagerly examined the streets branching
off on ether sde toward the crafthdls and smdl cotholds, looking for any of the many Fort Holder
children she knew and had played with, but there was no dgn of them. It's lunchtime, she reminded
hersdlf, working to keep her good mood.

Sill, the memories of the rare times she'd managed to get away from her father’s watchful gaze—and
where had he been?—were among her happiest: hunting tunnd snakes in the bowels of the Hold; getting
wet and muddy & the nearest lake; chasng sheep with the herders and herd dogs—al the things that a
rambunctious child, though perhaps not the Holder’ s daughter, would do when not in fear of a scolding.

The fird guard she saw at the Hold's main gate was someone she did not recognize. Fiona forced a
frown off her face—if she hadn't Impressed, she would know who this new man was. She was just
about to introduce hersdf when another guard rushed down from the watchtower, cdling, “Lady Fional”

It was Jir, one of the men who had survived the Plague with her father and Kindan. He and Stennel
hed carried the dead off to the massed graves, Fiona recalled.

“Your father’s not here, my lady,” Jdir told her as she approached him. He gestured back down the
path. “He s down at the Harper Hal.” The guard next to him smirked, only to have Jdir round sharply on
him. “Ndlin, thisis Lady Fiona, the Lord Holder’ s daughter.”

Ndlin sobered up immediately, murmuring, “Didn’t mean no harm, my lady.”

What was so funny about her father being at the Harper Hall? Fiona wondered. She shook hersdlf,
remembering her task. “I’ve come for some herbas,” she told the guards. “The dragons are Sick.”

“We'd heard,” Jdir replied. “All the fire-lizards are gone”

“Wdl, don't let us hold you up, my lady,” Ndlin said, waving her indde. “From the sounds of it
you've got urgent business.”

Fona nodded and, with a find wave, made her way through the Hold gates, through the courtyard,
and up to the Great Hal gates, which were open to let in the afternoon air.

She was pleasad to find Neesa ensconced in the kitchen, and for a brief moment, Fiona fdt as though
she were ayoung Lady Holder again, and not a Weyrwoman on an urgent mission.

“Lady Fiona, what a surprise!” Neesa exclamed when she spotted her. “ Can you stay long?’

“I'mafrad | can't,” Fonasaid. “I've come from the Weyr to beg for some herbals for the dragons.”



“Soit'sred, then? Neesa asked. “We know about the fire-lizards, of course.”

“It'sred,” Fona confirmed. “We ve five up a Fort Weyr who are coughing. And dready a least
three have gone between from dl the Weyrs, induding Breth, Benden's queen.”

“And the herbas will hdp? Neesa asked, her eyes ful of concern. “Threed'll be coming soon
enough.”

“We don’'t know if the herbaswill help,” Fiona said. “But they include echinacea and ginge—"

“Marlad” Neesacdled. “Drat, where is she? She's as bad as your—’

“Pardon?’ Fiona asked. She hadn’t been looking at Neesa, but rather in the direction she was caling.

“Oh, nathing!” Neesa replied quickly. “1t’'s just that your father is never around when needed either.”

FHonafdt sure that there was more to it than that, but she redly didn’t have time to wheedle the rest of
the news out of the head cook, particularly as a youngdter, little younger than Fiona hersdlf, came rushing
into the kitchen at that moment.

“Marla, take Fiona down to the tores,” Neesa ordered. “ She's to have anything she needs. 1t's Weyr
busness”

Marla looked confused, frightened, and amazed dl a once. “Weyr busness?’ she repeated.

“Surdy you remember Fiona, the Lord Holder's daughter,” Neesa said acerbicdly. “And wouldn't a
curtsy bein order?’

Marla hedlily curtsed, her face going bright red with embarrassment. “My lady,” she sad as she
dipped down, then flushed even more. “I mean, Weyrwoman.”

“Not to worry,” Fiona said with asmile and a gesture to ease the other’s discomfort. “1 am in a bit of
ahurry,s0..”

Marla stared a her for a moment, dill bemused. Fiona took matters in her own hands. “Follow me, |
know the way.”

She led the way down to the mediand storeroom. “We need echinacea the mogt, then ginger,
cinnamon, comfrey, and hyssop,” she told Marla as she started puiling containers from cupboards built
into the wals. Thelight in the room was dim. “Bring in one of the glows from outsde.”

“l don't know,” Marla began hestantly, but Fiona gave her a look that sent the young holder rushing
out of the room.

She returned a moment later with a glow basket, which she hung on a hook high up.

“Much better,” Fiona said, rummeaging through another likdy storage bin. “I won't take more than half
of your supplies—”

“Hdf?" Marla squeaked, her eyes round.

“Dragons are big, Marla,” Fiona reminded her with just a touch of exasperation in her voice. “They
need much more per dose than humans”

“Did you think to ask the herders?” Marla said.

Fona shook her head. “Wel do that if we need more”

“More?’ Marla was astonished at the thought.

Fonafound a carissk and started to Suff it with herbs, each stored in their own jar or box.

“There” she said briskly, shouldering the carisak. “That should be enough for a couple of days.”

Marla was reduced to making amdl squesking noises.

“I'll leave you to put the glow back,” Fiona said as she made for the door. “No need to follow, I'll see
mysdf out.”

“Did you get everything?’ Neesa asked as Fiona stopped back at the kitchen for a quick good-bye.

“l only took hdf of what werein the stores,” Fionatold her, “just in case.”

“Wdl,” Neesa said consderingly, “you can dways come back for the rest if you need.”

“We don’'t even know if it works,” Fiona told her. “What we heard from Benden was that they were
trying it

“Whet are the ingredients again?’ Neesa asked. Fiona rattled off the list. “That sounds right to me”
Neesa dlowed, “not that | know dl that much about dragons.”

“I'm only just learning mysdf,” Fiona said.

“You learn fast; you'll know it dl soon enough,” Neesa assured her.



“l don’t know,” Fiona said, pursaing her lips. “1 seem to be so tired dl the time”

“l suppose that’s natura, what with a new dragon and dl,” Neesa dlowed.

“No,” Fona sad, sheking her head firmly, “it's not.” She explained what Fort's Weyrleader and
Weyrwoman had told her, finishing, “ So it seems that it's worse than norma.”

“But not just for you,” Neesa pointed out. “They said others were affected, too, weren't they?’

“Yes” Fonaadmitted bleskly. “But what if—"

“If it'sto do with this iliness, then they’d have the same problem at the other Weyrs, wouldn't they?’
Neesa suggested. Fiona frowned at that, thoughtfully. “So dl you'd have to do is ask the other Weyrs,
wouldn't you?’

“l suppose,” Fona conceded. She shook her head to dear off her morbid thoughts. She had a
sackload of herbs to get back to the Weyr now. But before she could take her leave, a loud shout
erupted from the Great Hall.

“Father?’ Fiona cdled, recognizing the voice of Lord Holder Beminin full rage.

“Hona. ..” Neesa began, but Fiona had dready raced out of the kitchen. Neesa followed the fleang
figure of the youngster and shook her head. She paused a moment, ligening, then turned back to her
pots. No matter what, she told hersdf, there' d be a med wanted.

(1
F iona?" Lord Bemin caled out when he spotted his daughter rushing toward him from the kitchen.

“What are you doing here?’

“I've come for some herbas” Fiona replied, dropping her shoulder to show the carisak dung on it.
“What are you doing belowing like that? | haven't heard you so angry since that time | got lost searching
for tunnd snakes.”

“Tunnd snakes would be better,” Bemin responded, his expresson sour, brows furrowed
thunderoudy.

“Weren't you a the Harper Hal?’

“l was” Bemin snapped.

“Areyou and Kesaarguing again?’ Fona asked, her eyes dancing.

Bemin sghed and seemed to deflate where he stood. Fona was surprised to see the worry lines
around his eyes.

“Shel s not upset about her gold?” Fiona wondered. Kelsa had Impressed a gold fire-lizard a number
of Turns back and was quite attached to her. Fionawas certain Kelsa's loss of Vdyart had hit her hard.
She dso recdled that Kelsa and her father had made jokes about which bronze would fly when Vayart
mated.

Even though she was the Lord Holder’s daughter, or perhaps even more because she was the Lord
Holder’' s daughter, Fiona had spent alot of her youth with the herdbeasts and animds of the Hold; more
then once she had helped a ewe hirthing alamb, or a herdbeast with a breech birth, so reproduction held
no secrets for her.

And so it waan't difficult for her to take in her father's stance and his bdlowing, and come up with a
shrewd guess “Kelsa's pregnant, isn't she?’

“We were taking names” Bemin said by way of confirmation. “Kemmaif agirl, Belsan if a boy.”

Fona did some quick thinking, her expression growing more radiant by the second. “You were going
to tdl me at the Haiching, weren't you?’

Bemin nodded.

Fonalet out acry of joy and ran up to hug her father.

“That's great newd” she exclamed. She stepped back. “When Tdenth is old enough, I'll vist every
day—" She frowned, then corrected hersdf. “—every sevenday at least!”

She saw that her father dill looked upset. “What?’

“We fought,” Bemin told her. “1 wanted the child raised at the Hold, to be the next Holder, particularly

if it saboy.”



Fona could hear his unsaid words. particularly seeing as you're now at the Weyr. She could guess
how the discusson, then argument went, her father getting more and more irritated a Kelsa's
intranggence.

She snorted. “Father, you're taking about a kilometer's differencel Don't be such aninny!”

Bemin looked surprised at her response and opened his mouth to reply, but Fiona remembered her
misson.

“We can tak about this later,” she told him briskly. “These medicines can’t wait, and Tdenth may
wake up any moment now.” She patted his am and rushed by, headed toward the great doors. “Don't
worry, it'll work out just fing”

It was only when she was up on Zirenth's back with T'mar and the dragon was thruding up into the
sky above Fort Hold that Fiona wondered bemusedly a her temerity in giving her own father advice on
romance.

Then Zirenth went between and she thought no more of it.

/ \fter delivering the herbs, Fiona raced across the Weyr Bowl toward the Queens Quarters and up

the ramp to her weyr to find that Tdenth was just girring from her long nap.

| itch, Tdenth complained as soon as she spied Fiona. Fona grabbed the bucket of all and a brush
and sought out the offending spot.

There! Tdenth told her with a Sgh of contentment. The patch was easily seen and soon dedlt with.
Much better.

Fona smiled. “Only you could walow in asmple ailing!”

Nonsense, I'm sure all dragons do it! Tdenth corrected her, craning her head around to look at
Fiona, her faceted eyes whirling with a touch of worry. I’'m not being mean to you, am I?

Fona rushed to Tadenth's head and grabbed it, snaking an arm up to scratch the dragon’s eye ridges.
“No, of course not!” she told her dragon emphaticaly. “Y ou're the most wonderful, marvelous, amazing
friend a person could ever havel”

And you would tell me if | was being difficult, wouldn’t you?

Fonalaughed. “Aslong asyou'll tdl meif I'm being difficult.”

You? Never! Tdenth replied, twiding her head down alittle. Just there. That feels great.

Fona chuckled a Tdenth's so reedily apparent pleasure and redoubled her efforts.

It had been less than two months, she mused to hersdlf, and she couldn’'t imagine life without Taenth.

A loud cough from nearby startled her.

As one, dragon and rider turned toward the sound.

“Kdsenth,” Fiona murmured, her heart suddenly heavy in her chest.

She's not getting better, Tdenth observed. What will happen if she doesn’t get better?

Fiona shook her head, not daring to answer.

SIX
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“There’'s no need to worry about more herbas,” Tannaz said to Fiona as she entered Kasenth's weyr
early that morning, bearing a deaming bucket full of the pleasant-smdling brew. “It's not working.”

Fona began a protest, but the older woman silenced her with a raised hand. “It hasn't worked at dl
these last three days.”

Tannaz was a shrunken remnant of hersalf, eyes red-rimmed, harr aily and lank, her skin nearly hanging
on her frame. She'd been up every night, twitching with every snort or cough her dragon made—and
sometimes she' d started in terror to the sound of other dragons whaose coughs echoed in the Weyr Bowil
with an eery irrevocability, a harbinger of degth.

Kasenth's breath came and went in wheezes, punctuated errdicaly by louder coughs that wracked
her great gold body from end to end; Fiona cringed to see the beautiful queen in such graits.

“Tdl Ciscathat | want to move to ahigher Weyr,” Tannaz said, turning away from Fiona and back to
her dragon.

“Tannaz . . . 7" Fona began but the older, smdler Weyrwoman waved her away with a hand thrown
up dismissvely.

In a mood that bordered on terror, Fiona left swiftly, cdling to her dragon, Talenth, tell Cisca that
Kalsenth has gotten worse.

After amoment’s pause, Fiona's queen, who had dearly been dozing, responded, | have. She says to
meet her in the kitchen.

Thanks, Fonareplied, dtering her trgjectory toward the Kitchen Cavern. As she made out the glow
of the kitchen fires through the early morning fog, she spotted the darker form of a person near by.

“How's Tannaz this morning?’ Mdanwy asked. “How’s her dragon?’

“Worse” Fionatold her brusquely. Mdanwy had taken to skulking around Tannaz's quarters, aways
ready to help, but Fiona got the distinct impression that the old woman was personifying the old saying:
Misery loves company. Fona was growing to hate the older woman's presence but said nothing as
Tannaz had made no protest.

“Shels addled,” Tannaz had told Fiona the only time the younger Weyrwoman had commented on it,
her tone making it clear that she had expected more compassion from Fiona “She thinks that I'm Nara,
the old Weyrwoman, hdf the time” Seeing Fiona's ill-troubled expresson, Tannaz added, “1 don't
mind the company. You can't be here dl the time; you' ve got your own dragon to tend.”

Fona couldn't help but hear the resentment in Tannaz's tone & that, the unspoken “Your dragon is
hedithy, at leest.”

“I'll see to her,” Mdanwy said now. As the old woman hobbled off, Fiona heard her add, “Haven't |
aways seen to har?”’

1/ F
iona, what isit?’ Ellor asked as Fona entered the Kitchen Cavern.

Fona was dill so unnerved by Mdanwy’s bizarre behavior that she could only shake her head.

“The Weyrwoman's over there,” Ellor said, pointing. She pushed a tray into Fiond's ams. “Ther€'s
klah here and something warm for this cold morning.”

Sill bemused, Fiona trudged over to the Weyrwoman and set the tray down, stting only when Cisca
gestured for her to do so. The Weyrwoman was so caught up in her own thoughts that it wasn't urtil
she'd offered Fiona a cup of klah for the second time that she redlized the younger queen rider hadn’t
responded.

13 Fior‘a!”

Fonalooked up at her, dazed.

“What isit?’

“She's not going to make it, is she?” Fona said quigtly to Cisca. “Neither Kdsanth nor Tannaz, are
they?” When Cisca said nothing, Fiona continued, her voice rigng dong with her anger. “And Mdanwy’s
there every day, just waiting and hoping for the time when—"

“Drink some klah,” Cisca said, her voice commanding. She pushed amug into Fiona s numb hands.



Fona obeyed, but it was asif someone ese were moving her hands, someone dse drinking. It wasn't
supposed to be like this. Dragons were dways hedthy, they never got sick, they never . . .died.

“She’ s going to go with her, isn't she?” ahe asked, absently dropping her mug on the table.

“If she does, it'll be her choice,” Ciscareplied quietly.

“So what's Mdanwy doing?’ Fiona demanded.

“I think,” Cisca replied after amoment, “in her own way, she’ s trying to help.”

“Hedp?’ Fonacouldn't believeit.

“In her own way,” Cisca repeated. She looked up as K’lior pulled out a chair opposite Fiona. He
looked haggard.

“I jugt left Imarin,” K’lior told them.

“The herba didn’'t help, did it?” Fiona demanded. She didn’t notice the look that K'lior and Cisca
exchanged and only barely heard K’lior’s words: “No, it didn’t.”

“That'swhat Tannaz said,” Fionatold them blegkly. She looked up at Cisca. “She sad to tdl you not
to worry about the herbas and that she wants to move to a higher weyr.”

“No,” Cisca sad determinedly. “Shelll stay in her weyr.” She caught Fiona's look and added, “I'll tdl
her.”
T 'mar approached them and, at K’lior's gesture, took a seat. “L’rian’s Danorth is not getting better.”

“None of them are” declared Kental, gpproaching from the cavern’s entrance. He grimaced as he
added, “| just spoke with our Masterherder.”

“Herder?’ T'mar murmured in surprise.

“The herbd is very dmilar to one she uses for sck herdbeasts,” Kenta continued, seeting himsdf
beside Fiona, across from T'mar. He shook his head. “She says that usudly if the herbd doesn't work
the firg time, the beast will die”

“Dragons aren’t the same as herdbeasts!” T'mar declared.

“No,” agreed Kentai, “but the herbd is”

“I've spoke with Toma before,” K’lior mused, “and she's dways seemed very knowledgesble in her
craft.”

“We can't do nothing!” T'mar perssted, looking from Kentai, to Cisca, to K'lior, and findly at
Fona “Thread is coming and wée Il need dl our dragons.”

“l think we dl know that, T'mar,” K’lior said soothingly. T"mar smmered under the Weyrleader's
gaze.

“Is there anything you suggest we do differently?” Kental inquired.

T'mar glared at the harper, muttering, “If we had aheder . .

“If we had a heder he'd tdl us no more than we know,” Kentai retorted. He gestured to the Bowil
outside and up toward the drumheghts by the Star Stones. “I’ve been in constant communication and no
one has a better solution than Kindan's.”

“He s no heder,” T'mar persisted rebdlioudy.

“No,” Kental responded agreeably, “he's not. But it was Kindan who thought of the ways that helped
the Holders during the Plague, and Kindan is the only one who has bonded with a watch-wher and
Impressed afirelizard.”

“| trust Kindan,” Fiona declared hatly. “He saved ny life”

T 'mar gave her a surprised ook, then lowered his eyes and muttered, “He's no dragonrider.”

“But Loranais” Kentai responded. “And it is her herba we have been usng.”

T'mar gave the harper a mulish look but said nothing, instead reaching for a mug and the pitcher of
klah. He knocked the mug over and broke it.

“Here,” Fona said, pushing her mug toward him. “Have mine”

“No, I'll get my own,” T'mar declared.

“T'mar!” Ciscacdled to himin surprise. The bronze rider looked her way, his brows raised. “Are you
sure you want to do that? It's never wise to turn down the favors of a Weyrwoman.”

T'mar was about to respond angrily but caught himsdf. He shook his head and said to Cisca, “My
gpologies, Weyrwoman, I'm not mysdf.”



Cisca nodded in acknowledgment, then looked pointedly toward Fiona.

T'mar turned toward the younger queen rider. “Weyrwoman, | gpologize for my poor manners” he
sad. “If you'd accept my gpology, I'd be most grateful.”

Thetenson at the table was papable and Fionafdt it as she never had before. It was hersto own; she
could deny T'mar’s gpology and fan the flames or she could cool things off. She shook her head; she
was too exhausted for anger to burn long in her.

T'mar caught her movement and mistook it. Affronted, he started to rise, only to stop when Fona
reached across the table and grabbed his hand.

“l was shaking my head & my own foolishness” she said, catching his eyes. “Please St back down
and do take my mug. We ve dl been through too much; we're dl worried, and dl tired.”

She tugged on his hand and T"mar, with a lopsided grin, eased back into his chair.

“I'll pour, if you'll let me, dragonrider,” Kentai offered. At T'mar’s grateful nod, the harper filled the
mug with the warm klah.

“I'm sorry to have snapped at you, too,” T'mar said as he curled his fingers around the now-warm
mug.

“If we're going to survive this” Fona was surprised to hear hersdf say, “we are going to have to
forgive our outbursts and accept our pan.”

““Accept our pain, " Cisca repeated, giving Fiona a curious |ook.

It was something that Kindan had said, Fiona redlized, on one of the rare occasons when she'd
managed to get him to talk about the Plague.

“Yes” she sad, not caring to elaborate; she fdt it would not be a good idea at this moment to mention
Kindan again.

“We don't know how long thiswill last,” Kentai said into the sllence that fel. He amiled at Fiona. “I
think our newest Weyrwoman is right: We are going to have to forgive our outbursts and accept our
pan.”

“So what are we going to do for the Sck dragons?’ T'mar wondered.

“Keep them as comfortable as possible, have someone be with them and ther riders as often as
needed,” Fiona replied, remembering other words—this time from her father—about the Plague. In
response to T'mar’s scrutiny, she explained, “That's what Father said they did during the Plague.”

“And | don't think there’s much more we can do,” Cisca agreed. “Wait,” T"mar surmised dully.

“And hope,” Fiona added.

T mar ran a weary hand through his hair and back down his neck, massaging his tense tendons. “It
doesn’'t seem dl that much.” “1t'sdl we can do,” K’lior replied.

“It's more than watching and waiting,” Fiona added. “It's being someone who lisens, someone who
helps, a kind word, an understanding touch.”

“You've done this before?” T'mar asked, his expresson making it clear that he was dramaticaly
reevauating the young queen rider opposite him.

“Once,” Fona confessed. “With an old uncle”

She could see that the others wanted to know more. “He died holding my hand,” she explained. Her
face crumpled in memory as she added, “1 cried for a sevenday.”

The others looked at her expectantly. Fionawiped her eyes and summoned a amile. “That was nearly
two Turns back, just before | turned twelve”

“Your father made you do that?” T'mar asked, sounding offended.

“l an—was—a Lord Holder's daughter,” she said. “It was my duty.” T'mar's expresson remaned
clouded, so Fiona went on, “I asked to be there.” She forced back a sob. “If—if it were to happen to
me, I'd want to know that someone would be with me, too.”

Cisca rose and stood behind her, rubbing her shoulders soothingly. “Queen dragons never make
mistakes when it comes to ther mates.”

“Obvioudy!” T'mar and Kental agreed emphaticdly. K'lior merdy nodded, with a specid amile for
Cisca

“Veay wdl, then,” the Weyrleader said after a moment. “I believe that Weyrwoman Fiona has made



an excdlent suggestion: We dhdl arrange for someone to be in attendance of our sick dragons and their
riders & dl times”

“I"d best return to Tannaz, then,” Fiona said, sarting to rise. But Cisca pushed her back into her sedt.

“Shell saurvive with Meanwy long enough for you to break your fast.”

Before Fiona could draw breath to protest, K’lior added, “Y ou're no use to anyone haf-starved.”

“Theréll be fresh bread in afew minutes” Ellor caled from her place by the ovens. “And some buns,
too.”

“There” Cisca said as though Ellor’s words had closed the subject. “You can't leave until you've tried
the buns and some bread.” “I'll stay if you'll stay,” Fiona declared to T'mar. The older rider gave Fiona
an odd look, then nodded.

“I'll get us some more klah,” Kental said, rigng from his chair.

“St! St!” Hllor shouted. “Ther€ll be someone dong in a moment to do that.” She turned back to her
ovens, muttering to hersdf, “Never let harpers near the food.”

By the time Fona had finished her breskfast, the cavern had filled with weyrfolk. As dragonriders
entered, they usudly called out a greeting to the Weyrleader or Weyrwoman, or were greeted by K’lior
or Ciscainturn.

“l didn't know there were so many children,” Fiona said as she spotted a group of nearly thirty
children arrive a once from one of the entrances at the far Sde of the cavern.

“Most of aWeyr is children,” Kenta told her. He gave the dragonriders an apologetic look and rose.
“Which remindsme I'll need to get started with classes soon, if you'll excuse me”

“Of course” K’lior said. Cisca nodded and waved to him.

“Y ou’ re wondering, why so many children?” T'mar guessed from Fona s expression. Fiona nodded.

“The answer’s smple,” Cisca replied with a mischievous grin. K’lior mugt have kicked her under the
table, for the Weyrwoman started and stuck her tongue out at him. She turned to Fiona. “Given that there
can be up to five hundred dragonridersin a Weyr, and that each of them is expected to do his—’

“—or her,” K’lior interjected.

“—duty to the Weyr,” Cisca continued with a scowl for her Weyrleader, “you'd expect there to be
upward of athousand youngsters of various ages.”

“A thousand?’ Fiona repeated, mulling the number over. She knew that Fort Hold proper had at least
gx thousand, and her father had told her that before the Plague there had been ten thousand, but she'd
never redly thought about how many of those would be children.

“We ve fewer here now. | doubt we've got more than seven hundred,” K’lior said thoughtfully.

“What happens to them al?’ Fiona asked. “Where are they now?’

“Some are teking lessons,” Cisca said, gesturing in the direction Kental had taken. “Some are hdping
with the weyr.”

“And some are doubtless getting into trouble,” K’lior added with a grin.

“Doubtless” Cisca agreed. “And severd are probably at this very moment on the Hatching Grounds,
looking around and dreaming.”

“l doubt it,” K’lior declared. “I suspect it's abit too early for that.”

“What do they do when they grow up?’ Fona wondered.

“Some become dragonriders,” K’lior said. “Some stay on and work a the Weyr; some become
weyrmates.”

“Most weyrmates work at the Weyr,” Cisca corrected him.

“Some learn a craft and become apprenticed,” K’lior went on.

“We ve three in the Harper Hal a this moment,” Cisca pointed out proudly.

“And two at the Smithcrafthdl,” K’lior reminded her.

“For which we are most grateful,” Cisca agreed emphaticaly.

“Why?

K’lior snorted. “Let us say, Smply, that it is not as easy as one should like to get a tithe from the
Smitherafthdl.”

“D'gan,” Cisca snarled. “The man'sa cretin.”



“Weyrleader D’'gan?’ Fiona asked. The Smithcrafthal was located near Telgar, and so came under
Tegar Weyr’'s protection.

“He makes the rest of you look good,” Cisca said to K’ lior impishly.

K’lior shook his head and turned back to Fiona “Some of them Impress or go to other Weyrs” he
sad, continuing the origind thread of their conversation.

“And some go to holds,” Cisca added.

“l can't think of any who came to Fort,” Fiona said.

“You probably wouldn't,” Cisca agreed. “They usudly come as pairs or groups and prefer to stake
out new lands. Y ou wouldn't see many of them at the Hold proper.”

“WEe re an independent lot, weyrfalk,” K’lior agreed.

“But you'll never find weyrfolk urwilling to help,” Cisca added, “if you ask for it.”

“I think | should check on Tannaz now,” Fona said, feding a bit out of sorts—the Weyrleaders were
going on about how great weyrfolk were, and while she knew that holderfolk were every hit as kind and
good, she didn’t think it would be wise to point that out. Besides, no one had offered to hep her snce
she' d been in the Weyr; she' d done dl the hdping.

As she rose from her chair, the bronze dragonrider she recognized as H' nez approached their table,
saying, “More dragons coughing this morning, aren't there?’

Fona was glad to leave; she liked him even less for that comment than she had before. As if K'lior
wasn't doing everything he could!

Her anger stayed with her as she crossed the Weyr Bowl. The morning fog was dl but gone, leaving
only thin wisps of mig a the edges of the Bowl. Wishing for some way to vent her pique, Fiona kicked a
gone out of her way. A moment later she found another, then another. What began as a way to relieve
anger became agame and she proceeded to kick from one stone to the other until she redized that she
was wasting her time and avoiding the task a hand. With an angry huff at hersdlf, Fiona took her bearings
and started toward her weyr.

She was hdfway up the ramp to her ledge, wondering what she was going to sy to Tannaz,
wondering whether Meanwy would dill be with her, when she heard a noise from her weyr and looked
up.
There was a figure sanding in the archway, looking startled. For a moment, Fona fdt a rush of
thoughts race over each other: Was it Kentai”? Had someone heard Tdenth coughing? Or . . .

Thefigure dropped its head in shame and started down the ramp toward her. It was a dark-haired girl
who looked vagudy familiar, though Fiona couldn’t recall having met her.

“|—I was just tending the glows,” the gil mumbled as she reached Fiona.

Fona s anger came back then, redoubled. She lashed out her hand and grabbed the girl’s wrigt. “No,
you weren't!”

The girl’s eyes flashed briefly, then she lowered them again and just stood there, trying to free her
trapped hand with the other.

“What's your name?’ Fiona demanded.

Thegirl stopped her gruggling. At Fiona s commanding look, she swalowed and said, “Xhinna”

Sill holding the girl’ swrigt, Fiona turned back to her weyr. “Come on.”

“I've got chores to do,” Xhinna protested. “I’ll get in trouble.”

“You'rein trouble now,” Fionatold her. “More won't matter.” She paused to look back at the girl she
was pulling dong. “You wanted to get alook, didn't you?”

Xhinnatried out a look of incomprehension, but then gave it up; her face settled into a scowl as she
murmured, “ She should have been mine”

Talenth? Fona caled. Are you okay? She fet only the young dragon’s deeping mind. Aloud she
sad, “The dragon chooses the ride—you know that.”

As they entered Tdenth’'s weyr, Fiona cast a quick around the large chamber. The glows were dill
dim, left over from the night before, but she had expected that. Nothing had been disturbed.

“Have agood look at her,” she indructed the dark-haired girl. “But don’'t wake her. She's Hill adeep
and shell want ailing the moment she's up.”



“She'shig,” Xhinnasad in awe as she sdled around the weyr toward the entrance to Fiona's degping
quarters. Fiona saw Xhinna s darting glance into the other room, saw the look of longing in her eyes.

Recognition suddenly dawned. “Y ou were the candidate who chased after her,” Fiona exclaimed.

Xhinna s face darkened in shame. 1 was afraid she was going to get away,” she confessed miserably.
“And it would have been my fault.”

“Your fault?” Fionathought that was going too far.

“l shouldn’t have been there,” Xhinna said, grimacing. “1 wasn't Searched.”

“Nor was |,” Fiona remarked, not seeing any harm in that.

Xhinna swdlowed hard and raised her eyes to meet Fiona s as she admitted, “1 stole the robe from the
laundry and snuck in with the others.” Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Mdanwy said | shouldn’t
have been there, that | might have ruined everything.”

“Shh!” Fona hissed, bringing afinger to her lips. “Meanwy’s next door with Tannaz and Kasenth.”

Xhinna s eyes widened in fright and she mouthed a wordless, “Oh!”

“| thought,” Fiona began softly after along moment in which they both stood 4ill, ligening guiltily for
any sounds that they might have been heard by Mdanwy or Tannaz, “that dl weyrfolk were dlowed to
be candidates at a Hatching.”

“I'm not weyrfolk,” Xhinna murmured in reply. Fiona gave her a surprised look, so Xhinna explained
quickly, dill in afurtive voice, “They found me dl donein the wild when | was just a baby.”

“But you're younger than me” Fiona said in confusion. “It couldn’t have been the Plague.”

Xhinna shrugged. “No one knows. Perhaps my parents or my mother only just survived; perhaps
something €l se happened, not the Plague.”

“But you were raised here,” Fiona protested.

“Not to hear the otherstdl,” Xhinna said. “The boys tease me, the girls shun me, and Mdanwy . . "

Fona urged her to continue.

“Mdawy wants to send me away,” Xhinnasaid so quietly that Fiona had to lean forward to catch her
words.

“But she' s not the Weyrwoman!” Fona protested.

“Nor was Cisca until afew Turns back,” Xhinna replied. “And while Nara was around, Manwy was
headwoman. Everyone ligened to her. She said | wasn't like most other girls” She paused for a long
time before she raised her troubled eyes to Fiona's. “And she' sright.”

Fonawas disturbed by the other girl’s intengty, by a nagging suspicion that Xhinna was trying to tdl
her some deep secret, something important. She examined the younger gifl: dark hair fdl just beyond her
shoulders and framed a swarthy face and dark, intdligent eyes. Her nose was pretty and lightly freckled.

“l don't like Mlanwy,” Fiona told her honestly. “I know tha she's old and addled and deserves
respect but . . . she seems so mean dl thetime!”

Xhinnalet out a gasp of surprise, her expression brightening.

Fona turned back to Tdenth, who had started twitching. Gesturing to her dragon, she asked the other
girl, “Have you seen enough?’

Xhinna s expresson made it clear to Fiona that the younger girl could never see enough of the queen
dragon but Xhinnaonly said, “Yes, thank you.” She turned away. “I’d best be going.”

“Come back any time you want,” Fona cdled after her. Xhinna diffened, as though sung by the
words, so Fona added, “I meen it.”

The younger girl stopped and turned back, her expression full of surprise. “Redly?’

“Redly,” Fiona replied. She grinned. “ Although if you come when Tdenth's awake, I'll make you help
al her.”

Xhinndsfacelitin a amile, her eyes dancing. Fiona was amazed at how much happiness transformed
the girl’sface.

“I could bring fresh glows” Xhinna offered shyly.

“Aslong as you don't get in trouble,” Fiona replied. Then she remembered Xhinna's Hatching Ground
admisson and corrected hersdf. “1 mean more trouble!”

Xhinna looked pained until she recognized Fona's teasing tone, and then she grinned again. “I'm



adwaysintrouble,” she replied. “At least with the glows, | can use you as an excuse.”

“Absolutdy!” Fiona agreed. She cocked her head as a new thought struck her. “In fact, perhaps we
can arrange for you to help me”

For a moment, Xhinna looked absolutely stunned, then her face clouded once more. “Like a drudge?’

“No,” Fiona corrected her, her tone tumning a bit sharp, “like a friend.” She paused and raised her
eyebrows at the girl. “They do have those a the Weyr, don't they?”

“Some do,” Xhinna alowed.

Fona guessed that Xhinna added in her thoughts, “just not me.”

“Who would | talk to?" Fiona asked.

Xhinna's face darkened once more before she answered, “Mdanwy.” Fond's surprise mugt have
shown, for Xhinna added, “ Since the Hatching, she's had me report to her directly.” Her tone changed to
aremarkable gpproximation of Mdanwy’s croaking: “ ‘ The honor of the Weyr must be maintained.” ”

FHonabit back a chuckle” That sounds just like her,” she said. Then she asked, “Why aren’'t you with
her now?’

“She sent me away,” Xhinna responded bitterly. “ She’ s in there with Tannaz, just waiting for—"

“What?’

Xhinna took a deep breath and a quick step back toward Fiona, to whisper, “She's just waiting for
Kesanth to die”

Then, as if the enormity of the admisson overwhdmed her, Xhinna raced away back toward the
Kitchen Cavern.

W hen Fona was done tending Tdenth, she waked back through her rooms and into the rear

corridor. She paused for amoment outsde Tannaz' s quarters, then moved naigly into the room, caling,
“Hdlo! Tannaz!”

She heard an answering voice coming from Kelsanth's lar and followed it.

Mdawy glanced up sourly from a char set agang the near wal while Tannaz stood weerily at
Kdsanth's head, stroking the alling queen’s eye ridges.

“What do you want?” Meanwy demanded.

Fonaignored her and walked over to Tannaz. “Is there anything | can get you?’

Tannaz looked over to her blearily, shook her head and turned her atention back to scratching
Kesanth's eye ridges.

“You need to eat, Tannaz,” Fona sad to the older Weyrwoman. “Why don't we send for some
food?’

“It' s awnfully dark in here,” Mdanwy declared loudly. She stirred in her chair. “Where's that dratted
grl with the new glows?’

Fona continued to ignore the old headwoman, keeping her attention on Tannaz. “Would you like to
take a bath?’ she asked, gesturing toward the bathing room. “1 could watch her while you do.”

Ligledy, Tannaz shook her head.

“I’'m going to get you some food,” Fiona declared, and turned to leave, only to find Mdanwy blocking
her way.

“Didn’t you hear her?’ the old headwoman blared angrily. “ She said she didn’t want any.”

“She didn’'t say that, Mdanwy,” Fiona replied camly, noting with surprise that she was nearly astdl as
the old woman. “She didn’t say anything.”

“Then don’'t get her anything!” Meanwy ordered.

“I'll bring some food,” Fona replied firmly. Her temper flared and she stretched to her full height, her
eyes flaghing. “And you'll have respect for a WWeyrwoman, no matter what your years!”

Either Fiona's words or her tone got through to the old woman. Mdanwy stepped aside, wearily
gtting back down in her chair, sheking her head. “It won't help, you know. She won't eet.” Fiona looked
a her. “I dreedy tried.”



Fona was surprised to hear that admisson from Meanwy but her anger dill flared, so she snapped
back, “But you're not a Weyrwoman.” Mdanwy’s eyes widened. Fiona turned back to Tannaz. “If need
be, I'll have her dragon tell her to eat!”

And, with that, she turned about, strode past Mdanwy and Tannaz, and headed down the ledge to the
Weyr Bowl, redizing that she could get to the Kitchen Cavern faster that way than going back through
her own weyr.

When she arived, she found Zirana and explained her need. “And do you know where | can find
Xhinng?’

“Xhinng?” Zirana repeated in surprise, sheking her head. She gave Fiona a probing look. “What do
you want with her?’

“I'll need help carrying this, and Mdanwy’ s snarking about the glows” Fiona explained.

“Mdanwy? Is she bothering you?’

“She'swith Tannaz,” Fionareplied in a tone that made it clear she thought that was worse.

Zirana frowned for a moment, then made up her mind. With a firm nod, she grabbed Fiona by the
shoulders and pushed her toward the back entrance to the cavern. “You go back there, ligen for
children, you'll find Xhinng,” Ziranatold her. “I'll get the food ready.”

“Thankd” Fona cdled back as she trotted away.

“She' s no rdative of mine, that gifl!” Zirana called after her.

Fiona could dmog hear Zirana thinking of saying more and then deciding againg it. Why was the cook
S0 darmed about Xhinna?

She passed through the back archway and was surprised to find that she was in a large corridor with
branches left and right as well as draight ahead. She knew that there were more living quarters carved
into the hard stone of Fort Weyr than she'd seen o far, but even with her foray to the medicine stores,
ghe hadn't quite redized ther full extent. A breath of ar and some light from the draight corridor
informed Fionathat it connected somewhere with the outside of the Weyr and the road that led down to
Fort Hold itsdlf.

She cocked her head and listened. Faintly, from the right, she heard the sound of children laughing.
She followed it. It was a number of minutes before she found hersdf outside a large room. Peering in, she
saw more children than she'd ever seen at oncein the Weyr.

Some were running around, others were grouped together, some were congructing with blocks, and
some were playing games Fiona didn’'t recognize. Toward the back wall, she noticed a very large cluster
of children gtting and ligening raptly to someone who was pacing and gesturing before them. It was
Xhinna

FHona moved closer and waited quietly for Xhinna to finish her sorytelling. At last the younger gi
stopped speaking, and as the children began murmuring to one another, Fiona approached. Some of the
children saw her.

“It's the Weyrwoman!” “Weyrwoman Fonal” Fiona was surprised by ther whispers and the looks
they gave her.

Then shefdt atug at the base of her tunic and looked down to see a amdl hand connected to a tiny,
solemn-eyed child who couldn’t have had more than four Turns.

“Are you redly a Weyrwoman?’ thelittle gil asked.

“Yes, | an,” Fona sad, kneding down to meet the girl eye to eye. The little girl backed up a step,
Sartled.

A boy toddled up beside her, dearly a sbling. He was older but not by much. “Is your dragon going
to die?’

“Dennon!” Xhinnd's voice boomed above her as Fiona druggled to regain her composure. The
question had shocked her, chilled her to the bone in a way that going between had never done. Xhinna
squatted down beside Fiona, placed a hand on her shoulder, and gave her a brief squeeze, dl the while
sying to Dennon, “It's not palite to talk like that!”

“But you said Tannaz' s dragon was going to diel” Dennon protested angrily. “And they say that Asoth
and the others are going to die, too!”



“Your father’s dragon will be dl right, Dennon,” Xhinna assured the boy, her tone suddenly quiet and
soothing.

“B-but if a queen could die, then why not a blue, t00?" Dennon blubbered. Beside him, his sgter
sarted to quidly cry.

“What's going on here?’ a woman's voice caled from the entrance. Fiona looked up and recognized
Hlor.

“Xhinna, what are you doing?’ Ellor demanded. “I thought you were going to watch them!” Under her
breath she muttered, “The mothers only wanted a moment’s peace!”

“It was't my fault,” Xhinnareplied, getting back to her feet. “Dennon started bawling.”

“There, Dennon,” Fiona said to the youngdter, “it's going to be dl right.”

“Do you promise?’ Dennon asked, histrugting eyes gazing into hers.

“Dennon,” Xhinna rasped, “she can't—"

“l promise,” Fiona said, raiang her voice over Xhinnd s. “Thingswill work out, even though there may
be tears”

Remember that.

Fona stepped back, looking around the room. Thet voicel She'd heard it before. She reached out to
Tdenth: Did you say something?

No, the queen replied. She did.

Who? Cisca?

No, Tdenth replied. | cannot say, | do not know her name. We haven’'t met yet.

“Are you dl right?" Ellor's voice was full of concern and Fiona redlized that the cook had anxioudy
raced across the room to her.

“I'mfine” FHonasaid, rigng to her feet.

“Xhinna—" Ellor began, her voice edged with fury.

“She' sto comewith me” Fionasad. “I need her.”

Ellor opened her mouth to protest, but Fiona cut across her. “Zirana sent me to get her.”

Hlor looked like she wanted to argue, but the noise of the children distracted her. She blew out her
breath in aloud sgh. “Very wdl,” she said, glaring a Xhinna. “Go with the Weyrwoman and mind your
mannerd”

Fona needed no more urging and, grabbing Xhinna by the arm, dragged the girl dong with her.

“Thankd” Xhinna said as they entered the corridor. “Now you see what | mean about how everyone
aways blames me, even when | don't do anything.”

Fona was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, it was with an honest, deliberate voice. “Those
children didn’'t hear about dragons dying from anyone but you,” she said. “You didn't set them off just
then, but you certainly set them up for it

Xhinna stopped dead in her tracks. Fiona turned back to her. Xhinna s expression was dead, haunted.

“| thought you were different,” Xhinna whispered in shock. “I thought you might redly like me.”

“Oh, you're worse then a pricklebug, you!” Fona roared back at her. She reached out and grabbed
Xhinna's hand, tugging her dong. “You take offense at the dightest bit of honesty.” She sghed loudly.
“It' slike you expect everyone to be mean to you.”

“That wasn't mean?’ Xhinna asked with a niff.

“It was truel” Fona snapped. “You told those kids a story and you scared them. You're respongble
for that. Y ou made a mistake—it doesn’'t make you a bad person.”

“It does't?” Xhinna repeated, as though the concept was new to her.

“No, everyone makes mistakes,” Fiona said, increasing her dtride as Xhinna started waking beside her
fadter. “It's what you do about them afterward that matters.”

“Y ou mean you don’'t hate me?’

“Because you wanted to be a dragonrider?’ Fiona demanded. “Or because you like tdling stories?’

“Because—" Xhinna took a deep breath before confessing in a rush, “Because | hoped that your
dragon would die”

Fona gaped at her, dumbstruck.



“I—I thought if—if 1 couldn’'t have her,” Xhinna stammered, “then why should you?" She looked
down and began to cry. “I’'m sorry. It was mean of me, and | didn’t mean . . . not redly, b-but | thought
if | had a dragon then maybe I’d . . .~

“Maybe you'd fit in,” Fiona finished for her. Xhinna's head bobbed up and down, but she covered her
face with her hands and her sobs continued unabated. Fiona groped for a response. The thought of losing
adragon, any dragon . . .

“You know | had afirelizard,” she began. She thought she saw Xhinna nod, so she continued. “She
was a gold. Her name was Fire” She paused, fighting to retain her composure. “I missher . . . so much!”

“But you've got a queen!” Xhinna sobbed. “And I’ ve got nothing.”

“I'm not going to be sorry for you,” Fiona told her brusquely. Xhinna diffened in surprise. “You can
dill Impress—you're not too old.”

“They won't let me on the Hatching Grounds,” Xhinna protested miserably.

“They didn’t let me on the Hatching Grounds,” Fiona pointed out to her. “And | ill Impressed.”

Fona fdt hersdf loang her temper again. “Look,” she said aoruptly, reaching out to pry Xhinnas
hands away from her face, “1 don't have time for dl this. Zirana sent me to find you. W€ ve got to get
food for Tannaz, and I'm going to get her to et it, even if | have to force her dragon to make her; so
you'd better come dong now or you'll be in worse trouble.”

She turned and started off back to the Kitchen Cavern. A moment later she fet a hand brush her am.
“I only thought that before | met you,” Xhinna said softly. “ About your dragon, | mean.”

Fonaturned back to her with agmdl amile “That’'swhat | thought.”

When Fona and Xhinna arrived & Tannaz's weyr a hdf an hour later, Xhinna kept her eyes

downcast and followed every one of Fiona's orders slently, just as they’d agreed.

“Pretend it's a game” Fiona had suggested with a grin. “You get a point for every order | give you
that you can do without meking any noise. This time I'll make it easy, but the next time—be
warned!—I’ll do my very best to make you laugh.”

Tredting it as a game made it easier for Xhinna to survive Mdanwy’s sour humor and bitter jibes.

“Seams you' ve found a leash for her, Weyrwoman,” Mdanwy admitted grudgingly as Xhinna dipped
her head palitdy to the old headwoman. “She hasn't said a word once” Meanwy paused for a second,
then added mdicioudy, “Usudly no one can shut her up.”

Xhinna's eyes flashed, but she caught Fiona' s look and let the insult pass.

Tannez ate, dthough dowly and mechanicaly, her sck dragon looking on as best she could.

“The food will do her good, too,” Mdanwy said, jabbing a gnarled hand toward the dragon. She
glanced a Fiona. “Good on you to find away to get her to eat.”

“She'smy friend,” Fiona said smply. Tannaz glanced more dertly in her direction and amost managed
agmile Fonasmiled back at her and told her, “Y ou should get some rest.”

“I'll watch your dragon,” Melanwy declared.

“Actudly,” Fiona said, trying to sound as diplomatic as she could, “perhaps both of you should rest
and we'll watch Kasenth.”

“What about your dragon?’ Meanwy protested.

“She'sright next door,” Fiona said with adismissve shrug. “I can pop right round to her if she needs.
Besdes, she's degping. You know how they deep,” she added fondly.

“Wedll . . .” Mdanwy drawled rluctantly, “1 suppose a nap wouldn’t do ether of us any harm.”

“Quite right!” Fiona agreed emphaticaly, gesturing for Xhinna to guide Tannaz to bed and rasng an
am invitingly to the old headwoman. “I’ll escort you to your quarters, if you'd like”

Meanwy glanced sourly after Xhinna, then shook her head and rose to her feet. “I can manage on my
own,” she muttered as she tottered off.

Xhinna helped Tannaz into her bed and covered her with a comforter, then returned to Kasenth's
weyr. The sSck queen lay curled up with her head wrapped in front of her body, resting on her tall.



“You did well,” Fionatold her, paiting Xhinna on the arm. “And you know the reward for a job wdl
done?’

Apparently Xhinna thought she did, for she groaned.

But Fiona surprised her. “You can day and watch Kasenth,” she said, gesturing to the chair that
Meawy had vacated. “I'll be next door with Tdenth—cal or come get meif you need me”

“BUt—"

“You'll do fine” Fiona assured her.

“What if she dieswhile I’'m watching?’

“She won't,” Fona sad firmly. She tried not to betray any doubt. “At least, | don't think she will.
Tannaz would wake up if that were to happen, I'm sure of it.”

“But Melanwy wants to be hereif she dies” Xhinna protested. “She does?’ Fiona asked, surprised.

“She wanted to go with Nara and Hinirth,” Xhinna said. “She never forgave her for going between
without her, so she's hoping to go with Kasenth.”

“Why not one of the other dragons?’ Fiona asked.

“Only a queen will do for her,” Xhinnareplied sourly.

“Oh, | see!” It dmost made sense. It wasn't as though Mdanwy were very comfortable in her old age
and she must know that her wits were out of kilter, which must be hard on someone used to being
regarded as an honored member of the community. Going between with a dragon and rider would be an
honorable, dignified end for her.

“Wdl, I’'m hoping that she’s chosen the wrong dragon,” Fiona declared.

Xhinnaturned her head in the direction of Tannaz' s quarters, murmuring, “I hope so, too.”

/ \ gaing Xhinna's dire pleadings, Fiona brought the weyrgirl to dinner in the Kitchen Cavern with her.

She made Xhinna gt next to her, closest to Cisca, in the place that Tannaz would usudly have taken.

Cisca and K’ lior nodded to the younger girl, and Cisca gave Fona an inquiring look, but nothing was
sad until the desserts were served.

“Weren't you the gil who swiped a candidate’ s robes and snuck onto the Hatching Grounds during
the last Hatching?' K’lior asked as he heaped alarge hdping of apple crumble onto his plate.

Xhinnatried to disappear by scrunching low into her seat, but her bright red face was evident to al.

“I wish I’d thought of that,” Fiona declared.

“Shewaan't thefirg, | assure you,” Kentai added with a wry grin. “It’'s a long-established tradition in
dl the Weyrs.”

“It didn’t work, though, did it?" Cisca asked, not looking a Xhinna but a Fiona Her look was odd:
Fona couldn't understand what she meant by it.

“The dragons dways know,” H'nez said from his place beside Kentai. “They know blue riders from
bronze riders, too.”

What was that supposed to mean? Fiona wondered.

“I thought dl the weyrfolk were dlowed to stand on the Hatching Grounds when they're of age” she
sad, glancing at Kental for confirmation.

“We usudly limit the number & each Hatching to not more than twice the eggs” Cisca sad as she
took a forkful of her cake. Noticing Fiona's curious look, she explained, “So as not to crowd the
hetchlings or have too many pointless injuries”

“l won't do it again,” Xhinna murmured, looking miserable.

“Yes, youwill,” Fiona declared, glanang fiercely in Cisca' s direction. “Aslong as you' ve the right.”

The senior Weyrwoman met Fiona's look steadily, then flicked a hand in acceptance.

“l don’'t want to make trouble,” Xhinna persisted.

She looked ready to flee, so Fiona placed a hand over her wrist. “She helped me with Tannaz today,”
she sad quickly. “I"d like her to stay with me, to help.”

Cisca's furrowed her brow and gave K'lior a questioning look.



“Stay with you?” H’nez repeated.

“That way she could get thingsin the middle of the night if | have to stay with Tannaz or Kesanth.”

Cisca s expression cleared and, beside her, K'lior nodded. “1 don't see any harm in it,” he said to the
Weyrwoman.

“You wouldn't!” H'nez said with a derisive snort.

“Actudly,” Cisca declared, glancing directly at H'nez, “1 think it's an excellent idea, particularly with
Kesanth in such draits” She turned back to Fiona. “1 dmost wish | had thought of it mysdf. After dl, the
weyrlingsin the weyrling barracks get plenty of help, not just from each other but from ther friends and
family.”

“A rider rides his own dragon,” H’nez retorted.

“And makes his own straps, hauls his own firestone” K’lior agreed equably. “But a rider doesn't
make his own food, or raise his offgoring without help.” He reached across to clasp Cisca's hand. “Fona
isdone here in the Weyr. It makes sense that someone raised here should help, paticularly as Tannaz is
indisposed at the moment.”

“I think,” Cisca declared, “that even if Kelsanth were not sick, it would make sense to have someone
avalable to hdp a queen rider.”

“Like a drudge?’ H' nez said with a sneer as he regarded Xhinna. “Certainly she fitsthe role.”

“H'nezl” T'mar growled warningly.

Fona glared angrily a H'nez, then turned away from him to Cisca in a move that was an obvious
dismissd and dight. The man might be a bronze rider and many Turns older than she, but he had alot to
learn about manners.

“FHoonna,” Xhinna murmured fearfully beside her.

“Weyrwoman, Weyrleader, thank you,” Fiona said with a polite nod for each. She pushed back her
char and rose, nudging Xhinna to do the same. “I think we'd best get back to my weyr so that we can
asss Tannaz as she needs.

“Harper,” she said, nodding to Kentai. Her gaze skipped over H'nez and rested on T'mar, as she
sad, “Wingleader.” With that, she turned sharply and, ill dutching Xhinna's arm, marched out of the
cavern.

“Disdplineis much lacking in this Weyr,” she heard H' nez declare loudly after her.

“As are manners,” Kental agreed just as loudly. And, while she wasn't sure if H'nez had recognized
the harper’ s tone, Fiona was certain as she waked away that the Weyr’s harper was not referring to her.

T hey stopped to pick up dinner for Tanaz and Mdanwy, then hurried off to the Weyrwoman's

quarters. When they arrived, they found Mdanwy urging Tannaz to “Get in the bath, now! You'll catch
your death of cold.”

