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PROLOGUE

RUKBAT, in the Sagittarian Sector, was a golden Gtype star. It had five
pl anets, two asteroid belts, and a stray planet that it had attracted and held
in recent millennia. Wen men first settled on Rukbat's third world and call ed
it Pern, they had taken little notice of the strange planet sw nging around
its adopted primary in a wildly erratic orbit. For two generations, the
coloni sts gave the bright Red Star little thought, until the path of the
wanderer brought it close to its stepsister at perihelion. Wen such aspects
wer e harnoni ous and not distorted by conjunctions with other planets in the
system the indigenous Iife formof the wandering planet sought to bridge the
space gap between its home and the nore tenperate and hospitabl e planet. At
these times, silver Threads dropped through Pern's skies, destroying anything
they touched. The initial |osses the colonists suffered were staggering. As a
result, during the subsequent struggle to survive and conbat the nenace,
Pern's tenuous contact with the nother planet was broken.

To control the incursions of the dreadful Threads, for the Pernese had
canni bali zed their transport ships early on and abandoned such technol ogi ca
sophi stication as was irrelevant to the pastoral planet

The nore resourceful men enbarked on a long-term plan. The first phase
i nvol ved breeding a highly specialized variety of fire-lizard, a life form
i ndi genous to their new world. Men and wormen with high enpathy ratings and
some innate telepathic ability were trained to use and preserve the unusua
ani mal s. The dragons, named for the nythical Terran beast they resenbl ed, had
two val uabl e characteristics. They coul d instantaneously travel from one place
to another and, after chewi ng a phosphi ne-bearing rock, they could enmt a
flam ng gas. Because the dragons could fly, they could intercept and char the
Thread in mdair before it reached the surface.

It took generations to develop to the fullest the potential of the
dragons. The second phase of the proposed defense against the deadly
i ncursions woul d take even | onger. For Thread, a space-traveling mycorrhizoid
spore, devoured with mindless voracity all organic matter and, once grounded,
burrowed and proliferated with terrifying speed. So a synbiote of the sane
strain was devel oped to counter this parasite, and the resulting grub was
i ntroduced into the soil of the Southern Continent. It was planned that the
dragons would be a visible protection, charring Thread while it was still
skyborne and protecting the dwellings and the |ivestock of the col onists. The
grub-synbi ote woul d protect vegetation by devouring what Thread managed to
evade the dragons' fire.

The originators of the two-stage defense did not allow for change or for
hard geol ogi cal fact. The Sout hern Continent, though seenmingly nore attractive
than the harsher northern | and, proved unstable, and the entire col ony was
eventual ly forced to seek refuge fromthe Threads on the continental shield
rock of the north.

On the northern continent the original Fort, Fort Hold, constructed on
the eastern face of the Great West Muntain Range, was soon outgrown by the
colonists, and its capaci ous beasthold could not contain the grow ng nunbers
of dragons. Another settlenent was started slightly to the north, where a
great | ake had formed near a cave-filled cliff. But Ruatha Hold, too, becane
overcrowded within a few generations.



Since the Red Star rose in the east, the people of Pern decided to
establish a holding in the eastern nmountains, provided a suitable cavesite
could be found. Only solid rock and netal, both of which were in distressingly
short supply on Pern, were inpervious to the burning score of Thread.

The wi nged, tailed, fire-breathing dragons had by then been bred to a
size that required nore spaci ous accomodations than the cliffside holds could
provi de. The cave-pocked cones of extinct vol canoes, one high above the first
Fort, the other in the Benden Muntains, proved to be adequate and required
only a few inprovenents to be made habitable. However, such projects took the
| ast of the fuel for the great stone-cutters, which had been programmed only
for regular mning operations, not for wholesale cliff excavations. Subsequent
hol ds and Weyrs had to be hand- hewn.

The dragons and their riders in their high places and the people in
their cave holds went about their separate tasks, and each devel oped habits
t hat becanme custom which solidified into tradition as incontrovertible as
law. And when a Fall of Thread was inmm nent-when the Red Star was visible at
dawn through the Star Stones erected on the rimof each Weyr, the dragons and
their riders nobilized to protect the people of Pern.

Then came an interval of two hundred Turns of the planet Pern around its
primary, when the Red Star was at the far end of its erratic orbit, a frozen
| onely captive. No Thread fell on Pern. The inhabitants erased the signs of
Thr ead depredati on and grew crops, planted orchards and thought of
reforestation for the slopes denuded by Thread. They even managed to forget
that they had once been in great danger of extinction. Then, when the
wandering planet returned, the Threads fell again, bringing another fifty
years of attack fromthe skies. Once again the Pernese thanked their
ancestors, now many generations renoved, for providing the dragons whose fiery
breath seared the falling Thread m dair.

Dr agonki nd, too, had prospered during that Interval and had settled in
four other locations, followi ng the master plan of interim defense.

Recol  ections of Earth receded further from Pernese nmenories with each
generation until know edge of Mankind's origins degenerated into a nyth. The
significance of the southern hem sphere, and the instructions fornul ated by
t he col oni al defenders of dragon and grub, became garbled and lost in the nore
i medi ate struggle to survive.

By the Sixth Pass of the Red Star, a conplicated
soci o-political -economc structure had been devel oped to deal with the
recurrent evil. The six Weyrs, as the old vol canic habitations of the
dragonfol k were call ed, pledged thenselves to protect Pern, each Wyr having a
geogr aphi cal section of the Northern Continent literally under its wing. The
rest of the population agreed to tithe support to the Weyrs since the
dragonmen did not have arable land in their vol canic hones, could not afford
to take time away fromnurturing their dragons to | earn other trades during
peacetinme, and could not take tine away from protecting the planet during
Passes.

Settlements, called holds, devel oped wherever natural caves were
found- some, of course, nore extensive or strategically placed than others. It
took a strong man to exercise control over terrified people during Thread
attacks; it took wise administration to conserve victuals when nothing could
be safely grown, and it took extraordinary nmeasures to control popul ati on and
keep it productive and healthy until such time as the menace passed.



Men with special skills in netal working, weaving, animal husbandry,
farm ng, fishing, and mning formed crafthalls in each |arge Hold and | ooked
to one Mastercrafthall where the precepts of their craft were taught and craft
skills were preserved and guarded from one generation to another. One Lord
Hol der coul d not deny the products of the crafthall situated in his Hold to
others, since the Crafts were deened i ndependent of a Hold affiliation. Each
Craftmaster of a hall owed allegiance to the Master of his particular craft,
an el ected office based on proficiency in the craft and on adninistrative
ability. The Mastercraftsman was responsible for the output of his halls and
the distribution, fair and unprejudiced, of all craft products on a planetary
rat her than parochial basis.

Certain rights and privil eges accrued to different |eaders of Holds and
Masters of Crafts and, naturally, to the dragonriders whomall Pern | ooked to
for protection during the Threadfalls.

It was within the Weyrs that the greatest social revolution took place,
for the needs of the dragons took priority over all other considerations. O
t he dragons, the gold and green were femal e, the bronze, brown, and bl ue nale.
O the femal e dragons, only the golden were fertile; the greens were rendered
sterile by the chewing of firestone, which was as well since the sexua
proclivities of the small greens would soon have resulted in overpopul ation
They were the nost agile, however, and invaluable as fighters of Thread,
fearl ess and aggressive. But the price of fertility was inconveni ence, and
riders of queen dragons carried flamethrowers to char Thread. The bl ue mnal es
were sturdier than their smaller sisters, while the browns and bronzes had the
stayi ng power for |ong, arduous battles against Thread. In theory, the great
golden fertile queens were mated with whi chever dragon could catch themin
their strenuous mating flights. Generally speaking, the bronzes did the honor.
Consequently the rider of the bronze dragon who flew the senior queen of a
Weyr becane its Leader and had charge of the fighting Wngs during a Pass. The
rider of the senior queen dragon, however, held the nost responsibility for
the Weyr during and after a Pass when it was the Weyrwoman's job to nurture
and preserve the dragons, to sustain and inprove the Weyr and all its folk. A
strong Weyrwoman was as essential to the survival of the Weyr as dragons were
to the survival of Pern.

To her fell the task of supplying the Weyr, fostering its children, and
Searching for likely candidates fromhall and hold to pair with the newy
hat ched candidates. As life in the Weyrs was not only prestigious but easier
for wonen and nen alike, hold and hall were proud to have their children taken
on Search and boasted of the illustrious nenbers of the bloodline who had
beconme dragon riders.

W begin our story toward the end of the Sixth Pass of the Red Star
some fourteen hundred Turns after nen first came to Pern.

CHAPTER |
Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.10.43-1541, and Ruatha Hold

"SH GALL is QUT on other Weyr business,"” Mreta told Nesso for the third
time, beginning to | oosen her sweat and oil stained tunic as a hint.

"Hi s Weyr business shoul d be acconpanying you to Ruatha Gather." Nesso's
voi ce had a whining note to it in the best of her hunmors. Now the Fort Weyr
Headwoman was filled with aggrieved indignation at the fancied slight to her
Weyrwonman, and her voice grated like a bone saw in Mreta' s ear

"He saw Lord Al essan yesterday. A Gather is not a time to discuss



serious matters." Moreta rose, seeking to end an interview she hadn't wanted
to give, one that could continue as | ong as Nesso could dredge up conpl aints,
real or imaginary, against Sh'gall. Their antagoni smwas mutual, and Mreta
often found herself in the position of placating or explaining the one to the
ot her. She could not change Sh'gall and was | oathe to displace Nesso for
despite her faults, the wonan was an exceedi ngly efficient and hard-worKking

Headwoman. "1 nust bathe, Nesso, or |'ll be unpardonably | ate at Ruatha. |
know you' ve arranged a good nmeal for those who remain. K lon's confortable now
that the fever has broken. Berchar will ook in on him Just |eave himalone."

Moreta fixed Nesso with an adrmonitory gaze, reinforcing her injunction
Nesso had an officious habit of 'taking' Mreta' s place whenever the Weyrwonan
was absent unl ess specifically ordered not to. "Away with you now, Nesso.
You' ve enough to do, and I'mlonging to be clean." Mreta acconpani ed her
words with a snile as she gave Nesso a gentle shove toward the exit from her
sl eepi ng room

"Sh'gall should go with you. He should," the irrepressible wonman
muttered as Moreta held aside the vivid door-curtain. Only when Nesso neared
t he sl eeping queen dragon did she cease her inprecations.

Heavy with egg, Oriith dozed on, oblivious to the woman's passing. The
gol den dragon had arranged herself on the stony couch so as not to mar the
fine gleamof oil that Mreta had rubbed into her hide as part of the
nmorning's preparation for the Gather at Ruatha. Mreta was heading for her own
much needed wash when she was asked to examine K lon, so she'd been late for
her chat with Leri to be sure the old Weyrworman had what she required for the
day. Leri would have no ministrations from Nesso's hands.

The interview with Nesso had proved unavoi dabl e. The Headworman had
"heard' that Sh'gall and Mdreta had 'had words' that had caused the
Weyrl eader' s abrupt departure, dressed in riding gear rather than in his
Gat her finery. Nesso had also to be reassured that K |l on was not wasting from
a virulent fever that would spread rapidly through the Weyr, it being only
three days to a Fall.

Moreta stripped off her clothes. She ought to have been at the Gather
| ong since, getting through the obligatory courtesies before the racing
start ed.

"Orlith?" Mreta called softly, concentrating the strength of her gentle
sumons in her head. As al ways, the sleepy response of her queen cheered her
of Nesso's petul ance. "Rouse yourself, ny golden beauty. W'IlI|l be |eaving soon
for Ruatha's Gatherday."

"I't's still sunny at Ruatha?" Oiith asked hopefully.

"It should be. T'ral did the norning sweep," Mreta said, opening her
robe chest. The new gown lay in gold and soft, warm brown folds, colors that
woul d accent Mdreta's eyes. "You know how accurate T'ral's weather sense is."

The dragon runbled with satisfaction, and Moreta coul d hear her
stretching and turning.

"Don't roll too much now," Moreta said politely.

"I know. | rmustn't lose my shine." Oriith spoke with patient
acknow edgnent. "I will keep clean until we reach Ruatha. And then I'll sun
When | get hot enough, 1'll swmin Ruatha Lake."



"Wuld that be wise so close to clutching, my dear? That |ake's cold as
between." Mreta shivered at her menory of those ice-fed waters.

"Nothing is colder than between." Oiith spoke definitively.

Having laid out her Gather finery, Mreta strode into the bathing room
She grabbed a handful of sweet sand, then swung her |egs over the lip of the
rai sed pool, whose surface was faintly steanm ng. Standing wai st deep, she
sanded her body until her skin tingled. Subnerging for a nonent, she surfaced,
ti ppi ng her head until her short hair fanned out in the water. Then she pushed
back to the edge of the pool, reaching for nore sand, which she scrubbed into
her scalp and hair.

"You take a long tinme to get clean though there's not much of you,"
Oiith remarked, sonmewhat inpatient now that she was fully awake.

"There may not be much of ne, but there was a great deal of you to be
bat hed and oiled."

"You al ways say that."
"So do you."

The counterconplaints were | odged with total affection and
under st andi ng. Queen and rider had been partnered for nearly twenty Turns,
t hough they had only recently become the | eading pair at Fort Weyr when Leri's
Holth had not risen to mate the previous w nter

Moreta gave her head a final drubbing, then flicked her fingers through
her hair to make the short crop settle into natural waves. Waring a | eat her
cap during Threadfall made her scal p sweat so nmuch that the |ong bl ond braids
i n which she had taken so nuch pride as a holder girl had been shorn. Once
this Pass was conpl eted, she could grow her hair!

Once the Pass was conpleted ... In the act of pulling on a clean
undertunic, Mreta paused in surprise. Wiy, this Pass woul d end in anot her
ei ght Turns. No, seven if one counted this Turn a quarter gone. Moreta sternly
corrected an optimstic attitude. The Turn was barely seventy days ol d. Eight
Turns then. In eight Turns, she, Mreta, would no | onger have to fly with
Olith against Thread. The Red Star woul d have passed too far to rain the
devastating parasitic

Thread over Pern's tired continent. Dragonriders would not have to fly
because no Thread woul d bl ur the sky.

Did Thread just stop, Mrreta wondered as she slipped on her soft brown
shoes, like a sudden sumrer storn? O did it dribble on, like a winter rain?

They coul d use sone rain. Snow woul d be even better. O a good hard
frost. Frost was always a Weyr ally.

She slipped into the dress now, snmoothing it over her rather too broad
shoul ders, over breasts firmrather than large, a waist that was trim and
buttocks flat fromlong hours of riding astride. The gown hid nuscl ed thighs
that she sonetinmes resented, but they, too, were the | egacy of twenty Turns
riding a dragon and little enough inconveni ence for being a queen's rider

She did wish that Sh'gall had chosen to cone with her. She wasn't
acquai nted with the new Ruathan Lord Hol der, Al essan. She had a vague
recol l ection that he was the | eggy young man with |ight-green eyes that were



an odd contrast to his dark conpl exi on and shaggy bl ack hair. He had al ways
stood nost correctly behind the old Lord Holder, his father. Lord Leef had
been a stern if just holder fromwhomthe Weyr coul d expect every traditiona
duty and the last tittle of tithe. Just the sort of man the Wyr, and Pern
needed i n command of such a prosperous Hold. But then, at Ruatha traditions
had al ways been zeal ously nmai ntai ned, and many of that bloodline had inpressed
gueen as well as bronze.

None of the many sons that the old Lord Leef had bred had known which
woul d be naned his successor. Lord Leef had kept the whole tangle of themin
hand, preventing discord. Despite Threadfall and the other dangers of a Pass,
Lord Leef had contrived to build several new holds into the sides of Ruatha's
steep valleys, to accommmpbdate the worthiest of his sons and their famlies.
Such expansi on had been one of his many schenes to keep order in his Hold.
Lord Leef had planned ahead for the end of the Pass as well as for an orderly
succession. Mrreta could not fault such provisions though Sh'gall, anong ot her
dragonri ders, had beconme concerned over the creeping expansion of the hold
popul ati ons. Six Weyrs, twenty-three hundred dragons, were hard-pressed to
keep cultivated | ands Threadfree in this Pass. There had been tal k of founding
anot her Weyr during the Interval. That would not be her problem however.

Moreta set the gold and green jewel ed band at her neck and slipped on
her heavy bracelets. The light-eyed man nust be Al essan. She had often seen
himat the end of Fall with the flamethrower gangs. Al ways correct in his
manner, neverthel ess Al essan's presence was felt despite his reserve. For the
life of her, Moreta couldn't renenber as distinctly any of the other nine sons
t hough they all seened to have inherited the strong craggy features of their
sire rather than those of their various nothers.

Today woul d be Alessan's first Gather since the Conclave of Lord Hol ders
had confirned his accession to Ruathan honors at the begi nning of the Turn.
Rest days, Threadfree days, and clear weat her conbined infrequently.

"Since there are the two Gathers, | shall attend Ista's,"” Sh'gall had
told her that norning. "I told Al essan so yesterday, and it didn't displease
him" Sh'gall gave a scornful snort. "He's got every rag and tag at the race
nmeeting of his so you should enjoy yourself." Sh'gall did not approve of
Moreta' s uninhibited enjoynment of racing and, on those few occasi ons when they
had attended a Gather since Orlith's mating flight with Kadith, he had put
quite a danper on her pleasure in the sport. "I shall enjoy the sun and the
seafood. Lord Fitatric always provides superb feasts. | can only hope you'l
do as well at Ruatha."

"I"ve never found fault with Ruathan hospitality." Something in
Sh'gall's tone required her to defend the Hold. Sh'gall had been awed by Lord
Leef, but not by the new young Lord. Mreta did not always agree with
Sh' gall's snap judgnents so she would wait and form her own opini on of
Al essan.

"Besides, |'ve pronmised to convey Lord Ratoshigan to Ista. He does not
care to attend Ruatha. He does wi sh to see the curious new aninmal to be
di spl ayed at Ista."

n O,]?n

"Thought you m ght have heard?" Sh'gall's tone inplied she should have
known what he was tal king about. "Seanen fromlgen Sea Hol d found the beast
adrift in the Great Current, clinging to a floating tree. They'd never seen
its like and took it to the Master Herdsman in Keroon."



Ah, Moreta thought, that was why. She should have known. Wy Sh' gal
assuned she knew everything that transpired in her native hold she did not
know. She was firmy and totally committed to Fort Weyr, and had been for ten
Turns.

"It's some species of feline, | hear," Sh'gall added. "Probably
somet hing |l eft behind on the Southern Continent. Quite a fierce beast. Wser
to | eave that sort."

"Wth the way we're being overrun by tunnel snakes, a fierce, hungry
feline mght be useful. The canines aren't quick enough." Her comment annoyed
Sh' gal |, who gave her one of his dark, ambiguous glares and stal ked out of the
weyr. Hi s unexpected reaction irritated Moreta. Not for the first time, she
heartily w shed that Sh'gall's Kadith had not flowmn Olith a second tinme. Then
she told herself firmy that old L' mal had considered Sh'gall one of the
abl est wi ngl eaders. Until the end of the Pass, Fort Weyr needed the abl est
wi ngl eader. Everyone had thought L' nmal would | ast out the Pass, so his sudden
illness and death had been a great |oss. Mreta had always |iked L' mal, and
Leri spoke very highly of himas a weyrmate. Sh'gall was young, Mreta
rem nded herself; this was not an easy tinme to assune Weyri eadership, and
Sh' gall suffered by conparison to the ol der, nore experienced L'mal. Tine
woul d teach Sh'gall tolerance and understandi ng. Meanwhil e Mreta nmust have
those qualities in full measure to survive his |earning period.

As Moreta lifted the fur cape about her shoulders, the bracelets slid up
her arms. They had been the gift of old Lord Leef for her having ridden Thread
down, perilously close for the safety of Orlith, to the Lord' s cherished fruit
trees, which were threatened by the parasite. Aided by Olith's agile
maneuvering, Mreta had seared the Thread to harm ess char with her
fl amet hrower. She had been very young then, just transferred to Fort Weyr from
Ista and eager to prove to her new fol k just how keen and clever Olith was.
She woul dn't take such a risk now, though it was not due to the menory of the
rage in the eyes of L'mal, who had been Wyrl eader then, when he had berated
her for recklessness. Leef's gift had not appreciably | essened her disgrace or
eased her conscience, but they | ooked well w th her new gown.

"Are we going to the Gather at all?" Olith asked wistfully.

"Yes, we are going to the Gather,
such reflections.

Moreta replied, shaking her head clear of

She' d have a good Gather, too, for Ruatha Hold woul d be gay and bri ght,
dom nated by the young Al essan's young friends. Sh'gall had said that they
were still full of their success, that he'd had to rem nd Al essan that Thread
brought no joy and he nust attend his duties as Lord Hol der before attendi ng
to his pleasures.

"Perhaps it's just as well Sh'gall decided to go to Ista ... and take
Lord Ratoshigan with him" Mreta told Olith, convincing herself in the
process.

"He and Kadith are well occupied,” Olith said conplacently as she
foll owed her rider fromtheir weyr.

Olith paused on the | edge, glancing around the Weyr Bowl . Mst of the
sun-struck | edges usually occupi ed by dragons were enpty.

"Have they all gone?" Olith asked in surprise, craning her neck to see
t he shadowed west | edges.



"Wth two Gathers? O course. | hope we're not too late for the racing.”
Olith blinked her great, nmany-faceted eyes. "You and your racing."

"You enjoy it as nuch as | do and generally have a far better view on
the fire-heights. Don't fret. It's fun to watch, but | ride only you."

Mol lified by her rider's teasing assurance, Olith crouched, setting her
forearmso Mireta could clinb to her place between the | ast two neck ridges
above her shoulder. Mreta settled her skirts and pulled the cl oak about her
Not hi ng woul d really keep her warmin the awesone total cold of between but
the transition lasted only a few breaths, which anyone coul d endure.

Olith sprang fromthe | edge. Though gravid, she was not a |lazy dragon,
to tunble off into the air before making first use of her wings. The old
gqueen, Holth, trunpeted a farewell; the watchdragon spread his w ngs, masking
the Star Stones on the sunmit. The watchrider extended his arm conpleting the
salute as Moreta waved acknow edgnent .

Olith caught the wind fl owi ng down the oblong Bowl, the crater of an
extinct vol cano which was hone to the Weyr. In a distant Turn, an earthslide
had ranmpaged down the range, broken through the sout hwest part of the Weyr and
into the | ake. Stonecraftsnen had cleared the | ake and shored up the edge in a
massive wall but little could be done to clear the | ost caverns and weyrs, or
restore the symmetry of the Bow .

"Surveying your Weyr, O Queen?" Moreta asked, indulging Olith's
| ei surely glide

"At height, one sees many details in proper order. Al is well."

Moreta's | augh was bl own fromher |ips, and she had to hang on to the
riding straps. Orlith constantly surprised her with gratuitous observations.
Conversely, when Mreta needed guidance, Orlith mght reply that she didn't
understand any rider but Mdreta. The queen could be counted on to comment on
the Weyr in general, or on the norale of the fighting wings, or to supply
i nformation' about the Weyrl eader's dragon, Kadith. Olith was not so
forthcom ng about Sh'gall. But, after twenty Turns of their synbiotic
rel ati onship, Mreta had | earned to discover as nmuch in the queen's
inmpartiality or evasion as from her candid remarks. Being a queen's rider was
never easy. Being the Weyrwoman, Leri had nore than once told Mreta, doubled
bot h honors and horrors. One took the good with the bad and used fellis

sparingly.

Now Moreta visualized the fire-heights of Ruatha Hold, with its
distinctive pattern of fire-gutters and beacons and the eastern watch rampart.

"Take us to Ruatha," she said to Orlith and cl enched her teeth against
the cold of between.

"Bl ack, bl acker, blackest; col der beyond frozen things, Were is between
when there is naught To Life but fragile dragon wi ngs."

Moreta often held the words of the old song as a talisnman against the
bitter breathless journey. Ruatha was not far from Fort Weyr by any neans of
travel, and Moreta had only reached 'col der' when the warm sun shone on them
and on Ruatha's fire-heights bel ow The host of dragons |ounging on the rocky
cliff summt, whole wings of them voiced greetings at Olith's appearance in
the air. Olith's thoughts echoed her pleasure in the accol ade. Dragons met so
rarely for pleasure, Mreta nmused. Thread was the cause. Soon, in eight Turns



As the queen glided down, Moreta recognized sone of the dragons from
other Weyrs by the scar patterns on their bodies and w ngs.

Bronzes from Tel gar and Hi gh Reaches, Olith reported, making her own
identifications, browns, blues, and greens. But Benden has been and gone. W
shoul d have cone earlier. The last held a plaintive note because Orlith had a
partiality for the Benden bronze Tuzuth.

"Sorry, dear heart, but | had so rmuch to do."

Olith snorted. Moreta felt the jerk of chest nuscles through the
dragon's withers. She had begun to circle, dropping toward the fireheights.
Anticipating a landing, Mreta tightened her hold on the straps. Olith
overshot the heights, clearly headed down over the roadway crowded with the
stalls of the Gather and a mlling throng of folk gaily dressed for the
occasi on. Suddenly Mreta realized that Olith neant to land in the enpty
danci ng square ringed by |anp standards, trestle tables, and benches.

"I do not forget that we are senior now," Orlith said primy, and that
the Hold's honors are due the Fort Weyrwoman.

Olith landed with neat precision in the dance square, her broad pinions
vaned high to avoi d excessive backw nds. The banners on the | anp standards
snapped vigorously, but little dust rose fromthe square already swept to hard
ground.

"Well done, dear heart,"
af fectionately.

Moreta said, scratching her nmount's back ridge

She gl anced over at the inmposing precipice that housed Ruatha Hol d,
magni fi cently topped by ranks of sunbathing dragons. The Hol d's unshuttered
wi ndows di spl ayed banners and brightly woven rugs. Tables and chairs had been
set out on the open forecourt so distinguished visitors could view the gather
stalls and the danci ng square wi thout obstruction. Mreta glanced quickly in
the other direction, toward the flats where the racing was held. She could see
the picket lines off to the right. The brightly painted starting poles were
not in position so she hadn't m ssed any racing.

The entire Gather had ceased its activity to watch Orlith's | anding. Now
there was a stir among the onl ookers, who parted to allow a nan to step from
their mdst.

"See!l The Lord Hol der approaches,” Olith said.

Moreta swung her right leg over Orlith's neck, pulling her skirts about,
preparatory to disnounting. Then she gl anced at the man approaching them She
could just make out his features, which corresponded to her recollection of
Lord Leef's light-eyed son. H's broad shoul ders were held at a confident angle
and his rangy stride was assured, neither diffident nor hasty.

He cane to an abrupt halt, bowing to Orlith, who | owered her head to
acknow edge his greeting. Then he noved on quickly to assist Mrreta to
di smount, looking intently up at her

H s |ight-green eyes, unusual in one so dark-skinned, caught hers. H's
gaze was as formal and inpersonal as his hands as he seized her by the wai st
and swng her down fromOlith's forearm He bowed, and Moreta couldn't but
noti ce that his shaggy hair had been neatly trimed and attractively shaped.



"Weyrwonan, wel cone to Ruatha Hold. |I had begun to think that you and
Olith were not going to attend."” Hi s voice was unexpectedly tenor for a man
so tall and lean, his words clearly spoken

"I bring the Weyrleadcr's regrets."

"He gave themin advance yesterday. It would have been your regrets
which I, and Ruatha, would have been sad to receive. Orlith is in splendid
color," he added, his voice unexpectedly warm ng, "for a queen so near
clutching.”

The queen blinked her rai nbow hued eyes, echoing the surprise that
Moreta felt in Al essan's adherence to formalities. Mireta hadn't expected so
poli shed a delivery fromso young a man but, after all, Leef had drilled his
heir in the proprieties. Besides, she was always ready to discuss Olith.

"She's in great health and she's always that unusual shade."
As her reply deviated fromthe tradition, Al essan hesitated.

"Now, some dragons are so light as to be nore pale yell ow than gold
whil e others are dark enough to vie with the bronzes. Yet she is not," Mreta
eyed her queen candidly, "the classic shade."

Al essan chuckl ed. "Does shade nake any difference?"

"Certainly not to me. | would scarcely mind if Olith were green gold.
She is ny queen, and | am her rider." She glanced at Al essan, wondering if he
was nocking her. But his green eyes, with their tiny flecks of brown around
the pupil, registered only polite query.

Al essan sniled. "And senior at Fort Wyr."
"As you are Lord of Ruatha." She felt slightly defensive for, despite
t he i nnocuous and formal phrases, she sensed an undercurrent in his speech
Had Sh'gall discussed his Weyrwoman with a Lord Hol der?

"Olith?"

"The fire-height is warmin the full sun,” the dragon replied evasively,
swi ngi ng her head toward her rider. The many facets of her eyes were tinged
wi th the blue of |onging.

"OFf you go, dear heart." Mreta gave Orlith's shoulder a | oving thunp
and then, with Al essan at her side, she wal ked fromthe dancing square. As
they reached the edge, Olith | eaped, her broad wings clearing the ground in
the first downward sweep. The dragon had | aunched herself in a very shall ow
angl e toward the sheer rock of Ruatha. As the queen flew a nmere | ength above
the stalls and gatherers, Mreta could hear the spate of startled cries.

Besi de her, Al essan stiffened.

"Do you know what you're doing, my |ove?" Mreta asked, reasonably but
firm "You're a bit egg-heavy for antics."

"I am denonstrating the abilities of their queen. It will do them good
and me no harm See?"

Olith had judged her angle finely, though from Mireta's perspective,
she | ooked to be in danger of clipping her forearns on the cliff edge. But



Olith cleared the cliff easily and, dropping her shoul der, spun al nost on

wi ngtip. She set her hindquarters down directly over the Hold' s main entrance,
in the space vacated by other dragons. Then she flipped her wings to her back
sank down, and rested her triangul ar head on her forearns.

"Exhi bitionist!" Mreta sent without rancor. "She's confortabl e now,
Lord Al essan.”

"I had heard of Olith's reputation for close flying," he replied, his
eyes flicking to the jewelry Mreta wore

So the young Lord knew of the old Lord's gift.
"An advantage in Threadfall."

"This is a Gather." Wth that slight enphasis on the pronoun, Al essan
spoke as Lord Hol der.

"And where is it nore appropriate to display skill and craft and
beauty?" Moreta gestured toward the gaily caparisoned stalls and the richly
col ored tunics and dresses of the crowd. She renoved her hand fromhis arm
partly to show her annoyance with his criticismand partly to | oosen her
cl oak. The chill of between had been replaced by the warnmh of the afternoon
sun. "Come now. Lord Al essan," and she |Iinked her armthrough his again, "let
us have no uncharitable words at your first Gather as Lord of Ruatha and ny
first outing since the winter solstice.”

They had reached the roadway and the stalls where people were exan ning
wares and bargaining. Moreta sniled up at Lord Al essan to prove her firm
i ntention of enjoying herself. He | ooked down at her, blinking and creasing
his dark brows slightly. H s expression cleared to a snmle, still reserved but
consi derably nmore genuine than his stiff formality.

"I fear | have none of ny dam s virtues. Lady Moreta."

"And all of your sire's vices?"

"My good Lord Leef had no vices," Alessan said very properly, but his
eyes had begun to gleamw th an anusenment that proved to Mireta that the man
had at |east a vestige of his sire's hunor.

"The races haven't started yet?"

Al essan m ssed a stride and gl anced sharply at her

"No, not yet." H's tone was wary. "W have been waiting for late
arrivals."

"There seened to be a good number at the pickets. How many races?" She
gave hima quick glance. Didn't he approve of racing?

"Ten races are planned, but the entries have been lighter than | had
anticipated. You enjoy racing, Lady Moreta?"

"l canme froma runnerhold in Keroon, Lord Al essan, and | have never | ost
nmy interest in the breed.”

"So you know where to place your wagers?"

"Lord Alessan," she said in a deternminedly |light tone, "I never wager.



The sight of a good race well run is always a pleasure and excitenent enough.”
H s manner was still uncertain so she changed the subject. "I believe that
we've nmissed the eastern visitors."

"The Benden Weyrwonman and Weyrl eader have only just left us." Alessan's

eyes sparkled at having acted the host to such prestigi ous guests.

"I had hoped to exchange news with them" Mreta' s regret was sincere,
but she was also relieved. The Benden Weyrl eaders did not like Orlith's
fascination with Tuzuth, the Benden bronze, any nore than she herself did.
Such cross-weyr interests were encouraged in young queens but not in seniors.
"Did Benden's Lord Hol der cone, too?"

"Yes." Pleasure tinged Al essan's tone. "Lord Shadder and | had only the
bri ef est but nobst congenial of talks. Mst congenial. East and West don't

of ten have nmuch chance to neet. Have you met Lord Shadder?"

"When | was in Ista Weyr." Mreta snmiled back at Al essan, for Shadder of
Benden was undoubtedly the nost popul ar Lord Hol der on Pern. His warnth and
concern al ways seened intensely personal. She sighed. "I really wish | had
been able to conme sooner. Wo el se attends?"

The briefest of frowns crossed Al essan's face. "At the nonent," he said
briskly, "holders and Craftmasters from Ruatha, Fort, Crom Nabol, Tillek and
H gh Reaches. A long journey for sone, but everyone seenms well pleased that
t he warm weat her had held for the Gather." He gl anced about the crowded
stalls, noting trades in the making. "Tillek's Lord Hol der may arrive |ater
with the H gh Reaches Weyrl eader. Lord Tol ocanp rode in an hour ago and is
changi ng. "

Moreta grinned in synmpathy with Al essan. Lord Tol ocanp was an energetic,
forceful man who spoke his mnd and gave his opinion on every topic as if he
were the universal expert. As he did not have the | east sense of hunor,
exchanges with himwere apt to be awkward and boring. Mirreta preferred to
avoi d his conpany whenever possible. But, as she was now seni or Weyrwoman, she
had fewer excuses to do so.

"How many of his |adies cane with hinP"
"Five." Alessan's voice was carefully neutral. "My nother, Lady O,
al ways enjoys a visit with Lady Pendra."

Moreta had to choke back a | augh and turned her face slightly away. Al
Pern knew that Lady Pendra was angling to get Alessan to marry one of her
nuner ous daughters, nieces, or cousins. Alessan's young wi fe, Suriana, had
died the previous Turn in a fall. At the time, Lord Leef had not pressed his
son to make another marriage, a fact that many had taken to nean that Al essan
was not to succeed. As the Fort Hold girls were as plain as they were capabl e,
Moreta didn't think much of Fort's chances, but Al essan would be obliged to
marry soon if he wished his own bl oodline to succeed.

"Wuld it please the Fort Weyrwoman for Lord Al essan to take a Fort
Hol der as wife?" Hi s voice was cold and stiff.

"You can surely do better than that," Mreta replied crisply and then
| aughed. "I'msorry. It is not really a subject for levity, but you don't know
how you sound. "

"And how do | sound?" Al essan's eyes glinted.



"Like a man sorely pressed in a direction he does not wish to travel.
This is your first Gather. You should enjoy it, too."

"WIl you help ne?" Pure mschief played across his face now

" How?"
"You're my Weyrwoman." Hi s face assuned a proper respect. "Since Sh'gal
has not acconpani ed you, | nust be your partner.”
"I'n conscience, | could not nonopolize your time." Even as she spoke,

Moreta realized that that was what she would rather like to do. There was a
rebellion in himthat attracted her. "Mst of it?" H's voice was wistfully

pl eading, quite a variance with his sparkling eyes and grin. "I know what |
have to do but "

"There'll be girls here fromall over."
"Yes, a Search has been conducted for ny benefit."

"What el se did you expect. Lord Al essan, when you' re now such a suitable
mat ch?"

"Suriana liked ne, not ny prospects,” Alessan said in a flat bleak
voi ce. "Wen that match was arranged, of course, | had none, so we could suit
ourselves. And we did."