Tannaz's eyes were fla, dark, unresponsve, but something in the intengty of Meanwy's words
caused her to move liglesdy toward the bathing room.

Mdawy spotted Fiona and Xhinna as she looked around for a place to put the towels. “Don’'t just
gtand there ggping!” she snapped. “ Take these towels to the laundry and get morel” She waggled a finger
waningly at Xhinna. “And mind you that they’re not new towels, they’ll just be dirtied by dl this muck.”

“Actudly, | think they should be burned,” Fiona said, surprisng hersdf with her words.

“Burned?” Mdanwy responded, eyebrows rigng to the top of her forehead in outrage. “We don't
burn towels a Fort Weyr, young lady, no matter what strange things you might have been taught at your
Hold!”

“They're infected,” Fionareplied. “They should be burned to prevent the spread of this illness to other
dragons.”

Meanwy’s expresson abruptly changed to contempt. “Well, of course,” she sneered, “and welll just
send to the holders for more”



“Yes, we will,” Fona responded through gritted teeth, anger coursing through her. “And you'll
address me as Weyrwoman!”

“You!” Medanwy repeated. “A mere strip of agirl, barely two months Impressed?’

“Yes, her,” anew voice declared loudly from behind Fiona.

FHonawas so angry that she couldn’t look back at Cisca—she kept her gaze locked with Mdanwy’s,
meking it clear that young or not, she was not going to stand for such poor manners.

“You're no better,” Mdanwy muttered under her breath. “ Should' ve been Nara.”

“But it's not Naral” Cisca responded sharply. “Nara is dead, her dragon’s gone between, and | am
the senior Weyrwoman of Fort Weyr!”

There was the sound of dragons roaring in acknowledgment. Fiona was dmly aware that Tdenth had
been one of them.

It'sall right, Fiona assured her dragon. I'm all right.

Of course, Tdenth replied unperturbedly. Fiona got the didtinct feding that had Fiona not been dl
right, Taenth would have been in Kasenth's weyr immediately. Her dragon’s fierce loydty filled Fiona
with joy.

“I'm sure Mdanwy had just forgotten, Weyrwoman,” she declared, ill saring at the old headwoman.
She gestured to the archway to Tannaz's quarters. “You'd best help Tannaz with her bath—well take
care of things here”

Asif in a daze, Mdanwy nodded and turned to obey. Fiona was surprised tha the older woman
hadn’t continued to argue: it was as if Mdanwy had suddenly lost her spirit. In the night outside the weyr,
dragons bugled again.

“You need to be careful when you do that, Fiona,” Cisca said quietly.

Fiona turned on her hed and found the Weyrwoman standing right in front of her. “Do what?’ she
asked, bewildered.

“Dragonriders can sometimes force people to their will,” Cisca explained. “Not many, and most not as
wdl as you just displayed. It's a dangerous gift and you can find yoursdlf usang it on others unwittingly.
Later, Mdanwy may fed that you forced her, stripped her of her will.”

“You mean,” Fiona asked with some fear, “I can make people do things they don't want to do?’

“Yes” Ciscasad. “Dragonriders learn to recognize it and defend againgt it, but others . . "

Xhinna had pressed hersdf tightly to the wall, her eyes going warily from Fiona to Cisca and back
agan.

“But,” Fiona began dowly after along Slence, “ does't everyone work to get people to do things
they don’'t want to do?’

“Theré s a difference between cgoling and forcing,” Cisca replied. She waved to Xhinna “You
cgoled Xhinnaiinto helping you; you forced Mdanwy. Do you fed the difference?’

Fona hesitated, then nodded dowly. “1 was angry a Mdanwy,” she said, “I needed her to do whét |
wanted so thet | could calm down.”

Cisca lowered her eyes and sighed, then looked up again with a grin. “Not that | can blame you this
time” she admitted, “but you' re going to have to learn when you are usng that power, a the very least.”

Fona gave her aquizzicd 1ook.

“It can become second nature to you, like breathing,” Cisca explained. “And then you'll dways use it.
If you do, you'll never know when people are responding because you made them or because they want
to.”

Fiona shivered at the idea, both thrilled and horrified . . . and wondering how often she'd done it
before.

Cisca mugt have guessed her thoughts. *'Y ou may have used the power before, but you wouldn't have
been nearly as strong as you are now that you' ve Impressed.”

Footsteps echoed and then K’ lior walked in.

“Queen riders are the strongest,” he said, catching one of Cisca's hands in his. “Bronze riders are
next.” He grinned over a his Weyrwoman. “We learn to resst the power early on.”

“You'll get more control over it when your dragon rises to mate,” Cisca added.



“Mae?’

“Yes” K'lior replied. “When a queen bloods her kills and rises to mate, she's a mindless creature with
only one intent.” He nodded to Fiona. “You'll be the one to control her, to force her to your will—"

“And,” Cisca continued, interrupting smoathly with a denching of her hand around K’lior’s, “when you
learn to control your dragon, you learn to control your power a the same time”

“l don’t understand,” Xhinna murmured from her place at the wall.

“FHonawill,” K’lior replied, nodding toward the young Weyrwoman. “When the time comes.”

“But that's Turns away,” Cisca said with awave of her hand. She looked over a Xhinna “Why don't
you take those dirty towelsto . . .” Shetraled off, consdering whom to suggest.

“I know it's not my place to say it, Weyrwoman,” Xhinna said, pushing hersdf from the wdl to stand
upright. “But it seems that Ellor's aways around when there's need and she knows much more than
dessarts.” She swdlowed nervoudy, then finished in a rush, “ She'd make a great headwoman—you can
ask anyone!”

K’lior made a strange noise in his throat, Fiona looked a Xhinna as though she'd never seen her
before, and Cisca looked thoughtful.

Pressng her advantage, Xhinna continued, “As long as Mdanwy 4ill thinks she's in charge, she's
going to cause trouble, Weyrwoman.” She flicked her eyes up to meet Cisca's then, feding that she'd
overstepped hersdlf, dropped her gaze to the floor again and muttered, “At least, that's what I’ ve heard
ome saying.”

Cisca gave Xhinna a consdering look, then said, “Why don’t you take these to Ellor and ask what's
to be done with them?’

“Of course, Weyrwoman,” Xhinna said, darting out of the archway and into the Bowl with dl possble
speed.

“She may have apoint,” K’lior murmured.

“She does have apoint,” Cisca agreed.

The sound of a dragon coughing reverberated through the night air. Cisca shook her head, then looked
back a Fiona, but it was clear that her thoughts were elsewhere as she muttered to hersdf reflectively,
“Ellor would make a good headwoman.”

“I'll see to the glows,” Fona suggested demurely. After dl Cisca's tak about power, she wanted to
prove to hersdf that she could gill do some things the usud way.

Cisca nodded. “WEell be in our weyr, if you need us” she said, turning to leave, but K’lior blocked
her.

“Actudly, | think we'll be in the Council Room,” he said. In response to Cisca's questioning look, he
explained, “1 think it'stime to set out watchriders.”

“At thishour?’ Ciscainquired.

“Immediatdy,” K’lior replied with a firm nod, gesturing for Cisca to precede him. As they |eft, Fiona
heard him continue quietly, “I think it would be a good idea to post severd hedthy dragons at the holds”

Hisvoice was cut off as he and the Weyrwoman turned toward their quarters.

Fiona entered Tannaz' s quarters with a bucket of fresh glows. While she replaced the old glows with
new, she aso found hersdlf tidying up, making the bed, picking up clothes, and generdly behaving in a
manner that, she knew, would have surprised everyone back at Fort Hold.

Y ou're a dragonrider now, she told hersdf sernly. It' stime to behave like one.

But, deep down, Fiona knew that her behavior was more to convince hersdlf that she wasn't some
sort of monger.

1 I
'm rather glad that happened,” Cisca sad as she and K'lior entered the Council Room.

“With Fiona, or Mdanwy?’
“Both, | think,” Cisca replied, a thoughtful look on her face. She dghed. “ ‘Out of the mouths of
babes!” Xhinnaisright that we—I—should replace Mdanwy as headwoman but . . .



“You were arad?’ K’lior teased gently.

Cisca gave him ameasuring look, her lips pursed tightly, before findly admitting, “Yes”

K’lior nodded and said nothing.

“Wdl, maybe not so much afraid as . . . consderate,” Cisca corrected hersdf.

“That'swhat | thought,” K’lior told her.

“And,” Cisca sad, perasting with her self-examination, “because | was hoping that the problem would
solve itsdf without my pushing.”

“And o it did,” K’lior observed.

Cisca shook her head. “Only because Fiona lost her temper and pushed instead.” She furrowed her
brow, ddiberating interndly.

“Sell be careful now,” K’lior said. “You scared her.”

“l hope | didn’'t scare her too much,” Cisca admitted ruefully. She amiled at K’ lior. “ Such power!”

“She sad she was angry,” K’lior remarked.

“Yes, but she compeled Mdanwy,” Cisca persisted. “Can you imagine the power that took?’

“Mdawy' s—"

“—qgdtting old, yes” Cisca sad, cutting across his objection, “but she aso has had tens of Turns more
time to learn resistance to such compulsons”

“Are you suggesting that Flonamight be a problem?’ K’lior asked, his eyes hooded.

“No,” Cisca replied with a firm shake of her head. “I'm saying that she's going to be an awesome
Weyrwoman when the time comes.”

K’lior mulled that over dlently until the sound of the wingleaders footsteps disturbed him.

Asusud, H' nez was fird, followed closdy by T'mar.

Redly, K'lior reflected, it should be the other way around. Carefully he schooled his face to hide his
thoughts as he examined his eight wingleaders.

H'nez was hotheaded, bold, decisive, and unwilling to admit error. Not quite foolish, but given to
moods.

Tma . .. T'mar was not himsdf, K’lior thought in agreement with Cisca's earlier disurbing
observation. T'mar was more than ten—closer to twelve—Turns older than K’lior. In fact, except for an
excessve levd of regtraint, he was the rider that K’lior himsdf had most hoped to emulate. But something
hed happened to T'mar, something that |eft him dightly off his peak, distracted . . . and it had cost him the
leadership of the Weyr when Cisca s Mdirth had unexpectedly risen after the death of Nara' s Hinirth.

M’kury was a weyrmate of K’lior's, they had Impressed & the same time. M’kury was enthusiadtic,
outgoing, but perhaps overexuberant. He was aso blunt in the extreme, which often rubbed people the
wrong way. K’'lior had no problem with it, as he had learned that M’kury expected no lessin return. In
fact, K'lior found it refreshing, even if occasondly overwheming, to know that M’kury would never
refrain from spesking his mind.

V' ney was dmog the exact opposite; a person for whom manners were of paramount importance. His
polish was well rewarded as he was liked—no, adored—nby dl hisriders and had no lack of weyrmates,
ether. However, he was not as quick as H'nez or T'mar—when he was on form—when it came to
hendling a wing in flight. He could be counted to perform magnificently in ordinary maneuvers, but
he—and his wing—tended to come apart when things got out of hand.

M’vder and K'rdl were old, both having been wingleaders ever snce K’lior could remember. And
while they were steady, K’lior was concerned that they’d spent so much of ther lives preparing—they
were both nearing their fiftieth Turn as dragonriders—that they would have neither the gamina nor the
flexibility when it came time to fight live Thread.

The last two wingleaders came last to the Council Room and looked anxious and out-of-place as they
entered. K’lior waved them in and gave them encouraging looks, but he could see the way they giffened
when confronted by H'nez's glower and K'rdl’s half-heard snort.

S kan and N’jian were brown riders, and dl of K’lior's work had not yet reconciled H' nez or K'ral
to the fact that there were not enough mature bronzes to lead dl the wings. And, in dl honesty, K'lior
waan't sure that even if he'd had enough bronzes, he'd consider displacing these two as wingleaders.



For, in congrast to the steady V'ney or the aging K'rdl and M’vaer, Skan and N’jian were naturd
leaders—and naturd wingleaders.

Infact, K’lior admitted to himsdf, it was a pity that queens were dmost dways caught by bronzes, for
these two brown riders would both have made excdlent Weyrleaders.

“It's not right, browns leading wingd” H'nez had complained when K’lior had firs implemented his
plan, and the grumbling had never ceased since. And no matter how hard K’lior or Cisca praised the
brown riders or encouraged them, the resentment of H'nez, K'rall, and M’vaer dways kept S kan and
N’jian feding unworthy.

K’lior gestured for the wingleaders to St as he pulled out a chair for Cisca, but dl except for M’kury
waited until the Weyrwoman was properly seated. M’ kury gave Cisca an ungpologetic grin, which she
returned; she was used to the prickly bronze rider and preferred hislack of airs to those of some others.

“So why did you cdl us & this late hour, K’lior?” M’kury began without preamble. “I was adready wdll
into anice beer and looking forward to some—" He broke off with a meaningful glance toward Cisca.

“I’'m not sorry to interrupt your revelry,” K’lior replied just as briskly, “particularly as you have made it
plain to everyone how tender your backside was after the last time you—"

“All right!” M’kury broke in with a hand upraised, conceding defest. “Forget | spoke.”

“Forgotten,” Cisca said, her eyes dancing. She wondered which poor weyrfolk was deding with
M’Kkury's latest attentions—the young bronze rider seemed to have a different bedwarmer for every one
of asevenday.

“If your reasons for caling uswere only to . . .” H' nez began suggedtively.

“They were nothing of the sort,” Cisca interjected hatly. “However some of us bdieve in exchanging
pleasantries.”

K'lior cleared his throat loudly. Cisca gave him a look that was not quite sorry but was, at least,
atentive.

“l want to start posting riders to the holds,” the Weyrleader announced without preamble.

The outburst was immediate and predictable. “The holdd” “Why now?’ “You'd be digoersng our
grength!”

“Not that any explanation is required, Weyrleader,” M’kury cut in loudly and dearly, qudling the
othersinto silence, “but I'd likeit if you could explain your plan and the duration of the dispersement.”

“We know that Thread is due very soon,” K’lior began, ignoring the expected disgruntled body
language displayed by H'nez, K'rdl, and M’vaer. He hid hissurprise at T'mar’s smilar expression as he
continued, “The weather is cold this time of year and may be cold enough tha the Thread will freeze
wheniit fdls—"

“Blackdust!” M’kury exclamed, dgpping a hand to his forehead. “By the First Egg, why didn't | think
of that?”

“Perhaps that's why you're not the Weyrleader,” V'ney ventured in a tone that suggested that the
exuberant rider might consider containing himsdf and letting K’ lior continue.

M’kury smiled and gestured for K’lior to go on, but before he could, H' nez objected, “And what
good would it do to send riders to the holds?’

“Not jud the holds” K’lior said, “but dl the obvious watch-points where we might spot Thread or
blackdust.”

“That' d take two, maybe three wings to manage!” M’vder objected.

K’lior nodded. “I think that we can rotate through the wings, but, yes, | would imagine thet to do it
properly, with appropriate relief, we would need at least awing for each mgor Hold: Ruatha, Fort, and
Southern Ball.”

“Surdy you'd only need a sngle dragon for each?’ M’kury suggested.

“At the Hold proper, yes” K’lior replied. “But | want us to cover every hold minor and every mgor
outcropping or vantage point.”

“Oh,” M’kury responded. “Yes, | could see how that would eat up—"

“But not awholewing, surdy!” K’rdl protested.

“Of course nat,” K’lior agreed. “We would want to rotate dragon and rider, give them a chance to



rest, eat, and change vantage points.”

“Why change?” M’vder wondered. “Wouldn't it make more sense to keep them in the same place?’

“Only if your eyes don't get tired of looking a the same place dl the time” V'ney drawled in
response.

M’vder glanced at the younger rider for a moment, then snorted. “Wedl sad”

“So,” K'lior persisted, “well need to send out practicaly afull Hight of dragons.” As expected, the
riders perked up a K’lior's use of the word, “Hight.”

K’lior nodded to H'nez. “I’d like you to oversee the fird effort.” H'nez nodded, his expresson veiled.
K’lior could only guess a the many possible thoughts in the other’s head, but he didn't doubt that
aurprise and a sense of entitlement were among them. “Will you be ready by fird light?” K’lior asked.

“Of course,” H’nez responded automaticaly.

“Good,” K’lior replied, nodding decisvely. “I don’t think well ask you to stay out for more than three
days, thenwelll rotate.”

“I'd like to have K'ral’s and M’vaer' swingswith me” H'nez declared.

“That was my thinking, too,” K’lior responded. “But | want you to leave the ill dragons behind—I
don’'t want to stress them any more than necessary.”

“But they're only coughing!” H'nez declared, his irritation obvious. “1 wouldn't let sick riders stay in
their beds; | see no reason—"

K’lior cut across him, turning to K’ral and M’ vaer to ask, “Do either of you recal dragons coughing,
indl your Turns at the Weyr?’

Mutdy, K'rdl and M’vder shook their heads. K’lior turned his gaze to H'nez. “Because this is
something that rare, wingleader, | have decided that we will keep the sick dragons in the Weyr.” He
glanced a M’kury and added sardonicdly, “If it were only because they’d been out dl night drinking
beer or cavorting, I'd say differently.”

M’kury grinned.

“But,” K’lior continued, turning his gaze back to H'nez, “as dragons don’t get colds or hangovers, |
think it's best if we treet this carefully.”

“Egpedidly given the losses at the other Weyrs” Cisca added.

“And the fire-lizards” M’ kury added, hisusudly chipper expression replaced by a much more somber
look.

“Yes” K'lior agreed, “particularly because of the fire-lizards. It has been hard enough for our own
weyrfalk to handle their loss. Seeing the dragons may help the holders and crafters cope with the loss of
thar own firelizards.”

“Or it could irritete them,” M’kury said bluntly. K’lior gave him a questioning look. “It could remind
them thet they logt their fire-lizards while we”—he gestured to indicate the whole Weyr—* have kept our
dragons.”

“They know that without the dragons dl Pern would be Threaded!” H'nez declared with a
contemptuous glare.

“l doubt they’ll be thinking that until Thread actudly does fdl,” Cisca put in. She saw some of the
wingleaders—V'ney, T'mar, S kan, and N’jian—nod in agreement. “Until then,” she continued, “the loss
of ther fire-lizards might increase their resentment toward dragonriders.”

“Are you saying that we shouldn’t go on patrol?’ H' nez wondered.

“No,” Cisca replied, shaking her head, “I'm saying that we should remember it and behave
accordingly.” She gave K'lior a private look that he had come to recognize as a warning tha he was
shortly going to have a message relayed by his Rineth from her Mdirth.

Cisca wonders if maybe you should send different wingleaders out first, Rineth told him an ingant
later. K'lior caught her eye and shook his head just enough for her to notice.

“The Weyrwoman's right,” K’lior said out loud. “H'nez, | want you to take that congderation into
account as you set up your patrols. Be sure to make a courtesy cdl a each hold, mgor and minor, and
eech crafthal.”

“But—" H'nez protested only to have K’lior cut him off.



“It's good manners,” K’lior said. “In fact, it makes good sense as well want to be recognizable to
thelr ground crews.” He paused. “In fact, H'nez, can you see to it that you identify the various ground
crews, too?’

He pursed hislips for amoment as he considered that question himsdlf. “Perhaps that’s too much,” he
decided findly. “We can save tha for the next Hight.”

“No, Weyrleader, we can do that,” H' nez declared, dearly upset that K’ lior might think him incgpable
of the extra effort.

“Excdlent,” K’lior replied. He looked around the table for any objections, then started on the next
topic. “Now, thereis one other thing the Weyrwoman wants to discuss with us”

He gestured to Cisca, passing the discussion over to her.

“I'd like to ask Mdanwy to care for Tannaz and Kelsanth full time” Cisca said draight out. At the
dismayed looks of the riders, she added, “At least until Kelsanth recovers.”

“Will she recover?” V' ney asked softly.

“We don't know,” K’lior admitted after a moment’s sllence.

“What about that herbd they used a Benden Weyr?” T'mar asked.

“It didn’t work; they lost their senior queen,” M’kury declared, obvioudy surprised that T'mar didn’t
remember.

“We ve more coughing,” M’vder added rductantly.

“Has any dragon recovered from this?” S kan wondered out loud.

“Not that we've heard,” Cisca replied. “Mdanwy’s old enough that looking after Tannaz and her
dragon will be enough for her by itsdf, so I’'m going to ask Ellor to stand in as headwoman.”

“Ellor, the dessert cook? H'nez asked. Cisca nodded and was surprised when the irritable
dragonrider responded with, “Good choice. She's capable.”

A murmur of agreement went around the table.

“Not that it's our business, anyway,” K’rdl pointed out. “Running the Weyr is the Weyrwoman's job.”

“Butitisagood choice” V' ney observed, daring the older rider to disagree.

“Oh,itis itis” K'rdl said quickly.

“Good,” K’lior said. He rose from his seat, extending a hand to Cisca, who took it and squeezed it in
reief. “Now, itislate and H' nez' s flight will be leaving at fird light, so | think we”—he indicated himsdf
and the Weyrwoman—"will bid you a good night.”

“Others” Cisca chimed inwith agrin to M’kury, “might want to carefully consider whether it would be
wise to resume tharr activities”

“No problem,” M’kury declared. “They’re both waiting for mein my quarters”

SEVEN

Holder looks up to the skies
For signs of promise and demise.
Thread will fall across the ground
Unless brave dragons do abound.

Fort Hold, Morning, AL 507.13.23

The darm klaxon from the guard tower startled Lord Bemin and he broke into a run, anxious to leave the
Great Hdl and discover the cause of the disturbance.



The moment he was outsde, severa huge shadows fdl over hm and he indantly knew the
cause—dragons! A ful wing by dl rights, he noted quickly as he peered upward, hdf-hoping to see a
gmdl gold above him. But that was not to be, for he knew that Fiona's Tdenth was ill too young to go
between. And then a dreadful thought crossed his mind and his face drained of color. He knew tha
some dragons had died from this new, unknown illness—could this wing of dragons be an honor guard
bearing bad news?

He increased his pace, rushing toward where the largest dragon—a bronze—descended. The rider
leapt off quickly but the dragon did not depart; clearly a brief vist was intended.

“My Lord—" Lord Bemin began as soon as he was in earshot, hdting as he tried to remember the
name of this bronze rider.

“l an H'nez,” the rider drawled in response, gandng a Bemin as though he were a mere drudge,
“rider of Ginirth.” He paused for a moment as he examined Bemin and feigned ignorance. “And you
ae?

“It has been along time, Lord H'nez,” Bemin replied Hiffly, adding with an equaly Hiff but not very
deep bow, “since you have graced this Hold with your presence. If my memory serves, the lagt time we
met you were not yet a winglesder.”

“I wouldn’'t know,” H'nez said, “as | have no idea to whom I’'m speaking.”

Bemin's eyes narrowed in anger; he was wearing his hold colors and his rank was obvious. The
dragonrider was being rude—but two could play that game.

“l had heard that dragonriders in the man have excelent eyesight,” Bemin commented with another
part-bow. “I did not redize that your eyes have gone so aged as mine that you cannot distinguish the
colors of Fort Hold.” He paused just for a moment and added with an obsequious expression, “Thdt is
where you wished to be, isit not?’

H'nez snapped to hisfull height, his eyes flashing. Beside him, his dragon rumbled ominoudly.

From within her lar, Fort Hold's watch-wher, usudly adeep during the day, bugled a response.

“Itisdl right, Forsk,” Bemin cdled to her. “We are honored by dragonriders from the Weyr.”

Forsk made a sound that was not quite satisfied, feding enough of Bemin's emations to know that her
bondmate was unhappy.

“So, you are the wherhandler here?” H'nez glanced from the Lord Holder to Forsk’s lar and back
agan.

“Lord Holder Bemin, a your service” Bemin answered, extending a hand in gredting. His irritation
with the dragonrider’ s haughty ways had evaporated as he had redlized that no bearer of ill-tidings would
have behaved so poorly. That H'nez paused for along moment before extending his hand in response
was not lost upon Bemin but did not detract from his joy a knowing that his daughter’s dragon was dill
safe.

“To what do we owe the honor, dragonrider?’ he asked, then added, “And may | offer the hospitdity
of my Hold to you and your riders?’

“You may,” H nez replied, adding with a niff, “such asit is”

Bemin chose to ignore the remark, and gestured toward the Great Hdl. “If you'd like, we could talk at
the table in the Great Hall while we take refreshments”

“As much as that would please me” H'nez replied in a tone that indicated no such thing, “my duties
require me to mount a watch on this Hold and dl its outlying holds minor.”

Bemin did not fall to notice H'nez's emphasis on the word duties, with the unspoken implication that
Bemin himsdf had no such pressing worries.

“Perhaps when you' ve finished setting the watch, you'd accompany me to the Harper Hal,” Bemin
offered, managing with effort to keep the irritation out of his voice. “I'm sure that Masterharper Zig
would be obliged for any news of Fort Weyr.”

“l doubt I'll havetime” H'nez replied curtly.

Bemin's eyes narrowed at the other’s discourtesy, but, with a steedying breath, he tried again to be
avil. “Will you need lodging for your riders?’

“Of course,” H'nez said, as though it were obvious. “I shdl stay here a your Hold. My riders will find



lodgings where they are posted.”
“Very wdl,” Bemin replied. “If thereisany other way inwhich | may be of assstance—"
“I'll be sure to let you know,” H'nez answered dismissvely.

(1
W hat are you doing here?’ Kelsa asked Bemin in surprise as she made her way to the master’s

table at the Harper Hal the next morning.

“l spent the night here,” Bemin replied. He gestured vagudy toward the journeyman’'s quarters. “In
one of the empty rooms.”

Kelsalooked from him to Masterharper Zig and back again, a chdlenging look in her eyes. “Why?’

“l wanted to show some flexibility,” Bemin replied. “Masterharper Zig and | had along talk—"

“You didn't tdl hm?" Kelsa broke in angrily, looking betrayed.

“I’ve been a harper long enough to know the sgns,” Zigt growled at her, waving her anger away and
gesturing a the large bowls of breskfast cereds piled in front of her. “Asit is, anyone in this Hadl who
doesn’t know you're expecting had better have a very good reason,” he added, rasing his voice enough
to carry to every corner of the dining hall.

“l told you,” Verilan murmured from his end of the table before immerang himsdf once again in an old
Record.

“It wasn't the sort of thing you can hide, you know,” Nonala added with a grin for Bemin. “I must
thank you, Lord Holder.”

Bemin raised his eyebrows questioningly.

“I won the bet,” Nonala said, stretching out her hand toward Veilan.

“Wha bet?” Kelsa demanded arily. “How come you didn't bet me?’

“Because the bet was about how Bemin would react,” Nonala explained. She gave Master Archivig
Veilan areproving look. “A noble man, as| sad.”

“I never doubted that,” Verilan said quickly, looking up from his Record again while dipping into his
pocket for a two-mark piece, which he passed over to Nonaa's outstretched hand. He gave Bemin an
gpologetic look as he explained, “The bet was how long it would take before you . . . accepted Kesa's
requirements.”

“Verilan thought you might hold out longer,” Nonaa explained. She gave the archivig the same sort of
gderly look she'd bestowed on him since they’d fird met, im having dl of ten Turns a the time. She
grinned as she continued, “Buit | figured you' d waste no time”

“What are you taking about?’ Kelsa demanded. She looked firg to the Masterharper, then to Bemin
for an explanation.

“| believe that your felow master is tdling you that Lord Holder Bemin will do whatever is necessary
for the wdll-being of you and your child,” Zig said findly.

“Oh,” Kelsa said, looking toward Bemin. Her expression softened as she asked, “Y ou will?’

“Yes,” Bemin swore. “1 love you.”

Verilan rapped the table and stretched out his hand to Nonaa, who ruefully returned the two-mark
piece.

Kesa s eyes did to the pair of them and they hated the transaction with guilty looks on their faces until
Nonda sheepishly confessed, “He bet me that Bemin would say he loved you the firs morning he was a
the Harper Hall.”

“That's usudly what happens” Verilan explained. “You'd know that if you read the Records more
often.”

Kesaand Nonda shared a look of exasperated affection, shaking their heads nearly in unison.

“So you don't mind if she'sraised here?” Kelsa asked Bemin when the moment passed.

“No,” hereplied promptly. “I'll make arrangements to be a part of he—or his—life, whether here or
inthe Hold.”

“And if she wants to be a harper?’



“All the better,” Bemin replied with agrin. “I have, as you know, changed my opinion about harpers in
the past twdve Turns or more.”

“But if the child would prefer the honor of being a Lord Holder,” Zist added, looking chdlengingly at
Kesa, “I expect there to be no impediments.”

“Our child” Kelsa declared firmly with an adoring glance a Bemin, “will have nothing stand in her
way!”

“l would expect not,” Zig agreed, “with such parents as she has”

11 I
"mimpressed,” H'nez dlowed as he watched the conclusion of the ground-crew drill a Fort Hold

two days later.

They were ganding on a rise just beyond sght of Fort Hold proper in the firg vdley beyond. H' nez
could see brightly colored flags waving in the distance and smdl gouts of flame as the ground crews
practiced flaming the mock Thread burrows that he had helped to “plant” earlier that morning—" ' Cuz
they're used to me and my ways,” as Stennd, the head of ground crews noted.

“We d be much quicker off the mark if we dill had the fire-lizards,” Stennd explained gpologeticaly.
“We trained them to spot the burrows and coordinate our plans” He shook his head regretfully. “Asit is,
we ve got to rdy on spottersin the haights, and I'm afrad we ll miss many burrows until they get too big
for us”

“And how higisthat?’ H'nez asked, ignoring what to him was yet another whine about the fire-lizards.
Didn't these holders redize that it was the dragons of Pern that protected them againgt Thread? The
firelizards were nothing more than a minor amusement, even if, as Stennd maintained, they were
occasondly useful.

“According to the Records, if we don't find the burrow in the first hour, then it'll be too hig to fight
with the flamethrowers” Stennel replied. “And then we' d have to get dragons to flameit.”

“Hmph,” H'nez grunted noncommittaly.

“If we don’t spot it within eight hours, the Records say that our best hope is to fire the whole valey
around it,” Stennel continued with a frown.

“Hre awhole valey? H'nez repesated doubtfully. “I’'m sure whoever wrote that Record must have
beenin error.”

“It happened about ten timesin the last Turn of the Second Pass,” Stennel persisted.

“Who told you that?’

“It was in the Hold Records,” Stennd replied. “I read them mysdf.” He stood a hit tdler as he
continued with a touch of pride, “I wanted to know, as best | could, what we were to expect, my lord.”

“Hmm,” H'nez murmured, turning his attention to the distant lines of the ground crews as they moved
back to ther rdlying point.

“Anyways, it makes sense” Stennel continued. “It matches up with what we' ve seen fighting fires”

“Hghting fires?’

Stennd flushed and shrugged. “You could consider a burrow rather like a fire in a high wind—either
onewill destroy every living thing around it in short order, my lord.” He gestured to the ground crews in
the distance. “These lads dso fight our fires when we have 'em.” He shrugged once more, grimacing.
“We had the fire-lizards for that, too. They were great spotters.

“But they would never est the firestone we use for the flamethrowers” he continued reflectively. He
cocked an eye a the dragonrider, adding, “I’'m sure glad they found the right suff—athough getting our
goneis much harder now.”

“Harder?”

“Aye” Sennd replied. “No one wanted to dig it before, when it was necessary for the dragons. Now
it's only necessary for ground crews and no one really wants to go looking for it. Which is why the
Mastersmith is working to see if he can adapt our flamethrowers to use proper firestone” he went on,
sheking his head. “Lagt | heard, he hadn’t much luck, but | don’t get the freshest information dl the time”



He cast an inviting glance toward the dragonrider. But if he was hoping for illumination, he would be
disappointed.

“l see” H'nez replied in atone that showed that whether he saw or not, he certainly didn't care.

Stennd frowned. “1 suppose firé's not so much an issue up in your Weyr, surrounded by dl that rock.”

“No,” H'nez answered, “itisn't.”

Why was it, he wondered, that holders were so eadlly irritated? They certainly weren't properly
deferentid, not even the women. With a frown, H' nez turned away, back toward his dragon. “Wel, I've
Seen enough,” he said, dimbing up to Ginirth's neck. “I'll see you back at the Hold.”

Stennd  sketched a sdute as the wind of Ginirth's wings buffeted him, and then H'nez was gone,
between.

It's dways good to show the holders ther place, H' nez reflected as he and Ginirth emerged once
more from between, this time over the courtyard of Fort Hold. A group of holder women and children
scattered as he guided Ginirth down to a landing. He spotted Lord Holder Bemin driding out into the
courtyard from the Great Hdl in response to the commotion and alowed himsdf a grin as he noticed
Bemin quickly schoal hisirritated expression into a bland |ook.

“Does the ground-crew arill meet your approval, my lord?’ Bemin asked as H' nez dismounted.

H'nez paused a moment, sraightening his clothes, before answering indolently, “As wdl as could be
expected, | suppose.” He gave Bemin a measuring look. “1 was surprised that you were not there
yoursdlf.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “Was there business a the Harper Hall?’

Bemin flushed, which was not lost on H'nez. “1 was busy with inventory,” he replied tightly, waving a
hend toward the Great Hall. “We have to be certain not only of our tithe to the Weyr but dso to ensure
thet the holders themsdalves will prosper.”

“Of course,” H'nez agreed in atone that was just short of insulting.

Lord Holder Bemin pressed his lips together, firmly somping on his anger.

H'nez noticed and was amused. He started to add another jibe when the ar above them suddenly
darkened and was filled with the sound of dragons.

Bemin scanned the riders and their dragons  harnesses for sgns of their Weyr, hoping that perhaps
M’td or some other Weyrleader had come to vidt the Masterharper. Perhaps, he thought hopefully, |
could have a word with him and he could rein in thisirritating wingleader.

“V'ney!” H'nez exclamed as he recognized the bronze rider descending. “You're a day early!”

The bronze rider, ill descending, didn’'t hear him, of course, but H'nez's expresson was so clear that
when V'’ ney dismounted, he cdled out, “H’nez, you need to return to the Weyr.”

“Why didn’t you have your dragon send for me?” H'nez demanded, exasperated. Bemin was far
enough behind that he saw both dragonriders faces, and it was clear to him that V' ney had brought bad
news.

“The dck dragons are—" V'ney stopped abruptly, placing an am gently on H'nez's shoulder.
“They’re not expected to make it through the night,” he finished quietly. “K’lior thought it would be best if
the riders had the companionship of ther wing.”

H'nez' s face was suddenly devoid of dl expression. “Of course” he said immediady. “Thank you . . .
I'll fill you in on the—"

“You haven't time” V'ney said. “You need to get your wing back now.” He gestured to Bemin, who
had quickened his pace to join them. “I’'m sure the Lord Holder can set me right.” He gestured skyward.
“You get going.”

H’nez opened his mouth to argue but stopped himsaf, sattling instead for an abrupt nod of his head.

V’'ney’s bronze legpt up to the watchtower to make room for H'nez's Ginirth in the landing area.

“Wingleader!” Bemin cdled out as H'nez climbed adtride his dragon. The bronze rider gave hm a
gartled look. “I am sorry we part so sadly.”

H'nez locked eyes with him, and for a moment the dragonrider appeared to be his usudly arrogant
sdf, but then he visbly deflated in sorrow and said, “I, too.”

And then the dragon legpt doft and was gone, between.

“My lord,” V’ney sad in the dillness that followed, “1'd like to apologize for any ill will wingleader



H’ nez might have engendered between your Hold and my Weyr.” He shook his head and continued,
“He' s good with his riders and flies well—but he enjoys making trouble with everyone when he's on the
ground.”

“So | had noticed,” Bemin said wryly.

V’'ney snorted. “You mean that you couldn’'t understand why a dragon would choose to be ridden by
an ass?’

Bemin'slips quirked upward. “1 hadn’t put quite those words to it, actudly.”

“Then you're a very tolerant person,” V’ney alowed.

EIGHT

Weyrfolk, keep your duty dear
Provide for dragon and for Weyr.
When the Red Star comes on nigh

By your effortswill dragonsfly!

Fort Weyr, Afternoon, AL 507.13.25

Xhinna cleared her throat so loudly that Fiona looked up from her position next to J marin. The blue rider
was redting fitfully, having exhausted himsdlf in his minigtrations to hisaling blue dragon.

Xhinna's eyes darted to the entranceway and Fiona followed her gaze. There was a rider sanding in
the doorway. H’nez. Fiona couldn’t think of a angle thing to say to him and merdy glanced back down
to Imarin.

H'nez crossed the room, his energy intense and compacted like a tunnd snake ready to strike, but he
paused as he spotted the bucket full of green mucus and saw the haf-cleaned trail near Asoth’s nodtrils.
The blue dragon gave araitly breath that startled everyone.

“Asoth!” IJmarin exclamed, raisng his head up to look at the dozing blue. Assuring himsdf that his
dragon was no better or worse than before, Jmarin glanced around the room. He startled when he
caught Sght of H'nez and drew himsdf shakily to his feet.

“Wingleader.”

H'nez waved him back down and crossed the last distance to stand beside his blue rider. Jmarin
looked at his desping dragon.

“l don’'t think | could take loang him,” he told H’ nez softly.

“What can | do?’ H'nez replied. Jmarin made ready to reply, then noticed Fiona and Xhinna. H'nez
noted his reluctance.

“Weyrwoman,” he said respectfully, induding Xhinna with a glance, “you must be very tired yoursef.
Why don’t you excuse us and I'll stay with I marin?’

Xhinnarose ingantly to comply, but Fiona was reluctant to leave. Xhinna tugged on her deeve.

“We re not wanted,” she told her quietly.

“Spesk to Tdenth if you need anything,” Fona sad to Jmarin. The blue rider nodded. “1 will,
Weyrwoman, you may count on it.”

“You've got your entirewing at hand if you need it,” H'nez assured J marin as Fiona and Xhinna left.

“l know that,” J marin replied, “but the Weyrwoman's been a great comfort.”

Therest of their words were lost to Fiona as she entered the corridor and made her way toward the
dairs leading down to the Weyr Bowl.



Jmain's Asoth was no worse than the other three aling dragons. M’rorin’s blue Panunth, L’rian’'s
green Danorth, and, of course, Tannaz's gold Kdsanth. T'jen's brown, Sdith, was only dightly better
off. 1t seemed to Fionathat Sdlith’'s symptoms were Smilar to those of the others a sevenday earlier. She
didn’t know if other dragons had the illness, but she'd heard enough coughing to believe that there were
more infected dragons.

“Mdawy’'s up to something,” Fiona muttered to hersdf as they made ther way down the dairs.
Behind her, Xhinna pointedly made no comment: Fiona had been over this ground with Xhinna so often
that the weyrgirl had no more to say on the subject. “ She's got H' nez involved, now, too.”

“Wingleader H'nez makes his own decisons” Xhinnareminded her. Fiona snorted in disagreement, in
response to which Xhinna continued, “I can see how he might ligen to Mdanwy, but | do not see how
any plans of hers might be to his benefit. And H'nez dways works to his own benefit.”

Fiona made no reply. She was certain that Manwy had, in the guise of consoling the riders of the
sckest dragons, concocted some sort of plot. She knew that whenever she entered a room where
Mdawy was, the ex-headwoman stopped taking. Even Tannaz now seemed to postively disdain
Fiona s attempts at consoling her.

“Nonsense!” Cisca had declared when Fiona had raised her suspicions with the Weyrwoman. “Tannaz
isunder alot of stress and can't be expected to act normdly, under the circumstances.” But she didn't
digmiss Fiona's concerns completey. “All the same,” she'd added, “if you can keep an eye on Tannaz,
Meanwy, and the others, that would help.” She had frowned thoughtfully, then continued, “At least you
can provide them comfort.”

FHona had been making the rounds of the ill dragons and ther riders every two days. Tdenth was
extremdy supportive of the effort, often walking out into the Weyr Bowl to croon comfortingly to her ill
weyrmates, much to the joy and amazement of dl the riders.

Xhinna had remained firmly attached to her sde, leaving only long enough to complete any errand
Fona requested of her. If ther continued company caused any comment, Fiona did not hear of it.
Certainly none of the blue or green riders had any words but kindly ones for Xhinna

“Jud because she's not right for a queen doesn’'t mean she wouldn't suit a green,” L’rian had assured
Fiona the only time the subject had arisen.

“A green?’ Fiona had asked. “But greens only have mde riders.”

“That’s because no one's ever thought to put agirl on the Hatching Grounds,” L’rian replied, “ *cept in
front of the queen eggs.” Hislips curved up briefly at the notion. “ She might even Impress a blue”

“A blue?’ Fiona repested, surprised.

“The dragons choose,” L’rian had assured her with a knowing look, “not the riders.”

“She' d have to get on the Grounds to have a chance,” Fiona had remarked.

“Seems to me” L’rian replied with a proper grin thistime, “that she's the sort to make a chance, if
given any encouragement.”

FHona gave him a questioning ook.

“Wdl,” L’rian replied in a dow drawl, “if she had a queen rider to encourage her, she might take the
chance” He wagged afinger a her. “Y ou bear that in mind, if the time comes.”

“I will, green rider,” Fiona promised.

Fona could only vagudy imagine the surprised looks of Cisca and K’lior in the unlikdy event of
Xhinna Impressing a green, but the thought of H'nez s expresson brought asmile to her lips.

“Come on,” she called over her shoulder as they bounded down the gtairs. “We can Hill get something
to eat before we have to walk Tdenth.”

Tdenth was now big enough to eat from the pens by the lakeside, and it had become something of a
treat for the gold dragon to walk the two-kilometer distance there and back for her snacks. The fird time
Fiona had seen her dragon make her kill had been less harrifying and more comica as Tdenth had to be
practicaly ordered to digpatch the poor fom she’'d chosen as her fird live morsd.

“You're supposed to chomp it down!” Fona had shouted in exasperation. “Go on, kill it!” she'd
added, gartling hersdf with her own viciousness,

“Remind me never to make you angry,” Cisca had remarked from behind her that day. When Fona



hed twirled around, looking entirdy too guilty, Cisca had merely chuckled. “They do tend to bring out the
bloodiugt in their riders, don’t they?’

“Wdl,” Fiona said after a moment to recover her poise, “I’ve seen the men work in the daughter pens
and this is far more dignified.” She turned back to view Tdenth, who was 4ill mauling half-dead fowl,
and turned back again to confess to the Weyrwoman, “Except, perhaps, thistime”

“Go on,” Cisca cdled encouragingly to Taenth. *Y ou're hungry! Eat it!”

Startled, Tdenth paused mid-strike, and the mauled bird scampered away.

“Oh, by the firg Egg!” Cisca excdamed in exasperation. She pointed at Fiona. “You go show her
how!”

FHona was just about to when Tdenth, whether by design or blunder, neatly swalowed her intended
lunch whole.

“Chew!” Fionaydled.

“If she chokes, you'll have to go down her neck after it,” Cisca teased.

But Tdenth didn’t choke and did chew, her back teeth making short work of both muscle and bone.

That was fun!

“It's supposed to be edting, Slly,” Fiona chided her, shaking her head.

“Wdl, now I’'m hungry!” Cisca had declared, turning back to the Kitchen Cavern.

Now Tdenth was s0 eager to join them that she was dready waiting for them by the stairs.

“We would have come for you,” Fionatold her.

But I’'m hungry now, Tdenth replied, turning toward the pens and charging off resolutely.

“You'd hadly think she was . . .” Hona paused, struck once agan with an attack of
muzzy-headedness. Why was it that she seemed normad mogt times, but not when she was confronted
with sums or other deep thinking? Clearly it wasn't theillness, but it was something. It seemed like these
days, snce Impressing Tdenth, if she didn’t have someone like Xhinna to remind her, she'd never know
where she was supposed to be. She needed more klah.

“She has sixty-four days since her hatching,” Xhinna supplied smoothly. “Two months and eight days.
She'sjud right for her age.”

“Of course sheis” Fiona said agreeably, picking up her gtride to catch up with her dragon. Secretly,
she was irked not only a her own forgetfulness, but at Xhinna's quicknessin picking up onit.

It was obvious from the speed with which Tdenth sdected and dispatched her prey—a rather
subgtantid young sheep—that the queen was redly quite hungry.

“They say that when the queen is ready to rise, she's supposed to blood her kill,” Xhinna sad
unexpectedly from Fiona's right Sde; Fiona had been so engrossed in Taenth's hunger that she hadn’t
heard the other girl catch up.

“They sy it's the queen rider's responshility to keep her from gorging,” Xhinna added
conversationdly.

FHona gave her a sharp look, snapping, “She's not gorging now, is she?’

Xhinnawent red and shook her head quickly. “No,” she said, “I didn't mean it like that.”

“Queens get proddy, too,” a deeper voice added from behind them. Fiona spun on her hed and found
hersdf facing T'mar. The bronze rider grinned and gestured toward Tdenth. “She's growing well.”

He turned to Xhinna. “Bllor has requested you in the kitchen.” Xhinna's eyes widened as she tried to
imagine what trouble she might have caused this time, and then, with a nod to both dragonriders, she
took off in a sorint.

T'mar moved forward to stand beside Fiona. He glanced down a her and said conversationdly, “I've
discovered that when times are hard, | need my friends most.”

Fona glanced up & him, her expresson blank even though she had a gnawing suspicion of his
intentions.

“So it is a shame to see you treating the one person who is most attached to you so poorly,” T'mar
finished, catching her eyes with his own.

Soluttering, Fiona searched for words with which to deny the accusation but she couldn’t find them:
T mar was right. She let out her bregth with a deep sgh.



“It'sjudt that everyone is dways looking a me, judging me” she complained.

“Andisthis any different from growing up a Fort Hold?” T'mar asked politely.

Fona shook her head.

“Of course, you haven't exactly gone out of your way to avoid notice” T'mar pointed out. Fiona
glanced up sharply a him. “You generated quite a bit of gossip by having Xhinna stay with you.” “She
helpsme” Fona declared Smply.

“She'swith you dl thetime” T'mar observed. “Night and day, it seems.”

Fona flashed him an angry look. “We're friendd”

“l know that,” T'mar replied. “But have you considered what will happen to Xhinna when your
Tdenth rises and chooses a mate?’

From the look on Fiona s face, it was obvious that she hadn't.

“That's Turns away!” she declared.

“Andindl those Turns, where will Xhinna s affections lie?” T'mar wondered, shaking his head firmly.
“No matter what your intentions, it will be a brutal adjustment for her to make.”

“But she'smy friend!” Fiona blurted, her face twisted into a sad expression. “Why can't she gill be my
friend then?’

“She can,” T'mar agreed. “But only if you keep her as afriend.” He gestured back toward the kitchen
cavern. “If you treat her like a drudge, just because you're out of sorts—and we dl are—then what sort
of friend will she be?

“And,” he continued as he saw Fiona gulp as she absorbed his observation, “if you aren’'t careful to
respect her emotions—a| of them—what sort of pain will you cause when your dragon rises to mate?’

“And what about me?’ Fiona demanded. At T'mar’s puzzled look, she went on, “What about my
emotions when my dragon rises to mate?’

“You've about three Turns to figure that out, Weyrwoman,” he replied shortly. He shook his head.
“Not as much time as you'd imagine”

I’m done, Tdenth declared and Fiona looked over to her, seaing that the gold had cleaned hersdf as
best she could in the lake.

“We d best get you back to the weyr, then,” she said doud.

“Sell deep,” T'mar said by way of agreement. A smdl amile played across his lips and he nodded
toward Tdenth. “She' s growing well, which speaks wdl for her rider.”

“| thought you didn’t like me” Fiona excdamed in surprise.

T'mar snorted. “Just because | am willing to tdl you how | see things doesn’t meen that | don't like
you.”

FHona gave him alook of incredulity.

“If you think about it,” he continued, “I arranged to have this quiet talk and aso to give you and your
dragon some time aone together.” He gestured toward her weyr and nodded to her. “I'll bid you a good
afternoon.”

And, with that, he strode off in the opposite direction.

(1
C S | just wanted to say that I'm sorry for sngpping a you,” Fiona gpologized after she had

recounted her conversation with T'mar to Xhinna as they lay in bed late that evening.

“It' sdl right,” Xhinna said dismissvely. “Y ou're a queen rider; I'm just a weyrfolk—and not a proper
one a that.”

“No,” Fiona corrected, “it's not dl right. You deserve to be treated with respect and kindness” She
reached over and hugged Xhinna. “You're my friend and | shouldn’t forget that.”

Xhinna returned the hug impassvdy and Fiona cocked an eyebrow a her. When the other girl said
nothing in response, Fiona took it upon hersdf to say with a groan, “Look! We've been over dl this
before. Y ou're my friend—I’m glad to have your company and your help.”

“But T'mar’ sright,” Xhinna said with aglum look.



“Yes, heis” Fiona agreed. “And some day, Turns from now, Tdenth’—a fond amile played across
her lips—‘will rise and mate and things will be different for me in many ways” She was dlent for a
moment as dl the ramifications of that time crashed upon her and she shivered feafully. Quietly, she
continued, “And then I'll really need my friends.” She glanced imploringly a Xhinna “Will you be there
then?’

“Of course | will,;” Xhinna declared. She hugged Fiona tightly.

“Good,” Fionasaid, “because I'm sure I'll be aright proper wherry when that day comes!”

Xhinna snorted alaugh. “I don't doubt it for an ingant.”

“But now,” Fiona added with a wide yawn, “it's late and we should deep.” She draped an am over
Xhinna.and, in moments, was sound adleep.

11
W ake up!” Fiona urged Xhinna. “ Something's happening!”

A draft of cold ar hit her as she legpt out of the bed, and she yelped as her bare feet touched the cold
floor. The sense of urgency that had awakened her overwhemed her fatigue.

Rulling on dippers and a robe, she ran to the ledge and looked out into the Weyr Bowl. “I'm right!”
she declared. “Get up, Xhinna—now! Something's up!”

Startled into ful wakefulness, Xhinna darted out of bed without any of Fiona s cold-feet higrionics and
was at her sde seconds |ater.

“See?’ FHonasad pointing. “ There are dragons down there and—ligten!”

A mde voice was issuing indructions softly in the night fog. “All here, then?” It was H' nez.

“Come on!” Fiona urged, darting into Taenth’'s weyr and out through the entrance into the Weyr Bowl
proper.

“Hep mewith her,” an old woman's voice demanded queruloudy.

“I'madl right,” Tannaz replied, her voice sounding dead in the night air. “It's Kelsanth—she can bardy
move.” Softly, she added, “Come on, dear, just a short wak and then we can go together.”

“No!” Fiond's shout rent the night air. “No, you can't!”” She turned back to her weyr. “Tdenth!
Tdenth, wake up! Tak to Kelsanth, tdl her she can't! She can't go between!”

“Hong” Tannaz called. To the others, she said, “I told you, you were too loud.”

“It does’t matter,” Mdanwy said soothingly. “Just get Kelsanth down the ledge, now, and we can

go.
“No!” Fona cried agan, willing Tdenth to wake up. The young queen snorted in her deep and lifted

her head blearily.

Fiona?

Tell her to stop! Fona shouted to her dragon.

“Fona,” someone ese cdled softly through the night air. It was Cisca.

“They're going between forever!” Fona cried.

“I know,” Ciscareplied camly. “1t'stheir choice”

“I didn’'t want to wake you,” Tannaz caled from her place in the Weyr Bowl.

Fonaturned and rushed out of her weyr, jumping off the ledge and landing hard on the packed ground
below, her anger and despair carrying her quickly to Tannaz.

“You weren't even going to say good-bye?’” Fiona demanded hatly. She turned to the other shining
dragon eyes arrayed in the Weyr Bowl. She recognized them through some indinct beyond
norma—Asoth, Panunth, Danorth—all the sickest dragons, induding Kelsanth, who wheezingly trundled
down the ramp from her lar.

“They won't last another day,” Tannaz said imploringly. She gestured miserably to Kesanth. “And |
can't live without her.”

“There mugt be another way!” Fona cried. “There has to bel”

“Thereisnone” H’'nez declared.

“I have to agree,” K’lior chimed in. His voice came from the ledge near his weyr. He was carrying a



glow basket and Fiona saw it approach her, a shimmering bal of light in the night mist. “Once joined, a
dragon and rider are together until death.”

“l spoke with Mika once,” M’rorin called out from the dark. “He said thet if he’'d had the chance, he
would have gone between with his dragon.”

“But not everyone does,” Fiona complained. “ Sdina stayed behind when her Breth went between!”

“Fong” Ciscasad, “itisther choice”

“l hope you never have to make it,” Tannaz added quiely.

It was too much. Fiona broke down, great sobs enguifing her and her eyes blurring with tears. An am
wrapped around her shoulder and someone was embracing her, and then, suddenly, she was looking up
into Tannaz's eyes.

“Let us say good-bye,” the older Weyrwoman said quietly.

“I'll never see you again,” Fona walled, crushing hersdf againg Tannaz's tdl frame, dinging to her.
But her strength was spent, and after a moment, Tannaz pulled hersdf free of her grasp. Someone dse
replaced her.

“Be strong, Weyrwoman,” M’rorin told her huskily. Fiona hugged him tightly, her senses informing her
that dl around her, the scene was being repeated with K'lior, Cisca, H' nez, T'mar, and the others.

“We mug hurry,” Mdanwy caled from above them, clearly having managed to dimb onto Kelsanth.
“Thereis not much time”

“Weyrwoman,” Jmain said to Fiona, hugging her tighly and then pushing her away. “You will
aurvive, you will thrive”

Fona could say nathing in response, her somach heaving with sorrow and despair.

“Don't forget what | said, Weyrwoman,” L’rian whispered quietly to her as he gave her a hug. “Given
achance, let her on the Hatching Grounds.”

“For this?” Fona demanded, gesturely wildly around at the dying dragons.

“There musgt come better days,” L’rian replied.

“Then stay for them,” Fiona demanded.

“Not without my Danorth,” L'rian said, shaking his head sadly. “There'd be no life without her.” He
gestured behind her to her weyr and Tdenth, whom Fiona heard crooning anxioudy in the background.
“Could you live without your queen?’ Before Fiona could reply, L'rian continued, “I can't live without
my dragon. I’m adragonrider.” He reached down and, with one hand, gently raised her chin so her eyes
met his “Let me be remembered as a dragonrider, Weyrwoman.”

“All right,” Fiona agreed softly, her tears dimming her vison. L’rian hugged her quickly, stepped away,
and patted her on the back. “ Good girl!”

“We mugt get going!” Mdanwy declared once more. “We ll wake the whole Weyr!”

“The loss of just one dragon will wake the whole Weyr,” Cisca retorted sourly.

“Cisca” Tannaz cdled out from the darkness, now closer to her dragon, probably dimbing onto her
shoulders, “I'm sorry.”

“You do what your heart tellsyou,” Ciscareplied, “and | can’'t argue with you.”

At lagt dl were on their dragons.

“Weyrwoman, we're ready,” J marin caled to Tannaz through the night fog.

“Vey wdl,” Tannaz replied. At an unspoken command, four sets of dragon wings cupped air, four
sets of feet legpt up, four dragons climbed briefly in the il night and then—were gone, between.

Fiona only vagudy remembered the massed bugles and keening of the Weyr; she only vagudy

remembered collgpsing as the grief, magnified a hundredfold by dl the dragons of Fort Weyr, rebounded
through her, but she dimly recadled Xhinna hovering anxioudy nearby, and then being scooped up by
strong, warm hands and gingerly carried back to her weyr and laid into her bed, and then deep swept
over her and she remembered no more until the dawn.



NINE

Blackdust, crack dust
Floating in the sky,
Dragonriders do trust
Thread will soon be nigh.

Fort Weyr, Morning, AL 507.13.26

The pal of disaster the next morning was shattered by the watch dragon’s bugled cry.

Blackdust! The dragon’s cry was echoed throughout the Weyr. Fort Hold reports blackdust.

The news gdvanized the Weyr.

The Weyrleader wants you in the Records Room, Tdenth relayed in atone of surprise and pride.

“Mmph!” Xhinna complained as Fiona nudged her to get up. “What isit?’

“Dug fdl a Fort Hold,” Fiona told her shortly, jumping out of bed and pulling on her clothes. “The
Weyrleader wants to meet with me.”

“Where?” Xhinna called out as Fiona tore out of the room, dill adjusting her tunic.

“Records Room!” Fiona cdled back over her shoulder, and then she was gone, leaving friend and
dragon exchanging bemused looks.

“Where's Xhinna?” Cisca grumbled as Fiona sumbled into the Records Room. The Weyrwoman and
Weyrleader were hunched over an old chart, peering closdly at it in the dim light of their night glow. “I
was hoping she'd bring klah.”

“Sll getting up,” Fona replied. She stood next to Cisca, leaning her ams on a chair back to look at
the chart laid out on the table. She vagudly recognized the shape of Pern’s Northern Continent and she
could pick out the symbols for the mgor Holds and Weyrs, but she didn't understand the meaning of the
wiggly lines that were drawn like snakes over everything. Unless the snakes were Thread or—"Do those
lines show the Threedfd|s?’

“Yes” K'lior agreed, glancing at her approvingly. “Master Archivig Verilan and your friend, Kindan,
worked them out.”

“If they’re accurate,” Cisca added, “then the next fdl should be . . . here—High Reaches Tip.” The tip
of her tongue stuck out between pursed lips. “High Reaches again for the next Fdl, at Southern Tillek.”

“And then Benden Weyr and Bitra” K’lior said, pointing to another squiggle. Fiona saw that each line
hed a number next to it.

“But why isthis one marked seven and not one?’ she asked, tgpping the line for the Fort Hold Fall.

“l don’t know,” K’lior confessed with a shrug. “1 suppose that’s a question for Kindan—"

“Veilan,” Cisca corrected absently, dill intent on the chart. “Kindan has enough to ded with at
Benden.”

“All Verilan waswilling to say was that the charts were the best guess, based on old Records they’d
found a the Harper Hdl and the Weyrs” K’lior remarked. He paused, dill scanning the chart, and then
pointed. “This one here, the twelfth Fal by this chart, that's when we'll next see Thread.”

“We mugt warn Benden,” Cisca said. “If we're getting blackdust, | suspect it'll be even colder up High
Reaches way, but Benden gets those warm winds from the sea” She frowned in thought, then asked
K’lior, “How warm does it have to be for Thread to survive?’

“Or how cold to freeze?’ K’lior replied, turning the question on its head. He shrugged. “I imagine that
Thread probably freezes like any other living thing—" He nodded appreciatively as both Fiona and Cisca



shuddered a his use of the word living. “—and goodness knows it's cold enough in the sky these days,
but beyond thet . . .

“Wdl, now we know,” Cisca said firmly, indicating the chart. “If these charts are to be believed—"

“Let’'s seeif these other fdls come as predicted,” K'lior suggested.

“—then we've got a little more than fifteen days to prepare,” Cisca concluded, riding over K’lior's
interjection.

K’lior nodded and took on the digtant look of a rider communing with his dragon. “I've cdled a
wingleader’s mesting for breskfast.”

Xhinna rushed in at that moment, asking breathlesdy, “Weyrleader, Weyrwoman, is there anything |
can get you?’

K’lior and Cisca exchanged amused looks. Cisca shook her head. “You're just in time to escort us to
the Kitchen Cavern where we'll dl have bregkfast.”

T he breakfast with the wingleaders was a somber afar. H'nez professed no fath in the Threadfal

charts when K’lior mentioned them.

“Which iswhy we ll keep our patrols out,” K’lior assured the grumpy wingleader.

H'nez accepted that decison with a contented look. “We mug dert the Weyrs, of course” he
observed.

“Of course,” K’lior agreed drily. “Although | rather suspect that D’ gan at Telgar will not take kindly to
anything we have to say.”

“D’gan has a problem,” Cisca murmured angrily.

“What about High Reaches?’ P der asked. “D’vin wouldn't come to your council earlier.”

“I've dready derted Lyrinth, the queen dragon there,” Cisca replied.

“I'll go to Benden,” T'mar offered.

“I'll goto Ista,” P der sad.

“l can imagine how Weyrleader C'rion will fed to be briefed by a wingsecond,” H'nez drawled.

“Are you offering to go ingtead?’ K’lior asked, cocking his head.

“I've my wing to attend to,” H’nez responded. “They suffered grievous losses.”

“Weadl did,” Ciscareplied, her eyes flashing. H' nez did not reply.

“P der, T'mar, when can you leave?’ K’lior asked. The Kitchen Cavern had dowly been filling up as
they conferred, and he could fed the concern and grief flowing in equal messures amongst the weyrfolk
and dragonriders.

“l can leave now,” T'mar announced, rigng from his chair.

“| think—" H’nez's words hated T'mar’s motion. “—that we need to consider the larger issue before
we break up.”

“And that is?” K’lior asked politely.

“The question is,” H'nez replied as though speaking to a particularly dow weyrling, “how are we going
to survive Threadfdl with Sck dragons?’

“That has been the question since the fire-lizards firg took ill,” Cisca retorted in exasperation. “\We
"—and she gestured to K’lior and hersdf—"have been trying to answer that ever snce”

“I'll want dl the wings at the Weyr ready for drill after lunch,” K’lior declared. He glanced a P der
and T'mar, adding, “If you're not back by then, well work without you. We know that well have
casudties when we fight Thread, so it makes sense to practice for that now.”

“By the Firs Egg, that's more like it,” H'nez declared. To T'mar he said, “You go and spend time
with M’tal, while we do red work back here”

“Hisjob isno less important, H'nez,” K’lior said warningly. He waved T'mar and P der away. “And
now,” he said, reaching for afresh rall, “I think we should finish our breskfast and get ready for the work
of the day.”



T
'mar!” Cisca cdled as the bronze rider prepared to mount Zirenth. They were in the Weyr

Bowl, less than half an hour &fter the end of ther breakfast.

“Weyrwoman?’ T'mar responded, turning around to face her.

Cisca crossed the distance between them so that she could speak in a norma voice. “You understand
that there s arisk, going to Benden.”

T 'mar nodded.

“We can't say how the illness spreads,” she continued, relieved at his easy response, “so don't stay
any longer than necessary.”

“I will,” he assured her. With a grin he added, “I want to get back in time to see how my wing flies
without me!”

“Hy wdl!”

“Always, Weyrwoman.” With a lagt respectful nod, T"mar turned back to dimb onto his dragon.

Let’s go, hetold his dragon. Zirenth flexed hishind legs and legpt into the air. He beat his wings once,
twice, and was gone between.

Cisca turned a a sound behind her and spotted Fiona rushing from the Kitchen Cavern, looking
digtraught. “1 wanted to say good flying!”

“Did you, now?" Cisca murmured to hersdf, giving the young rider a probing look. Louder, she
responded, “He Il be back soon enough.”

Fiona spent the next severd days with Xhinna and Cisca, with the Weyrwoman congtantly presenting

her with new and often arduous tasks thet left her too tired to think—even with plenty of klah. After the
fird day, she redized thet that was part of Cisca's purpose—to exhaust her.

That obvious ploy didn’'t bother her as much as it might have under other circumstances. Fiona redized
how numb and usdless she fdt. The loss of Tannaz and Kelsanth was megnified by the losses of dl the
other riders and ill dragons that had gone with her—particularly those whom Fiona had visted for hours
on end. No one knew of a cure for theillness. As far as Fiona knew, it was only a matter of time before
dl the dragons succumbed, induding her own lovely, marvelous—and so young!'—Tdenth.

If the loss of her own dragon wasn't enough to terrify her, Fiona o redized that without the dragons
of Pern, soon dl the planet would be covered in burrows, with Thread sucking dl life from the soil—and
those Pernese that didn’t succumb quickly to the faling Thread would dowly Starve.

So she was secretly glad that Cisca kept her too busy to think and that Xhinna never |eft her done for
more than the barest few minutes.

Fona knew, from the dreaded sounds of coughing, that more dragons had fdlen ill, but she purposely
did not try to discover who they were, preferring to concentrate on T’ jen's Sdith, the lagt of the origind
sck dragons.

T'jen was as tough as they came, as befit a Weyrlingmagter, even if he had rdinquished his
respongibilities when Sdith took ill.

“You'll see” he had declared the day after Tannaz and the others went between. “WE |l find a cure.”

He was congtantly consulting with Kentai about possible remedies and was dosing Sdith with so many
different herbas that it was a wonder the dragon was willing to put up with it.

“He knows we're trying,” T'jen explained when Fiona was hdping the dragonrider give his dragon a
paticularly noxious infuson. With a wry grin, he added, “Perhaps the andl done will drive out the
illness”

T’jen kept a steady eye on hisweyrlings, even if he was no longer involved in ther daily activities.

“See down there?’ He pointed out from his place beside Sdlith, who was dozing on his ledge in the
warm afternoon sun. “ See the lads dl lined up like that?’

“Yes,” Fiona sad, peering down at the strange assortment of youngsters. From her high vantage point,



they looked more like dots than people.

“They're practicing drill,” T’ jen told her. “They learn to line up and move as a group, then they learn
how to spread out like they will with their dragons when they start flying.”

Curiogity caused Fionato screw up her face as she asked, “How come | don't do that?’

“| suppose there's no reason you shouldn't,” T jen replied with a shrug. “Those in the queen’s wing
should aso know how to work together.” But, of course, Fiona reflected sadly, there was only Mdirth
and Tdenth. And not only was Tdenth too young, but Fiona and Cisca were too busy to devote any time
to arill.

One evening her task came from Kenta—though Fiona didn’t doubt that even this was a piece of
Cisca s efforts to keep her busy. “Weyrwoman,” the harper said to her at dinner. “Tomorrow 1'd like to
spend some time with you going over the medicad procedures. We ve scheduled training for the morning,
and a drill in the afternoon.”

“A drill?” Fona asked.

“T"mar’ swing and the weyrlingswill play the sick and injured,” Ciscainformed her, her eyes twinkling
as she mentioned the bronze rider.

“The drills are a lot of fun,” Xhinna told Fiona When Fiona looked a her, surprised, she added,
“WEe ve been doing them at least once a month for the past Tun.”

“All because your Weyrwoman believes in being prepared,” K’lior remarked, cagting a fond look at
Cisca

/ \fter dinner, Fiona went to check on T’jen and Sdlith, and Xhinna, as usud, accompanied her.

T jen’'s weyr was on the fifth leve, on the east Sde of the Weyr, toward the southern end, dmost
above the lake. To get to it, they took the east dairwell and walked hafway around the corridor south to
hislar.

“It's a good workout,” T'jen had noted when Xhinna had arrived breathless on their firgt vigt. “But
worth the view.”

He didn't exaggerate: T'jen’s quarters had a magnificent view of the entire Weyr, with the Tooth Crag
nearly sraight ahead of him, and the Star Stones and Landing just at the limit of viSon on hisright.

It had become a habit, in the short time since they’ d started their vists, that before entering, Fiona and
Xhinna would stop for a brief rest so that T'jen wouldn't twit them about being out of shape—the
ex-Weyrlingmaster was a stickler for exercise.

“You're going to be riding a dragon, young lady, you shouldn’t be out of breath just dimbing five
flights of gtairs and walking a quarter of the way around the Weyr,” he had observed sharply when Fiona
hed commented on the distance.

Until now, however, they hadn't redized that their heavy bresthing was audible to T’jen from ther
hdlting point near his weyr.

“Don’'t comein,” he cdled weerily as they stood catching their bregth.

“T'jen,” Fonarepeated in surprise, “are you dl right?’

“No, I'm nat,” he replied mournfully. *“Send for the Weyrleader.”

Fona was surprised by the request, knowing tha T'jen’s Sdith could more easly dert K'lior, and
then—

Talenth, Fonathought even as her eyesfilled with tears, please tell Mélirth that we need Cisca and
K'lior at Salith’s weyr.

Mélirth asks—Tdenth hated and continued, They come.

Thank you, Fona responded. Aloud, she said, “They're coming.” Xhinna gave her a quizzicd ook
that dowly drained away as she figured it out. “How come the dragons didn’t keen?’ she asked Fiona

“He passed away in his degp,” T'jen—who would from now on be known by his birth name,
Tgen—sad in answer. “I don't think the dragons know yet.”

Fona beckoned to Xhinna, and together they entered the brown dragon’s lair.



“Oh!” Xhinna murmured in anguish as she saw Sdith lying lifdess, a find trickle of green mucus dill
snaking down his snout to puddie on the floor.

“l don’t know what well do with the body,” Tgen said sadly. Fiona could tdl by his stance that the
brown rider had followed their journey across the floor of the Weyr Bowl from his vantage point a
Sith's ledge and, she guessed, had turned to Sdith only to find the brown dead. Tears were flowing
fredy, ignored, down his cheeks. “| thought he'd go between.”

“Weren't you going to go with him?’ Fiona asked quietly, moving forward to stand beside him and pat
Sith's huge head, idly moving her hand to his eye ridge as though in some haf-formed hope that the
dragon might revive with her ministrations.

“No,” Tgen replied firmly, “we'd taked it over, Sdith and 1.” He paused, his lips screwing up into a
grimace. “1 didn't want to set such an example for the weyrlings, even though | never wanted to lose
Sdith. Sometimes, dl you have are bad choices”

The sound of feet rushing around the corridor derted them to the approach of Cisca, K'lior, H' nez,
T'mar, and M’kury. Cisca entered fird, something in her stance and the way she moved meaking it clear
thet the others were to wait for her.

“Tgen,” Ciscasad quietly, “I grieve for your l0ss”

K’lior entered, bowed to the ex-dragonrider, and repeated her words. “Tgen, | grieve for your l0ss”

“Tgen,” H'nez said, his eyes downcast and tear-streaked, “I grieve for your loss”

“He was a great dragon, you were a great par,” T'mar said when he approached. “| grieve for your
loss”

M’kury came forward then, but even though his mouth worked, he could make no words, instead
reaching out beseechingly with one hand to Tgjen, who took it. M’ kury grabbed the stricken brown rider
and embraced him in a tight hug. When findly they broke apart, M’kury found the words. “I grieve for
your |0ss”

“And | recognize your courage for remaining behind,” H'nez added into the silence.

“It wasn't courage—" Tgen protested. “I needed to st the right example for the weyrlings. No matter
what may come: ‘ Dragonmen must fly when Thread isin the sky!” ”

He looked up at K'lior. “1 don’t know what we're going to do with the body, however.”

“l do,” Cisca replied. All eyes turned to her. She nodded to K'lior as she explained, “K’lior and |
have talked about this areedy.”

“WeIl use dings and hoigts to lift the body out of the weyr, and then dragons will bring it between,”
K’lior explained.

“It'stoo dark to do it tonight,” M’kury observed, idly patting the brown dragon’s body.

“No, wéll do it firg thing in the morning,” Cisca replied. She looked a Tgen. “Would you like us to
keep watch with you?”

Tgjen thought it over and shook his head.

“I'll gtay,” Xhinnasaid quietly. Fiona thought she looked surprised by her own words.

Tgen glanced a her, then said, “Thank you.”

As the others shuffled out, Fiona managed to get Xhinna aside.

“That was awfully kind of you,” Fiona said to her.

“You don't mind, do you?’ Xhinna asked.

“No, Tdenth and | will befing” Fionareplied firmly.

“It'sjudt that,” Xhinna explained, “of everyone here, | might be the only one who knows how he feds
right now.”

Fonalooked at her blankly.

“Outcas, done” Xhinnamurmured asif to hersdlf.

“You're not done” Fiona declared stoutly.

Xhinnaflushed, saying, “Before | met you, | mean.”

“Should | send up some blankets?” Fiona asked, glancing toward Tgen's quarters. Xhinna amiled at
her and shook her head. “I doubt I'll deep tonight.”

Fona shucked off the sweater she'd put on earlier and handed it to Xhinna “Then you'll need this”



Xhinnatook it gratefully.

“Well be up at firg light,” K’lior promised.

“I'll have the kitchens send up something warming,” Cisca added.

Asthey made their way down the dtairs to the Weyr Bowl, she said to Fiona, “You were right about
her.”

“Pardon?’

“Your Xhinnaisa good person,” K'lior said, glancing back at Cisca. The Weyrwoman nodded.

W hen she rose and dressed in the mormning, Fiona found Taenth awake and waiting for her on her

ledge. The dragon was peering curioudy upward. Fona looked up but could see nothing in the foggy
morming mig; only the sounds she heard told her that the men were working to winch Sdith out of his
Weyr.

They're taking Salith away, Fonainformed her dragon.

When | die, will you go with me? Tdenth asked.

“It won't be for a long, long while” Fiona replied firmly, needing to say the words out loud. After a
long moment of reflection, she added, “And yes, I'll go with you.”

Good, Tdenth responded fedingly. I'd be lonely without you.

“Right now, though, we' ve got other things to do,” Fiona declared. “I’'m going to be practicing this
morning.”

Practicing what?

“We re going to practice fird ad,” Fiona said.

Me, too? Tdenth asked, her eyes whirling anxioudly.

| think we can include you, too, Fona told her. Tdenth nudged her affectionatdy. “I need to get
some breakfast.”

With a wave, Fiona legpt from the ledge to the ground below, flexing her knees to absorb the impact,
and then walked briskly off. She found the Kitchen Cavern more crowded than usud for this time of the
morming and was glad to hear Cisca cdl her to the Weyrleader’ s table.

“Xhinnawas up dl night with Tgen,” Ciscatold her as Fiona sat and a weyrfolk laid a plate and mug
infront of her. She cocked an eyebrow toward K’lior, who threw up his hands and glanced pointedly a
H’nez. With a snort, Cisca turned back to Fiona and said, “K’lior and | were taking last night: we think
Xhinna should be a candidate at the next Hatching.”

Fiona gave her a surprised look, and then her face broke out into a wide grin.

“I wouldn't say anything to her about it yet,” K’lior warned. “We have more important things to dedl
with today.”

“Yes, today we have our drill,” Cisca said.

“And | have ming” K’lior said, wiping his mouth and rigng from his chair. With a nod to Fiona and
amilefor Cisca, he departed, trailed by P der, hiswingsecond, aswdl as T'mar and M’kury.

“Hlor iswith Tgen,” Cisca sad to Fiona. “ Sdith was taken between this morning.”

“l heard them working,” Fiona replied, eyeng a breadroll without much enthusiasm. Cisca followed
her gaze, grabbed the breadroll, and dropped it on Fiond's plate.

“Ea,” the Weyrwoman ordered, grabbing a roll for hersdf. She leaned closer to Fiona and sad
quigtly, “We mug set the example”

The words rang a chord in Fiong; they were smilar to words her father had used with her some Turns
back when she had protested againg vigting the elderly and sck of Fort Hold. “We are the modd dl
others look to,” Lord Bemin had sad to her. “Some of these old ones looked after you when you were
litle; it'sonly farr to return the favor.”

Fona nibbled her lips nervoudy, then reached for the butter and spread it on her roll.

“Fresh today,” Cisca said as she saw Fiona s look of ddight at the taste of the butter and bread in her
mouth. “Ellor had some of the kitchen up early to churn the butter specidly.”



“It'sgood,” Fiona agreed, craning her neck around to see if she could spot Ellor and tdl her directly.
Then she remembered Cisca's words, that Ellor was with Tgen. “Did she make the butter for him?’

“She had an idea that he' d appreciate a good med,” Cisca said, wiping a stray crumb from her lip. “I
know that he hasn't eaten wdl since Sdith took ill.” She shook her head sadly, then turned her gaze back
to Fona “ So, today we are going to drill on injuries—what do you know about firg ad for dragons?’

“Nothing,” Fionareplied in surprise. “Don't fdlis and numbweed work on them aswdl as us?’

“They do,” Ciscareplied. “And when deding with Threadscoring, the Records say that numbweed is
‘mog efficacious in relieving a dragon’s pain’ but caution that felis juice is ‘best administered to the
rider. ”

“Why isthat?’ Fiona wondered aoud.

Cisca shrugged. “1 imagine that more than anything, it's because it'd take such a large amount of fdlis
to have any effect on a dragon.” She frowned thoughtfully before adding, “And | suppose it's not too
good for an injured dragon to be drugged into degp—except in the worst of cases.”

“But why givefdlisto the rider?’

“Because” Cisca replied, giving Fiona a mischievous grin, “you may have noticed that riders and
dragons are linked.”

Fiona nodded.

“And s0,” Cisca continued, “I imagine that caiming the rider has a cdming effect on the dragon, too.”

“What is Threadscore like?’

“We only have the Records to go by,” Cisca said. “According to them, however, the damage from
Thread depends upon how long a rider or dragon is exposed to it before they go between and freeze it
off.”

“Andif you don’'t go between?’

“Thread eats through flesh and bone very quickly,” Cisca replied, grimecing. “There are Records
about some terrible scorings—usudly riders getting hit by dumps of Thread.”

“Clumps?’

“Sometimes Threed fdlsin bunches, sometimes as separate strands,” Cisca told her. She shrugged. “It
seems to depend more upon the winds than anything.”

“And when it hitsin dumps?’

Ciscagave along 9gh. “A quick dragon or rider can get between quickly enough to avoid the worst
of it,” she said. “A sngle strand burns athin line, like a hot poker across the skin.”

“So you'd just trest thet like aburn?’ Fiona asked. “Numbweed, heding sdve, and bandage?’

“Yes,” Cisca agreed, impressed. “But if the score is deeper it must be cleaned carefully and sitched
quickly.”

“In a typicd Fal, how many dragons are injured?’” Fona asked. “There is no typicd Fdl,” Cisca
replied. “The number varies from afew to severd dozen or more.”

Fona s eyes grew wide a the thought of so many wounded dragons and riders, but before she could
say anything, a deep voice spoke from behind her.

“And that's why we drill.” It was T’ mar, and when Fiona turned to look at him, he amiled reassuringly
a her. “So that we can keep those numbers as low as possble” He nodded to Cisca “In fact, that's
what brought me here—we' re ready when you are.”

Cisca rose and Fiona followed suit. “We re ready now.”

Ellor, the new headwoman, saw Cisca rise and motioned for the rest of the assgned weyrfalk to join
them. Together they filed outside into the Weyr Bowl, where the sun had risen high enough to burn off the
worgt of the morning mig and take the chill out of the air.

Kentai, who was dready out in the Bowl, made hisway toward them. “1 think fird we should practice
with a dozen injured weyrlings” he suggested.

T 'mar gestured to a group of weyrlings near the entrance to the Hatching Grounds. “I’ve dready got
some pogitioned.”

Kental, with Ellor's help, briskly organized the weyrfolk, while Cisca strode off to a table where he
hed left dates and writing tools. Following her, Fiona glanced up to her weyr for any sgn of Tdenth. She



was surprised to see her dragon stick her head out, probably wondering what dl the noise was about.

We're drilling on first aid, Fionatold her.

Great, Tdenth replied chearfully. Can | help? Then amoment later, she added, What's “first aid”?

When dragons or people get injured, Fona replied, reminded once again that her dragon was dill
only a baby. Usually during Threadfall. She went into a fuller explanation as she watched Cisca busly
writing on severd tablets.

Oh, Tdenth replied, seeming uneasy at the thought. She strode further out onto her ledge and peered
over & dl the weyrlings. What are they doing?

They're going to pretend to be injured, Fonareplied.

Oh, me too! | want to pretend, too! Tdenth responded immediatdy and so emphaticaly that Fiona
turned to look back up at her. Eyes whirling anxioudy, Tdenth rushed toward the edge of the ledge and
mugt have migudged her speed, for she went graight off. Her face took on the most startled expression
and Fona screamed “ Tdenth!”—just before the weyrling spread her wings and glided eeslly down to the
ground.

Did you see that? Tdenth exclamed excitedly. | flem!

“Wdl, you'd better stop flying unless you want to get injured for red!” Fona yeled at her, her voice
carying clearly above the sudden slence that engulfed the Weyr Bowl as dl the weyrfolk and weyrlings
watched Tdenth's excited firg glide.

“You scared me right out of my skin,” Fiona declared, surprised to hear those words coming out of
her mouth: 1t was what Neesa had dways said whenever Fiona had tried something new and dangerous.

I'm sorry. Tdenth eyed her criticdly, tilting her head from one Sde to the other. Your skin looks fine
from here.

Fiona laughed, griding over to Taenth and grabbing the dragon’s head in her hands. “I meant that you
scared me; | was worried that you might get hurt.”

Tdenth nudged her, nearly forcing Fiona off her feet.

That was fun, the young queen said. Can | do it again?

“Only if you're careful,” Fiona said. “You looked so frightened, it seemed like you'd never remember
you had wingd”

| was surprised, Tdenth agreed. She raised her wings and turned her head to look a them. | haven't
used them much.

Everything about you is new, Fona replied with a huge grin on her face.

“Why don’t you have her join the other hatchlings?” Cisca suggested, having arrived unnoticed behind
Fona

“Or el probably distract everyone with her antics?” Fiona asked, slently rdaying the request to
Tdenth, who looked up eagerly, head swivding to find alikdy spot.

“Yes,” Cisca agreed with a laugh. “I remember when Mdirth firgt did that trick—I’d thought that it
was some peculiar trait of hers done”

“To scare you out of your skin?” Fiona wondered.

“All dragons can do that,” T'mar added from behind them, his gaze settled affectionately on Tdenth.
“She looks sound.”

“When she ign't trying to break her neck,” Fiona responded.

“Dragons are surdier than you'd think,” he corrected her. “They look fragile, but redly, they're rather
tough.”

“Wdl, I'd prefer this one to keep hersdf in one piece as long as possible,” Fiona replied and then, as
her flip words registered, her spirits sank. She remembered Tgen—and Tannaz, J marin, L’rian, and
M’rorin.

“Tdenth, over there by Ladirth, if youwould,” T'mar said doud to the queen. Tdenth looked over at
the hatchlings, gave a chirp of recognition as a bronze arched his head up and back to look at her, and
heppily stalked off to join the others.

The youngsters—riders and dragons both—followed Tdenth's progress with eager eyes, as they
hedn't seen much of her a dl until then. Once she'd arrived on station—and was prompted to reman



there by a dlent warning from Fiona—the collection of dragons and people returned to ther drill.

“Hrdt, we're gaing to go from dation to sation and brief dl the weyrfolk on firg ad, bandages,
numbweed, sutures, needles, and the other equipment,” Cisca said to Fiona and Kentai. “Once we're
done with that, we'll do a quick practice of someinjuries, and then we'll take lunch and be ready for the
proper drill.”

They got everyone sorted out, and then Cisca showed each dragonrider one of the haf-dozen dates
she'd written on. When they got to the young bronze dragon and his rider, Fiona was surprised: Fjian
needed Cisca to repeat her indructions no less than three times, findly being told, “If you 4ill can't
remember, ask Fiona”

Fjian had an open and friendly face, and Fiona could see tha his poor memory troubled him, too.

“Ancther one of you muddleheads” Cisca remarked to Fiona as they moved off. The Weyrwoman
regarded Fiona curioudy for a moment, then added, “Although if thisis you when you're not at your best

“l don’t know,” Fionareplied. “I think | have good days and bad days.”

“We all do,” Ciscasaid. “But compared to some of the weyrlings, you don’t seem nearly as dazed as
you did.”

Fona pondered tha for a moment. “Maybe that’s because | haven't been asked to do much more
then | did back a Fort Hold.”

Cisca looked thoughtful. “That could beit; | hadn’t redlized how much was expected of you there.”

“If 1 wanted to be around my father, | was expected to behave” Fiona sad with a shrug. “And
because | wanted to be around my father very often, | learned quickly to behave very well.”

“Hmm,” Cisca murmured. “Wel, | can't say I'm not glad of it, considering the times we're in, but |
wigh that you might have had longer to be achild.”

“No one who survived the Plague could remain a child,” Fionatold her, shaking her head.

Cisca turned back to survey the group of young dragonriders arrayed before them. “I hope the same is
not true for this lot,” she 9ghed. Then, with a characteristic headshake, she put the moment asde and
turned back to the business a hand, waving to Ellor and caling out, “They're ready!”

What followed was more amusng than indructive Many of the riders could only poorly explain ther
or their dragon’s symptoms, most of the young weyrfolk were confused and disorganized, and the older
ones weren't much better.

“Thiswas to be expected,” Cisca murmured for Fiona's ears done. “Don't act darmed, or they’ll fed

Fona nodded; her father had said something smilar to her when they’d hdld a fire drill not a Turn
before.

Then Cisca said something that shocked Fona: “Remember that you may be conducting this drill next
time”

“l don’'t think | could manage if anything happened to you,” Fiona protested. The loss of Tannaz was
dill too fresh in her mind.

“I don't plan onit,” Ciscatold her firmly, adding with a grimace, “but it’'smy duty as a Weyrwoman to
be prepared for the worst.” After a pause, she said, “And your duty, too.”

A cold shiver went down Fiond's spine as she imagined seeing Cisca mounting a Sck and dying
Mdirth for afind ride between.

Suddenly Cisca grabbed Fiona's am and yanked her around so that she could meet her eyes
squardy. “That is exactly what |1 need you to avoid,” the Weyrwoman said sharply. In the distance,
Fona heard Tdenth's plaintive cry, and she could dmost fed the darm spreading through the weyrfolk
and weyrlings. “They look to us, Fiona. We st the tone. Our dragons reflect it.”

A shadow fdl beside her and Fionafdt her free hand grasped by someone dse. Xhinna

“It'sdl right.” Fiona s words of reassurance echoed exactly Xhinna's words of reassurance. The two
girls looked at each other in surprise for a moment and then burst out laughing. Fiona could fed their
mood travel to the others, could fed Tdenth’s worry disappear.

“I'm sorry I'm late,” Xhinna apologized.



“I'm glad you're here,” Ciscatold her. “You can stand with Tdenth and keep her company.”

“Get her to tdl you about her firg flight,” Fiona suggested, il grinning.

“You know she talks to me sometimes?’ Xhinna asked, clearly worried, turning from Fona to Tdenth
and back again.

“Redly?’ Cisca responded in surprise. “How often?’

Xhinna shrugged. “Not that often.”

“l ask her to,” Fiona said, waving it away. But Xhinnd's eyes dill looked worried.

“Sometimes when you don't ask her to,” Xhinna added quietly, casting her eyes down to the ground.

“Xhinna” Fona replied dowly, firmly, “if Taenth wants to talk with you, then I'm glad.”

Xhinna looked up, her eyes lighting in hope and surprise. “You are?’

“You aremy friend,” Fiona declared stoutly. “I'm glad that she likes you, t00.” Deep in her thoughts,
she wondered again why Tdenth only sometimes referred to Xhinna by name, but she knew it wasn't
because her dragon loved Xhinna more than Fiona. It was something else.. . . but Fiona couldn’t imagine
what it might be.

“Wel, thisis great,” Cisca declared. “But, Xhinna, we re working on medica drills this morning.”

“I heard,” Xhinnasaid quickly, ducking her head again. “I'm sorry, Weyrwoman but—"

“No, don't gpologize” Cisca hdd ahand up to hdt her. “1 was just going to ask if you'd be Tdenth's
partner while Fiona and | follow the drill.”

“You don't mind?’ Xhinna asked Fiona.

“Of course not.”

"V
ery wel,” Cisca cdled at the end of the second drill. “That went better than the firs time”

Rueful looks greeted that declaration. It had gone better than the firg time, but only just.

“Well take our lunch break now,” Cisca told the gathered weyrfolk and weyrlings. “Then, before we
work with the fighting wings, wéell do one last drill—only this time, the weyrlings will be our aidsmen and
the weyrgirlswill be the victims”

A snort of surprise erupted from the collected group while the older women chuckled appreciatively.

The drill &fter lunch was the best of the three.

“Rignt,” Cisca cdled across the fidd as they finished the drill. “Weyrlings, send your dragons back to
ther lars because | think—" and the air grew dark with the wings of the much larger fighting dragons
“—that we might have more injured to ded with.”

T'mar's wing arrived in good formation, except for his own dragon, who dropped precipitoudy in
front of Fona, causng her and many of the other girls to gasp in fright until Zirenth caught the arr at the
last moment and managed to land, with one wing precarioudy folded, as though grievoudy injured.

“Go! Help them!” Cisca's bdlow echoed throughout the Weyr. Fiona and Xhinna rushed to T'mar
and his bronze. Just as they neared, T'mar rolled dramaticdly off his perch and fdl to the ground.

“Catch him!” Xhinna shrieked. Fiona caught him just in time and crumpled panfully under his weight.
When she managed to get out from underneath him, she saw that his face was covered in a hideous red.

“He s been Threadscored.” Cisca's voice reached her ears. “Quick, what are you going to do?’

Fona wrenched her digtraction over his face asde as she reached into her training; more into what
she'd learned at Fort Hold over severa Turns than what she'd learned today at the Weyr.

“Is he breathing?’ she asked hersdf doud, leaning forward to cup her ear over his mouth while
smultaneoudy pressing his neck with two fingers to fed for a pulse. “Yes, he's bregthing,” she cdled
aoud as she'd been trained.

“What's your assessment?’ Cisca demanded.

“Threadscore of the face, possible involvement of the eyes,” Fiona said, suddenly redizing that she'd
pressed her ear againg his “wounds’ and berating hersdf slently for the error.

“What about the dragon?’ Cisca asked sharply. Fiona looked up, aghast that she had forgotten to
examine Zirenth. She was furious with hersdf for her mistekes—it wasn't like her to be 0



unclearheaded.

“Theright mansal is shredded,” Xhinna cadled from the far sde. “HeE Il need ditching.”

“Assesd” Cisca belowed a Fiona. All around her the shouting and quick movements were repeated
as older weyrfolk demanded diagnoses and assessments from the young weyrlings and weyrfolk.

“T'mar's wounds are superficia—numbweed and fdlis for the moment, first ad later,” Fona sad,
rigng to her feet while being careful not to jar T'mar’s head as she lowered it to the ground. “Numbweed
and sutures for Zirenth’'swing.”

“Do it!” Cisca shouted right next to Fiona. Fiona was momentarily startled by her intengty until she
redlized thet it was part of the process of the drill: The Weyrwoman was shouting in order to create the
stress that would be present in ared emergency. Fiona scampered around to the far Sde of Zirenth and
found Xhinna,

“Have we got the sutures?’” she asked, examining the “wound,” which was redly an old torn shest.

“Here” Xhinna sad, lifting up a large needle and a spool of suture materid.

“You do it!” Cisca shouted to Fiona. “Now!”

Fona took two tries to get the suture materid through the eye of the needle, dl the while being berated
by Cisca, and then carefully she began the process of joining the two torn haves of the “wound”
together. She became totdly absorbed in the task, imegining how much harder it would be to work up to
the wing, worrying about any sudden flinches by the injured dragon that might further tear the injury.
Fndly, she was done.

She sat back on her heds for a moment, pleased with her work.

“What did you forget? Cisca asked in a more normd voice.

Fona furrowed her brow in thought, then groaned. “The numbweed!”

“Not to mention the rider,” Cisca added tartly. Behind her stood T'mar, his face dill dripping with his
atifigd injury. “The moment you are done tending the dragon you should . . .

“Conault with the rider, tdl hm what you've done, and check him for shock,” Fona said, ruefully
reaiting the drill she’'d been taught that morning. She looked a T'mar. “I'm sorry.”

“I'll live” T"mar replied with a grin, wiping the “injury” off his face with a hand and licking it. “It's just
sauce.”

Fionawoke, suddenly. She reached out a tendril of thought to Taenth. The young gold seemed fitful

in her deep, as though she might wake at any moment. Fiona spent a moment in comfortable contact with
her dragon, then focused her thoughts outward, ligening.

A dragon and rider were moving quigtly in the Weyr Bowl outsde. The dragon coughed.

Fona threw off her covers, didting a deepy cry from Xhinna She carefully pushed the covers up
agang Xhinnds exposed sde and gingely crawled out of bed, her mouth set tight to muffle any
involuntary exclamations as her feet hit the cold weyr floor.

Quickly she found her dippers and gladly dipped into them, then paused long enough to pull on a
nightrobe before moving into Taenth'slar.

“Maybe | should let you deegp on the outside” The voice made her jump with fright. Xhinna Fiona
rased two fingers, cautioning her to silence even as she gave the younger girl a thankful look. It was good
to have company.

Asthey made their way out onto the queens ledge, Fiona looked toward the entrance to the Hatching
Grounds to judge the time. She could dimly make out four glows on ether side of the entrance: it was just
passing midnight.

Then something obscured one of the glows. Someone was entering the Hatching Grounds. Fiona
frowned, wondering who would want to enter the Hatching Grounds this late at night.

A noise from the other end of the Bowl distracted her: the sound of a rider and dragon risng into the
thick midnight air. The sounds ended abruptly as rider and dragon went between.

Fona bowed her head. Another dragon and rider logt to the illness. A cough echoed around the Weyr



inthe night—till more dragons wereiill, but they were not yet so desperate as to go between forever.

Besde her, Xhinna gasped as she redized what had happened. Fiona saw the shadow pass a dimmer
glow—the person was going further in. She took a step forward and legpt off the ledge to the ground
below her, heading toward the Hatching Grounds.

A moment later, she heard Xhinna jump down and trot up beside her. Together they made their way
into the Hatching Grounds. Once indde the entrance and past the glows, it was pitch black.

Fiona paused to let her eyes adjust. Ahead, she heard the sound of feet moving dowly ahead and saw
afant light—someone was carrying a smdl glow ahead of them. The glow grew brighter as the person
turned to face them.

It was Tgen. He waited and Fiona took it as an invitation, so she caught up with him, Xhinna a her
sde. He nodded wordlesdy to each, then turned once more, heading deeper into the Hatching Grounds.
She had never redized before quite how large the Hatching Grounds were.

Feding that she was beng invited to participate in something deeply persond, Fona followed
reverently, Slently.

It wasn't until they reached the sands on the far side of the Hatiching Grounds, where a queen would
lay her eggs, that Fiona began to understand. Beside her, Xhinna's bresth caught, and Fiona was certain
that the young weyrgirl had reached the same redlization at the same time.

It was not something that could be put into words. It was a feding, a thought, a shiver.

In this great chamber was the fate of Pern decided. Here and in the Haiching Grounds of the other five
Weyrs—four, now that Igen was abandoned—were boys made into dragonriders and girls made into
Weyrwomen.

Fona could practicdly fed dl the Tumns of fear and excitement from countless Hatchings radiate
around her. There was something specid about this place, and her skin tingled with the power she fdt in
it.

She remembered once more the excited fedings of her firg vist to the Haiching Grounds Turns
ealier, and even more fdt the awe of the Impresson that had just so recently changed her life forever.
Her lips curved upward in a amile as she reached tenderly for her dragon, gill desping in her lar. She
remembered once more her surprise, fright, and pure pleasure as Tdenth had first spoken in her mind.

“This cannot end.” She was surprised a hearing the words. She thought she had not spoken aoud.
And then she redlized that she hadn't, that it had been Tgen's voice that had broken the respectful
dlence. “Not after hundreds of Turns, not after dl the pain, the blood, the effort—" The glow’s light
dimmed and brightened again asit was obscured by Tajen's shaking head. “No. It cannot happen.”

The glow' s light became vishle again as Tgen stood taler, shoulders back, spine braced defiantly.

“The creators of the dragons would never have dlowed this” he sad to himsdf. “They would have
redlized that the dragons could get ill; they would have provided a solution.”

“Maybe they didn’t know,” Xhinna protested quietly, as though afraid to voice such a painful thought.

Tgen was dlent for a long while, his shoulders dumping back down until he raised them again and
protested, “But—the dragons!”

Fiona nodded in understanding and agreement. If the settlers of Pern, hundreds of Turns past, hed
been surprised by Thread, they had recovered quickly and developed the dragons as their defense.
Having been surprised once, would they not have worked their hardest to avoid any future surprises?
They had depended upon the dragons to save dl of Pern; would they not have done everything in ther
power to ensure that that protection was never lost?

Sill . . . perhaps their ancestors had fdt certain that the dragons could never get ll.

The dlence of the Hatching Grounds answered her. She fdt once again dl the hundreds of Turns of
Impressions, of excitement, love, hope—

“No,” she sad loudly, firmly. “Even if our ancestors didn’t think of this, well find a way to survive”
She met Xhinna's eyes. “We mug.”

“And what,” Xhinna began quietly, her voice shaking in sorrow, “if you lose Tdenth?’

“I came here” Tgen said amoment later, into the unsettled slence that had falen, “to consder what |
would say to others when asked the same question.” He gestured to Fiona for her answer.



“| told Tdenth that | would go between with her when the time comes,” Fiona said. Xhinna made a
sound: half-sob, haf-exclamation. “But | told her it wouldn’t be for along, long time.”

“But you can't say that,” Tagen told her quietly. “You can't be sure. You can never be sure that
something won't happen to separate the two of you.”

“You could have an accident,” Xhinna suggested.

“But then Tdenth would follow me between, wouldn't she?”

“No one redly knows what between is” Tgen replied. “If a rider dies with her dragon, does the
dragon go between to the same place?”’

“Is there a place?’ Xhinna wondered.

“The only ones who could tdl us never come back,” Tgen replied. He gestured toward the entrance
and started them walking back out of the Hatching Grounds. “What does your heart tel you?”

Nether girl had an answer she could put into words.

TEN

Thread falls
Dragonsrise.
Dragons flame,
Thread dies.

Fort Weyr, Morning, AL 508.1.13

“Wake up, Xhinna, wake up!” Fiona's excited voice startled Xhinna from her groggy dumber. “Thread
fdls today!”

Xhinnawas up and out of the bed in atrice, her exhaugtion forgotten.

“The bath’s dl yours,” Fionatold her. “I've dready been.”

Xhinna paused on her way to the baths, wondering if Fiona could restrain her excitement long enough
to wait for her before heading to breskfast. Clearly today was one of those good days when Fiona's
energy was a itsfullest.

“I’'m going to check on the Weryleaders,” Fiona said, turning decisively toward Tdenth's weyr. “Be
ready when | come back?’

“Sure” Xhinnamurmured, her voice gill morning-hoarse.

Thread! Xhinna thought as she stripped and lowered hersdf into the warm waters of the bathing poal.
She had never thought that she would be eager for Thread to come, but she, like Fiona and everyone
ese in the Weyr, saw the arrivd of Thread—of something dragons and riders could see, could flame,
could destroy—as a rdief from dl the horror of the sickness that had damed eighteen more dragons in
the last nine days. At leadt thirty more were now sick.

More gdling to the spirits of the riders and weyrfolk of Fort Weyr was the fact that Benden, Tegar,
and Ista Weyrs had dl dready experienced thair first Threadfdls. Xhinna and the other weyrfolk were dl
convinced that, as the oldest Weyr, the honor of the first Threedfdl of the Third Pass should rightly have
gone to Fort. It's redly a dlly notion, she told hersdf as she rubbed off the night’'s dirt in the warm
waters.

After her bath, she dried hersdf as best she could, then brushed her teeth and returned to the living
quarters to dress quickly.

Fona burgt into the room just then. “We're to meet in the Dining Cavern for breskfast,” she blurted



and, just as quickly, sprinted out again.

Quickening her pace, Xhinna finished tying on her shoes and sprinted out of thar rooms, through
Tdenth's weyr, and, with aflying legp that secretly thrilled her, off the ledge and into the Weyr Bowl
behind.

“Careful! You don't want to be the first casudty of the day!” Cisca cdled from behind her.

Xhinnawaved in agreement but kept up her pace, hoping—and falling—to close the distance to Fiona
with her shorter legs.

At leadt, Xhinnatold hersdf as she arrived, gasping, a the entrance to the Dining Cavern and spotted
Fona beckoning to her eagerly, she's saved me a place.

As Xhinna did in gratefully besde Fiona, another person sat opposite her: H nez. The bronze rider
cast adigmissve glance her way, murmured, “Weyrwoman” to Fiona, and reached for the klah.

Fona intercepted his reach, pulling the pitcher out of his way. “Let me pour for you, wingleeder,” she
offered politely.

“It' sflightleader,” H nez responded, rasing hismug. “I lead a Hight this day.”

“I'm sureyou'll do wdl,” Fiona said.

“And who would doubt it?" H'nez demanded.

Flustered, Fiona could think of nothing to say in response and turned to Xhinna instead. “Would you
like some, too?’

Xhinna noticed the angry look H'nez cast in her direction, as though it had been she who had cast
doubts upon his prowess, and ducked her head, causng Fionato miss her mug. The spill was minor and
quickly mopped up, but Xhinna could fed her cheeks burning with shame.

“Good morning, Hightleader!” a chearful voice cdled from the entrance. Xhinna recognized Tgjen and
was grateful when the exrider joined them at ther table and occupied H'nez in conversation while she
hedtily ate.

“Sow down,” Fiona chided her. “You'll need a good med today.”

“And a drong stomach,” H'nez growled from across the table. “After what happened to Benden, I'm
aure theréll be alot of injured for you to sew up.”

“H'nezl” Tgen protested. “That is no way to tak before a Fal.” The bronze rider's mouth twitched
into afrown and he lowered his eyes. “None of them will be in my wing, of course.”

“RAty about the rest of your Hight,” Xhinna snapped tartly and then flushed in embarrassment at her
words. Ingtantly, contrite, she said, “I'm sorry, my lord, my nerves got the better of me”

“As did ming” H'nez replied, his voice suddenly under control. Xhinna was surprised to see him
regarding her reflectively. “Please forgive me, | think | am more excited than I'd redized.”

“Nothing to forgive” Tgen said to both of them. “Let usdl forget this moment.”

“We've a Fal coming,” Fiona added by way of agreement. She rose and gestured for Xhinna to
fallow, saying to H' nez, “ Good flying, dragonrider!”

Asthey made ther way out of the Dining Cavern, Fiona spotted Cisca beckoning to her. Certain that
the Weyrwoman had heard the entire exchange and fearful of Cisca s ire, Fiona made her way rductantly
over to the Weyrleader’ s table.

Shewasright. “I look to you to keep tempers even, not frayed,” Cisca chided her. Then she glanced
over a H'nez and frowned, adding, “But | think in this instance, he needed someone to snap a.” She
gave Xhinnaa saturnine look. “And you hed your own.”

“l was wrong,” Xhinnareplied glumly.

“Yes, you were,” Cisca agreed. “And honest enough to admit it, which forced a bronze rider to
examine his own actions” Xhinna's brows furrowed as she considered this. With a chuckle, Cisca
added, “Now you are beginning to understand politics”

(1
Fly wdl!” Cisca cdled out later in the Weyr Bowl as K’lior mounted his bronze dragon. K’lior



waved in acknowledgment and then Rineth legpt into the sky, followed immediatdy by P der’s brown
Leranth and the other dragons of the Weyrleader’ swing.

Farther in the distance, T'mar’s wing and H'nez's wing lofted into the sky. Fiona's heart legpt in her
throat as she waved to the dragonriders, wondering which of them would come back. She hoped T'mar
would. Nervoudy she glanced toward Cisca, wondering if the Weyrwoman had noticed her look, and
was surprised to discover an expression of fear and sorrow on Cisca's face.

“Weyrwoman?’ Xhinna said from beside Fiona, obvioudy seeing the same thing.

Cisca forced hersdf into a smile and dabbed her eyes quickly before sraightening once more. “Don't
tdl anyone!”

“What, that you' re human?’ Xhinna asked impetuoudy.

“I'm the Weyrwoman,” Cisca declared. “Everyone looks to me for leadership.”

“You're dill human, my lady,” Xhinnatold her stubbornly.

“It'sgood to set the example” Fiona added in agreement, “but that doesn’t mean you can’t show your
true fedings to me.”

“Or me” Xhinna added. “I'll keep your secrets.”

Cisca cocked her head at the younger girl condderingly, then nodded, saying, “Yes, you will, won't
you?’

Xhinna nodded, then turned to the now-empty Bowl. “And there is no one in this Weyr who isn't
worried about every dragonrider.”

“Yes,” Cisca agreed, her eyes scanning the empty skies above the Weyr. In the distance, near the Star
Stones, she could see the watchdragon on his solitary patrol. She sketched a saute toward the rider and
amiled when the dragon dipped its head in response. She turned back to the others. “Now, we need to

oet reecy.”

/ \ nhour later, Fiona and Xhinna struggled with the last of the heavy trestle tables as the first casudty

arived. Fiona was draightening up over the table when she caught a glimpse of something out of the
corner of her eye. She jerked her head around intime to see a dark shadow againg the nooning sun and,
with acry of horror, raced to the faling dragonrider.

Catch the head! she remembered from the drill they’d done days past. Arms outstretched, she raced
to catch the rider’ s head and shoulders, only to migudge and have the rider land full on her, crushing her
to the ground. It was the lagt thing she remembered for along while.

When she awoke, she wasin her bed and it was dark. Her forehead was cold and wet; someone had
put a cloth over it.

“Don’'t move” avoice told her warningly. She thought maybe it was Kentai.