So that explained why he had been allowed to grieve and defer a second
marriage. Mreta hadn't thought Lord Leef had so much conpassion in him "You
were nore fortunate than nost," she said, oddly envious. Once she had
| mpressed a queen, personal choi ce had been denied her. Once she had | npressed
Olith, their love conmpensated for many things; |ove for another human pal ed
i n conpari son.

"I was acutely aware of my good luck." In that quiet phrase, Al essan
inmplied not only his loss but his realization that he nmust discharge the
responsibilities of his new rank. Mreta wondered why Sh'gall had devel oped a
curious antipathy to the man.

They were noving through the Gatherers, past the stalls. Mreta sniffed
deeply of the aromas of spicy stew and sweet fruit pies, the odor of
wel | -tanned | eathers, the acrid snell fromthe gl ass-bl owers' booth, the
m ngl ed snmells of perfunmes and garnent herbs, the sweat of hunman and ani nal .
And above all, the pleasant excitenent that perneated the atnosphere.

"Wthin the bounds of Gather propriety, | accept your partnering.
Provi ded that you like racing and dancing."

"In that order?"

"Since the one comes before the other, yes."

"I appreciate your courtesy, Weyrwoman!" Hi s tone was nock formal
"Have the harpers arrived yet?"

"Yesterday ..." Alessan grinaced.

"They do eat, don't they?"



"They tal k. There are enough of them however, to keep the dancing
square filled until dawn, now that your queen has graced it. And our ever
jovial Masterharper has promised to dignify our Gather with his presence.”

Moreta frowned at yet another undercurrent in Al essan's speech. Didn't
he |i ke Tirone? The Masterharper was a big hearty man with a robust bass voice
that he allowed to dominate every group he sang in. He favored the rousing
bal | ads and stirring sagas that best displayed his own talents, but that was
his one conceit, and Mdreta had never considered it a flaw But then, herself
only lately the Weyrworman, she had not seen as nuch of himin his capacity as
Mast er harper of Pern as had Al essan. She didn't think she would like to
ant agoni ze Tirone. "He has a beautiful voice," she said noncommittally. "Is
Mast er Capi am comi ng?"

"So | believe."

Shel l s, thought Moreta to herself at Alessan's terse reply. Wth the
exception of Lord Shadder, Al essan apparently did not share any of her
preferences anong the | eaders of Pern. She'd never heard of anyone who didn't
i ke Masterheal er Capiam Could Alessan fault the man for failing to nend his
wi fe's broken back?

"I's that sort of exercise good for Olith at this tine, Moreta?"
demanded Lord Tol ocanp, bearing down on them suddenly. He nust have been
followi ng their progress along the roadway to have intercepted them so neatly.

"She's not due to clutch for another ten days." Moyreta stiffened,
annoyed both by the question and the questi oner

"Orlith fleww th great precision,"
appreci ated by Ruatha."

Al essan said. "An ability well

Lord Tol ocanp checked, coughed, covering his nouth belatedly and plainly
not understandi ng Al essan's reference.
"She's thoroughly shanel ess,” Mreta said, "whenever there's a new
audi ence for her tricks. She's never so nuch as bunged a cl aw. "

"Yes, well, ah. Lady Pendra is just over here, Mreta," Tol ocanp went on
wi th his usual ponderous geniality. "Alessan, | would |like you to becone
better acquainted with ny daughters.™

"At the nmonent, Lord Tol ocanp, | am obliged to become better acquainted
with the Weyrworman, as Sh'gall is not here as her escort. Your daughters,™
Al essan | ooked over at the young wonen, who were talking placidly with sone of
hi s subordi nates, "seemwell suited."

Tol ocanp began to huff.

"A glass of wine, Moreta? This way." Alessan firmy propelled her away
fromLord Tol ocanp, who stood staring after them sonewhat surprised by their

abrupt departure.

"I'"ll never hear the last of this fromhim you know," Mreta said as
she all owed herself to be hurried off.

"Then you can drown your sorrow in a Benden white wine |I have chilling."
He beckoned to a servitor, pantom ming the pouring of wine into a gl ass.

"Benden white? Wiy, that's nmy favorite!"



"And here | thought you were partial to Tillek's."

Moreta made a face. "I'mobliged to assune a partiality for Tiliek

Wi nes.
"I find themsharp. Soil's acid in Tillek."

"True, but Tillek tithes its wines to Fort Weyr. And it's far easier to
agree with Lord Diatis than argue with him™"

Al essan | aughed.

As the servitor returned with two finely engraved cups and a snall
wi neskin, Mreta glinpsed Lord Tol ocanp, Lady Pendra, and Lady Oma shepherdi ng
t he daughters toward them Just then a stentorian voice proclainmed the start
of the runner races.

"We' || never elude Lady Pendra. Were can we go?" Mreta asked, but
Al essan was staring toward the race course.

"I have a particular reason for wanting to watch that first race. If we
hurry ..." He pointed to the roadway that wound to the racing flats, but that
path woul d not avoid the Fortian progression

"Short of calling on Olith's assistance, we'd never nake it. And she's
asleep." Then Mdreta saw the scaffold surrounding the wall being built at the
sout hern edge of the forecourt. "Wy not up there?" She pointed.

"Perfect, and you've a head for heights!" Al essan took her hand and
gui ded her deftly through the guests and away fromthe Fortians.

Those al ready standing by the unfinished courses of the wall nmade room
for the Lord Hol der and the Weyrwoman. Al essan put his goblet in her free hand
and neatly junmped to the top course. Then he knelt, gesturing for her to hand
up both wi ne cups.

For just a nonment, Mreta hesitated. L' mal had often chi ded her about
the dignity expected of Weyrwonen, especially outside the precincts of the
Weyr, where hol der, crafter, and harper could observe and criticize. Qite
likely she had been stimulated by Orlith's outrageous exhibition. What
af fected dragon affected rider. It was a lovely warm Gat her, just the respite
she'd needed from her onerous responsibilities all Turn. There was raci ng and
Benden wine, there'd be dancing later. Mreta, Weyrwoman of Fort Weyr, was
going to enjoy herself.

"You shoul d, you know," Olith comented sl eepily.

"Hurry," Alessan said. "They're nmlling at the start."
Moreta turned to the nearest dragonrider at the wall.

"Gve nme a leg up, R Ilineak, would you?"

"Moretal"
"Ch, don't be scandalized. | want to see the race start." She arranged
her skirts and bent her left knee. "A good lift, RIlineak. 1'd rather not

scrape ny nose on the stones.”



Rlimeak's lift was not whol ehearted. If Al essan's strong hands had not
steadi ed her, she woul d have sli pped.

"How shocked he | ooks!" Al essan | aughed, his green eyes nerry.

"I't'"ll do himgood. Blue riders can be so prim" She took her wine from
Al essan. "Ah, what a marvel ous view " Having observed that the race was not
about to start, she turned slowy, to appreciate the sweep of the Iand from
the foot of Ruatha's cliff hold, over the crude roofs of the decorated stalls,
to the enpty dancing square, the fields beyond, the walled orchards on each
side, and then the slope that descended gradually to Ruatha's river, its
source the Ice Lake high in the nmountains above. True, the orchards were bare,
the fiel ds browned by what frost had fallen that Turn, but the sky was a vivid
green-blue, not a cloud in sight, and the air was pleasantly warm Favored
with a long eye, Moreta saw that three |laggard racers had yet to join the
starters.

"Ruat ha's | ooking so gay," she said. "Cenerally when |I'm here, the
shutters are all in place against Thread, not a soul or beast in sight. Today
it's a different place entirely."

"W are often good conpany here," Alessan said. H's eyes lay on the
scene at the starting poles. "Ruatha is considered one of the best placed
Hol ds. Fort may be older but, | think, not so well laid out."

"The harpers tell us that Fort Hold was thrown together as a tenporary
accommodation after the Crossing."

"A nmere fourteen hundred Turns tenporary. \Wereas we of Ruatha have
al ways been planners. W even have special accommmpdations for visiting race
ent husi asts. "

Moreta grinned at him She realized that they were both ranbling on in
excitement at the inpending race.

"Look! They're finally lined up!"

The nmild breeze cooperated by bl owi ng the churned dust of the racing
flats away fromthe straggling |ine of cavorting beasts. She saw the white
flag drop, caught her breath at the incredible | eap as the ani mals surged
f or war d.

"This is the sprint?" she asked, trying to make out an early |l eader in
t he knot of noddi ng heads, bobbing bodies, and flashing | egs. So cl ose packed
were the runners that neither riders' hat colors nor saddl e pads could be
i dentified.

"As is usual,"
hand to see better.

Al essan replied absently, shielding his eyes with his
"Good field, too. Spreading out and ... 1'd swear the |eader is wearing
Ruat han col ors!"
"I hope so!" Alessan cried in considerable excitement.

Cheers and exhortations rose fromnearby and drifted up fromthe race
cour se.

"Fort is challenging!" Mireta said as a second beast separated fromthe
pack. "And fast!"



"It has only to hold!" Alessan's words were half threat, half entreaty.

"It will!" Moreta's cal massurance elicited a quick disbelieving glare
from Al essan, who remained taut with suspense until the w nners passed the
post. "It did!"

"Are you sure?"

"Certainly. The poles are parallel to this vantage point. You' ve a
wi nner! Did you breed it yoursel f?"

"Yes, yes, | did. And it did win!" He seemed to need her confirmation of
hi s achi evenent.

"It certainly did. A very respectable two | engths the winner or | mss
my mark. And | don't miss in racing. To your wi nner then!" She raised her
gobl et to his.

"My winner!" H's voice was curiously fierce, and the light in his eyes
becarme nore defiant than triunphant.

"I'"ll come with you to the finish," she suggested, noticing that the
sprinters were finally pulling up in the stubble.

"I can savor this nonent just as fully in your conpany," he said
unexpectedly. "And with no inhibitions," he added with a grin. "Dag's there.
He's ny herdsman, and this is as much his victory as it is mne. | won't
detract fromhis nonment. Then, too, it would be highly inappropriate for the
Gat hering Lord Hol der to caper about like a fool over a mere sprint win."

Moreta found his admi ssion of unlordly glee rather charmng. "Surely
this isn't your first w nner?"
"Actually, it is." He was searching the encl osure and suddenly beckoned
perenmptorily at a servitor, signaling for nore wine. "Breeding for special
traits was the project Lord Leef assigned nme eight Turns ago." Al essan went on
in a nore conversational tone though his voice still carried an edge. "A
wel | - establ i shed Pernese tradition is breeding."

"Ei ght Turns ago?" Moreta gave Al essan a long | ook. "If you've been
breedi ng since then, surely this can't be your first w nner?"

"A race, yes. The quality Lord Leef wi shed me to perpetuate was stam na
for long-distance carting, combined with nore efficient use of fodder."

"More work out of fewer animals for |ess food?" Mreta didn't find that
hard to believe of the old Lord, but she stared at Al essan with confused
respect. "And out of that breeding, you got a sprint racer?"

"Not intentionally." Alessan gave her a rueful smle. "That w nner is
froma strain of rejects fromthe original project, tough, hardy, good doers
even on poor feed, but small bodied and thin boned. They don't eat nuch, and
everything they consunme goes into short spurts of energy, fifty dragon |ength
sprint distances, to be truthful. Over the ninety Iength mark, they're

usel ess. Gve '"emhalf an hour's rest and they can repeat that sort of w nning
performance. And they live long. It was Dag who saw the sprint potential in
the scrubs.”

"But, of course, you couldn't race the beasts during your father's



lifetime." Moreta started to chuckle at Al essan's deception
"Hardly." Al essan grinned.

"I imagine that your wi nnings today, an untried beast inits first race,
will be substantial."

"I shoul d hope so. Considering how |long Dag and | have succored that
wr et ched creature for just such an occasion as this."

"My sincerest congratul ations, Lord Al essan!" Moreta raised her newy
filled goblet. "For putting one over on Lord Leef and wi nning your first race
at your first Gather. You're not only devious, you' re a menace to racing nen."

"Had I known you were such a race enthusiast, |1'd ve given you odds."
"Spectator, not speculator. You'll race it next at Fort's Gather?"
"Considering its capability, | could race in the last sprint today and

be sure of its wi nning, but that would not be courteous.” The gleamin his eye
suggested that if he weren't Lord Holder, he would not have felt any such

restraint. "At that, nost will assume it a lucky win. Only the one race in it,
like as not." Alessan's voice imtated the pitch and inflection of the
confirmed racer, querulous and skeptical. "So | shall get it to whatever
Gathers we can reach. | like winning. It's a new experience."

H s candor surprised her. "Are you sure your sire didn't know what you
were about? Lord Leef always struck me as a man who had firmcontrol of
everything that occurred in his Hold, in the entire west."

Al essan gave her a long hard |l ook, nmulling her remark. "D you know, |
woul dn't be at all surprised if he had found out. W, Dag and |, took such
extraordi nary precautions. W thought we'd covered every possibility of
di scovery." Then Al essan shook his head, chuckling. "You wouldn't believe the
| engths to which we went, but you could be right. The old Lord could have
known. "

"I expect he woul dn't have named you successor on your nerits as a
breeder al one. What el se have you been up to?"

Al essan wi nked at her. "The Weyr conmands ny services, Lady, not ny
secrets.”
"I"ve found one out. Shall |, " Mreta paused, suddenly aware that their
| aughi ng exchanges were being cl osely observed. Wy shouldn't she laugh at a
Gat her? She gave R linmeak a stern glare, and the blue rider |ooked away.

Noti ng her change of expression, Al essan glanced about them and swore
under his breath. "Not even on a half-built wall in full sight of a Gather!"
he said acidly. He swore again as he saw Lord Tol ocanp and the wonen novi ng
purposefully toward the wall

"Shards!" Mrreta said. "I will not have the racing spoiled by chitchat
and courtship. Look, we'll be able to see just as well fromover there!" She
pointed to a slight rise in the field bel ow the roadway.

Then she gathered her skirts and started to pick a careful path down the
pile of stones waiting to be set into the wall. "And do collect that skin of
white wine."



"Be careful, you'll break your neck!" Al essan urgently signaled the
servitor to hand over the w neskin, then he was follow ng her before anyone
was aware of their intentions.

Rocks shifting under their feet, Mdreta and Al essan reached the roadway
wi t hout m shap, then hurried behind the stalls and down the open field to the
rise. Wien Moreta felt burrs pulling at her full skirts, she bundled them
hi gher .

"No propriety in you at all today." Al essan shook his head at her
undi gni fied | ope, though he was placing his elegantly booted feet with a care
for rough ground.

"This is a Gather. An informal occasion."”

"You are not dressed informally." He caught her by the el bow as she
tri pped. "That gown was not designed for cross-country scranbles. Ah! Here we
are," he came to an abrupt halt, "an uninpeded view of the start and finish
lines. Let ne fill your goblet."

"Please." Mreta held it up

"Why didn't | know that the Fort Weyrwonman |iked raci ng enough to desert
the forecourt and its pl easures?"

"I"ve been at all Ruatha's Gathers the past ten Turns."
"Up there, though." He gestured back to the forecourt.

"Of course, as befits my rank. L'mal didn't like me to roamthe picket

i nes.

"Whi ch was where | generally was." Al essan grinned.

"Learning how to breed w nners?"
"OfF course not." Alessan feigned shocked i nnocence. "I was supposed to
breed stamina, not speed. My Gather duties were to assist our race-course
manager, Norman."

Moreta lifted her goblet again. "To the man who persevered and won the
race!"

Al essan was quick-witted and grinned at her subtlety. Their eyes net in
a candid gaze. Moreta felt a growing affinity for the new Lord Hol der and not
only because of their mutual interest in race runners. H's mnd was
unpredi ctabl e, certainly not in the pattern of the usual Lord Holder, if she
conpared himto Tol ocanp, Ratoshigan, or Diatis. He was good conpany, with a
fine sense of hunmor; if he danced as well as he did everything el se, she m ght
just nonopolize himthis evening.

Two nore dragons arrived midair as she glanced up, away from Al essan's
light-green, conpelling gaze. Then her eyes dropped slightly to admre Olith,
ensconced right above the main hold door, and she thought how well Olith's
gol den hi de conplinmented the wi ndow hangi ngs on the top tier. Enbarrassed, she
| ooked away, aware that Al essan had been watchi ng her

"A habit, really,"” she said with a self-conscious shrug.

"Surely after twenty Turns as partners?"



"Are you already accustomed to being Lord of Ruatha Hol d?"
"Not yet. |I've only been " Al essan broke off, his eyes on her face,
noting her fond smle. "Even after twenty Turns?"

"Ah, look. The flag for the next race!" She diverted his attention. One
could never explain the bond to soneone who wasn't a dragonrider. |npression
was a private nmiracle, a very private mracle

CHAPTER 1 |
Ruat ha Hol d, Present Pass, 3.10.43

The second race was over a greater length, the w nning pol es having been
noved down the field and farther apart to accommodate the | arger nunber of
m ddl e- di stance runners.

"Have you an entry in this race, too?" she asked Al essan as the runners
charged away fromthe start.

"No. | got either spindly sprinters or nassive carters fromny crosses.
But one of ny holders has a strong contestant, blue with red hatching are the
colors. Not that you can distinguish them"

The field had al ready begun to stretch out when suddenly an aninmal in
the mddle of the pack fell, tripping two others. Mreta could never watch a
bad tangl e w thout apprehension. She was hol ding her breath as she silently
urged each animal to its feet. Two rose, one groggily shaking its head, the
second running on down the field, riderless. The third made no effort to rise.

Moreta picked up her skirts and began to run toward the fallen runner.
"It shouldn't've fallen."

"C ose-packed field. Tripped." Al essan kept pace with her, caught up in
her concern.

"Not that close, and it wasn't a trip fall." She saved her breath for
runni ng even when she had seen that the two riders were exanm ning the fallen
beast and that handlers were running up fromthe starting line. "Olith,
what's wong? Wy doesn't it get up?"

As she got closer, Mreta could see the sprawl ed beast's sides heaving.
Its nose touched the ground yet it nade no effort to rise. That was unusua
enough. Runners preferred to stand.

"Did it break a leg, Olith?"

"It can't get its breath,” one rider was saying to the other. "It's got
a bl oody nose."

"Probably ruptured a vein falling. Just get it to its feet. Here, I'lI
The second rider begun to tug at the bridle.

hel p."'
"Orlith, wake up! | need you."
"It should ve got to its feet. Lord Al essan! Lady Mireta!" The first

rider turned anxiously to them and Mreta recognized the man as Helly, a
capabl e herdsnman and racer



"It cannot breathe," Olith responded sleepily. She sounded a bit grunpy
at being roused. "It's lungs are full of liquid."

Moreta knelt at the animal's head, noticing the distressed flare of the
nostrils, the bloody discharge. She felt for the pulse inits throat, weak and
far too erratic for an animal that had only run a few dragon-1engths before
falling.

Around her nen were shouting that the runner should be assisted to its
feet. Several positioned thenselves to heave. Mreta waved them of f
i mperiously.

"It can't breathe. No air is getting into its lungs."
"Cut into its w ndpi pe. Wo's got a sharp bl ade?"

"It's too late," Mireta said as she peel ed back the upper |ip, exposing
t he whitened guns.

The onl ookers knew, as she did, that the animal was dying. Fromthe
finishing line the sound of cheering drifted back to those circling the
taller. It gave one final sigh, alnost apologetic, and the head rolled to the
si de.

"Ain't seen nothing like this before," the second rider said. "And

been riding since | could tighten a girth."

"You were riding it, Helly?" Al essan asked.

"Yes, doing a favor for Vander. H's jock was sick. |'ve never ridden it
before. Seemed quiet." Helly stopped, considered. "Too quiet, now | think
about it. Rode in the first race, and this one was all ready for me ... Broke

well at the start as if it wanted to work!" Helly's tone was a m xture of
despair, anger, and surprise.

"Coul d' ve been the heart," one of the onl ookers suggested in a tone of
broad experience. "That takes 'em sudden. No way of telling. Runner in good
spirit one nmonment, dead the next. Takes people that way, too."

Not, Mbreta thought, with a bl oody nasal discharge.

"Here now," a loud voice cried. "What's the matter here? Wiy isn't this
animal ... Oh, Lord Alessan. Didn't know you were here!" The race manager had
pushed his way into the circle. "lIt's dead? Excuse ne. Lord Al essan, but we do

have to clear the track for the next race."

Al essan took the shaken Helly by the arm Moreta stepped to the nman's
ot her side, |eading himthrough the pathway courteously nmade by the crowd.

"I don't understand it. No, | don't." Helly was obviously in shock

Moreta realized that she still had the wine goblet and held it up to
Al essan, who quickly unslung the wi neskin and poured a full cup. Mreta gave
it to Helly. The racer drank the contents in one gulp.

"Helly, what happened? Did it plait its | egs or sonething?"

The stocky man, dressed in Ruathan colors, staggered as he realized who
was assisting Helly. While trying to hold a pad of wet toweling to his



forehead, he also attenpted to bow to Al essan and Mreta. And staggered again.

"Hel ly, what happened? Ch, shards!" The last was said in a | ow voice as
a cart bearing the dead animal off the track runbled into view

"Vander, are you all right?" Helly demanded. He handed Mdyreta her gobl et
and went to the stunned holder. Helly supported Vander in the wake of the
cart.

Moreta, Al essan by her side, watched the activity of Gather races swrl
and cl ose behind the sad procession. Men, laden with tack or blankets or
buckets of water, briskly noved toward the picket |lines. The sound of urgent
conversations and shouts was occasionally punctuated by the squeal of excited
runners.

"I cannot renenber a respiratory illness that would result in such a
remarkably swi ft death," Mreta said

"I"d" ve said the animal was only stunned by the fall and woul d have
gotten it to its feet," Al essan remarked. "How did you know what ailed it so
fast?"

"My famly has always raised runners,"” she explained quickly, for it was
not common know edge outside the Weyrs that she and Orlith worked together in
heal i ng.

"Your early training nmust have been remarkable. | thought I'd |l earned a
thing or two about runners."

"I'f you bred that sprinter while |ooking for endurance stock, you have."

Just then two runners, |ong-distance racers by the |ook of them were
| ed past, and Moreta kept her eyes on themuntil they mxed into the crowd.

"Not hing wong with them is there?"
"Ch, no. They look racing fit. Not so nmuch as a nervous sweat on them"

"Has it been crossing your mind that Vander's runner dropped dead of an
illness?"

"It crossed ny nmind," Mreta agreed, "but it's highly unlikely. Helly
said the runner wanted to race. A sick one wouldn't. Coul d have been the
heart."

"Well, I"'mnot |ooking for trouble. Not today, at ny first Gather."
Al essan frowned and turned slowly on his right heel, casting his eyes down the
rows of picketed runners. "It has to be a fluke. | know Vander. H's hold's a

good day's ride south. He's been saving that particular runner for this race."
Al essan sighed. "We can have a | ook at the rest of his string. They' d be

pi cketed over here if | recall the assignments." Al essan took Mrreta's arm
guiding her to the right.

If the beast had been fit, Mreta thought, how could its |ungs have
filled so quickly? She considered asking Orlith but she sensed that the queen
had returned to sleep. Runners did not have the sane priority with the dragon
as they did with the rider.

Al essan pulled Mreta to himsuddenly as a rangy beast plunged past
them its eyes wild as it anticipated its race, the rider barely able to stay



in the pad. Two handl ers jogged al ong, at a distance respectful of the kicking
range of an excited runner. Mreta watched its progress to the starting |ine.

"Wl | ?" Alcssan's tenor voice asked in her ear

She was abruptly aware that she was still in his |oose protective
enbr ace.

"No, that one seermed far fromill." She noved away from him

"And here's Vander's picket." Al essan counted them "As | recall he'd
entered seven. Did you say you were from Keroon? This is a runner he bought
from Keroon last Turn."

Moreta | aughed as she let the runner sniff her hand. She stroked its
head until it accepted her touch then she felt its warmear for the breed
tatt oo.

"No, it didn't come fromny famly's hold."

Al essan grinned at her whinmsy as he exami ned the other animals. "They're
i n good shape. Vander got here two days ago to rest themwell before the
races. I'lIl have a word with himlater. Shall we get back to the races,
Shel I s!'" The shouts and novenents of the crowd indicated that the next race
had started. Al essan | ooked abashed. "Now you've mi ssed another race."

"I watch the racing because, in my exalted position as Weyrwonman, that
is much nore dignified than scranbling around the pickets. Wich is what |
woul d rather do. Now that we're here, could | see your winner? |'ve a
suspicion that only a sense of duty to your guest has kept you from checki ng
it."

The relief and delight in Al essan's eyes confirnmed her guess. He had
just indicated the proper direction when a short man with the heavy chest,
wel | - devel oped arnms, and thin shanks of a rider trotted toward them his face
wearing the broadest of smles.

"Lord Al essan? Have you been | ooking for Squeal er?"

"I have indeed, Dag. Well done! Well done!" Al essan shook Dag by the
hand and t hunped hi m across the shoulders. "A fine race. Perfect!"

Dag gave Moreta a stiffly correct bow

"You are to be congratulated on training a winner," Mreta said. Then
she couldn't resist adding, "It's a few people could contrive against Lord
Leef."

Dag' s expression was one of shock, betrayal, and consternation. "Lady
Moreta, | wouldn't ... | didn't."

Al essan | aughed and gave Dag a reassuring clout on the shoul der. "Lady
Moreta's runnerhold bred. She approves.™

"Where is this Squeal er of yours, Dag? | very much want a cl oser | ook at
such a success.”

"This way, Lady. And now he's not all that much to | ook at cl ose on
m nd you," Dag began in the deprecating way of all devoted handlers. "Over to
the right, if you would. |I wal ked himcool. Lord Al essan, and washed hi m down



with tepid water. Race didn't take a thing out of him He could go again ..
Dag caught hinself short with a startled glance at the Lord Hol der and the
Weyr woman.

"It's a full male then?" Mreta asked, rescuing Dag fromindi scretion

"That he is. On account of himlooking so weedy, | always nanaged to
convince the herdmaster that he was too young yet to be gelded, or too sickly,
and shouldn't we wait awhile. Then I'd sneak himoff to another field."

"Turn after Turn?" Moreta was inpressed by such devotion

"Squeal er doesn't have any distinguishing narks to set himin a man's mind,"
Al essan said. "There he is."

Suddenly Mdreta faced a scrawny, thin-Iegged, big-kneed, m dbrown
runner, standing all by itself at the end of a half-enpty picket line. In a
pause during which she wacked her brain to find sonething creditable to say
about the beast, all she could see was the length of enpty pickets. "He has a
kind eye," she said, blurting it out. "Well placed in the head." As if
Squeal er knew he was under discussion, he turned his head and regarded her

"Intelligence, too. Heart. Calm" Squeal er ducked his head, seemingly
agreeing with her points so that all three | aughed.

"There really isn't nuch good you can say about Squeal er," Al essan said,
absol ving her fromfurther comment. He swatted the runner affectionately on
t he neck.

"Squeal er won his first race, Lord Al essan. That's all that needs to be
said of him My he win many nore. But not," Mreta added slyly, "all on the
same day."

Dag groaned and turned away with enbarrassed nortification

"Lord Al essan, had you expected many nore entries?" Mbreta asked,
gesturing toward the unused pickets.

"Dag, you were assisting Norman ..

"Well, we did expect a fair turnout, what with fine weather over the
past sevendays and plenty of holds to shelter strings on the road. Cone to
think on it, |I'd expected Lord Ratoshigan to sail his sprinter up, that one

he's been winning with all season. That herdsman of his was boasting at their
Gat her . "

"I"'mnot sorry that we didn't get to pit Squeal er against the best in
the west, but perhaps Ratoshigan's absence ensured his win."

"It did no such thing," Dag protested vehenently and then realized that
he was being teased. "He's cooled off now 1'll just take him back to the
beast hol d above. "

"Starting line or finishing?" Al essan asked Moreta.

"Let's see if we can get in a finish."

They noved at a leisurely pace for people wishing to see an i nm nent

finish, but their path took them between pickets and that pleased Mreta as
wel I .



"I wonder why Ratoshigan didn't cone."

"Hi s absence is a boon." Mreta did not try to nask the acid edge to her
Voi ce.

"Perhaps, but 1'd ve liked to pit Squeal er agai nst that sprinter of
his."

"For the joy of beating Ratoshigan? Well, I'd approve of that."
"Sout hern Boll is beholden to Fort Weyr, isn't it?"

"That doesn't nmean | have to like him"

"Yet you'd drink that sour wine Lord Diatis makes."

Moreta had opened her nouth to reply when she was suddenly drenched with
water. A colorful and original string of invective in Alessan's angry voice
told her that he had not escaped the sl ops.

"Who has distressed you?" Olith's response was i mmedi ate and, as Mreta
stood there, eyes closed against the water draining fromher hair, she needed
t he noral support of her queen

"I"'monly wet!" Moreta stolidly inforned her queen
"The sun is warm You will dry fast."
"Only wet?" Al essan roared. "You're soaked."

The erring handl er, belatedly discovering that he had | aunched a ful
bucket of dirty water at the Weyrwoman and the Lord Hol der, who didn't ought
to be strolling along picket |ines when everyone el se was of f watching the
races, proffered Moreta a towel, but the rag had been used for many purposes
and nerely conmpounded the problem Al essan was shouting for clean water and
fresh clothes and the | ocation of a vacant tent.

The conmmotion was sufficient to attract everyone not engrossed in the
race just starting. Assistance was offered, and peopl e began running here and
there on Alessan's orders while Mreta stood, her beautiful new brown-and-gold
gown pl astered to her body. She tried to reassure the nortified handl er that
she took no offense, all the while knowi ng her |ong-awaited afternoon of
raci ng was doomed. She mght just as well sumon Olith and go back to the
Weyr. She might get her death of cold going between in the soggy ruins of her
Gat her dress, but what choice had she now?

"I know this is not what you're accustoned to, Mreta," Al essan was
saying, pulling at her sleeve to get her attention. "But it's clean and it's

dry and will do to watch the rest of the races. | can't be sure if my nother's
| adies or ny sister can get your gown and cloak dry by evening, but | am
certain that suitable gowns will be displayed in the Hold for your

consi derati on when the races are over."

Al essan was hol ding out a clean brown shift in one hand, sandals and a
pretty belt of colored cords in the other. He was gesturing toward the race
manager's striped tent when the handl er rushed up with clean, steam ng water
in his bucket and a bundl e of clean towels draped over his shoul der

"Come, Moreta, do let us set things to rights?" The softly spoken appea



and the very real distress evident in Al essan's eyes and manner woul d have
swayed a character far nore obdurate than Mreta's.

"And yoursel f, Al essan?" she asked courteously as she bundl ed her
soaking skirts for the short walk to the tent. The right side of Alessan's
Gat her finery was soaked.

"You, | fear, took the brunt. I'Il dry out in the sun. Wile we watch
the races?" His sly question was part entreaty.

"I"ll be quick." She took the fresh clothing and |l et the handler place
t he bucket and cloths in the tent then she entered, dropping the flap

Her undershift was wet as well, so she was pleased that the brown shift
was woven of a sturdy fabric. Her hair was gritty fromthe slop water, which
had been used to sponge down a runner's dusty | egs. She buried her head
quickly in the clean water, washed her face and arns thoroughly, making |avish
use of the supply of cloths. She was dressed and outside the tent just as the
cheers announced the finish of the fourth race.

"Now | believe that you were once a holder lass," Alessan said with a
soft chuckl e. He handed her a full goblet of w ne. "The Benden did not get
wet . "

"Well, that's luck!"

The handl er bobbed an approach, apol ogi zi ng and bowi ng and generally so
abasing hinself that Moreta cut himshort by remarking that worse things had
cone flying out of a picket line, and she was grateful it was no nore than
dirty water. Al essan escorted her toward the finish line.

"Last one was a sprint, only five entries," he nentioned as they wal ked.

"And Squeal er wasn't entered?" She |aughed as Al essan gave her a pai ned
| ook, imtating Dag.

The next races were exciting enough to make up for those she had m ssed
and to blot out the tragedy of the second. She and Al essan, |ooking far |ess
the Lord of the Hold with his fine clothes puckered and soil ed, found
t hensel ves vantages near the finish and sipped wine. They made private bets
about winners when Mreta refused to allow Alessan to mark her with the
wager men. She enjoyed, too, being right in the mdst of the racing crowd as
she had so often been as a young girl in Keroon, in the conpany of her
chil dhood friend Tal pan. She hadn't thought of himin Turns.

An enterprising baker passed anpbng the finish-line cromds with a tray of
hot spiced rolls. Mreta hadn't realized how hungry she was until the aroma
wafted over to her.
"I"'mhost today," Alessan said, noticing her reaction. He took her arm
and they pushed their way through to the baker

The flaky pastry was stuffed with a savory mx, and Mreta quickly
devoured three rolls.

"Don't they feed you in the Weyr on a Gather day?" Al essan asked.
"Ch, the stew pot's always simrering in the Cavern," she replied,

licking her fingers appreciatively. "But stew wouldn't taste half as good as
these spiced rolls do right now "



Al essan was eyeing her, a curious expression on his face.

"You're not at all what | expected in Weyrwonman Mreta," he said in a
candid tone that captured her conmplete attention. Warily she wondered what

Sh' gall had said of her. Alessan went on, "I got to know Leri rather well. She
usually stays on for a word with the ground crews ..."

"I would if I could,” Mreta said, countering his tacit criticism "but
| have to return to the Wyr immediately after Fall."

"Have to?" Alessan's right eye quirked high

"Did you never wonder who takes care of dragon injuries?" She spoke nore
sharply than she intended because she had been able to forget that they would
rise to Fall in two nore days, and nore dragons might be injured. "I'd thought
that the Weyr nust have the best of the healers, of course." Alessan's reply
was so formal that Moreta regretted the quick retort. She laid her hand on his
arm hoping to restore the ease of their relationship.

"I never realized it mght be you." He snmled and covered her hand with
his. "Wat about another spiced roll before sonmeone el se eats themall?"

"Lord Alessan ..."
Squeal er being a sport. | tol'imthe breeding, but he won't take it from ne.
Al essan’' s expressi on becanme pai ned, and he cl osed his eyes briefly.

Dag canme rolling up to them "Runel's going on about

"I was hoping to avoid Runel this Gather."
"You done pretty well with everyone else, Lord, but I can't do this for you."
Al essan inhal ed the breath of one resigned.

"Who's Runel ?" Mreta asked. The two nmen regarded her wi th astoni shment.
"You mean, you've escaped Runel ?" Amusenent chased resignation from Al essan's
expression. "Well, you nust neet himat |east once."

Dag made a sound, half protest, half fear
"And the race is due to start," Al essan rem nded Dag. "Weyrwonan, that's
the only thing, short of Fall, that will halt Runel's recitations."

By now, Mreta was intrigued.

"He's over there, with those cronies of his." Dag pointed.

Moreta noted first that the three men stood isolated by a clear space
fromany i medi ate nei ghbors. Two were hol ders by their badges, one from Fort
and the other wearing Ruathan colors; the third was a wi zened herdsman whose
cl othes reeked of his craft despite the fact that they | ooked well brushed.
The tall est of the nen, the Ruathan hol der, drew hinmself up proudly as he
noti ced Al essan's | approach. He spared Moreta only a passing gl ance.

"About that sprinter of mine, Runel," Al essan began briskly, addressing
hinself to the herdsman. "I bred the beast nyself, four Turns ago, out of the
sprint mare Dextra, Lord Leef's by Vander's brown stallion, Evest."

Runel's expression altered dramatically. He threw back his head and
unf ocused his eyes, w de-opened. "Al essan's sprinter, Squealer, won the first
sprint race at the Ruathan Gather, third nonth, forty third Turn of the sixth
Pass, bred by Al essan out of Dextra, five tinmes wi nner at sprint races in the



west, Leef by Vander's Evest which was nine tines wi nner over sprint
di stances. Dextra's sire, twice winner, by Dimal out of Tran, nineteen tines
wi nner. Dimal by Fairex out of Crick, Fairex ..."