“Don't speak,” Xhinna put in sharply. “Y ou took a nasty blow to the head.”

“You'll probably have a concussion, so we're going to keep an eye on you,” the Weyr harper added,
reaching over to touch the cloth. “In a moment, I’'m going to uncover aglow and | want you to open your
eyes and close them the moment you see the glow. Don’t nod or move your head.”

“You were lucky Zirenth managed to ease T'mar’'s fdl,” Xhinna said, dthough it sounded to Fiona as
though the younger girl were saying it more to reassure herslf.

“Okay, open your eyes and close them when you see the glow,” Kental said camly.

Fona opened her eyes and immediatdy spotted the glow held in his hands about a handspan in front
of her. She closed her eyes, feding suddenly quite drained.

“Good,” Kental noted. “Now, without opening your eyes, can you lift your right hand?’

Fona could and did.

“Lower it and raise your left,” Kental told her. Fiona did. “Excdlent!” She heard the sounds of him
rigng and arudle as Xhinna rose beside him.

“There doesn’t seem to be any laging damage,” Kentai said softly—probably he meant his words for
Xhinnd's ears only, but Fiona s were strangdly acute at the moment. “She should rest. Don't give her any



fdlis juice without checking with me.”

“Okay,” Xhinnareplied, her tone a bit hesitant.

“How bad was it?" Fiona demanded, willing hersdlf to stay ill. She heard a artled intake of bregth,
probably Kental, and persisted, “How bad was it? | need to know.”

“You'refing” Kental said.

“Not me, the others,” Fiona replied.

There was adlence.

“Tdl me!”

“Seventeen were log, twelve have serious injuries, twenty-three others have injuries that will keep
them from flying for up to three months” Kental reported grimly.

“And?’ Fiona prompted.

“We ve identified twenty-five more sck dragons” Kentai concluded. After a moment’s pause, he
added, “You mug get better, Fiona Your courage insoired everyone today.”

“l was supid!” Fiona groaned.

“You saved T'mar’slife” Kentai corrected. “You risked your own to do it.”

“How ishe?

“Alive thanks to you,” Kenta told her. “Now get some rest, I'm sure you'll have plenty of vistors
tomorrow, T'mar included.” He cleared his throat with a chuckle. “After dl, it's not every day that a
wingleader is saved by a Weyrwoman. It’'s usudly the other way around.”

“Go on, harper, I'll look after her,” Xhinna said. Fiona heard the harper’s footsteps fade away as he
made his way through Tdenth’s weyr and out to the Weyr Bowl.

Talenth? Fonacdled.

| wasn't worried about you, Tdenth said, sounding to Fiona very much like she' d been worried sick.
| knew you were going to be all right. She told me so.

She? Fona wondered.

Shh, get some rest, a different voice echoed in Fiona's mind. We're keeping an eye on you, you'll
do fine.

The voice sounded o cam, s0 assured, so sensble. Cisca? Xhinna? No, the voice sounded like
neither.

Seep, the voice said gently, firmly.

Fiona drifted off to deep.

Fiona woke to the feding that she was being watched. She dirred, then stopped as a voice spoke.

“Don’'t move”

She heard the sound of someone risng from a chair—someone too big to be Xhinng besides, the
voice was mae—and heard the person move awkwardly out of the room.

“I'll be back with the harper,” the voice assured her. “You're to Say ill until he examines you.”

T'mar. Fiona opened her mouth to protest, but apparently the wingleader hadn’'t gone so far that he
didn’'t notice, for he chided her with, “No, don't talk, ather!”

And then he was gone, leaving Fiona aone with her thoughts. No, not quite alone. Talenth?

Fiona! her dragon responded ingantly. There was a tone of contrition and embarrassment.

You're eating? Fona thought to her, getting a fuzzy notion that her gold was over by the Feeding
Grounds.

| was hungry, Tdenth said. She said | should eat.

She?

Mélirth, Tdenth replied, her tone brightening, tinged with awe and pleasure. She's very kind.

Yes, sheis, Fona responded, wondering if perhaps it had been Mdirth she'd heard the night before.
But dragons rardly spoke so cogently, being more concerned with the here and the now.



Noise at the entrance to her quarters aerted her to the arriva of others.

Eat hearty, love, Fonacdled to her dragon.

| am, Tdenth replied, sounding as though her mental mouth were full. Fiona got the impresson of
warm, hot meat, and suddenly fdt her somach growl.

“Wdl, that's auspicioud” a voice cdled from the gpproaching footsteps. T'mar. “I’ve sent for food.”

“She should start with liquids—a good light broth, fird,” Kentai corrected. “No kiah.”

“No klah?" Fiona and T'mar objected in unison. There was a moment’'s slence as they reacted to
their impromptu chorus, then T'mar continued solo, *“From what Xhinna says, this girl practicdly lives on
kiah!”

Thisgirl! Fiona muttered mentdly. T"mar wasn't dl that much older than Kindan, and Kindan was . . .
much older than she.

“A concussion,” Kentai lectured, rounding on T'mar, “which you avoided, courtesy of this child—"

“Child!” Fiona blurted out in protest.

“I beg your pardon, Weyrwoman,” Kental responded after a moment of dumbfounded silence.

“No klah?" Fiona prompted, quietly accepting his apology.

“It might make it more difficult to recover,” Kenta explained. “Klah has been associated with
headaches, and you'll want to avoid that.”

“For how long?" T'mar and Fiona again asked in unison. Kentai chuckled while Fiona fought to keep
hersdf from blushing.

“WeIl check at the end of the day,” Kental said. Fiona fdt someone remove the cdoth on her head,
fed her forehead, and replace the cloth. “Thereé's no 9gn of fever.” She heard Kenta turn and grab
something, then mutter to T'mar, “Close the curtains.”

A moment later, Fiona heard the curtains that separated her quarters from Taenth's being closed,
followed by the curtains to the outside corridor. By now, her room should be quite dark.

“Open your eyes, Fiona,” Kental said.

She found hersdf garing up a the harper, who was holding a glow. T"mar moved into view in the
background, one side of hisface covered in a bandage and hisarm in ading.

Kental leaned forward, examining her intently. “What am | looking for?’ he asked her.

“Pupils equaly reective to light,” Fiona replied quickly, just asif it were atest. Then she redized that it
was. “Arethey? she asked.

“Yes” Kenta said, nodding in reief. “Still, | want you to rest until tomorrow. Concussions can be
tricky things”

“l had one once as aweyrling,” T'mar said by way of agreement. He went pae as he continued, “I
spent awhole day feding like my feet were dways two toes off the ground.”

“Didyou?" Kental asked conversationdly. “I don't recall the incident.”

“Yes, wdl, you wouldn't,” T'mar replied, sounding like he was regretting the admisson. “It was the
result of an unpleasant dtercation.”

“Did every weyrling fight with H'nez?’ Kental asked in exasperation.

“l suspect s0,” T'mar dlowed. “At leadt, dl the bronze riders did.”

“How ishe?’ Fiona asked.

“Hiswing did better than some,” T'mar replied, his tone full of sdf-recrimination.

“T"mar, adde from your injuries, only two of your wing were hurt,” Kenta said. “That is no worse
than mog.”

“Wel, I’ ve got ten days to get wel again,” T'mar said.

“Your am might not be up to catching firestone,” Kentai warned mildly.

“Oh, be certain of it, it will be,” T"mar promised.

“So, tomorrow, | can get up?’ Fiona asked, moving the conversation away from an obvioudy painful
topic.

“Yes” Kenta agreed. “And we should leave you to your rest.” Fona rested fitfully throughout the
remander of the day. The next morning, she fet wel enough to get up and bathe without Xhinna's hdp;
she was pleased to let her friend deep in, after she'd been working so hard to help Fiona and aso take



care of as many of Fiond s duties as she could. But when Xhinnawoke up and saw her towding off, she
was unusudly quiet, and Fiona could see that something was bothering her.

“What?" she demanded.

Xhinnasghed and made a face; it was obvious that she fdt she had some kind of confesson to make.
“There was a woman here while you were sick,” she began. With a raised eyebrow, Fiona commanded
her to continue. “Lorana,” Xhinnasaid. “She Impressed a gold at Benden Weyr and she's been looking
for a cure to the illness. She came here yesterday with the Weyrleader, B'nik, to look through our
Records.”

“And?’ Fiona urged.

“They found something in the Records,” Xhinna went on. “They were excited and surprised.”

“What else?” Fiona prompted, seeing that Xhinna was getting closer to what was redlly worrying her.

“Her dragon got sick, she just found out, and she rushed back to Benden,” Xhinna finished in a rush,
her eyes darting uncontrallably in the direction of Tdenth’s weyr.

“Tdenthisfing” Fiona declared stoutly.

“Yes” Xhinna agreed hadtily. “Of course.”

Fonathrew on a robe and reached for her dippers. “Let’s check on her,” she said. “That way well
both know.”

But Xhinna didn't make a move to follow. Surprised, Fiona turned back and gave her a quedioning
look.

“You sad that you'd go between with her,” Xhinna began hestantly.

“She asked me” Fona replied softly, having a disurbing notion that she knew where Xhinna was
heading.

“l don’t know how I'd surviveif you went between,” Xhinna confessed.

We're not going between for along time” Fiona assured her.

“You don't know that,” Xhinnareplied, her face grim.

“You can come with us, if that's what you want,” Fiona said.

“Thank you,” Xhinnasaid, getting up at last. “I hope it won't happen and | don't know if I'll want to,
but | just wanted to know . . .”

Fona smiled and grabbed her hand. “We won't leave you behind,” she promised.

From the moment that Kentai pronounced himsdf satisfied with Fiona s recovery, she had only one

thing on her mind: to see T'mar. She hoped that she hadn’t been too obvious about it when she'd offered
to check on the injured riders, but judging from Kentai’ s raised eyebrow and Xhinna s amused snort, she
wasn't sure.

To save harsdf from any snide comments, she made sure that she vidited dl the other riders fird. But it
didn’'t help.

“So now are we going to vist your boyfriend?” Xhinna asked &fter ther last stop. “He's the only
injured rider left, you know.”

“He s not my boyfriend,” Fiona protested heatedly. Xhinnawisdy said nothing, but Taenth, who had
goparently been attracted to Fiona s thoughts, asked, What's a boyfriend?

I'll tell you later, Fiona promised in a tone that sounded surprisngly like the same one her father had
used Turns past when she'd been asking awkward questions. Unlike her own sdf dl those Turns past,
Fiona discovered pleasantly that Tdenth was contented with the answer.

Zirenth's weyr was on the third leve, above the weyrling barracks. Fiona could imagine that that
location was part of the reason that T'mar had volunteered to add weyrlingmaster duties to his work as
wingleader: the noise from the weyrlings below was audible even here.

“Good day, Zirenth,” Fiona caled loudly as they hdted at the entrance to T'mar’s quarters. “Is your
rider about?’

“l am,” T'mar intoned from just indde. “Is that Weyrwoman Fiona |l hear?’



“And Xhinng” Xhinna added with alaugh.

“I'm checking on the injured,” Fiona said, ignoring the laughing ook in Xhinna's eyes. “You're the last
for the day.”

“Wel, I'm glad to hear that,” T'mar replied. “Please come in.” Xhinnasidled behind Fiona and pushed
the young Weyrwoman irreverently in before her. Fiona redized that she was blushing and turned to
chide Xhinna, only to hear T'mar laugh, “Leaving so soon?’

Flustered, Fionaturned back again. “No, it'sjus that I—"

“Comein, comein,” T'mar invited her ebulliently. “Zirenth, we have company.” He spread his handsin
front of him demurely, adding, “If | had known, | would have sent for refreshments.”

“They're on the way,” Xhinna put in promptly.

“Arethey? T'mar asked in surprise, turning just in time to see a fresh tray being carried into view by
the current. “Oh, yesthey arel”

He picked up the tray with his good arm but Xhinna scooped it away from him with a courteous ook
and lad it on the nearby table.

Fiona took the moment to carefully appraise the bronze rider’ sinjuries the am in the ding would hedl
with time; the bandage over the right Sde of his face was somewhat more concerning. T'mar must have
noticed, for he chose that moment to say, “I appreciate your atentions, but I've been assured by both
Kenta and Ciscathat | will recover fully, evenif 1 will add a scar to my forehead.”

“It missad the eye then,” Xhinnamurmured dinicaly. “I'm glad.”

“Burnt out just on the eye ridge” T'mar said, gesturing to the bandage. “If Zirenth had gotten us
between an indant later, it would have scored through the bone. Asit was, | was blinded on that sde
and s0 confused that when we came back into the Weyr Bowl . . .” He shook his head ruefully and gave
Fiona a respectful nod. “Well, you know, as you took my fdl.”

“l was trying for your head and shoulders,” Fiona responded lamely.

“l hateto say it,” T'mar said, biting hislip, “but I'm rather glad you saved me as you did.” Fiona gave
him a surprised look. “I would have certainly broken both legs otherwise and been that many more
months heding.”

“Then I’'m glad, too,” Fionareplied. “Pern needs dl its dragons and riders.”

“Induding queens” T'mar reminded her, raisng afinger scoldingly. “Next time, let me fdl if you musg.
The thought of you losing your neck to my supidity . . .”

“Fresh klah, who wants it?” Xhinna interjected into the charged slence tha fdl as T'mar’s words
trailed off.

Fona nodded curtly, her eyesfixed on T'mar. Was he just—

“Are you just worried about my queen?’ The words were out of her mouth before she redized it.
Beside her, she could fed Xhinnatense up in surprise. Fionahid her shock by giving T'mar a demanding
look.

T 'mar took histime answering, firg Spping from his klah and setting his mug carefully back down on
the table before meting her eyes. “As a dragonrider and awingleader, it is my duty to worry about both
rider and dragon.”

“Sothisisjust about my dragon,” Fiona snapped.

“Fona” Xhinna cried.

“I nearly get killed for you and dl you care about is my dragon!” Fiona continued, jumping to her feet
and stepping back from the table. “Wdl, you can save yoursdf the next time!”

And with that she stalked off, leaving an astonished Xhinna and an open-mouthed T’ mar behind her.

Are you all right? Tdenth asked worriedly.

Yes, Fonatold her brusquely. No, she amended a moment later. 1 don’t know.

What can | do to help? Tdenth asked.

Why hadn't the others asked that? Fiona moaned to hersdf. She was trying so hard and never got any
acknowledgment, she was 0 . . . She stopped in her tracks, feding amdl and numb.

“l was Supid,” she murmured, needing to admit it out loud. With a deep sgh, she turned around and
walked back to T'mar’s quarters. To Tdenth, she said, Thank you, you help just by being with me.



| love you, too, Tdenth replied. Fiona got the sense that her queen was tired, had been aroused by
Fona s emations, and was now thinking of deep once more.

I’ll be down to oil you soon, Fiona promised.

| don’t think | need it, Tdenth responded drowslly.

Get some rest, then, deepyhead!

She heard quiet conversation coming from T"mar’ s weyr as she approached. It stopped when she was
close enough that her footsteps had probably become audible insde.

Fonaforced hersdf to enter. “T'mar, I'm sorry, | behaved badly.”

“We'redl under alot of stress, Weyrwoman,” T'mar replied camly. He lifted a hand and opened it in
athrowing-awvay gesture. “It’s forgotten. Come gt back down with us”

Siill feding ashamed and somewhat shocked by her actions, Fiona sat back down. There was along
moment of slence, which she found pleasant, while they drank their klah and chewed on the ralls that
had been sent up from the kitchen.

“Xhinnawas tdling me about our Benden vigtors” T"mar mentioned at last.

“Loranaand B'nik,” Xhinnasaid. “They came here with Kindan—"

“Kindan was here?’ Fiona asked, surprised and disappointed. If he' d been there, why hadn’t he come
to see her?

Xhinna shook her head. “They dropped him off a the Harper Hall fird.”

“Did they find anything in the Records?” T'mar asked.

“Yes, they found a reference to a specid place built at Benden Weyr.”

“Why Benden?’ Fiona asked.

“It was Weyrleader M’ hdl of Benden who convinced them to build the rooms” Xhinna said with a
shrug.

“You'reguessing,” Fona said.

“It happened over four hundred Turns ago,” Xhinnareplied. “Of course I'm guessng.”

“It seems a good guess,” T'mar observed. “M’hdl was the edest son of Sean and Sorka, and the firg
to establish anew Weyr.”

“gy

“So he was the senior Weyrleader, after the desth of Sean, and people would have looked to him for
leadership,” T"mar replied. He shrugged. “I’'m sure we'll learn more when they find the specid place”

“They'd better be quick about it,” Xhinna said, “if Lorana s queen, Arith, has got the illness”

There was an awkward, thoughtful slence.

“How much time does she have?’ Fiona wondered out loud.

“We don't know,” T'mar replied. He made a face. “You've taked with Kenta and Tgen and the
others, you know asmuch as | do.” He shrugged. “Maybe three sevendays, maybe less.”

“Honasad that if Tdenth went between she'd go with her,” Xhinna remarked.

“Yes” T'mar responded dowly, “I can understand that.”

“I’'m going with her if she does,” Xhinna added stoutly.

“l wouldn't be so quick to make such a promise” T'mar warned her. Xhinna gave him a stubborn
look and he went on. “No one ever says words with the thought that they might one day have to eat
them.”

“l won't!”

“You wouldn't be the fir,” T'mar observed mildly. “I've had to eat my own words countless times,
that’swhy | give you such advice”

“How did they taste?’ Fiona asked, surprised to find her humor returning.

“Awful,” T'mar replied with a grimace. “But | was dways glad after I'd esten them.”

“‘Be careful what you wish for, you might get it,; ” Fiona repeated the old saying.

“Exactly.”

“I'm not wishing for it,” Xhinna protested irritably. “I just want to have plans”

“Why not plan for good things?” T'mar suggested.

“Likewhet?" Fiona challenged.



“Like when your Tdenth can fly and take you between,” T'mar suggested.

“What's that got to do with me?” Xhinna asked. After a moment, she turned excitedly to Fiona,
“Would you take me with you?’

“Of course,” Fiona promised. “We can go everywhere together.” “Not flying Thread,” T'mar said.

“But we haven't enough queens for a queen’swing,” Xhinnasaid.

“Ye,” Fonatold her with agrin.

“Are you planning on repopulating the Weyr with queens so soon?’ Xhinna asked mockingly. She
dropped her eyesinto her Igp as she redized the full import of what she'd said.

Fiona remembered the times she had gone with her father to the stud sheds to watching the bulls
breed. Somewhere in her future there were mating flights, many mating flights. A thrill, a sense of dread
and excitement both, churned her scomach.

“That’s for Turns not yet come,” T'mar chided Xhinnagently. “ ‘Don’t count your eggs before they’ve
hatched.” ”

“Dragon eggs,” Xhinna said with a snigger and a mischievous glance toward Fiona

Fonaturned her atention to T'mar, asking, “What'sit like, a mating flight?’

T'mar gmiled and shook his head. “That's not for Tumns to come yet,” he sad again. “But it's
marvelous and you'll be brilliant, I'm sure of it.”

“Judt don't let her gorge,” Xhinna said warningly.

Fona looked a her inquiringly.

“Your queen, don't let her gorge when she rises or the dutch will be too smdl.” Xhinna fdt the
intendty of the looks the other two were giving her and explained, “I heard it from the other weyrfolk.”

T'mar smiled. “They're right, of course. They’ ve seen enough mating flights to know.”

“What about you?’ Xhinna pressed.

T'mar shook his head. “I’d rather not talk about it, if you don't mind,” he said. “It’'s persond.”

“Wdl, | remember the last mating flight and | fdt this amazing feding,” Xhinna replied. “I'd never fdt
anything likeit before. | just wanted to hug everyone.”

“Yes” T'mar agreed quietly, “mating flights are like that: The emations of the queen and her bronze
flow into everyone.”

“When is Mdlirth due to rise again?’ Xhinna asked.

“Not for awhile yet,” T'mar replied. “Within the Turn, probably.” He dapped his good hand on his
thigh and rose from his chair. “Which reminds me, it's getting near enough toward dinner that we should
head down to the Living Cavern and at least pay our respects to K’lior and Cisca, even if we're too
duffed to est.”

“Not me” Xhinna responded fedingly, riang and grabbing ther tray deftly. “I heard what Zirand's
meaking for dinner and | kept room enought!”

(44
T he word from Istaiis bad,” Cisca said the moment she had a chance to catch Fiond's ear. “We

don't know everything yet, but it sounds like they lost over two-thirds of thelr fighting dragons.”

“How many do they have |eft?

Cisca shook her head. “Less than a Hight, certainly. Maybe less than two wings” With a sad look she
added, “I think they lost more to the illness than anything ese. Too many riders don’'t want to miss the
fight; too few are adept at knowing the Sgns of thisillness”

“Do we know?’

“Not redly,” Cisca answered truthfully. “The cough is obvious, but the earlier Sgns .. . . even Lorana
wasn't certain. Not that we had much timeto talk about it . . .

FHona gave her a puzzled |ook.

“We spent mogt of our time poring over old Records and little time talking,” Cisca told her. She ran a
hand nervoudy across her forehead, wiping hair away from her eyes. “Of course she left the moment she
learned about her dragon.” She paused in thought, then shook her head. “The cough's the mogt



noticeable symptom.”

FHona saw that the others around the table were watching them and pulled back from Cisca. The
Weyrwoman noticed and turned to K'lior.

“l was judt tdling Fiona about Ista,” she told him.

“What's the news? Did they have a Fl?’ T'mar asked. He was gtting across from Fiona

“Yes,” Fona replied. She looked at the Weyrwoman, expecting her to fill in the details, but Cisca
merdy waved for her to continue the tale and reached for a platter of seaming meat. Fiona took a
breath. “The Weyrwoman was jus tdling me that they may have logt as much as two-thirds of their
fighting strength.”

“Two-thirdd” M’ kury excdlamed from farther down the table. “They were dready light, and with the
lossof Crion . . ”

“Jlantir's leading them now,” K’lior said.

“Jlantir,” H'nez snorted derisvely. “The man logt his whole wing!”

“But we found out why, didn't we?” M’kury retorted quickly. “And without them, we would have had
even more holders diein the Plague.”

“Holderd” H'nez snorted once more. “Who needs—"

“l was a holder, H'nez, in case you've forgotten,” Fona snapped angrily, her hands bdled into figs
under the table. “And without J lantir, | wouldn't be here. Think on that.”

“Actudly,” Cisca added drally, “perhaps it'd be best if you just think, H' nez.”

H'nez's eyes flashed and he tensed in his chair, his anger obvious to everyone. Outside a dragon
bugled loudly, answered by another higher-pitched dragon: Mdirth and Tdenth. The sounds seemed to
recal him to his senses, and with some effort, he relaxed in his chair.

“Everyoneistense,” K’lior said soothingly into the slence that fdl. “These are trying times and we—"
He waved his hand indicating dl the wingleaders and the two Weyrwomen. “—set the tone for the entire
Weyr.”

“I spoke without thinking,” H' nez said, raiang hiseyes to K'lior, then Cisca, then Fiona

“It was probably just thewine” M’kury said in a conciliatory tone. Then he noticed that there waan't
any wine at the table and raised a hand, caling, “We need some wine here. Make it Benden white, if you

“You and your Benden white” S kan said, shaking his head. “You'd think you were in Benden, not
Fort.”

“Fort for the riders, Benden for thewine” M’kury said, holding out a hand to take one of the glasses
being offered to the table. “Everyone has a specidty.”

The rest of the wingleaders guffawed.

“And we know yours” M’vader said, gesturing to M’kury’s glass as a kitchen drudge carefully filled it.

“And why not? We don’t have another Fal for a sevenday,” M’kury replied nonchdantly.

“Good point,” M’vaer acknowledged, rasng his own glass for filling.

“Don’t drink too much, though,” K’lior cautioned.

“What about T'mar’ swing? M’kury asked with a Sdeways glance toward T'mar.

“Every wing isflying light,” T"mar observed. “We need dl the fit dragons we can get.”

“We need fit riders, too,” H’nez remarked sourly.

“My arm will be well enough when Threed fdls”

“Not if you tear it up during drills” Cisca said pointedly.

“Why don't | ride with T'mar tomorrow?’ Tgen suggested. He hadn’t been stting at the table but had
come by partway through the conversation and had listened in, unnoticed. “1 could catch the firestone for
him.”

Tmar dated to say something, but K’'lior spoke fird. “That's a very interesing idea” The
Weyrleader turned to Cisca “Could we pair other uninjured riders with uninjured dragons?’

“Y ou mean two riders together, or one rider on another’s dragon?’

“That's unthinkablel” M’vaer exclamed, looking extremey outraged. “Don’'t ever think that I'll let my
dragon be ridden by another!”



“Not even to save Pern?’ Fiona asked him. M’vaer hestated and she pressed on. “Even if your
dragon would dlow it and wanted to do it?

“You know how they get when Threed fdls” M’kury added.

“Wdl . .. maybe” M’vder sad findly. “But it would have to be in direst need.”

“Why direst need?’ Cisca asked reasonably. M’vder bristled, so she perssted. “How can we tdl if
without your dragon flying one Fall, we will have enough strength for the next?”

M’vaer looked confused by this question, so Cisca continued, “No one can redly say which dragon
will be the most important in a Fall—"

“You've not ridden aFdl,” H' nez objected.

“No, I've tended the injured,” Cisca returned sharply. “And I'm saying that we need every fighting
dragon that can fly, regardless of who isriding them.”

“Wl, it's a thought a least,” K’lior observed, placing a soothing hand on Cisca's arm. She glanced
over a him in surprise. Whatever response he gave was a secret between the two of them, perhaps
relayed by dragon, but it seemed enough for Cisca. K'lior turned his attention back to T"mar. “If you've
no objection, then | would be interested to see how you work with Tgen tomorrow.”

T mar gave the ex-dragonrider a quick, measuring look, then nodded. “I’d be ddlighted.”

“Thenit's settled,” K’lior said, returning his attention back to his dinner.

“What about the weyrlings?’ H'nez asked. “Who's going to handle them?’

“Wdl,” Tgen replied with a shrug, “the ones who can fly will be handiing firestone, and the younger
oneswill be working with the Weyrwomen here, so | don't think there's an issue”

“Whao'll control the flying werylings and the firestone?’ H'nez pressed.

“That would be my job as Weyrwoman,” Cisca replied. She cast a glance a Fona and smiled
impishly. “Fonawill be respongble for the firestone, as we don’t need to have any more riders fdling on
her.”

That drew a chuckle dl around and a shamed look from T'mar.

“With me holding on to you, T'mar, you needn’t worry about faling,” Tgen said, adding to the bronze
rider's shame.

“If you want me to handle the firestone,” Fiona said to Cisca, “then | should probably drill with the
weyrlings”

“Wdl said!” Tgen exdamed. “Why don’t you plan on that tomorrow when the riders are practicing?’

Fiona nodded even as she fdt her somach go suddenly heavy with worry. Tomorrow! Under the
table, Xhinna patted her knee reassuringly.

(1
Y ou won't have much trouble with the older weyrlings” Taen consoled Fiona early the next

moming over breakfast. “There are only twelve of them with hatchlings from Hinirth's last clutch, and
they' re dmogt old enough to join the fighting wings”

“Thetwo leaders are Jgerd and Jkeran,” T'mar added. “J gerd's a wiry-haired lad, amiles a lot but
he s thoughtful.”

“J keran is blond-haired and low-built,” Tgen continued, glancing a T'mar for agreement.

“He s gtrong, just not tal,” T'mar said. “They're both—" He glanced a Tgen. “—steady, wouldn’t
you say?’

“Steady’ s agood word,” Tgen agreed. “Given time they’ll make passable riders.”

“They’ll know what to do; you just keep on top of "em,” T'mar told her as he tipped back his mug for
theladt bit of klah and rose from the table. “You'll do fine”

And with that, they left.

Fortunately, Ciscatook pity on her. It mugt have been the look in her eyes, Fiona thought ruefully as



the Weyrwoman guided her toward the weyrling tables.

With well-honed good manners, dl the young riders rose as soon as they spotted the Weyrwomen.
Fona knew some of them aready, but she dill fdt that she was being confronted with a sea of faces.

Cisca gestured to one of the older weyrlings at the end of table. “Thisis J gerd.”

The lad amiled, and immediately Fiona recognized it as the tdltde sgn, dong with his curly black hair,
that had been given her by T'mar.

“You mugt be J keran, then,” Fiona said to a smdler, blond-haired boy standing beside J gerd.

J gerd’ s amile grew wider and he poked the other lad, saying jokingly, “Examine your conscience and
tdl the Weyrwomen whatever sns you've committed.” While J keran was dill looking at him bemusedly,
Jgerd added, “Quickly now, before it's too late!”

“You'd best be mindful of your own errors,” J keran replied steedily. Then he jerked his head toward
one of the younger riders. “Either you or F jian there would be my guess for any pranks.”

“St, gt dl of you,” Cisca commanded. Obediently the riders sat back down, dill looking at the
Weyrwoman half-expectantly, haf-fearfully.

“FHonawill be responsible for firestone drill this morning,” Cisca said.

“Weyrwoman,” J gerd said with a polite nod toward Fiona

“We worked together on the firg-aid drill,” Fjian piped up from his place a the tables. “If you'd
like” he offered Fiona, “I could guide you around.”

“So you can eat with the Weyrleader?” J gerd replied with a shake of his head. “No, the Weyrwoman
will need an experienced hand to help her, not some young . . .” But he tralled off as he redized that
Fona s queen was from the same dutch and any inault to F jian's bronze might dso be gpplicable to her
queen.

“You have to forgive J gerd,” J keran spoke up in the silence. “Hislips often move aful minute before
hisbrain.”

That brought sniggers from the rest of the group and red-faced shame to J gerd’s face.

A subtle move from Cisca made it clear to Fiona that she was on her own to handle the Stuation. On
her own and being tested.

“We need to make alowances dl around,” Fiona said after a moment, choosing her words carefully.
“Some who speak too quickly should learn caution—" She saw Jkeran glance victorioudy a J gerd.
“—while others who do not speak at dl risk never being heard.” She was pleased to see Jkeran and
J gerd exchange expressions as her meaning sank in.

“As such,” she continued, “I think it best if the two of you came with me to the Weyrleader’s table,
while F jian stays here and keeps order.”

The young bronze rider sat suddenly bolt upright as he absorbed the meaning of her words.

“Come on, quickly,” Fiona cdled, as she turned toward the Weyrleader’s table, seeing K’lior risng.
Cisca merdy amiled and waved her on. If K’lior moved too quickly, she'd never be able to tak with him,
FHona redized with arush of fear. She couldn’t shout, it would be unssemly and dmogt certainly unheard
inthe noise of the Cavern so—

Talenth, ask Rineth to have K’lior wait for me, Fiona cdled to her dragon.

In front, she saw K’lior hdt and turn dowly around, scanning for her. She picked up her pace and was
soon beside him, J keran and J gerd a step behind her.

“K’lior, thanks for waiting!” Fiona said a little breathlesdy. “1 wanted to introduce the firestone crew
to you.”

“Jgerd, Jkeran,” K’lior said, nodding to each. He looked back to Fiona, saying, “Good choices.”

He frowned for a moment before continuing. “Thread will fal over Ruatha and then on to the Weyr.”
He glanced a the three of them to make sure they understood. To the two lads, he said, “Well use the
usud recognition points and full load.”

“Ful load?’ Fona repeated, bewildered.

“Sometimes when we practice we don't fill the firestone sacks full,” K’lior explained kindly. “But as
we' ve aFdl coming and we' re flying wing-light, we need dl the experience we can get.”

“Full load, itis” J keran replied, sounding somewhat glesful.



K’lior looked back at Fiona. “Is there anything else, Weyrwoman?’

“No, thank you, Weyrleader,” Fiona replied formdly, remembering a the last moment to bow rather
then curtsy. Weyrwomen, as Xhinnawas congantly reminding her, need not curtsy to anyone.

“Good Fal, Weyrleader!” J gerd and J keran cdled in unison as K'lior departed.

“We need to get ready, too, don't we?’ Fona asked, turning back to the older riders. “Won't they
need firestone to take with them?”

“Of course, Weyrwoman,” J gerd replied, trying not to sound as if that weren't obvious. “J keran, go
and send the others to the barracks.” He turned back to Fiona “Do you have the key?’

“Key?" Fiona repeated blankly. It turned out thet the firestone was kept in a locked room, a leftover
precaution from the days not so may Turns before when firetone had been dangeroudy
explosve—mere contact with water would set the “old” firestone burning.

The newer firestone, as Fiona knew from her time with Kindan, Kelsa, and the other harpers, had
been discovered by C'tov of High Reaches Weyr and was, as far as any could tdl, the red firestone that
hed been firg discovered in ancient times when it was used by fire-lizards.

Fiona spun around looking for Ellor. She quickly spotted her.

“Heré s yours” Hllor said, handing a smple key and length of chain over to Fiona “Mind you don't
loseit”

“Mine?’ Fiona repeated in surprise.

“Certanly,” Ellor said with araised eyebrow. “Y ou're a Weyrwoman: thisis your Weyr.”

With a nod, Fiona placed the chain over her neck and the key againgt her chest, pretending that she
completely understood Ellor's meaning. She was certain that she was missng some deep importance in
the headwoman's words, but she didn’'t have the time to think on it more. Jgerd and J keran were right
behind her.

“Let'sgo,” Jkeran urged, dl pretense now dropped. “We don't want to be late”

“Egpedidly not for H'nez,” J gerd agreed with a grimace.

Fona said nathing but quickened her pace, bresking into atrot as she exited into the Weyr Bowl. She
was about to dow down, uncertain of her direction, when J keran sped past her. “Thisway!”

A knot of weyrlings were gathered outside the firg-level door that housed the Weyr's supply of
firestone.

“You'll need someone to count,” a voice beside her chimed up unexpectedly. Fiona turned to see
Xhinna, who gave her areassuring amile and said, “You've got to keep atdly of dl the firestone leaving
the room.”

“Could you do it?" Fona asked. Xhinna's expresson dimmed dightly, letting Fiona guess that her
friend wanted a more chdlenging role. She leaned in closer. “What do you want to do?’

“I"d like tofill the sacks,” Xhinnatold her.

“That's hard work,” a deeper voice spoke up. Xhinna and Fiona turned to see J keran standing close
by. “Usudly we have the younger ones switch off.”

“We ve what—twelve weyrlings to fly firestone?” Fiona asked out loud.

“Eleven,” someone ese called out. “V’lex was injured in the lagt Fdl.”

“Thirty-three weyrlings to bag—"

“Thirty-four,” Xhinna put in stoutly.

“You're not aweyrling!” one of the younger boys complained. “You're agirl!”

“I'magrl,” Fona said warningly.

“Were you addled in your Shell, D’lanor? She's offering to hdp!” another weyrling put in, eyeing
Xhinnawith a combination of surprise and awe.

“And what will happen when you're dl in fighting wings? Fiona asked.

“Wel, there Il be more weyrlings,” J keran suggested cautioudly.

“Not unless Mdlirth rises soon!” J gerd replied derisvely.

“Why should we worry about that?” D’lanor wondered.

“You shouldn’t,” Fiona said. | should, she added to hersdf. “ So, who should we set to counting?’

“Why not get V'lex?’ someone suggested.



“Are you witless? V’lex can bardy stand,” J keran rounded on the hapless weyrling.

“l can do it,” Fona suggested.

“Not a good idea, Weyrwoman,” J gerd said at once. “You'll need to be everywhere, keeping an eye
on everything.”

“And your dragon,” J keran added, glancing around in search of Taenth.

“You'll need her to coordinate with us” J gerd explained. “When we're a the rendezvous.”

“l could doit,” anew voice piped up. “I'm good a counting.”

Fona discovered that the voice belonged to a young girl, younger than Xhinna She had
close-cropped strawberry-blond hair and vivid green eyes.

“Tein!” Xhinnaexcdamed in surprise. “What are you doing here? Does Ellor know?’

“| asked,” Terin replied subbornly. “She said, *Just aslong as you don't get underfoot.” ”

“Ancther girl,” aweyrling in the distance murmured disgpprovingly.

Fiona s doubts vanished with those words and the look on Terin's face.

“Very well, you can be our counter,” she said. J gerd gave her a doubtful 1ook, then handed a date to
the young girl.

“Make a mark for every bag filled,” hetold her.

“I know,” Terin replied tedtily. “My father is a bronze rider.”

“No, he'snat,” a voice whispered loud enough to be heard by dl.

“Enough!” Fona bellowed, causng Terin to shrink vigbly and the weyrlings to back away in surprise.
“We ve work to do, and we need to do it now.” She turned to the younger werylings. “You know what
to do. Get moving.”

“They’re going to need afull sack for every flying dragon,” J gerd told her. “And then well need twice
that for the weyrlings”

“That’s one hundred and sixty-four sacks to start,” Fionatrandated, “and . . .”

“Three hundred and twenty-eight for the weyrlings” Terin supplied from beside her. Caching the
looks of surprise around her, she added, “I said | was good with numbers” She paused and looked a
the weyrlings. “With Xhinng, that's just under five sacks each to start and another . . . not quite ten for
the weyrlings”

“With that number, the werylingswill be carrying close to thirty bags each, won't they?’ Fiona asked,
looking to J gerd for agreement. He pursed his lips thoughtfully, then nodded. “That's too much weight,
igtit?

“Each sack weighs—" Terin dodged past the firg of the young weyrlings carrying two full sacks of
firestone. “We should get out of the way.”

“One sack at atime” J keran shouted a the weyrling.

Terin quickly made two marks on her date and continued, “Each sack weighs two stone. So thirty
sacks would be—" She paused to mark off another filled sack leaving the storeroom. “—sixty stone.”

“Too much,” Fona said. Talenth, tell Rineth that the weyrlings can only provide half the
firestone at a time.

Rineth has told K’lior, Tdenth responded immediately.

“You'll carry hdlf the load,” Fionatold J gerd and J keran, “and come back for the rest.”

The two riders nodded, and quickly exchanged looks of rdief. H nez wants to know when his wing
will have its firestone, Tdenth rdlayed to her.

Ask Rineth in what order K'lior wants the wings provisioned, Fiona responded.

H’ nez first, Tdenth replied, her voice sounding dightly amused.

“Be sure to get the firestone to H' nez’ swing fird,” Fiona caled to the weyrlings as they rushed past.

“It'd be quicker if the younger ones just did the bagging and the older ones distributed,” Terin said, her
tone reminding Fiona somewhat of Xhinna,

“Excdlent suggestion, Terin,” Fona replied, gesturing to J gerd to implement it.

“Are you hoping to be Weyrwoman yoursdf, then?” Jgerd asked the young girl teesngly before
hoiging a firestone sack and trotting off toward H’ nez' s waiting wing.

“Don't ligen to him,” Fiona said to Terin. “He's just annoyed that he didn't think of it himsdf.” The



younger girl’s expression brightened.

Fona could fed the tenson from the dragons out in the Weyr Bowl and didn't need to see H'nez's
irritated gestures to redlize that the dragonriders expected their supplies to be delivered more quickly.
She sghed and resolved to start earlier before the Fal when it redly came. But “drills are how people
learn,” as her father often said. She amiled to hersdf a the thought of how surprised her father would be
to see her in her current position. Lord Bemin had dways been gppalled when Fiona had taken it upon
hersdf to order the Hold guard and other holders about—yet now she was ordering dragonriders!

Fona stood at the entrance of the firestone room until Terin's count reached thirty sacks and then
decided to follow the lagt sack to see how things were with the dragonriders.

Her eyesfird went to H' nez's depleted wing. The older weyrling carrying the last load was struggling
to bring it to the waiting blue rider a atrot, but the distance from the firestone room was such that it took
severd minutes to get there.

“Whao's next?” Fiona murmured doud to hersdf, determined to order the next wing to move closer to
the firestone. Irritably, she redized that she didn't know. Probably M’vaer and K'rall, H' nez's favorite
wingleaders, Fiona decided with a grimace. Fiona guessed that K'lior was giving the prickly flightleeder
the opportunity to be firg into the drill.

Talenth, have M’valer bring his wing here, she told her dragon. They'll get their firestone that
much quicker.

A mild bugle in the distance derted Fiona that her queen had rdlayed the message and that M’ vaer
was surprised at it.

They come, Tdenth replied a moment later. Linth was surprised that | told him.

“Upsatting the bronze riders, | see” a woman's voice said. Fiona whirled and was surprised to find
Cisca looking down at her, an expression of gpprova on her face.

“Thisis quicker,” Fiona said, gesturing to thewing of dragons that had arrived in front of the firestone
room.

“I know,” Cisca agreed in an easy, anused tone. “But having your new queen—'not months out of her
shell’—order grizzled veterans around is something new to them.”

“l suppose it mugst be” Fona agreed reuctantly. “But they seemed so upset a not getting ther
firetone quicker—"

“Don't gpologize,” Cisca interrupted, holding up a hand. “Y ou're doing your duty as a Weyrwoman.”

“Weas this another tes?’ Fona asked, her fedings mixed between rdief that she'd passed and
annoyance that she' d been tested again.

“Every day is atest,” Cisca replied soberly. “But well never learn new ways of doing things if we
ingg on tdling everyone what they should be doing.”

“Wel, | think we should keep aful load of firestone bagged and ready at dl times” Fona remarked.

“A good ideg,” Cisca agreed, “and usudly we do. | suspect that with T'mar’s injuries, the issue was
conveniently forgotten by the weyrlings”

“l can't say as I'd blame them,” Fiona said. “They mugt have been exhausted bagging and flying the
firestone and then, on top of it, hdping with the injured.”

“Sixty-two,” Terin caled loudy from the doorway. M’vder’'s wing had flown off and was replaced
withK'rdl’'s.

Ciscaturned to the sound of the younger girl’s voice and then looked back a Fiona, her eyes dancing.
“Acquiring more outcasts?’

“She can count,” Fiona replied with a shrug. “ She says her father was arider.”

Cisca made a face. “She came to us from a andl hold that was doing poorly,” she said. “And yes,
they made the daim but couldn’t identify the parent.”

“And they let her go?’ Fona asked, surprised.

“It was 9x Turns ago, during that harsh winter, and that hold couldn't feed itsdlf,” Cisca explained.
Before Fiona could ask the question, the Weyrwoman continued, “ Y es, it was one of your father’s minor
holds”

“It must have been Retdlek,” Fiona decided. “Father was going to replace the holder there as soon as



the weather turned good enough to ride.”

Cisca raised an eyebrow, urging Fiona to go on.

“There were none |&ft dive when he got there” Fionatold her grimly.

“So she was lucky,” Cisca murmured quietly.

“Yes,” Fona agreed with a deep 9gh. She shook hersdf and said to the Weyrwoman, “I think I'll go
indde and seeif | can hep.”

Cisca acknowledged this with a wave and strode off.

Ingde the firestone room, the ar was getting dusty as the weyrlings heaped firestone into open sacks.
She spotted Xhinna and waved to her, but the weyrgirl was too busy, wiping sweat out of her eyes and
sooping to shovel another load of firestone into her bag.

“Water,” Fionamurmured to hersdf. We must get them water. And why wasn't there more ar coming
in?

She darted back to the entrance and pushed the double doors fully open, then looked around for
someone to get water.

Talenth, she caled, could you ask Ellor to send someone with water for the weyrlings? They'll
be parched.

Ellor has sent the water, Tdenth told a moment |ater.

Thank you, Fionareplied, sending amentd caress toward her dragon.

“One hundred,” Terin said beside her as another weyrling passed by.

“Thank you.” Fionalooked up and saw Tgen lifting a sack of firestone up to his perch behind T'mar
on Zirenth.

“I’ve brought some water,” ayoung boy piped up suddenly from behind Fiona. She turned and had to
lower her gaze to meet the eyes of the towheaded youngster in front of her.

“Can you go indde and make sure that everyone gets a drink?’ The boy’s eyes grew big and round as
he redized he was taking to a Weyrwoman, but he shook his head dowly.

“Why not?’ Fona asked in surprise.

“Firestone explodes when water touchesit,” the boy replied in a haf-whisper.

“Old firestone,” Terin chimed in abruptly. “This is new firestone.” She shook her head at him, looking
superior, dthough Fiona doubted she was more than two Turns his elder.

“Go on,” Fiona said, gently shoving the child to the door. “You'll be fine. Just make sure that everyone
gets adrink; tdl them it'smy orders.”

“Yes, Weyrwoman,” the boy replied, his shoulders suddenly straighter as he redlized that he would be
gving the Weyrwoman's orders.

Fona, who had been raised as a Lord Holder’s daughter, had only a flesting moment of surprise a
how easly everyone followed her orders before she returned her atention the task at hand.

“One hundred and ten,” Terin cdled out a short time later.

FHonaindsted on carrying the last sack hersdlf and chearfully handed it up to a blue rider, who gawked
a her in surprise before tying the sack to hisriding harness.

“Good flying!” she cdled up to him.

“Thank you, Weyrwoman,” the rider returned, and then he was rigng into the air, following the last
wing as it took station above the Star Stones, then blinked between to the skies above Ruatha Hold.

“Everyone, take a break,” Fiona cdled. “But stay on your feet. Ten minutes”

She had sent the weyrboy back to the kitchens for some snacks and set him the task of ensuring that
everyone had a chance to eat while they were resting. She went into the firestone room and rousted out
Xhinna and the weyrlings, urging, “Get some fresh ar!”

To Terin, she said, “Good job.” The youngster glowed.

“What do you think of firestone, now?’ Fona asked Xhinna when she had a chance to catch her
done.

“It' snot so bad,” Xhinnareplied with alook of stout determination.

When the break was over, the younger weyrlings and Xhinna started back to bagging firestone while
the older weyrlings put their harnesses on their dragonsin preparation for hauling the firestone.



At lagt the last sack was loaded onto the dragons, and Jgerd waved to Fiona from his perch on
brown Winurth, then caled to the other weyrlings, “Test straps!”

The weryling dragons flexed their hindquarters and legpt into the air, their wings besting franticaly as
they lifted their loads. Just off the ground, they hovered.

Winurth asks if you can see any loose straps, Tdenth told her. Fiona got a feding of mation from
her queen, and turned to see Tdenth hurrying out on to her ledge to see dl the commotion firghand. As
the young gold caught Sght of the straining dragons, she added wigtfully, When can | do that?

When the other weyrlings of your clutch can, Fiona replied sending a wave of commiseration aong
with the thought. She turned back to the weyrlings and assessed ther Stuation. Tell Winurth that | see
nothing wrong from here.

Jgerd waved down a her and made a pumping motion to the flying weyrlings. They rose higher.
J gerd dropped his arm suddenly and the weyrlings swooped, stopping abruptly, sraining their lines.

Winurth says that everyone reports ready, Tdenth rdlayed in a tone of curiogty. What are they
ready for?

What, indeed? Fiona wondered. Suddenly she understood.

Talenth, tell Rineth that the weyrlings are ready, Fiona said, redizing that J gerd could have just as
eedly had his own dragon rdlay the information to the Weyrleader.

K'lior says that they should meet high at the north Ruathan border, Tdenth responded a moment
later, raying the message very carefully.

Good, Fona responded. Please tell Winurth.

A moment later, J gerd made another arm moation. In response, the weyrlings rose higher, gathered at
the Star Stones, and then disappeared between.

Did they get there? Fiona asked a moment later.

Rineth says they arein a good formation, Taenth replied.

Fona straightened her shoulders with pride and turned to Terin.

“They got there,” she said. The youngster looked at her asif she'd just pronounced water wet.

It seemed only moments later that the older weyrlings were back, tying on ther second load of
firestone. Again they tested it. This time one sack fdl off and a shamefaced green rider returned to the
ground, retrieved the fdlen sack, tied it securdly, and tested once more. When dl was in order, Jgerd
gave the 9gnd again and they went between, Jgerd firg sketching a sdute to Fiona. Fiona amiled and,
gesturing for Terin to follow her, entered the firestone room.

Insde, she quickly collected dl the younger weyrlings.

“Great work, everyone” she sad to them, eyeng them dl carefully. They were hot and swesty,
looking very much worse for ther efforts. And yet, in ared Fdl, they’d need to prepare at least eight
bags of firestone for each dragon, and they’d only prepared three. “We ve got at least an hour before
well need to do more,” she told them. Their faces brightened until Fiona hed up ahand in caution. “But |
think we should ready another load of firestone, just in case.”

“But we won't need it!” a voice grumbled in the crowd.

“Today maybe” Fiona said. “But sure as Thread fdls from the sky, the dragons will be needing
firestone soon. What harm is there in being ready?’

“She sounds just like T"mar,” the same voice grumbled.

“She should, she's a Weyrwoman,” another voice answered. Fiona recognized thet voice as Fjian.

“Fjian, take charge” she said. “I want to tak with the Weyrwoman.” With that, she turned and
moved out briskly, her thoughts racing even more quickly.

It seemed foolish to her, with the illness and so few weyrlings, for the Weyr to rely on them done for
firesone. And what would happen if the older weyrlings got the illness or were injured? Who would fly
the firestone then? Perhaps some of the less injured dragons could do it. Or perhaps K’lior’s thought of
having hedthy riders ride Sck riders dragons would fill the gap. She needed to talk to Cisca

“They won't be up for it,” Fona blurted as soon as she found the Weyrwoman where she was
supervisng the laying out of the first-aid area dong with Kentai and Ellor.

Instead of asking who or what, Cisca merdy nodded. “What should we do about it?”



“Can we organize some of the weyrfolk?’ Fiona asked. She lowered her voice to be certain that no
one e heard her next words. “We don’t know if the illnesswill affect the younger dragons. We mugt be
prepared.”

“Actudly,” Cisca corrected her, “we do know that it will affect them.” Fiona looked puzzled, urtil
Cisca continued, “We know that Lorana s Arith is infected.”

“Oh, yes” Fonareplied sadly. She glanced toward her weyr, where Tdenth was eyeing the budtle in
the Weyr Bowl with great interest.

“We can doit,” Ellor said. “WE I have to use more of the youngsters, though.”

“Good ideg,” Cisca said. She turned to Fiona. “And with the work set more squarely on the weyrfalk,
you'll be adle to help me with more of my chores.”

Oddly, the thought cheered Fiona. Cisca caught her look and winked &t her.

“Infact . . .” she began, glancing around at the activity of the Weyr Bowl, “I think that perhaps you
and | should make a quick ingpection while we dill have the time”

“Ingpection?” Fiona repeated, wondering what the Weyrwoman was talking about. A rustle of wings
surprised her further, even more so when gold Mdirth settled on the ground next to them.

“Run and get your riding thingd” Cisca ordered, tumning to the chair on which she'd draped her
wher-hide jacket, leather hemet, and gloves.

Fona raced back to her quarters, waved chearfully a Tdenth, rushed into her rooms, and opened the
closet where she'd placed the riding lesthers that she'd been given, in dl due ceremony, a Turn's End.
She was surprised to redize that that had been less than three weeks ago. She grabbed what she needed
and raced back out.

“She's big and you're amdl,” Cisca said, eyeing her queen with obvious ddight, “so I'll give you a
hand up.”

It was less degant than that, but findly, with a certain amount of undignified pushing on the part of
Fort’s senior Weyrwoman, Fiona managed to catch the riding straps and crawl up on Mdirth's neck. A
moment later she was joined by Cisca.

“Areyou ready?’ Cisca asked, leaning over Fiona s shoulder.

“Where are we going?’ Fiona asked, looking around the Weyr Bowl quickly, seeing the startled look
on Xhinna's face and the eager looks of the younger weyrlings.

“l can't have you not doing your duty as Weyrwoman just because your dragon’'s too young to fly,”
Ciscatold her gernly, adding with a chuckle, “And | haven't been in the air for days.”

With that, Mdirth legpt, her great wings easlly propelling them up high and out of the Bowl. They
paused only long enough to dip awing a the watch dragon by the Star Stones, and then Fiona was
engulfed in the cold of between.

Are you all right? Tdenth asked anxioudy.

I’'m fine, Fiona replied and was surprised to redize that she was. It was the fird time that between
seemed merdy normd, amog comforting. She had only an ingant to adjust to the new feding before
they burst out again into the sunlight.

Above her, Fiona could see twelve dragons spread in aloose V formation. Each dragon had a pair of
firestone sacks dangling below them.

“We're here” Fona cried, suddenly understanding Cisca. “We re watching the weyrlings ddiver the
firestone!”

“Part of your job, Weyrwoman,” Cisca said into her ear. “Pay dtention and see if they're doing it
right.”