"There he goes," Dag said to Mdreta in an undertone, shaking his head
rueful ly.

"He just keeps on?"

"And on and on. He'll recite the lineage of Squeal er back to the
Crossing," Al essan nmurmured, standing with hands clasped in front of him and
seem ng to give Runel the courtesy of his attention

"He's only good with western racing, though," Dag added critically.

"He's eidetic? |'ve heard about them but |'ve never heard one
personal ly."

"Just give hima nane of a racer and he's away. Trouble is he has to
start at the beginning."

"Isn't he starting at the end with Squeal er's w n today?"

Runel's voice had settled into the sing-song of winners, sires, and
dans.

"The | atest race is his beginning, Lady Mreta."
"Does he go to all the Gathers?"
"Those he can get to." Dag shot Al essan a | ook

| would be surprised if the Lord Hol der knows half the races Rune
attends, Moreta thought to herself.

"He's not nmuch good ot herwi se, that's certain," Al essan said,
unconcerned. "My father saw that the ol dest sons were well apprenticed.
Runel 's nenory serves a purpose,”

"Bore you to death, it would," Dag nuttered unappreciatively, glancing
over his shoulder at the race flats. "It's starting!" Reprieve was the
overwhel mi ng enotion. "Race!" he said in a |loud voice directly at Runel

Runel ' s conpani ons began to tug at his arns. "Race, Runel! Race is
starting!"

Runel cane out of his recitation trance and | ooked about in surprise.

"Race is starting, Runel," the Fort hol der said reassuringly as he began
to guide the eidetic toward the finish |ine.

Al essan drew Moreta to one side, and Dag scurried behind the Lord Hol der
while the trio marched off. Moreta could not help but see that a path cleared
before Runel nore quickly than if Al essan and she had w shed passage.

"You should hear himon the 'begats."'"
"As you have?"

"Indeed and | have, at every birthfeast." Al essan spoke with feeling and



rolled his eyes upward.

"I"d ve thought the nman woul d be nore valuable in the Harper Hall than
in a hold."

"My father had the good sense to prevent that."
"Why? Wth that nenory ..."

"Because his granduncle was a harper here and renmenbered nore than was

prudent on too many occasions." Alessan grinned with malice. "I think ny
grandsire made sure to turn the trait to less ... ah, shall we say ..
remunerative topics? | believe there have al ways been blood relations in the
Harper Hall, undoubtedly in the Records Roons, scanning hides and committing

themto nmenory before the ink fades conpletely.”

They found a place at the Iine and observed the hotly contested finish
of the sixth race. As they passed the wait for the next race, they overheard
bits and snatches of conversations. References to the new Lord Hol der and the
quality of the Gather were in the main conplinentary, though Mreta enjoyed
Al essan’'s disconfiture at some of the candid remarks. The weat her dom nat ed
nost di scussi ons.

"Too warm too soon. W'll nelt this summer."”

"Can't say as | mind mld days instead of rain and blizzard, but it
ain't natural. Upsets the rhythmof the Turn."

"M herds won't settle with insects hanging on in the warm pestering
"em Terrible cases of sores. Beasts don't want to eat. Don't want to nove
Muddl e and npan together, they do." "A bit of frost would do us the world of
good. Freeze down those tunnel snakes. Breeding fierce they are this year with
no cold to lay "em"

"Can't decide to shear now for a short crop and give "emrelief fromthe
heat or let '"emlose condition panting under |long hair."

"W needs us sone snow. W needs it to kill what grubs beneath the soil
what sucks life fromour good seed, and what makes a field sour. W needs
frost and snow i n good neasure."

"You ought to be relieved, Al essan, that all they conplain about is the
weat her. After all, no hol der expects the Lord Holder to be able to change the
weat her. The Weyrs do that, you know. " She pulled her nouth down in a grinace
that made himgrin.

The final race had a surprise ending for two runners crossed the finish
line, right in front of Moreta and Al essan, w thout so much as a nose between
them The argunent over which aninmal won grew so heated that Al essan cane
forward to nediate, dragging Moreta with him To settle what could have been a
nasty situation, Al essan |loudly proclaimed that he doubled the purse so that
nei t her contender woul d be di sappointed for the fine excitenent they had
provi ded t he Gat her.

That was just the right decision to end the race neeting on a high note.
Owners, riders, handlers, and spectators dispersed fromthe flats in the best
of all spirits.

"You're a sensibly generous man, Al essan.”



"I thank you. Lady Moreta. Ah, just in time," he said, and Moreta turned
as a handler | ed up a big-boned, |ong-backed runnerbeast saddled with a thick
pad in Ruathan colors. "My |ady, your nount."

"This is what your father expected you to breed?"

"This is what | did breed for nmy father," Alessan replied with a broad
grin. "Squealer's type was a bonus." He gave her a leg up and waited while she
hooked her I eg on the broad pomrel before he swung up behi nd her

"I think I prefer your Squealer," she said as the beast |urched forward

at Al essan's urging.

"There speaks the racing enthusiast, not the prudent holder." He turned
his head left as they noved off across the stubble field, and Moreta knew t hat
Al essan had only deferred the puzzle of the enpty picket lines for the
duration of the races.

"It's not |ike Ratoshigan to mss a chance for Ruathan nmarks. They coul d
sail right up the Ruathan River," Al essan said, giving her a tight smle for

his inattention. "Soover, you know himfrom Southern Boll, ought to have cone
short of Fall, fire, or fog. | hadn't realized that the weather, for all your
unwi I I i ngness to change it, was of such w despread concern.”

"There's no | ack of people at this Gather," Mreta said. The stalls were
still doing a good business despite the nunbers attracted by the racing.

Peopl e had al ready begun to take places at the tables about the dancing
square. The aromas of roasting nmeats wafted enticingly on the wind, the
pungency of spiced wherry dom nating.

Al essan had ridden straight up across the field and now turned their
mount up the roadway. Moreta glanced up to the fire-heights, covered in
sun- baki ng dragons. There seenmed to be nmore, and she noticed Orlith flanked by
anot her queen. Tam anth of the H gh Reaches, judging by her size and col or

"Sone creatures like the sun and the warm" Al essan said. "Does all the
sunni ng hel p them endure the cold of between?"

Moreta shivered involuntarily, and Al essan's arns tightened about her.
She rather enjoyed the unexpected intimacy.

"When we fly Thread, I'mgrateful to the cold of between," she replied
obliquely, her thoughts on the Fall in two days.

Then Al essan reined the beast up the ranp to the forecourt, its heavy
feet clumping hollowy and alerting the guests there. Mreta waved cheerfully
at Fal ga, the H gh Reaches Weyrwoman.

"Wasn't your new gown ready, Moyreta?" Fal ga asked as she wal ked to neet
them whil e Al essan halted their nount.

"A new gown?" Alessan's startled question fell on Mireta's ears only.

"You'll see it next Gather, Falga," Mreta replied blithely. "This is ny
race-wat ching dress."

"Ch, you and your races!" Falga smiled tolerantly and turned back to the
hol ders wi th whom she' d been tal ki ng.



Suddenly Tol ocanp appeared, his genial smle not conmpletely masking his
di sapproval of Mreta's dusty appearance.

"Il just slide off, thank you. Lord Tol ocanp,” she said, politely
ignoring his offer of assistance.

"I'f you'll follow nme, Lady Moreta," Lady Ora said, breaking through the
press of people and taking charge.

Relieved to be able to retire gracefully from Tol ocanp's critical gaze,
Moreta foll owed Al essan's nmother. In the instant her eyes nmet Lady Om's,
Moreta knew the woman di sapproved of her as much as Tol ocanp did but nore for
upsetting her own plans for her son's afternoon entertai nment than for
Moreta's hoyden behavior. As they proceeded through the Hall, splendidly
decorated for the Gather, and up the stairs into the Hold's private corridors,
Moreta felt the weight of Lady Om's rebuke in her silence. In Lady Om's own
apartments, however, a variety of gowns, skirts, and tunics had been hastily
assenbl ed, and fromthe bathroomdrifted the nmoist scent of perfunmed water and
the giggles of the girls who were preparing it.

"Your gown has been cl eaned, Lady Mirreta," Lady Om said, closing the
door behind Moreta. "But | doubt it will be dry before the dancing." She cast
a neasuring glance at Moreta, ignoring the dusty brown shift. "You're thinner
than 1'd thought. Perhaps the rust " She indicated the garnent, then
cancel ed that suggestion with an inpatient gesture of her other hand. It was
rem ni scent of Alessan. "It is in no way conparable to your own gown. This
green one is nore suited to your rank."

Moreta went to the rust dress, fingering the texture of the plain but
soft fabric. She held it up to her wai st and shoul ders. The fit would be good
t hrough the body, though the skirt was short above her ankles. She glanced at
the fine material of the green dress. She'd sweat in it dancing the way she
i ntended to dance for having |ost part of her racing.

"The rust will do very well, and I'mgrateful for the loan of it." She
snmiled around at the wonen in the room trying to | ocate the donor but no one
met her glance. "This will be fine. I won't be long," she added, smiling again

as she entered the bathing roomand pulled the curtain across. She hoped they
woul d all take the hint and | eave.

She lolled longer in the warm scented water than she intended, easing
nmuscl es made tense by the afternoon's excitenents. Only when she finally
energed and was rubbing her hair dry did she hear a noise in the outer chanber
and realize that someone was waiting for her

"Lady Oma?" she called out, dreading the answer.

"No, it's only Cklina," an apol ogetic young voice replied.

"Did you find the shift?"

“I'minit."

"Do you need help with your hair?"

"It's short enough to dry quickly."

n O’]I "

Moreta smled to herself for the chagrin in the young voice. "I'm



di stressingly self-sufficient, Lady Cklina," Mreta said, pulling the rust
dress over her head, "except that | cannot do up the back of the gown." She
pull ed the curtain aside as klina rushed forward, nearly colliding with
Moreta and al nost col l apsing with enbarrassnent at her awkwar dness.

&lina bore a marked resenbl ance to her brother but none to Lady Om, if
i ndeed the wonan was the girl's nother. The dark conpl exi on, which suited
Al essan, did nothing for the girl yet she had a sensitivity in her face and a
grace of novement that had its own appeal. And, Mreta noted enviously, thick
I ong black plaits gleamed in the well-lit room

"I"'mawfully sorry it's only nme. Lady Moreta, but it's time to serve the
roasts and with so many guests ..." klina deftly settled the bodice to
Moreta's hi ps and began | aci ng the back.

"I'f I had been watching where | wal ked,

"Ch, Marl wanted to sink into the ground with the slops. Lady Mreta. He
rushed here to us with your gown and hovered in the washroom fretting about
the stains. You nmust have been furious to have a new gown ruined in the first
weari ng, before you had a chance to show it off or dance in it." Cklina's
voi ce refl ected her awe, which was quite understandabl e since she was
obvi ously wearing a dress handed down from ol der sisters.

"I shall dance nuch nore easily in this." Mreta tw tched experinmentally
at the rust skirts

"Al essan sent word that you had to be enticed with a gown pretty enough
to make you stay for the dancing."

n O,]?n

"Ch!" Oklina's eyes widened at her indiscretion, and she blinked back
sudden tears, her expression very solem. "He hasn't been to a Gather or
danced or sung or been himself since Suriana died. Not even when he becane
Lord Hol der. Tell me, was he pl eased when Squeal er won?"

"Ecstatic!" Mreta smled gently at the girl's obvious adoration of her
brother. "Creditable win, too. Five lengths."

"And he actually sniled? And enjoyed hinself?" At Mireta's reassurance
the girl clasped her hands under her chin, her dark eyes shining. "I did see
the start,"” her expressive face clouded briefly, "and heard the yells. I'lI
bet the | oudest was from Al essan. Did you see Squeal er afterward? And you met
Dag. Dag is never far fromthat runner. He's been so devoted. He knows so mnuch
about raci ng because he rode for Lord Leef before he got so old. He can spot
Wi nners every tine. He had faith in Al essan's breedi ng when everyone el se
t hought he ought to give it up before Lord Leef,"” Oklina broke off with a
gasp. "I talk too nuch."

"I"ve been listening." Mreta was not unaccustoned to outpourings of
repressed emotions. "I think Squealer is going to repay all the time and
effort Al essan, and Dag, have put into him™"

"Ch, do you really think so?" The prospect brought a fresh spasm of
delight to klina. "Listen, the harpers have begun." At the sound of nusic,
the girl wheeled to the window, its nmetal shutters open to the darkening sky.

"Well, then, let's go dance. It's tinme to enjoy ourselves."



For a nonent, Cklina | ooked apprehensive, as if she woul dn't be all owed
to enjoy herself. Younger menbers of Hold fanmilies were often saddled with the
onerous duties of a Gather, but Moreta would nmake it a point to see that
lina did dance. The girl smled graciously and gestured for Mireta to
precede her fromthe room

The corridors and the Hall were enpty, but drudges were opening the
gl owbaskets arranged on the forecourt as Mreta and Cklina hastened by. Mreta
paused on the ranp, to look up to the fireheights. Olith slept, eyes closed,
in the setting sun, likely to remain somol ent until the evening breeze
chilled the air. Qher dragons, their rai nbow col ored eyes gl eanm ng, watched
the scene bel ow.

"Ch!" klina's tone was a yip of delighted fear. "They are such awesone
creatures." She paused, then blurted out, "Were you terribly scared?"

"When | | npressed? Very much so. The Search reached ny father's hold the
very day of Inpression. | was scooped up and taken to Ista in a scurry, told
to change, and then shoved onto the Hatching Ground before |I knew exactly what
was taking place. Orlith," and Mdrreta could never suppress an exultant smle
at the nenory, "forgave nme for being late!"

"Chhhh," Cklina expelled a | ong sigh of bliss.

Moreta waited, recognizing the girl's yearning to be found on Search and
to i npress a queen dragon. Once when faced with such envi ous yearnings, Mreta
had felt unaccountable guilt over her good fortune at Inpressing Orlith, her
friend, her sure consolation, her life. That reaction had gradually been
repl aced by the know edge of the great gap between wi sh, fulfillnent, and
acceptance. So Moreta could smle kindly at Cklina while her nind reached out
to her sleeping dragon. "If ny brother hadn't been ny father's successor, he
m ght have been a dragonrider,” Cklina confided to Moreta in a sudden whi sper

"Real | y?" Moreta was startled. She hadn't heard that Ruatha Hold had been
approached for one of its sons, not since she joined the Wyr ten Turns
bef ore.

"Dag told ne." And klina nodded her head vigorously to support her
statenment. "It was twelve Turns ago. Dag said Lord Leef was in a fury because
Al essan was to be the heir, and though Lord Leef told the dragonriders they
could have any other nmenber of his Hold, Dag said that no one el se was
acceptable to the dragons, how do dragons know?"

"Search dragons know," Mreta said in a mysterious voice, a rote reply
after so many repetitions. "Each Weyr has dragons who sense the potential in
youngsters." Mdreta deepened the nystery in her voice. "There are folk,
weyr born, who've known dragons and riders all their lives who don't |npress,
and conpl ete strangers, |ike myself, who do. The dragons al ways know. "

"The dragons always know ..." Oklina's whisper was half prayer, half
i mprecation. She stole a quick look up the fire-heights as if she feared the
somol ent dragons m ght take offense if they heard.

"Come, Cklina," Moreta said briskly. "I'mdying to dance."
CHAPTER | I |
Ruat ha Hol d, Present Pass, 3.11.43

To Moreta, of all the Gathers she'd ever attended, the Ruatha Gather at



t hat nmoment of dusk evoked best what Gat hers should by folk fromweyr, hold,
and craft assenbled to eat, drink, dance, and enjoy one another's conpany. The
gl owbaskets on their standards cast patches of golden light on the crowded
tabl es, on the dancers, on the clusters of people standing about talking, and
on the circles of men near the wine barrels. The darting figures of children
wove in and out of the light patches, and occasionally their |aughter and
shouts cut across the nusic and the stanping of the dancers. The snell of
roasted neats and warm evening air, of dust and pungent gl ows, and w ne
reinforced all prospect of entertainment.

Ni ne harpers graced the platformand five nore sat waiting their turns.
Moreta couldn't pick out Tirone, but the Masterharper nmight be circul ating
anong the tables. Alessan night not |ike the Masterharper, but Tirone would
di scharge his obligation to the new Lord Holder's first Gather

Moreta and Cklina had reached the edge of the onl ookers, who parted
whil e respectfully nurnmuring greetings as the two noved cl oser to the dance
square. Having guided Mireta to the head table, opposite the harpers
platform GCklina would have left, but Mireta took the girl by the hand. Wen
Al essan rose to his feet, gesturing for Mireta to sit beside him she pulled
&l ina down, too, ignoring the girl's protest.

"There's room enough, isn't there?" Mreta asked, giving Al essan a
significant glare. "She was so good about waiting for ne."
"Room enough, of course,” Alessan replied graciously, notioning to the
table's other occupants to adjust. As Mreta seated hersel f, Al essan peered at
her, a frown begi nning to pucker his brows. "Is that the best that could be
supplied you?" He pinched at the sleeve with di sapproval.

"This suits ne very well. Mich better for dancing than m ne. Though
had many to choose from" she added hastily as the reason for his frown becane
clear to her. "I think I should make it a practice to bring two dresses to a

Gat her, one to see races in," she grinned nischievously up at him "and one to
be seen in." She gave her chin an arrogant tilt and pretended hauteur

Pl acat ed, Al essan sniled back at her and signaled for wine to be poured
in her cup. "lI've nore of the Benden white for you." He raised his cup in a
qui ck toast.

She had had not nore than a sip when the harpers struck up a | oud and
lively dance tune.

"WIl you honor me with a dance, Weyrwonan?" Al essan asked, junping to
his feet and extending his hand.

"Why el se am | here?" She turned to Cklina with a smle. "Guard ny pl ace
and ny cup." Then she took Al essan's hand and all owed herself to be spun onto
the square, finding the beat of the neasure and stepping out into the pattern
with a strong man's body agai nst hers and firm hands gui ding her. She loved to
dance and, though the Weyr had nusicians and songs in the evening fromtime to
time, dancing was generally reserved for Hatching festivities. Cccasionally
the blue and green riders indulged in wild acrobatics, usually when they were
well into the wine after a bad Fall or the death of a dragon and rider, but
Moret a dreaded those dances. Leri and L'mal had felt that such excesses purged
the riders, but Mreta preferred to absent herself, taking flight on Olith to
be far fromthe naddeni ng drum beat and the posturing dance.

But the Gather's nusic soon exorci sed those menori es and she was
breathl ess by the tinme Al essan whirled her back to the table, both of them



heartily appl auding the harpers' rmusic, the sweet, unconplicated, merry,
fam liar tunes.

"I must dance now with Fal ga,"
save me anot her dance?"

Al essan said, seeing Mreta settled, "but

"Did you enjoy dancing with Al essan?" klina asked in a shy wistfu
voi ce as she set the goblet of Benden wi ne before Moreta.

"Indeed | did. He's light on his feet and knows the dance well."

"Al essan taught me to dance. Wen there's nusic in the Hall, he always
asks me at least once but | don't expect he'll be able to tonight with so nany
other girls."

"Then | shall find you another partner." Mreta turned to search out an

i dl e dragonri der.

"Ch, | nustn't." Cklina | ooked scared and her eyes flitted nervously to
t he crowded square where a new dance was fornming. "lI'mexpected to help with
t he guests.™

"You are, by making sure of ny confort and guardi ng nmy Benden w ne."
Moreta smled warmy at the child. "But you must dance tonight!"

"Mreta!" A firmhand cl asped her on the shoul der, and she | ooked up at
B'l erion, bronze Nabeth's rider fromthe H gh Reaches Weyr. "There's good
musi ¢ beggi ng your step. And ne!"

The bronze rider did not wait for her consent, but took her hand and
pull ed her into his arms, |aughing down at her. "I knew you couldn't resist
me." And he wi nked over Mrreta's shoul der at the astoni shed Oklina as he spun
the Weyrwoman of f to the square

Moreta did not miss the wistful, yearning expression on Cklina's face,
but then B lerion had that effect on nany wonen. He was handsome and tall with
a fine strong body, sparkling dark eyes, a nobile expression, a ready |augh
He al ways had a quick remark and a fund of |ight gossip. Mrreta and he had
enjoyed a brief association when she'd first cone to Fort Weyr and she was
certain that he was the father of her third child. She regretted that she had
had to foster, but she had al ways been the heal er and that duty had priority.
Though Bl erion was not the sane caliber w ngleader as Sh'gall, Mreta had
hoped that Nabeth woul d have fl own her queen during that crucial mating
flight. But then, the strongest, cleverest dragon flew the queen. That was the
only way to inmprove the breed. Twice Sh'gall's Kadith had been strongest and
fastest. Or so Moreta kept telling herself.

B'lerion was in a good nood, not yet deep in his wine for his words
weren't slurred and his step was firm He'd heard of her dousing, teased her
about rmonopoli zing the young Lord Hol der, told her that her |ove of racing
woul d be her undoi ng, and asked why Sh'gall was not there to protect his
i nterests.

"I never understood why you let Kadith fly your queen when she could
have done nuch better with Nabeth and 1'd be Fort Weyrleader. |I'm nuch nore
fun to be with than Sh'gall. O so you used to tell ne."

By the intense gleamin his eyes and the sharp hold he took other wai st
for the last figure of the dance, B lerion was half in earnest, Mreta
realized. Mreta rem nded herself that B lerion was always in earnest for the



duration of any given encounter. A charm ng opportunist who didn't linmt his
activities to any one Weyr or Hol d.

"What ? You be Fort Weyrieader? You don't like that much responsibility.”

"Wth you as Weyrworman, |'d've inproved beyond all knowing. And it's
only eight nmore Turns and then we're all free to enjoy ourselves.” He pulled
her tighter still. "We did enjoy ourselves before, you know. "

"When didn't you enjoy yourself, light w ng?"
"True, and tonight is meant for enjoynent, isn't it."

She | aughed and swung away from an enbrace that had best be broken
B'lerion's attentions night be msconstrued by sone. She owed Sh'gall her
undi verted support at least until the Fall ended. As she nmade her way back to
the table, B'lerion followed, snmling at Cklina in inperturbable good hunor.
Moreta wi shed he hadn't followed her, noting Oklina's breathless reaction as
B'lerion snmoothly set himself down beside the girl.

"May | have the next dance with you, Lady Cklina? Moreta will tell you
I"'mharmess. |'"'malso B lerion, bronze Nabeth's rider fromthe H gh Reaches.
May | have a sip of your w ne?"

"Ch, that's Lady Mdreta's wine," klina protested, trying to regain
possession of the cup that B lerion had seized.

"She'd never deny nme a sip of wine, but I'll drink to you and your big
dark eyes."

School i ng her own expression, Mreta watched Cklina's, saw her bl ushing
confusion at B lerion's conplinments. She could see the pul se of excitenent
beating in the girl's slender neck, her quickened breathing. Cklina could not
have been nore than sixteen Turns. Hol d-bred, she'd be married off very soon
to sone holder or craftmaster to the east or the south, far from Ruat ha,
strengt hening Bl oodlines. By the tine the Pass ended, Cklina would have
children and this Gather day woul d have been Iong forgotten. O, perhaps,
better remenbered for B lerion's attentions. She smled when the harpers
struck up a slow and stately dance and B lerion led the delighted girl onto
the square. As nost people felt their talents adequate to that dance, the
tabl es had enptied. Lady Ora remained at one end, listening gravely to a
prosperously dressed hol derwonman. \When both smiled indulgently toward the
dance square, Moreta caught sight of Al essan sedately guiding a young girl.
The hol derwoman' s daught er, possibl e candidate for second wife? Lady Om's
faint smle was speculative. As Mreta nmade her own evaluation, the girl,
pretty enough with dark curling hair, smled sinperingly up at Al essan. Such
an innocent would never attract Al essan, now that as Lord Hol der he coul d have
his choice fromany hold or hall on the continent. Then Mreta noticed
S peren, a Fort Weyr bronzerider, watching the dance. She'd thought S peren
had been to Ista.

"I's the Ista Gather over so soon?" she asked him surprised.

"A bit disappointing, really, once they'd taken the ani mal away. No

racing." S peren gave her a tolerant smle. "Nowhere near as nmany people as
Ruatha ..." He nodded with satisfaction at the crowmded dance square. "People
weren't in such a festive nmood, either. There's illness in Igen, Keroon, and
Tel gar.

"Runners?" The nenory of the beast's unexpected fall flashed across her



m nd.

"Runners? No. People. A fever, | heard. Master Capi am was somepl ace
about, | heard, though |I didn't see him"

"Ista's Weyrl eaders are well?" F gal and Wnm a had been good friends
during her Turns at |Ista Weyr.

"And sent you their good wi shes, as usual. Oh, by the way, | bear
greetings for you froman ani mal heal er nanmed Tal pan. Said he knew you from
your father's hold."

Strange, Mreta thought, noving on after exchangi ng pleasantries with
the Hi gh Reaches riders chatting with S peren. Until that day she hadn't been
rem nded of Tal pan in Turns, and now she even had greetings fromhim

The dance ended and she tried to | ocate Al essan for another with him He
was such a good partner. Then she saw himin the square, partnering a girl
whose | ong bl ack hair nade Moreta think at first he was dancing with Oklina.
The girl turned slightly, and Mireta realized that he was doing his duty by
yet anot her marriageabl e wonan. She felt great synpathy for Al essan
renmenberi ng how bronze riders had besieged her before Olith rose to nmate two
Turns ago.

Moreta drai ned her goblet, then went in search of nore wine or a
partner. She very nuch wanted to dance again but paused by the nearest wine
keg first. The barman quickly filled her cup and she thanked him At the first
sip, she realized her mstake. This wine had an acid aftertaste: Tillek, not
the rich full nouth of the Benden. She nearly spat it out.

Thi s dance was a short wild hop, as nuch fun to watch for the people
| osi ng bal ance as to dance. When the harpers finished with a swirl, they added
the chords that announced an intermssion. It was the time for harper songs.
Moreta half expected Tirone to stride in, for he should be | eading singer of a
Ruat han Gat her, but the young Masterharper of Ruatha Hold and an ol der
journeyman noved to the fore in his stead.

When Moreta | ooked toward the head table, she saw Al essan fl anked by a
pair of pretty girls, one of thema redhead. Lady O was certainly wasting no
tinme at this Gather. Disinclined to return to the head table, Mreta found an
unoccupi ed st ool

She enjoyed the first song, a rousing ballad, and joined in the chorus
with as nuch verve as those around her. Fine voices near hel ped her find the
harmony for she didn't have a high enough voice to stay with the soprano |ine.
Hal fway through the second chorus, Mreta was conscious of Orlith's nind

"You do like the singing, too, don't you?" she sent to the queen

"Singing is a pleasant occupation. It lightens the mind and all m nds
are together."

Moreta's voice faltered into a | augh, which she quickly suppressed for
it wouldn't do, even if she were the Weyrwoman, to | augh through a serious
song.

The harpers led the Gather in four traditional songs, each one sung wth
i ncreasi ng zest as the dancers recovered their breaths. The young Ruat han
harper, an excellent tenor, sang an unfamliar song that he announced he'd
found while going through old Records. The nel ody was haunting and the



i nterval between the notes unexpected. A very old song, Mreta decided, but a
good choice for the tenor's voice. Olith liked it, too.

"Qur tastes generally coincide," Mreta said.

"Not al ways. "
"What do you nean by that?"

"The harpers sing," Olith replied, evading, and Mreta knew that she'd
get no direct answer.

Then the harpers asked for favorites fromthe audi ence. Mreta would
have |iked to request one of the plains songs fromher own Keroon, but it was
a nmournful tune unsuited to the nmood of the evening. Tal pan had often humed
it. Coincidence again!

After the serenading, Al essan went up on the platform thanking the
harpers and offering conplinments for their nusic and their presence. He
enjoined themto make as free of Ruatha's wi ne as necessary to keep them
playing until the |ast dancer surrendered the square. Everyone appl auded
| oudly, cheering and thunping the tables and kegs to signify their
appreciation of a Lord Hol der who would not stint on his first Gather. The
cheering went on |ong past what was a courteous spate and foll owed Al essan
back to his table.

The harpers began the next session with a circle dance that pernitted
Al essan to acconpany both of the girls. B lerion was on his feet with Cklina
again. Lady Ora seened not to notice, so concentrated was her attention on
Al essan' s partners.

Her throat dry from singing and cheering, Mreta was determined to find
nore of Al essan's Benden white. As she made her way to the head table, she was
stopped by hol ders asking after Leri and Holth and expressing sincere regret
that the Weyrwonan had not attended.

"Pass the greetings on, Olith. They'Il like to know they were m ssed."

After a pause, Olith replied that Holth was just as glad that she
didn't have to sit through a long night on a cold cliff.

"You're not feeling the chill, are you?" Moreta asked anxiously.

"The fire-heights hold the sun heat, and Nabeth and Tam anth keep ne
warm You should eat. You're always telling ne to eat. Now | you."

The smugness in Orlith's tone Mireta found anusing. And nerited, for the
rough Tillek wine was making her a trifle |ightheaded. She was aware of a
belly runbling, and she'd best get to the food before the circle dance ended.
She detoured to acquire a full platter of spiced roast wherry, tubers, and
other tenpting norsels. As she was making her way to the head table and nore
of the Benden wine, the circle dance ended. Al essan had no sooner bowed to his
two partners when Lady Ora was introducing himto yet another girl. Then
Moreta caught sight of Lord Tol ocanp beari ng down on her and she noved of f
quickly at a tangent, as if she hadn't seen him Hi s expression was grim and
she was not going to endure one of his lectures at a Gather. She wended her
way through the crowds, briefly considered stopping at the harpers' table for
t hey woul d have the best wi ne, but she decided she was no safer from Tol ocanp
in the harpers' conpany. Besides, they'd probably had enough of himsince the
Harper Hall was situated so close to Fort Hold. So, instead, she ducked behi nd



the harpers' platform standing a nmonent to accustom her eyes to the wel cone
dar kness.

As it was, she nearly fell over the pack saddl es stacked behind the
dai s. She upended one to make an informal seat and was quite delighted with
her solitude and escapi ng Tol ocanp. Come the end of Pass, that man was goi ng
to be high-flying irritant, and she didn't think that Sh'gall was going to be
able to handle himas well as he handled Fall.

"This is good, you are eating!" Olith said.

Moreta neatly folded a slice of the roast wherry and took a huge bite.
The neat was as tender and succulent as its roasting odor had adverti sed.

"It's beautiful!"™ she told her queen

She ate eagerly, licking her fingers, not wishing to nmiss a drop of the
j uices. Soneone stunbled around the corner of the platformand Moreta,
bal anci ng her plate and cursing the interruption, slipped into the deeper
shadow. Coul d Tol ocanp have foll owed her? O was this someone answering
natural needs?

"Alessan,” Olith told her, which surprised Moreta for Orlith wasn't all
t hat good on renenbering peopl e nanes.

"Moreta?" Al essan sounded uncertain. "Ah, you are here," he added as she
stepped forward. "I thought | saw you slip away to elude Tol ocanp. | cone
| aden with food and drink. Am 1 intruding on your privacy?"

"You're not if you happened to bring any nore of that Benden wi ne. M nd
you, the Tillek you're serving is not bad,"

"But it doesn't at all conpare with the Benden, and | hope you haven't
mentioned the difference to anyone."

"What ? And nmiss out on ny share? And you brought nore wherry! My
conpliments to your cook. The roast is superior and |I'm starving. Here, sit on
a pack saddle." She pushed one toward himand, after enptying her cup of the
inferior wine, held it out to him "Mre Benden, please?"

"I"'ve a full skin here." Al essan poured carefully.

"But surely you must share it with your partners?"

"Don't you dare," Alessan reached for her goblet in a nock attenpt to
retrieve the wine from her.

"That wasn't fair of me. You were doing your duty as Lord Hol der, and
very nicely, if | may say so."

"Well, 1've done ny duty as Lord Holder and will now resume the
responsi bilities of being your escort. | will now enjoy the Gather."

"Hosts rarely do."
"My nother, the good and worthy,"
"and duty conscious, "

"Has paraded every eligible girl in the west, with all of whom | have



dutifully danced. They're not much on tal king. By the way, speaking of
tal king, is that bronze rider who's been nonopolizing Cklina a kind and
honor abl e man?"

"B'lerion is kind, and very good conpany. |Is Cklina aware of
dragonri ders' propensities?"

"As every proper hold girl is."
dragonri der whins and foi bl es.

Al essan's tone was dry, acknow edgi ng

"B'lerion is kind and I have known hi mnmany Turns," Mreta went on by
way of reassurance. klina's adoration of her brother was not m splaced if he
troubled hinself to speak to a Weyrwoman about a bronze rider who was payi ng
marked attention to his sister

They ate in conpani onabl e silence, for Al essan was as hungry as MNoreta.
Suddenly the harpers struck up another tune, one of the sprightlier dances,
nore of a patterned run, requiring the lighter partner to be lifted, twrled,
and caught. She recognized the challenge gleamng in Al essan's eyes; only the
young and fit usually attenpted the toss dance's acrobatics. She | aughed | ow
in her throat. She was no tinmi d adol escent, uncertain of herself, and no
decorous hold woman, vitality and body drained by constant chil dbearing; she
was the fighting-fit rider of a queen dragon and she coul d outdance any man,
hol der, crafter, rider. In addition, Olith was encouraging her. Deserting the
remai ns of her food and her wi ne, she caught Al essan by the hand and pul | ed
himafter her toward the dancing square where already one pair had cone to
grief and lay sprawl ed, the subject of goodnatured teasing.

Weyrwonman and Lord Hol der were the only pair to survive the rigors of
t hat dance without incident. Cheers and clapping rewarded their agility.
Gasping for breath and trying not to weave with the dizzi ness generated by the
final spins, Mreta reeled to the sidelines. A goblet was put in her hand and
she knew before sipping that it would be the Benden. She toasted Al essan as he
stood beside her, chest heaving, face suffused with bl ood, but thoroughly
delighted by their performance.

"By the Shell, with the right partner, you can really show your
quality," Falga cried, as she walked up to them "You're in rare formtonight,
Moreta. Al essan, best Gather |'ve been to in Turns. You've outshone your sire
who is, as of this nonent, no |onger |anmented. He set a good spread but
nothing to conpare to this. S ligar will be sorry he didn't come with ne."

The other dragonriders with Falga lifted their cups to Al essan. # "See
you at Crom" Falga said to Moreta in parting as the harpers began a gentle
old nelody. "Can you nove at all?" Al essan asked Moreta, bending to speak
quietly in her ear.

"OfF course!" Moreta cast a glance in the direction of A essan's gaze and
saw Lady Ora escorting a girl across the floor

"I"ve had ny shins kicked enough this evening!" Al essan clasped Mreta
firmy, his right hand flat agai nst her shoul der bl ade, the fingers of his
left hand twining in hers as he guided her out in the center of the square.

As she surrendered to the swaying step and glide of the stately dance,
Moreta had a brief glinpse of the smleless face of Lady Ora. She could feel
Al essan's heart pounding, as hers still was, fromthe exertions of the
previ ous dance but gradually the thuddi ng cased, her face cool ed, and her
nmuscl es stopped trenbling. She realized that she had not danced to this nel ody
since | eaving Keroon, since the last Gather she had attended with Tal pan, so



many Turns ago.

"You' re thinking of another tine,
her ear.

Al essan whi spered, his lips close to

"A boy I knew. In Keroon."
"And you remenber himfondly?"

"W were to be apprenticed to the same Masterhealer." Could she detect a
note of jealousy in Alessan's voice? "He continued in the craft. | was taken
to Ista and Inmpressed Olith."
"And now you heal dragons." For a nonent, Alessan |oosened his grip but
only, it seened, to take a fresh and firmer hold of her. "Dance, Moreta of
Keroon. The nmoons are up. W can dance all night."

"The harpers may have ot her plans."

"Not as long as nmy supply of Benden white |asts ..

So Al essan remai ned by her side, making sure her goblet was full and
insisting that she eat some of the small hot spiced rolls that were being
served to the dwindling revelers. Nor did he relinquish her to other partners.

The wine got to the harpers before the new day. Even Al essan's
i ncredi ble store of energy was flagging by the time Orlith [ anded again in the
danci ng square.

"I't has been a nenorable gather. Lord Al essan," Mreta said fornmally.

"Your presence has nmade it so, Weyrwoman Moreta," he replied, assisting
her to Orlith's forearm "Shells! Don't slip, wonman. Can you reach your own
weyr without falling asleep?' His voice carried an edge of anxiety despite his
flippant words.

"I can always reach nmy own weyr."
"Can she, Olith?"

"Lord Al essan!" The audacity of the man consulting her dragon in her
pr esence.

Olith turned her head, her eyes sleepily golden. "He nmeans well."

"You nmean well, Olith says!" Mreta knew that fatigue was maki ng her
sound silly, so she nmade herself |augh. She didn't wish to end the marvel ous
eveni ng on a sour note.

"Yes, ny lady of the golden dragon, | nmean well. Safe back!"

Al essan gave her a final wave and then noved slowy through the disarray
of fallen benches and nmessy tables, toward the deserted roadway where nost of
the stalls had been di smantl ed and packed away.

"Let's get back to Fort Weyr," Mreta said softly, reluctantly. Her eyes
were heavy, her body linp with a pleasant if thorough fatigue. It took an

effort to think of the pattern of Fort Weyr's Star Stones.

Then Orlith sprang off the dancing square, the standards whi ppi ng about



with the force of her backw ng stroke. They were al oft and Ruat ha recedi ng,
t he darkness punctuated by the last few surviving gl ows.

CHAPTER | V
South Boll and Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.11.43
"WVELL?"

Capi amrai sed his head fromthe pillow he had made of his arns on the
smal | wooden table in the dispensary. Fatigue and the trenendous strain
disoriented himand at first he couldn't identify the figure standing
i mperiously in front of him

"Well, Masterhealer? You said you would return imrediately to bring ne
your conclusions. That was several hours ago. Now | find you sl eeping.”

The testy voice and overbearing manner bel onged to Lord Rat oshi gan
Behind him just outside the door, was the tall figure of the Weyrl eader who
had conveyed Capi am and Lord Ratoshigan fromlsta's Gather to Southern Boll.

"I sat down only for a nonment, Lord Ratoshigan," Capiamlifted his hand
in a gesture of dismay, "to organize ny notes."

"Wel |l ?" The third pronpting was a bark of unequi vocal displeasure. "What
is your diagnosis of these ..." Ratoshigan did not say "malingerers" but the
i mplication would have been plain enough even if the anxious infirmarian had
not repeatedly told Capiamthat Lord Ratoshigan regarded any man as a
mal i ngerer who took his bread and protection but did not deliver a fair day's
work in return.

"They are very ill, Lord Ratoshigan."

"They seened well enough when | left for Ista! They're not wasted or
scored." Ratoshi gan rocked fromheel to toe, a thin man with a |l ong thin, bony
face, pinched nostrils above a thin, pinch-1ipped mouth and hard small eyes in
dry sockets. Capiam thought the Lord Hol der | ooked consi derably nore unwel |
than the nen dying in the infirmary beds. "Two have died of whatever it is
that afflicts them" Capiamsaid slowy, reluctant to utter the terrifying
concl usion that he had reached before exhaustion had overconme him

"Dead? Two? And you don't know what ailed then?" Qut of the corner of
his eye, Capiamnoticed that Sh'gall had stepped back fromthe doorway at the
mention of death. The Weyrl eader was not a man who tolerated injury or
i Il ness, having nanaged to avoid both.

"No, | don't know precisely what ails them The synptons, a fever,
headache, | ack of appetite, the dry hacking cough-are unusually severe and do
not respond to any of the commonly effective treatnments.”

"But you nmust know. You are the Masterhealer!”

"Rank does not confer total know edge of nmy Craft." Capi am had been
keeping his voice |ow, out of deference to the exhausted healers sleeping in

t he next room but Ratoshigan exerci sed no such courtesy and his voi ce had
been rising with his sense of indignation. Capiamrose and wal ked around the
tabl e, Ratoshigan giving way before him backing out into the close night.
"There is much we have forgotten through disuse." Capiamsighed, filled with a
weary despair. He ought not to have allowed hinself to sleep. There was so



much to be done. "These deaths are but the beginning, Lord Ratoshigan. An
epidenmic is | oose on Pern."

"I's that why you and Tal pan had that animal killed?" Sh'gall spoke for
the first time, angry surprise in his voice.

"Epi dem c?" Ratoshi gan waved Sh'gall to silence. "Epidem c! What are you
sayi ng, man? Just a few sick, "

"Not a few, Lord Ratoshigan." Capiam pulled his shoul ders back and
| eaned agai nst the cool stucco wall behind him "Two days ago | was urgently
called to Igen Sea Hold. Forty were dead, including three of the sailors who
had rescued that animal fromthe sea. Far better that they had left it onits
tree trunk!"

"Forty dead?" Ratoshigan was incredul ous, and Sh'gall stepped farther
back fromthe infirmary.

"More are falling ill at the Sea Hold and in the nearby mountain hold
whose nen had cone down to see the incredible seagoing feline!"

"Then why was it brought to Ista Gather?" The Lord Hol der was outraged
NOW.
"To be seen,"” Capiamsaid bitterly. "Before the illnesses started, it
was taken fromthe Sea Hold to Keroon for the Herdmaster to identify. | was
doing what | could to assist the Sea Hold heal ers when a drum nmessage sunmoned
me to Keroon. Herdnmaster Sufur had people and animal s sickening rapidly and
curiously. The illness foll owed the same course as that at |Igen Sea Hol d.
Anot her drum nessage, and | was conveyed by brown dragon to Tel gar. The
sickness is there, too, brought back from Keroon by two hol ders who were
buyi ng runnerstock. Al the beasts were dead, and so were the hol ders and

twenty others. | cannot estinmate how many hundreds of people have been

i nfected by the nerest contact with those so contagi ous. Those of us who live
to tell the Harper will thank Tal pan's quick wits," Capiam| ooked severely at
Sh'gall, "that he linked the journey of the feline to the spread of the

di sease. "

"But that animal was the picture of health!" Sh'gall protested.
"I't was." Capi am spoke with dry hunor. "It seemed i mmune to the di sease
it brought to Igen, Keroon, Telgar, and Ista!"

Sh' gall defensively crossed his arns over his chest. "How could a caged
ani mal spread di sease?" Ratoshigan demanded, his thin nostrils flaring.

"It wasn't caged at Igen, nor on the ship when it was weak fromthirst
and its voyage. At Keroon, Master Sufur kept it in a run when he was trying to
identify it. It had anple opportunity to infect people and plenty of tine."
Capi am despai red as he thought of how rmuch tinme and opportunity. The heal ers
woul d never be able to trace all the people who had seen the rarity, touched
its tawny coat, and returned to their holds, incubating the disease.

"But ... but ... | just received a shipload of valuable runners from
Ker oon!"

Capi am si ghed. "1 know, Lord Ratoshigan. Master Quitrin inforned ne that
t he dead nen worked in the beasthold. He's also had an urgent nessage of
illness fromthe hold at which the men and the beasts halted overnight on the
way fromthe coast."



Rat oshi gan and Sh'gall at |ast began to appreciate the gravity of the
si tuation.

"We're in the mddle of a Pass!" Sh'gall said.

"This virus is as indifferent to us as Thread is," Capi am sai d.

"You have all those Records in your Crafthall. Search them You have
only to search properly!" Sh'gall had never had an unfruitful Search, had he?
t hought Capi am and suppressed his errant sense of hunmor. One day, though, he
meant to record the various and sundry ways in which nen and wonen reacted to
di saster. If he survived it!

"An exhaustive search was initiated as soon as | saw the reports on the
Igen Sea Hold death toll. Here is what you nust do. Lord Ratoshigan.™

"What | must do?" The Lord Hol der drew hinself up

"Yes, Lord Ratoshigan, what you must do. You cane to seek ny di agnosis.

| have di agnosed an epidenm c. As Masterhealer of Pern, | have authority over
Hol d, Hall, and Weyr in these circunstances." He glanced at Sh'gall to be sure
the Weyrl eader was listening, too. "I hereby order you to announce by drum

that a quarantine exists on this Hold and the one your beasthandl ers used on
the way fromthe coast. No one is to conme or go fromthe Hold proper. There is
to be no travel anywhere in your Hold, no congregating.”

"But they nust gather fruit and,"

"You wi |l gather the sick, human and animal, and arrange for their care.
Master Quitrin and | have discussed enpiric treatnments since honeopat hic
renedi es have proved ineffectual. Informyour Warder and your ladies to

prepare your Hall for the sick,"
"My Hall?" Ratoshigan was aghast at the idea

"And you will clear the new beastholds of animals to relieve the
crowmding in your dormitories."

"I knew you'd bring that subject up!" Ratoshigan was nearly spitting

with rage.

"To your sorrow, you will find that the heal ers' past objections have
validity!" Capiamvented his pent-up anxieties and fears by shouting down
Rat oshi gan's objections. "You will isolate the sick and care for them which

is your duty as Lord Holder! O cone the end of the Pass, you'll find you hold
not hi ng! "

The passion w th which Capi am spoke reduced Lord Ratoshigan to sil ence.
Then Capi am turned on Sh' gall

"Weyr| eader, convey ne to Fort Hold. It is inperative that | return to
my Hall as quickly as possible. You will wish to waste no tinme alerting your
Weyr . "

Sh' gall hesitated, but it was not to speak to his dragon

"Weyr | eader! "

Sh' gall swallowed. "Did you touch that animal ?"



"No, | did not. Tal pan warned ne.'
saw Rat oshi gan recoil

Qut of the corner of his eye, Capiam

"You cannot | eave here, Master Capiam" Ratoshigan cried, skittering
fearfully to grab his hand. "I touched that animal. | mght die, too."

"So you might. You went to Ista Gather to poke and prod a caged creature
t hat has exacted an unexpected revenge for cruelty."

Sh' gal |l and Ratoshigan stared at the usually tactful Masterhealer

"Come, Sh'gall, no time is to be wasted. You'll want to isolate those
riders who attended |Ista Gather, especially those who m ght have been close to
the beast."

"But what shall | do, Master Capiam what shall | do?"

"What | told you to do. You'll knowin two or three days if you' ve
caught the sickness. So | recomend that you order your Hold as quickly as
possi ble."

Capi am gestured Sh'gall to lead the way to the courtyard where the
bronze dragon was waiting. The great glowing eyes of Kadith guided the two nen
to his side in the predawn darkness.

"Dragons!” Sh'gall halted abruptly. "Do dragons get it?"
"Tal pan said not. Believe ne, Wyrleader, it was his primary concern."
"You're positive?"

"Tal pan was. No whers, watchwhers, or wherries have been affected though
i ndividuals of all those species had contact with the feline at Igen Sea Hold
or Keroon Beasthold. Runners are seriously affected but not herdbeasts or the
i ndi genous whers and wherries. Since dragons are related ..."

"Not to wherries!"”

Capi am di d not bother to disagree, though in his Craft the kinship was
tacitly acknow edged.

"The dragon that took the feline fromlgen to Keroon has not becone ill,
and he conveyed it over ten days ago."

Sh' gal | | ooked dubi ous but he gestured for themto proceed to Kadith.

The bronze dragon had | owered his forequarters for his rider and the
heal er to nount. Ri ding dragonback was one of the nost enjoyable prerogatives
of Capiam s Mastery, though he tried not to presume on that privilege.
Gatefully he settled hinmself behind Sh'gall. He had no conpunctions about
drafting Sh'gall and Kadith to convey himto his Hall in this extrene
energency. The Weyrl eader was strong and heal thy and mi ght survive any
cont agi on Capi am carri ed.

Capiams mind was too busy with all he nust acconplish in the next few
hours to enjoy the dragon's launching into air. Tal pan had prom sed to
initiate quarantine at Ista, to warn the east, and to isolate any who m ght
have had contact with the beast. He would try to trace all runners | eaving
Keroon Beasthold in the past eighteen days. Capiamwould alert the west and



intensify the search of Records. The Fort druns would be hot tonmorrow with al

t he nmessages he nmust send. The first priority would be Ruat ha Hol d.
Dragonriders had attended |Ista Gather and then flown in for a few nore hours
of dancing and wi ne at Ruatha. If only Capiam had not succunbed to fatigue. He
had al ready | ost valuable time in which the di sease woul d be innocently
spread.

Sh'gall's | ow warning gave Capiamtine to take a good hold of the
fighting straps. As they went between, he did wonder if the awful cold m ght
kill off any trace of the disease.

They were abruptly above Fort Hold fire-heights and gliding in for a
fast landing in the field before the Hall. Sh'gall was not going to stay in
t he conpany of the Masterheal er any | onger than he had to. He waited unti
Capi am di smount ed and then asked the healer to repeat his instructions.

"Tell Berchar and Moreta to treat the synptons enpirically. I'Il inform
you of any effective treatment inmmediately. The pl ague incubates in two to
four days. There have been survivors. Try to establish where your riders and
weyrfol k have been." The freedomto travel as they pleased had worked to the
di sadvant age of the Wyrs. "Don't congregate ..."

"There's Fall!"

"The Weyrs do have their duty to the people ... but try to limt contact with
ground crews." Capi am gave Kadith's shoul der a grateful thunp. Kadith turned
his gl eaning eyes toward the Masterheal er and then, wal king forward a few
paces, sprang into the air.

Capi am wat ched until the pair went between against the |ightening
eastern sky, the journey of a breath to the nountains beyond Fort Hold. Then
he stunbled up the gentle slope toward the Hall and the bed he was going to
wel cone. But first he had to conpose the drum nessages that must go out to
Ruat ha

The early-nmorning air held a bit of danpness that suggested fog was on
its way. No gl owbaskets were set in the forecourt of Fort Hold and only the
one in the entryway of the Harper Hall. Capiamwas surprised to see how nmuch
progress had been nmade on the annex of the Hall in the two days. Then the
wat chwher came snorting up to him recognizing his smell and gurgling its
greeting. Capiam sl apped affectionately at Burr's ugly head, digging his
fingers into its skull ridges and smiling at the happy alteration of its
noi se. Watchwhers had their uses, to be sure, but due to the freak of breeding
t hat had perpetuated them the creatures were so ugly that they revolted those
who saw their debased resenbl ance to the graceful dragons. Yet the watchwher
was as loyal and faithful as any dragon and could be trained to recognize
those who were allowed to cone and go with inpunity. Legends said that
wat chwhers had been used in the earliest holds as the |ast-ditch defense
agai nst Thread. Though how, since watchwhers were nocturnal creatures that
could not tolerate sunlight, Capiamdidn't know

Burr was quite young, only a few Turns old, and Capi am had cultivated an
association with it since it had been hatched. He and Tirone had nade it
strictly understood that they would not tol erate apprentice abuse of the
creature. When Thread fell on Fort, Capiamor Tirone, whichever of the two
Masters was present, would take the watchwher into the main entrance of the
Hall to rem nd the young nmen and wonen that the watchwher could provide an
i mportant function in that perilous period.

If Burr's ecstatic wel cone nearly knocked himoff his feet, at |east the



greeting was sincere, and Capi am was oddly touched by it. Burr hunbl ed al ong
beside him his chain rattling on the flagstone. He gave Burr a | ast drubbing
across the scalp and then ran up the stairs to open the heavy door of the
Hal | .

One dimglow illumnated the inner hall. Capiamclosed the door and
nmoved qui ckly, so near his bed and much needed rest. He went to the left in
the main hall, through the doorway that led to the Archives.

Di scordant snores surprised him and he peered into' the vaulted library
room Two apprentices, one with head pillowed on the Records he had been
exam ni ng, the other propped nore confortably against the wall, were vying
unnusi cal ly. Annoyance warred with tol erance in Capiams mnd. Dawn was near
and woul d bring Master Fortine to prod themto their |abors and scold themfor
weakness. They'd be the better readers for his rebuke and the rest. Suddenly
Capiamwas too tired to answer the questions they would certainly tax himw th
if he did wake them

Quietly then, he took a sheet of well-scraped hide and conposed a terse
message for the drummaster to broadcast to the Wyrs and the najor Holds, to
be relayed to |l esser holds and halls. He put the nmessage on Master Fortine's
witing desk right on the page the Archivist was using. Fortine would see it
as soon as he finished his breakfast, which was usually early, so the news of
t he epidem ¢ woul d be spread before noon

To the sound of the discordant snores, Capiamdragged his feet to his
quarters. He'd get sonme sleep before the druns started. Quite possibly he was
weary enough to sleep through themfor a while. He wal ked up the steps into
the heal ers' section of the Harper Hall. \Wen the Pass was over, he nust
really start the construction of a Healer Crafthall

He reached his room and opened the door. A nellow glow softly lit the
chamber. A bowl of fresh fruit and a small wi ne jar had been placed on his
bedsi de table, and his bed fur turned back invitingly. Desdra! He was once
nore grateful for her thoughtful ness. Tossing his pack to the corner, he sat
on the bed, the effort of pulling off his boots al nbst beyond his remaining
physi cal strength. He | oosened his belt, then decided not to renove his tunic
and pants-too nmuch effort required. He rolled onto the mattress and in the
same novenent jerked the fur over his shoul der. The pillow was renmarkably
wel coming to his tired achi ng head.

He groaned. He had left the drum nmessages. Fortine would know that he
had returned, but not at what hour. He had to have sl eep! He had been across
Pern and up and down it. If he wasn't extra careful of his own health, he'd be
a victimof the plague before he found out what it was.

He staggered fromhis bed to his table. "Disturb ne not!" he printed
bol dl y and, hanging onto the door to keep hinself erect for that one | ast
task, he pinned the note where it could not be m ssed.

Then when he sank into the confort of his bed, he could relax into
sl eep.

CHAPTER V
Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.11.43

Moreta was certain that she had only been asleep a few m nutes when
Olith woke her.



"Two hours you have slept but Kadith is in a frenzy."

"Why?" Moreta found it very difficult to lift her head fromthe pillow
It didn't ache, but her |legs did. Wether fromthe dancing or fromthe w ne,
Moreta didn't know and probably would not have tinme to discover if Sh'gall was
in one of his npods.

"A sickness in the land,” Olith replied, sounding puzzled. "Sh'gal
went first to see K lon and woke him"

"Wke K | on?" Mreta was disgusted as she pulled on the first tunic she
could reach. The clothing was slightly danp and her sleeping quarters were
clamy. The weat her nmust have changed.

"There is a fine mst over the Weyr," Olith obligingly reported.
Moreta shivered as she dressed. "Wy on earth should he wake K | on? The
man's been ill and needs his rest."

"He is convinced that K |on has brought the illness here. Olith sounded
truly perplexed. Klon was in Igen."

"K'lon is often in Igen. His friend is a green rider there."

Moreta spl ashed water into her face then rubbed the mnt stick over her
teeth, but it didlittle to inprove the taste in her mouth. She ran her
fingers through her short hair with one hand as she funbled for a goru pear
fromthe dish in her room The tart fruit might neutralize the aftereffects of
all that Benden w ne.

"Moreta!" Sh'gall's sumons resounded fromthe entrance to her weyr.

Moreta had time to give Orlith's nuzzle a swift caress before Sh'gal
burst into the chanber. The queen blinked her eyes shut, feigning sleep
Sh' gall charged ten paces into the weyr and stopped, holding his hand up as if
fendi ng of f an approach.

"A sickness is all over Pern. Men are dying and nothing can be done.
Runners are dying, too. No one must |eave the Wyr."

Sh'gall's eyes were wide with a genuine fear, and Moreta stared at him
in surprise for a nonent.

"Thread falls tonmorrow, Sh'gall. The dragonriders nust | eave the Wyr."

"Don't come close to ne. | may have been infected, too.
Moreta hadn't noved. "Suppose you give nme some details," she said,
speaking calmy. "That animal they showed off at Ista, it was infected with a
deadly disease. It's spread fromlgen to Keroon Beasthold to Telgar. It's even
in Southern Boll! Men are dead of it in Lord Ratoshigan's Hold. And he's been
quarantined by Master Capiam So are we!"

"Runners, you said?" Moreta's breath caught in her throat and she turned
fearfully toward her dragon. "Dragons?" She'd touched that runner and if she'd
contam nated Olith ..

"No, no, not dragons! Capiam said Tal pan agreed they weren't affected.
They had the beast killed. It hadn't | ooked sick to ne!"



"Tell me please how nen could die in Southern Boll when that feline was
still in Ista?"

"Because there's an epidemic! It started when the seanen haul ed t hat
beast out of the water and brought it hone. Everyone wanted to see it, so they
took it to Igen Hold, then Keroon Beasthold and Ista before this Tal pan fell ow
realized it was a carrier. Yes, that's what Capiam said, The feline was a
carrier."

"And they displayed it at Ista Gather?"

"No one knew Not until this Tal pan fell ow cane along and tal ked to
Capiam He'd been to all the infected holds."

"Who? Tal pan?"
"No, Capianml Tal pan's an animal healer."

"Yes, | know." Mreta held on to her patience because Sh'gall was
obviously so rattled as to be incoherent. "Nothing was nentioned of this at
Ruat ha Gat her."

Sh' gall gave her a patient glare. "OF course, the truth wasn't known.
Besi des, who tal ks of unpleasant things at a Gather! But | just conveyed
Capiamto his hall. | also had to convey Ratoshi gan and Capi amto Sout hern
Bol | because Ratoshigan received an urgent drum nessage to return. He had
deaths. He al so had new runners in from Keroon; they probably brought that
sickness to the west." Sh'gall gl owered and then shuddered violently. "Capiam
said that if | didn't touch the feline I mght not get sick. | can't get sick
I"mthe Weyrl eader." He shuddered agai n.

Moreta | ooked at hi m apprehensively. His hair was danp, pressed in a wet
ri dge about his forehead by his riding helnet. His Iips were slightly blue and
his skin very pale. "You don't |ook well."

"I"'mfine! I'"'mfine. | bathed in the Ice Lake. Capiam said that the
disease is like Thread. Cold kills Thread and so does water."

Moreta took up her fur cloak, which lay where it had fallen from her
shoul ders a scant two hours before, and approached himw th it.

"Don't cone near ne." He stepped backward, his hands extended to fend
her of f.

"Sh'gall, don't be idiotic!" She flung the cloak at him "Put that about

you so you won't get sick of a chill. A chill would make you nore susceptible
to whatever disease is about." She turned back to the table and poured w ne,
splashing it in her haste. "Drink this. Wne is also antiseptic. No, | won't

cone near you." She was relieved to see himsettled, the cloak about his

shoul ders, and stepped back fromthe table so he could reach the wine. "An
utterly foolish thing to do, plunge yourself into the Ice Lake before the sun
is up and then travel between. Now sit down and tell ne again what happened at
Ista Gather. And where you went with Capi am and exactly what he said."

She listened with half her attention to Sh'gall's nore orderly
recounting while she nentally revi ewed what precautions and nmeasures she coul d
take to ensure the health of the Weyr.

"No good cones fromthe Southern Continent!" Sh'gall commented
gratuitously. "There's a very sound reason why no one is permtted there."



"Perm ssi on has never been denied. | always understood that everything
we need was taken over in the Crossing. Now, what are the synptons of the
di sease that's spreadi ng?" Mreta recalled the bl oody discharge fromthe dead
runner's nose, the only external sign of its nortal distress.

Sh' gal | stared unconprehendingly for a | ong nonment, then collected his
t houghts. "Fever. Yes, there's fever." He glanced at her for approval.

"There are many kinds of fevers, Sh'gall."

"Berchar will know, then. Fever, Capiam said, and headache and a dry
cough. Wiy shoul d that be enough to kill people and ani mal s?"

"What remedi es did Capi am speci fy?"

"How coul d he specify when he doesn't know what the plague is? They'l
find out. They've only to search hard enough. Ch, he said to treat the
synmptons enpirically.”

"Did he mention an incubation period? W can't just stay quarantined in
t he Weyr forever, you know. "

"I know. But Capiamsaid we nustn't congregate. He really tore into
Rat oshi gan for the overcrowding in his Hold." Sh'gall grinned unpleasantly.
"W have been warning the Hol ders, but would they listen? They' |l pay for it
now. "

"Sh' gall, Capiam nmust have told you how long it takes the disease to
i ncubate."

The Weyrl eader had finished the wine. He frowned and rubbed at his face.
"I"'mtired. | waited half the night for the Masterheal er at Ratoshigan's. He
said it incubates in tw to four days. He told ne to find out where everyone
has been and to order themnot to congregate. The Weyr has its duties, too.
I've got to get sone sleep. Since you' re up, you nmake sure everyone knows
about this. Tell themall just what they may have caught yesterday." He gave
her a hard, warning stare. "I don't want to find out when |I wake up that
you' ve jollied people along."

"An epidemic is a far different affair fromreassuring a rider with a
wi ng- damaged dragon. "

"And find Berchar. | want to know exactly what K lon was ill of. K lon
didn't know, and Berchar wasn't in his quarters!"” Sh'gall didn't approve of
that. Fully male and hol d-bred, Sh'gall had never devel oped any conpassion or
under st andi ng of the green and blue riders and their associations.

"I"ll speak to Berchar."
S gor, a green rider.

She had a fairly good idea she'd find himw th

"And warn the Weyr?" He rose, groggy with fatigue and the wi ne he'd
taken on an enpty stomach. "And no one's to | eave the Weyr and no one's to
cone in. You be sure that the watchrider passes on that order!" He waggl ed an
adnoni tory finger at her

"It's a bit late to cry Thread when the burrow s set, isn't it?" she
replied bitterly. "The Gathers shoul d have been cancel ed. "

"No one knew how serious this was yesterday. You transmit ny orders



strai ght anay!"

Still clutching her fur around him Sh'gall stunbled fromthe weyr.
Moret a wat ched hi m go, her head throbbing. Wiy hadn't they cancel ed the
Gat hers? Al those people at Ruatha! And dragonriders fromevery Weyr in and
out of Ista and Ruatha. What was it S peren had told her? Sickness in Igen
Keroon, and Telgar? But he hadn't said anything about an epidem c. O deaths.
And that runner of Vander's? Had Al essan nmentioned a new runner from Keroon in
Vander's hol d? Thinking of the Iong picket lines on Ruatha's race flat, Mreta
groaned. And all those people! How infectious would that runner have been at
t he nonent of his death, when anxious riders and hel pful spectators had
crowded around it? She shouldn't have interfered. It was not her business!

"You are distressed,” Olith said, her eyes whirling in a soothing bl ue.
"You shoul d not be distressed by a runnerbeast."

Moreta | eaned agai nst her dragon's head, stroking the near eye ridge,
cal ming her anxiety with the soft feel of Olith's skin.

"I't's not just the runnerbeast, my love. A sickness is in the land. A
very dangerous sickness. \Were's Berchar?"

"Wth S gor. Asleep. It is very early. And foggy."

"And yesterday was so beautiful!" She remenbered Al essan's strong arms
about her in the toss dance, the challenge in his |ight green eyes.

"You enjoyed yourself!" Olith said with deep satisfaction

"Yes, indeed | did." Mreta sighed ruefully.
"Not hing will change yesterday," Orlith remarked phil osophically. "So
now you nust deal with today." As Mreta chuckl ed over dragon | ogic, the queen
added, "Leri w shes to speak with you since you are awake."

"Yes, and Leri m ght have heard about an epidemic |like this. She m ght
al so know how I'mgoing to break the news to the Wyr the day before Fall."

Since Sh'gall had gone off with her cloak, Mreta slipped into her
riding jacket. Orlith had been correct, as always, about the weather. As
Moreta left her weyr and started up the steps to Leri's, the fog was swirling
down fromthe ranges. Thread would Fall tonmorrow, fog or not, so she devoutly
hoped the weather would clear. If the wind failed to clear the mst, the
possibility of collision would be trebled. Dragons coul d see through fog but
their riders couldn't. Sonetimes riders did not heed their dragons and found
t hensel ves in one-sided argunents with bare ridges.

"Orlith, please tell the watchrider that no one, dragonrider or hol der
is permtted into the Weyr today. And no one is to leave it, either. The order
is to be passed to each watchrider."

"Who woul d visit the Weyr in such fog?" Olith asked. "And the day after
two Gathers."

"Olith?"

"I have relayed the nessage. Balgeth is too sleepy to question why."
O lith sounded suspiciously neek.

"Good day to you, Holth," Mreta said courteously as she entered the old



Weyrwoman' s quarters.

Holth turned her head briefly in acknow edgnent before closing her
eyelids and snuggling her head nore firmy into her forelegs. The old queen
was nearly bronze wth age.

Besi de her, on the edge of the stone platformthat was the dragon's
couch, Leri sat on a heap of pillows, her body swathed in thick woven rugs.
Leri said she slept beside Holth as much for the warnth the dragon had stored
up in her fromso nuch sunning over so many Turns as to save herself the
bot her of noving. The last few Turns, Leri's joints rebelled against too nmuch
use. Repeatedly Moreta and Master Capi am had urged the worman to take up the
standing invitation to renove to the south to Ista Wyr. Leri adanmantly
refused, declaring that she wasn't a tunnel snake to change her skin. She'd
been born in Fort Weyr and intended to live out her Turn with those few old
friends who remained, and in her own fam liar quarters.

"Hear you enjoyed yourself past the first watch," Leri said. She raised
her eyebrows questioningly. "Was that why Sh'gall was berating you?"

"He wasn't berating. He was benoaning. An epidemc's |oose on Pern."

Concern w ped the anmusenent fromLeri's face. "Wat? W' ve never had an
epidem c on Pern. Not that | ever heard about. Nor read either."

Her movenent restricted by her joint ailnment, Leri kept the Weyr's
records to allow Mreta nore tinme for her nursing. Leri often browsed through
the ol der Records, for 'the gossip', she said.

"Shards! |'d hoped you' d read sonethi ng sonewhere. Sonet hi ng
encouraging! Sh'gall's in a rare taking and this tinme with due cause."

"Perhaps | haven't read far enough back for exciting things |ike
epidem cs." Leri tossed Moreta a pillow fromher pile and pointed inperiously
at the small wooden stool set aside for visitors. "We're a healthy lot, by and
large. Tend to break a | ot of bones, Threadscores, occasional fevers, but
not hi ng on a continent-w de scale. Wat sort of disease is it?"

"Master Capi am has not yet identified it."

"Ch, | don't like the sound of that!" Leri rolled her eyes. "And, by the
Egg, there were two Gathers yesterday, weren't there?"

"The danger was not fully appreciated. Master Capi am and Tal pan, "
"The Tal pan who was a friend of yours?"

"Yes, well, he's been an ani mal heal er, you know, and he realized that
the feline they had on display at Ista was the di sease carrier.”

"The feline fromthe Southern Continent?" Leri clacked her tongue. "And
some bl oody fool has been taking that creature here, there, and everywhere,
showing it off, so the disease is also here, there, and everywhere! Wth
riders, including our noble Wyrleader, all going to have a little peek!"

"Sh'gall's story was a little incoherent but he'd taken Lord Ratoshi gan
to Ista to see the feline; Capiamhad arrived from seeing what ailed |Igen Sea
Hol d, Keroon, and Tel gar,"

"Geat Faranth!"



Moreta nodded. "Ista, of course. Then Ratoshi gan had an urgent drum
nmessage sunmmoni ng hi m back because of illness, so Sh'gall conveyed hi mand
Mast er Capi am "

"How di d the sickness get there so fast? The beast only got as far as
Istal"

"Yes, but it was first at Keroon Beasthold to be identified by Mster
Sufur and no one realized that it was carrying sickness,"

"And because it's been an open wi nter, they've been shipping runners al
over the continent!" Leri concluded, and the two wonmen | ooked at each ot her
gravel y.

"Tal pan told Capi amthat dragons are not affected.”

"We should be grateful for small mercies, | suppose,” Leri said.

"And Fall's tormorrow. W'll have that over with before any of us fal
sick. Incubation's two to four days."

"That's not a big nmercy, is it? But you weren't at Ista." Leri frowned.

"No, Sh'gall was. However, a runner fell in the second race at Ruatha
and it shouldn't have ..."

Leri nodded, her conprehension conplete. "And naturally you were cl ose
enough to go have a look. It died?"

"And shoul dn't have. Its owner had just received some new stock from
Ker oon. "

"Hooooo!" Leri rolled her eyes and sighed in resignation. "So, what
nmedi cati on does Capi am recomrend? Surely he nust have sone idea if he's been
flipping across the continent?"

"He recommends that we treat the synptons enpirically until he finds out
just what it is and what the specific nedicine is."

"And what is it we treat enpirically?"

"Headache, fever, and a dry cough."

"They don't kill."
"Until now "
"I don't like this at all," Leri said, pulling her shaw across her

shoul ders and hunching into its warmh. "Though mnd, we'd a harper
here-though L' mal shooed himoff for he was dol eful, who used to say 'there's
not hi ng new under the sun.' A slimhope in these circunstances, but | don't
thi nk we can ignore any avenues of exploration. You just bring nme up nore
Records. Say the ones starting the |ast Pass. Fortunately | hadn't planned on
goi ng anywhere this norning."

As Leri only left her weyr to fly with the queens' wi ng, Mreta offered
her a smle for her attenpt to lighten the bad tidings.

"Sh'gall's left it to you to tell the Weyr?"



"Those who are awake. And Nesso ..."

Leri snorted. "That's the right one to start with. Be sure she gets the
facts right or we'll have hysteria as well as hangovers by noontine. And since
you're up, would you fix my wine for me, please, Mreta?" Leri shifted
uneasily. "The change in the weather does get to nmy joints." She saw Mireta's
reluctance. "Look, if you fix it, then you'll know | haven't exceeded the
proper ampunt of fellis juice." Eyes sparkling with chall enge, she cocked her
head at the younger Weyrwonman. Mreta did not like Leri to use rmuch fellis
juice and contended that if Leri went south where the warmer weat her woul d
ease her condition, she wouldn't need fellis juice at all.

But Moreta did not hesitate. The clamy cold nmade her feel stiff so it
woul d certainly be nmaking Leri m serable.

"Now, tell me, did you enjoy the Gather?" Leri asked as Moreta neasured
the fellis juice into her tall goblet.

"Yes, | did. And | got down on the race flats and watched nost of the
races froma very good vantage point with Lord Al essan."

"\What ? You nonopol i zed Al essan when his not her and the nother of every
eligible girl able to creep or crawl to that Gather ..."

Moreta grinned. "He did his duty with the girls on the dance square. And
we, " she added, smiling nore broadly than ever, "managed to stay upright in a
t oss dance!"

Leri grinned back at Mdreta. "Alessan could be quite a tenptation.
assune he's got over the death of that wild one he married. Sad, that! Now,
his grandfather, Leef's sire ... Ah, no, you'll have heard all that." Mreta
had not, but Leri's comment meant she was unlikely to. "I always chat Al essan
up while the ground crews are reporting. Al ways has a flask of Benden white
with him"

"He does, does he?"
Leri laughed at Mreta's alert tone.

"Don't tell ne he tried it on you, too, at his own Gather?" Leri

chortled and then assumed a masculine pitch to her voice, "I just happen to
have one skin of Benden white ...'" And she laughed all the nore as Mreta
reacted to the mimcry. "He's got a full cave of "em |1'd say. However, |'m

gl ad Leef gave himthe succession. He's got nore guts than that el der brother
of his, never could remenber the man's nanme. Never mind. Alessan's worth three
of him D d you know that Al essan was Sear ched?"

"And that Lord Leef refused." Mreta frowned. Al essan woul d have nade a
superb bronze rider.