Of course they were: they’d dready done it once that morning. The purpose of the trip, Fiona redlized,
was not so much for her to check up on the weyrlings as for Cisca to show her how the weyrlings should
be passng firestone.

The maneuver was quite tricky, Fiona decided as she watched one of the fighting dragons catch up
with a weyrling, come adongsde, get the weyrling's atention and then, with a heart-stopping flip of the
wings, divein aspird to a pogtion directly underneeth the weyrling, near the firestone sack.

The load was transferred negily from weyrling to dragonrider, and then the two veered away from



each other, the weyrling's dragon lurching dightly from the sudden weight reduction.

“Wdl done,” Ciscamurmured in Fiona's ear. Fiona nodded in agreement. “Watch carefully: the trick’s
the same for the flame throwers we Il be usng.”

“We don’'t have enough queens,” Fiona protested, trying to imagine hersdlf and Tdenth accomplishing
the maneuver.

“Yet,” Ciscasad with alaugh.

They watched until dl the weyrlings had relinquished their loads and then Cisca caled, “Hold on tight!”

Suddenly Mdlirth's great wings were pumping with more power than Fiona could imagine and the
great queen lurched forward in the sky, arcing up to a nearly upside-down pogtion before sweeping
back in the other direction and taking up a postion directly in front of the weyrlings.

Fionafdt more than heard the surprise and pleasure of the weyrling dragons behind her.

“WEe re teking them home,” Cisca cdled. Fionafdt Cisca change her balance as she raised an am and
gave the universal sgnd to go between.

We re coming back now, Fona told Taenth as the cold nothingness that was between engulfed her
once more.

You had fun! Taenth said, sounding both pleased and accusing. They burst out into the air above Fort
Weyr, right a the Star Stones. The watch dragon bugled a gregting as Mdirth zoomed past and then
began a spirding, leisurdy descent back into the Weyr.

Yes, | did! Fiona agreed happily.

T hat evening Xhinna was so obvioudy sore from dl her efforts that Fiona inasted the younger girl

take her bath fird.

“Don’t put on your nightgown when you get out,” Fona ordered, “I'm going to put some sdve on
your back.”

Xhinnadidn't even protest as Fiona dathered her back with the sicky salve. Findly, Fiona sent her to
bed and took her own bath. When she was done, she found Xhinna aready adeep, lightly snoring.

Sometimes, Fiona thought happily to hersdf in a drowsy languor just before deep overtook her, it's
like we're sgters. It was a pleasant thought and Fiona squirmed up closer to Xhinna as she settled into
deep; it was dill midwinter and the warmth of another body was perfect.

When Fiona awoke the next morning, Xhinna was gill sound adeep. She decided to leave her; she
knew that, despite Xhinnd s protests, the girfl had worked herself ragged the day before.

Stepping into Tdenth’'s weyr, she checked on her degping mate, quietly oiled a new flaky patch that
she' d been eyeing, and made her way out onto the ledge and into the Weyr Bowl.

The sun had crested over the easterly ridge of Fort Weyr, but there were ill heavy banks of fog risng
from the Bowl itsdf. Still, Fiona had no trouble negotiaing her way to the Dining Cavern.

“Hona” Cisca hdled her as she entered. Fiona looked around and saw the Weyrleader and
Weyrwoman seated by themsealves a one of the regular tables. Cisca was beckoning to her. Fiona
waved back and trotted over to St beside them.

“We don’t have enough weyrlings,” K’lior began without preamble, not even looking up from the roll
he was buttering. He was dressed in aworn tunic and looked haggard.

“No,” Fona agreed.

“K’lior! Let her eqt!” Cisca said, pushing the rolls toward Fiona and offering, with a quirk of her
eyebrow, to pour the klah.

“It's okay,” Fiona sad after her firg gulp of klah. Cisca glanced pointedly to K’lior before glancing
back to seeif Fiona understood. Fiona didn't, but she gathered that the Weyrwoman wanted her to eat
before she spoke again, so she took arall hersdf and began to butter it quietly.

“Cisca,” K'lior murmured warningly to his mate.

“Shh,” Cisca sad firmly in response. “Eat! Tak after.”



“We need an answer before the others get here)” K’lior grumbled before returning dutifully to his
edling.

Fona bit into her roll, ill hot and mdting the butter, chewed reflexively, swallowed, and asked, in
defiance of Cisca s warning looks, “How many weyrlings would we need?’

“A Hight of flying weyrlings would be best,” Cisca said, rasing a hand to keep K’lior from answering.

“They need to have a least a Turn from the Egg, right?’

“More would be better,” Cisca sad in agreement. “In eader times, we wouldn't have them lifting
firestone until they have at least two Turns”

“Don’'t want to overgtrain them,” K’lior put in.

“The younger oneswill need another ten months before they can help,” Fiona observed, redizing that
she and Tdenth would start their training at about the same time.

“Queens wait longer,” Ciscatold her warningly.

“In good times” Fiona pointed out.

“And these are not good times?’ Cisca asked with agrin.

“You're to sart training with the weyrlings, too,” K’lior told Fiona abstractedly.

“I'm responsible for her training, Weyrleader,” Cisca reminded him, adding a playful poke to remove
any ding in her words.

“Sotdl her!” K’lior said, flinching from her fingers

“You're to train with the weyrlings,” Cisca said, turning back to administer another fast playful poke to
her mate.

“Can 1?7’ Fiond s eyes shone with excitement. “That'd be great.” K’lior snorted humoroudly.

“How did it work with T"mar and Tgen?’ Fiona asked, returning to the origind problem.

“Wdl enough,” K’lior said. “But that solves only part of the problem.”

“And we dill don't know if one dragon will let another rideit.”

“Can’'t you test that?” Fiona wondered. The other two looked at her. “Can Ciscaride Rineth?’

The two gave her sartled looks. Fiona wondered what was wrong with her suggestion.

“Better a brown rider on a bronze” K’lior sad after a moment. Seeing Fiona's perplexed look, he
explaned, “I'd be surprised if a bronze would let a woman ride him.”

“Any more than | could see aman on a queen,” Cisca sad by way of agreement.

“Of course,” K’lior added reflectively, “no one has ever tried, so | can't be certain it wouldn’'t work.”

Cisca' s eyes narrowed as she said thoughtfully, “1 wonder if Rineth would let me ride him?’

K’lior shrugged. “I’d prefer it if you never have to find out.”

“Me, too,” Cisca agreed fervently.

“What did you do last Threadfdl?’ Fiona asked, her mind dill working on the question before them.

“We used the older weyrlings and rotated awing from each of theflights” K'lior told her.

“We left you to handle the problem yoursdf yesterday because we wanted to give you the chance to
come up with a better solution,” Cisca explained to Fiona

“And we have so few dragons now that a wing would be a big loss to our fighting strength,” K’lior
added.

“Egpedidly with the illness” Cisca added bitterly. She glanced at K’lior congderingly, then added, “I
think we're going to lose Y erinth and Casunth today.”

K’lior nodded, his expresson .

“H’nez will stay with Fvin, and M’ vaer says he has someone with S pevan,” Cisca added.

“Thank you for that,” K’lior said, acknowledging Cisca s foresight.

“WE ve got another forty or more who are feverish,” Cisca continued unhappily.

“How many will be ready for this Fal?’

“If it comes to the wordt, alittle more than afull Hight,” Ciscatold him. “But that would be spread out
amongd the wings”

“A Hight,” K’lior repeated with anguish in his voice,

“Well find acure” Fiona said, surpriang hersdf. “We have to. What about Benden Weyr? Have we
any news from them?’



“They found a room,” Cisca said after a moment of slent communion with her dragon. “Mdlirth tdls
me that Gaminth says they are searching it.”

“See? Then they’ll find a cure,” Fiona predicted confidently.

“In the meantime,” Cisca said, looking pointedly a K'lior to get his full attention, “it is up to us,
Weyrleader and Weyrwomen, to keep up our spirits”

“l agree” K’lior said. “If we lose hope, then dl the Weyr will 1ose hope.”

Fona s mind was back on the issue of firestone. “How much firestone can one of the larger dragons
cary? Weyrleader and Weyrwoman looked a her expectantly, so she continued, “Could one of the
browns or bronzes carry enough for aful wing?’

“Jug detach a dragon from the wing to get the firetone?” K’lior repeated to see if he was following
Fona s line of thought. When she nodded, Cisca brightened, saying, “That could work!”

“It'd be difficult for the wing, though,” K’lior said consderingly. “They’d lose cohesion, which would
make fighting Thread harder.”

“They'd have to train for it,” Cisca agreed. K’lior frowned.

“But wouldn't they have the same problem if a dragon or rider got injured?’ Fiona asked.

“Yes, they would,” K’lior agreed. His expression brightened. “Y our suggestion certainly could work.”

“| think you should try it out tomorrow,” Cisca said.

“Why not today?’ K’lior asked in surprise.

A bugle and the sound of dragons keening erupted in the Weyr Bowl outside.

“Y einth has gone between,” Cisca responded.

A moment later the keening increased to a higher pitch.

“Casunth?’ K’lior asked.

Cisca nodded sadly.

T heloss of two more dragons to the illness cast a pdl on the entire Weyr. Fiona found some solace

in ailing Tdenth's hide, and for a change it was frudrating that the queen’s skin had very few of the
dangerous dry patches.

She was happy to be interrupted by a voice from outside her ledge cdling, “Weyrwoman? Wingleader
T 'mar sends his compliments and asksiif you and Taenth would join the weyrlings in the morning drill.”

“We d be ddighted!” She cdled to Xhinna, “Xhinna, we're going to drill with the weyrlingd Join us if
you want!”

“l don’t have adragon!” Xhinna caled back grumpily.

“You can pretend!” Fona answered with agrin.

Tdenth insgsted once more on launching hersdf from her ledge and gliding down to the Bowl proper
before trotting over to the weyrlings arrayed outside their barracks.

“Weyrwoman,” T'mar greeted her as she joined the group. “If you'd please drill with the younger
group.”

“Can’'t we have her with us?’ J gerd asked. The rest of the older weyrlings added their agreement.

“No,” T'mar told them firmly. “Taenth is of the same dutch as the youngsters; the drill is appropriate
to her age.”

“But she's bigger than any of them!” an older weyrling protested. “That’'s because she's a queen,
dimglow!” Fjian snapped in response.

“Where would you like us?’ Fiona asked.

“A queen’s pogition is either in front of awing or in the middle of the wing,” T"mar told her. “Today,
I"d like you in the middle so that you and your dragon can observe the others.

“But,” he continued, spreading his attention amongs dl the younger weyrlings, “until you riders know
your drill, your dragons will stland aside.” A chorus of groans rose from the younger weyrlings, but was
slenced by T'mar’s order: “Form up!”

Fona watched in surprise as the weyrlings started to line up in a large V formation until she heard a



voice whisper loudly, “You're supposed to be in the center!”

Fona flushed and then rushed to find her podtion. At the front, Fjian craned his neck around at the
formation, then called to T"mar, “Ready for drill!”

“Weyrwoman, you need to be farther back, in line with the second-to-last row,” T'mar cdled
criticaly. Fiona scooted back quickly to the correct postion.

“Very wel,” T'mar said, seeming satisfied. “Now we will drill.” He took a deeper breath and ordered,
“Wing, right whed!”

Fona was totdly logt as the riders started moving forward and turning to the right. In moments she
was completely outside the formation, scampering to get back.

“Hat!"” T'mar bellowed. The group hated. “Weyrwoman?’

“l got logt,” Fionasaid. “Sorry.”

“Perhaps you should watch some drill firs,” T'mar replied, beckoning to her to join him. To the
weyrlings he cdled, “Reform!”

As he put the weyrlings through their drills T'mar explained everything to Fiona, from the formations
to the arm motions, to the timing. When they were done, he cdled out, “Hat! Reform in aV ahead.” To
Fonahe said, “Now, Weyrwoman, are you ready to resume your education?’

Fonatook a deep breath and nodded. “1 just hope my arms don't get too sore.”

“If they don't,” T'mar told her with a determined look, “let me know.” He smiled a her disraught
look. “It's your firg day, your ams are certain to get sore” She made a gim face, to which T'mar
added, “Just remember: All eyes will be on you.”

FHona nodded, shook her head to clear her mood, and amiled at the wingleader. “They dways arel”

The drill was every hit as exhauding as T'mar had promised, but Fiona refused to admit it or ask for a
break. It was only when the weyrlings themsdaves were grumbling loudly that T'mar findly relented.

“Okay, now get your dragons,” he told them, “and reform here”

As Fiona sought out Taenth, T'mar told her in an undertone, “You're to stand in front of your
dragon.”

Fona nodded and beckoned Tdenth to follow her. As the weyrlings reformed, Fiona found her
assigned spot and spent a few moments postioning Taenth.

Thisis fun! Tdenth exclamed, eyes whirling green in pleasure.

And, as the werylings recommenced their drill, with their dragons falowing dutifully behind them,
Fonaredized that it was fun. For awhile, anyway. They practiced the various maneuvers over and over
agan until even Taenth's enthusasm waned.

“Wdl done!” T'mar cdled findly. “You can dl take a break. Be sure to get water for your dragons.”
As he spotted some weyrlings heading to the barracks, he cdled out, “Walk to the lake, do not get water
from the barracks. Y ou need to cool off muscles—yours and your dragons .”

Fiona could see the sense in that as she trudged dong with the others to the far end of the Bowl and
the lake. The penned herdbeasts, afrad that they were on the menu, walled and dunk away from the
approaching dragons.

I’m not hungry, Tdenth said, snorting irritatedly at the herdbeasts.

They don’t know any better, Fiona replied. When her somach grumbled she added humoroudy,
Maybe they realize that | am.

| could get you one, Tdenth offered.

I’ll eat in the kitchen, Fiona assured her, patting her neck affectionately.

Without thinking about it, Fiona had Tdenth wait to drink until dl the other dragons had drunk their fill.

Manners, she chided her dragon when Tdenth complained to her. We set the example, we make
sure that everyone else is fed—or watered—before us. That's the mark of a leader.

Tdenth absorbed Fiona s words trusingly and ceased her grumbling. I'm a leader?

You're a queen, Fionatold her. Of course you are!

A leader! Tdenth glanced at the weyrlings ahead of her as they made their way back to the weyrling
barracks. Shouldn’t | bein front, then?

No, Fona assured her, you're fine where you are.



“Hond” a voice cdled from just outsde the weyrling barracks. Fiona spotted Tgen driding toward
her.

“Good day to you, Tdenth,” he cdled as he approached. To Fiona he said, “I saw the drill today; you
did wdl.” He glanced a Tdenth. “I just wanted to check her over; | haven't seen her in awhile”

Tdenth was delighted to show off her wings and have Tgen run knowing hands over her legs,
examining her dl over.

“She's growing well,” he declared when he was done. He nodded to Fiona, adding, “And you've
done well in ailing her. 1 see no Sgns of flaky skin.”

“Xhinnahelps,” Fionafdt obliged to explain.

“I've heard tha she has taken to dliding from her ledge” Tgen sad. When Fona nodded
confirmetion, he turned to the queen and said, “Are you ready to fly?”

Can | fly? Tdenth asked Fiona excitedly.

“She cartanly wants to,” Fiona said.

“Wl, | think if she gets on her perch and tries flapping her wings for a bit, she might extend her glide”
Tgen replied. But he shook his finger at Tdenth and added warningly, “But no more than a few beats,
then glide back down. | don’t want you straining yourself; you could damage your muscles”

Can | do it now? Tdenth begged.

“Can we try now?’ Fiona asked.

Tgen pursed hislips consderingly, then shrugged. “Only once, because both of you have had enough
exercise thismorning.”

| can fly! Tdenth exclamed, prancing back to her weyr. Fiona and Tgen followed quickly behind her
and stood below the ledge to watch as she dimbed up, crawled into her weyr, turned, and raced to the
edge, wings flared and ready for flight.

As she legpt off, she gave her wings one beat and bugled excitedly as she rose into the ar. Another
beat and then—"Hey, that’s too high!” Fiona cried in darm.

Sorry! Tdenth responded, sounding not the least bit contrite.

Glide on back down! Fiona ordered, nervoudy eyeing the height to which Taenth had climbed. With
her excitement unabated, Tdenth leveled her wings and glided dowly back down to the ground, landing
eedly severad hundred meters across the Bowl.

Did you see? Tdenth cdled. | flav! | really flew!

Yes, you did, Fiona agreed, her mentd voiceful of pride. You flew very well.

Tgen waked quickly toward Tdenth, with Fona falowing afew steps behind.

“AsK her to spread her wingsif she can, and hold them,” Tgen requested of Fiona.

Tdenth was willing but curious. | think he wants to check your muscles, Fiona guessed. She was
right. Tgen ran his hands over Tdenth's pectoral muscles and across her chest, gesturing for Fiona to
follow behind him with her hands.

“I'm feding for any heat and any sgns of knotted muscle” he explained. He paused for a moment in
his exploration, widening his movements around one particular spot, then pointing it out to Fona. “Fed
here”

Fona did. The muscle seemed tighter than elsewhere.

“Nothing mgor,” Tgen assured her, “just some normd tightness.” He continued his ingpection. “Buit if
you were to fed the same tightness the next time she flies, you might want to tdl me.”

“Would thet be bad?’

“| doubt it,” Tgen sad with a shrug. “Usudly it's just the muscles getting their strength. Often one
muscle has to do more work to compensate for weaker muscles until they get stronger. But if it pergsts,
we may need to let her rest for a few days so that she doesn't drain hersdlf.” He amiled and beckoned
for Fionato come closer, murmuring, “Young dragons rarely do themsdves an injury—the worst they do
isget sore for aday or so—but it's dways wise to keep an eye on themin case it's more serious”

Can | do it again? Tdenth asked eagerly.

“Not today,” Fionareplied, adding to Tgen, “She wants to do it again.”

“Of course she does,” Tgen replied with a grin. He caught Taenth's whirling eyes and sad to her,



“Tomorrow, if you fed up to it

| will! Tdenth declared fervently, dimbing back up the ledge to her weyr. Tgen followed her progress
with a thoughtful look in his eyes.

“Are you thinking she’ s doing too much?’ Fiona guessed.

“No,” Tgen said, shaking his head and amiling. “1 was thinking how much her gliding exercise will help
her muscle tone”

“Will that mean she ll be ready to fly sooner?” Fiona asked hopefully, working to keep her emotions
from Tdenth. She didn’t want to raise the gold's hopes fasdy.

“l don't think s0,” Tgen said. “But it might mean that she'll be more fit when she does fird fly.” He
paused for amoment before adding, “But that was't what | was thinking.”

Fiona s look chalenged him to explain.

“l wasthinking,” Tgen answered, “that if it were to hep her, it might aso help the hatchlings” Before
Fona could respond, he added, “Those of her clutch, | mean.”

“l don’t know how the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman would fed about that.”

“We can find out by asking them,” Tgjen said. “But firdt, | wanted to know if you or Tdenth had any
objections”

“No,” Fiona said without redly thinking over her answer. Tgen cocked an eyebrow a her, chdlenging
her response. “No, honestly, | think it'd be fun.”

“Then we should ask the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman, shouldn’t we?’

“They’ll be a lunch,” Fiona said. “Just let me make sure that Tdenth is settled in.”

T hey found Cisca and K'lior at the head table on the dais.

“We figured that today we should be easy to find,” Cisca murmured to Fiona as she joined them at the
table. “I heard that your dragon flew today.”

Fona nodded, looking somewhat surprised that this was remarkable.

“You know that Mdlirth keeps an eye on her hatchlings” Cisca explained. “And Tdenth was quite
proud of hersdf.”

“Yes, shewas,” Fona agreed with a broad grin.

“Infact,” Tgen inserted smoothly into the conversation, “we were wondering if perhaps it wouldn’t be
agood ideafor dl of Mdirth's latest hatchlings to practice gliding.”

Cisca beckoned to K’ lior and quickly brought himin on the conversation. He frowned thoughtfully for
amoment, then nodded, glancing a Tgen. “Would it hdp them fly faster?”’

“l doubt it,” Tgen responded. “But it certainly would make the trangtion easier. Thair muscles would
be more toned.”

“l suppose,” Cisca said carefully, glancing at K’lior for confirmation, “thet if they drilled no more than
once a day, it wouldn't be too great an inconvenience”

“And you could watch dl the pretty youngsters,” K'lior teased her.

“K’lior!” Cisca growled back warningly. “They're far too young for me, you know that!” She cast a
Sddong glance a Fiona, “Though maybe for our junior Weyrwoman . . .”

Fona blushed furioudy, shaking her head in denid. Cisca's eyes danced as she enjoyed Fiona's
discomfort, but then she took pity on the youngster and turned back to Tgen, asking, “Have you
discussed thiswith T'mar?’

Tgen shook his head.

T mar, who was seated farther down the table, looked up at the mention of his name. “Weyrwoman?’

With a nod, Cisca invited him to move closer. Once he was seated again, she explained Tgen's
Suggestion.

“I'm not sure that it wouldn’t actudly reduce their training time” T'mar said findly. “We don't know
how much time is spent getting their muscles honed.”

“Wl, it wouldn't be Turns” Tgen said.



“No, but maybe months”

“Even amonth might be dl the difference we need,” K’lior said with a tone of urgency.

“Tomorrow, Thread fdls at High Reaches and Igen,” T"mar observed.

“Igais down to forty-gx fighting dragons,” Cisca said. At the startled looks of the others, she added,
“B’nik of Benden has promised to support them.”

“Which iswhy we must have dl the fighting strength we can get,” K’lior said. He glanced & T'mar and
Tgen. “If the older weyrlings had to—"

“They would die)” Tgen declared flatly. “They haven't even started flaming yet!”

“I think we will have to teach them soon,” K’lior said heavily, leaning back in his chair and dosing his
eyes agang the anguish he fdt.

“Even with that,” T'mar declared, glanang a Tgen for confirmation, “they’d need a least three
months before they’ d survive more than an hour againg Thread.”

“If that,” Tgen agreed sadly. “If we had the queen’'swing . . .” Tgen put in bitterly.

“We ve got aqueen,” Cisca sad.

“We can't risk Mdirth,” K’lior said immediatdly.

“If we do it properly, we won't risk anyone,” Cisca replied. She glanced a Fiona, cocking her head
questioningly.

“How much firestone could Mdirth carry?’ Fiona asked the Weyrwoman.

“More than a bronze” Tgen replied, glandng a T mar, who consdered the statement and then
nodded rdluctantly.

“She would dill have to supply the firestone,” K’lior objected, “and she couldn’t do it any faster than
another dragon.”

“She could if she trailed the firestone at different levels” Fona said. The others looked at her. “Whét if
Shetralled firestone at say, two, four, and Sx dragonlengths benesth her?’

“On both Sdes,” Tgen added. “That'd be Sx dragons a once.”

“And she can cary a least twice as much firestone as the weyrlings” Fiona guessed, glanding to the
Weyrwoman for confirmation.

“Perhaps even three times as much,” Cisca dlowed, glandng toward K’lior with a concerned,
measuring 1ook.

“If anything happened to he—" K’lior began, then broke off, seeing another objection. “You're
forgetting, dl of you, that dragons have riders.”

“And?’ Cisca demanded, brows furrowed.

“There's a reason the weyrlings only have two sacks of firestone on tether at atime” K’lior told her.
“It's because they couldn’t manage the workload of more.”

“S0?" Cisca demanded. “I'll get someone to hdp me” She glanced pointedly at Fiona, who was
delighted at the notion.

“No,” K'lior replied, shaking his head firmly. “1 might risk one of our queens & the tralling edge of
Thread but not both Weyrwomen.”

Cisca' s dation deflated immediatdly. “Y ou're right.” Then she brightened again. “Perhaps Tgen?’

“Actudly,” Taen began dowly as dl eyes turned to him, “perhaps it would make more sense for
T'mar and me to perform the experiment fire.”

“A bronze could carry nearly as much as a queen,” K’lior reminded Cisca

“And it would be safer for the Weyr,” Cisca conceded againgt her will.

“Someone has to keep things running here,” K’ lior agreed with her.

“But if it works—" Cisca began.

“Well tak about it,” K’lior agreed. He raised afinger toward Fiona, adding, “But she won't ride with
you.”
“| could take Xhinng” Cisca said thoughtfully.
“She'd bethrilled,” Fiona agreed.
Tgen turned to T'mar. “We should spend some time on this idea of the Weyrwoman's.”
“It wasn't my idea,” Cisca corrected him, nodding to Fiona. “It was hers.”



Fona flushed with pride.

X hinna s surprise a the long line of weyrlings clambering up the ledge to Tdenth's weyr was quickly

overwhemed by her joy at watching the bronze, browns, blues, and greens happily launching themsdves
skyward, fird in a glide and then, the second time, beating their wings severd times to dimb and dimb
before once more returning to the ground.

Fiona and Tadenth watched with her from their vantage point on the ground, Taenth exdaiming happily
a each launch and tdling Fiona, | flew higher than thatl!l—which, being true, required Fiona's firm
agreement each time.

Can they come again tomorrow? Tdenth asked excitedly after the weyrlings had finished their last
flight and had gone back to ther quarters.

You won't mind? Fona asked. Apparently not, Fiona decided, as Tdenth responded, Can | go
first?

Fiona woke suddenly, in the middle of the night. Xhinna was snoring beside her. Fiona directed her

thoughts to Tdenth and the dragon’s response was so darmed that Fona ingantly leapt out of bed. She
paused only long enough to dip her feet in dippers and grab her robe before racing to Tdenth's weyr.

Tdenth was trembling in her deep, limbs restless and eydids fluttering.

It's all right, Fona told her dragon as quiglly as she could, concentrating on soothing her without
waking her. Tdenth uncurled, turned, and curled up again, ill trembling.

It burng Fiona heard. She snapped her head around, looking outside the weyr, trying to locate the
source of that thought. But before she found it, she heard another voice cdl, Arith! And suddenly Fiona
fdt her legs give out and she collgpsed againg Tdenth, dl drength drained, her eyes sreaming tears, her
mouth open in a Slent scream.

She seemed to lie there forever, dl strength sapped, dl hope gone, feding only the trembling of her
queen beside her. And then—

It will be all right. But it wasn't Tdenth's voice. Fiona opened her eyes, looking around to find the
source of the voice.

After along moment, Fiona thought back, How can you be sure? But there was no answer.

ELEVEN

| reached out
And you were gone.
| cried out
But you had flown.

Fort Hold, Morning, AL 508.1.19

Ciscafound her there, degping beside Tdenth, early the next morning.
“Arith—"
“—has gone between,” Fiona said grimly.



Cisca looked dtartled.

“Didn’t you hear it happen?’ Fiona asked her, surprised. Cisca shook her head. “I heard Arith cry, ‘It
burnd’ and then Lorana cried, ‘Arith!” and then Arith went between and . . . | collapsed.”

“I've never heard of this hgppening before,” Cisca said, looking troubled.

“And then | heard another voice” Fiona said.

“What did it say?’

“It said, ‘It will bedl right.” ”

“I certainly hope s0,” Cisca agreed fervently, but she looked dubious. She looked off into the distance
for along, thoughtful moment and then seemed to come to a decision. “Whether it will or not, that’s how
we should act.”

“Likeit will be dl right?’

“Yes” Ciscasad. She leaned over and extended a hand to Fiona. “And so you'd best make yoursdf
presentable. Meet me in the Kitchen Cavern. I'm sure others will want that reassurance—to see thet it
will bedl right.”

Fonatook Cisca s hand graefully and stood up, feding sore from her awkward deeping postion.

“Soif Arith has gone between, what will Lorana do?’ Fona asked.

“Sell grieve” Cisca sad, her eyes bright with tears.

“What about the cure, was she working on that?’ Fiona wondered.

Cisca s eyes widened in horror. “Arith said, ‘It burns” What if the cure was what killed her dragon . .
" Cisca' s voice trailed off. From her expression, Fiona could see that Cisca was spesking to Mdlirth, but
then the Weyrwoman stopped abruptly.

“Benden flies today with Ista; | won't add to their worries,” she declared. “We can find out later.” She
nodded to hersdf firmly, then told Fiona, “Get! Go have a bath, and meet me when you' re ready.”

“Yes, Weyrwoman.”

Fiona discovered just how fast news traveled in the Weyrs when she arrived at the Weyrleader's

table for breakfast.

“If Arith went between, wha does that mean for our weyrlings? They're nearly the same age”
M’ kury was saying as Fiona sat. Getting no response from the Weyrleaders, he turned to her. “What do
you think, Weyrwoman?’

“I think it will be dl right,” Fionareplied, trying to sound asif she believed it.

“They were working on a cure, weren't they?” K'rdl asked from his side of the table. His eyes rested
on Fona so she fdt obliged—if utterly unqudified—to answer.

“l know no more than you,” Fionatold him honestly.

“Wel, | hope they hurry,” M’kury said. “I’ ve got three sick dragonsin my wing.”

“I doubt two of minewill last the day,” K'rdl said by way of agreemen.

“How many will be €ft to fight the next Threadfdl?’” H' nez demanded.

“More than Ista” M’vder said morosdly.

“Hghting Thread is hard enough without this illness egting away a our drength,” V’'ney observed,
disheartedly spooning up some ceredl.

“Too right!” M’ kury agreed sourly. “And the illness itsdf—it's hard enough when you can tdl with the
sneezing, but Jakoth, he was fine one moment and then just gone—how can we tdl if we're taking sck
dragons againg Thread?’

“It will be dl right,” Fiona ventured again, wishing she could find the same conviction as whoever had
spoken to her eaxrlier.

V’'ney looked across a her, disbdief written on hisface. “No offense, Weyrwoman, but you' re young,
and the young are aways convinced they’ll live forever.”

“Lorand's Arith was not much older than your Taenth,” H' nez observed. He turned to K’lior. “Are
we certain that none of the weyrlings are Sck?’



His implication was not lost on Fiona, who suddenly found it harder to be optimidic and logt her
appetite for her rall. Cisca shot her aquick 1ook, her eyes dropping to Fiona's food, and getting the hirt,
Fionaforced hersHf to take a bite.

“None that we've noticed,” T'mar said. The other wingleaders looked less than reassured at this, 0
he continued, “Tgen has been kegping a specid eye on them.”

The implication that Tgjen, who had logt his dragon to theillness would be a diligent observer was not
logt on the wingleaders.

“That's good,” V'ney sad.

K’rdl wasn't so pleased. “Ah, but his dragon was coughing up that green infection before—"

“Wingleaders” K’lior said, rasng his voice to cut across K'rdl’s words, “in 9x days we ride Fal
over Ruatha Hold and our own Weyr. For now, | think that should be dl thet concerns us”

The wingleaders nodded in rdluctant assent, returning their attention to the food on their plates.

After breakfast, K’lior had the wingleaders assemble their wings for more practice drills.

“You'll have the weyrlings today, Weyrwoman,” T'mar informed Fiona as she strode out into the
Weyr Bowl with him after breakfast. Fiona couldn’t hide her surprise, and T'mar chuckled.

“Jud tdl them to go about ther chores, then drill them like we did the other day and—if they're
good—Iet them have another romp on the Weyrwomen's ledge,” he told her.

“What about you? Tgen?’ Fona asked worriedly.

“WEe re going to try your trick with the firestone,” T"mar told her with a grin. He laughed when he saw
her gtricken expression. Turning avay to wave to Tgen, he caled over his shoulder, “The rewards of a
job wel done!”

Ancther job, Fiona thought, remembering that her father had often said the same thing to her. The
thought of him braced her and she squared her shoulders and turned toward the weyrling barracks.

Jgerd and J keran were joking with F jian, the young bronze rider, off to one sde.

“Weyrwoman,” J keran said, nodding respectfully when she approached.

“You're to finish your chores, then drill the older wings” she said, gandng a Jgerd to see that he
understood. The curly-headed youth pursed his lips in readiness of some objection, then thought the
better of it and nodded in acceptance. Satisfied, Fiona turned to F jian. “When the younger weyrlings are
done with thelr chores, let me know. We I be drilling on the ground.”

Fjian nodded, somewhat surprised at hearing her give orders—he was a good head tdler than she
and a least aful Turn older. “Yes, Weyrwoman.”

Xhinnajoined her before the chores were done, so Fiona took her aside for a hasty conference.

“T'mar says I’ m to drill the younger weyrlings today,” Fionatold her, dlowing her panic to show.

“You'll do fing” Xhinna assured her. As Fiona began to shake her head, Xhinna added, “Just pretend
like you meen everything as a tes—especidly any orders you get wrong.”

With Xhinna by her sde, murmuring encouragement, the drill went well enough, especidly when Fona
hed the brilliant idea to have Tdenth joinin again and aso tried dternating who gave the drills—she even
surprised everyone by giving Xhinna a chance.

“*Judt pretend like you mean everything as a test,” ” Fiona quoted back at her as she rushed off to
lead Tdenth. The other girl’s eyes flashed angrily, but then she grinned.

Despite the weyrlings initid mutinous murmurs, Xhinna proved as adept a dill as Fiona had
expected, gving her ordersin awdl-timed cadence that actudly made the drills work better.

“That was amazing!” Xhinna told Fona when they findly caled hdt, her eyes shining with joy. “1 could
amog fed how they’d be in the ar and—" She cut hersdf off abruptly and dropped her eyes to the
ground.

Fona could guess what the other girl was thinking: that it was something she' d never experience. She
wanted to say something to reassure her, to give her hope, but she couldn’t think of anything that
wouldn't sound false or glly.

“Hep mewak Tdenth to the lake,” she said instead, leading them to the tall of the long line of weary
but exhilarated weyrlings

Why is she sad? Tdenth asked, turning her faceted eyes toward Xhinna



She wants to Impress, Fonatold her.

Xhinna, you could Impress one of my hatchlings, Tdenth told the younger girl but “loudly” enough
thet Fiona could hear, adding hurriedly, when | have them.

Xhinna stopped in her tracks, jaw agape as she looked at the young queen. She raced up and
wrapped her ams around Tdenth's neck, reaching up toward her head to scratch her eye ridges. “Thank
you, Tdenth!”

Of course, it will be a while before I’'m old enough, Tdenth added privately to Fiona. Fiona smiled
a her dragon and raced around to her other Sde, to scratch her other eye ridge. Taenth stopped,
momentarily logt in draconic rapture, then redized that the weyrlings were leaving them behind and
sarted forward once more, dternating hopeful looks from sde to Sde in an effort to keep both girls
scratching.

The high point of the day for Fiona was back a the Weyrwomen's ledge watching Tdenth and the
other weyrlings practice flying again. Findly, though, the practice was over, and she dispersed the tired
but happy weyrlings back to ther barracks. She had just finished alling and seitling Tdenth comfortably
in her weyr when T'mar and Tgjen returned on bronze Zirenth. She raced over the ledge, jumping high
with dl the enthusasm of aweyrling, landed on bent knees, and tore off toward them.

“How did it go?’ she cried as she approached.

Tgen was fird down and he met her grin with one of his own. “It went well.”

“Hdp me down, will you?" T"mar cdled irritably from his perch, flgpping hisinjured aminitsding like
awounded dragon. “I can’t manage yet with this on mel”

Tgen shortly had the bronze rider on the ground.

“l can't walit to get better,” T'mar said, sourly massaging his shoulder with his free hand.

“l wouldn't have guessed,” Tgen observed drolly.

The bronze rider’ s eyes flashed, then the anger faded as he redlized he was being teased. “It's jus—"

“It was too much for your am,” Tgen finished, meging T'mar's stubborn look squardy. “You
shouldn't have tried so much thisfirg time”

T'mar dtarted to argue but caught himsdf and sighed, shaking his head. “You're right,” he agreed
gumly. “But we need every dragon—"

“And rider,” Tgen interjected.

“—and rider,” T'mar agreed, “to fight the Fl.”

“We need every healthy rider and dragon,” Fiona corrected him. “It's no use having sick dragons or
injured riders trying to fight Thread.”

T 'mar glanced from Tgen to Fiona and back again, deciding not to argue the point.

“Anyway,” Tgen sad, returning to Fiona s origind question, “it went well.”

“It would have been better if both of us were uninjured,” T"mar added.

“That dowed things down,” Tgen agreed with a wave of his hand. “Even so, traling sx sacks of
firestone was much quicker than tralling two at atime”

“Why did we never do it thisway before?’ Fiona wondered.

“Because it only makes sense in certain circumdances,” T'mar replied. “It works when there are
grown dragons fit enough to haul firestone but not fit enough to fly a Fl.”

“And when the Weyr is short of able weyrlings” Tgen added.

“Yes” T'mar agreed, glandng toward the Hatching Grounds and quickly back at the others as if
questioning why there weren’'t more weyrlings old enough to haul firestone. “And it's hard work: hard on
the dragon, hard on the riders.”

“More weyrlings is ddfinitdy the better choice,” Tgen agreed.

There was a sound above them and dl three craned their necks upward: The rest of the Weyr was
returning.

Fona watched in wonder as the dragons of the Sx fighting wings dispersed, firg dropping their riders
off and then heading ether to the Feeding Grounds or their weyrs for a much-needed rest. Her
expression changed as she noticed how ragged each of the wings appeared—smal, disordered . . .

“It stheillness” Tgen said.



Fona looked over a him and saw that he' d been watching her. “The wings are disarrayed because of
gck or logt dragons.” His voice choked on the word “log,” and Fiona redized that rarely did anyone
refer to the dragons as “dead”—it was just too hard to say.

“But they'll fight wdl enough,” T'mar declared, glandng over toward K’lior as he and his riders
dismounted.

“l wonder how it went with the others today?’ Tgen asked. No one doubted that he meant the other
Weyrs.

“Well find out soon enough,” T'mar said, dgpping the other man on his shoulder. “Let’s get cleaned
up and meet with K’lior.”

Cisca wants you. The“voiceg’ was that of a grown femde dragon: Mdlirth.

Where? Fona asked, craning her neck around the Bowl and not spotting the Weyrwoman.

The Records Room.

Fona turned to explan her summons to the two men but they were dready on their way to thar
quarters. She waked briskly back to the Weyrwomen's ledge and on to the Records Room, where she
found K’lior, Cisca, and Kentai. The harper had chak in hand and was writing on a date. Fiona saw that
he had divided the date into two columns: on the left he listed the names of the Weyrs, and on the right he
lisged numbers.

“Thisis the fighting strength of the Weyrs as best we know,” Kentai said out loud.

“Does that indude dragons with theillness?’ K’lior asked.

“We can't say for certain,” Cisca replied. “I got the numbers by asking the Weyrwomen of each
Weyr.”

“So Benden has one hundred and seventy-five” K’lior began. “How many did they lose agang
Threed today?’

“They started with one hundred and eighty-five,” Cisca replied. “But we don’'t know how many were
injured, or how serioudy.”

“Igta has only thirty-four?” Fiona exclamed as she examined the numbers. Cisca nodded blegkly.

“And this one hundred and fifty for Telgar . . .” K'lior asked skeptically.

“That's the number Lina's Garoth gave me” Cisca replied with a shrug. “It wasn't too clear if that
included dragons with the sickness or not.”

“l wonder if D’gan wouldn't just think they were dl dacking,” K’lior agreed with a sour look on his
face.

“Why i't there a number for High Reaches?’ Fiona asked.

“Because Sonia would only say that they had enough dragons, wouldn't be able to lend any, and
wouldn’'t need any more,” Cisca replied, her annoyance undisguised.

“That doesn't seem very nice,” Fiona remarked.

“D’'vin and Sonia have been very doof for a number of Tuns” K’lior said.

Kenta meanwhile had totaled the numbers and he frowned at the tally.

“Four hundred and ninety-five?’ Cisca said, standing up to read over his shoulder. “Between four
Weyrs we have less than Tdgar started this Pass with?’

“That number gtays in this room,” K’lior said, his voice full of authority. Kental raised an eyebrow
questioningly, and K’lior answered, “Oh, I've no doubt that others can do the sums, but | would prefer
to leave them to do it on their own.”

“Leaveit for gossp rather than fact?’ Kental guessed.

“That and it would be best if this news didn't come from us” K’lior said.

“Everyone knows about Ista, though,” Fiona said. “Even the weyrlings are talking about it.”

“I wish we knew how many injured there were a the Weyrs, and how soon they’d be fighting again,”
Cisca said, frowning a the numbers.

“We can guess from our own, though,” K’lior said. “Weve got thirty-five dragons who won't be
flying the next Fal.”

“We can't know for certain, though,” Kentai reminded him. “There are too many variables”

“So, are you saying we shouldn't guess?” K’lior pressed. “That we shouldn’'t make plans?’



“No,” Kenta replied with a quick shake of his head. “I’'m saying that we shouldn’t put too much faith
inour guesses.”

“There are some things we know, though, don't we?’ Fona asked, looking hopefully at the adults.
Cisca quirked her mouth into a haf-amile and mationed for her to continue. Fiona hadn’'t planned on
sying more, so it was a moment before she continued, “We can say that Ista Weyr can't fly a Fal
unaided, right? | mean, it takes & least three wings usudly to fly aful Fal, doesn't it?’

“Yes” K'lior agreed. “Fortunately, Benden has agreed to help out.”

“And we know that High Reaches Weyr won't help anyone,” Cisca added, her expression grim.

“And I'm not sureif Telgar can be counted on for much,” Kentai remarked.

“So what we know is that we' re pretty much on our own,” K’lior surmised. He glanced at each of the
others in turn for agreement, then continued. “And we know that our fighting strength today is just a hit
more than four wings” He paused for a moment and murmured to himsdf, “We could send out a Hight
and have awing in reserve.”

“They could haul firestone,” Cisca suggested.

“Or cary extra firetone and join the fight after they’ve replenished the rest of the Hight,” Fona
suggested hopefully.

K’lior turned to jab afinger toward her. “ That isan excellent ideal”

“Itisat that,” Cisca agreed warmly.

“What about the dragons that are ill?” K’lior wondered, glancing toward Cisca. “Could they haul
firesone?’

Cisca shook her head. “M’td said that they lost too many of their feverish dragons between in thar
firg Fl.”

“If they weren't ill, we' d have fifty more dragons at this moment,” K’lior said with a grimace. “ Then
we' d have two ful Hightd”

“But we don't,” Cisca said.

“I just wonder how many of the other Weyrs are in the same Stuation,” K’lior replied.

Cisca shrugged, conceding the point. “If Tannaz hadn’t gone between, Kasenth would be risng soon
... she might even have risen by now.”

Fona reflected on that. “What if she rose during Threadfdl?’

“According to the Records, no queen has risen during Threedfal,” Kentai told her.

“Does that mean that the queens know when Thread is coming?’ Cisca wondered.

“l sugpect it's ampler then that,” K'lior replied. To Cisca's raised eyebrows, he explained, “Thread
fdls every three days, so there are more Threadfree days than not.”

“Hmmm,” Cisca murmured appreciatively.

K’lior pursed hislips and turned to the door. “I think we' ve spent dl the time out of the glowlight that
we can without it being noticed,” he said to the others. He nodded a Cisca. “Your idea of usng the
reserve wing to carry extra firetone is a good one—we Il need to practice it in the morning.”

“What if the riders ask about Arith and Benden?’ Cisca asked, turning to follow him.

“It will be dl right,” Fiona said. The others looked a her, surprised. “That's what we' re supposed to
sy, in'tit?

Ciscaglanced a K’lior, a amile on her lips. The Weyrleader reflected the amile as he turned back to
Fona “Yes, that is exactly what we |l say!”

11 F
irestone?’ H'nez repeated, his expression outraged. “A fighting wing to haul firestone? What are

weyrlings for?’

“If they trail multiple sacks, they could replenish the fighting wings in a third the time of the weyrlings”
K’lior said, trying to remain reasonable.

“Coddling weyrlings, by the First Eggl” M’vaer muttered disgpprovingly.

“We ve only got devenfit to fly,” Fona told them.



“Eleven’s not enough,” S kan said decisvely.

“So who'sin reserve?’ H'nez demanded, hisirritation undimmed.

“My wing, | should think,” T'mar declared. “I’'ve aready got experience with this new rig, so | can
train them.”

“But your wing'slight!” M’kury complained. In fact, every wing was light.

“We d have enough dragons if we made the sick onesfly,” K’rdl grumbled, glancing toward H’ nez for
approva. The other bronze rider made no response, his eyes cutting quickly toward K'lior and then back
agan.

“Sick dragons don't survive” T'mar replied.

“And when there are none but sick dragons left, what then?’ K'ral demanded.

“Then,” K’lior replied in a controlled, even tone, “well reconsider our options.”

“By then, Pern will be logt,” V’'ney said, shifting morosdly in his chair. His wing had been hurt the
worst by both the illness and bad luck in the Fall, and he had only twelve dragons Ift.

“We have survived for over five hundred Turns” Cisca said. “I don’t see why we won't survive this
Pass”

“We Il have the wings work together,” K’lior declared. “T'mar and N’jian will be reserve, H'nez and
M’vaer, M’kury and S'kan, V'ney and K'ral.”

“And you?’ H nez pressed.

“I'll take point,” K’lior replied as though it should have been obvious. “WeIl start practice at first
light”

Fionafound hersdf and the weyrlings working hard over the next three days as they helped the Weyr

prepare for the next Fal, but no matter how tired they were after a drill, the young hatchlings dways
found the energy to legp off the Weyrwomen's ledge and beat their wings into the sky in tentative
imitation of the larger, older fighing dragons, dways encouraged by their weyrling riders and the
invariable group of envious weyrchildren who formed a cluster over by Fiona and Taenth.

On the morning of the Fall, Xhinna and Terin approached Fonawith a new concern.

“How are the dragons going to fight when it gets dark?’

Fona stared at them. “I don’'t know,” she admitted. Then she brightened. “I'm sure K’lior will have an
ansver.”

She found K'lior with Cisca and Kentai, and broached the subject. His response surprised her.

“l didn't even think of it!” K’lior exdamed. “I was S0 busy concentrating on the wings and—"

“I should have thought of it,” Kentai said, looking gumly at the parchment written in Verilan's careful
script. “There mugt be something in the Records. . . "

“Wedl should have thought of it,” Cisca said, not wanting the harper to hoard the blame. “But what
does it matter?’

“Can the dragons see wel enough in the dark?’ Fona asked, dlowing relief to creep into her voice.
Therdief vanished when she saw the look that Cisca and K’ lior exchanged.

“If it's cold enough, won't the Thread freeze in the night air?” Kentai suggested. He started over to a
stack of Records, fumbling through them while murmuring, “I recdl reading about it not long ago . . .

“Butif it doesn't freeze,” K’lior began dowly, his eyes locked on Cisca's, “and we can't see it—"

“The Thread will fal and burrow,” Cisca finished for him. “Of course, dl the Thread that fdls up as
high as the Weyr will freeze in the snow—"

“But that doesn’t mean some won't burrow somewhere,” K'lior interjected.

“Andinthemoming. ..

“The Thread will spread,” Kentai finished with a heavy sgh.

“We can fight burrows,” Cisca declared.

“If we have the grength,” K’lior agreed.

“The ground crews—" Kental began.



“—will not cover the high hills and mountains” K’lior finished with an angry shake of his head. He
paused, clearly communing with his dragon. “I’ve asked T'mar and M’kury to join us. Together perhaps
we can come up with some plans.”

“You'll have to tdl the others,” Cisca cautioned him.

“I"d prefer not talk about this with H' nez until we have a plan,” K’lior admitted. Cisca shrugged; she
hed no problem with that approach. K’lior took the time while they were waiting for the two wingleaders
to say to Fiona, “You have a habit of finding difficult friends, don’t you?’

Fona looked up and saw that he was amiling at her.

“Don't stop,” Cisca told her heatedly. “We need these sort of friends they keep us from making
terrible mistekes”

“Indeed,” K’lior said, his expresson thoughtful. He raised an eyebrow toward Cisca in some secret
communication that seemed to Fiona as though they were dragons communicating telepathically.

“Yes” K’'lior said after a moment. “1 think we should encourage this Terin to stand on the Hatching
Grounds.”

“Nothing short of aful revolution for you, isthere?” Cisca wondered, her eyes dancing a Fiona.

“ “Need drives when Thread arrives” ” K’lior quoted in reply.

“What about the watch-whers?’ Fiona asked. “I know my father’s Forsk will be eager.”

“Watch-whers?’ K’lior repeated, running a hand through his hair in exasperation. “What could they
do?’

“They can see a night,” Fona replied, undaunted. “And | know that father has been training with
Forsk, getting guidance from Kindan, M’td, and Nudla”

K’lior groaned. Cisca looked at him worriedly. “The watch-whers” he explained. “When M’td was
here at the Hatching, he wanted us to train with the watch-whers.”

“And you said no,” Cisca guessed.

“And | said no,” K’lior agreed disconsolately. “Could you imagineH'nez . . . 7’

“He would have been gpoplectic,” Cisca agreed.

“Well, there' s nothing we can do about it now,” K’lior said with a heavy sgh. “Well fight the Thread
tonight and seeif perhaps we can train with the watch-whers before the next Fal.”

T helast rays of the sun illuminated the Weyr Bowl as dragons and riders launched into the sky, wing

by wing, to form up a the Star Stones and wink out, between. Fona watched them with mixed
emotions, not certain how they would fight Thread they couldn’t see.

“Don’'t worry,” T'mar had assured her just before his heavily-laden wing departed. “WEe |l be fine”

But it was hard not to worry when Fiona caught 9ght of Cisca's set expression; hard not to worry as
she and the remaining weyrfolk scrambled to set up the ad tables; hard not to worry as the younger
weyrlings raced each other to bag more firetone, hard not to worry as the sun's rays faded out
completely and the Weyr Bowl was illuminated only by the massed glows, eery splotches of blue, green,
and ydlow dotted in the dark.

“Fjian,” Fona cdled as she approached the firestone room. The young bronze weyrling looked up
from hiswork. “As soon as they' re finished bagging, get the weyrlings over to the Dining Cavern for kiah

and a chance to warm themsdlves a the ovens. We won't be needing anyone for at least an hour; then
well want them to help with the injured.”

“Of course, Weyrwoman,” Fjian said, sketching her a quick sdute.

Fona made her own way to the Dining Cavern to get a pitcher of warm klah for those waiting in the
Bowl. Insde, she saw Cisca pacing nervoudy near one of the ovens.

“Itwill be dl right,” Fiona murmured to her. Cisca nodded, her eyes dill anxious, then visbly stedled
hersdf, lifted her head high, and nodded.

“Of course it will,” she replied with feigned certainty. She amiled. “It had better,” she continued. “I told
K’lior as much.”



“And as Weyrleader, he knows not to gainsay you,” Fiona agreed with a grin.

“Exactly!” Cisca agreed lightly. Fiona amiled a her and moved on to the klah hearth. Her ears were
good and tuned to the noises of the night, so she was able to hear Cisca's low murmur, “Hy wdl, my
love”

Fona fdt the pang, the mixture of emotions—joy, sorrow, worry—which the Weyrwoman had for
K’lior and wondered if she hersdf would ever fed that way about another.

T he moment K’lior's Rineth touched ground on Fort Weyr's Bowl, Cisca was beside the bronze

dragon, numbweed at the ready, directing a group of weyrlings to attack the Thread-scored burns. Other
groups of weyrfolk scattered around Fort Weyr's Bowl as more injured dragons landed by the light of
glows.

“What isit?” Cisca asked suspicioudy, taking in the joyous look on K’lior's face as he dismounted
beside her. “Tdl me”

K’lior closed his eyes to refresh hismemory. “It was amazing,” he said.

“And?" Cisca prompted impatiently. K’lior paused dramaticaly. “Tdl me right now, bronze rider, or
you' [I—"

K’lior held up his hands in surrender, amiling and shaking his head. He touched a finger to her lips but
Cisca snapped at it with her teeth.

“Now,” she growled.

“We were getting torn up,” K’lior said after a moment. “Casudties were hign—"

“There can’t be more than two dozen,” Cisca objected, surveying the Bowl criticdly. “That's bad, but
not high.”

“It would have been higher if we'd fought alone” K’lior said.

Cisca's eyes widened in shock. “You didn't? She glanced toward the top of the Bowl, as if
expecting burrowed Thread to come over the crest a any momern.

“We had hdp,” K’lior told her.

“High Reaches?’ Cisca asked. “I’m surprised, conddering the way—" She stopped, catching the look
inK’lior's eyes. “Not High Reaches?’

“Not High Reaches,” K’lior agreed.

“Who then?’