"Well, if the lad was to succeed, Leef was entitled to refuse. That was
twel ve Turns ago. Before you arrived fromlsta. A essan woul d have | npressed a
bronze, |I'msure." Mreta nodded, bringing Leri her fellis juice and w ne.
"Your health!" she said ironically, raising the cup to Moreta before she took
a careful sip. "Hmm Do get sone rest today, Mreta," she said nore briskly.
"Two hours' sleep is not enough when there's Fall tonorrow and who knows how
many dragonriders will do stupid things thanks to two Gathers, let alone
Capi am s uni dentified di sease.™



"I"ll get sone rest once |'ve organized a few matters."

"I sometimes wonder if we did right, L'mal and I, nonopolizing your
healing arts for the Wyr."

"Yes!" Mreta' s quick reply was echoed by Holth and Olith.

"Well, ask a silly question!" Leri was reassured, and she patted Holth's
cheek.

"Quite. Now, what Records should |I send you?"

"The ol dest ones you can find that are still legible." Mreta scooped up
the pillow Leri had | oaned her and threw it back to the old Weyrwoman, who
caught it deftly.

"And eat sonething!" Leri shouted as Moreta turned and | eft the weyr.

Wsps of fog were infiltrating the valleys, oozing toward the western
rimof the Bowl, and the watchrider was standing within the forearms of his
dragon, finding what protection he could fromthe el ements. Mreta shuddered.
She didn't like the northern fogs even after ten Turns, but she hadn't |iked
the humdity of the southern latitude at Ista any better. And it was far too
late to return to the confortable clinmate of the highlands of Keroon. Was the
di sease in the highlands, too? And Tal pan di agnosing it! How strange that he
had been in her nmind yesterday. Wuld the epidem c bring themtogether again?

She gave herself a little shake and began the descent to the floor of
the Bowl. First she would see K lon, then find Berchar, even if it neant
i nvadi ng the privacy of S gor's weyr.

K'lon was asl eep when she reached the infirmary and there was not so
much as a bead of fever perspiration on his brow or upper lip. Hs fair skin
was a heal thy col or, wi nd-darkened where the eyepieces |left the cheek bare.
Berchar had attended K lon during the initial days of his fever so Mireta saw
no point in rousing the blue rider again.

Fol k were novi ng about the Bow by then, swirling fog about them as they
began the preparations for the next day's Threadfall. The shouts and | aughter
of the weyrlings filling firestone sacks was nuted by the m st. Mreta thought
to check with Weyrlingmaster F neldril to find out how many of the weyrlings
had drawn convey duty the day before. A rare animal in Ista mght well have
attracted sone of themdespite their strict orders to convey and return
directly.

"Put sone energy into the task, lads. Here's the Wyrwonan to see the
sacks are properly filled for tomorrow s Fall."

Many Fort dragonriders insisted that F neldril was the one rider al
Fort dragons obeyed, a hol dover fromweyrling days under his tutelage. He did
have an uncanny instinct, Mreta thought, if he could see her through the
rolling fog. He appeared right beside her, a craggy-faced man with a deep
Thread scar fromforehead to ear, and the | obe nissing, but she had al ways
i ked himand he was one other first friends at Fort Weyr.

"You're well, Weyrwoman? And Olith thrives? She's near clutching now,
isn't she?"

"More weyrlings for you to tyrannize, F neldril?"



"Me?" He pointed his long curved thunb at his chest in nock dismay. "M?
Tyranni ze?"

But the old established exchange did not [ift her spirits. "There's
trouble, F neldril ..."

"Whi ch one?" he demanded.

"No, not your weyrlings. There's a di sease of epidem c proportion
spreadi ng over the southeast and coming west. I'Il want to know how nany of
the weyrlings were on convey duty yesterday and where they took their
passengers, and how |l ong they stayed on the ground at Ista. The entire Weyr
will be answering the sane questions. If we are to prevent the epidemc's
spreading here, we'll need to know. "

"Il find out exactly. Never fear on that count, Mreta!"

"I don't, but we nust avoid panic even though the situation is very
serious. And Leri would like to have sonme of the ol dest Records, the stil
| egi bl e ones, brought to her weyr."

"What's the Masterheal er doing then with his tine, and all those
apprentices of his, that we have to do his job for hinP"

"The nmore to | ook the quicker to find; the sooner the better," Mreta
replied. F neldril could be so parochial

"Leri'll have her Records as soon as the |lads have finished sacking
firestone and had a bit of a wash. Wuldn't do to have stone-dust nessing up
our Records. You there, M barak, that sack's not what 1'd call full. Top it
off."

Anot her of F' neldril's quirks was to finish one job before starting the
next. But Mreta noved off, secure in the know edge that Leri would not have a
long wait for her Records.

She went on to the Lower Caverns and stood for a nonment in the entrance,
noti ng how few peopl e occupi ed the tables, nobst of those few obviously nursing
wi neheads. How awkward and inconvenient it all was, Mreta thought with a rush
of distressed exasperation, for an epidemc to break out the day after two
Gat hers, when half the riders would consider the news a bad joke and the rest
woul dn't be sober enough to understand what was happening. And Fall tonorrow
How coul d she tell the Weyr if they weren't available to tell?

"I'f you eat, you'll think of sonething," came the cal minperturbable
voi ce of her dragon.

"An excellent notion." Mreta went to the small breakfast hearth and
poured herself a cup of klah, added a huge spoonful of sweetener, took a fresh
roll fromthe warm ng oven and | ooked around for a place to sit and think
Then she saw Peterpar, the Wyr herdsman, sharpening his hoof knife. H's hair
was runpled and his face sleep creased. He was not really attending to the job
at hand, which was honi ng an edge agai nst the strop

"Don't cut yourself," she said quietly, sitting down.
Pet erpar wi nced at the sound of her voice but he kept on stropping.

"Were you at Ista or Ruatha?"



"Both, for nmy folly. Beer at Ista. That foully acid Tillek w ne at
Ruat ha. "

"Did you see the feline at |Ista?" Mreta thought that it would be kinder
to break the news gently to a man in Peterpar's fragile state.
"Aye." Peterpar frowned. "Master Tal pan was there. He told me not to get
too close though it was caged and all. He sent you his regards, by the way.
Afterward," Peterpar's frown deepened as if he didn't quite trust his nenory
of events, "they put the animal down."

"For a good reason." Mreta told hi mwhy.

Pet erpar held the knife suspended, m dstrop, shocked. By the tinme she
had fini shed, he had recovered his equaninity.

"If it's to conme, it'll cone." He went on stropping.

"That |ast drove of runnerbeasts we received in tithe," she asked, "from
which hold did it come?" She sipped at the klah, grateful for its warnmth and
stimul ation.

"Part of Tillek's contribution.” Peterpar's expression reflected the
relief he felt. "Heard tell at Ista that there's been an ill ness anong runners
at Keroon. Same thing?" The tone in Peterpar's voice begged Mireta to deny it.

She nodded. "Now, how can a feline that cane fromthe Southern Continent
gi ve us, man and runnerbeast, a sickness?"

"Master Tal pan decided that it did. Apparently neither man nor
runner beast has any inmunity fromthe infection that feline brought with it."
Pet er par cocked his head to one side, contorting his face. "Then that
runner beast that dropped dead at Ruatha races had it?"

"Quite possibly."

"Till ek doesn't get breeding stock from Keroon. Just as well. But soon's
I finish my klah, 1'll check the herds." He returned his hoof knife to its
case, rolled up his strop and shoved it into his tunic pocket. "Dragons don't
get this, do they?"

"No, Master Talpan didn't believe they could." Mreta rose to her feet.
"But riders can."

"Ch, we're a hardy lot, we weyrfolk," Peterpar said pridefully, shaking
his head that she would doubt it. "We'Il be careful now You wait and see.
wn't be many of us com ng down sick. Don't you worry about that now, Mbreta.
Not with Fall tonorrow "

One was of fered reassurance fromunlikely sources, Mreta thought. Yet
hi s advice rem nded her that one of the reasons weyrfol k were so hardy was
because they ate well and sensibly. Many illnesses could be prevented, or
di m ni shed, by proper diet. One of her nost inportant duties as Weyrwoman was
altering that diet fromseason to season. Mreta | ooked about the Cavern, to
see if Nesso was up. She had better not be laggard with the tidings to Nesso
who would relish disseninating informati on of such cali ber.

"Nesso, |I'd like you to add spearl eek and white bulb to your stews for a
whil e, please."



Nesso gave one of her little offended sniffs. "I've already planned to
do so and there's citron in the morning rolls. If you'd had one, you'd know A
pi nch of prevention's worth a pound of cure.”

"You' d already planned to? You' ve heard of the sickness?"

Nesso sniffed again. "Being waked up at the crack of dawn,
"Sh'gall told you?"

"No, he didn't tell ne. He was banging around the night hearth nuttering
to hinmsel f half-demented, w thout a thought or a consideration for those of us
sl eepi ng nearby."

Moreta knew very well why Nesso i nposed on herself the nighthearth duty
on a Gather night. The prying woman | oved to catch people sneaking in or out;
t hat know edge gave her a feeling of power.

"Who el se in the Weyr knows?"

"\Whoever you've been telling before you cane to nme." And she cast a dark
| ook over her shoul der at Peterpar, who was trudgi ng out of the Cavern

"What did you actually hear Sh'gall saying?" Mreta knew Nesso's
penchant for gossip and also her fallibility in repeating it correctly.

"That there's an epidemic on Pern and everyone will die." Nesso gave
Moreta a | ook of pure indignation. "Wich is downright foolish."

"Master Capi am has declared that there is.”

"Well, we haven't got one here!" Nesso pointed her |adle at the floor
"K'lon's fine and healthy, sleeping like a babe for all he was woke up and
guesti oned sharp. Hol ders die of epidemcs." Nesso was contenptuous of anyone
not connected intimtely with Weyrs. "Wat el se could be expected when so many
people are crammed into living space that wouldn't suit a watchwher!" Al of
Nesso' s indignation drai ned out of her as she | ooked up and saw Mreta's
expression. "You're serious?" Her eyes wi dened. "I thought Sh'gall just had
too much wi ne! Ch! And everyone here was either to Ista or Ruatha!" Nesso
m ght | ove to gossip but she was not stupid, and she was quite able to see the
enormty of the situation. She gave herself a little shake, picked up the
ladle, wiped it off with her clout, and gave the porridge such a stirring that
globs fell to the burning blackstone. "\Wat're the signs?"

"Headache, fever, chills, a dry cough."

"That's exactly what put Klon in his bed."

"You're sure?"

"OfF course I'msure. And for that matter, K lon's fine. Weyrfolk are
heal thy fol k!" Nesso's assertion was as prideful as Peterpar's and a matter of

some consol ation to Moreta. "And, saving your |ook-in on himyesterday
afternoon, only Berchar tended him but he was recovered by then. Mnd you,

shouldn't go telling everyone suddenlike about the synptons, as we'll have
enough sore heads this norning and it's an epidenmc of wi ne they had | ast
night, that'll be all." She gave the porridge a final decisive poke and turned

fully toward Mreta. "How |l ong does it take this sickness to cone on peopl e?"

"Capi am says two to four days."



"Well, at least the riders can concentrate on Fall tonmorrow with a cl ear

m nd

"There's to be no congregating. No visitors into the Weyr and none to go
out. |I've told the watchrider so."

"Visitor's aren't likely today in any case, with Gathers yesterday and
the fog so thick you can't hardly see the other side of the Bow. You'll find
Berchar in S gor's weyr, you know. "

"I thought that likely. Sh'gall's not to be disturbed."

"Ch?" Nesso's eyebrows rose to neet her hairline. "Does he fancy he's
al ready got this disease? And Thread Falling tonorrow? Wat do | tell the
wi ngl eaders if they ask for hinP"

"Tell themto seek nme. He's not ill in any case but he was conveying
Mast er Capi am yesterday and he's exhausted."

Moreta |l eft Nesso on that. By sleeping, Sh'gall would recover fromthe
first flare of panic and be as eager as ever for the stimulation of a Fall. He
was al ways at his best |eading the Weyr's fighting w ngs.

Fog swirled around her as Mireta stepped out of the Lower Cavern

"Orlith, would you pl ease bespeak Malth for ne and ask for a lift to her

weyr ?"

"Il cone."

"I know you would, ny love, but you are egg-heavy, the fog is thick, and
by meki ng such a request, | give them due notice of ny com ng."

"Malth cones.” Sonething in Oriith's tone nade Moreta wonder if Malth
had been reluctant to obey the sumons. Malth shoul d have known that the
Weyrwoman woul d not intrude unnecessarily.

"Malth does,” was Olith's quick rejoinder, inplying that the rider was
at fault.

No sooner had the queen spoken than the fog roiled violently and the
green dragon settled herself right beside Mdreta so that the Wyrwoman need
only to take one step

"Express ny gratitude, Olith, and conpliment her on her flying."
"1 did."

Moreta swung her leg over Malth's neck ridge. She always felt a trifle
strange when nounted on so nmuch snaller a dragon than her great queen. It was
ridiculous to think that she m ght be too heavy for the green, whose rider
S gor was a tall, heavily built man, but Mreta could never dispel that notion
on the infrequent occasions when she rode the | esser dragons of the Weyr.

Malth waited a respectful noment to be sure that Moreta was settled and
then sprang lightly upward. Diving blind into the fog disoriented Mreta
despite her absolute faith in Malth.

"You woul d not worry on nme," Olith said plaintively. "I'mnot that



egg- heavy yet."
"I know, |ove!"

Mal t h hovered for a nmonent in the gray gloom then Mreta felt the
lightest of jars through the dragon's slender frame as she | anded on her weyr
| edge.

"Thank you, Malth!" Mreta projected her voice loudly to give further
warning to the weyr occupants then di snounted and wal ked toward the yell ow
gleamspilling fromthe weyr into the corridor. She couldn't see her feet or
t he | edge. She | ooked behind her, at the dragon who appeared to be suspended
in the fog, but Malth's eyes whirled slowly wth encouragenent.

"Don't come in here,"
light.

S gor called urgently, and his figure bl ocked the

"S'gor, | really cannot stand out here in the fog. | gave you plenty of
warning." This was not the time for a rider to be coy.

"It's the illness, Mreta. Berchar's got it. He's terribly unwell and he
said | mustn't let anyone in the weyr." S gor stepped back as he spoke,
wher eupon Moreta wal ked purposefully down the aisle and to the weyr. S gor
backed to the sl eeping al cove, which he now guarded with outstretched arns.

"I must speak with him S gor." Mreta continued toward the al cove.

"No, really, Moreta. It won't do you any good. He's out of his head. And
don't touch ne, either. |I'mprobably contaninated ..." S gor noved to one side
rather than risk contact with his Weyrwonman. The incoherent nunbles of a
feverish man grew audi bl e during the slight pause in the conversation. "You
see?" S gor felt hinself vindicated.

Moreta pushed back the curtain that separated the sleeping quarters from
the weyr and stood on the threshold. Even in the dimlight she could see the
change sickness had nade in Berchar. H's features were now drawn by fever and
his skin was pal e and noist. Mreta saw Berchar's nedicine case |ay open on
the tabl e and wal ked over to it. "How |l ong has he been ill?" She lifted the
first bottle left on the table.

"He was feeling wetched yesterday, terrible headache, so we didn't go
to either of the Gathers as we'd planned." S gor fiddled nervously with the
bottles on the table. "He was perfectly all right at breakfast. W were going
to Ista, to see that animal. Then Berch says he has this splitting headache
and he'd have to lie down. | didn't believe himat first,"

"He took sweatroot for headache?"

"No. He took willow salic, of course.'
crystals.

S gor held up the bottle of

"Then sweatr oot ?"

"Yes, for all the good it did him He was burning up by m dday and then
i nsisted on having this," S gor read the label, "this aconite. | thought that
very odd indeed since |I have been of assistance to himseveral tinmes and he
told me off rather abruptly for questioning a healer. This norning, though, he
asked nme to make himan infusion of featherfern, which | did, and told nme to
add ten drops of fellis juice. He said he ached all over."



Moret a nodded i n what she hoped was a reassuring manner. Aconite for a
headache and fever? She coul d understand featherfern and fellis juice.

"Was his fever high?"

"He knew what he was doing, if that's what you nean.'
def ensi ve.

S gor sounded

"I"'msure he did, S gor. He is a Masterheal er, and Fort Weyr's been
fortunate to have himassigned to us. What else did he tell you to do?"

"To keep everyone fromvisiting." He stared resentfully at Mreta. She
did not blink or |ook away, nerely waited until he had himself in contro
agai n. "Essence of featherfern undiluted every two hours until the fever
abates and fellis juice every four hours, but no sooner than four hours."

"Did he think he had contracted the fever fromK | on?"

"Berchar woul d never discuss his patients with ne!"

"I wish he had this once."

S gor | ooked frightened. "Has K lon taken a turn for the worst?"

"No, he's sleeping quite naturally." Mreta wi shed that she could enjoy
the sane privilege. "I would like a few words with Berchar when his fever
drops, S'gor. Do not fail to informne. It's very inportant." She | ooked down
at the sick man with conflicting doubts. If K lon had the sane di sease that
Mast er Capi am had di agnosed as an epi denmic, why had he recovered when people
i n southeast Pern were dying? Could it be due to the circunstances of hold
life? Were overcrowding in the holds and the unseasonably warm weat her
promoting the spread of the disease? She realized that her pause was al arm ng

S gor. "Follow Berchar's instructions. I'll see that you won't be troubl ed
further. Have Malth inform Orlith when Berchar may talk to me. And do thank
Malth for conveying nme. | know that she was reluctant to di sobey."

S gor's eyes assuned the unfocused gaze that indicated he was conversing
with his dragon. But he smiled as he | ooked down at Moreta.

"Malth says you're wel come and she'll take you down now. " Dropping back
to the Bow through the thick m st was an eerie sensation

"Malth would not dare drop her Weyrwoman," Olith said stoutly.

"I sincerely trust not but | cannot see nmy hand in front of ny nose."
Then the green dragon daintily backw nged to |land Moreta in the sanme spot by
the Lower Caverns from which she had taken off. The fog rolled in a huge
spiral as Malth spurted back to her weyr.

Not sweatroot, Mreta was thinking, to bring a fever out of a body.
Featherfern to reduce it. Aconite to ease the heart? That bad a fever. And
fellis juice for aches. Sh'gall had not reported aches in Capiamis synptons.
She wi shed she'd had a chance to talk to Berchar. Maybe she should see if
K lon was awake.

"He sleeps,”" Oiith said. "You should sleep awhile."
Moreta did feel weary now that the stinulus provided by Sh'gall's

startling announcenment had worn of f. What had begun as a m st was now an
i npenetrabl e fog. She could get lost trying to find the infirmry.



"You can always find nme," Olith assured her. "Turn slightly to your
left and all you'll have to do is walk straight toward me. 1'll have you back
in the weyr safely.”

"Il just have a few hours' sleep," Mreta said. She needed the rest
that had been interrupted by Sh'gall's precipitous entry. She'd done what she
could for now, and she'd check on her mnedici nes before she went up the stairs
to her weyr. She made the slight left turn

Now just wal k straight,” Olith advised her

That was far easier for the dragon to say than for Mreta to do. In a
few steps she couldn't even distinguish the bright yellow light fromthe Lower
Caverns; then Olith's nental touch steadi ed her and she wal ked on
confidently, the mist swirling in behind her and pushing away before each tine
she rai sed a knee.

K'lon had recovered; her mnd dwelled on that thought. Even if holders
died, K lon the dragonrider had survived. Sh'gall had been very tired, hadn't
sl ept when he burst in on her, perhaps he had not got all his facts straight.
No, S peren had said sonething about illness. Fall was tonorrow and she'd had
such a good day, with the exception of the runnerbeast's coll apse.

"Don't fret so," Orlith advised. "You have done all you can with so few

peopl e awake to tell. There is sure to be sonmething in the Records. Leri wll
find it."

"It's the fog, silly. It's depressing. | feel as if |I'm nmoving nowhere
forever."

"You are near me now. You are al npbst at the steps.”

And soon enough for Moreta to be wary. She kicked the bottomstep with
her right foot. Behind her the m st surged. She found the wall with one hand
and then the frame to the storeroom The tunblers of the |ock were so old that
Moreta often wondered why they bothered to use it. Wen the Pass was over,
she'd speak to one of the mastersmths. Now she didn't even need |light for
there was a click as the tunblers fell into place. She heaved at the massive
door to start it swinging on its hinges. Even the fog could not mask the
conmpound odors rel eased by its opening. Mreta reached up and ni pped open the
gl owbasket, her senses pleasantly assail ed and reassured by the pungent
spi cyness of stored herbs. As she nmoved farther into the room she could
identify the subtler fragrances and snells. She didn't need to uncover the
central light; she knew where the febrifuges were stored. To her eyes, the
well -filled shelves and the bundl es of featherfern drying on the rack | ooked
nore than adequate even if everyone in the Weyr were to cone down with
illness. She could very faintly hear the furtive slither of tunnel snakes. The
pests had their own ways in and out of solid rock. She rmust get Nesso to put
down nore poison. Aconite was to the right, a square glass container full of
the powdered root. Plenty of willow salic, and four large jars of fellis
juice. Sh'gall had nmentioned a cough. Moreta turned to those renedies:
tussilago, confrey, hyssop, thynmus, ezob, borrago. Mre than enough. Wen the
Anci ents had made the Crossing, they had brought with themall the nedicina
herbs and trees with which they had eased illness and disconfort. Surely sone
woul d answer the problem of the new di sease.

She wal ked back to the door, closed the glow, resting her hand a nonent
on the door frane, snooth from generations of hands resting just as she did.
Cenerations! Yes, generations that had survived all kinds of bizarre



happeni ngs and unusual illnesses, and woul d survive this one!

The fog had not abated, and she could see the staircase as only a darker
shadow. Her foot kicked the first riser

"Be easeful ," Oiith said.
"I will." Mreta's right hand crept along the wall as she ascended. She
seened to be wal king upward into nothing until her |ead foot discovered the
safety of the next step and the m st churned about her. But Olith kept

mur mur i ng encour agenent until Mreta | aughed, saying she was only a few steps
fromher weyr and her bed. For all of that, she nearly nissed her step at the
| anding for the Iight fromher weyr was di mnished to a feeble gl ow.

The weyr was noticeably warmer. The gol den dragon's eyes gl eaned as
Moreta crossed to caress her, scratching Olith's eye ridges. She |eaned
gratefully against Orlith's head, thinking that Olith exuded an odor that was
a conbination of all the best herbs and spices.

"You are tired. You nust get sone sleep now "

"Ordering nme about again, huh?" But Mreta was on her way to her
sl eeping quarters. She pulled off tunic and trousers and, sliding into the
furs, arranged them around her shoul ders and was very quickly asleep

CHAPTER VI
Ruat ha Hol d, Present Pass, 3.11.43

Al essan watched as the great dragon sprang into the air with Mreta
lifting her armin farewell. The dragon glowed in the darkgray sky, and not
fromthe feeble light of the dying |lanp standards. Did her gravid state
account for that |um nescence? Then the phenonmenon occurred for which Al essan
wai t ed. The gol den gl owi ng queen and her |ovely Weyrwonan di sappeared. A
whoosh of air nade the | anguid banners flutter

Smiling, Alessan took a deep breath, well satisfied by the high nonents
of his first Gather as Lord of Ruatha Hold. As his sire had often repeated,
good pl anni ng was the essence of success. True enough that good pl anni ng had
resulted in his sprinter's win, but he had never counted on Mreta's conpany
at the races, she had been such a spontaneous conpani on. Nor had he
anticipated her dancing with him He'd never had such an agile partner in the
toss dance. Now, if his nmother could find a girl in any way conparable to
Moreta ...

"Lord Al essan ..

He swung around, surprised out of his pleasant reverie by the hoarse
whi sper. Dag scuttled out of the shadows and stopped, bolt still, half a dozen
paces from him

"Lord Alessan ..."
al erted Al essan.

The anxiety in Dag's voice and the fornal address

"What's the matter, Dag? Squeal er?"

"He's fine. But all Vander's animals is down w th the cough, hacking out
their lungs, feverish and breaking out in cold sweats. Sone of those picketed
next to Vander's |ot are coughing, too, and sweating. Norman don't know what
to make of it, it's so sudden. | know what | make of it, Lord Al essan, and so



I'"mgoing to take our animals, those that have been in the beasthold and ain't
been near that lot in the pickets. 1'mgoing to take 'em away before that
cough spreads."

"Dag, |'mnot,"

"Now, | ain't saying, Lord Al essan," Dag raised his hand in a placatory
gesture, "but what the cough could be the warm weat her and a change of grass,

but I'm not risking Squeal er. Not after himw nning."

Al essan suppressed a snile at Dag's vehenence.

"Il just take our bl oodstock up to the high nursery meadows, till they
clear away." He jerked his thunmb at the race flats. "I've packed sone
provisions and there're plenty of crevice snakes for eating. And I'l1 take

that ruffian of a grandson of mne with ne."

Second only to Squealer in Dag's affections was his daughter's youngest
son, Fergal, a lively rascal who was nore often in the black records than any
other holdling. Al essan had a sneaking admiration for the lad' s ingenuity, but
as Lord Hol der he could no | onger condone the antics that Fergal inspired. H's
nost recent prank had so angered Lady Om, involving as it did the smirching
of guest linens, that he had been forbidden to attend the Gather, and the
puni shrent was enforced by | ocking the boy in the Hold' s cell.

“I'f I thought, "

Dag laid a finger along his snub nose. "Better safe than sorry."
"Cet along then." Alessan |onged for sleep and Dag was plainly in an
obstinate frame of mind. "And take that ... that ..."

"Dirty piece of laundry?" Dag's grin was slyly infectious.
"Yes, that's an apt description.”

"Il wait for a nessage fromyou, Al essan, that all the visitors have
gone and taken their cough with "em" Dag's grin broadened and he turned
smartly on one heel, setting off toward the beasthold at such a clip that his
bandy figure rolled fromside to side. Al essan watched his departure
t houghtfully for a nonment, wondering if he gave Dag too rmuch | atitude. Perhaps
the ol d handl er was covering up some new prank Fergal had pulled. But a cough
spreadi ng through the pickets was not so easily dismssed. Wien he'd had sone
sl eep, he'd have a word with Norman, see if they had di scovered why Vander's
runner had di ed. That incident bothered Al essan. But a cough hadn't killed the
runner. Was it possible that Vander, keen to win at the Gather, had ignored
the signs of illness to bring his mddistance runner? Al essan woul d prefer not
to think so, but he knew well how the desire to win could grip a man.

Al essan nade his way back to the hold on the roadway, passing dark | unps
of people rolled in sleeping furs. It had been a good Gat her and the weat her
had hel d. A slight danpness in the dawn air heralded fog or mist. But the
weat her woul dn't be the only thing foggy that day.

The Hall, too, was crowded with sl eepers, and he wal ked carefully so as
not to disturb anyone. Even the wi de corridor outside his apartment
accommodat ed Gat herers on straw pallets. He considered hinmself fortunate that
hi s mother had not insisted he share his quarters. But then, perhaps she had
hoped that he would! He smiled as he cl osed the door behind himand began to
strip off his finery. It was only then he renenbered that Mreta had not



retrieved her Gather gown. No matter. That gave himan excuse to talk to her
at the next Fall. He stretched out on his bed, pulled the furs over him and
was asleep in noments

In what seened like no tinme he was being so vigorously shaken that, for
one di soriented monent, he thought he was a boy again, being attacked by his
br ot hers.

"Al essan!” Lady Oma's indignant exclamation brought himto conplete
awar eness. "Hol der Vander is extrenely ill and Masterhealter Scand insists
that it is not from overindul gence. Two of the nen who acconpani ed Vander are
al so feverish. Your race-course manager infornms nme also that four animals are
dead and nore appear to be sickening."

"Whose ani mal s?" Al essan wondered if Dag had known nore than he'd
admi tted.

"How shoul d I know, Al essan?" Lady Om had no interest at all in the
runner beasts that were Ruatha's principal industry. "Lord Tol ocanp is
di scussing it with, "

"Lord Tol ocanp presunes!" Alessan rolled out of the bed, reached for his
trousers in a fluid novenent, stuffed his feet into the legs and pulled them
up as he rose. He dragged a tunic over his head, slamed his feet into boots,
ki cki ng aside his discarded Gather finery. He forgot about the sleepers in the
hal | way and nearly trod on an arm before he checked his haste. Mst of those
who had slept in the Hall were awake and there was a clear path to the door
Cursing Tol ocanp under his breath, Al essan nmanaged a smile for those who
noticed his passing.

Tol ocanp was in the forecourt, an arm across his chest, propping the
el bow of the other arm as he rubbed his chin, deep in thought. Norman was with
him shifting anxiously fromfoot to foot, his face gaunt froma sl eepl ess
night. As Al essan strode out, Norman's face brightened, and he turned eagerly
toward his own Lord Hol der.
"Good day to you, Tol ocanmp,"” Al essan said with scant courtesy,
controlling the anger he felt at the older man's interference, however well
i ntentioned. "Yes, Norman?" He tried to draw the manager to one side but
Tol ocanp was not so easily evaded. "This could be a very serious matter
Al essan," Tol ocanp said, his heavy features set in a frown of portentous
concer n.
"I"ll decide that, thank you." Al essan spoke so curtly that Tol ocanp
regarded himw th astoni shnent. Al essan took the opportunity to nove aside
wi t h Nor man.

"Four of Vander's runners are dead,"” Norman said in a | ow voice, "and
the other is dying. Nineteen beasts near them have broken out in sweats and
coughi ng somet hi ng pat hetic."

"Have you isolated them fromthe healt hy?"

"I"ve had nen working on that since first light, Lord Al essan.™

"Lady Oma said that Vander's ill as are two of his nen?"

"Yes, sir. | called Masterheal er Scand to attend themlast night. At

first I thought that Vander was upset fromlosing his runner, but his two nen
are fevered. Now Helly's conplaining of a terrible headache. As Helly don't



drink, it can't be fromlast night."
"Vander had a headache yesterday, didn't he?"

"I don't rightly remenber. Lord Al essan.” Norman rel eased a heavy sigh
pul ling his hand across his forehead.

"Yes, of course, you did have rather a lot to manage, and the races went
off very well indeed." Alessan grinned, reninding Norman of the tines when he
had been his assistant.

"I"'mglad you think so, but,” Norman's attention was held by sonething
in the road and he pointed at a travel wagon, four runners led fromits
tailgate. "I'mworried about Kulan's |eaving."

Even as the men watched, one of the I ed horses coughed violently.

"I told Kulan he hadn't ought to be traveling with that runner but he
won't listen to me."

"How many decanped this norning?" Alessan felt the first stir of rea
apprehension. If a coughing illness spread through the Hold with the plow ng
only half conpleted ...

"Some dozen left first light, mainly wagon travelers. Their stock wasn't
pastured near the racers. It's just that | know Kulan's one is sick."

"I"ll speak to him You find out how many have started honme. Tell sone
of the holders to report to ne here as nessengers. We'll retrieve our departed
guests. No animals are to leave this Hold until we know what causes t hat
cough. "

"What about peopl e?"

"Since the one usually takes the other, no, no people. And I'Il want to
have a word with Master Scand about Vander, too."

Kul an was not pleased to be halted. The aninmal only had a norning cough
he asserted, fromthe dust raised the night before and the change in grass.
It'd be fine once it got nmoving. Kulan was anxious. He had three days' hard
travel before he reached his hold. He'd left his next ol dest son in charge and
had doubts about the lad's capabilities. Al essan pointed out firmy that Kul an
woul dn't want to bring an infected beast hone to nmingle with his healthy
stock. Another day to find out what the ailnment was would be well worth a
del ay.

Tol ocanp foll owed, reaching Al essan and his holderman in time to catch
the end of the argunent. The ol der Lord's polite concern became an active
anxi ety but he held his peace until Kulan and his handl ers had turned back to
the Gather fields.

"Are such drastic neasures necessary? | mean, these people must get back
to their holds, as | nust return to mne."

"A slight delay, Tolocanp, until we see how the animals fare. Surely you
and your good | adies would be glad of a | onger visit?"

Tol ocanp blinked, surprised by Alessan's snmiling intransigence. "They
may stay if they wish but | was about to request you to drum Fort Weyr for a
conveyance."



"As you yourself said a few m nutes ago, Tol ocanp, this could be a
serious matter. It is. Neither of us can afford to have a sickness run through
our stock. Not at this tinme of the Turn. OF course, we may find that it only
affects the racers, but I would fault nyself severely if | didn't take
preventi ve measures now, before the infection can spread fromthe Hold
proper." Al essan wat ched Tol ocanmp's obvious reflections over the nmerits of a
delay. "Kulan's one of mne, but I'd take it kindly if you would speak to
t hose of your own Hold who gathered with us. |1'm not spreading al arm but four
racers dead and nore coughing in the picket lines ..."

"Well. now..."
"Thank you, Tolocanp. | knew | could count on your cooperation.”

Al essan noved away swi ftly before Tol ocanp could nuster an argument. He
made for the kitchens where weary drudges were preparing |large pitchers of
kl ah and trays of fruits and sweetbreads. As he had hoped, he found klina
supervising. Fromthe fatigue apparent on her face, she hadn't had any sleep

"Cklina, there's trouble,” he told her quietly. "Sickness down at the
flats. Tell Lady Ora that, until |1'msure what it is and how it can be cured,
no one is to | eave the Hold. Her powers of persuasion and hospitality are
required.”

lina's dark eyes had wi dened with al arm but she controlled her
expression and perenptorily called one of the drudges to task for spilling
kl ah.

"Where's our brother, Mkfar?" Al essan asked. "Asleep above?"
"He's gone. They |left about two hours ago."

Al essan rubbed his face. Makfar had had two runners in the racing. "Wen
you' ve spoken to Mother, send a nessenger after them The way Mkfar travels,
they won't have gone far. Say, say ..."

"That you have urgent need of Mkfar's advice." lina grinned.
"Exactly." He gave her an affectionate pat on the shoulder. "And inform
our other brothers that security is required for the Hold proper."

By the time Alessan returned to the forecourt, Norman had arrived with a
nunber of Ruathan hol ders. Al essan told themto find short swords and ride in
pairs along the main roads to turn back travel ers on whatever pretext cane to
m nd. The hol ders were ordered to use force where persuasion failed. H's
brothers, in varying stages of discontent, reported to him He dispatched them
to get arns and assist the messengers, if need be, but to be sure that no one
el se left the Hold. Just then Lord Tol ocanp bustled out of the Hall. He | ooked
full of argunents

"Alessan, now |'mnot sure that all this fuss is absolutely necessary."

Echoing up fromthe south, the nmessage druns of River Hold could be
heard plainly. As Al essan counted the doubl e-urgent salutation and heard the
heal er code as originator, he took a noment's pleasure in the astoni shnment on
Tol ocanp's face, but lost it as the neat of the nessage boomed out. Those who
could not understand the code caught the fear generated by those who did.
Druns were a fine nmethod of conmunication but too bl oody public, Alessan
t hought savagely.



Epi dem ¢ di sease, the druns rolled, spreading rapidly across continent
fromlgen, Keroon, Telgar, Ista. Hghly infectious. H ghly contagious. Two to
four days' incubation. Headache. Fever. Cough. Prevent secondary infection
Fatalities high. Medicate synptons. Isolate victinms. Quarantine effective
i medi ately. Runnerbeasts highly susceptible. Repeat Epidem c warning. No
travel permtted. Congregating di scouraged. Capi am

The final roll conmanded the pass-on of the nessage.

"But there's been a Gather here!" Tol ocanp exclaimed fatuously. "No
one's sick but a handful of runners. And they haven't been at lIgen or Keroon
or anywhere!" Tol ocanp glared at Alessan as if the alarmwas sonehow at his
i nstigation.

"Vander's sick and two of his handlers,"”

"Too much to drink," Tol ocanp asserted. "It can't be the same thing.
Capi am just says the illness is spreading, not that it's here in Ruatha."

"When the Masterhealer of Pern calls a quarantine,” Alessan said in a
soft angry voice, "it is ny duty, and yours, Lord Tol ocanp, to respect his
authority!"™ Alessan didn't realize that he sounded very much like his sire at
t hat nmoment, but Tol ocanp was sil enced.

That was all the tine they had to speak for those who had understood the
drum nmessage were now searching for the two Lords Hol der

"What's Capi am tal ki ng about ?"

"W can't be quarantined! |1've got to get back to ny hold."

"I left stock near to birthing ..

"My wife stayed at the cot with our babies ..

Tol ocanp rallied, standing stolidly by Alessan's side, confirmng the
dreadful nessage and Capianis right to broadcast a quarantine restriction

"Master Capiamis not an alarmist!" "We'Il have further details once
t hat message has passed.” "This is just a precaution." "Yes, a runnerbeast did
die yesterday." "Master Scand will tell us nore." "No, no one may be pernmitted
to | eave. M ght endanger your own hold and spread illness further." "A few
days is not too much for health's sake."

Al essan answered al nost by rote, letting the first panic roll over his
head. He had already taken the first steps toward recalling people and to
avert a mass exodus. He and Tol ocanp did their best to quiet apprehension
Al essan rapidly cal cul ated how much food he had in convenient storage. The
Gat herers woul d soon exhaust their travel rations. Assum ng some people m ght
catch Vander's illness, if it was Capiamis epidenmic, would it be better to
house themin the Hall? O clear one of the beastholds? The Hold' s infirmary
could accommodate no nore than twenty and that with crowdi ng. Four dead
ani mal s, another dying, and Nornman said ni neteen nore were coughi ng?
Twenty-four animals out of a hundred twenty-two in twentyfour hours? The
energency had nothing to do with what he had been trained to neet. Nothing to
do with the imrenorial evil that ravaged Pern. As inpartially as Thread, this
new and equal |y insidious nenace would blight the inhabitants as Thread coul d
devastate the land. "Fatalities high," the nessage had said. Wre there no
dragons to combat di sease? Was this sort of disaster provided for in the Hold



Records his father had always referred to?
"Here comes your heal er, Al essan," said Tol ocanp.

The two Lords Hol der noved to intercept Master Scand before he reached
the forecourt. The man's usually placid round face was nearly purple with his
exertions, his nouth thinned by annoyance. He was sweating copiously and
blotting his face and neck with a none-too-clean cloth. Al essan had al ways
t hought Scand nerely an adequate healer, suitable to attend, the Hold's |arge
nunber of pregnancies and treat occasional accidents, but not up to a mgjor
ener gency.

"Lord Al essan, Lord Tol ocanp," Scand panted, his chest heaving, "I cane
as soon as | received your summons. Did | not hear drums? Did | not recognize
the heal er code? Is sonmething the matter?"

"What ails Vander?"

The sharpness of Al essan's question put Scand on his guard. He cleared

his throat and nopped his face, reluctant to commit hinmself. "Well, now, as to
that | am perpl exed for he has not responded to the draught of sweatroot which
| prepared for himlast night. A dose, | nmight add, that would have nade a

dragon perspire. It was ineffectual." Scand blotted his face again. "The man
conplains of terrible heart pal pitations and of a headache that has nothing to
do with wi ne because | was assured that he didn't indulge, he felt unwell
yesterday even before the races."

"And the other two nmen? Hi s handl ers?”
"They, too, are legitimately ill." Scand's ponpous speech had al ways
irritated Al essan. Today he brandi shed his sweaty cloth in his affected
pauses. "Legitimately ill, | fear, with severe headaches that render them
unable to rise fromtheir pallets, as well as the pal pitations of which Hol der
Vander conplains. Indeed, | aminclined to treat themfor those two synptons,
rather than sweat them although that is the specific treatnent for

uni dentified sudden fevers. Now, may | inquire if that message fromthe Heal er
Hall in any way concerns me?" Scand cocked his head inquisitively.

"Master Capiam has called a quarantine."
"Quarantine? For three nen?"

"Lord Alessan," said a tall |ean man, wearing harper blue. He had
grizzled hair and a nose that had suffered from many an unexpected adj ust ment
toits direction. His glance was direct and his manner quietly capable. "I'm
Tuero, journeyman harper. | can give Master Scand the full text so that you
can get on." Tuero jerked his head to the people mlling excitedly in the
forecourt.

Just then Ruatha's drummer began to relay the news onward to the |arge
northerly and western holds, the instrunents' deep reverberations adding to
t he general atnosphere of apprehension. Lady Om energed fromthe Hall wth
Lady Pendra and her daughters. Lady Oma listened intently to the drumthen
gave Al essan one |ong steady | ook. She and the Fort Hold women converged on
Har per Tuero and the heal er, who was now dithering, his face cloth hangi ng
fromhis linp hand.

For the first tine in his life, Al essan had cause to be grateful for the
unquesti oni ng support of his bl oodkin and even for the officiousness of Lord
Tol ocanp. A rider galloped back to request aid in bringing in one of the nore



aggressive holders with whom Al essan had al ready had trouble. Then Makfar's
fam |y wagon thundered in, scattering folk in the roadway. Al essan put himin
charge of inprovising shelters from Gather stalls and travel wagons. It was
one thing to doss down in a corridor for a night or grab a few hours sleep in
the Hall, but quite another matter to be so cranped for four nights. Tol ocanp
was not the only one who failed to see the irony of that as he countered

Makf ar's suggestions with some of his own. Alessan left the two to solve the
housi ng probl em so that he coul d acconpany Norman to the race flats and survey
the sick runners. People were already making small canmps in the first of the
fields.

Despite his errand, it was a relief to Alessan to get away fromthe
turmoi |l about the forecourt.

"Never saw anything bring down so many so fast, Lord Al essan.” Nornan
had al most to run to keep up with Alessan's long-1legged stride. "And | can't
think what to do for "em |If there is anything. Healer's nessage didn't say
much about animals, did it?" H's voice was bleak. "A runner can't tell you if
it ails.”

"It goes off feed and water."
"Not wagon beasts. They go till they drop."

Bot h nmen | ooked across the fields where the Hold's sturdy cart and wagon
runner beasts grazed, the ones Al essan had bred to his sire's specifications.

"Set up a buffer area. Keep racers and wagoners well separated.”

"I will. Lord Al essan, but the racers have been drinking upriver of
them "

"It's a wide river, Norman. Hope for the best."

The first thing Al essan noticed at the flats was that the manager had
utilized the entire spread of picket |lines. The healthy beasts were on the
outside, well away fromthe cleared circle surrounding the sick ones. The
coughi ng of the infected beasts was audible on the still, slightly chill air.
They coughed, necks extended, nouths gaping, in hard painful -soundi ng barKks.
Their |l egs were swollen, their hides dull and starring.

"Add featherfern and thymus to their water. If they' |l drink, Norman.
Use a syringe to get fluid into them before they dehydrate conpletely. W
m ght offer nettleweed, too. Some runners are smart enough to know what's good
for them Nettles, at least, are in plentiful supply." Al essan gazed out over
t he neadows where the annual battle to reduce the perennial had not yet
started. "Any coughs anong the herdbeasts?" He swung in the other direction

"Truth to tell, I've had little tinme to think about them" Norman had
t he dedicated racer's al nost contenptuous disdain for the placid herd
creatures. "Harper told me the druns only nentioned runners."

"Well, we'll have to slaughter herdbeasts to feed our unexpected guests.
I don't have enough fresh neat left after the Gather."

"Lord Alessan, did Dag ..." Nornman began tentatively, with a
hal f-gesture toward the cliff, to the great apertures where the Hold' s aninals
were normally sheltered during Threadfall.

Al essan gave Norman a shrewd gl ance



"So, you were in on that?"
"Sir, | was," Norman replied staunchly. "Dag and | got worried when the
cough started to spread. Didn't want to interrupt your dancing, but as the

bl oodst ock had no contact with these, Look at that!"

"Shards!"

They watched as the | eader in a teamof four hitched to a big wagon
collapsed in the traces, pulling its harness mate to its knees.

"Right, Norman. Get sonme men up to take charge of that team Use them as
long as they last to haul carcasses. Burn the dead animals down there."
Al essan pointed to a dip in the far fields, out of sight fromthe forecourt
and downwi nd. "Keep track of the dead beasts. Reparation should be nmade."

"1've no recorder."”

"I"ll send down one of the fosterlings. 1'll also want to know how many
peopl e stayed the night down here."

"Most of the handl ers stayed, and sone keen ones like old Runel and his
two cronies. Some of the breeders were in and out, not caring nmuch for the
dancing after you were thoughtful enough to send a few kegs down here."

"I wish we knew nore about this illness. 'Medicate the synptons,' the
drunms said." Al essan | ooked back at the Iines of coughing ani nal s.

"Then we give '"emthynus and featherfern, and nettles. Maybe we'll get a
nmessage fromthe Masterherdsman. Could be on its way fromthe east right now "
Nor man | ooked confidently in that direction

Help didn't usually cone fromthe east, Al essan thought, but he cl apped
Nor man reassuringly on the shoul der. "Just do the best you can!"

"You can count on ne, Lord Al essan."”

Norman's quietly issued assurance heartened Al essan as he took the
shorter way across the stubble field to the hold. Was it only the day before
that he and Moreta had paused on the rise to watch the raci ng? She had t ouched
Vander's dying runner! Alessan's stride faltered. The Weyr woul d have recei ved
t he drum nessage before Ruatha did. She would know by now the consequences of
her act. She would al so probably know better how to prevent falling il
hersel f.

As did everyone of Ruatha Hold, he knew the Fort Weyrwoman by sight, but
Al essan had al ways been on the fringes of such Hold gatherings as she had
attended since achi eving her senior position in the Weyr. So he had thought
her a distant, self-contained person, totally imersed in Weyr culture. The
di scovery that her fascination with racing was as keen as his own had been an
unexpected delight. Lady Om had rebuked himfirnmly at one point in the early
evening for taking so much of Mdreta's time. Al essan knew perfectly well that
she neant that he was not meking the nost of the chance to neet eligible
girls. He knew, too, that he must soon secure his bloodline and so he had
tried to be properly receptive until he saw Moreta slip behind the harpers
dais. By then he had had enough of stammering insipidity and tinorousness. He
had acquitted his duty as Lord Hol der but he was al so going to enjoy hinself
at his first Gather. In Mreta's conpany. And he had. Al essan had been raised
to anticipate both just reward and just punishnent. Mpnentarily the thought



that today's trials bal anced yesterday's pl easures sprang to his m nd but was
qui ckly rejected as juvenile.

The situation at the racing flats observed, Al essan decided the next
priority would be to send nessages to those expecting the return of the
Gat herers to those hol ds outside the message-drum system O herwi se he woul d
have anxi ous people coming to the Hold. Next he'd have to di scover who el se
had brought in new stock from Keroon as Vander had done, whether the beasts
were in holds or fields, and destroy them He would al so have to figure out
how to deal with dissidents. The Hold's one snmall cell mght secure a small
boy li ke Fergal but not an aggressive hol der

Tol ocanp, who had been directing those spreading a tent over the
hal f-wal | ed southern addition, intercepted Al essan
"Lord Al essan,"” the older nan said, stiffly formal, his face
expressionless, jaw clenched, "while | realize that the quarantine affects ne

as well, | rnmust return to Fort Hold. | will keep to nyself in my apartnment,
maki ng contact with no one. If this," Tolocanp gestured toward the confusion
in the roadway and Gather fields, "is occurring here, think of the turnoil

caused by ny absence from Fort Hold."

"My Lord Tol ocanp, | have al ways been under the inpression that your
sons were superbly trained to take over any Hold duties and performthem
flaw essly. "

"So they are." Tol ocanp stood even nore stiffly erect. "So they are.
put Campen in charge when |I left for your Gather, To give himexperience in
assum ng | eadership, "

"Good. This quarantine should afford himan unparalleled opportunity.™

"My dear Al essan, this emergency is outside his experience, too.

Al essan gritted his teeth, wondering if he had underesti mated Tol ocanp's
percepti on.

"Lord Tol ocanp, you are nore famliar than | with a doubl eurgent code
sent by a Mastercraftsman. Wuld you pernmit anyone to disobey it?"

"No, no, of course not. But this is an unusual circunstance,

"Quite. Your son has no Gather guests to deal with." Both nen could see
a group being shepherded back by two of Alessan's brothers and six nmen with
drawn swords. "Canpen has the Healer Hall as well as the Masterharper to
instruct himin the energency." Al essan noderated his harsh tone. He nust not
al i enate Tol ocanp. He'd need Tol ocanp's support with sone of the older nen in
his Hold who were not yet accustonmed to taking orders from soneone as young
and untried in Holding. "As the drum nmessage said, tw to four days
i ncubati on. You've been here a day already," he added persuasively, glancing
up at the noon-high sun. "In another day, if you show no signs of disconfort
yoursel f, you could discreetly return to Fort Hold. Meanwhile, you should set
an example."

"Yes, well. Hold one, hold all." Tol ocanp's expression nell owed.

"It is true that it would be very poor discipline for me to break a
guarantine." He becane noticeably nore anmenable. "This outbreak is probably
confined to the racing flats. | never have followed the sport." A disdainful
wave of his hand di sm ssed one of the najor pastines of Pern.



Al essan did not take unbrage because a party of nmen now bore
pur posefully down on the two Lords Hol der, their expressions determ ned and
anxi ous.

"Lord Al essan ..
"Yes, Turvine," Alessan replied to the nan, a crop holder in the
sout heastern corner of Ruatha. Hi s compani ons were herdsmnen.

"We've no drums near us and we're expected back. I'mnot one to go
agai nst Heal er's advice but there are other considerations. W can't bide here

Makfar had noticed the deputation and, although Al essan gave Turvine his
conplete attention, he was aware that his brother had signal ed several arned
hol ders to converge

"You'll bide here! That's ny order!" Al essan spoke forcefully and the
men backed of f, | ooking uncertainly for support from Tol ocanp. The Fort Hol der
stiffened, ignoring their tacit plea. Al essan raised his voice, projecting it
beyond the group to those watching and listening fromthe roadway and the
forecourt. "The druns have decreed the quarantine! | amyour Lord Hol der. As
surely as if Thread were Falling, you are under ny orders. No one, no anina
| eaves here until that drum" Al essan jabbed his armat the tower, "tells us
that the quarantine is lifted!"

In the silence that ensued, Al essan strode rapidly toward the hall door
Tol ocanp in step beside him

"You will have to get messages out to prevent people comng in,"
Tol ocanp said in a | ow voice when they were inside the Hall

"I know that. | just have to figure out how W thout exposing animals or
people.” Al essan swng to the left, into the Hold' s office where the bl oody
Records he did not have time to peruse were stacked in accusing ranks.

Al t hough the office had been put to use as sl eeping space during the Gather
it was vacant but sleeping furs were scattered about, their owners apparently
having left themin haste. Al essan kicked several aside to reach his nmaps. He
finally located the small-scale chart of the Holding on which the roads were
marked in different colors for trail, track, or path, and the holds simlarly
differentiated.

Tol ocanp exclainmed in surprise at the fine quality of the map. "1'd no
i dea you were so well equipped,” he said with a want of tact.

"As the harpers are fond of telling us," Alessan said, with a slight
smle to sweeten his words, "Fort Hold happened, but Ruatha was planned." He
traced a forefinger up the northern trail, to the dividing tracks that went
nort hwest, west, and northeast, reaching twenty holds, large and snmall, and
three m neholds. The main western trail through the nountai ns wandered with
occasi onal hazards into the plateau

"Lord Al essan ..

He turned and saw Tuero at the door, the other harpers behind himin the
corridor.

"I thought we m ght volunteer as messengers.” Tuero grinned, which nmade
his long, crooked nose slant even nore dramatically to the left. "That's the



subj ect of rather heated di scussions outside. The harpers of Pern are at your
di sposal . "

"I thank you, but you've been as exposed as anyone el se here. It's the
di sease | wish to contain, not the people.”
"Lord Alessan, " Tuero was smlingly insistent, "a message can be
rel ayed." Tuero nined putting sonething down quickly with one hand and taki ng
it up in the other with a sharp pull. He wal ked quickly to the map. "Someone
in this hold," he stabbed at the first one of the northern track, "could take
a nmessage to the next one, and so on, relaying instructions as well as the
drumcal | ."

Al essan stared at the map, nentally review ng the inhabitants of the
hol ds and cots. Even the farthest settlenent, the iron mnehold, was no nore
than three days' hard riding. Dag woul d have taken the fastest runners.
Squealer's ilk, with him but there would be beasts to nake the first |eg of
the relay, and no risk to other stock if the runner returned to Ruatha. If the
runner returned ..

"And as none of us has any reason to stay away from your bounti ful
hospitality, you can depend on us to return. Besides, this sort of thing is
our duty."

"A very good point," Tol ocanp mur mured.

"I concur. So, may | leave it to you, Tuero, to organize the contents of
t he nmessages and instructions to be forwarded by this relay system of yours?
Drum nessages went here, here, here, and here."

Al essan tapped the cardinal holds. "I doubt if they would have thought
of communi cating the bad news to the smaller places. Seven hol ds are capabl e
of supplying runners for the relay, each covering outlying cotholds."

"How fortunate that we are seven!”

Al essan grinned. "lndeed, Tuero. Let the harpers spread the news that
heral ds are available. Qur drumrer is still in the drumtower, | take it,
well, then, his supplies are in those cupboards, ink and hide and pen. Let ne
know when you're available. |1've travel maps. |I'll arrange nounts. You'll want
to be quick about this business or risk sleeping out."

"That's no novelty for harpers, | assure you."

"And you m ght discover, if you can, who else brought in animals from
Keroon over the past few weeks."

"Ch?" Both Tuero's eyebrows lifted expressing surprise.

"Vander picked up new runners froma ship out of Keroon,

"The drum nenti oned Keroon, didn't it? W'll find out. This winter's
lack of ice is not the blessing it seened, eh?"

"Not at all!"

"Ah, well, it's not ended yet!" Wth a quick courteous bow of his head,
Tuero led his craftfellows off to the main hall.

"Al essan, there is so much to be done, too, at Fort," Tol ocanp pl eaded.



"Tol ocanp, Farelly is in the drumtower and at your disposal." Al essan
waved him courteously toward the tower steps and then left the office. Lord
Leef had once confided that the way to avoid argunents was to keep them from
starting. Tactful withdrawal, he had called it.

Al essan paused briefly in the shadow of the Hall doors, observing the
activity in the forecourt, along the roadway, and beyond. Tents had been
rai sed, small fires had tripods, kettles hung above the flanes, a new fire had
been started in the roasting pit and the spit reset. Fromthe east, a party of
mounted riders and a string of runners were slowy wal king up the road, the
| eader flanked by Al essan's next ol dest brother, Dangel, and two Ruat han
cotholders, all three men with drawn swords. He'd asked Dangel where to put
Bai d, the reluctant crophol der. Above the dip where he'd told Norman to burn
t he dead beasts, a thin gout of black snoke hovered. Yes, anyone apprehended
| eaving the hold proper could serve on the burial detail.

A rider, running his mount hard, galloped up the stubble field,
clattering over the roadway, dodging tent and fire. The rider junped down,
| ooki ng anxi ously about him Wen Al essan stepped out of the shadow, the rider
dropped his reins and ran to him

"Lord Al essan, Vander's dead!"
CHAPTER VI |
Heal er Hall and Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.11.43

The boom ng reverberated t hrough Capiamls head until he woke, clutching
at his skull defensively. The drummi ng had even haunted his ni ghtmares before
he woke. He could hardly call the vivid scenes that had tortured hi mdreans,
and hi s awakeni ng was as nuch a protest against them as agai nst the intrusive
rhythns. He lay in his bed, spent with the effort of renewed consci ousness.
Anot her drumroll caused himto haul the pillows feebly over his head.

Wul d they never stop? He'd no idea that the drums were so infernally
| oud. Way had he never noticed them before? The Healers really deserved their
own quiet precinct. He was forced to add his hands to his ears to obtain sone
relief fromthe throbbing. Then he renenbered the nessages that he had left to
be relayed to all the major Halls and Holds. Had they taken so long to send
then? It nust be midday! Didn't the drumnaster realize how inportant a
guarantine was? O had some snide little apprentice mslaid the nessages to
allowtime for his own sl eep?

The ache in his skull was |ike nothing Capiam coul d renmenber.
Intol erable. And his heartbeat had speeded up to the drumtenpo. Hi ghly
unusual ! Capiamlay in the bed, his head painfully resounding and his heart
doing its own peculiar unsyncopated pal pitation

Mercifully the drunms ceased presently, but neither his head nor his
heart took any notice. Rolling to his side, Capiamattenpted to sit up. He
must have relief fromthis headache. Swinging his feet to the floor, he
| evered his body up. A groan of agony was forced fromhimas he nanaged to sit
upright. The pain in his head intensified as he staggered to his cupboard.

Fellis juice. A few drops. That would do the trick. It never failed him
He neasured the dose, blinking to clear his blurred vision, then splashed
water into the cup and swall owed the m xture. He wove back to his bed, unable
to remai n perpendicular. He was panting fromthe slight effort and realized
that not only had the frantic beat of his heart increased, but he was sweating



profusely froma sinple few steps across his own room

He had had too rmuch experience with sleepless nights and tight schedul es
to chalk up his condition to such things. He groaned again. He didn't have
time to be sick. He ought not to have contracted the dammabl e di sease. Heal ers
didn't get sick. Besides, he'd been so careful to wash thoroughly in redwort
solution after exam ning each patient.

Why didn't the fellis juice work? He couldn't think with the headache.
But he had to think. There was so much to be done. H's notes to organize, to
anal yze the course of the disease and the probability of dangerous secondary
i nfections, like pneunpnia and other respiratory infections. But how could he
wor k when he couldn't hold his eyes open? Groaning again at the injustice of
his situation, he pressed his hands to his tenples and then to his hot, noist
forehead. Shards! He was burning up with fever

He was aware that soneone else was in the room before he heard the

slight sound of entry. "Don't come near ne," he said urgently, holding up one
hand abruptly and uttering another cry of pain when his injudicious novenent
i ncreased the ache in his head.

"I won't."

"Desdra!" An exaggerated breath escaped his lips.

"I had an apprentice posted at your door to listen for sounds, but I
woul dn't | et anyone disturb you until you'd slept yourself out." Her calm

unexcitabl e voi ce reassured him "You've caught this fever of yours?"

"There's an ironic justice in that, you know. " Capiam s sense of hunor
seldomleft him

"There would be if you weren't the nost sought-after man on Pern."

"The quarantine isn't popul ar?"

"You mght say so. Drumtower's been besieged. Fortine's been coping."'

"My notes are in ny pack. Gve themto Fortine. He's much better at
organi zi ng than di agnosing. He'll have all 1've discovered about this
epidem c." Desdra glided across the floor and took the Healer's note case from
the pack. She flipped it open

"Which isn't nuch,”

"No, but I'lIl soon understand it all nuch better."

"Not hi ng |i ke personal experience. What do you need?"

"Not hi ng! No, not nothing. I'll want water, any fresh juice,"

"You cut off our supplies with that quarantine."

"Then water will suffice. No one is to enter this room and .you are not
to conme farther than the door. Anything | ask for must be left on the table."

"I amquite prepared to stay in here with you."

He shook his head and regretted the motion. "No. 1'd rather be by
nmysel f."



"Suffer in silence."

"Don't nock, woman. This disease is highly contagi ous. Has anyone el se
in Hall or Hold contracted it?"

"As of a hal f-hour ago, no."

"I't's now?" Capiamwas sinmply unable to see the tinepiece.

"Late afternoon. Four."

"Anyone who was at either Gather and returns here,"

"Which is forbidden by your drum message-"

"Some wise-ass will think he knows better ... Anyone who conmes is to be
i sol ated for four days. Two seemto be the usual incubation period, judging by

t he best reports,”

"And your good self."

"Experience teaches. | don't know yet how | ong sonmeone stays infectious
so we nust be doubly wary. | shall keep notes on ny synptons and progress.
They will be here ... in case ..."

"My, we are being dramatic."

"You' ve always nmaintained that |I'd die of something | couldn't cure."

"Don't talk like that, Capiam " Desdra sounded nore angry than fearful
"Master Fortine has apprentices and journeynmen at the Records round the
cl ock. "

"I know. | heard their snores |ast night."

"So Master Fortine surm sed when no one could tell himyour time of
return. Unfortunately Master Fortine nust have only just retired hinmself for
he didn't get back to his desk until noon. He will want to see you."

"He's not to cone in here.”

"He'll doubtless prefer not to."

Why wasn't the fellis juice taking effect? The pal pitations of his heart

were dramatic! "Tell Fortine, will you, Desdra, that sweatroot has no effect
and provides no relief. In fact, | think it is counterproductive. That's what
they were using in Igen and Keroon for the first stage of the illness. Tel

Fortine to try featherfern to reduce fever. Tell himto try other febrifuges."

"What? All on the same poor patient?"

"He will have patients enough for the different renedies." Capi am spoke

fromwetched certainty. "CGo, Desdra. My head is a drumtower."

Desdra was cruel enough to chuckle softly. Or maybe she thought she was
bei ng synpathetic? One never knew what reaction to expect from Desdra. That
was part of her charm but she'd never nmake Master on the strength of it. She
spoke her mind and sonetines a healer had to be diplomatic and soot hing. She
certainly didn't soothe Capiam But he was relieved that she was in charge of



hi m

He lay supine, trying to rest his head as lightly as possible on a
pillow that had apparently turned into stone. He willed the pain to subside,
willed the fellis juice to dispense its numbing magic. H s heart thudded.
Errati c heartbeat had been nentioned by many of the patients. He'd had no idea
that the synptom woul d be so severe. He hoped it would subside when the fellis
juice took effect.

He lay for what seened a very long tinme and, although the ache in his
skul I appreciably | essened, the palpitations did not. If he could just regain
a normal heartbeat, he nmight be able to sleep. He was very conscious of his
bone- deep weari ness and that he had not benefited fromthat nightrmare-filled
sl eep. He reviewed the appropriate herbs to relieve pal pitations, whitehorn
adoni s, gl ovecap, tansy, aconite, and decided on the latter, the old reliable
r oot .

Hs rising fromthe bed was acconpani ed by nuch effort and suppressed
noans, suppressed because Capiam did not want apprentice ears to w tness
masterly weakness. It was enough that the Msterheal er had basely succunbed,;
the grimdetails of his travail need not be adverti sed.

Two drops should suffice. It was a strong drug and nust al ways be
adm ni stered carefully. He renmenbered to secure a witing hide fromhis
supply, gathered up ink and pen, and took all back to his bed, where he
arranged his stool as his witing desk. Heart still poundi ng. Capi am conposed
his first entries, carefully noting the day and the exact tine.

He was grateful to |lie down again. He concentrated on his breathing,
slowing it and willing his heart to slow. At some point in the exercise, sleep
overcanme him

"Holth is upset. He is angry and so is Leri." Olith's concerned but
apol ogetic tone roused Mireta froma profound sl umnber.

"Why didn't he stay asleep and | eave the ordering of the Weyr to ne?"

"He says Leri is too old to fly, and the plague kills the elderly

first.

"Scorch him This epidenm c business has addled his wits!" She dressed
qui ckly, grimacing as she stuffed her feet into clammy boots.

"Leri says that she nust speak with the ground crews, especially at a
time like this, to find out who gets ill and to spread the word. She says she
can do so w thout unnecessary physical contact."

"OfF course she can." Leri had never been in the habit of disnounting to
accept ground-crew reports. She was not tall and renai ning on her queen gave
her many advant ages.

Moreta raced up the stairs through the thick fog. She could hear Holth's
agitated runblings by the tine she reached the weyr entrance. Sh'gall's angry
voi ce made her quicken so that she entered the weyr in a burst of speed.

"How dare you interfere with the queens' w ng?" she demanded, all ow ng
her momentumto carry her right up to him

He spun around and, hol ding both hands up to keep her at a distance,
backed off. Blinking with distress, Holth was swi ngi ng her head anxiously from



side to side over Leri. A Weyrleader was an unlikely source of danger for her
rider.

"How dare you upset Holth and Leri?" Mreta shouted.

"I"'mnot yet so decrepit | can't handle an hysterical bronze rider!"
Leri retorted, her eyes snapping with anger.

"You queens stick together, don't you," Sh'gall shouted back, "against
all logic and reason!"

Holth roared, and fromthe weyr below, Olith trunpeted; then the fog
resounded wi th dragon queri es.

"Cal m down, Sh'gall! We don't need the Weyr in an uproar!" Leri spoke in
a tense but controlled voice, her eyes catching and holding Sh'gall's. She
m ght have retired as seni or Weyrwoman but just then she exuded the
unm st akabl e authority of her many Turns in that position. Wen Sh'gall | ooked
away, Leri glanced sternly at Mreta. The younger Weyrwoman spoke soot hingly
to Orlith and the furor outside the weyr subsided. Holth stopped her agitated
head- swi ngi ng.

"Now " Leri folded her hands over the cumbersome Record she was trying
to keep in her short lap. "Afine tinme to be quarreling over small points. The
Weyr needs undi vi ded | eadership now nore than ever. W've a double threat to
overcome. So let ne tell you a few things, Sh'gall, that you seemto have
over| ooked in your very | audable concern for protecting the Weyr fromthis
pl ague of Capiam s. As of yesterday's Gathers there can't be many of our
dragonriders who haven't been exposed to it. In fact, you're the nost likely
carrier since you were actually in the infirmary at Southern Boll as well as
at Ista, view ng that poor beast."

"I never went into the infirmary and | never touched the feline. |
washed thoroughly in the Ice Lake before | returned to the Wyr."

"So that's why your wits are slow, too bad your tongue thawed first!
Hold it, Weyrleader!" Leri's forceful tone and her stern face quelled the
retort on the bronze rider's lips. "Now, while you slept, Mreta was busy. So
was |." She hefted the heavy Record in her lap. "The watchriders all know to
deny the Weyr, not that anyone's likely to be flying in this fog after two
Gat hers. The drumtowers of Fort Hold have been booming all day. Peterpar's
checked the herds for sign of illness, which isn't likely since the |ast drove
cane from Till ek. Nesso has been busy tal king to those sober enough to absorb
information. K lon continues to inprove. Mreta, exactly what do you think is
wrong wi th Berchar?"

Moreta had never doubted that Leri kept an ear on everything that
occurred outside her weyr, but the former Weyrwoman was too discreet to
di spl ay her know edge.

"Berchar?" Sh'gall exclaimed. "What's wong with hin®"

"Quite likely what ailed K lon. At Berchar's instructions, S gor
i solated himand will hinself remain weyrbound."

Sh' gall began to sputter with the questions he wanted to ask. "If K lon has
recovered, Berchar should as well,"” Mreta continued reasonably.

"Two sick!" Sh'gall's hand went to his throat, then his forehead. "If
Capi am says two to four days before the onset of illness, you shouldn't be



feeling ill yet,"” Leri said bluntly but not unkindly. "You'll lead in
tomorrow s Fall. Holth and | will fly with the queens' wing and, as is ny
custom | wll receive ground-crew reports, that is, if any ground crew are
about. I1t's unlikely that Nabol and Ctomw Il panic. A disease would have to

be desperate indeed to seek victins in those forsaken holds. As is my custom
| shall remain on Holth, thus keeping to a m ni mum any possible contagion. It
is essential to the main duty of the Weyrs to keep in contact with every

hol der. W thout ground crews to assist us, we'd have tw ce the work. Do you
not agree, \Wyri eader?"

Judgi ng by the consternation on Sh'gall's face, he had not yet
consi dered the possibility of inadequate ground-crew support.

"Not that it would matter if | did contract this plague of Capiams. As
wel |l as being elderly," Leri cast a malicious glance at Sh'gall, "I'm
certainly the nost expendable rider."

Holth and Orlith trunpeted in alarm Even Kadith spoke as Mrreta rushed
to enbrace Leri, her throat suddenly thick at the casual remark.

"You are not expendable! You are not! You're the nost valiant of all the
gueen riders on Pern."

Leri gently disentangl ed herself fromMreta' s fierce grasp then
di smssed Sh'gall inperiously. "Go. Al that can be done has been done."

"I"ll get Kadith settled," he said, leaving as if pursued. "And you
settle yourself,"” Leri said to Moreta. "I"'mworth no one's tears. Besides, it
is true. | amexpendable. |I think Holth would like to rest and she can't unti
| do, you know "

"Leri! Don't say such things! What would | do without you?" Leri gave
her a | ong searching | ook, her eyes very bright. "Wiy, nmy girl, you'd do what

you have to. You always will. But I'd nmiss you. Now, you'd best get down to
the Cavern. Everyone will have heard the queens sounding off and Kadith's
tizzy. They'll need to be reassured."

Moreta stepped back fromHolth's couch and Leri, abashed by the
intensity of her feeling.

"You're not worried because you touched that runner at Ruatha, are you?"

"Not particularly." Mreta shrugged diffidently. "But | did and it's
done. My rash inpul ses always worried L' mal ."

"Not half as much as your ability to deal with injured dragons pl eased
him Now go, before they have too nuch tinme to fret thenselves. Ch, and woul d
you take this piece of harness to T'ral to be nended?" She chucked a roll of
| eatherstrap to Moreta. "Wuld never do for me to tunble off, would it? Such
an ignom nious end! Go on now, girl. And check your own harness, routine is
reassuring in times like these. I wish to continue nmy fascinating readi ng!"
Leri made a conical grimace as she tugged the Record volune into a nore
confortable position

Moreta left Leri's weyr, her fingers finding the stretched length in the
strap. She re-coiled it. In a subdued nood, Moreta dutifully inspected her own
harness, which she had oiled after the last Fall and hung neatly on its pegs.

"I did not like to wake you but when Holth asked, | did."



"And you did exactly as you should."

"Holth is a great queen." Oiith's eyes whirled brightly. "And Leri is
mar vel ous. "

Moreta went to her queen, who | owered her head to accept her rider's
caresses. "This will be the last Fall you fly for a while!" she added,
assessing the bulge in Olith's belly.

"I will fly tomorrow. I can fly in need as well."
"Don't you fret about nmy riding Malth that short hop!"
"I don't. | do wish you to know that | can always fly you."

"There could be no need so great to take you from your eggs, ny love." Mireta
stroked the bul ges appreciatively. "A good clutch, | think."

"I know." A degree of snug satisfaction tinged her tone. "I'd best get
down to the Lower Cavern." Moreta pulled her shoul ders back, bracing agai nst
the stresses. Then she rem nded herself that weyrfol k were hardy, not only in
body but in mind. Each Fall they faced the know edge that some anong them
woul d suffer injury, possibly death. They endured the certainty with fortitude
and courage. Wiy should an additional transient hazard di smay thenf? Way shoul d
somet hi ng unseen appear nore dangerous than the visible Thread that scored?

Sh' gal | ' s apprehensi on was insidiously affecting her. There was even no

surety that contact would result in illness. K lon and Berchar? Well, that
could be dism ssed as misfortune. Klon so often visited A rmurry at Igen. At
that, she was nore likely to take ill than Sh'gall, after succoring that

runner beast.

Moreta took Leri's strap then, with a backward look at Olith, who was
conposi ng herself as confortably as she could, she left the weyr. The fog
appeared to be thinning. It eddied about her nore freely, and she coul d make
out the full flight of stairs although the Lower Caverns remained invisible
until she was nore than hal fway across the Bow .

When Moreta arrived, the Lower Cavern was al ready well popul ated. Most
of the Weyr was about, in fact. Judging by the clutter of dishes and cups on
the tables, a hearty nmeal had been consunmed. Wnen and weyrlings noved anong
the diners with klah pitchers, but not many wi neskins were in evidence. The
ot her queen riders, Lidora, Haura, and Kami ana, were at the raised table to
one side of the dining area, their weyrmates seated with them

Moreta's presence was noted, and conversations subsided briefly. She
| ocated T ral, who was busy at his |eather-nending, then made her way across
the cavern, nodding and smiling to riders and weyrfol k, feeling nore at ease
as she began to appreciate the receptive mod of the assenbl ed.