“No dragons at dl,” K'lior replied, his eyes shining in wonder. “But ground crews couldn't protect the
mountains,” Cisca objected.

“No ground crews,” K’lior agreed. He paused aslong as he could, judging Cisca's growing agitation,
until he said, “Watch-whers.”

“Watch-whers? They came?’ Cisca said, and K’lior nodded solemnly. “They helped?’

“They more than helped,” P der, K’'lior's wingsecond, said as he approached them. “They ate the
Thread!”

“And they see better in the dark than dragons,” K’lior added, his face burging into another great grin.

“They know which of the Thread is frozen and which is dill dive” P der added, sheking his head in
admiration. “Those big eyes of theirs . . .~

“You should have seen them,” K’lior told her. “We were being torn apart by Thread, couldn’t see,
couldn’'t help our dragons, and then dl the sudden we saw these points of light rise up from below us—’

“Thar eyes” P der interjected, nodding enthusiadticaly. “They reflected the night sky so much they
were like jewels coming up from the ground.”

“And then she told us that they could handle the rest of the Fdl, that we should go back,” K’lior
finished.

“She?” Cisca asked with araised eyebrow.

“Nudla, of course,” P der said. “The queen watch-wher’ s rider.”

“The WherMagter,” K’lior added in agreement.



“Of course, there were hardly enough watch-whers” P der added. “If they had had to fight a full
daytime Fdl, when dl the Thread is warm enough to be dive, they would have been overwhelmed.”

“We would have fought the Fall, then,” K’lior said.

“l don't know,” P der said, sheking his head. “There are some times, particularly down Ball way,
when those warm winds keep the evening hot.”

“Let’s hope that doesn’'t happen, then,” K’lior said. He looked at Cisca. “Remind me to tak with
Nudlain the morning. It was amazing.”

“So you got to see watch-whersflying a night?” Cisca asked. K’lior nodded. “Eating Thread?” K’lior
nodded again. Cisca huffed angrily at him. “And you didn’t tdl me?’

“You know that we agreed that the queens wouldn't fly until the sicknessis gone”

Ciscaglared & him.

“Thenext Fdl’'s a night, down at Boll,” P der observed hdpfully.

“I'll be there,” Cisca said, daring K’lior to contradict her.

“ItIl be late in the evening,” K’lior said, thinking doud. “The Thread will probably dl be dead, so
there' s probably no harminiit.”

Above them, sounding dl around the Bowl, there was a chorus of dragon coughs. K’lior exchanged
looks with his Weyrwoman and wingsecond.

“There are over fifty coughing from the sickness,” Cisca said somberly.

“We log three between inthe Fal,” P der added.

“So we have just over a hundred dragons fit to fly the next Fal in three days time” K’lior surmised.
Ciscaand P der nodded gloomily. K’lior straightened up, threw back his shoulders, and gave them both
achearing look. “With the watch-whers' help, that will be more than enough.”

“And well have sx days rest after that Fdl,” Cisca added with a Smilar attempt at cheer.

“P der, have the wingleaders meet me in the Council Room in the morning. We can go over our
organization then.”

P der nodded curtly and strode off toward his quarters.

K’lior gestured to Cisca, who took his hand, and the two drolled around the Bowl, checking on
injuries and doing ther best to cheer up riders and dragons both.

“You should have seen it,” K’lior said. “There | was, wondering how we were going to manage, when
this voice comes out of the night Sky—"

“Which voice?’

“Nudlas” K'lior said, “only | didn’t know it at the time. Nearly scared me off my perch.”

“How could she cdl to you?’ Cisca asked.

“She wasright above me” K’lior told her.

“So she called down over her watch-wher? She was riding the watch-wher?’

“She was riding the watch-wher,” K’lior affirmed. “But she didn’t cdl over it.”

Cisca gave hm an irritated [ook.

“She was flying upside down,” K'lior told her, his face once again wide in a grin. “So she just leaned
her head back and talked to me. She was about as far from me as you are, actudly.”

“Upsde down?’ Cisca repeated in amazement.

“Wdl, she'shlind,” K’lior answered, asif that explained everything. “Probably didn’'t notice.”

“Even blind, she' d have to notice that she was upside down,” Cisca replied acerbicdly.

“Yeah, she probably did,” K’lior agreed wigfully. “But she was having the time of her life”

“I'll bet her mat€ |l have her ears for that sunt,” Cisca predicted.

“Only if hefinds out about it,” K’lior said softly.

Cisca stopped mid-stride, gripping K’ lior’s hand and turning toward him. “Don’t you go getting any
idead”

“I wouldn't dream of it,” K’lior replied innocently.



Y
ou did agood job,” H'nez told Fiona as she checked on his Ginirth late the next morning. “His

wing looks like it's dready heding.”

Fona smiled and shook her head; she'd dready heard the same line from S kan about his Lamorth.

“You, as awingleader—’

“Hightleader,” H'nez corrected immediatdly.

“—flightleader, then,” Fiona accepted the change without rancor. “You know that Ginirth's wingtip
will need time to recover. You won't be flying the next Fl.”

Actudly, Fiona wondered, why should any of the dragons fly the next Fall? From what she'd heard,
the watch-whers were wel up to the task.

“You're right,” H'nez agreed absently. He raised a hand to Ginirth's eye ridge and scratched where
the dragon liked it the mogt. “I was hoping to convince mysdf otherwise.”

“You figured thet if you could convince me, you'd convince yoursdf?” Fiona recalled some of the old
ones she'd known as a child back a Fort Hold—they'd tried much the same trick with her father and
had had no more luck with hm than H'nez was having with her. “It's an old trick, flightleader, and one
not only practiced by dragonriders.”

H'nez amiled and shook his head. Then he sobered again, gesturing with his free hand toward Ginirth.
“So how long do you think before hell be ready to fly again?’

“How long do you think the wound will take to hed?” Fiona asked in return.

“Maybe a sevenday, maybe less” H'nez told her.

“I'd say hell be ready then,” Fionareplied.

H’nez brightened. “Did you hear that, Ginirth? Less than a sevenday!”

“l sad maybe less” Fionareminded him.

“Lessthan a sevenday,” H'nez repeated stubbornly.

Fonarolled her eyes in exasperation, then returned to her examinaion. Satisfied, she straightened up
and made her way back from Ginirth's withers, where his wingtip rested, to the bronze dragon’s head,
searching in her carisak for ajar of salve,

“Numbweed,” she said, handing it to H'nez, “if he needsiit.”

H'nez nodded and pocketed the smdl jar, dill scratiching Ginirth's eye ridge.

With a backward wave, Fiona left m and headed down to the Dining Cavern for lunch, her rounds
completed.

T 'mar shouted to her as she reached the entrance, so she changed direction toward him.

“The watch dragon reports that the Harper Hal isasking for a dragon,” he told her, “so Zirenth and |
are going—did you want to come?’

“Yes, pleasel” Fona was anxious to check on Forsk and her father. She searched the cavern, looking
to ask Cisca. T'mar noticed and said, “I’'ve dready asked the Weyrwoman for you.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“We can go after lunch,” T'mar said, gesturing her toward a seet.

FHona sat and regarded T"mar thoughtfully. *Y ou must dill be exhausted from last night.”

Outsde, a number of dragon coughs echoed in the Weyr Bowl. T'mar glanced & her expectantly.

“Hfty,” she told him, grimacing. “That's our best guess”

“Guess?’

Fona shrugged. “The ones who are sickest are easy to tdl,” she replied. “It's the ones who are just
coming down with the iliness that are hard to know about.”

“Maybe they’Il have good news at the Harper Hall,” T'mar said hopefully.

Fona nodded. They finished the rest of their med in Slence. Afterward, she raced to her quarters to
oet her flying gear.

“I'm going to the Harper Hdl,” she told Xhinna, quickly throwing open her closet.

“You'll need to put your leggingson,” Xhinnatold her. “And boots, scarf, and jacket.”

Fona was dressed and racing back toward T'mar in less than ten minutes. The wingleader was aso



dressed in flying gear: wherhide jacket, gloves, and cap.

With a quick word of thanks to Zirenth, Fiona clambered up the bronze' s foreleg to perch on his neck,
searching among the flying straps for hooks to secure hersdlf. When T'mar cdlimbed up behind her and
saw what she was doing, he laughed. “Y ou don’t need to do that—we re not fighting Thread!”

“l just want to practice,” Fiona explained. “Beddes, didn't | hear you tdling the weyrlings the other
day about the dangers of turbulent air?’

T'mar groaned in acknowledgment. “But as long as I'm holding on to you’—and his strong ams
braced her from ether sde—"you' ve nothing to worry about.”

Fona laughed, then elbowed his arms away, finishing her work of dipping on to the fighting straps. “I
do, if you aren’'t going to dlip in!”

“Vay wdl, Weyrwoman,” T'mar agreed with a Sgh. When he was done, he wrapped his ams
around her once more, recaling for Fiona memories from when she was a child on a cold day and her
father amilaly wrapped his ams around her. She leaned back againg his chest and closed her eyes,
warm with the memory.

The sudden legp into the air and the sound of Zirenth's great wings propelling them swiftly up and out
of the Weyr Bowl did nothing to disturb Fiona's happiness, and even when they went into the cold
nothingness of between, she fdt safe.

T he weather over Fort Hold and the adjoining Harper Hall was much as a Fort Weyr—wispy drifts

of snow could be seen a the edges of buildings and the base of the diffs and the air was crisp, cold, and
dry with the harsh winds of winter. The sun was bright and the sky cloudless as they descended to the
landing midway between the Harper Hal and Fort Hold. Fiona took a quick breath of the frigid ar
through the scarf wrapped over her face and let it out just as quickly—it fdt as though it dill had the cold
of between init and it hurt her lungs. She took a second, smdler, shorter breath and fdt better.

The ar on the ground was warmer, and as soon as they dismounted, Fiona and T'mar unbuttoned
thar wherhide jackets. T'mar waved affectionatdly as Zirenth legpt up again, seeking out a perch on the
diffs above Fort Hold.

“l don't know why he bothers” he said with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “I told hm we
wouldn’'t be long.”

“Perhaps he doesn't believe you,” Fiona suggested with a grin. “After dl, they serve Benden wine”

“That would be enticement enough for M’kury,” T'mar said, “but I'm made of sterner Suff.”

“Wouldn't you want some nicely mulled red wine on a crisp day like to day?’

“Klah,” T'mar corrected tersdly. “As you mentioned earlier, | am dill exhausted from last night.”

“So why didn’t you send someone ds2?’ Fona asked. T'mar didn’t answer, merdly sheking his head.

They were scarcely under the Harper Hal’s arches when someone shouted and Fiona fdt hersdf lifted
off her feet. She had to control her impulse to kick out with her foot when her assailant cried joyfully in
her ear, “Fonal What a ddight!”

“Verilan?’ Fona cried, astonished that the Master Archivig would engage in such a diolay of emotion
and exercise.

“FHond” Veilan cried again, hugging her tight. Presently he put her back down and pushed her away
from him, saying, “Let melook at you!”

Fona fdt hersdf blushing, both surprised and touched by Verilan's exuberance, paticulally as her
strongest memories of him were of numerous scoldings for “playing in the inks—again!”

“You'retdler,” he sad, finishing his examination. “Y ou’ ve grown—what?—two centimeters?’

“Nearly three” T'mar put in from behind her. Fiona craned her neck around in surpriss—since when
did he keep tabs on her? The explanation came quickly enough, as he continued, “I heard Ellor groaning
about it just the other day.”

“That’s not quite arecord,” Verilan responded. “I believe greatest growth in a three-month period for
agirl your age was recorded a Tegar Hold some eighty Turns ago when Lord Holder Predder’s eldest



daughter grew three and a hdf centimeters—"

“Veilan,” Fona broke in, fearing tha she had somehow unleashed another outpouring of the
Archivid’s prodigious memory, “we re here because of the sgnd.”

“Yes” Veilan said, visbly pulling himsdf out of his recitation. “Magter Zig had it set.” He gestured
vagudy toward the Masterharper’ s quarters. “Y ou should go there.”

“Veilan? Fona sad, her tone pleading for more information.

“I think you'll find your father there,” he added.

“Ishedl right?” Fiona asked immediately, despite reason tdling her that if he were injured he'd be in
the Infirmary, not the Masterharper’ s quarters.

“All right?” Verilan repeated, purdang hislips thoughtfully. “I think that depends upon one's criteria for
such things”

Fiona shook her head in exasperation, grabbed T'mar’s wrigt, and tugged the bronze rider into a trot
behind her. “We'd better hurry!”

T'mar made no comment at the incongruity of being led by a young, blond Weyrwoman who was not
only hdf his age but aso more than a full head shorter than himsdf; he had seen enough of Weyrwomen
in his time to redlize that he was probably lucky not to have to endure worse. He even kept his slence
when Fona banged on Zig's door and announced hersdf.

“Iat T"mar with you?’ Zigt asked as he pulled open the door. “Ah, yes, heid”

“Where'smy father?” Fiona demanded, scanning the room and quickly identifying its occupants. Her
worries faded as she spotted Bemin seated with Kelsa at Zist's round table.

“What's going on?’ Fona demanded, her eyes switching from Zig, to Bemin, to Kelsa and back
before findly sitling demandingly on Kelsa,

“Your father and |I—" Kelsa began diplomaticdly, then broke off, pushing hersdf to her fegt and
patting her ssomach in a manner that seemed both odd and subtly familiar to Fiona “Wél, we're going to
have a baby.”

“About time” Fiona said. She saw Bemin gtart to speak and cut through: “Since | dready knew—"
She paused at the surprised expressons on Kelsa's and Master Zidt's faces and redized that her father
hadn't relayed their earlier conversation to either; her guess was confirmed by Kelsa's glare a her father.
“— presume this mesting is to let me know formaly and aso, by its venue—" She waved a hand around
the room. “—to tdl me that there are gill some issues to work out.”

Zig wore an expresson of gpprova tha warmed Fiona; his approval was hard earned, more often
than not.

She turned her atention to Kelsa. “Let me guess You're not certain you want to be a lifemate with
him, and you want to raise the child here?’

“Actudly, we ve been through that,” Bemin said.

“We redly just wanted to ask your blessng,” Kelsa added in an uncertain tone—a raity in the
outspoken Songmaster.

“I think it's great,” Fionatold her enthusiagticaly. She looked at her father. “I'd been hoping you'd do
something like this”

“You were?’ Bemin replied, surprised.

“l think Mother would have wished it,” Fona said. In a quieter voice she added, “And | think so
would Koriana.”

She was surprised a her fedings when she spoke of her long-dead, modly forgotten older and only
gder. Ever since she could remember, Fiona had been told how much she looked like her sigter, how
kind Koriana had been, and how in love Kindan had been with her. It had seemed like Fiona would
forever bein Koriana's shadow . . . until she was freed by her Impresson of Tdenth. And yet . . . Fiona
thought of Kindan, remembered her hdf-hope that he would be here, remembered how her heart
pounded whenever she heard of him, how happy she was whenever he amiled a her—was dl that just
her following the shadow of her dead sster?

“But you couldn’'t have known I’d come,” Fiona redized, glanding over a the Masterharper. “So tha
wasn't the only reason.”



Zig amiled at her and nodded. “No, it wasn't,” he agreed.

“It was my idea,” Bemin added, amiling a his daughter. “1I’d heard about your casudtiesand . . .

“Heder Tintovd accepted,” Kelsa finished for him, gesturing to the healer, whom Fona only now
noticed in the room.

“As we ve got the Heder Hdl here, Fort Hold redly only needs one journeyman heder to make the
rounds,” Bemin declared.

“That's only temporary,” Zig reminded him, “until we get more trained journeymen and masters.”

Fona looked at the young hedler. “You don't mind thet | took your stores for the dragons, do you?’

“Not at dl,” Tintova told her, waving the issue aside. “I'm only sorry to hear thet it didn’t work.”

“Have we heard any more from Benden?’ T'mar said, turning hopefully to the Masterharper.

Zig shook his head. “Kindan will be doing his best.”

“I'm sure of it,” Fiona agreed ardently.

“Asam|,” Tintova said. “And so will K’tan,” she added, referring to the heder a Benden Weyr.

“Are you sure about this?” Fiona asked. *'Y ou wouldn't want to go to Benden instead?’

Tintoval shook her heed. “Benden has a heder.”

“Tintovd is weyrbred and familiar with dragons,” Zig added. “But not with heding them,” Tintova
interjected.

“All heders say tha, a fird,” T'mar assured her. He bowed to her. “Heder, on behdf of my
Weyrleader and Weyrwoman, | wish to extend our hopes that you will come to regard Fort Weyr as
your home.”

“Thank you,” Tintovd replied, obvioudy touched by his sincerity.

“| dso have news that you might want to hear,” T'mar said, turning back to Master Zig.

“Wdl, why don’t you have a seat, and you, too, Weyrwoman, and we ll hear it over some fresh klah
and dainties” Zig invited, gesturing them toward the empty seets at the table.

“We shouldn't stay too long,” Fiona cautioned as she sat down. “T'mar fought Thread last night and
like dl the dragonriders, he' s dill exhausted.”

“We saw,” Bemin replied. “In fact, Forsk saw it rather close up.”

“Oh,” T'mar said, deflated. “So my news is known to you.”

“That the watch-whers flew agang Thread?’ Zig sad. “Yes, we know that. What we don’t know is
how it worked out for the Weyr.”

“What sort of casudties do you have?’ Tintova asked.

“Eleven severe, thirteen light,” Fiona recited quickly.

“You've hdped? Tintova inquired and, on recaving Fonas nod, continued, “How many sick
dragons do you have?’

“We vefifty,” T'mar told her glumly. “But we may lose some of them any day.”

Sdlora, the Harper Hall's head cook, arrived with a tray holding a pitcher, mugs for dl, and a plate
piled high with delicious-looking, bite-sized dainties. They continued the conversation over hot klah and
snacks, talking about dragon injuries, human injuries, and the night flight until Fiona, with a brush of her
foot againg T'mar’ s leg, derted the bronze rider that it was time to go.

“Masterharper, Lord Holder, Master Kelsa,” T'mar said, anding and nodding to each in turn, “we
redly should get back to the Weyr. I'm sure Tintova will want to get settled in, and that Cisca and K’lior
will want to greet her persondly on her ariva.”

“Yes, yes, we've been keeping you too long,” Bemin agreed, rigng to his feet and bending over to
hdp Kelsa solicitoudy to hers. “I'm not that far gone, old man,” Kelsa growled at him, but Fiona noted
that her tone was more grateful than grudging.

“In my experience, Master Kelsa,” Tintovd advised, “it's best to get them used to heping as early as
possible; that way, when you redly need help, it'll dready be there”

“Hmm,” Kelsa murmured, glancing consderingly at Bemin,

Tintovd left to retrieve her things, and as T'mar cdled for Zirenth to meet them at the Landing, Fiona
sad good-bye to her father and Kelsa, making sure to hug each of them an equa number of times and
assuring Kelsa once again, “1 am so glad you're doing thigl”



T'mar indsted upon putting Tintova up front, with Fiona squashed between them.

“We don't have enough straps,” Fiona remarked as she buckled hersdf on.

“You didn't redly need them on the way here)” T'mar replied, arily waving a hand, “and you don't
need them now.”

Fonaignored him. Secretly she latched a hand onto the bottom of Tintovd's jacket and wrapped her
other arm under and around the straps in front of her, assuring a secure grip.

Even 0, she lurched dightly as Zirenth legpt into the air, and then they went once more between and
back to Fort Weyr.

B ack over the Star Stones at Fort Weyr, Zirenth gave a grunt of surprise and dropped precipitoudy

as they flew into a pocket of lighter air. Tintova flew up out of her perch, and it was only Fiond's tight
orip that kept her from fdling off. But the effort strained the am dutching the heder and sharply
wrenched the one wrapped in the fighting straps. Fiona groaned in pain. T'mar grabbed her the moment
he fdt the lurch, but without being anchored to the fighting straps, he could only use one arm himsdif.

On the ground, T"mar had no sympathy for Fiona's groans. “Y ou shouldn't have done that! Tintova
was safe enough.”

“Only because | held on to her!”

“You could have fdlen, too!” T'mear retorted.

“So you admit she was in danger!”

“We can't afford to lose you,” T"mar replied, his tone pained.

“And we can afford to lose a heder?” Fiona demanded, her fury inful flight.

“Better than a queen rider,” Tintova interjected. “We hardly had enough queens, and with the losses
a Benden and here—"

“So thisisdl about my queen?’ Fiona demanded. “All that mattersis her?’

“Yes” T'mar told her, his voice going stedly cold. “We ve only the two, in case you haven't noticed.”

“And we ve only the one heder,” Fiona retorted, jerking her thumb at Tintova.

T'mar gathered breath for a response, but a below from Mdirth put a hdt to dl conversation. They
turned to see Cisca gorming toward them, her eyes flashing dangeroudly.

Fona fdt hersdf cinging, overwhedmed by the barely controlled power emanating from the
Weyrwoman.

“Comewith me” Cisca ordered Fiona and turned away once more, certain of obedience.

For a moment Fona thought to stand her ground, but then—

What's wrong? Tdenth demanded anxioudy.

Nothing, Fonalied. | was just scared.

Tdenth emerged from her lair, eyes whirling red, finding Fiona and crooning at her anxioudly.

It's all right, Fona assured her, projecting warmth and love toward the young queen. I'm getting
over it.

Cisca, waking quickly, led her into the Council Room. K’lior was dready there, seated, and looking
grave.

The indant the two looked at her, Fiona, feding that her safety lay in teking the offendve, declared,
“T"mar wasn't worried about the new heder!”

“That won't work,” K’lior told her, his tone steady but firm.

Fonaglared at him for a moment more, then dropped her eyes quiltily.

“What did you hope to accomplish back there?” the Weyrleader demanded, waving a hand back
toward the Weyr Bowl.

“Wdl—I—" Fona spluttered.

“You didn't think,” Ciscatold her. “It's not uncommon at your age—"

“Atmy agel”

“Yes, a your age,” Cisca repeated. “News of your behavior will be heard by everyone soon enough.”



“But T'mar was—"

“—wrong,” K’lior finished for her. “He should have used the straps.”

“He sad he didn’'t have any,” Fiona protested.

“He could have borrowed some from the Harper Hall,” K’lior replied. “Master Zigt is used to deding
with dragonriders and is smart enough to keep some on hand.”

“As, no doubt, does your father,” Cisca added.

“Then you agree—"

“l do not agree with your public humiliation of a wingleader,” K’lior interjected harshly. “T'mar's a
good man; he would have learned his lesson without your childish outburst.”

“Childish”

“Childish,” Cisca agreed, but her tone was softer than K'lior's and she shot the Weyrleader a look
that Fiona couldn’t fathom. K’ lior shrugged in response, leaving Cisca to continue, “An adult would have
redized that T'mar would punish himsdf harshly for his error and—"

“—an adult would accept the redlities of being a queen rider,” K’lior finished.

“And let someone ese die?” Fiona demanded in anguish and fury, her eyesfilling with tears.

“If need be,” Cisca answered softly. She gestured to hersdf and Fiona “Without us, there would be
no queens. And without the queens, there will be no Pern.”

“So our queens are nathing but brood mothers?” Fiona demanded sourly. “And you and | are—" She
found she couldn’t finish the sentence and so said instead, “But what about Tannaz? Why did you let her
0o between?’

“It wasn't my choice” Cisca told her. She shook her head sadly. “You know that it wasn't redly
Tannaz' s choice, ather. Kesanth was dying; there was no cure.”

“There'sno cure now,” Fiona reminded them grimly. But she remembered the words she'd heard: It
will be all right. The words had been spoken with such faith that she couldn’t set them aside. “We can't
gveup,” K’lior told her firmly.

“Why not?’ Fona demanded petulantly. “Tannaz did. There' s ill no cure”

“We can't give up because we are dragonriders,” K’lior told her.

“Did your father give up during the Plague?’ Cisca demanded.

“Yes, hedid,” Fionareplied, her voice a near whisper. “After my mother and my brothers dl died, he
kept hope, but when Koriana . . .” She trailed off, remembering her father tdling her about the Plague,
about how Kindan had refused to give up even when Lord Holder Bemin himsdf had surrendered to
despair.

It will be all right. Wasit Kindan who had spoken to her? No, the voice had sounded different. But
the words had Kindan' s faith, his surety, his steadfast refusd to admit despair . . .

“Kindan didn’t, though,” Fiona said out loud, rasing her head and glancing firg to Cisca and then to
K’lior. “He never gave up.”

“Nor will 1,” K’lior vowed.

“Nor 1,” Cisca said. She lifted her chin up chdlengingly to Fiona. “So, Weyrwoman, daughter of a
Lord Holder, Plague survivor, who will you follow: your father in his despair, or Kindan?’

Sung by the quedtion, Fiona loydly declared, “My father vowed never again to give in to despair.”
She met Cisca's brown eyes. “He has never faled his Hold.”

“And you, Weyrwoman? What of your Weyr?’ K’lior asked softly.

Before Fiona could answer, Cisca raised a hand and cautioned her, “Since Impression, you've been a
Weyrwoman—that is unquestionable. The question is What sort of Weyrwoman will you be? Will you
be a leader and an ingpiration, or will you be a whing and an embarrassment? Will you bear your
respongbilities, or bow under them?’

“But—to let her fdl!” Fionawailed. A torrent of emotions broke over her and she began to cry.

Redlization dawned on K’lior's face. “You aren't angry a T’ mar—you're angry because you would
have let her go!”

“I held on!” Fiona declared, holding up her aching am as proof. “Of course you did,” Cisca replied
proudly. “You're a Weyrwoman.” She glanced to K'lior. “We ve never questioned that.”



“But,” K’lior pergisted, “if it had come to letting her go or faling with her—"

“I would have let her go!” Fiona cried, dropping her head into her hands and shaking it in shame and
sorrow. “1 would have let her go.”

Strong arms wrapped around her and she was pulled tight againg Cisca's tdl body. “Of course you
would,” Cisca agreed with her, “because that’'s what you would have had to do to protect Pern. You
would have hated yoursdf for it, probably never have forgiven yoursdf, but you would have done it
Cisca pushed her away and put a finger under Fiona's chin, gently raising it so she could see the girl’s
eyes. “And that's what makes a great Weyrwoman: doing what has to be done even when she hates it.”

“That’swhy you let Tannaz go,” Fiona said with sudden understanding.

“Yes” Cisca replied, the words torn out of her, and again she crushed Fonain atignt embrace, the
sort of embrace a mother gives her daughter; the sort of embrace Fiona had dways longed for. A short
moment later, however, Fiona pushed hersdf away and glanced toward K’lior. “And that's why you
cdled mein here”

The Weyrleader nodded, a corner of his lips turned up in a bitter amile. “Better to know your mettle
now than when we are in worse draits.”

Fiona nodded. She stood as tdl as she could and said to K'lior, “Weyrleader, | gpologize for my
outburst at Wingleader T'mar. | was distressed and took my temper out on him. | regret it.”

“Perhaps not dl that much,” Cisca sad, eyes dancing. “I know that it's sometimes tempting to see
bronze riders cringe a the lash of a harsh tongue.”

“Ciscal” K’lior said reprovingly. “Not everyone has your evil sense of humor.”

Cisca shook her head, catching Fiona's eyes. “Remember Mdawy?’ Fona nodded glumly,
remembering how she'd influenced Mdanwy’s actions. “As Weyrwomen, we have incredible power.
The best way to guard againg abusng it is to be honest and ligten to our fdlow Weyrwomen.”

“Soif | think you are being unfair, | should tdl you?’ Fiona replied.

“Of course,” Cisca agreed forcefully. Then she amiled. “I reserve the right to ignore you, of course.”

“Inwhich case,” K'lior said with an evil grin a his Weyrwoman, “come to me and I'll handle her!”

Cisca snorted derisivey. “And Mdirth will dedl with you!”

“But of course,” K’lior agreed.

“Serioudy,” Cisca said, turning again to Fiona, “it is often hard for a young Weyrwoman to accept the
redities of her postion.”

“Tolda heders dietha | might live” Fionasaid by way of example.

“If that is what is needed to protect your queen and the future of Pern,” Cisca responded emphétically.

“It just doesn’'t seem fair,” Fiona said softly.

“Itian't far,” Cisca agreed. “It's up to us—Weyrwomen and Weyrleaders—to make it as far as we

“And when we can’'t,” K’lior added, “it's our respongihility to make certain that no sacrificeisinvan.”

FHona nodded; K’lior’s words sounded like something her father would say in Smilar circumstances.

“S0,” Cisca sad, “are we ready to greet our new heder?’

“I think we are,” K’lior said, heading toward the doorway.

“l expect you to ded with T'mar on your own,” Cisca murmured in Fiond's ear as they made thar
way back in to the Weyr Bowl.

T he reason Fona gave Cisca and K’lior for ingging on showing Tintovd around the Weyr was to

make up for her previous behavior, and she was glad that they didn’t question her, paticulaly as they
exchanged dubious looks that made it clear to her that they guessed her other reason—to avoid T'mar as
long as possible.

“There are at leadt fifty dragons with the illness” Fona said as Tintova startled at the coughs echoing
around the Weyr Bowl.

“My training iswith people,” Tintovd remarked worriedly.



“With Thread injuries such training works for both dragons and riders,” Fiona assured her.

“And the sckness?’

Fona made a face. “Maybe you can hdp.”

Tintova shook her head. “I think our best hope is dill a Benden.”

“Maybe,” Fiona agreed, “but that doesn’t mean we should stop trying.”

“No,” the heder agreed wholeheartedly. She paused as Fiona turned toward a Sairway. “Are we
going to vigt the Sck dragons now?’

“Not dl of them,” Fionatold her. “I doubt well get to see more than ten before dinner.”

“Dinner doesn’'t matter to meif thet'Il help,” Tintovd offered.

“If only it were that easy,” Fiona replied, sheking her head. “But my father dways says that ‘hungry
somachs make dull minds.” ”

“Does he?’ Tintova replied. “I thought that came from Magter Zig.”

Fona stepped out of the stairwell and turned right, heading toward the third weyr.

“Sban’s blue Serth started coughing about a fortnight back,” she murmured to the heder as they
dowed a the entrance. She shook her head sadly, raised a warning hand to Tintovd, then cdled out,
“Sban, it's Fionawith the new heder!”

“A new heder,” the voice ingde began hopefully. “Does he—’

He broke off as they entered. S ban was dressed degantly in wherhide breeches and a thick blue
swesater accented with a gold chain around his neck. For a moment his face showed his surprise a
Tintovd, and then it darkened.

“I'm not sure that Serth will tolerate a woman's touch,” he warned them. When Fiona opened her
mouth to argue, the blue rider amended quickly, “1 mean, a woman who is not a queen rider.”

“Sban, this is Tintovd,” Fiona sad by way of introduction. “She's just been posted master and
assigned here” The blue rider looked, if anything, even more disturbed at the news.

“l grew up a Benden,” Tintova added, moving deftly around S ban toward his dragon’s lar. When
she spotted Serth curled up miserably with his head just bardy free of a thick puddle of mucus, she
cdled, “Why, aren't you the biggest blue I've ever seenl” Over her shoulder to S ban she remarked,
“My father’s dragon was a blue—Tderinth.”

“I met him!” S'ban exdamed brightly. “T’va was hisrider. We competed a the Games before—"

“Yes,” Tintovd said shortly. “Tderinth was burned by a firestone exploson and they went between.”
She grimaced at the memory, adding, “I had sx Turns a the time. | was named Tintova because father
convinced my mother that | was going to be a boy—you know how mad blue riders are for song”

“We like daughters, too,” S ban replied consolingly, moving up to her and looking a her sdeways as
he continued, “Is that why you chose to be a heder?’

Tintoval nodded faintly, confessing, “1 didn’t know &t the time that heslers can’'t mend broken hearts”

S ban reached for her hand and patted it awkwardly. “I’'m sureif anyone could, it would be you.”

Tintovd smiled at him and, shaking her head to dismiss the issue, turned back to the aling blue. “ Serth,
do you mindif I look a you? | can't promiseto help, but I'll do my best not to hurt.”

She strode forward to the ligless blue's head and forced hersdf to ignore the poorly difled sob of his
rider.

Seaing that the hedler was able to handle hersdf, Fiona quietly made her way past S ban, found the
bucket and mop she'd brought on an earlier vist, and quietly went to work deaning up the green ooze
near Serth’s head.

“You don't have to do that,” S ban protested when he saw her. “I'll do it later.”

“I wat to hdp,” Fona told him, continuing undeterred. She gave him a lopsded amile
“Weyrwoman's right.”

Tintova glanced up a her with a surprised look, then returned to her examination of the blue dragon.

“His bregthing is |abored,” she noted. She glanced at hisflanks. “And irregular.”

“We tried some mint sdve to ease the breathing,” Fionatold her.

“And?

“It only helped for a short while” Fionareplied. “1 was afraid it could make things worse, open up the



lungs to more infection.”

“l useit a night, to hdp him deep,” S’ ban said worriedly. “Should | stop?’

“Does he deep easer when you do?” Tintova asked.

“He seemsto,” S ban replied cautioudy.

Tintovd glanced to Fiona, who shrugged. Then she turned to the blue rider. “I think that if it helps him
to deep, you should keep on doing it. Sleep is one of the body’ s best defenses againg illness”

S ban nodded in acceptance, but cast a questioning glance toward Fiona.

“It makes sense to me” Fonatold him. “Besides, | learned Turns back never to argue with a heder.”

“Or a harper, I'll guess” Tintova added drolly.

“I owe my lifeto a harper turned heder,” Fiona declared.

“That’sright,” Tintova said, nodding. “You were a Fort Hold when Kindan—"

“And you can be certain, S ban, that Kindan will do no less now to fight thisillness than he did to fight
the Plague,” Fona cut in, building smoothly on the hedler’s sart.

“Helll need to be quick, if Serth isgoing to survive” S ban added, his expression bleskly honest.

(1
T intovd,” Fiona murmured to the heder five hours later as they checked in on ther tenth sick

dragon, “it'stime for dinner.”

The hedler nodded slently, her atention ill on the sick brown dragon she was examining.

“Go on, heder, you need to keep up your srength,” G'trek told her.

“Will you come with us?” Tintoval asked respectfully.

G'trek shook his head. “No, | think I'll stay with Korth, in case he needs anything.”

“Send word by Tdenth if you have need,” Fiona said.

The brown rider nodded. “Y ou can be certain of it, Weyrwoman.”

Outside, as they walked briskly toward the stairwell, Tintovad asked, “Wouldn't he need his dragon to
ask to tak to you?’

Fona shook her head. “I'll ask Tdenth to ligen for him.”

“And she's old enough to remember that?’

“Wl, yes” Fonareplied, surprised at the healer’'s question and startled that she'd never consdered
Tdenth’'s memory remarkable.

“Queens grow quicker than other dragons,” Tintovd commented hdf to hersdf. “I just never redized
quite how capable they are.”

“I never thought that she couldn’t do that,” Fiona confessed.

“Perhaps that's why she can,” Tintovd replied. At Fiona's surprised look the heder shrugged. “In
trying times most people rise to the occasion.”

Fiona shook her head ruefully, thinking again of Kindan and how he had risen above his despair to
save everyone during the Plague. “Like Kindan.”

“He was the fird one to encourage me to consider becoming a heder,” Tintova told her. “I had bardy
aght Turns, but he recommended me to K’ tan as an understudy.” She shook her head in bemusement at
the memory, continuing, “Two Turns later | was a the Harper Hall.”

“I'm surprised we never met,” Fona said.

“We did,” Tintova told her with a grin. “But you had dl of five Turns and you spent dl your time in
Kindan'slap.” She winked at Fiona. “I seem to recdl it was your hirthing day.”

“It wasl | fdl adeep,” Fiona remembered. She had never fdt more comfortable than curled up on
Kindan's lap.

“Kindan had a amile on his face the whole time” Tintovd recaled, adding, “I was quite jedous, of
course. Even your father couldn’t prise you away.”

“l never got to see much of him,” Fona said, reminiscing. “And | knew on my birthday no one would
make me go away.”

“Wise of you,” Tintovad agreed. “| was never quite that bold.”



Fona suddenly found hersdf uncomfortable taking about Kindan like this. She fdt as though her
memories got tarnished by being shared so openly.

“And now, neither of us have him,” Tintova continued with a distant ook in her eyes. “He has eyes
only for Lorana, the new queen rider.”

“So | heard,” Fonasad shortly.

“But she was here!” Tintovd recalled. “Didn’'t you meet her?’

“No,” Fionareplied, heat rigng to her cheeks as she remembered the reason.

“You weren't too jedlous, were you?’ Tintova asked with ady grin.

Her taunt trapped Fona into ether replying or, by her slence, tacitly accepting the jibe. “Actudly, |
was auffering from a concusson,” she sad findly. She told the heder the whole story of how she caught
T 'mar’ sful weight, adding, “ Perhaps you would have done differently?’

“For T'mar?’ Tintova asked with a broad smile She shook her head. “No, for him | would have
done the same thing.” She wagged a finger down at Fiona. “You've got quite an eye for the men, if you
don’'t mind my saying!”

“l do mind!” Fiona retorted haotly. “I was only trying to save him!”

Tintovd took a step back from the irate queen rider and spread her ams wide in gpology. “Your
pardon, Weyrwoman,” she said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Fona shook her head and gestured for the heder to keep moving as they exited the sarwdl and
started across the Weyr Bowl. The way was dimly lit with glows and Fiona could make out smdl groups
of riders and weyrfolk heading toward the Dining Cavern.

“And, actudly,” Tintova continued a moment later, “you raised an interesting problem that | hadn’t
considered.”

“l did?

“Yes,” the heder agreed. “The issue of handling riders who are too injured to maintain their mount.”

“| think it's pretty rare,” Fiona said with a shrug. “Usudly the fighting straps keep them secure, but
T 'mar was unlucky.”

“Perhaps we could discover a better way to catch them,” Tintova murmured thoughtfully. “Maybe
something like Kindan's parachutes?’

“Wouldn't they have to be anfully big?” Fona wondered. They were entering the wel-lit Dining
Cavern and she paused, glancng around for sght of T"mar.

“Oh, thisfedsjust like home” Tintova exclaimed, her face brightening as she scanned the large room
filled with dragonriders and weyrfolk.

T'mar wasn't a the Weyrleader’ s table.

“I'm sure that Cisca and K’lior will want to tak with you,” Fiona said, gesturing for the heder to
folow her. As they made their way to the back of the cavern, she was pleased to see so many people
she recognized and a bit surprised by their reaction to seeing Tintovd for the firg time.

“A woman heder!” “Who would have thought?’ “I hear that she was weyrfolk a Benden.” “Benden,
eh? So why is she here, then? “Wéll, they’ve got aheder, haven't they?’

K’lior and Cisca greeted the hedler warmly and gestured for her to St beside them. Fiona glanced to
seeif there was a place for her, but a sharp look from Cisca dissuaded her and she made her gpologies,
dimbing back down from the raised platform and scanning the large cavern again for T'mar.

She found him seated with hiswing at a table near the northern entrance.

WEéll, there was nothing for it, Fiona told hersdf grimly. She straightened her back and raised her heed,
recdling her father’s ingructions. “When gpologizing, do it quickly and be forthright,” Lord Bemin had
told her Turns back over an incident involving one of the cook’s favorite serving bowls. “And be certain
thet you meen it. There' s nothing worse than a half-hearted apology.”

But she could have died! Fiona protested to hersdf, wondering how her father would have responded.

“Shedidn’'t,” he would probably have said, “and you weren’t angry with the bronze rider because of
that.” She could imagine him dghing and drawing her close. “Lying does not become a Lady Holder,
paticularly if she liesto hersdf.”

Y es, Father, Fiona thought in an end to the imaginary conversation, you're right as dways.



Shewas a T'mar’s table. The riders there dl stopped talking when they saw her.

“Weyrwoman,” T'mar said, indining his head respectfully.

“Wingleader T'mar,” Fiona began, “I wish to apologize to you for my outburst this morning. | should
not have been angry with you.” She bit her lip and forced hersdf to continue. “The truth you spoke was
not one | was prepared to hear. | regret my harsh words.”

T 'mar regarded her for a moment, then gestured for her to take a seat. His wingmen hedtily rose and
moved to the end of the table, brushing aside Fiona' s protests with a shake of his head and a amile.

T mar waited until she was seated, then leaned in close to her. “You are not weyrbred; you learned
something today that our children know as soon as they can talk.”

“l am holdbred,” Fiona agreed, “but my father isa Lord Holder and many of the same truths goply to
Lady Holders asit does to Weyrwomen.” She frowned. “1t'sjust hard to accept.”

“Harder as a Weyrwoman, | believe” T'mar told her. “As a Lady Holder you could renounce your
dam, but as aWeyrwoman . . .” He shook his head.

“Isit dways this hard?’ Fiona asked him frankly. “Am | theonly one . . . 7’

“No,” T'mar assured her. “I think every Weyrwoman battles with this issue” He waved a hand
toward Cisca. “I know thet she did, before Mdirth rose.”

Fona pursed her lips, her chest tight as she worried about how she would ded with Taenth's firg
mating.

“You've Turns yet, Fona,” T'mar said, guessing her thoughts from her expresson. He grabbed her
hands with one of his and clasped them tightly, reassuringly. “You'll do fine, I'm certain.”

“Cisca. . . 7" Fiona asked tentetively.

T'mar grimaced and shook his head. “If she chooses to tdl you, she will,” he replied. “Let’s just say
thet there was a great ded of rdief that Rineth flew her.”

Fona noticed that T'mar glanced down at the table immediatdy thereafter, as though rdiving some
panful experience.

She was wondering how she could learn more—perhaps Ellor would tdl her>—when the night was
pierced by a strange noise, not the sound of a dragon but of something else, a noise Fiona indantly
recognized: a watch-wher!

“I didn’t know watch-whers came herel” she exclamed, craning her neck toward the entrance.

“They don't,” T'mar said, pushing himsdf up and away from the table.

Fona saw that Cisca and K'lior were aso risng and looking toward the entrance.

Talenth, Fonathought quickly, ask the watch-wher’s name.

Her name is Nuellask, Tdenth responded immediately. Can | meet her?

Wait, Fonareplied, she might be frightened.

Of me? Tdenth asked in amazement. Fiona assured her that that was probably not the case while ill
managing to keep her young queen from prancing out into the Bowl.

“It' sNudlask,” Fiona sad, falowing T'mar. “She's Nudla s gold watch-wher.”

“Thread's not due for two days,” T'mar said. “1 wonder why she's here?’

“Maybe she wants to coordinate with us” Fiona suggested.

Cisca caught Sght of her as they reached the exit and, sheking her head at the exodus, told Fiona,
“Keep them back.”

Fona nodded and found hersdf herding curious riders and weyrfolk back to their meds, dl the while
wishing she had a better chance to see Nuela and her gold watch-wher.

After afew minutes, T'mar returned, beckoning to Fiona. “Cisca wants Nuellato meet you.”

With arelieved amile, Fiona ceded her job to T'mar and headed out into the darkened Weyr Bowil.

Eveninthe dim light, Fiona had no trouble locating the knot of riders clustered around the smdl gold
watch-wher. The watch-wher arched her neck high over the humans as Fiona approached and then
snaked it down to bring her head with its huge eyes to bear directly on Fiona, issuing a soft, high-pitched
gredting.

“I'm Fong” she told the watch-wher, reaching a hand forward, fingers outstretched tentatively to
scratch the watch-wher’s nearest eye ridge. As Nuelask crooned in ddight, Fiona smiled. “Forsk likes



to have her eye ridges scratched, too.”

“Did you spend much time with her, then?’ a strange woman'’s voice asked from close beside her.

Fona shook her head, then expanded, “Not redly. She was up a nights, and Father dways inssed
thet | be adeep.” She grinned in memory. “But sometimes, when | was londly, I'd go into her lair and curl
up with her when | was tired.”

“From catching tunnd snakes, no doubt,” the woman, whom Fiona redlized mugt be Nudla, guessed
with amusement in her tone. “Kindan complained of it to me on severd occasions.”

“Complained?’ Fiona repested, feding irked with Kindan. “I got a quarter mark for each head!”

“And never got hitten, except the once,” Nudla added gpprovingly.

Fona looked at her in surprise. “How did you—how did Kindan know about that?’

Nudlalaughed. “No one keeps secrets from harpers for long.”

“But | trested mysdf and kept the cut hidden!”

“You dill needed stores and you had to ask someone, even if hypotheticaly, about tregting
snakebites,” Nudla replied, her voice full of humor. She held out a hand, which Fiona took and shook
eagerly. “I'm Nudla, as you've no doubt guessed.” She continued, “And rest assured, no one would
have known except that Kindan was keeping such a careful watch over you.”

Fona was too embarrassed to reply.

“I thought it was a particularly good idea to ask Kelsaif there' d ever been songs written about treeting
snakebites,” Nudla confided gpprovingly.

“She wrote one just afterward,” Fiona remembered, then groaned, glancing over to the older woman
in horror, “and she consulted Father on it! You don't suppose shetold him. .. 7

Nuela laughed and shook her head. “I have no ideg,” she replied. “All | know is that after the song
was written, Kindan showed up at my camp very agitated and tried to dyly teach the song to me”

“He was afraid you were going to go after tunnd snakes?’

Nuela shook her head, her grin dipping. “I'd dready done that,” she confessed. “I think he was just
trying to be certain that | knew how to handle the bitesif | ever did again.”

With a shock of horror, Fiona redized that Nuella was refering to her firsg watch-wher, the green
Nued sk, who had died of snakebite. She risked a glance a the older woman—who had nearly twice as
many Turns as she—and was surprised by their amilarities both were blond and freckled. Nudla's eyes
were more of a pure blue than Fiona's, but they could have been sigters or, at least, haf-sbs.

“It seems that Kindan's friends are adways doing brave things” Cisca remarked as she strode over to
them, K’lior and H' nez trailing just behind her.

“Kindan sets the example” Fona sad in unison with Nudla The two glanced a each other in
surprise, then laughed.

“Can | see your dragon?’ Nudla asked when she recovered. “Nuelask said she'd like to meet her.”

“Of course,” Fiona said, cdling to Tdenth. Thelittle queen eagerly scampered out of her lair, launching
hersdf for a quick glidein the night. Shaking her head, Fiona called, “ Show off!”

Tdenth said nothing in response, just Sriding quickly over to the gold watch-wher. The two exchanged
cautious sniffs, then ingpected each other eagerly.

Can | play with her? Tdenth asked hopefully. Fiona could see the attraction: Nudlask was just a bit
bigger than the little queen.

She's much older than you, Fonawarned her. | don’t think she’ll want to play.

“And you're supposed to be degping, aren’'t you? Nudla added with a laugh. Senang Fiond's
aurprise, the wherhandler told her, “Nuelask gave me an idea of your queen’s eagerness.”

“She wants to play,” Fiona admitted.

“l could see the attraction,” Nudla agreed. She turned toward Tdenth, sheking her head. “I'm afrad
that Nudllask and | have to get back to our lair. WeE I be flying Thread in two days time”

Tdenth hung her head until Nuellask chirped at her soothingly.

“I'm sure you'll meet again,” Nuella promised the queen dragon, “when you're older.” She turned to
Fona, adding, “When you're both older.”

Before Fiona could respond, Nudla turned toward the knot of riders, saying to K’lior, “Then it's



agreed, Weyrleader, that the watch-wherswill ride the Fal?’

“After your last performance, | wouldn't have it any other way,” K’lior replied fedingly. “But if there's
any danger—"

“Your H' nez will be on duty a Southern Ball,” Nudla interjected. “If there's any need, well contact
him”

“l dill think it's a bad ides,” H'nez grumbled. “The Records say nothing of watch-whers fighting
Thread—"

“Actudly,” Ciscainterrupted smoothly, “they do.”

“When?" H nez asked abruptly.

“Asof last night, when | wrote the report,” the Weyrwoman told him.

H'nez was not amused. “If they’ re so useful, why was there no mention before?’

“l doubt anyone ever thought to mention it because it was obvious,” K’lior told him. “Watch-whers
watch at night and guard holds—we dl know that. Probably no one thought it worth mentioning that at
night they also guard the holds from Thread.”

“We haven't trained for this” H’nez protested.

“| accept responghility for thet,” K’lior said.

“If dl goes wdl, we won't need you,” Nuella assured H’' nez.

“Not need . . . 7" H'nez repeated, histone full of disbelief.

“If the weether holds, the Thread will dl be dead,” Nudla said, “and then neither dragon nor
watch-wher will have to fight.”

“That would be good,” K’lior said. “And it would give us time, afterward, to train together.”

“| thought dragons didn’t likeflying at night,” Fiona said.

“They don't,” Cisca agreed. “But they hate missng Thread more.”

“I mugt return,” Nudla said, tuming back toward her watch-wher and feding for the saddle. Nuellask
gave her an encouraging chirp, turning her head to guide Nuella. After Nudla mounted, the others stood
back as the queen watch-wher beat her tiny wings, rose dightly in the night air, and was gone between.

“Let’s hope the Thread freezes,” K’lior said.

T he new day dawned cold with snow flurries fdling, dothing the Weyr in a damp blanket of dush and

mig—snow rarely stayed long in the warm Bowl of the Weyr. Farther up, in the weyrs, it was a different
metter.

“l don't know how this cold will affect the sck dragons,” Tintovd sad when she met Cisca for
breskfast that morning. “I know that dragons are usudly not bothered by cold but—"

“—dragons don't usudly get Sck,” Ciscafinished for her, nodding in agreement.

“We could ask them,” Fiona suggested. The other two looked at her in surprise.

“l suppose we could, a that,” Cisca said.

“But would they know?” Tintova wondered. The two Weyrwoman glanced at her. *People who have
afever fed cold when they're redly hot, and those who've suffered from being frozen sometimes think
they're too warm.”

“Would it hurt to keep them warmer?” Xhinna wondered. “Even if they fdt dl right, would it hurt?’

“I think we should worry about the riders” Fona sad. “If they're cold, then it's likdy tha thar
dragons are, too.”

“And they don’t have the iliness, so they’Il know,” Tintova added approvingly.

“l wouldn't be too sure of that,” Cisca cautioned.

“Why?

“Dragons and riders share abond,” Cisca replied, “and a dragon’s confuson can fuddle arider.”

Tintovd bit her lip and nodded.

“It's better than nothing,” Fiona said.



“Yes, itis” Cisca agreed.

“I'm going to be busy getting ready for the Fal,” Fiona sad to Tintovd. “Do you think you can
manage on your own?’

“If not, see me” Cisca said.

“Can | have Xhinna?’ Tintoval asked.

Fonaturned to her friend. “Do you think you can survive a day without trying to beat the weyrlings at
sacking firestone?’

Xhinna spent a moment torn between her desire and her sense of duty. Duty won. “Of course,
Heder.”

(1
I 'm glad we ve got the right firestone” T'mar remarked as he and Fiona watched the younger

weyrlings preparing spare sacks of firestone. “In this weether, the older suff would have to be salted and
then rolled in grease before we could bag it

“And even then it was dill dangerous,” Tgen added as he eyed the weyrlings efforts criticaly. “Thisis
much better.”

“We ve got enough for aful Hight,” Terin reported after a find glance at her tdly date. “Do we need
more?’

T'mar glanced up at the darkening sky, 4ill flecked with faling snow, and shook his head. 1 don't
think we Il need it.”

“The wesether will be different down at Southern Ball,” Tgen cautioned.

“But it' s dill winter there” T'mar said.

Tgen flipped open his hand in a gesture of agreement.

H 'nez, M’vder, and K'rdl departed on Thread weatch shortly before dark.

“Send word at any Sgn of black dust,” K’lior reminded them before they departed.

“| expect dl the Thread will drown,” M’vaer said with a sour 1ook.

“That would be good,” K’lior said. “We could use the rest.”

“Res!” H'nez exdlamed. “Wel be up dl night.”

“I've never found that a problem,” M’kury cdled from beside K’lior. He turned to the Weyrleader.
“Perhaps you should send me instead?”’

H'nez' s disgusted snort echoed around the Weyr Bowl, un-dampened by the muffling snow.

“Good flying, wingleaderd” K’lior called in the ceremonid sdute.

A moment later, the three wingleaders were gone, between.

When K’lior returned to the Living Caverns, Cisca greeted him with, “Why the troubled look?’

“l don't know,” K’lior replied, shaking his head. 1 suppose I'm concerned with the way H'nez and
the others are so convinced they’ ve nothing to worry about. They don’t seem ready. Alert.”