"Leri's neck strap needs a nend, T'ral."

"We can't be losing her!" the brown rider said, taking the strap and
putting it on top of other work.

"Did we m shear the druns, Moreta?" one of the younger brown riders
asked in a voice suddenly too | oud and brash

"Depends on the strength of your norning headache," she said with a
| augh, which drew a scatter of echoes.



"Klah or wine?" Haura asked Mdreta as she stepped up on the dais.

"Wne," Mreta said firmy, a choice that was greeted appreciatively by
t hose near by.

"I't's her legs that wobble," someone suggest ed.

"The danci ng was good at Ruatha, wasn't it?" She took a sip of the w ne
and then | ooked out over the faces turned toward her. "Wo doesn't know what
t he drunms have been rel ayi ng?"

"Whoever slept through them heard the news from Nesso at the breakfast
hearth," someone remarked fromthe center of the diners. Nesso brandi shed her
ladle in that direction.

"Then you all know as much as | do. An epidenmic's |oose on Pern, caused
by that unusual beast the seanen rescued in the Current between Igen and Ista
i sl and. Runnerbeasts are affected but Master Tal pan says that watchwhers,
wherries, and dragons don't contract the di sease. Master Capi am hasn't a nane
for it yet but if the disease originated fromthe Southern Continent, the odds
are it'll be mentioned in the Records."

"Li ke everything else,”" a wit called out.

"Consequently it's only a matter of time before we know how to treat it.
However," Moreta altered her voice to a serious tone, "Master Capi am warns
agai nst any congregating, "

"He shoul d have told us that yesterday."

"Agreed. W nmay have Fall tonorrow but | want no heroes. Headache and
fever are the synptons."

"Then K I on had the pl ague?"
"It's possible, but he's hale again."

A worried voice cane fromthe eastern side of the cavern. "Wat about
Ber char ?"

"Caught it fromK lon, nore than likely, but he and S gor have isol ated
t hensel ves, as you are probably aware."

"Sh' gal | ?"
An uneasy stir rippled around the Cavern.

"He was fine ten mnutes ago," Mreta said dryly. "He'll fly Thread
tonorrow. As we all will."

"Moreta?" T nure, green Tapeth's rider, rose fromhis table to speak
"How | ong does this quarantine condition |ast?"

"Until Master Capiamrescinds it." She saw the rebellious | ook on
T nure's face. "Fort Weyr will obey!" Before she finished that injunction, the
unm st akabl e trunpeting of the queens was heard. No | esser dragon woul d
di sobey the queens. Mreta thanked Olith for the tinmely comrent. "Now, in
vi ew of Berchar's indisposition, Declan, you and Mayl one share responsibility
for the injured. Nesso, you and your team must be prepared to assist. S peren



can | rely on your hel p?"
"Anytime, Weyrwonan."

"Haur a?" The queen rider nodded, none too keen. "Now, are there any
other matters to be di scussed?"

"Does Holth fly?" Haura asked quietly.

"She does!" Mreta spoke in a fiat voice. She would not have that right
chal | enged by anyone. "Leri, as is her custom wll speak to the ground crews,
keepi ng her distance up on Holth."

"Moreta?" T ral spoke up. "Wat about ground crews? | know Nabol and
Cromw || turn out tonmorrow, but what happens next Fall, over Tillek and,
after that, at Ruatha, if this plague spreads and we've no ground crews?"

"Time enough to worry about that in the next Fall," Mreta said quickly,
with an unconcerned snmile. Ruathal Wth all the Gatherers there, crowded in!
"The Holds will do their duty as the Weyrs di scharge theirs."

An approvi ng appl ause capped her restatenent as she sat down, signaling
that the discussion was at an end. Nesso stepped up on the dais with a plate
of food.

"I think you should know," she said in a |ow voice, "that all the drum
nmessages sign Fortine as sender now. "

"Not Capi an®"

Nesso shook her head slowy fromside to side. "Not since the first one
this noon."

"Has anyone el se noticed that?"
Nesso sniffed in offended dignity. "I know ny duty, too, Weyrwoman."

The headache didn't know when to quit, Capiam decided, trying for
anot her position in which to ease his aching skull and his feverish body. H's
cl ock was slow. He had anot her hour before he could take a fourth draught of
fellis juice. H s heartbeat was nore regul ar thanks to the aconite. Carefully
the Healer rolled onto his right side. He forced hinmself to relax his neck
nmuscles, let his head sink into the fiber-filled pillow. He was certain he
could count every strand within the case fromits pressure on the sensitized
skin of his cranium

To conmpound his misery, the drumtower began to transmt an urgent
nmessage. At this hour? Were they manning the druns on a twenty-four-hour
basi s? Coul d no one sl eep? Capi amrecogni zed that the nmessage was being
rel ayed to Tel gar Weyr but that was as far as he could force hinself to
concentrate.

An hour before he could take nmore fellis juice? It was his duty to Pern
not to be insensible as the disease followed its course with his resisting
body. Sonetinmes duty was a very difficult task

Capi am si ghed again, willing his execrabl e headache to abate. He ought
to have listened to that nessage to Tel gar. How was he to know what was
happeni ng on Pern? How t he di sease was progressi ng? How coul d he think?



CHAPTER VI |
Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.12.43

The next norning when Orlith roused Moreta early, the fog had cl eared
fromFort Weyr's nountain sl opes.

"And to the northwest? Toward Nabol and CronP" Mreta asked as she
donned ri di ng gear.

"Sweeprider's gone out. He'll know," Olith replied.
"Sh' gal | ?"

"Awake and dressing. Kadith says he's well and rested.™
"What does Malth say about Berchar?"

The conversation paused while Orlith inquired. "Malth says the nman feels
wor se today than he did yesterday."

Moreta didn't like the sound of that. If Berchar had been taking
sweat root, the fever should have been sweated from his body.

"Nei ther you nor the Weyrl eader are ill."
encour agenent .

Olith remarked by way of

Emergi ng from her sleeping quarters, Mreta |aughed and went to throw
her arms around her queen's neck, scratching the eye ridges affectionately.
She couldn't hel p but notice the protruberances marring the curve of Olith's
bel | y.

"Are you sure you should fly Fall today?"
"OF course | can.” Olith craned her neck around to | ook at the bul ges. "They
will settle once | am airborne.”

"Holth and Leri?"

"They still sleep."

"Stayi ng awake until the small hours, poring over Records!”
Olith blinked.

When Moreta had returned the mended strap to Leri after the Weyr
nmeeting, she found the old Weyrwoman deep in her studies.

"Weyrfol k don't get sick," she had said with considerabl e di sgust.
"Bel | yache from overeating or drinking raw wi nes, Threadscore, stupid
collision, knife fights, abscesses, kidney and liver infections by the
hundreds, but sick? |'ve |ooked through twenty Turns after the last Fall,"
Leri paused to give a great yawn, "bloody boring. I1'Il read on, but only
because duty requires. Dragonriders are a healthy lot!"

Moreta had been quite willing to take that reassurance with her to bed.
Though Nesso might have found it curious that Fortine was sendi ng drum
nmessages, Mreta logically concluded that Capi amwas sl eeping off the
exhaustion of his round of the afflicted Holds. Sh'gall said that the man had
been traveling for days. Sh'gall's excessive alarmover the epidenm c was



likely conmpounded by his innate antipathy for injury or minor ailnments. The
Weyr | eader had been overreacting. She felt nore sangui ne about her contact
with the diseased runner: It had been so brief that she failed to see how she
coul d be affected.

Consequently, after a good night's sleep, Mireta was able to face Fal
in good heart as she stepped out in the brightness of a crisp wintry day.
Moreta preferred an early start on a Fall day: that day especially for, with
Berchar sick, she nmust check that the supplies for treating scored dragons had
been set out properly.

Decl an, Mayl one, and six of the weyrfolk were already setting up
supplies in the infirmary. Decl an and Mayl one were runnerhold bred |ike
hersel f. Searched the previous Turn for Pelianth's clutch, they had not
| mpressed. Because Decl an had proved hinsel f useful to Berchar and Mayl one was
young enough to Inpress again, the two had been allowed to stay on in the
Weyr. Even if Declan nmade a dragonrider, his skill would give Mreta nmuch
needed assi stance. A Weyr never had enough heal ers for men and dragons.

Decl an, a thin-faced man of nearly twenty Turns, brought Mreta a nmug of
kl ah whil e she checked his efforts. Mreta had briefly considered sending a
weyrling to the Healer Hall for a nore experienced healer to replace Berchar
but because of the quarantine and the efficiency shown by Decl an and Myl one,
she deci ded the Wyr would be well enough tended. Most riders knew how to
treat m nor scores on thenselves and their dragons.

She was serving herself fromthe porridge kettle when Sh' gall entered
the cavern. He went straight to the dais and pulled all the chairs but one
fromthe table. He sat down, beckoned to a sleepy weyriing, and, when the boy
woul d have nounted the dais, Sh'gall warded himoff with a perenptory comand
Whil e those in the cavern watched with armused surprise, the boy brought the
cup of klah and the cereal bowl, placing themcarefully at the far end of the
table. Sh'gall waited till the boy had gone before he collected his breakfast.

Moreta felt inpatient for such el aborate precautions. The Wyr had
enough on its mind with Fall at mdday. Qut of deference to the Weyrl eader's
aut hority, she kept her expression bland. Nesso had added sonething flavorful
to the cereal, and Mdreta concentrated on identifying the addition

W ngl eaders and wi ngseconds began to arrive, to report the readi ness of
their wings to Sh'gall. They prudently observed his isolation

The three queen riders arrived together and sought Mreta. She signal ed
a weyrling to serve the wonen and repl eni sh her klah. Kam ana, a few Turns
younger than Myreta, was her usual inperturbable self, her short dark hair
spi ky fromthe bath, her tanned face snooth. Lidora, who had fl own enough
Thread not to be unduly anxi ous, was clearly upset about sonething, but she
had recently changed her weyrmate and her noods were often changeabl e. Haura,
t he youngest, was never at her best before Threadfall, but she always settled
down once the queens' w ng went into action

"He's taking no risks, is he?" Kam ana said after noting Sh'gall's
segregati on.

"He did convey Capiamfromlsta to Southern and Fort Hold."
"How s Berchar?"

"Still feverish." Mreta's gesture intinmated that this was only to be
expect ed.



"Hope there's no serious injuries." Kami ana ainmed that remark at Haura,
who was a capable if unenthusiastic nurse.

"Holth will fly lead," Mreta said, reproving Kanm ana with a gl ance.
"She's valiant in that position and we can all keep an eye on her. Haura and
you fly as wi ng backs. Lidora and | will do the upper |evel. Nabol and Crom

may not be cursed with fog,
"Has a sweeprider gone out?"

"Sh'gall's less likely to fly blind than any other Weyrl eader |'ve
known, " Mreta told Lidora dryly.

The weyrling returned with the porridge and klah, and served the
Weyrwonman. Dragonriders began to arrive in groups, making their way to the
breakfast hearth and then drifting to tables. The wi ngseconds noved about,
checking their riders, giving instructions. All in a normal, perfectly routine
fashi on, despite Sh'gall, until the sweeprider canme in.

"The H gh Reaches rider says it's all clear to the coast," A dan
announced in a cheerfully loud voice, peeling back his headgear as he strode
to the hearth.

"The Hi gh Reaches rider says!" Sh'gall demanded. "You spoke to hin®"

"OfF course." A dan turned round to the Wyrleader in surprise. "How el se
could I know? W net at, "

"Were you not told yesterday, " Sh'gall, appearing to enlarge with
anger, rose. He glared at Moreta with piercingly accusative eyes. "Wre you
not told yesterday that contact with anyone was forbi dden?"

"Riders aren't anyone,

"Qther riders! Anyone! W nust keep this disease fromreaching Fort Weyr
and that neans staying away from everyone. Today, during Pall, no rider of
this Weyr is to approach any hol der, any rider fromH gh Reaches. G ve any
necessary orders a-dragonback, preferably on the wing. Touch no one and
not hi ng bel ongi ng to anyone outside this Weyr. Have | made ny orders perfectly
clear this time?" He ended his outburst with another searing | ook at Moreta.

"What does Sh'gall think he can do to of fenders?" Kam ana asked in an
undertone neant for Moreta's ears al one.

Moreta gestured perenptorily for Kam ana's silence. Sh'gall had not
fini shed speaki ng.

"Now, " he went on in a stentorian but |ess forbidding tone that no one
in the Lower Cavern could ignore. "W've Thread Falling today! Only dragons
and their riders can keep Pern Threadfree. That is why we live apart, in
Weyrs, why we nust keep apart, preserving our health. Remenber! Only
dragonriders can keep Pern Threadfree. W nust all be equal to that task!"

"He really is rousing us for Fall, isn't he?" Lidora said, |eaning
toward Moreta. "How | ong does he nean to keep us cooped up here?" Irritation
col ored her voice and sent a flush to her cheeks.

Moreta gave the dark woman a | ong neasuring | ook, and Lidora caught at
her |ower lip.



"Aggravating to be sure, Lidora, but few Gather |oves are ever caught
for long." She had accurately guessed the source of Lidora's discontent and
wonder ed who had caught the weyrwoman's fancy at Ruatha Gather. Mbdreta | ooked
away, with apparent unconcern, but she thought again of Al essan and how much
she'd enjoyed his conpany. She'd been showi ng off a bit, rushing to the
runnerbeast's aid, trying to catch his attention

The scuffling of bootheels and bench | egs on stone roused her from her
nmonentary | apse. She rose hastily. Customdictated that she receive
last-m nute instructions concerning the queens' wing fromSh' gall. She stopped
a few feet fromthe dais before he | ooked toward her, his expression warning
her to keep her distance.

"Leri insists on flying?"
"There's no reason to stop her.
"You'll remind her, of course, to stay nmounted."
"She al ways does. "

Sh' gal | shrugged, absolving hinmself of responsibility for Leri. "Tend
your dragons, then. Threadfall is slated for midday." He turned to beckon the
wi ngl eaders forward.

"I's he conpl ai ni ng about Leri agai n?" Kam ana asked, perversely
forgetting her own objections.

"Not really," Mreta replied then nmade her way out of the cavern, the
gueen riders follow ng her

Around the Bowl, on the | edges or on the ground, riders were harnessing
dragons, arranging firestone sacks on dragon necks. O hers daubed oil on
recent scars and exam ned rough patches on hide or wi ng nenbranes. W ngl eaders
and wi ngseconds were busy overseeing the preparations. Wyrlings ducked around
riders and dragons on errands. The atnosphere was busy but not frantic. The
bustle had the right tone to it, Mreta decided as she made her way to the far
side of the Bow. The activity was routine, famliar, alnost conforting when
she considered the probability that, el sewhere on Pern, men and beasts m ght
be dying of the plague.

"That is not a good thought," Oiith said sternly.

"True. And not one to take into Fall. Forgive ne."

"There is no fault. The day is clear! W will nmeet Thread well."

Olith's sturdy confidence i nbued Moreta with optinm sm The sun streaned
in fromthe east, and the crisp air was invigorating after the clamry weat her
that had prevail ed. A good deep frost now woul d be nost beneficial, she
t hought as she clinbed the stairs. Not too long a cold spell, just enough to
freeze the pernicious insects and reduce the snake popul ation

"I'l'l do Holth's harness first."

"Leri has help."

Moreta grinned at Orlith's inpatience. That was a good spirit in a
dragon. As she entered the weyr, Olith was off her couch, her eyes sparkling,



their whirl speeding up with anticipation. Olith | owered her head. In a burst
of affection and |ove for her partner and friend, Mdreta flung her arns about
the triangul ar muzzle, squeezing as tightly as she could, know ng that her
strongest enbrace would be as nothing to the husky beast. Olith runbled and
Moreta could feel the loving vibration. Reluctantly she released Olith.
Briskly then, she turned to the harness hanging on its wall pegs.

As she arranged the straps, she ran the |eather through knowi ng hands.
The col d of between ate into equi prment, and nost riders changed harnesses
three or four times a Turn. Finding all was well with the | eather, Mreta then
examined Orlith's wings despite the queen's growi ng i npatience to be up on the
Star Stone height, overseeing the final preparations. Next Mreta checked the
gauge on the agenot hree tank, made sure the nozzle head was clean, and
strapped on the tank. Then queen and rider noved out to the | edge. On the one
above, Holth and Leri were already waiting.

Moreta waved to Leri and received a jaunty salute. Settling her
eyepi eces, Mreta fastened her hel net, hitched back the cunbersone
flamet hrower, and nmounted Orlith. Wth a mighty heave, Olith | aunched herself
toward the Rim

"That's quite an effort, dear heart," Mreta said.

"Once | amairborne, there is no effort."”

To allay Moreta's anxiety, Orlith executed a very deft turn and | anded
wi th precision near Kadith. The dragon was a good-size beast, a deep rich
shade of bronze with green undertones. He was not the |argest bronze in Fort
Weyr but, in his mating nights with Olith, he had proved the nost agile,
daring, and energetic. Kadith |looked up at Orlith and affectionately stroked
his head on her neck. Olith accepted the caress denurely, turning her head to
touch nuzzl es.

Then Sh' gall signaled the blue, green, brown, and bronze riders to feed
their dragons firestone. Considering it was an essential step in the
destruction of Thread, Mreta could never take it as seriously as she ought.
She kept her face conposed and eyes strai ght ahead but she knew exactly the
expression on the dragons' faces, pensive, eyes half closed as the dragon
maneuvered firestone to the grinding surfaces of sturdy teeth, taking the
greatest care to set the rock just so before applying pressure. The force that
woul d pul verize firestone could al so weak considerabl e damage to a dragon's
tongue. Dragons chewed firestone cautiously.

Once they' d stopped chewi ng firestone, the twelve w ngs of dragons,
green, blue, brown, and bronze hides glistening with health in the sunlight,
the many-faceted eyes taking on the reddish-yell ow battle hue, w ngs
restlessly flicking and tails slapping on the rock of the RRm were a sight
that never failed to inspire Mreta.

Olith shifted her feet, sat back on her haunches. Moreta thunped her
shoul der affectionately and told her to settle.

"They are ready. Their bellies are full of firestone. Wy are we not
flying? Kadith?"

Moreta was not one of those rare queen riders who could understand any
dragon. Kadith turned his nolten eyes on Orlith, and she steadied. Olith was
gueen of the Weyr, as senior queen, the nost powerful dragon in the Wyr, and
since Fort was the first and biggest Weyr on the planet, she and her rider
were the preem nent partners. But when Thread Fell, the Wyrl eader was in



command and Orlith had to obey Kadith and Sh'gall. So did Mreta.

Suddenly the farthest wi ng | aunched into the sky, high and straight.
They would fly the high first westerly stack of the initial three wings. The
second | evel wing noved out, then the third. Once all had achieved their
assigned heights, the three wi ngs went between. The north-south w ngs |aunched

next for a cross-flight of the probable Iine of Fall. They went between. The
di agonal wings, who would start in the northwest, went al oft and di sappeared.
Sh'gall lifted his armyet again, and this time Kadith bugled, as inpatient to

be gone as Orlith. The Wyrl eader would take his three wings east, to the line
al ong Crom s pl ateau where the | eading edge of Thread was due. The queens

wi ng took the final position, sweeping as close to the ground as they safely
could. Their slower glide, their nore powerful wi ngs gave themnore flight
stability in erratic wind currents.

Now Kadith | eaped fromthe Rm Olith follow ng so quickly that Mreta
was j erked back against the fighting straps. Then they were gliding into
position. Leri on Holth had joined them by what feat of acrobatics Mreta had
not seen. Haura and Kami ana took their positions, and Lidora joined Mreta on
t he upper | evel

"Kadith says we go between."
"You have the visual from hinP"
"Very clear."

"Take us between, Olith!"

"Bl ack, bl acker, blackest, col dest beyond living things, Were is |ife when
thereis ..."

The rugged nount ai ns of Nabol were in the far distance, the sun warm on
their backs in its cold season arc. Below |l ay the bony plains of eastern Crom
glistening in patches and streaks that suggested there had been frost or a
heavy dew.

Moreta's second gl ance was for Leri and Holth, who were perfectly fine.
Haura and Kami ana were aligned behind themto formthe V. Above were the
fighting wi ngs, the highest stack mere notes on a slow western glide. At the
ot her assigned points of the defense, nine nore wings were gliding toward the
as-yet -unseen eneny. Now Moreta | ooked back over her shoul der. "Mich wi nd?"

"Not enough to nmatter."
testing.

Olith veered slightly to the right and left,

Then Thread woul d make its entry on a slight slant, Mreta thought.
There'd be nore problens as they neared the nountai ns of Nabol where drafts
woul d conplicate Fall by sudden upward surges or drops. Thread fell at a
faster rate during the cold season and, although the tenperature was col der
than it had been for recent Falls that Turn, the air wasn't frigid.

"I't comes!"

Moret a | ooked back again. She saw that silver smudgi ng of a sky, a
blurring that crept inexorably groundward. The Fall of Thread! Leadi ng edge!
And Olith began to punp her great wi ngs, propelling themforward to neet the

devastating rain.

Moreta caught her breath, as always exhilarated and apprehensive. She



renenbered to exhal e as she settled against the fighting straps. Monents woul d
pass before the high wings would close with Thread. It would be m nutes before
she and the other queens night be needed. She spared anot her gl ance for Holth.

"She flies well!" Olith confirmed. The sun is warmon their backs, too.

Leadi ng edge was visible and the sky ahead on either side was starred
with quick bursts of flane. Moreta could see the stacks of dragons at their
various altitudes covering the edge well. Then, fromthe pattern of dragon
flane, she saw that the Fall was uneven. There were gaps where no dragon
breathed to char Thread.

"Kadith says the Fall is ragged. Wden the formations. Second stack is
cl osing. Southern wi ngs have contact." Olith would keep up her conmentary
until the queens' wing was called to use its flanethrowers. Then her attention
woul d be totally involved in keeping herself and her rider unscathed. "Hi gh
| evel is dropping down now. No injuries."

There rarely are, Mreta thought, not in the first few exciting nonents
of Fall, no matter how badly it drops. The riders are all fresh, their dragons
eager. Once they assessed the Fall, thick or thin, racing or |anguid, then
m st akes woul d occur. The second hour of a Fall was the npbst dangerous. Riders
and dragons lost their initial keenness, they overshot Thread, or they
m sjudged. Falls don't always follow the pattern of the |eadi ng edge,
particularly at the end of a Pass.

"Kadith is checking. Kadith is flanmi ng. Char!" Excitenent tinged
Olith's previously calmtone. "He's between. Back again. Flanming. Al w ngs
are now engaged. First flight returns for second sweep."

The wi nd yanked at Mreta's body and she tugged briefly to settle the
flamet hrower strap on her shoulder. Now the wind carried with it tiny flecks
of black charred Thread. On a storny day, sonetines her eyepi eces would be
covered by a muddy film They were under the first edge of Fall now.

"Not hi ng passed the wings,"” Olith said.

Sonetimes great gouts of Thread woul d descend on the | eadi ng edge and
riders would be hard put to acquit their duty. Some older riders preferred the
first drop to be heavy, swearing that the heavier the | eading edge, the
lighter the die-off. So many Falls, so many |eadi ng edges, so many, many
vari ations possible and so nany conparisons. No two accounts, even by riders
in the same wing, ever seened to tally.

AOd L' mal had told Mreta that the efficiency of the dragon was only
hanpered by his rider's ability to brag. However a rider flew, so long as no
Thread reached the ground, the flight was well done!

The plains of Cromflowed beneath them Moreta kept her eyes rangi ng
ahead as did Olith, in a synchrony of alertness long perfected. Mreta now
caught the overvision fromOlith as the dragon saw hers. Mreta often
experienced the desire to dive on Thread as the fighting dragons did, swooping
down on the target, instead of having to wait passively for stray Thread to
appear. Sonetimes she envied the greens, who could chew firestone. That
effectively sterilized them which was all to the good or green dragons woul d
overpopul ate the planet. The danger was in the fight, but so was the
excitement, and the gol den queens coul d not indul ge.

"Thr ead!"



"Haural"
"Werth sees. Werth foll ows!”

Moreta wat ched as the younger queen veered, swung, and cane up under the
tangl e of the deadly parasite. The flanethrower spat. The ash dispersed in the
air as Werth acconplished the brief mssion.

"They are all alert now," Olith told Moreta.

"Tell themto broaden the interval since we're past |eading edge.
Kam ana is to stay with Leri and Holth. We'll go south. Haura, north!"

oligingly Olith turned, gradually picked up air speed and altitude.

That was the hard part of Fall, coursing back and forth. The rich dark
soil of the plateau held sufficient mineral nourishnment to sustain Thread | ong
enough to waste fields that had been brought to fertility over hundreds of
Turns of careful husbandry.

They were nearing the initial rank of hills and the first of Croms
hol ds. The synmetry of the windows with their nmetal shutters tightly closed
was vi sible against the protecting hillside. As Moreta and Orlith passed over
the burning fire-heights, she wondered if all within the hold were healthy.

"Ask the watchwher, Olith."
"It knows nothing." Olith's tone was a shade contenptuous. The queen
did not enjoy interchanges with the sinplem nded beasts.

"They have their uses," Mreta said. "W can check with all of them
today. Sh'gall may not wish us to contact people but we can still learn
somet hi ng. "

Olith gained nore altitude as the second fold of hills |oomed. Rider
and queen kept the silvery shower in sight, angling fromone edge of their
appointed line to the other. Over the next plateau they saw Lidora and Ilith
swi nging along their route.

"Kadith says to converge on CGomHold," Olith told her after several
| ong sweeps.

"Let's join them™

Moreta thought hard of Cromis fire-heights, chanted her talisman agai nst
bet ween, and on 'bl ackest' arrived in the air above Cromis principal Hold. It
was situated near a river, the first cascade of which could be viewed fromthe
Hol d wi ndows when unshuttered. The l|ivestock that usually grazed the fields
had been gathered in. Mreta remenbered the gay and brave decorations on
Ruat ha's wi ndows and asked Orlith to speak to Cronis wat chwher.

"It is only worried about Thread. Knows nothing of illness.” Olith
sounded di sgusted. "Kadith says the Fall is heavy now and we shoul d be
careful . There have been three m nor scorings. Al dragons are flaning well
and the wings are in order. Cross over!"

Moreta gl anced at the spectacul ar display as all the fighting w ngs
over | apped one anot her above Crom Hol d. Too bad the holders couldn't see it.
Cross-over was a magnificent sight but the concentration of the wings in one
aerial position |left many openings for Thread.



Suddenly Orlith veered. Moreta saw the Thread patch. Saw the bl ue dragon
heading for it.

"We're in a better position," she cried, knowing that Orlith would warn
of f the diving blue. She flicked open the nozzle of the flamethrower, |eaning
well left in her fighting straps as Olith came up under the tangle. She
pressed the button. The gout of fire found its mark but Mreta also had a
blurred vision of blue wings and belly. "Too cl ose, you fool. Wi was that?"

"N men, rider of Jelth,” Orlith said. "One of the young blues. You didn't
singe him"

"A singe would teach himdiscipline." Mreta funed, but was relieved that the
young rider was unscathed. "Reckless stupidity to fly so low. Didn't he see
us? I'1l have his eyes for polishing."

"More Thread!" Olith was off at another tangent. Lidora had al so seen
the Thread and she was nearer. Olith desisted. "Kadith is diverting from
cross-over. The others are comng."

The queens' wing reforned, flying north, fanning out as gobbets of | oose
Thread Fell in a curious order caused by the dragon's distortions of the air
currents. That was work indeed for the queens!

Moreta and Orlith were flying hard after this tangle, that patch, aware
that Sh'gall had quickly redepl oyed sections of several w ngs to cover the
upper levels. Cross-overs were hard to avoid, with the different stacks of
dragons flying at varying speeds, especially when the prime requirenment was
that wings maintain the proper altitude and interval. Then Sh'gall sent sweep
riders north to nmake sure there had been no burrow ng.

The Fall continued as the wings reestablished their far-rangi ng
patterns. Riders called for nore firestone and set nmeetings with the weyrlings
riding supply. Mreta checked her flanethrower and found half a tank. And Fal
conti nued.

More casualties were reported by Olith, none serious, wing tips and
tails. Olith and Moreta flew a watching | evel over the first of the
snow-ti pped nountai ns al ong the irregul ar border between Crom and Nabol
Thread woul d freeze and shrivel on those sl opes but the queens ranged while
Sh' gall and Kadith ordered the wi ngs between to the far side and Nabol

"Haura said that she and Leri needed new fuel cylinders for their
flamet hrowers and were dropping down at the mne hold."

"Leri, please check with the watchwher!"

"Holth says that the watchwhers are all stupid and know not hi ng of any
use to us. I'll keep on asking."

Any |l anding was a strain for Holth, who was no | onger agile. Mreta
wat ched anxi ously, but Leri had allowed for Holth's incapacity and directed
the old queen to a wide |l edge close to the mne hold. A green weyrling arrived
from between, cylinders hanging on both sides of her neck. She | anded
daintily. Her rider detached one tank and di smounted. He ran toward Holth, up
her forearm clinging to the cylinder straps with one hand and the fighting
| eather with the other. The exchange of tanks was nade as Mireta and Olith
glided over. Holth took several steps forward, leaning into the free air and
got in her first downward sweep



"They pace thenselves. Al is well,” Oiith said.
"Take us to Kadith!"

They went between and energed above a rough valley just as a mass of
Thread split across the nearest ridge.

"Tapeth foll ows!"

The green dragon, her wings flat against her dorsal ridge, fell toward
the point of inpact, her flam ng breath searing the crest. Just when it | ooked
as if the dragon would collide with the ridge, she unfol ded her w ngs and
swerved of f.

"Take us there!" Mreta glanced down at the tank gauge. She'd need nore
to flood the ridge. No ground crew could get into the blind valley.

Then they were above the sooted stone. Obedient to her rider's nental
directions, Olith hovered so that Mreta could flanme the far side of the
ridge. Tendrils of Thread hissed and withed into black ash. Methodically she
punped flane into the area, widening the arc to be sure that not a
finger-length of the parasite escaped.

"W'll land a bit away, Olith. 1'll need another tank now. "
"It comes!" Orlith | anded easily.

"I want to check that ridge. | couldn't see if it was shelf, sheet, or

shal e.

Moreta rel eased her fighting straps and slid down. Her feet, sore from
the long ride and slightly nunmb despite the thick Iining of her boots, were
jarred by the inpact of her junmp. She slowy clanbered on insensitive soles
toward the bl ackened area, her finger ready on the flanmethrower's ignition
button. She began to sense the residual heat of the two flame attacks on the
rock and noved forward nore slowy as much to revive her cold feet as to be
cautious. She never liked to rush in on a Thread site, not on foot. However,
it had to be done and the sooner the better. Thread burrowed into any crevice
or cranny.

The eastern side of the ridge was sheer rock, unmarred by a split or
crack to harbor Thread. The western face was al so a solid nmass. Tapeth's flane
nmust have caught the stuff on | andi ng.

Her feet were beginning to warmup as she nmade her way back to Olith.
Just then a blue weyrling energed. His claws were no nore than a finger-1Ilength
fromthe top of the protruding rock thrust. The next instant the blue
backfanned his wings to land. Olith runbled and the bl ue shuddered at the
gueen's reprimand. The rider's expression altered abruptly fromdelight to
appr ehensi on.

"Don't be clever T ragel! Be safe!" Mreta shouted at him "You could
have conme out in the ridge, not on it! You ve never been here before. Hasn't
F'neldril drilled it in your skull to have air space |anding as well as taking
of f ?"

The young rider funbled with the straps holding the tank to his blue
dragon's side as Mdreta storned over to him still seething with the fright he
had gi ven her. "Caution pleases ne nuch nore than agility."



She al nost wenched the tank from hi s hand.

"Cet down. To make up for your error in judgnent, stay until the ridge
cools. Check for infestation. There's noss just below You know how to use a
flamet hrower? Good. What's left in ny tank should suffice. But have your
dragon call if you see anything nmoving on that ridge. Anything!"

An hour or so's cold watch with fear as his conpani on would cool the
young rider's ardor for fancy landings. No matter how often they were
cautioned by the Weyrlingmaster and Weyrl eader, weyrlings inexplicably
di sappeared and the ol der dragons grieved. The casualties were such a waste of
the Weyr's resources.

She remounted Orlith, aware that the boy had taken a sentry's stance,
but as close to the confort of his blue dragon as possible. They | ooked shaken
and forlorn.

"Kadith calls!"

"W nust be nearing the end of Fall!" Moreta clipped back her fighting
straps, remenbering to tug them secure. Her harangue would lose its force if
she cane adrift on take-off.

"B'lerion rides!"

Moreta smled as she told Orlith to get them airbound, to take them
between to join the wings. She wondered, in the blackest of cold, just how
B'lerion had fared with Cklina.

Then they were on the western side of the Nabol Range with Thread
falling thick and fast. Mdreta had no time to express gratitude for the
presence of the fresh dragons and their riders. Moreta and Olith had just
di spatched a | ow snarl of Thread when Orlith announced abruptly. "The Fall is
over!"

As the queen slowed her forward notion into a leisurely glide, Mreta
| eaned wearily into the fighting straps, the nozzle heavy in her tired hand.
She felt the dull ache in her head fromhaving to see too nuch at once, from
having to concentrate on drift, and glide, and angle of the flane.

"Casual ti es?"

"Thirty-three, nostly mnor scorings. Two badly danaged w ngs. Four
riders with cracked ribs and three with dislocated shoul ders."

"Ri bs and shoul ders! That's bad flying!" Yet Moreta was relieved at the
total. But two wings! She hated having to mend wi ngs, but she'd had |ots of
practice.

"B'lerion hails us. Bronze Nabeth flewwell." Olith was admringly
crani ng her neck as the H gh Reaches bronze matched their speed and |evel.
B'lerion waved his armin greeting.

"Ask himif he had a good Gather." Any diversion not to think of the
Thread-1 aced wi ngs to be nmended.

"He did." Olith sounded anused. "Kadith says we should get back to the
injured wi ngs at the Weyr."



"First ask B lerion what he's heard of the epidenic."

"Only that it exists." Then she added, "Kadith says Dilenth is very
badl y i nj ured.

Moreta waved farewell to B lerion, wishing that Sh'gall or Kadith, or
both, did not consider B lerion and Nabeth rivals. Perhaps they were. Olith
liked B lerion's bronze, and Moreta thought it would be far nore pl easant
spending the Interval with someone as merry as B'lerion

"Take us back to the Weyr."

The utter still coldness of between acted as a bracer to Mrreta. Then
they were | ow over the Bowl, Olith having judged her reentry as fine as that
bl ue weyrling had earlier. The ground was studded wi th wounded dragons, each
surrounded by a cluster of attendants. The piercing cry of wounded and
di stressed dragons filled the air and inbued Moreta with the npst earnest
desire to reduce their keening to a bearable level. "Show ne Dilenth," Mreta
asked Orlith as the queen swung in over the Bow .

"His main wingsail is scored. | will soothe him Pity deepened the
gueen's tone as she circled as close as was prudent above the thrashing bl ue.
Ri ders and weyrfolk were trying to apply nunbweed to the injured w ng, but
Dilenth was withing with pain, nmaking that inmpossible. As Olith obligingly
hovered, Mdrreta had a clear view of the crippled wing, its forestay tip
fl oppi ng awkwardly in the dust.

It was a serious injury. Fromelbow to finger joint, the |eading edge of
Dilenth's wing had taken the brunt of the havoc wought by Thread. The batten
cartilages had wilted and were crunpled into the mass of the nmain w ngsail;
Moreta thought there was al so sone damage to the fingersail between the joint
and batten ribs, where Thread had gl anced off as Dilenth had tried to take
bel at ed evasi ve action. Mdre damage marred the |ub side of the wing than the
| eech. The spar sail appeared relatively whole. Nor could she discern if the
finger rib was broken. She devoutly hoped it wasn't for w thout ichor to the
head of the mainsail, the dragon m ght never regain full use and fold of his
Wi ng.