“l can understand them,” Ciscareplied. “With this beastly weether, aslong as the watch-whers are on
duty, theréll be no cdl for dragons.”

K’lior pursed hislips, then nodded absently.

“But it's warmer down south,” Fiona remarked.

“We shouldn’'t worry,” Cisca decided. “Not with Nudlaminding the watch-whers.”

Her words did little to assure either Fiona or K’lior, who exchanged worried looks.

“Nudld s been training for this for along while” Tintoval said in reassurance. “Shéll have no trouble
managing the watch-whers, I'm sure.”



1 I
sad no,” Zenor repeated forcefully, turning Nudla toward him. Behind her, Nudlask gave them a

quegtioning chirp. “You can't do this”

“But | mugt,” Nuelareplied camly. “You know that.”

“The fird time, yes” Zenor agreed. “You needed it for peace of mind, if nothing ese But
Nuelask”—and he shot the gold watch-wher an acknowledging nod—*knows what to do now, so she
doesn't need you.”

Nuella drew breath to argue, but Zenor placed a restraining finger on her lips. “You've got children,
Nuella What would they do if anything happened to you?’

“They would survive” Nudla answered softly, pushing hersdf againgt Zenor and nuzzing in tightly.
“They have the best father on dl Pern—"

“So it'smy duty to ensure that they keep their mother, too,” Zenor finished.

“If anything happened to Nudllask and | wasn't there—"

“It would hurt terribly, 1 know,” Zenor said. And Nuella had to admit that he did know. Not only had
he helped her through the torment of loang her firs watch-wher, Nuelsk, but he had dso survived the
wrenching loss of his own two fire-lizards.

“But you would survive,” Zenor concluded. And this, Nuella knew bitterly, was aso true. The bond
between watch-wher and whermate was strong, but it was nowhere near as deep as that between a rider
and her dragon.

“l have to go, Zenor,” Nudla sad at lagt, pushing hersdf away from him more rductantly than her
brusgueness showed. “I1t's my duty.”

“She's right,” a amdl voice piped up from behind Zenor. “ * Dragonriders mus fly when Thread is in
the ky.” ”

Zenor glanced over his shoulder to amile a Nalla, their eldest.

“Mummy hasn't got adragon,” little Zelar corrected.

“It' sthe same thing,” Nalla protested.

“You two were supposed to bein bed,” Zenor said with asgh. He turned, gill holding Nuella's hand.
“But as you're not, you can give your mother a kiss good-bye. Shell return it when she comes back.”

Nuela's hand tightened thankfully on Zenor's. The two youngsters needed no further urging and
rushed to their mother. Nuella bent over to receive their hugs and kisses.

“Now off to bed with you,” Zenor said, making shooing motions. “I’'m surprised Sldra let you stay up
thislate”

“She doesn’t know,” Nala returned as she was leaving. “ She was watching the baby.”

“Wl, Sula, then.”

“She was making bread,” Zdar said, ralling his eyes.

After they had left, Zenor helped Nudlainto the saddle he and Terregar had constructed specidly for
her. He strapped her intight.

“No flying upside down thistime” he chided her.

“It musses up my hair,” Nudla responded, not—Zenor noted—necessarily ceding to his request.

“Bring her back,” Zenor said to Nuellask. “She and | have more babies to make.”

“Gladly!” Nuela responded with alaugh. “I want S, &t least.”

“Excdlent,” Zenor agreed, his eyes dancing.

“And Nuelask wants a few more clutches hersdlf, I'm sure”

“Which isa good thing,” Zenor said, “asit seems that your babies sart with hers”

Nuedla smiled and said nothing. Zenor gave her hand one lagt tight clasp and then released her,
stepping wel back from the watch-wher.

“Hy safe)” he cdled fervently.

The gold watch-wher gave aloud cry, derting dl the other watch-whersin the compound, then sprang
up into the air on her hind legs and disappeared between.

The night was dlent, the air was dill. Zenor shivered at the sudden cold.



T henight ar of Fort Weyr was torn by a cry Cisca had never heard before, but she reacted before

she could think.

“Mdirth!” she shouted as her eyes caught dght of the plummeting object. The greet queen was
arborne before any other dragon in the Weyr could respond, and swiftly brought hersdf up under the
dricken flier.

Cisca grabbed a pot of numbweed autometicaly and raced across the Bowl. “K’lior!”

Alerted by her previous cdl, K’lior had dreaedy started toward her dong with the rest of his wing's
riders.

At the lagt possible moment, Melirth moved to let the injured flier tumble gently to the ground. Two
cries of pain, one femae, one draconic, filled the night air.

“It sBdll! You've got to come!” Nudla cried out as she heard the voices gpproaching. “The Thread is
dill divel The air' s too hoat; the watch-whers are getting daughtered.”

Rineth! K’lior's cdl was dl that was needed.

Cisca clenched her jaw tightly as she caught sght of Nuella's back, Thread-scored to the bone from
right shoulder to left pelvis. The score continued on the left Sde of the gold watch-wher.

Get the healer here, Ciscatold her dragon, oblivious to the sounds of the dragonriders forming up.
She took a dab of numbweed and gently smeared it down the length of Nudla's burn.

Nuela hissed firg in pain, then relief. “Please, how bad is Nudlask? She says she ign't hurt much but .

“You took mogt of the score yoursdf,” K’lior announced as he joined his mate. Tintovd and Fona
rushed up, with Xhinna following dightly behind them.

“Always the rider, never the dragon,” Cisca added in a mixture of exasperation and admiration.

“We have to go back,” Nudla said, trying to find the buckles that strapped her to her watch-wher.

“You're not going anywhere,” Cisca pronounced. “ Except maybe to bed.”

“Well take it from here, Nudla” K’lior reassured her.

“No!” Nuelasad. “You can't see the Thread, your dragons can’t see the Thread, it's too dark. Only
the watch-whers can see the Thread, and they scattered when we got hurt.

“We ve got to go back, to rdly them and get them to point out the Thread for your dragons,” she
finished, sruggling feghly.

Ciscaand K’ lior exchanged ooks.

“Y our watch-wher is not hurt too badly,” K’lior said congderingly. “ She could guide us”

“No, you'll need me, too,” Nudla said. “Nuedlask needs me to hdp her get the watch-whers under
control.”

Cisca made up her mind and reached for the buckles of Nudla s saddle. “If that’s the case, there€'s no
timeto lose” she sad. “You'll fly with me”

Sheturned to K’lior. “Go on, we ll be dong presently.”

“But the queens shouldn’t fly!” K’lior protested as Mdirth moved closer to her rider.

“This oneis” Cisca declared, unbuckling the last of Nudld's straps and helping the WherMaster out
of her saddle. She turned to Fiona, her eyes flaghing in the night air and the younger Weyrwoman nodded
in reluctant acceptance of the ungpoken request—that if anything should happen to Cisca or Mdlirth,
Fonawould continue on regardless.

“You'll bedl right,” Fiona declared staunchly, adding, “Tdenth and | will guard the Weyr while you're
away.”

Cisca grabbed Fionain a quick, grateful hug before rdleasing her and turning back to Nudla

“You'll ride behind me” she said, as she guided Nudla toward Mdlirth.

“That’sfing” Nudlatold her, trying not to wince as the torn leather of her flying gear rubbed against
her wound. “With your eyes, | won't have to worry about Thread.”



K "lior and the dragonriders of Fort Weyr arrived over Southern Boll Hold in darkness. K’lior

ordered the Weyr to hold in place, waiting for his eyes to adjust. He had just started to make out the
watch-whersin their desperate fight againgt Thread when Mdirth burst from between.

Cisca wants to know what are you waiting for? Rineth relayed, geting Cisca's impatient tone
down pat.

We can't see, K'lior responded.

Cisca says that the watch-whers will see for us, Rineth said, sounding confused. Nuella suggests
assigning a half-wing to each watch-wher.

Precious moments were logt as the plan was implemented. The first watch-wher bolted between when
it found itsdf guidon for over hdf a dozen flaming dragons, but it soon returned, giving the dragons a
partly apologetic, partly chdlenging blerp and directing them toward another dump of Thread.

Even with the watch-whers guiding them to the clumps, the night fight was awful. Dragon after dragon
bellowed in pain as unseen Thread scored and they ducked between. Some did not return.

The watch-whers fared worse. K’lior soon learned not to wince at the painful high-pitched scream of
afadly Threaded watch-wher.

Nudlask was everywhere, rdlying the watch-whers, chiding the dragons, chewing Thread. She paid
the price for her leadership and severd times bellowed in pain before going between to rid hersdf of
Thread.

When Nudla a last relayed that the Thread had moved on to fdl over the sea, where it would drown,
K’lior gratefully gave the orders to return to the Weyr.

Tl Nuellask that all injured watch-whers should follow us, K’lior added. And remind me to
send a sweep wing to look for burrows in the morning.

For dl ther work, K’lior was certain that Thread had fdlen through to the ground in the darkness. He
shuddered a the thought of what the ground might look like in the morning.

Take us to the Hold, Rineth, K’lior said. | must speak with the Lord Holder.

Contrary to K’lior's fears, Lord Egremer was effusve with his praise of the dragons and therr riders.

“Well have ground crews out at firg light, | promise” he said. He looked nervoudy northward,
toward where Thread had fdlen. “How bad isit, do you suppose?”’

K’lior shook his head. “We did our best,” he said. “But the warm weether meant that every Thread
was dive. The watch-whers were overwhemed and we' d never trained with them, so our coordination
was lousy.”

Lady Yvdd s eyes grew wide with darm.

“WEeIl have sweepriders out at firg light,” K’lior promised. “As soon as we see anything, we'll let you
know.”

“I"d hate to lose the stands of timber to the north,” Lord Egremer said. “They’re old enough to be
harvested, but | was hoping to hold off until mid-Pass, when well redly be needing the wood.”

K’lior nodded. “Well do our best.”

“And we're grateful for dl that you've done,” Egremer replied. Wearily, K’lior mounted Rineth and
directed him home.

T he morning dawned gray, cold, and cloudy. Even Cisca was subdued.

“The reports are in from T'mar on sweep,” she said as she nudged K'lior awake, handing him a mug
of geaming klah. K'lior raised an eyebrow inquiringly. Cisca made a face. “Fve burrows” K’lior
groaned. Cisca made a worse face and K’ lior gave her a go-on gesture.

“Two are well-established. They’ll have to fire the timber stands.”

K’lior sat up, taking along sip of his klah. He gave Cisca a measuring look, then asked, “Casudties?’



Cisca frowned. “Between the illness and Thread, twenty-three have gone between. F dan and P der
will be laid up with injuries for a leest 9x months. Troth, Piyeth, Kaderth, Varth, and Bidanth are 4l
srioudy injured and will also take at least Sx months to hed. There are deven other riders or dragons
with injuries that will keep them from flying for the next three months.”

“So, we' ve what—seventy dragons and ridersfit to fly?”

“Seventy-five,” Cisca corrected. “And we ve got over three seven days before our next Fdl. I'm sure
that we ll have more dragons fit to fly by then.”

“Three sevendays is not enough time,” K’lior grumbled, rigng from their bed and searching out some
clothes.

“No, you don't,” Cisca sad sharply, getting up and pushing him toward the baths. “You smdl. You're
getting bathed before you do anything dse”

K’lior opened his mouth to protest, but Cisca slenced him with a kiss.

“If you're nice” she teased, “I may join you.”

K’lior tried very hard to be nice.

L ord Holder Egremer scowled at the line of smoke in the distance. Forty Turns worth of growth,

gone. Three whaole valeys had been put to flanes before the dragonriders and ground crews could
declare Southern Ball Hold free from Thread.

The rains would come soon and the burnt land would lose dl its topsoil. He could expect floods to
ravage the remnants of those valeys. In the end, there might be a desert where once there had been wide
forests.

It would be worse for his holders. They had expected years of work and income culling the older
trees, planting new, and working the wood into fine pieces of furniture. Now Southern Ball would be
dependent upon its pottery, spices, and the scant foodstuffs it could raise for its trade with the other
Holds.

The Hold would take Turnsto recover.

“I'm sorry, Egremer,” adisconsolate K'lior repeated. “If ther€' s anything the Weyr can do to hdp—"

Egremer Sghed and turned back to the Weyrleader. K’lior was a good ten Turns younger than
himsdf, and while Egremer wanted desperately to blame someone, he knew that it would be unfar to
blame the dragonrider.

He forced a amile “| appreciate that, K’lior,” he replied. “And there might be more that you can do
then you know.”

K’lior gave him an inquiring look.

“If I could have the loan of a weyrling or two, to hep scout out the damage and maybe haul some
supplies. . ”

“Weyrlings we have aplenty,” K'lior said. He shook his head. “It's full-grown dragons that are
scarce.”

“I"d heard that your losses are high from theillness” Egremer replied. “Is there anything we can do for
you, Weyrleader?’

For amoment, K’ lior made no reply, staring off into space, thinking.

“Nothing,” he said at last, angrily. “You can't give us more mature dragons, or hed our wounded more
quickly.”

Egremer’ s face drained. “How long do we have, then?’

K'lior's face grew ashen. “Fort is lucky. We don't have another Threadfdl in the next three
sevendays. WE Il probably be able to fight that,” he answered, adding with a shake of his head, “but |
can't say about the next Fl.”

The despair tha gripped the Weyrleader was papable. Egremer looked for some words of
encouragement to give him but could find none. It was K’lior who spoke next, pulling himsdf erect and
willing a amile back on to hisface.



“Well find a way, Lord Egremer,” he declared with forced cheer. “We're dragonriders, we aways
findaway.” He nodded firmly and then said to Egremer, “Now, if you'll excuseme. . .”

“Certanly!” Egremer replied. “I'll see you out. And don’t worry about those weyrlings if it's too much
bother. Having them would only save ustime”

K’lior stopped so suddenly that Egremer had to swerve to avoid bumping into him.

“Timeg” K’lior shouted exultantly. He turned to Egremer and grabbed him on both shoulders. “That's
itt Time! We need time”

Egremer amiled feebly, wondering if the dragon’s sickness could affect riders as wel. K'lior just as
suddenly let go of the Lord Holder and raced out of the Hold.

“Thank you, Lord Egremer, you've been most hdpful,” he cdled as he dimbed up to his perch on
Rineth.

“Any time, Weyrleader,” Egremer caled back, not at dl certain what he had done, but willing to use
the Weyrleader’ s good cheer to devate that of his holders rather than depress them more by looking at
the Weyrleader asif he were mad.

(1
C isca, it'stime!” K’lior yelled up from the Bowl to their quarters as soon as he returned between

from Southern Ball. “That’s what we need, time!”

Cisca stepped up to the ledge in Mdirth's quarters and peered down to K'lior. “Of course we need
time” she agreed, mogtly to humor him.

“No, no, no,” K’lior shouted back. “The weyrlings and the injured riders—they dl need time to grow
and recover.”

“Make sense, K'lior,” Cisca returned irritably.

K'lior took a deep bresth and gave her a huge amile “WeIl time it. Send them back in time
somewhere so—"

“So they can recover!” Cisca finished with ajoyful cry and alegp. “K’lior, that’s brilliant!”

T
here's only one place we can go,” K’lior told the assembled wingleaders. “Igen. It's the only

Weyr that’s empty. And we can't go back too fa—we don’'t want to have to worry about the Plague.”

“I"d recommend going back ten Turns” Tintova, who was there a Cisca sinvitation, said.

“Why not just three?” M’vaer asked queruloudy.

“Three gives no margin for error,” Tintova replied.

The bronze riders exchanged looks, and K’lior said, “Ten Turns, then.”

“If this works, won't you want to offer the same chance to the other Weyrs?’ Tintova asked.

“It makes sense,” Cisca said. “But ther€' s no reason we can't have an overlap.”

“Not with D’gan,” T'mar murmured. M’vaer glared at him, but before he could say anything, M’kury
sad with a smirk, “No, indeed!”

“No one knows if this is going to work, awyway,” H'nez sad. K'lior glanced sourly in his
direction—H’ nez had been late in joining the fight the night before.

“That’swhy we're going to try it oursalves before we suggest it to the other Weyrs” K'lior said. He
grimaced. “I1t's a pity we' ve only got twelve weyrlings able to go between.”

“But we've got seventy-seven injured riders and dragons who can manage,” Cisca pointed out.
“Together, that will give us nearly three full Hights of dragons.”

“If they survive” H’nez reminded her. “If something happens to them—"

“Then wé ll be just as shorthanded as we are now,” Cisca cut him off.

K’lior turned to T"mar. “When can you be ready?’

“In two hours” T'mar replied. “When do you need us back?’



“Excuse me” H'nez said, “but | think 1 should be the one to go.” K’lior turned to him with a raised
brow.

“I’ve had the most experience leading Hights of dragons; I'll be the best a training them and handiing
their injuries” H'nez explained.

“T"mar is handling the weyrlings now,” K’lior said. “And the decison as to who goesis mine”

H’ nez flushed angrily. “Then pick me”

K’lior eyed him with distaste for a moment, then turned his attention back to T'mar. “The heder will
need to say here”

T 'mar nodded in agreement.

“Weyrleader!” H' nez snapped through gritted teeth. All eyes turned to him. “If you will not let me lead
the Hight back to Igen, then | demand that you send me to another Weyr.”

“H'nezl” M’vaer gasped.

K’lior merdly nodded. “I can not send you until this illness has been cured,” he told H'nez. “At that
time, however, you may go to any Weyr tha will have you. In the meantime, as we have more
wingleaders than wings, you are to fly in M’ kury’ swing.”

H’nez nodded diffly, rose from his chair, and rushed out of the room, ignoring K'rdl’s and M’valer's
outraged expressions.

“l could go,” Fiona spoke up in the slence that followed H'nez's dramatic exit. Everyone looked at
her. “I know some heding and I'm a Weyrwoman.”

T'mar amiled kindly at her, shaking his head. “ Tdenth is too young to go between.”

“Three Turnsis along time for the Weyr to wait for its next queen,” M’kury said, glanding at the other
riders.

Cisca pursed her lips and shook her head. “We can't risk logng the only other queen we have”

“If Tdenth were older, able to go between, I'd be happy to send you,” K’lior said. He shook his
head. “Asitis | can't dlow it.”

“T
hey're going back in time?’ Xhinna repeated in surprise when Fona filled her in later as they

were alling Tdenth. “And that will work?’

“No one knows,” Fiona said. “But they hope s0.”

“How will they know how to get there?’

Fona amiled. “They’'re going to use the Red Star as a guide.”

“The Red Star?”’

“Yes, they'll fly to Igen in our time, Sght the Red Star in the Star Stones, and work out what the image
should be for ten Turns back,” Fonatold her.

“And when they come back, they’ll be three Turns older?” Xhinna said, grappling with the thought.

“In three days, they’Il be three Turns older,” Fiona agreed, her tone widful. “T mar’s leading them.”

There! Tdenth cried as Fiona found a particularly itchy part. Fiona smiled indulgently and scrubbed
harder with her aily rag. Oh, that’s much better!

“When we' re done alling Tdenth, Cisca wants us to meet with Tintova and make a chest of medicing
supplies” Fiona said.

“What if something goes wrong?’ Xhinna asked. “What if they don’t come back?’

Fiona shook her head. “In that case, wéll think of something.”

“There are two more sick dragons today,” Xhinna noted darkly.

“Thet brings the totd up to eighteen,” Fiona said, puraing her lipstightly. “And two more dragons went
between.” She'd logt track of how many dragons had succumbed to the illness, she knew it was over
fifty, but she couldn’'t say by how much. More becameiill every day.

“Evenif everything goes well, there will be less than two full Hights of dragons.”

“l know, Xhinna,” Fona replied, grimacing. “We just have to do what we can.”

“I heard that the Benden Weyr heder’ s dragon went between today.”



Fona nodded. Cisca had sent her after breskfast to check on Tintovd; the heder had known
K’ tan—no, Ketan—it had been his recommendation that had sent her to the Harper Hall.

“How do you bear it?” Xhinna asked, glanang over from her place near Tdenth's neck, her alling
temporarily forgotten. She gestured to Taenth. “How can you stand the thought of losing her?’

“l won't lose her,” Fiona declared. She patted Tdenth forcefully. “No matter what happens, | won't
lose you.”

Tdenth chirped happily. | love you.

“l wish | were going to Igen,” Xhinnasaid wisfully. “I’d like to be away from dl this for three Turns”

“You could ask T'mar,” Fiona said, though her heart wasn't init.

Xhinna shook her head. “I'll stay with you.”

“l think Tdenth's dl done for now,” Fiona said, leening back from her place over Tdenth's itchy
patch. “Let’s go find Tintovd.”

T he sun was well pagt its zenith when dl the arrangements were complete and the riders and dragons

were arrayed in the chilly Bowl, ready to go to Igen and back ten Turnsin time. In the end, after much
discussion, it was decided that T'mar should take only the forty-seven mogt lightly injured dragons and
riders, as wdl as the older weyrlings. It would be too dangerous for the thirty more serioudy injured
dragonpairs to make the legp between times, a point that Fiona emphasized in her discussons with Fjian
and the other disgruntled young weyrlings.

“Hy wdl,” K’'lior caled to the assembled riders. From perches on high, the rest of the dragons of Fort
Weyr looked on.

“I'll see you inthree days,” Tgen sad as he hdped T'mar sttle the last of his gear on Zirenth's neck.
“Try not to get too tanned.”

T'mar laughed and waved his farewdl. Tgen stepped back, joining K’lior, Cisca, Fiona, and the
others. T'mar turned on his perch, making one find assessment of his charges, then raised his am and
pumped hisfi in the ancient Sgnd to ascend.

Sixty dragons legpt into the ar and beat their wings, dimbing up out of the Bowl to array themsdves
near the Star Stones, with T'mar’ s Zirenth in the van. They remained there for one more indant and then
were gone, between.

D inner that evening was subdued. Fiona kept Xhinna near her for company. Kental arranged for the

children to sang during the med, which should have lifted everyone' s pirits but even the soritely “Morning
Dragon Song” seemed only to punctuate the fact that T'mar and nearly ninety other riders—including
those whose dragons were too ill—weren't sharing the med with the rest of the weyr.

Three Turns, Fiona mused as she ate without spesking. What would T'mar be like then? All her
vague, haf-formed images of the bronze rider blurred and dimmed; she’'d dready known he was too old
for her, and these added three Turns just emphasized that difference. If she'd entertained any hopes of a
deeper relationship someday, those hopes were now dashed.

As she and Xhinnawalked back to thelr quarters after dinner, Fjian and J nos caught up with them.

“It snot far,” F jian complained. “They should have let us go, too!”

“Look on the bright Side,” Fiona said to him. “At least now you're the senior weyrling.”

Fjian paused in his surprise. But then, after along moment, he declared, “I'd 4ill prefer to go to Igen
with the others”

“We can't even ride our dragons yet,” Jnos reminded him. “How could we survive going between
times?’

Fjian didn't reply, his face set in a stubborn look. “If you could go, you would, wouldn't you,



Weyrwoman?' he asked.

Fona pursed her lips and hestated before answering. “I wouldn't risk Tdenth for it.”

“Butif it wasn't arisk, what then?’ F jian persisted.

“And is saying here, with theillness, any less of arisk?’ J nos added.

“It doesn't matter,” Fona sad with a shrug. She drew hersdf up haughtily, remembering her
respongbility to set the example and grateful that she had the height on the two weyrlings. “We can't go,
S0 our job isto make the best of what we can do, not moan about what we can't.”

Fjian sghed. “I suppose you'reright.” His expresson brightened. “Can the weyrlings practice gliding
agan tomorrow?’

“Well haveto ask Tgen,” Fionasaid, “but | see no problem.”

“And wéell have to practice bagging firestone by oursalves,” Xhinna said eagerly.

“We ve pretty much been doing that aready,” J nos replied.

“The otherswill be back long before the next Fall,” F jian reminded Xhinna

Xhinna grimaced.

They reached the weyrling barracks, and the two weyrlings waved their good-byes. Fiona and Xhinna
trudged aong in slence, logt in tharr own thoughts until they reached the weyr.

| wish | could go, too, Tdenth said, peering out of her weyr as they climbed the dope up to the
queens ledge.

“l know,” Fona sad doud, pausng long enough to scratch Tdenth's eye ridges. “Our time will
come.”

Behind her, Fiona could sense Xhinna's wigful gaze. She turned to her and beckoned for Xhinna to
come to Taenth’'s other sde. For severd minutes both girls were engrossed in indulging the young queen.
The moment was broken when Xhinna faled to difle a yavn and Fiona found hersdf unconscioudy
echoing her an indant later.

Grinning, Fona said, “1 guess we need to get some deep.”

Go! Tdenth urged them, butting firg Fiona and then Xhinna toward their quarters. The gold dragon
curled up but did not put her head under her wing in her usud deeping posture. Fiona noticed and
Tdenth told her, 1 will go to deep soon. | want to think.

Since when did dragons spend time thinking, Fiona mused as she changed into her nightclothes and
crawled into bed. And what did they think about? she wondered just before deep overwhelmed her.

Fiona woke, suddenly dert. Xhinna lay beside her, a comforting bundle of warmth, her bresthing

deep and steady. Without turning her head, she glanced toward Tdenth's weyr.

The queen was awake, dert, her gaze intent on something outside in the Bowl.

Fiona. The voice wasn't Tdenth's, but Fiona fet she recognized it.

Sowly, cautioudy, she eased her way out of bed, dill not certain that she wasn't imegining things
Sliding her feet into her dippers, she picked up her robe from its place beside the bed and tiptoed away.

Tdenth turned her head toward her, then back out to the Bowl, eyes whirling rapidly.

What isit? Fona asked.

She wants us to come with her, Tdenth told her.

Thenight air was cold, frozen, quiet, expectant. Fiona found hersdf warming her nose with the fingers
of her left hand as she crept into Tdenth’s weyr and peered out into the snow-covered Bowl. Flecks of
snow drifted down steedily, adding to the carpet aready covering the ground.

Fona scanned the snow-muffled illness for a long moment before she spotted a darker shape—a
dragon. By her Sze, she was a queen.

Fona glanced a the shape for another moment before turning decisvely to wak down the queens
ledge—she never consgdered jumping down as she usudly did, feding somehow that it was
inappropriate.

As she got closer, she made out another shape, a human, sanding close beside the dragon.



“Get dressed,” the rider said as Fiona approached. “We mug be quick. We can’t wake the others.”

Something about the rider seemed familiar. “Why? Where are we going?’

“Ilgen.” The word was like a challenge and Fiona shivered, feding her heart lurch.

“l can't leave Tdenth.”

“She comes, too,” the rider said. “And the weyrlings” The rider glanced toward the barracks.
“They’re coming now.”

Fiona glanced toward the barracks but saw nothing. Who was this woman?

“We have to hurry: They need to see you and Tdenth go or they won't follow.”

“Follow?’

“They need to come with you to Igen.”

“How do you know?" Fiona asked, a sudden thrill of suspicion running down her spine.

“It's happened dready,” therider told her.

Fona gasped as redization struck her. “Y ou' re from the futurel”

The rider nodded. “You mugt hurry.”

Fiona darted back insde and pulled on her clothes as quickly as she could. When she returned, she
suddenly redlized that Xhinna had dept through the commoation.

“Xhinng” she cried. “I need to—"

“She days,” the rider declared in a tone that brooked no argumen.

A figure raced into Sght from the direction of the Living Caverns.

“Youmay come,” the rider said as the figure resolved itsdf into the form of Terin.

Tdenth crept out of her weyr and, with a furtive glance toward Mdirth's quarters, hopped down from
her ledge.

“We can't go between,” Fiona protested. “And Tdenth is too young to carry my weight.”

“You'll ride with me,” the rider told her. “Asfor between . . . youll have to trust me”

Two shapes appeared from the direction of the weyrling barracks. F jian and J nos.

“Hurry!” the rider told Fiona, racing back and mounting her dragon. She leaned a hand down to
Fiona “I know when we're going!”

“Tdenth will be safe, won't she?” Fiona asked, her voice catching.

“My word on it,” the rider told her, gragping Fiona s hand and pulling her up. “Quickly, they must see
us go between.”

Talenth!

| have the image, | can see where to go, thelittle queen told her camly.

“Doexn't she have to be flying?’ Fiona asked the rider in front of her worriedly.

“Tdenth, jump!” the rider said in response. At the same time, the queen they were riding legpt into the
ar. Fonaonly had a moment's glimpse of Tdenth jumping after them, and then she was engulfed in the
greater darkness of between.

Talenth! Fona caled franticdly.

| am here, Tdenth assured her caAmly. We are fine.

It will be longer than normal, we are going back in time, Fona heard the rider say.

Don't you need to go to Igen now first?

I’ve already been there, therider replied, her voice certain.

Who was this person? Fiona wondered. Who rode a gold and could bring them back in time?

A growing sense of wonder overcame her as she consdered the most obvious answer: Could this be
Fona hersdf, come back from the future?

TWELVE



A sea of sand,
Harsh clime for man.
Mountainsrise high,

Igen Weyr isnigh.

lgen Weyr, Morning, AL 498.7.2

The cold, black nothing of between was suddenly replaced by heat and a bright sun.

Whee! Tdenth cried ddlightedly. Look how high | am!

Fona glanced over and saw that Tdenth was indeed nearly twice as high as she'd ever been before.
Careful! Just glide down.

Okay, Tdenth said, sounding disappointed. Nevertheless, the young queen glided carefully down into
the strange Bowl beneath them.

“Thisislgen Weyr,” the strange rider called.

“It sawfully warm,” Fiona said. “1 thought it would be cold and windy, even here”

“We are dightly more than ten Turns back intime” the rider replied with a hint of humor in her voice.
“| thought you'd prefer to start with warmer westher. Thisis the second day of the seventh month of the
four hundred and ninety-eighth Turn since Landing.”

The gold touched down and the rider turned to Fiona, the bright morning sun risng behind her cagting
her face in shadow. “Get down.”

Fiona obeyed reflexively and was surprised to see the rider and dragon legp skyward as soon as she'd
found her feet. In an ingant they were gone, between.

There' s no one here, Tdenth declared, peering around the sandswept Weyr.

Fionawheded dowly around on her hed, scanning the Bowl and the weyrs carved into itswalls.

Where were T'mar, the injured riders, and the older weyrlings?

Fona fdt a moment of panic as she wondered if she'd somehow been betrayed, mided by an
unknown rider and purposdy abandoned here with a dragon too young to fly. She spotted a
canvas-covered mound not too far away and walked over to it.

As she approached, she redized it had been recently erected. She lifted up a flgp and saw crates and
barrds—supplies of some sort.

S0 at least she doesn't mean me to starve, Fiona thought hopefully.

She turned around, scanning the abandoned Weyr. The air was hot and getting hotter, amdling of sand
and roasted dust. Overhead the sun was intense even though only gill rigng, dready beating down
unyiddingly.

The floor and sdes of the Bowl were of a different stone than she had expected, accustomed to the
stark whiteness of Fort Weyr. This Weyr was carved into orange rock. Fiona kndt and picked up some
loose earth in her hand; it was sandy, fine, and dusty, unlike the packed ground of Fort’s Bowl.

Asdde from the canvas mound of supplies, the Weyr had a forlorn, abandoned fed to it.

Fonaturned around again dowly, scanning for the queen’s quarters, searching for the entrance to the
Hatching Grounds, the location of the Kitchen Cavern, the weyrling barracks—and suddenly the Weyr
was dive to her, she fdt the onein her blood, fdt the warm welcome of the hot sun and the fine sand.

This could be home.

A sudden rudtle above her caused Fiona to crane her neck upward. A dutch of dragons burg forth
from between, with the gold in the lead. Fiona saw F jian mounted on his bronze Ladirth, looking both
terrified and thrilled at the same time as his dragon glided down quickly to the ground.

Talenth, watch out! Fona cdled, fearful lest one of the inexperienced riders or dragons come
crashing down on her. Tdenth scurried to the sde of the Bowl and Fiona scampered after her a moment
leter.

“Did you see us?’ F jian shouted as soon as his Ladirth came to a hdt. “We flem!”



“We only glided,” J nos corrected him as he did down Pilenth’s fordeg onto the ground. He stood
besde his brown, patting him loudly, a broad grin sdlitting his face from ear to ear. “But we went
between!”

“If we hadn’t seen you do it, we wouldn't have dared to try,” Fjian said to Fionain awe.

“Where is everyone <27’ J nos asked, peering expectantly around the Weyr.

“l wonder,” Fiona mused, “if she could bring you back, could she bring back the more severdy
injured riders and dragons too?’

The other weyrlings gathered around them, dl wondering the same thing.

“We should ask the queen rider,” Fiona said, gesturing to the far sde of the Bowl where the huge gold
dragon had dighted.

“Who is she, anyway?’ Fjian asked.

“And we won't get in trouble, will we?” J nos wondered anxioudy. “After dl, she's a queen rider.”

“Let’s ask her,” Fjian sad. Fiona nodded in agreement and found hersdf leading the others toward
the Weyrwoman and her queen dragon.

“Hdlo!” she shouted, feding darmed as she sensed that dragon and rider were preparing to go
between once more. “Can you bring back the other injured dragons and riders?’

“For thet I'll need help,” the woman returned.

“l don’t think that we could give you any hep,” Fiona began rductantly, gesturing to the dragonets.
“They're too smdl; it's awonder they managed to get here at all.”

“Oh, it'sno wonder,” the gold rider replied in amused tones. “And I’'m sure you'll be able to hdp with
what needs doing.”

Before Fiona could respond, the queen dragon legpt into the air, besat its wings once, and disappeared
between.

It seemed only a moment later that she reappeared and the air was full of dragons—gold, bronze,
brown, blue, green—adl guiding or ading injured dragons and riders to settle upon the warm sands of
Igen Bowl.

Fona fdt dizzy and swayed where she stood, even as one of the queen riders laughed and waved
mearily in her direction.

“Areyou dl right?” J nos asked, grabbing her and propping her upright.

“l think it's just the heet,” Fiona replied, looking around for the gold rider who had firg brought her
here. “We should go thank her.”

But before they’d gone hdf a dragonlength, a gold dragon legpt into the ar and was gone, between.
Fona heard the loud rush of many wings, and suddenly the weyr was empty of dl save the weyrlings and
the injured dragonpairs from Fort Weyr.

“Where d they go?’ J nos cried.

“Who was she?” F jian demanded.

Fona shook her head. “I don’t know.”

The others took this news in dowly, muttering amongst themsdlves.

“You don't think it'satrick or something, do you?’' F jian asked after awhile.

“WEe re here—she did what she said she would,” Fiona said. “Besides, she rode a queen.”

The woman had never daimed to be a Weyrwoman—but she mugt have been one. Who dse but a
Weyrwoman could ride a queen?

“What are we going to do?’ J nos asked, looking around with growing darm.

“You are going to go over to the weyrling barracks and start deaning them,” Fiona told him gernly.
“The Weyrwoman said that this is Turn four ninety-eight, so this Weyr has been abandoned for nearly
seven Turns—you’ d best watch for tunnd snakes.”

“Tunnd snakes!” J nos blanched. “I don’t know how to handle tunnd snakes!”

“If you find any, let me know,” Fiona told him. When the brown rider’s eyes bugged out, she
explaned, “1 used to hunt them back a my father’s Hold.”

Fona was surprised and pleased by the hushed excdamaions of the other weyrlings as this news
Spread.



She turned to Fjian. “ Get some others to help sfow what's under that canvas in the Kitchen Cavern.
Send in adetal firg to be sure there are no tunnd snakes there, a@ther.”

Fjian nodded and started cdling out names, while moving toward the canvas-covered mound.

“And send another group to see to the older riders and dragons;, well need to get them out of the

Fonawondered if hot, dusty Igen Weyr might have other dangers than tunnd snakes. She dismissed
the worry, tdling hersdf that the weyrlings would report anything out of the ordinary.

They had been working for about a quarter of an hour when the ar above them was once again filled
with dragons. Fiona glanced up and waved, her face salitting into a huge grin—part from relief and part in
reaction to the evident astonishment of the riders flying above.

T 'mar had arrived.

Talenth, tell Ladirth and Polenth that we need everyone out here to help with the injured riders.

| told them; they’re coming, Tdenth replied promptly.

Fiona made a face as she berated hersdf for not aready detailing a crew to clean out weyrs for the
injured riders.

Fjian joined her, glandng up as the injured dragons and riders made hagty landings. “Mogt of the
supplies are medicines and bandages,” he told her.

“No food?’ Fona asked, frowning.

Fjian pursed hislips and shook his head. “Some klah bark, some herbas, but nothing to eat.”

Fona frowned in turn, then dismissed the worry. “Get the weyrlings to help these injured riders. Put
them in the weyrling barracks for the moment—just to get them out of the sun.”

A shadow passed low overhead and Zirenth landed nearby. “What are you doing here?” T'mar
shouted.

“When did you leave? T'mar demanded, legping down beside Terin, who had just returned,
breathless, with a flask of water.

“Late at night after you left,” Fiona said. She had been too eager when the mysterious queen rider had
made her amazing offer to consider how T'mar would react, and once she'd arrived at Igen, she'd been
too busy organizing the weyrlings to think about it anymore.

“F jian and the other weyrlings are here, t0o,” she told him, partly to give T'mar dl the news a once
and partly in hopes that he might be distracted by the information.

“How did you get here?’ he repeated, reaching out to grab Fiona s shoulders with both arms, asiif to
assure himsdf that she was redl.

“The Weyrwoman brought us,” Fiona said.

“What Weyrwoman?' T'mar demanded. “Not Cisca?’

Fona shook her head.

“Then who?’

“l don’t know,” Fionatold him honedtly. “ She never gave me her name.”

T'mar frowned, looking deep into Fiond's eyes. “It wasn't you, wasit?’ was it?’

“From the future?’ Fiona asked.

“No, you on your own!” T'mar exclamed. “How could anyone know to come from the future?’

Fond's temper rose. “Anyone from the future would know! If it's been done, then they’d know,
wouldn't they?’

“And they brought you here, conveniently, before we arrived,” T'mar said, his tone Smmering near the
boail.

“And they got us some supplies” Fiona said, gesturing to the remains of the mound that the weyrlings
hed mostly stored.

“Supplies?” T'mar repeated, brows creased in a frown.

“Mogly medicine and bandages,” Fiona said. “The weyrlings will be goring it in the Living Cavern
once J nos has finished checking for tunnd snakes.”

“Tunnd snakes?”’



Fona's lips turned up in a quick grin as she confided, “1 don’t think hell find any, but | told him to
keep an eye out for them. *

“This Weyr’'s been abandoned so long, there probably are tunnd snakes,” T'mar sad in a tone that
indicated he hadn’t considered the possibility himsdlf.

“Well, there probably aren’t any in the Living Cavern; we would have heard Jnos's shriek by now,”
Fona said. Seeing T'mar’s thoughtful look, she pressed on. “And I've got another party dearing the
weyrling barracks. We're putting the injured dragons and riders in there until we can clear out some
weyrs.”

“Weyrwoman Fona, what are you doing here?” someone caled in surprise from the gathering throng
of dismounting riders. Fiona recognized J keran, one of the older weyrlings.

“Same as you,” she told imwith a grin. “Are you ready to start cleaning?’

“Cleaning?

“Unless you were planning on deeping out here in the Bowl,” T'mar said.

“Get over to the weyrling barracks,” Fiona said. “Fjian's got some of the younger weyrlings working
there aready, but I'm sure they’ Il benefit from the oversght of more mature riders.”

“I'monit!” Jkeran said, looking relieved at the notion of ordering around the younger weyrlings.

“I'll be by to check that everyone' s working,” Fiona warned him. She turned to Terin, saying, “Texin, |
want you to take stock of the supplies, then see how they’re coming with the weyrling barracks.” Terin
nodded. “As soon as you're done with thet, find Fjian and get a crew to clear out the Haiching
Grounds—there redly might be tunnd snakes there, so have everyone be careful and send in some of the
andler greens”

“Send in the greens” Terin repeated to hersdf, then nodded and trotted off to the Living Cavern to
dart her chores.

“Hatching Grounds?’

“l was thinking that for the time being it would be quicker to clear than individud weyrs” Fiona said.

“Good thought.”

“And | don't know about you, but | didn’'t bring any bedding,” Fiona continued. From the look on
T'mar’s face, it was obvious that the wingleader hadn’t thought of it either. Fiona hid her surprise, asking,
“Did you bring any food?’

T 'mar shrugged, sheking his head.

“Wdl, then we're going to get hungry.”

“T'mar,” arider cdled from the distance, “should we post a watch dragon?’

“Of course! But not you, P der, you need to rest,” T'mar replied.

“l can rest as easlly up there” P der said.

“No, you cannot!” Fiona shouted a him. “You are going to get wel and that means you are going to
rest or Cisca and K’lior will have my head!”

“Fona?" P der cdled, squinting to better see her. “What are you doing here?’

“Keegping you from doing something stupid,” Fiona returned tartly. She searched around for one of the
weyrlings and beckoned him over. “P der hereisrecovering from serious injuries to his neck and back,”
she told him. “He s to rest, lying on his somach.” She frowned, thinking about how to treat the stubborn
scores that had nearly flayed the man. “If he has to gt up, he's to gt with his char reversed.” The
weyrling looked from her to P der, Klior's wingsecond, to T'mar, then back to Fiona, and she gave him
an irritated growl. “Once he's settled, see Terin and find some numbweed. If there's only reeds, then set
apot to boil—we |l need alot of it.”

The weyrling blanched at the thought of making numbweed, a smdly, difficult job that dl weyrfolk
avoided if at dl possible.

“We're just here to get older, D’lanor,” she told him with a reassuring smile. “These injured riders are
here to get well. So it's our duty to look after them, en?’

D’lanor replied with a hesitant amile of his own.

“Pder,” Fionasaid, cocking her head in the direction of the Living Cavern.

“Yes, Weyrwoman,” P der replied, and turned to follow the weyrling.



“So, Weyrwoman,” T'mar said, dressing the title and amiling as he sad it, “who should we set on
watch?’

“Thet, wingleader, would be up to you, wouldn't it?” Fiona retorted. And, before he could respond,
she turned briskly on her hed and headed over to the weyrling barracks.

/ \nhour later, Fona sat exhausted by a smoky hearth, taking her turn irring a amdly pot full of

numbweed grass. The ar not only was full of the noxious fumes that made her eyes water and her nose
run but was aso diflingly hot. Fiona resolved to hersdf that in future she would boil numbweed only in
the cold of the night.

A noise behind her caused her to turn her head and she saw Terin gpproaching.

“The weyrling barracks are dl clean,” the younger girl reported. “The crew deaning the Hatching
Grounds will be done in another hour or so. | set a group to clearing out your quarters.”

“My quarters?’ Fiona repeated in surprise. Then her brow furrowed. “How did you manage to get
them to obey you?’

“You're the senior Weyrwoman,” Terin replied with no hint of duplicity. “1 just made it clear to them
that it's what you needed.” She amiled as she added, “You know how it is with weyrlings, the boys
practicdly fdl over themseves to hep.”

“And, after dl those firestone drills, they’ re used to following your orders,” Fiona guessed.

“It' s nat like there are any other weyrfolk around,” Terin agreed. “ Shards, you and | are the only two
women herel”

Fona coughed and gestured to the exit into the Bowl. “We need to get out of here”

“I'll have Jkeran get someone to take over,” T'mar cdled from the entrance. He gave Fona a
sheepish look as she neared the entrance. “I’m sure thet there has to be some weyrling who's earned it.”

“Don’'t you dare!” Fona cried, eyes widening angrily.

T 'mar took a haf-step back, his confuson evident.

“This numbweed is for everyone,” Fiona told him. “Everyone works on it. 1 will not have people
taking it as a punishment. What sort of numbweed do you think you'll get with an attitude like that?”

“l hadn’t thought of that,” T"mar confessed with a frown. “Very wel—"

“Shdl | set up aroster?” Terin offered.

“Yes” Fona sad with afirm nod. “Every person who's able will be on it—except for you.”

“Why not me?’ Terin asked, looking ashamed.

“Because you're going to be doing dl the tdlying around here,” Fionatold her firmly.

“You'll be our Records keeper,” T'mar told her with a suitably grave expression.

“Headwoman,” Fiona corrected.

“Headwoman?’ Terin and T'mar echoed in disbdief and surprise.

“Can you think of anyone ese more qudified here?

“l suppose not,” T'mar admitted after a moment. He turned to Terin. “Headwoman it is”

“Me?" Terin squeaked.

“Yes, and you'd better get to that lig; we don’t want the numbweed to burn,” Fiona said. With wide,
serious eyes, Terin nodded and scuttled off. Fiona shouted after her, “And don't let anyone give you
trouble!”

“l won't!” Terin caled back over her shoulder, her pace increasing as she raced over to the weyrling
barracks.

Talenth, FHona caled to her dragon, where are you?

I’'min the Hatching Grounds, Tdenth said. I’'m helping scare the tunnel snakes away.

Be careful! Fonawarned.

Of course, Tdenth replied quickly, but Fiona could hear her dragon’s disappointmen.

She amended her warning: If you get bit, let me know.

Okay, Tdenth replied more cheafully. Is that all?



No, FHona said, remembering the red reason she'd contacted her dragon. | want you to tell all the
dragons that Terin is headwoman.

Okay, Tdenth replied ingantly. They know. A moment later, she added, Zirenth thinks it's a good
idea.

“Your dragon thinksit's a good idea for Terin to be heedwoman,” Fiona reported to T'mar.

“I know,” T"mar replied with agrin. “I told him.”

A weyrling rushed up, ducked his head in acknowledgment of T'mar and even more in
acknowledgment of Fiona. “I'm to dir the numbweed.”

T 'mar clapped the weyrling on the back and guided him into the Kitchen Cavern. “Let me show you
how it's done” He turned back to Fiona as he pushed the weyrling forward, saying, “Would you wait
here for me, Weyrwoman?’

“Okay,” Fionareplied, surprised at T'mar’s deferentid tone. When he returned, he gestured for her to
precede him out into the Bowl. Zirenth landed in front of them, turning his head toward them, his
multifaceted eyes whirling with eagerness.

“l think it would be a good idea to familiarize oursaves with the surroundings before it gets dark,”
T'mar told her, gesturing for her to mount his bronze dragon. Moments later, Zirenth legpt into the sky,
his huge wings beating steedily, dowly gaining dtitude and clearing the Weyr Bowil.

“Shardd” T'mar exclamed as he noticed the Sze of the gap between Zirenth's daws and the top of
the Weyr. “I hadn’t redized how much the heat would affect him.”

“Why would it?’

“Hot ar isthinner, so it requires more work to get the same height,” T'mar told her. He reached past
her and patted Zirenth's neck affectionatdly.

“We should probably warn the injured dragons not to strain themsdves,” Fiona said.

“Yes” T'mar agreed didtractedly. His tone was more focused when he told her a moment later,
“Done”

Zirenth found a good updraft into which he swerved to circle up high above the Weyr.

“l can see the sea,” Fona said, pointing off to the east.

“Thisland is so dry and hot,” T'mar remarked worriedly.

“Does anything grow here?’ Fiona wondered. “Wasn't that why 1gen was abandoned?’

Fona could fed T'mar behind her shaking his head. “The lagt Lord Holder made some poor choices
in dedling with the drought and planted more thirsty crops rather than switching to those adjusted to more
aid dimes”

“My goodness! That answer was something I’ d expect more from a harper than a dragonrider!”

Behind her, she fdt him shrug. “Just as Lord Holders, we find it useful to keep abreast of things”

“l suppose we could fish,” Fiona said, gazing westward over the uninviting terrain, “but I'm not sure
that we' d catch enough to feed the Weyr.”

“And it would get very dull,” T'mar agreed. Zirenth dipped out of the thermd, gently curving his flight
westward. “1 think we can do better.”

“But we can't get near the holders” Fiona protested. “We don't want the dragons near the
firelizards”

“Why not?” T'mar asked. “Thefirelizards are not Sck back inthistime”

“And we don’t want to risk them getting sick,” Fiona pointed out. “But even if we could be absolutely
sure that none of our dragons carries the illness, fire-lizards have the strangest memories, and we don't
want them remembering us being here a Igen, inthistime”

“Of course” T'mar agreed. “But | think that will be the least of our problems.”

Fona scanned the harsh landscape below and nodded. Zirenth turned eastward, back toward the
Weyr.

“There has to be some place where the Weyr kept its herds,” she said.

“Herds?’ T'mar snorted. “How do you know they kept herds? It's just as likdly that they fed directly
out of the holders stock, saving everyone the trouble of ddivering livestock across that.” He gestured to
the badlands below him and then, just as suddenly, gave a dartled grunt. Zirenth dove indantly, his



moation surprisng Fiona, who found hersdf grateful for T'mar’ s sudden tight hold on her waist.

“What' s that?’ the bronze rider asked, pointing to a dusty spot below.

“It looks like some workbeasts,” Fiona said, rasing one hand to shade her eyes as she peered agans
the harsh sunlight.

“Traders?” T'mar mused.

“Don't get too low, or Zirenth will have hard work getting us back to the Weyr,” Fiona cautioned.

T'mar chuckled. “Just as long as he can get us high enough to go between well be fine”

Fona said nathing in response, abashed that she hadn't thought of it hersdf.

“They look like they’ re heading for the Weyr,” T'mar said as they got lower. “Six, maybe seven cargo
drays and one house dray.”

Fona remembered trader caravans coming to Fort Hold when she was younger and her face lit up:
They dways brought strange and wonderful things, even for those used to the marvels that often came to
the Harper and Heder Hdlls.

The house dray—which Fona would have cdled the domicile dray—was covered with bright
decorations, and the front of dl the drays were shaded with colorful canvas hoods. They looked much
more gawdy than the ones she had seen before.

Her spirits fdl as she had a new thought. “ Traders trade. What will they want to trade with us?’

“Well find something,” T'mar declared.

“They mus have started here some days back,” Fiona said as they descended close enough for her to
see how dowly the ponderous workbeasts were moving. “How did they know to come?’

“Perhaps the same person who guided you guided them,” T'mar suggested. “WEeEIl know soon
enough.”

A lage maninthe lead dray dimbed up to the top of the wagon, waving in recognition of the dragon
descending toward them. Fiona and T'mar were not surprised to see him dgnd the other drays to hdlt.
Asthey circled lower, Fiona saw that what she thought was a seventh dray was actudly four workbeasts
harnessed together two by two.

“Let’s not leave them in this heet long,” she said as Zirenth nimbly touched down on the hot dusty
ground. She immediatdy shucked off her jacket and wished she had worn cooler clothes. How were
they going to survive this heet for the next three Turns?

T'mar legpt down fird, turning back to hold his arms out to Fiona who, suppressng a grimece at his
gdlantry, fdl into them and then pushed hersdf away as soon as her feet fdt the earth beneeth her. T'mar
amiled and gestured toward the traders.

“Should we tdl them about timing it?” Fona whispered to T'mar as they trudged through the thick
sand toward the fird dray.

“Let’s seeif we can avoid it,” he said in reply. A sudden thought made him add, “1 wish we'd thought
to have you wear your rank knot.”

“You're wearing yours,” Fiona said, thinking that should be enough. T'mar did not reply.

“T'mar, Zirenth'srider, and Fiona, Tdenth'srider,” he declared as the lead Trader approached.

“Wdl met,” the man replied. Fiona was surprised to see how big the man was, tdler than T'mar by a
head and so broad-shouldered she thought he could easily lift one of the workbeasts snglehanded.

“Azeez a your service” he said, bowing low to them. He gestured toward his dray. “The sun is high;
we would be more comfortable taking in the shade.”

Fona saw that the other traders had left their drays and were trudging to the first one, dimbing into the
cabin from the back.

“We don’'t want to disturb you,” T'mar said. “Especidly in this hegt.”

“Thisheat?” Azeez cocked his head up and peered at the sun above. “Thisis not heat.”

“We re from the north,” Fiona said. “We're not used to such heat.”

“l can see that,” Azeez agreed. “You are not dressed for it.”

Fona nodded politdy, surreptitioudy studying his dathing: he wore long, flowing robes, and his head
was topped with a piece of cloth that draped down over his ears and neck and was tied into place with a
brightly colored piece of knotted rope.



“Traders learn to adapt to the dimate” Azeez said, mationing politey for them to precede him.

“Is there much here to trade?’ T'mar asked.

“There is dways trade,” Azeez replied, his tone making Fiona wonder if he was quoting some wise
saying. They reached the dray and Azeez beckoned for them to dimb up. “It will be quicker to go in
through the front.”

By courtesy Fiona went first, soending a moment locating the doorway and its latch before she entered
the dim cabin.

Voices stopped mid-word as she entered.

“St! St!” one of the traders urged her, pointing to a cushion just beyond the door. Fiona sat quickly
and was surprised to recognize how relieved she fdt when T'mar settled next to her—she fdt young and
awkward, afeding that increased as she glanced around at the faces pearing at her and redlized that no
one dse there was as young as she.

“I'm T"mar and thisis Weyrwoman Fiona,” T'mar said, nodding to the others.

“Hona” one of the traders exdlaimed in surprise. “ That’s not a common name.”

“Lord Bemin's daughter is named Fiona, isn't she?’ wondered another trader, an old woman by the
sound of her voice.

T'mar glanced a Fiona, and she could tdl that he was thinking that they would not be able to keep
their origins hidden after dl.

“I'mthat Fiona” she said. “We are here from the future. But | think we should keep that a secret.”

The traders began to talk excitedly amongst themselves until Azeez cdled them to order. Severd of
the traders—Fiona noticed the old woman in parti cular—appeared to find her dam unbelievable.

“Some of our dragons were injured fighting Thread and we' ve come back in time to speed ther
heding,” Fiona said. “Do we have you to thank for the medicines we found at the Weyr?’

“We brought them,” Azeez said cautioudy, glandng sernly at the other traders.

“How can going back in time speed their heding?’ the old woman demanded.

“It has to do with timing,” Fiona began.

“—you mugt understand that thisis highly confidentiad,” T mar interjected.

“It will take the same amount of time for their wounds to hedl,” Fiona continued, glaring a T'mar, “but
while we hope to stay here for three Turns, we will return to our time only three days after we left.”

“ *Hedled and ready to fight, ” the old woman said, her tone indicating that she was repeeting words
she'd heard previoudy. She looked at the other traders, who shared glances and nodded to one another
in some strange understanding that Fiona couldn't fathom.

“Three Turns, you say?’ Azeez said, looking thoughtful.

“If this works, well tdl the other Weyrs back in the future so that they can hed ther injured, too,”
T mar said.

“So they will come when you leave?’ the old woman guessed.

“So we hope,” Fionatold her. She swdlowed hard, adding, “Things are not going wel for us”

“The Weyrwoman who spoke to us earlier warned us that you would not accept the presence of
firelizards” Azeez said, his eyes darting from Fionato T'mar, gauging their reactions.

“l had to give up my fire-lizard,” Fiona admitted bleskly.

“Can we trade on the future?’ the old woman asked Azeez. “Isn't that worth more than treasure?”’

“Excuse me” Fona sad irritably, “but it seems awfully awkward to be taking with people and not
know ther names.”

The old woman glanced to Azeez, agmile crossing her lips flegtingly.

“Our pardon,” Azeez sad, indining his head respectfully. He pointed to the old woman. “This is
Mother Karina—| mean, Trader Karina—"

“| think you were right the firg time” Fiona said, interrupting him. She glanced at the old woman, who
sucked in a gasp of surprise and quickly dropped her eyes.

“ ‘Dragonriders can dways see lies] ” Karina said, glancing sourly at Azeez.

“Why are you cdled Mother?’” Fiona asked, her tone palite but demanding. “It means more than just
the word, and more then trader.”



She sensed surprise and nervousness in the other traders.

“We traders of the desert are different from others,” Karina explained. “We love our hot dry wesather,
we eat spicy hot food to cool us, we know how to travel from one oasis to another, how to survive when
there is no water, whet to do in a sandstorm—"

“Sandgorm?’ T'mar repeated the unfamiliar word.

“Winds do not come over the mountains” Karina said, gesturing to the east, “but pick up from the
south and west, sometimes blowing for thousands of kilometers, blowing dl before them, induding the

“Thewind can grip the hide off a person in minutes,” Azeez said with a shudder.

“Even dragons are not safe,” Karina warned them. “But you can go between when we cannot.”

“What you describe sounds dangerous even to dragons” T'mar said. “I shdl be certain to warn my
riders. Thank you.”

“I have met traders before who ride in brightly colored drays,” Fiona said. “Would | have met any of
you desert traders?’

“No, we prefer the plains of Igen and Keroon,” Azeez replied.

“So you trade with other traders?’

Karina chortled. “ Traders trade with everyone.”

Azeez glanced a the other traders, who shifted in ther seats, their faces expressonless; yet Fiona fdt
that they had reached some unspoken agreement.

“Our caravan brings you food,” Azeez said to his guedts.

T'mar began to reply but Fiona, reacting to a feding in her gut, interrupted before he had hdf a word
out. “What do you wishin trade?’

T'mar glanced a her in surprise, but her glare slenced him and he sat back dightly on his cushion,
slently rdinquishing the conversation to her—although not without some hidden resarvations, she felt.

Karina gave Fiona an goproving look, but it was Azeez who spoke. “You mus understand, our tithe
we give to the Lord Holdersin trade; they pass on our goods to the Weyrs.”

“And lgen Weyr has been empty for Turns” Fiona mused.

“Lord D’ gan feds that the tithes rightly belong to Telgar now,” Azeez said. Fiona got the feding that he
was quoting a conversation with one of the local Lord Holders—and from his tone, the Lord Holder hed
not been pleased.

“The holders would be hard-pressed to provide us with tithe” Fiona remarked, glancing toward
T 'mar. The wingleader nodded, reluctantly agreeing with her appraisal.

“One hundred and twenty-four dragons, even if forty-six of them are gill weyrlings, will require a lot of
feeding,” Karina commented. “And if you are successful, we are to expect Smilar amounts in the Turns
after you leave.”

“The Weyrwoman told you this?” Fiona asked. Karina nodded. “Then she mugt have had an idea how
we could accomplish this”

Karina smiled mischievoudy. “ She said that you would know whét to do.”

“She assumes alot,” T'mar replied sourly. Fiona glared a him again.

“There are things a dragon and arider can do that no others can do. Might that be worthy of trade?’
she suggested.

“Some things are worth more than gold,” Karina responded guardedly.

Fona amiled; she had heard her father say that many Turns earlier—or, rather, some Turns in the
future. “Knowledge,” she said.

“Thatisone” Karina agreed. Azeez shifted dightly in his seet. Karina caught his eye—again Fiona fdt
some secret communication pass between them—and nodded.

“Our riderswill need to patrol around the Weyr—" T'mar began.

“Lord D’gan damsthat Telgar provides dl the protection we need,” Karina said.

“lgen was abandoned,” T'mar persisted, and Fiona could tdl that his remark touched a nerve with the
traders. “While we are here, we will patrol and provide aid as needed.”

“That is something,” Karina agreed. “But for cattle and livestock, we will need to trade with holders



and farmers”

FHona amiled at the old woman. “Y ou have something in mind.”

“Your patrols will help in emergencies, but the farmers lose stock to the wild canines that roam the
land.” Fiona could sense what Karina didn’t add: “ Since the Weyr was abandoned.”

“What could help againg that?’ Fiona asked. “Don’'t most of the wolves attack at night?”

Karina nodded. “If we could trade the farmers something that would watch at night—"

Fona burgt out laughing. “Watch-whers! Y ou want watch-whers!”

“They are good againg tunnd snakes, too,” Azeez admitted. He grinned. “We may not need them in
our drays, but we know their vaue to holders”

“But—" Fiona was about to say that Nuella's presence a the Wherhold near Plains Hold should be
enough protection when she redized that, in this time, Nuella had not yet come to Plains Hold. In fact,
she redized with a thrill of excitement, there had dways been a mysery surrounding Nuedlla's move.
Perhaps now she knew the reason.

“| see)” she sad findly. She thought, Zirenth, tell T'mar to say nothing. It's important—’ll
explain later.

| have told him, the bronze dragon replied.

Beside her, T'mar gave a Sartled motion, which he covered by crossng his knees and glancing toward
her.

“What would it mean in trade if we could convince watch-whers to relocate here? She saw ther
dartled looks and smiled. “Ah, you were just hoping that we could get an egg or two, weren't you?’

“If the watch-whers could stop the night attacks, there would be far more livestock than you and your
dragons would need,” Karina said.

“Since the Plague,” Azeez began and then stopped as he noticed the dragonriders startled reaction.
“Ah, but that was Turns ago for you, wasn't it?’

“Yes,” Fiona answered hadtily, redizing that the traders were not aware of the dragon illness of the
future.

“Ten Turns or more,” Karina told Azeez. She noticed Fiona and T'mar exchange uneasy looks and
amiled, saying, “You have dragons that you say were injured from Threadfdl, and we know that won't
happen for another ten Turns or more, SO you must come from at least that far in the future”

“I think | see how you can trade on that information,” Fiona guessed.

“You can?’ Karinaraised an eyebrow.

“Of course” Fionatold her. “You know now that ten Turnsin the future the dragons will be so injured
that they need to send us back intime, so you know that their need for numbweed will be great and you
can trade that knowledge profitably to those who grow and harvest numbweed, hdping them make
greater profit and helping yoursdlf to your rightful profit in carrying the goodsin tithe.”

“You could be atrader,” Karina said. Fiona accepted it for the compliment it was.

“My father raised mewel.”

“You mean, your father will raise youwdl,” Azeez corrected her, smiling.

“I think | might prefer is rasng mewdl,” Fiona countered, amiling back.

“You were taking about the Plague?’ T'mar said politdy to Karina.

“Since the Plague, there are fewer farmers, and many farmslie fdlow, untended,” Karina said.

“Might there be any cattle Ieft from abandoned holds?’ Fiona asked.

“There could be,” Azeez admitted, “but if there are, they would be modly in hidden vdleys in the low
mountains”

“The sort of terrain that only dragons could traverse,” T'mar said, grinning a Fona. “I think we could
entertain our weyrlings with such a prospect.”

“Do you know of any abandoned fidds nearby where we could graze our herds?’ Fiona asked.

“There are more fidds in Keroon than here in Igen,” Karina told her. “For your dragonsiit is a short
journey.”

Fona pursed her lips thoughtfully, then turned to T"mar. “Do you know if any of the older weyrlings
have experience tending livestock?’



“It would be better to find holders for that,” T'mar replied, holding up a hand to forestdl Fiona's quick
retort. “Remember, we will be here only for three Turns, and others will follow after us”

T'mar’s words reminded Fiona of one of Neesa' s admonishments: Always leave a place better then
you found it.

“S0,” she summarized, “while it is possble that we might find some cattle in hard-to-reach vdleys,
well need to trade watch-whers for enough food to feed the dragonsin the Turns to come.” She glanced
a Mother Karina. “That doesn’'t seem enough. |s there anything else we could trade?’

“Gold and precious metas are dwaysin demand,” Karinatold her.

T 'mar looked thoughtful. After a moment, he looked at Azeez. “In our Weyr, we often knit sweaters
to pass the time. They are highly regarded by the holders looking to us.”

“Such gifts would not be best to trade from this location,” Karina responded, “particularly if you wish
to remain hidden.”

T 'mar pursed hislipsin sour acceptance of her point.

“What could we make for trade that might not arouse suspicion?’ Fona asked.

“Nothing too bulky, obvioudy,” T'mar said.

“Why not?’ Fona countered. “Dragons can carry heavy loads. We could deliver our goods anywhere
on Pern.”

“Aslong as you weren't seen,” Azeez reminded her.

“Would it not serve you well to have us carry goods for you?’ Fiona asked, directing her question to
Mother Karina

The old woman leaned back and roared with laughter. It was severa minutes before she recovered
enough to speak. “You should be a trader!”

Fiona glanced at Azeez and the others and perceived a mixture of shock, irritation, astonishment, and
admiration.

“We could save you days on your most perilous journeys, and we dl know that time is precious to a
trader, not to mention saving you wear and provisons,” Fona perssted, feding that she had to win thar
gpprovd in addition to that of Mother Karina. She could see them reflecting thoughtfully on her words.
“You could create havens to store goods, and we would move them for you between one store and
another in only the time it takes to go between.”

“You said your dragons were injured,” Azeez said.

“Our older weyrlings are too young to carry dl that an adult dragon could carry,” T'mar said dowly,
“and many of our older dragonswill need hdf a Turn or more to recover, but there are enough able now
to carry everything in this caravan ssfdy anywhere on Pern.”

“Anywhere on Pern,” Azeez repeated, his eyes wide.

“In only the timeiit takes to cough three times” Fona added.

“How would we arrange thiswith you?’ Karina asked, and Fiona redized that she had made the dedl.

“Our weyrlings mugt drill to learn recognition points dl over Pern,” T'mar said. “There is no reason we
could not arrange for one to be placed at your disposal while the others are drilling.”

“The only thing is that you would need to keep your firelizards away from the dragons,” Fona
warned.

“But fire-lizards like dragond” one of the younger Traders exdlamed in surprise.

“Thereisareason,” T'mar told him.

“And you can't tdl us” Karina guessed. She turned toward the agitated young man. “Tenniz, we shdl
do asthey ask.”

The lad nodded, dearly troubled, and leaned back; his eyes went unfocused, and he looked as if he
were logt in thought.

“l think,” Mother Karina pronounced dowly, “that we have a trade.”

“For our services you will provide . . . 7 Fiona prompted.

“Wewill provide you with a twentieth of the profits we make on dl goods carried by your dragons,”
Karina sad with agmile “| think, given the time we will save and the extra goods you'll be able transport

anywhere because of us, that we should a least get the ful tithe—a tenth—of dl profits” Fona



responded. She ignored T'mar’s grunt of surprise, keeping her eyes focused on Karina.

“Who bargains for you, wingleader?” Karina asked T'mar.

“The Weyrwoman bargains for the Weyr,” Fiona replied. “The Weyrleader leads agang the Fal; the
Weyrwoman leadsindl ese” Beside her, she could sense T'mar’ s rductant nod.

Karinasmiled a Fiona s boldness, then exchanged a glance with the other traders. Tenniz was 4ill lost
inthought, so Karina prompted, “Tenniz?’

“l see asckness” Tenniz spoke, his eyes dill unfocused, his words brilliant in a way that Fiona could
not quite understand—shiny with purpose, dmos as though he were in another place. “Thread is fdling,
yet fire-lizards and dragons are not flying againg it, coughing out therr life force, dying.”

“You have a sger,” Fona responded, shivering with indght and urgency. “Her name is Tannaz. She
must go to Fort Weyr.”

Temniz glanced up & her, hisreverie broken in astonishment. He searched her face and suddenly, tears
fdl from his eyes.

“*The gifts of the future can be bitter,” ” Karina quoted.

“She was my friend,” Fiona admitted, her eyes locked with TenniZ's

“We are only given so much time to treasure the giftsin our lives” T'mar added solemnly.

“If Tannaz was your friend, then | am your friend,” Tenniz declared, reeching out a hand to Fiona.
Fona leaned forward to take it, but Azeez barked, “ Stop!”

She turned to himin surprise, her hand outstretched in midair.

“Among traders, the hand of friendship has a specid meaning,” Azeez told her. “Once given, it can
never be returned.”

“So be it,” Fona said, dasping Tenniz's hand tightly. The lad surprised her by risng from his chair,
levering her up by her arm, and dasping her tightly to him. Then he pushed himsdf away, leaned down,
and tenderly kissed her on the forehead. Senaing that this was part of some ritud, Fiona stretched up to
kisshim the same way.

“The traders of the desert are not like others,” Karinasaid to T'mar. “While dl traders owe dlegiance
to the Lilkamp, we trace our line back to those who roamed the ancient Earth, trading, searching, reading
the ways of the world.”

“You have the blood of dragonridersin your vens,” Fona guessed.

“Many traders do,” Azeez said with some pride. “Many riders who have log their dragons take to
wandering and find themsalves becoming traders by choice.”

“We desert traders have a bit more” Karina said, and Fiona could fed the other traders swel with
pride. “We brought with us a talent different from that required to ride dragons.”

“You can see the future” Fona saw Karina's look of surprise fade into an approving grin.

“You who travel back in time as though it were merely a road less traveled would see that, as with dl
roads, it can be mapped,” the old woman said.

That gave Fiona an idea. “Such an ability would be invduable in predicting sandstorms,” she offered.

“It is good for trade dl around,” Azeez admitted with a wicked grin.

“It was Tenniz who knew about the Weyrwoman,” Fiona said with certainty. She glanced a her new
friend. The dark-haired, dark-eyed, dusky-skinned man—who looked so much like Tannaz that Fiond's
heart lurched in sorrow—met her eyes and nodded. “Do you know who she is?’

Tenniz shook his head. “Sometimes” he began dowly, “when | fed the future, | get a sense of big
events—Ilike boulders or hales in the horizon.” He looked to see if Fiona followed the meaning of his
words, then continued. “ She stands out like a beacon, alight that goes on for Turns”

“Isit hard to learn how to use your gift?” Fiona asked, dready suspecting the answer.

“It is not enough to see the winds of time” Tenniz said softly. “It is dso important to know when to
speak and when to stay slent.” Fiona absorbed this dowly. “ Sometimes it must be very painful for you.”

A sound, near to but not quite a sob, burst from Tenniz.

“l think | can understand,” T"mar commented. “Impressing a dragon is a great gift, but it has a price,
and sometimes that priceis a terrible sadness.”

Tenniz glanced at the older dragonrider in surprise.



“| think that we dl have gifts” Fiona declared. “Sometimes not knowing the future is a greater gift than
knowing the future.”

“It can be s0,” Karina agreed. “Our lives are what we are willing to make of them. Our gifts are our
own to cherish or despise.”

A sudden indrawn breath from Tenniz startled them dl. Fiona glanced a him worriedly and found
hersdf locked again by his gaze, knowing that he had seen the future once more and that it concerned
her—and worried him.

“You are with the beacon,” Tenniz told her, his voice full of awe. “She is so powerful, she can change
everything. And you will change her.”

Tears dripped again from his eyes and his jaw trembled with fear. “Y ou will face difficult choices. You
will contral dl Pern. You arein the beginning and &t the end.” His expresson grew bleak. “I can see the
beacon going out in your presence.”

“What does that mean?’ T'mar asked in darm.

Tenniz could only shake his head, looking pityingly a Fiona

“Thank you,” she said to him, gulping down her fears. “I would rather know than not.”

Tenniz dropped his eyes. For amoment Fiona fdt a wild, uncontrolled panic—how could she destroy
dl Pern? And why would she destroy the one person who had helped her the most? Then she took a
deadying breath and squared her shoulders, recdling her father's proud gaze, the admonition of brave
Tannaz, and Kindan's joy when she Impressed Taenth—and Tdenth hersdf.

“l shdl do what is right,” she declared. “I am the daughter of Fort Hold's Lord, a queen rider, and |
will serve and save Pernl”

Fionawas drained, lisless, when they returned to the Weyr less than a quarter of an hour later. She

tried—and falled—to difle a yawn.

“You should rest,” T'mar told her, glancing worriedly as she lurched to stay upright.

“I'll ret when we've got everything prepared,” she sad, forcing hersdf upright. “I am the
Weyrwoman; it's my duty.”

T mar amiled effectionately at her. “Go rest for an hour,” hetold her. “1 can take care of the Weyr for
that long.” He made a shooing gesture at her. “Go, get some rest.”

Fona s protests died on her lips as Terin trotted over to her and grabbed her by the hand. “You're no
good to us exhausted,” the younger weyrgirl declared.

“BU—"

“All you'll do isdrive the weyrlings to exhaust themsdlves in turn,” Terin told her. “And then we ll all
be cranky.”

Sendng the futility of further protests and recognizing that she was too tired to argue anymore, Fiona
let hersdlf be led away by her smdl headwoman.

“| found some blankets but no sheets,” Terin said gpologeticdly as she led Fiona up an indine and into
adarkened weyr. “There are no charged glows—in fact, | think dl the glows are dead—so we'll have to
see if we can find some wild glow to replace them.”

“Look for dank places, near dow waters,” Fionatold her.

“We Il get to thet later,” Terin said, dthough Fona could tdl from her tone that the youngster hed filed
the information away and would act on it accordingly. She led Fiona to a pile of blankets and sat her
down. “No mattresses, either. We found enough cots for the injured riders, but well have to get
mattresses soon.”

“We make them from willow reeds,” Fiona said. “You'll find them near the glow goo.”

“Shh!” Tein sad, gently pushing Fiona down on the makeshift bed and covering Fiona with the
topmost blanket. “Y ou're not as bad as some of the others, you know,” she commented absently as she
tucked the blanket againgt Fiona. “ Some of the riders practicaly fdl adeep on their feet.”

“Is no one working?’ Fiona asked, but faigue overwhelmed concern and she couldn’'t muger the



energy to St up again.

“Oh, no! | wouldn't let that happen,” Terin told her primly. “But the ones who were dways dow and
dizzy seem to be the ones who are doing best here” She cocked her head asiif just redizing what she'd
sd. “That's odd, isn'tit?’

Fona could only nod, working her head againg the rough blankets to find a more comfortable spot,
her eyes dready closed. Sleep came to her quickly.

(1
Fiona” The voice tha woke her much later was deep, mde. T'mar. Fiona rolled over, ready to

legp out of bed. T"'mar hdd up a restraining hand. “The traders have been spotted; they'll be here in
about a quarter of an hour.”

Fona sat up and wiped the deep from her eyes.

“Fjian and some of the other weyrlings are getting up to hdp,” T'mar reported as he stood back to
give her room. He quirked his eyebrows as he said, “They were dl overcome with asmilar exhaugion.”

Fona found her shoes and did her feet into them, then rustled her hair into a bunch and shoved it
behind her as best she could without a mirror. She didn't think the traders would take affront & her
appearance, but she did have her duty as Weyrwoman. She turned back in time to catch T'mar difling a
grin.

“I'm not surprised they're exhausted,” Fiona said as she gestured for the wingleeder to precede her.
“We did alot of work today, and none of them have ever gone between before.”

“Ah, but not dl were so fatigued,” T'mar told her. “In fact, the ones that took it the best were the
same as the ones Tgen had remarked upon when he was Weyrlingmaster.”

“What about you?’' Fiona asked, recdling Cisca's concerns about the bronze rider. “Have you dept a
al?

Before T'mar could respond, his knees suddenly buckled, and she reached out to prop him up. Fiona
helped him back to the makeshift bed and sat im down.

“Put your head between your knees,” she ordered, pushing down on his head to overcome his
resstance. “Don’'t St up until | tdl you.”

“But the traders—"

“Teinwill see to things” Fiona declared with fase assurance. “ Anyway, you'll be up in a moment, o
just hush and rest.”

Fiona spent the next few minutes exploring her memories of the amezing day she'd just lived.

“Some of the weyrlings are probably tired because they were awoken in the middle of the night back
a Fort Weyr,” she sad after afew moments thought. She dowly released the pressure on T'mar’s head
and let im St up, her eyes examining him as best she could in the dim light. “Do you fed like sanding?

“Whether | do or not, | have aduty,” T'mar replied, forcing himsdf to his feet again.

Fona eyed him criticaly. “Well get you to the Kitchen Cavern and have you st,” she decided. “You
can order judt as eadlly from there as anywhere.”

T'mar didn't argue and slently dlowed her to keep a seadying hand on his am as they made thar
way down the queens' ledge and over to the Kitchen Cavern.

“Ah, you're up!” Terin exclamed brightly as she saw Fiona arrive. “We ve done what we could, but
we ve got no proper food to greet guests”

“They'll be bringing the food,” Fona assured her. “1 suspect, however, tha it won't be food we've
hed before.”

Terin shrugged. “Aslong asit’s not numbweed, I'll egt it

Fona sniffed the air and was vexed to be able to dill catch a faint whiff of the noxious but marvelous
weed.

Tein noticed and frowned. “1 think next time we Il brew it in the Bowl.”

“Maybe down by the river,” T'mar said. Tein gave him a quizzicd look, so the bronze rider
expanded: “The Igen River is over those mountains—no time at dl a-dragonback.”



Terin shrugged, dismissng the issue from her lig of worries.

“You know,” she said to Fiona in the tone of one rdaying a confidence, “I'm the only girl here” She
caught Fiona s widening eyes and amended hadlily, “The only one who isT't a dragonrider.”

“You're going to have to draft the dragonriders to help you,” Fionatold her.

“But—"

“You're heedwoman,” T'mar reminded her. “Y ou won't have any problems.”

“I've only ten Turnd” Terin protested.

“It's not the Turns that matter—it’s how you behave,” Fiona assured her.

Terin pursed her lips, not looking relieved.

T'mar nodded. “You' ve a maurity about you that makes people willing to discount your years” He
caught her worried look and added, “Besides, they're used to obeying the headwoman—and certainly
none of them would be willing to take on your duties.” He grinned.

“But some of the boys—"

“If anyone gives you a problem, | want to know of it,” T'mar told her firmly.

“And |,” Fiona added fiercdly. She glanced at T'mar and turned, grinning, to Terin. “I told Tdenth to
tdl the other dragons that you' re heedwoman. | doubt you'll have any problems.”

“Ohl” Terin exdlamed. Her expression brightened with mischievous glee.

“l expect you to behave respongbly,” Fona warned the younger girl. “Or you'll have to answer to
me”

Terin's glee cooled noticeably and her next words were very demure “Y es, Weyrwoman.”

They are here, Tdenth said. They are at the gates.

“Have the watch dragon let them in,” Fiona said aoud, to let Terin know. She glanced a the young
headwoman. “ Do we have the storerooms clean?’

Tein's eyes widened in horror. “No, we were too busy dearing quarters for the most injured riders,”
she confessed.

“No matter,” T'mar assured her. “I'm sure | can find enough warm bodies to prepare a least part of
the storerooms before we eat.”

At this Fiona's somach rumbled, and she suddenly redized tha she was ravenoudy hungry. T'mar
amiled.

“You go greet our benefactors, while | take care of the storerooms,” the wingleader said, risng from
his chair. Fiona glanced at him nervoudy, but the bronze rider made it clear by his stance that he was no
longer in need of aid.

Fonamet Azeez judt as he cdled the caravan to a hdlt.

“Wecome to Igen Weyr,” she said with adight bow. The words seemed to grow larger in the cooler
ar, and she fdt as though they meant even more than she' d intended.

Azeez jumped down from his dray and bent his head toward Fionain response.

“Itisgood to see this Weyr in use again,” said Mother Karina, sriding forward. She nodded to Fiona
“Itisright that you are itsfird Weyrwoman.”

Fiona didn't know how to take the old woman's datement—was it a compliment or a
pronouncement?

“Get the beasts settled and the stores unloaded,” Karina ordered Azeez. Before Azeez could respond,
she continued, “Everyone is hungry; send up the lunch supplies fire.” She glanced at Fiona. “Has your
headwoman got her weyrfolk ready?’

Fona's eyes widened in a mixture of fright, astonishment, and humor: How would Karina take to
medting Igen’s headwoman?

“Let’sfind out,” she replied, trying not to worry as she gestured for Karina to lead the way.

In the Kitchen Cavern, Terin was busly supervisng amixed array of convaescent riders and reluctant
weyrlings

“I’'ve got water bailing,” the girl said as soon as she caught Sght of Fiona. She saw Karina behind her,
hid a gulp, and made a curtsy. “Terin, headwoman & Igen.”

“Thisis Mother Karina,” Fiona said, waving a hand to introduce the older woman.



“How many Turns have you?’ Karina demanded of Terin.

Terin's expression clouded feafully, then she drew in a breath and drew hersdf up tdler, saying
proudly, “I've ten Turns”

“A good age” Karina told her in gpproving tones. “I was tha age when the traders cdled me
Mother.”

Tein gave a noncommittal nod in response, not quite sure how to handle this information. Then she
sad, “All the klah bark isold and moldy.” She gestured to a sack.

“The lads have brought more,” Karina said dismissvely.

A noise from behind Karina caught their attention and they saw two traders coming forward with
sacks over ther shoulders.

“Jkeran!” Tein caled immediady. “Send five sirong weyrlings back with these traders—they have
our lunch.”

“Immediady!” J keran replied, gesturing for another weyrling to take over his duty at his bailing pot.

Karina gestured to the bailing water. “And what were you hoping to put in your pots?’

“Food for injured dragonriders and growing weyrlings” Terin replied promptly. A smdl grin did over
her as she added, “And anyone ese that feds need.”

Karina cocked her head at those words. “Is that s0? Is it a habit of the Weyr to feed those who
wander nearby?’

“Always” Terin replied solemnly. “We |l share the last crumb.” “Big words from such a smdl girl,”
Karinareplied.

“Only the truth,” Terin replied, her eyes flashing. “1 am an orphan mysdf. | was taken in as a baby, my
parents dead from the hunger.” She raised her head in chdlenge to the older woman. “ So you see, | have
reason to be my word.”

“Be your word? And what does that mean to you, youngling?’

“It means you can count on me to stand by the words | speak,” Terin replied. “And as I've been
appointed headwoman here by Weyrwoman Fiona, and that gppointment’s been approved by senior
wingleader T'mar, you can take my word to stand for that of dl the riders here a Igen.”

“There mugt be a lot of trader stock in the weyrfolk!” Karina declared with a laugh. She held out a
hand to Terin. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, heedwoman.”

“Thank you,” Terin replied, her expression lightening once more as she took Karina's old, withered
hand in her much younger, smdler grasp and shook it firmly.

“So, do you know how to prepare lentils headwoman?’ Karina asked. “Or how to make desert
bread?’

“Could you show me?’ Terin asked politdy.

Karina nodded and gestured for Terin to precede her to the kettles.

In short order Jkeran and the traders arrived with barrels and more sacks of goods. The first barrel
contained klah bark, which was quickly put to the boil. The firs sack contained some smdl hard disks
thet none of the riders had ever before seen.

“These are lentils” Karina explained. “They are full of protein and good egting, hardy enough for our
desert dimes. They make an excdlent soup—which can be our firs course.”

She darted to lead Terin away, taking about garlic, ginger, and carrots. Fiona was torn between
falowing and checking on the work unloading supplies.

Glancing back at her, Karina said, “Go on, Weyrwoman! Terin and | can handle this”

The relaxed smile on Terin's face was the find assurance Fiona needed, so, with a haf-wave, she took
off into the corridors toward the storerooms.

“WEeIl be done shortly, Weyrwoman,” T'mar told her when she arrived. Quigtly, just for her ears, he
added, “1 hope that we'll eat soon—we' re building quite an appetite.”

“Terin and Karina are working on it,” Fiona replied. “But it'll be close to another hour.” Seeing
T 'mar' s face fdl, she added hurriedly, “But we ve got fresh kiah for those who need it.”

“We can wait until lunch,” he decided.

Fona nodded and Ieft, wondering what to do next. She decided to check on the injured riders and



their supplies, and ended up in the amdl herba room, sorting through medicines. It took Taenth to break
through her concentration.

T mar says that lunch is ready, the gold dragon told her.

Good! Fona replied, suddenly aware of the amazing aromas that were filling the Weyr. How about
you?

I’'m not hungry, Tdenth assured her. A little itchy, maybe.

Her words reminded Fiona that she needed to be sure there was enough ail on hand for dl the young
and old flaky dragonhide. She dmog turned back to check the stores, but her ssomach grumbled again
and she headed for the Kitchen Cavern.

In addition to the promised lentil soup, there was something she'd never encountered before: a spicy
mixture of onions, sweet potatoes, and black beans, dl wrapped up in a very thin, soft flatbread. It was
both sweet and piquant.

“It tastes good,” Fiona said as soon as she swallowed. “ Good, but different.”

“Hot food for hot dimes” Tenniz told her with a grin. “You'll get used to it soon enough.” His eyes
hed some hint of mystery, but Fiona was too busy enjoying the new tastes and smdls to linger upon it.

“Early afternoon in this climate tends to be too hot for work,” Azeez said to T'mar, “so usudly we
take anap.”

“That make sense,” Fiona said before T"mar could object. “It will be particularly good for the injured
riders and those with injured dragons.”

“Why the dragons?’ T'mar wondered, frowning.

“If ther riders are resting, they’ll rest, too,” Fiona reminded him.

“But we don’'t have—" T'mar began, gesturing toward Azeez.

“We have gear we could set up in your unused living quarters,” Azeez assured him.

Karina shot him a glare and Fiona noticed.

“You've stayed here before,” she stated. Tenniz looked down, avoiding her eyes, but Karina nodded.

“No onewas uang it,” Azeez sad.

“We kept the water flowing,” Karina said.

“I'm glad you did,” Fiona said. “I'm sure the Weyr would have been much harder to cean if you
hadn't used it.” She turned to T'mar, then added, “1 see no reason why you can’'t continue to use it while
we're here”

T'mar thought about it, then nodded. “We will be using less than a third of the weyrs, and would be
glad of your company.”

“Let me be clear,” Azeez said. “We're traders, we need to move to trade. We'd only be here
occasondly, for no more than a night.” “Not if | can hdp it,” T'mar replied, then laughed as he caught
Azeez' s bemusad |ook.

“We talked about this when we met,” T'mar continued. “We could carry supplies for you.” Azeez
nodded, dill no closer to comprehension. “And you would need to store them, occasondly?’

“We could store them here?” Karina asked, eyes dight with the prospect.

“Whatever we can do to hdp,” T'mar offered.

“For areasonable fee, of course,” Terin added from her place at the table. She caught Karina's eyes
chdlengingly and locked with them until the older woman threw up her handsin surrender.

“Ancther with the soul of a trader!”

THIRTEEN



The stars shine so cold at night,
The sun burns so hot by day,
Thewind whipsin wild delight:
The weather at Igen isfey.

lgen Weyr, Early Morning, AL 498.7.3

Tdenth woke Fiona early the next morning. The watchdragon says that they are getting ready to
leave. Fiona propped hersalf up on an elbow and looked a Terin degping next to her on thar makeshift
bed of blankets, consdering whether to wake her. She decided againd it; the younger girl had had a busy
enough firg day as headwoman.

She made amentd note to send a party of weyrlings to get mattress fillings and started to crawl over
Tein to the edge of the bed, but stopped when she saw her open her eyes.

“Whet isit?’

“The traders are leaving,” Fionatold her quietly.

Tein rubbed her eyes and sat up. “I'll come with you.”

“It's dill dark outsde,” Fiona cautioned as she rose and hadily pulled on the clothes she'd been
wearing the day before. Terin followed suit and in short order the two followed the gleam of Tdenth's
eyes into the queen’s new lair.

Did you want to come, too? Fiona asked her dragon.

Wl it be fun? Tdenth asked. Fiona shrugged. Tdenth glanced around her lair and decided that she'd
got hersdf too well settled to want to move. I'll stay here, then.

One of the moons was high enough to provide some dim light in the Weyr Bowl outsde—enough for
eyesto see, if notin color. Fiona picked out the shape of the watch dragon on the heights near the Star
Stones to the east. The night air was chill, fresh, expectant. She made out a shape: T'mar.

He mugt have seen them, for he stopped and waited for them to catch up. Together, the three of them
made their way to the Kitchen Cavern.

“Klah or tea? Terin asked, grabhbing a glove to snag a pot of water from the hearth.

“You will find that it's best to change your hours when you live in the desert,” they heard Mother
Karina say from somewhere behind them. They turned to face her. “Night is your friend.”

“Thread fdlswhen it will,” T'mar told her.

“Thread does not yet fdl,” Karina reminded him. “Even when it does, Igen Weyr prepares in the early
morming and late evening. Avoid the sun whenever you can.”

Azeez entered behind her. Karina turned to him.

“Eveything isready,” Azeez told her respectfully.

“The night awaits,” Karina said, turning to follow Azeez.

“Let us see you on your way,” Fiona offered, trotting after them.

They made their way through darkened corridors dimly lit by half-charged glows until they reached a
deeper darkness where the heights of the Weyr Bowl shaded them from the moon’s light. Stars glittered
beckoningly in the night sky.

Azeez dlimbed up to his perch on the first dray. “We shdl see you soon.”

“Expect us before the next sevenday,” Karina amended.

Whips cracked, encouraging the large herdbeasts to start moving. With Azeez in the lead, the drays
began to move dowly out into the dark night. When they could no longer be seen, T'mar turned to lead
the way back.

“So, klah or tea?’ Terin repeated when they returned to the Kitchen Cavern.

“Klah,” Fionareplied. “And I'll help you get started with breskfast.”

T'mar raised his eyebrows in a wordless question.

“l don't think that I'll be able to get back to deep,” Fiona explained. “And while we haven't enough



charged glows to do much, | think I'd prefer to start adopting Karina' s suggestion.”

“Karina s suggestion works well for those who bring wares from one place to another,” T'mar said,
“but not so well for those who need eyes to see what wares to gather.”

Fona nodded in agreement.” We mugt see if there are any light mirrors in storage,” she said. “We
could do with more light in the lower quarters, and I'd like to examine the Records.”

“You could bring them here, into the Kitchen,” T"mar suggested.

“They're heavy; | don’t think | could carry many.”

“Get the weyrlings to hdp.”

“They’ll be busy enough tending the injured,” Fiona said. “We should plan how we're going to do it.”
She gestured for T'mar to take a seat. “Terin, do you have a spare date and some chak?’

Terin's cheeks dimpled—if there was one thing on which Fona could rdy, it was that Terin would
never be far from her tools.

“Our worst injured are N’jian, P der,” T'mar began, ticking off the lig on hisfingers as Terin ddivered
the date to Fiona, “F dan’s Ridorth, K’ranor’s Troth—"

“Hald it!” Fonainterjected. “Y ou're going faster than | can write, for one, and for two, we should be
taking injuries and treatments.”

T'mar replaced the frown on his face with an gpologetic look. His brows rose in surprise as Fiona
snagged the cuff of her deeve and used it to erase the hdf-filled date.

“Vay ladylike” he teased her.

Fona glared a him, but without any red feding. “I think we should have separate dates one for
injured riders, the other for injured dragons.”

“It'sapity that we couldn’t bring the hedler,” Terin remarked.

“But—" Fona began to protest, then paused. “Actudly, you're right.”

“It would have made sense if we'd decided to bring the most injured back in time” T'mar corrected.
“Asit was, we deemed it too risky.” He glanced up at Fiona, the merest hint of accusation in his eyes, as
he added, “Until we got our unexpected help.”

Fona shook her head inirritation. “You know thet | have no ideawho it was—"

“l do,” T"mar cut across her. “But it is not something | would put past your older sdf.”

“l can't say for certain that it wasn't me from some timein the future” Fiona admitted, not bothering to
hide her frustration, “but it doesn’t matter—they’ re here now and well have to care for them as best we

She glanced down &t the two dates she now had, one of which had been slently placed in front of her
during her latest exchange with T"mar.

“So,” she said, turning back to the problem at hand, “wevegot Pder and . . ”

“N’jian,” T'mar supplied, his face devoid of feding. “Hisright Sde was severdly Thread-scored.”

“Fortunately they went between before the Thread ate far into his chest,” Terin said. Fiona glanced
over to the younger gil—Terin looked queasy but persisted. “His injuries are to the skin and muscle of
the chest and abdomen.”

“His right sde looks like a dab of meat badly butchered,” T'mar said, grimacing. He continued
blegkly, “Whether he survives or not is up to us”

“What do we need to do?’ Fiona asked.

“We need to keep hiswounds clean, keep him flat on his back, give his skin a chance to grow again,
and then—dowly—hedp him to recover his strength,” T'mar replied. He gestured for the date, but then
pointed at the other one ingtead, writing down a lig of dragon names. After a moment he glanced up a
Tein. “We Il need more dates—at least two.”

Tein nodded and rushed off, grabbing a glowbasket as she passed out into the darkened storeroom
corridors.

“Troth, Piyeth, Kadorth, Varth, and Bidanth are dl the worst injured dragons,” T'mar said as he wrote
down their names.

“When it gets light enough, I'll start a search of the Records,” Fionatold him. “I'll look for descriptions
of treatments, aswdl.”



“Aswdl as what?’

“Jug about everything,” Fiona replied with a shrug. “Watering holes, cattle and herdbeast plains, crops
grown, glow supplies, herb gardens, loca medicines, weather reports—"

“Whoa” T'mar interjected, raisng a hand to fend her off. “You'll need a Turn before you find dl
thet.”

“l hope not,” Fona replied with a shake of her head; she regretted the movement indantly, as her
longer bangs whipped across her face, causng her to irritably blow them aside and run her hands through
her rebdlious locks to pull them back once more behind her ears.

When she was finished, she was surprised by the look on T'mar’s face. “What?’

“Nothing,” the bronze rider replied, glandng hedtily down to the dates.

“What?" Fiona persisted.

T 'mar reluctantly looked back up at her. “It's just that you looked cute when you did that.”

FHonafdt her cheeks flush and athrill run through her a his words. Cute!

T 'mar looked away again and ended the awkward slence by dearing his throat. “Of the dragons, I'm
maost worried about the damage to Troth’'s and Varth’ swing joints—if they don’t grow back fully, they'Il
never be able to fly again.”

Fona nodded, suppressing a shiver.

Tein returned at that moment with a stack of dates, her glowbasket perched precarioudy on top. She
returned the glowbasket to its place, trotted over to the table, picked up two, and blew the dust off them,
coughing. She placed those two datesin front of Fiona, scooping up the rest and saying, “Whew! These
were |eft behind when they abandoned the Weyr. They're dl musty and dirty, so I'm going to wash and
dry them.”

“You know,” T'mar said as he took one of the proffered dates, “we redly need a date for every
injury, so that we can keep track.”

“Seventy-seven dates?’ Terin caled from her place by the hearth. “1 don’t think that’s practica.”

“Why?" Fonareturned, glad to be distracted from T'mar.

“How would you cart them dl around?’ Terin asked. “And how would you keep them from being
erased?’

“We should set up aHight board,” T"mar declared. Fiona didn’'t hide her confusion, so he explained,
“We have them back at the Weyr.”

“Thisis aWeyr,” Fiona reminded him.

T 'mar gave her anirritated |ook.

“| think it's a pity it was abandoned,” Fiona said.

“You haven't been here aful day,” T'mar reminded her. “Perhaps you should wait to make up your
mind.”

“Our ancestors founded it for a purpose,” she disagreed. “I'm sure they consdered its location
caefully.”

“Times change,” T'mar said with a shrug. “They might not have foreseen such a drought.”

“Y ou were saying something about a Hight board?” she said, returning the conversation to the subject
a hand.

T'mar nodded. “Every wing has them and there's a master board—or two—one in the Records
Room and the other here, in the Living Cavern.”

“l remember,” Terin piped up from her corner, pulling out another freshly washed date and laying it on
adrying board. “It was at the Weyrleaders table, on the wall behind.”

“That'sit,” T'mar agreed. “Although that was only a summary board. It shows each wing with totals fit
to fly or injured. With one look, the Weyrleader knows the fighting state of the Weyr.”

“K’lior had it cleaned off before we left,” Terin put in, pulling another clean date out of the washbowl.

“l imagine he—or Cisca—decided it was too depressing,” T'mar said. He glanced over a Fiona,
sheking his head. “Do you redize that we have no fewer than three of our nine wingleaders here with
U<

Fona was surprised.



“Mysdf, N'jian, and K'rdl,” T"mar told her. “Not to mention K’lior’s wingsecond, P der.”

“K’'rdl?" Fiona repeated in surprise. She couldn’t recdl the sour old bronze rider’s face among those
she'd seen.

“His face was scored,” T'mar said. “He should recover in two months or so.”

“We had to dose im with fdlis juice, to keep him from moving his mouth.” Terin sounded amused.

“Until the youngsters get old enough to fly, well have to keep the older weyrlings for flights and other
work,” T'mar declared, glancing a Fiona, who nodded in agreement. He took another breath. “In that
case, we can qolit the thirty-three youngstersinto three groups—"

“Four,” Fiona corrected ingantly. “Well need a work party for housekeeping chores here a the
Weyr.”

“And that would give them some rest, as well,” Terin added.

“Fjian and J nos would be the firg two leaders—"

“Are you sure you want Jnos?’ Tenin interjected. The other two turned to her and she dhrugged as
she explained, “Did you see how dozy he looked yesterday? He could barely walk.” She paused, her lips
pressed together firmly and her eyes thoughtful. “He wasn't the only one, either. It's like—"

“Like dl those who weren't dozy before suddenly became dozy!” Fionaexclamed in surprise.

T'mar looked at her with eyes narrowed, then dowly nodded. “You think that timing it has caused
this?’

“We're in two places in one time—our younger salves are now a Fort, where we belong, and our
older sdves are here, where we never were—why wouldn't that cause srain and digtraction?” Fona
responded.

“l don't fed dozy!” Terin declared.

“Tha's because you aren’'t a dragonrider,” Fiona told her. She regretted the words the moment she
saw how Terin's face fdl sorrowfully.

“At leadt, not yet,” T'mar told her.

“Not everyone Impresses,” Terin said with a pout.

“There are no guarantees,” T'mar agreed. “But I'm sure you'll get your chance’—he glanced dyly at
Fiona—"when her queen rises”

Terin's eyes widened and she glanced gpprehensvely toward Fiona

“Of course!” Fona said. “You and Xhinna—"

“l wish she was here,” Terin interjected.

“We could use her help,” Fiona agreed. She turned back to T'mar, saying, “So this distraction could
be caused by timing?’

T 'mar pursed hislips. “It could.”

“You don’'t sound certain.”

“I'm nat,” the bronze rider agreed. “It doesn’t explain why you were . . .”

“Dozy?" Fiona supplied when hiswords trailed off. “And you? Weren't you aso dozy?’

“Do you think it was an effect from timing it now?” T'mar wondered. A short moment later, he shook
his head and answered himsdf, “But that doesn’t explain why some were affected and not others.”

“Maybe everyone reacts differently,” Fiona suggested with some uncertainty.

“l can understand being distracted when in the same time twice” T'mar said, his lips pursed again,
“but | don’t understand why we would fed it when we weren’t inthe sametime.”

“Perhgps—" Fiona began but cut hersdf off. T'mar gave her a questioning look, but she only shook
her head in response. She didn’t want to suggest that perhaps they were twice in the same time not now,
but back in the “present” Third Pass. T'mar continued to look at her thoughtfully.

“It doesn’'t matter,” she said. “We know that if we're distracted we can Hill function: if not at our best,
then wel enough.”

“The others will be waking soon,” Terin said as she walked back to them, leaving a drying tray full of
clean dates. “We should decide on those shifts”

“l think we can use Jnos,” Fiona said. “Hell need weatching until he gets over being—" She cut an
amused look toward Terin who grinned back at her. “—dozy.”



“T"dd and Y’ gos would be the obvious candidates for the other two positions” T'mar said.

“Why?" Fona asked, redizing that she couldn’t remember T’ del among the many weyrlings

They ride browns, Tdenth answered.

“Browns are usudly wingseconds,” T'mar replied.

“Or wingleaders,” Terin added. T'mar accepted the addition with a nod.

“Why not go by ability?” Fiona wondered.

“Brown and bronze riders are often the ones with the most leadership ability,” T'mar said.

Fiona cocked her head chdlengingly.

“Oh, you get the occasiona blue or green rider who makes a good leader,” he explained, “but more
often thar skillsliein different arees.”

“Like cavorting!” Terin snickered. “1t's a wonder we don't have more of them.”

“Greens are derile” T'mar reminded her.

FHona tapped the dates. “We need to concentrate.”

T'mar heaved a Sgh and gave Terin an apologetic look. “Maybe we could send you to the traders
when there' s amating flight.”

“l remember the last mating flight,” Terin said. “I’ll be fine”

Oh, but you're getting older! Fiona thought. Suddenly she redlized that so was she. In fact—"Terxin,
when's your birthing day?’

“The twentieth of the seventh month,” Terin replied promptly, surprised by the distraction.

Fonalaughed. “Y ou're gaing to have another Turn soon!”

“What?' Tein cried in dismay. “My birth date is months away!” “Not herel” Fona told her. “Here,
we're in the seventh month aready.”

“And when's your birthday, then?’

“The @ghth day of the seventh month,” Fiona told her, her face changing expresson as she redized
thet that date was only five days away.

“And how old will you be?” T'mar asked.

“Now or then?’ Fiona asked.

“Which is now and which isthen?” Terin asked with alaugh.

“You'd have fourteen Turns a your next Turning,” T'mar remarked. “So here you'd have only four
Turns, wouldn't you?’

“Thisis very confusng,” Fiona said glumly. “Do | Turn on my birthday here, or wait until the right
amount of time would have passed in the future?”

“Why not do both?” Terin asked, gigging. “You could have a Turning for now and a Turning for
later.”

“What matters is how old your body is” T'mar declared. Fiona shot him a glance. Undeterred, he
continued, “1t's how well judge the dragons and their readiness to fly or go between.”

“And that speaks to when your dragon will rise to matel” Terin exclamed, dissolving into a full-on
ggdling fit.

What, Fiona wondered anxioudy, if Tdenth rose to mate back in this time? There were only two
bronzes. T'mar’s Zirenth and K’ rdl’ s Seyorth. W, three, if she counted F jian's Ladirth, she corrected
hersdf reluctantly.

“Shel s too young,” Fiona heard hersdf say.

“Not in three Turns time!” Terin retorted, her giggles dying away. She took a breath and, when she
caught Sght of Fiond's expression, forced hersdf to stop dtogether, murmuring, “ Sorry.”

Fonad s eyes flashed as she dredged up a heated retort, but it died on her lips as Tdenth said, When
will you be done? I itch.

“I've got to ail Tdenth,” she said, riang.

“I'll warm some ail,” Terin said, glad of an excuse to change the topic.

“I'll finish here,” T'mar said, waving to the charts.



L ater, when Terin arrived with more ail, the younger girl tried to apologize to Fiona. “I'm sorry about

back there)” she said. “I didn't mean—"

Fonawaved her apology aside. “Y ou were having fun,” she told her. “There€ s no harmin that.”

Terin dipped her head and diligently gpplied hersdlf to searching out and ailing any fleky patches of
Tdenth's kin.

Afterward, they returned to the Kitchen Cavern. Terin snagged the fird weyrlings and set them to
cooking and sculling duties. “And be sure there's kiah!”

“Make sure we send out a party to find more glow,” Fiona sad as she rose after her breskfast. “I
think the light's good enough to see in the Records Room.”

“I've detailed the work party to concentrate on getting more of the lower weyrs cleared for the
injured,” T'mar said. “I’'m going to take the older weyrlings on a patrol—we |l look for your glows while
we're out.”

Fona nodded, saying as she departed, “Be sure to check with Terin for anything ese we might need.”

T he Records Room was a room off of the Weyrwoman's quarters, as in Fort Weyr. Fiona searched

in the dimly lit room for the large mirrors that she knew should be there and found a pair. She snagged
the firsg one and went back into the corridor, mounting it in the holder built into the wal and angling it so
that it picked up the morning light and bounced it into the room. Satisfied, she returned to the Records
Room and placed the other mirror so théat it reflected the light up to the glittering white cailing, providing
the room with nearly the same illumination as light through a window.

In the center of the room was along, low table surrounded by chairs. Fiona was surprised at firg that
the chairs, a least, hadn’t been taken dong when the Weyr had been abandoned but, on reflection,
redlized that Telgar Weyr would aready have had sufficient furniture for its Records Room. Some of the
Records had obvioudy been taken, though—a few of the storage cabinets were empty—and she could
only hope that enough remained for her purposes.

She found a couple of likdy stacks, settled hersdf at the table, and began to read.

It didn’t take dl that long for Fiona to recall her father’s choicer oaths in regards to reading Records.
“A boring necessity best delegated,” was the most innocuous of his pronouncements. For a brief moment
ghe toyed with the notion of delegating the work, but curiosity overwhemed boredom and she soldiered
on, difling ayawn.

She had gone through twenty dates—finding only two of vaue—before she found a truly tantaizing
reference: “Of course, we used the surveyor map to locate the most recent vein of mineras”

Surveyor map? What was a “surveyor?” She shook her head. It was the idea that mattered, not the
word. If there was a map that showed minerds, what else might have been marked on a map? She
looked around the room, eyes narrowed. Where would such a map be kept?

In a locked cabinet, Fiona decided. She rose and waked around the room, exploring. At last she
ended up back at the cabinet where she'd fird started. Had she looked carefully enough? She squatted
down in front of it, sudying the open cubbies. Yesl The bottommost cubby had a door, and there was a
keyholein that door! So, where was the key?

She spent many fruitless minutes hunting through the other cabinets before she wondered if perhaps
some blockheaded Telgar-bound rider had pocketed the 