Dilenth's injury was one of the worst a dragon could sustain since both
the I eading and trailing edges of the mainsail were involved. Heal ed w ng
menbrane might formcheloid tissue and the ail eron woul d becone | ess
sensitive, inbalancing the dragon's glide. First Moreta would have to sort the
puzzl e pieces of the remaining tissue and support it, hoping that there was
enough nenbrane left to structure repair. Dilenth was young, able to
regenerate tissue, but he would be on the injured list for a long tine.

Moreta saw Nesso bustling about in the group attending Dilenth. His
rider, F'duril, was doing his best to confort the dragon but Dilenth
continually broke Ioose fromhis rider's grip, flailing his head about in
angui sh.

Olith landed just in front of the blue dragon. As soon as her hind feet
met the ground, Moreta released the fighting straps and slid to the ground.
Weyrlings appeared to take the agenothree tank, her outer gear

"Where's redwort to wash in?" she demanded | oudly, nmore to mask the
sound of the keening that beat between her ears. "Olith, control him"

The intensity of Dilenth's cries dwi ndl ed abruptly as the queen | ocked
eyes with the blue. H s head steadied and he submitted to his rider's



mnistration. The relieved F duril alternately entreated Dilenth to be brave
and thanked O'lith and Moreta.

"Hal f the noise is shock," Mreta said to F duril as she scrubbed her
hands in the basin of redwort. The solutions stung her cold fingers.

"The | acerations are major. The wingsail is nothing but rags and shreds," said
Nesso at her elbow "Howwll it ever nend?"
"We' |l just see," Moreta replied, resenting Nesso for airing the doubts

she herself entertained. "You can get ne that bolt of fine wide cloth and the
t hi nnest basket reeds you' ve got. Were're Decl an and Mayl one?"

"Declan's with L'rayl. Sorth took a mass of Thread on his withers.

Mayl one is somewhere or other with a dragon.” Nesso was distracted by so
many urgent requirenments. "l've had to leave the injured riders with only
their weyrmates and the wonmen to tend them OGCh, why did Berchar have to be

sick?"

"Can't be hel ped. Haura will be back shortly to help you with the

riders.” Mdreta took a firmhold on her frustration and bani shed inpati ence as
a usel ess luxury. "Just get ne the cloth and the basket reeds. I'Il want ny
table here, in front of the wing. Send ne soneone with steady hands, oil, and

thi n nunmbweed, then get back to the riders. And ny needl e case and that spoo
of treated thread."

As Nesso rushed off, shouting for hel pers, Mreta continued her survey
of the injured wi ng. The mai n wi ngbones were unscat hed, which was a boon, but
so nmuch nunmbweed had been applied that she couldn't see if ichor was form ng
Fragments of the | eading sail dangled from el bow and finger joint. There m ght
just be enough for reconstruction. Any shred would hel p. She flexed her

fingers which were still stiff fromthe cold flying of Fall. Dilenth's keening
was muted but now anot her sound, a human one, penetrated her concentration
"You know | had mnmy feeling! You know we've both been uneasy. | thought we

weren't flying true!"™ F duril's litany of self-reproach reached Mireta. "I
shoul d have held us between a breath longer. You couldn't help yourself. It
isn'"t your fault, Dilenth. It's mne! You d no air space to dodge that Thread
And | let you back in too soon. It's all nmy fault." Mreta rounded on the man
to shock himout of his hysterics.

"F'duril, get a grip on yourself. You're upsetting Dilenth far nore
than, " Mreta broke off, suddenly noting the Threadscores on F duril's body.
"Has no one tended you yet, F duril?"

"I made himdrink wine, Mdreta." Arider in soot-sneared |eathers
appeared fromDbDilenth's left side. "I've got nunbweed dressings for him™"

"Then apply theml" Moreta | ooked around in exasperation. "Were is Nesso
now? Can't she organi ze anythi ng today?"

"How bad is Dilenth?" the rider asked while capably slitting away the
remains of F duril's riding jacket. Mdreta now identified the slender young
man as A dan, F duril's weyrmate. He spoke in a | ow worried voice.

"Bad enough!" She took a longer | ook at A dan, who was coping deftly
wi th the dressings he wapped about F duril. "You're his weyrmte? Have you a
st eady hand?"

A solicitous weyrmate was preferable to no help, and certainly nore



acceptable to Mdreta than Nesso's npani ng and pessim stic outl ook. Beads of
i chor were beginning to seep through the nunbweed on Dilenth's w ngbone.

"Where are mny things, Nesso?"

Moreta had taken but one pace toward the cavern to collect her
requi renents when the stout Headwonman fl oundered into view, |aden with reeds,
a pot of thin numbweed liquid, the jug of oil, and Mreta' s needl e box. Behind
her marched three weyrlings, one of themcarrying a hide-wapped bolt of cloth
as tall as himself and a washing bow while the other two westled the table
close to the blue dragon's w ng.

"Ch, along time healing if it heals whole,"” Nesso nmoaned in a disnal
undertone whil e shaking her head. She took one | ook at the expression on
Mreta's face and scurried off.

Moreta took a long, settling breath then exhal ed and reached for the
oil. As she began coating her hands against contact w th nunmbweed, she issued
instructions to A dan and the weyrlings.

"You, D ltan." She pointed to the weyrling with the strongest | ooking
hands. "Cut me lengths of that cloth as long as Dilenth's | eading edge. A dan
wash your hands with this oil and dry them then repeat the process twice,
just patting your hands dry after the third. W'll have to oil our hands
frequently or get benunbed by the weed as we work. You, M barak." Mreta
indicated the tall weyrling. "Thread ne needles with this nuch thread," she
hel d her oily hands apart to the required |l ength, "and keep doing 'emuntil |
tell you to stop. You, B greal," she | ooked toward the third boy, "will hand
me the reeds when | ask for them Al of you wash your hands in redwort first.

"We're going to support the wing underneath with cloth stitched to the
wi ngbone and stretched fromthe dorsal to the finger joint," she told A dan,
wat ching his face to see if he understood. "Then we nmust, if you have to get
sick, A'dan, do it now and get it over with. Dilenth and F duril both will
find it reassuring to have you helping me. F duril knows you'll be the npst
loving and gentle nurse that Dilenth could have. A dan!" She spoke urgently
because she needed his help. "Don't think of it as a dragon wing. Think of it
as a fine sumrer tunic that needs nending. Because that's all we'll be doing.
Mendi ng! "

Her hands oil ed, she took the fine-pointed needle fromthe weyrling' s
hand, willing A dan to fortitude. "Olith?"

"I can only speak to his green, T grath.” Olith said a bit tartly.
"Dilenth needs all mny concentrati on and none of the other queens has returned
to help."

In the next second, however, A dan shook hinself, finished washing his
hands, and turned resolutely to Moreta. His conplexi on was better and his eyes
st eady t hough he swal | owed convul sively.

"Good! Let's begin. Renmenber! We're nending!"

Moreta junped up on the sturdy table, beckoned himto follow and then
reached for the first length of cloth. As Mireta nmade her first neat tacks
along the dorsal, Dilenth and A dan tw tched alnbst in unison. Wth Olith's
control and all the nunmbweed on the bone, Dilenth could not be experiencing
any pain. A dan had to be anticipating the dragon's reaction. So Mreta tal ked
to himas she stitched, occasionally asking himto stretch or relax the fine
cl ot h.



"Now I'Il just fasten this to the underside. Pull to your left. The

| eadi ng edge of the wing will be thick, no help for it, but if we can just
save enough of the mainsail ... There! Now, A dan, take the nunmbweed paddl e
and smear the cloth. We'll lay on it what wingsail fragnents remain. This is a
very fragile sumer tunic. Gently does it. M barak, cut ne another | ength.

That tendon's been badly stretched but luckily it's still attached to the
elbow Olith, do stop himflicking his tail. Any novenment makes this

operation nore difficult."”

Moreta was grateful when Dilenth's exertions abruptly ceased. Probably
anot her queen had arrived to support Olith. She thought she saw Sh'gall but

he didn't stop. He wasn't attracted to this aspect of Threadfall. "Retaining
that tendon is a boon," she said, realizing that her verbal encouragenent to
A' dan had faltered. "I'Il have those reeds now, B greal. The |ongest one. You

see, A dan, we can brace the trailing edge this way, using gauze as support.
And | think there're enough fragnents of nenbrane. Yes. Ah, yes, he'll fly

again, Dilenth will! Slowy now, very gently, let's lay the tatters on the
gauze. M barak, can | have the thinner salve? W' Il just float the pieces ..
so ..."

As she and A dan patiently restored the main wingsail, she could see

exactly how the clunp of Thread had struck Dilenth. Had F duril and the bl ue
dragon emerged from between a breath earlier, F duril would have been bow ed
off Dilenth by the searing mass. She nust renmenber to point out to F duri
that good fortune had attended their reentry.

They retrieved nore sail fragments than she'd initially dared believe
Moreta began to feel nore confident as she stitched a reed to the tendon. In
time the whole would nmend al t hough the new growth, overlapping the old, would
be thicker and unsightly for seasons to cone, until w ndbl own sand had abraded
the heavier tissue. Dilenth would |l earn to conpensate for the alteration on
the sail surface. Most dragons readily adapted to such inequalities once they
wer e airborne again.

"Dilenth will fly again,” Olith said placidly as Mreta stepped back
fromthe repaired wing. "You' ve done as much as you can here."

"Orlith says we've done a good job, A dan," she told the greenrider with
a weary smle. "You were marvel ous assistants, Mbarak, D Itan, B greal!" She
nodded gratefully to the three weyrlings. "Now, we'll just get Dilenth over to
t he ground weyrs, and you can all collapse.™

She junmped down fromthe table and woul d have sprawl ed had A dan's hand
not steadied her. Hs wy grin heartened her. She propped hersel f against the
tabl e edge for a nonent. Nesso appeared, dispensing wine to Mireta first and
then the others.

Dilenth, released fromOlith's rigid control, began to sag on his |egs,
tilting dangerously to his right. Olith reasserted her dom nation while
Moreta | ooked around for F duril.

"He'll be no help to anyone," Nesso observed sourly as they all watched
the blue rider sinking slowy to the ground in a faint.

"It was the strain and his wound," A dan said as he rushed to his
weyr mat e.

Dl enth moaned and | owered his nmuzzle toward his rider



"He's all right, Dilenth," A dan said, gently turning F duril over. "A
little sandy, "

"And a lot drunk!" M barak rmurrmured as he signaled the other two lads to
aid A dan with F duril.

"The worst is over now" A dan said with brisk cheer
"He doesn't know what worst is," Nesso nuttered gloomly at Mreta's
side as the blue dragon |urched away, supported on one side by A dan's Tigrath
and K lon and blue Rogeth on the other

It took Moreta a few nonments to realize that K lon and Rogeth should not
be about. "K' lon? ..."

"He vol unteered."” Nesso sounded peeved. "He said that he was fine and he
couldn't stand being idle when he was so badly needed. And he the only one!"

"The only one?"

Nesso averted her face fromthe Weyrwonan. "It was a command the Weyr
could not ignore. An energency, after all. He and F' neldril decided that he
must respond to the drum nessage.”

"What drum nmessage are you tal ki ng about, Nesso?" Abruptly Mreta
under st ood Nesso's averted gaze. She'd been overstepping her authority as
Headwonan agai n.

"Fort Hold required a dragonrider to convey Lord Tol ocanp from Ruatha to
Fort Hold. Urgently. There is illness at Ruatha and nore at Fort Hold, which
cannot be deprived of its Lord Hol der during such a disaster."” Nesso blurted
out the explanation in spurts, peering anxiously up at Mreta to gauge her
reaction. "Master Capiamis sick, he nust be, for it is Fortine who replies to
messages, hot the Masterheal er.” Nesso grimaced and began to wing her hands,
bringing them by degrees to her nouth as if to mask her words. "And there are

sick riders at lgen, Ista, and many at Telgar. There's Fall in two days in the
south ... | ask you, who will fly against Thread if three Weyrs have no riders
to send?"

Moreta forced herself to breathe slowy and deeply, absorbing the sense
of Nesso's babbling. The worman began to weep now, whether fromthe relief of
confession or fromrenorse Mreta couldn't ascertain.

"When did this drum nessage cone?"

"There were two. The first one, calling for a conveyance for Lord
Tol ocanp, just after the wings left for Fall!" Nesso nopped at her eyes,
appealing nutely to Moreta for forgiveness. "Curmr said we had to respond!"

"So you did!" Nesso's blubbering irritated Moreta. "I see that you could
not delay until we had returned fromFall. Surely Curmir responded that the
Weyr was at Fal |l ?"

"Well, they knew that. But F neldril and K 1lon were here, no, there,"
Nesso had to find the exact spot near the Cavern, "so we all heard the drum
message. K lon said inmediately that he could go. He said, and we had to agree
with him that since he had been ill of the fever, he was unlikely to contract
it. He wouldn't let F neldril or one of the weyrlings or the disabled take the
risk." Nesso's eyes pleaded for reassurance. "W tried to ask Berchar about
t he danger of infection, but S gor would not |let anyone see himand coul d not



answer for him And we had to respond to Lord Tol ocanp's request! It is only
right that a Lord Holder be in his Hold during such a crisis. Curmr reasoned
that, in such an unusual instance, we were constrained by duty to assist the
Lord Hol der even if it meant disobeying the Weyrl eader!"

"Not to mention the Masterheal er and a general quarantine.”
"But Master Capiamis at Fort Hold," Nesso protested as if that
sanctioned all. "And what will be happening at Fort Hold in Lord Tol ocanp's

absence | cannot imagine!"

It was the happenings at Ruatha Hold that concerned Moreta nore vitally,
and the second drum nmessage.

"What is this of sick riders? Did it cone in on open code?"

"No, indeed! Curmir had to look it up in his Record. W did nothing
about that. Not even forward it for it didn't have the pass-on cadence.

F'neldril and K lon said you should know. There are forty five riders ill at
Tel gar al one!" Nesso placed one hand on her chest in a dramatic gesture. "N ne
are very ill!l Twenty-two are ill at Igen and fourteen at Ista." Nesso seened

obscurely pl eased by the nunbers.

Ei ghty-one riders ill of this epidem c? Despair and fear welled through
Moreta. Riders ill? Her mind reeled. It was Fall! Al the dragonriders were
needed. Fort Weyr was down thirty in strength fromthe last Fall, and

thirty-three fromthis one. It would be a full Turn before Dilenth flew Wy
this? Only eight Turns remained in this Pass and then the riders would be free
of the devastation that Thread w ought on dragons, thenselves, and Pern

Moreta shook her head in an effort to clear her thinking. She ought to have
paid nore heed to Sh'gall's agitated report of illness instead of discounting
the truth because it was unpal at abl e. She knew t hat Master Capi am was not in
the habit of issuing arbitrary orders. But riders were healthy, fit, |ess
susceptible to mnor ailments. Wiy should they, in their splendid isolation
pursuing their historic occupation, be vulnerable to an infection ranmpant in
crowded hol ds, halls, and ampbng beasts?

Yet, her rational self said, the damage was al ready spreading by the
time Sh'gall brought her the news. Even she had al ready i nnocently conmpounded
her invol vement by showi ng off her sensitivity to inpress Al essan. How coul d
anyone at Ruatha Gather have realized the danger in approaching that dying
runner beast ? Why, when Tal pan had correlated illness to the journeyings of
t hat caged beast, she and Al essan had probably been watching the races.

"You are not at fault,: the tender, loving voice of Orlith said. "You
did no harmto that runnerbeast. You had the right to enjoy the Gather."

"I's there anything we should do about the other Weyrs, Mreta?" Nesso
asked. She had stopped weeping but she still twi sted and washed her hands in
an indecisive way that annoyed Mreta al nbst as nuch.

"Has Sh'gall returned?"

"He was here and went off, |ooking for Leri. He was angry."

"Olith?"

"They are busy but unharned."

"Nesso, did you tell himabout the drum nmessages?"



Nesso cast a desperate | ook at Mdireta and shook her head. "He wasn't on
t he ground | ong enough-really, Mreta."

"I see." And Moreta did. Nesso could never have brought herself to
i nformthe Weyrl eader of such fateful tidings had there been worlds of tine.
Moreta woul d have to present the matters to Sh'gall soon enough, a
conversation that woul d cause nore acrinony on a day when both had nore
probl ems than hours. "How is Sorth?"
"Well, now, he's going to be fine," Nesso said with considerably nore
ent husiasmfor that topic. "He's just over here. | thought you might like to
check over ny work."

The westering sun glinted off the Tooth Crag above Fort Weyr and the
glare hurt Mreta's tired eyes as she |l ooked in the direction Nesso pointed.
The repair of Dilenth's wing had taken far |onger than she had realized.

"There is still sun on your ledge, Olith. You should enjoy it. Get the
cold of between and Fall out of your hide."

"You are as tired. Wen do you rest?"

"When | have finished what nust be done," Mreta said, but her dragon's
concern was conforting. Moreta scrubbed at her fingertips, which had becone

i nsensitive where nunmbweed had seeped through the oil. She rinsed her hands in
redwort and dried themwell in the cloth Nesso offered.

A blue dragon wailed plaintively fromhis |edge, and Mreta | ooked up,
wor ri ed.

"His rider only has a broken shoul der,” Nesso said with a sniff. "Torn

har ness. "

Moreta remenbered another blue rider. "Orlith, that blue weyrling, has
he returned fromthe ridge?"

"Yes, there was no Thread. He reported to the Weyrlingmaster. He wants
to have a word with you about putting a very young rider at risk."

The [ ad woul d have been in nmore risk continuing his antics, and 1"l
have words with the Weyrlingmaster on another score. "Let's see Sorth," she
said al oud to Nesso

"He's an old dragon. | don't think he'll heal well." Nesso babbl ed out
of a nervous desire to regain favor in Mreta' s eyes, for she didn't know that
much about dragon injuries and far too rmuch about how she thought the Wyr
shoul d be managed.

Moreta had al so cone to the conclusion at sone point in the [ast few
nmonents that she woul d have ordered someone to convey Lord Tol ocanp had she
been in the Wyr when the nessage arrived, despite any protest Sh'gall m ght
have rai sed about breaki ng quarantine. Fort Hold would need Tol ocanp nore than
Ruat ha needed an unwilling guest. She wondered fleetingly if any were sick at
Ruat ha. If so, how had Al essan permitted Tol ocanp to break quarantine?

Sorth had taken a gout of tangled Thread right on the forward
wi ngfinger, severing the bone just past the knuckle. L'rayl was full of praise
for Declan's assistance, belatedly including Nesso in his recital while she
glared at him They had done a good job of splinting the bone, Mreta noted



professionally, tying reeds into position on well nunbed flesh.

"Nasty enough," Mreta comented as Sorth gingerly | owered the injured
wi ng for her scrutiny.

"A fraction closer to the knuckle and Sorth m ght have lost tip
mobility," L'rayl said with |audabl e detachnent. The man had a habit of
clenching his teeth after he spoke, as if chopping off his words before they
coul d of fend anyone.

"A soak in the | ake tomorrow will reduce the swelling once ichor has
coated the wound," Mreta said, stroking the old brown's shoul der
"Sorth says," L'rayl answered after a pause, "that floating would fee
very good. The wing would be supported by the water and not ache so much."
L'rayl was then caught between a grin and a grinmace for his dragon's courage
and, to cover his enbarrassment, he turned and roughly scratched Sorth's
greeni ng nmuzzl e.

"How many riders were injured?" she asked Nesso as they turned toward
the infirmary. Wth eighty-one sick of the plague, they m ght have to send
substitutes. "Mre than there should be," Nesso replied, having recovered her
critical tongue.

Nesso hovered while Mreta nade her expected brief appearance in the
infirmary. Most of the injured riders were groggy with fellis juice or asleep,
so she didn't have to linger. She al so seenmed unable to extricate herself from
Nesso' s conpany.

"Moreta, what you need right nowis a good serving of nmy fine stew."

Moreta was not hungry. She knew she ought to eat but she wanted to await
the return of Sh'gall and Leri. In a brief flurry of malice, Mreta struck
across the Bow to the Lower Cavern in a long stride that forced Nesso to jog
to keep up. Annoyed with herself, Mreta silently put up with Nesso's fussing
to make sure that the cook served Moreta a huge plate. Nesso obsequi ously cut
bread and heaped slices on Mireta's plate before making a show of seating the
Weyrwonman. Fortunately, before the last of Mreta's waning penitence was
exhausted, one of the fosterlings cane running up to say that Tellani needed
Nesso 'right now

"Gving birth, no doubt. She started | abor at the beginning of Fall."
Nesso rai sed her eyes and hands ceilingward in resignation. "W' |l probably
never know who the father was for Tellani doesn't know "

"Babe or child, we'll have sone trace to go by. Wsh Tellani well for
me." Privately Moreta bl essed Tellani for her tinming; she would have respite
fromthe Headwoman, and a birth after Fall was regarded as propitious. The
Weyr needed a good dollop of luck. A boy, even of uncertain parentage, would
pl ease the dragonriders. She'd have a stern talk with Tellani about keeping
track of her lovers, surely a sinmple enough task even for so | oving a worman as
Tell ani. The Weyr had to be cautious about consanguinity. It mght just be the
wi ser course to foster Tellani's children to other Wyrs.

It was easier to think of an inmnent birth than tax her tired mnd with
i mponder abl es such as sick riders in three Weyrs, a Masterheal er who was not
si gni ng out goi ng nessages, the disciplining of a rider and a harper who
di sobeyed their Weyrl eader, a wi ng-torn dragon who woul d be weyrbound for
nmont hs, and a sick heal er who night be dying.



"Malth says Berchar is very weak and S gor is very worried," Olith told
her in a gentle, drowsy voice. "W have decided that the wonman has carried a
male," Orlith continued. Mirreta was astonished. Since Olith very rarely used
the plural pronoun, she nmust be referring to other dragons.

"How ki nd you are, mny golden [ove!" Mreta shielded her face with her
hands so that no one in the cavern would see the tears in her eyes for her
dragon's unexpected kindly distraction, and her everlasting joy that, of al
the girls standing on Ista's Hatching Gound that day Turns ago, Orlith had
chosen the late arrival for her rider

"Nor et a?"

Startled, Moreta | ooked up to see Curnmir, K lon, and F neldril standing
politely before her table.

"It was | who insisted on conveying Lord Tol ocanp,” K lon said firny,
chin up, eyes shining. "You could say that | hadn't actually heard the
Weyrl eader's order of quarantine since Rogeth and | were asleep in a | ower
weyr." Qutrageously K lon wi nked at Moreta. An ol der, weyr-bred rider, he had
not been best pleased when Sh'gall's Kadith had flown Olith, making the nmuch
younger bronze rider Weyrleader in L'mal's stead. K lon's discontent with the
change in | eadershi p had been aggravated by Sh'gall's overt disapproval of
K'lon's association with the lIgen green rider A nmurry.

Moreta tried to assunme a neutral expression but knew fromCurmr's
expression that she fail ed.

"You did as customdictates!” Mreta would allow that much I atitude.
"The Fort Hol der nust be conveyed by this Weyr. You brought his fanmly back?"

"I ndeed not, though I did offer. Rogeth would not have objected but Lady
Pendra deci ded that she and her daughters could not break the quarantine."

Moreta caught Curmir's gaze again and knew that the harper was as aware
as everyone else in the west as to why Lady Pendra woul d not break the
guarantine. Mreta had great synpathy for Al essan's predicament. Not only was
he still saddled with the Fort girls, but all the other hopefuls of the Gather
were still at Ruatha

"Lady Pendra said that she would wait out the four days."

"Four days, four Turns," F neldril said with a snort, "and it wouldn't
change their faces or inprove their chances with Al essan."

"Did you see Master Capiam K |Ion?"

K'lon's expression changed, reflecting annoyance and renenbered of f ense.
"No, Moreta. Lord Tol ocanp required ne to set himdown in the Hold forecourt,
so | did. But imrediately Lord Canpen and Master Fortine and sone other mnen
whose nanes | can't recall bore himoff to a meeting. | wasn't adnitted to the
Hall, to protect me, they said, fromcontagion, and they wouldn't |isten when
| explained that 1'd had the plague and recovered."

Bef ore she coul d speak, the watchrider's dragon bugled | oudly. Sh'gal
and his wing had returned at last. As Mreta rose hastily fromthe table, she
could see the dust roiled up by the dragons' | andi ng.

"All are well,"” Olith reassured her. "Kadith says the Fall ended well
but he is furious that there were few ground crews."



"No ground crews," she told the three men by way of warning.

Sh' gall cane striding through the second dust cloud created as the
dragons junped to the weyrs. The riders of Sh'gall's wing foll owed a discreet
di stance behind their Wyrleader. Sh'gall made directly for Mreta, his manner
so threatening that Klon, Curmr, and F neldril tactfully stepped to one
si de.

"Crom sent out no ground crews," Sh'gall shouted, slanm ng gloves,
hel met, and goggles down on the table with a force that sent the gear skidding
across the surface and onto the floor. "Nabol nustered two after Leri
threatened theml There was no illness at Cromor Nabol. Lazy, ignorant, stupid
nmount ai neers! They' ve used this plague of Capiam s as an excuse to avoid their
obligations to ne! If this Wyr can fly, they can bloody well do their part!
And 1'Il have a word with Master Capi am about those drum nmessages of his,
pani cki ng the hol ders. "

"There's been another drum nessage," Moreta began, unable to soften her
news. "lIsta, lgen, and Telgar have sick riders. The Wyrs may find it hard to
di scharge their obligation."

"This Wyr will always discharge its duty while |I'm Leader!" Sh'gal
glared at her as if she had disputed him Then he whirled and faced those
lingering at the dining tables of the cavern. "Have | made nyself plain to you
all? Fort Weyr will do its duty!"

H s decl arati on was punctuated by the sound that every rider dreaded,
t he nerve-abrading shrill high shriek of dragons announcing the death of one
of their kind.

Ch' nmon, bronze rider of lgen, died of fever, and his dragon, Helith,
promptly went between. He was the first of two fromthat Weyr. During the
evening five nore died at Telgar. Fort Weyr was in shock

Sh'gall was livid as he hauled Curmir with himto send a doubl e urgent
nmessage to the Healer Hall, demanding to know the state of the continent, what
was being done to curb the spread, and what renedies effected a cure. He was
even nmore upset when Fortine replied that the di sease was now consi dered
pandem c. The response repeated that there had been recoveries. Isolation was
i nperative. Suggested treatnment was febrifuge rather than a diaphoretic,
judi cious use of aconite for palpitations, willow salic or fellis juice for
headache, confrey, tussilago, or preferred | ocal cough renmedy. Sh'gall made
Curmr inquire double urgent for a reply from Master Capi am The Heal er Hal
acknow edged the inquiry but sent no expl anation

"Does anyone know, " he demanded at the top of his voice as he rampaged
back into the Lower Caverns, "if this is what K |lon had?" He glared at the
stunned blue rider, his eyes brilliant with an intensity that was beyond nere
fury. "What has Berchar been dosing hinself with? Do you know?" Now he al npst
pounced on Mreta where she sat.

"S' gor tells me he has been using what Master Fortine suggests. K lon
has recovered."

"But Ch' nbn has died!"
H s statenent becanme an accusati on, and she was at fault.

"The illness is anong us, Sh'gall," Mreta said, gathering strength from



an inner source whose name was Orlith. "Nothing we can do or say now alters
that. No one forced us to attend the Gathers, you know." Her wayward hunor
brought grimsmiles to several of the faces about her. "And nost of us enjoyed
our sel ves. "

"And | ook what happened!" Sh'gall's body vibrated with his fury.

"W can't reverse the happening, Sh'gall. K lon survived the plague as
we have survived Thread today and every Fall the past forty-three Turns, as we
have survived all the other natural disasters that have visited us since the
Crossing.” She smiled wearily. "W mnmust be good at surviving to have lived so
long on this planet."

The weyrfol k and the riders began to take heart at Mreta's words, but
Sh' gal | gave her another |ong stare of outraged di sgust and stal ked out of the
Lower Caverns.

The confrontati on had shaken Mdreta. She was drained of all energy, even
Olith's, and it had becone an effort to keep upright. She gripped the edge of
her chair, trenmbling. It wasn't just Sh'gall's rage but the unpal atabl e,
unavoi dabl e know edge that she was very likely the next victimof the plague
in the Weyr. Her head was beginning to ache and it was not the kind that
succeeded tension or the stress and concentration of repairing dragon
injuries.

"You are not well,"” Olith said, confirm ng her self-diagnosis.

"I have probably not been well since | went to that runner's rescue,"”
Moreta replied. L' mal always said that runners would be ny downfal

"You have not fallen down. You have fallen ill," Olith corrected her
dryly humorous in turn. "Come now to the weyr and rest."

"Curmr." Mreta beckoned the harper forward. "In view of Berchar's
illness, | think we nmust demand another healer fromthe Hall. A Masterhealer
and at | east another journeyman."

Curmr nodded slowy but gave her a |ong, searching | ook

"S'peren is to contrive a support sling for Dilenth. W cannot expect
T grath to stand under his wing until it heals. Such sacrifices sour
weyrmates!" Moreta nanaged to rise, carefully planting her feet under her so
as not to jar her aching skull. Never had a headache arrived with such speed
and intensity. She was nearly blinded by it. "I think that's all for now It's
been a difficult day and I'mtired."

Curmir offered her assistance but she discouraged himw th a hand
gesture and wal ked slowmy fromthe Lower Cavern.

Wthout Orlith's constant encouragenent, Mreta would not have been able
to cross the Bow, which, in the sudden chill of the night air, seened to have
perversely growmn wider. At the stairs, she had to brace herself several tinmes
agai nst the inner wall.

"So, it's got to you," Leri said unexpectedly. The ol der WWyrwonman was
sitting on the steps to her weyr, both hands resting on her wal king stick

"Don't cone near ne.

"You don't see ne rising fromny perch, do you? You're probably contagious.



However, Orlith appealed to me. | can see why now. Get into your bed." Leri
brandi shed her cane. "I've already nmeasured out the medici ne you shoul d take,
according to that drumroll of Fortine's. WIllow salic, aconite, featherfern
Ch, and the wine has a dose of fellis juice fromnmy own stock. The sacrifices
| make for you. Shoo! | can't carry you, you know. You'll have to nmake it on
your own. You will. You always do. And |'ve done nore than enough for one day
for this Wyr!™"

Leri's chivvying gave Moreta the inpetus to stagger up the last few
steps and into the corridor of her weyr. At its end she could see Olith's
eyes gleaming with the pale yell ow of concern. She paused for a nonent,
wi nded, her head poundi ng unbearably.

"I assune that no one in the Lower Caverns suspected you've been taken

it

"Curmr. Wn't talk, though."

"Sensible of you in view of the Igen death. She'll make it, Olith."
Then Leri waved her cane angrily. "No, you will not help. You' d jamthe
corridor with your egg-heavy belly. Go on with you, Mireta. I'mnot going to
stand on these chilly steps all night. | need ny rest. Tonorrow s going to be

very busy for rme.
"I hoped you'd volunteer."

"I"'mnot so lacking in sense that 1'd |l et Nesso get out of hand. Go! Get
yourself well," she added in a kinder tone, heaving herself to her feet.

Olith did nmeet Moreta at the end of the corridor, extending her head so
that Moreta could hang onto sonething to cross the chanber. O'lith crooned
encour agenent, |ove and devotion and confort in al nost pal pabl e waves. Then
Moreta was in her own quarters, her eyes fastening on the medicine set out on
the tabl e. She blessed Leri, know ng what an effort it had been for the old
Weyrwonan to navigate the steps. Mireta took the fellis wine down in one
swal | ow, grimacing against the bitterness not even the wi ne could disguise.
How could Leri sip it all day? Wthout undressing, Mreta slid under the furs
and carefully laid her head down on the pillow

CHAPTER | X

Heal er Hall, Present Pass, 3.13.43; Butte Meeting and Fort Weyr,
3.14.43; Healer Hall, 3.15.43

Capi am coul d not rerain asleep, though he tried to burrow back into the
crazy fever-dreanms as a nore acceptable alternative to the mseries total
awar eness brought. Sonething inmpinged on his seniconsci ousness and forced him
awake. Sonething he had to do? Yes, sonmething he had to do. He blinked bl eary,
crusted eyes until he could focus on the timepiece. Nine of the clock. "Ch,
it's ne. Tinme for ny medicine.”

A heal er couldn't even be sick w thout responding to his professional
habits. He haul ed hinmself up on one elbow to reach for the skin on which he
was recording his progress through the di sease but a coughing spasm
interrupted him The cough seemed to throw tiny knives at his throat. Such
spasns were exceedi ngly painful, and Capi am di sliked them even nore than the
headache, the fever, and the boneache.

Cautiously, |lest he provoke another coughing fit, he dragged the note
case onto his bed and funmbled for the witing tool



"Only the third day?" His illness seemed to have made each twenty-four
hours an eternity of mnor mseries. That day was nercifully three quarters
done.

He could take little confort in noticing that his fever had abated, that
t he headache was a dullness that could be endured. He placed the fingers of
his right hand lightly on the arterial pulse in the left wist. Still faster
than normal, but slow ng. He made an appropriate notation and added a
description of the hardy, dry, unproductive cough. As if the note was the cue,
he was wacked with another fit that tore at his throat and upper chest like a
tunnel snake. He was forced to lie in a fetal position, knees up to his chin
to relieve the nmuscle spasns that acconpani ed the cough. Wen it had passed,
he | ay back, sweating and exhausted. He roused enough to take his dose of
willow salic.

He nust prescribe a cough remedy for hinself. Wat would be the nost
ef fective suppressant? He touched his painful throat. What nust the |ining of
his throat resenble? "This is nmost humiliating," he told hinmself, his voice
hoarse. He vowed to be far nore synpathetic to the afflicted in the future.

The drum tower began to throb and the nessage stunned him for
condol ences were being transmtted from Lord Tol ocanp, what was he doing in
Fort Hold when he shoul d have renai ned at Ruatha?, to the \Wyrieaders of

Tel gar and Igen for the deaths of ... Capiamwithed on the bed, convul sed by
coughi ng that left himweak and panting. He m ssed the names of the dead
riders. Dead riders! Pern could ill afford to | ose any of its dragonriders.

Why, oh why hadn't he been called in earlier? Surely nine people in the
same Sea Hold falling sick was an unusual enough occurrence to have warranted
even a courtesy report to the main Healer Hall? Wuld he have appreciated the
signi ficance?

"Capi an?" Desdra's query was | ow enough not to have aroused hi mhad he
been asl eep

"I''mawake, Desdra."” His voice was a hoarse caw.

"You heard the drums?"

"Part of the nessage."

"The wong part fromthe sound of you."

"Don't conme any closer! How many riders died?"

"The toll is nowfifteen at Igen, two at Ista, and eight at Tel gar."
Capi am coul d think of nothing to say.

"How many are ill, then?" H's voice faltered

"They report recoveries," Desdra said in a crisper voice. "N neteen at
Tel gar, fourteen at lgen, five at Ista, two at Fort are all conval escing.”

"And at Hall and Hol d?" He dreaded her answer, clenching his fists to
bear the staggering totals.

"Fortine has taken charge, Boranda and Tirone are assisting." The
finality in her tone told Capiamhe would not elicit any further information



"Why are you in my roon?" he denanded testily. "You know"

"I know that you have reached the coughing stage and | have prepared a
soot hi ng syrup."

"How do you know what | would prescribe for ny condition?"
"The fool who treats hinself has only a fool for a patient."

Capi am wanted to | augh at her inpudence, but the attenpt turned into one
of the hideously painful, [ong coughs and, by the tine it had passed, tears
roll ed down his cheeks.

"A nice blend of confrey, sweetener, and a touch of nunmbweed to deaden
the throat tissues. It ought to inhibit the cough."” She deposited the steamn ng
mug on his table and was swiftly across the room by the door

"You're a brave and conpassi onate wonman, Desdra," he said, ignoring her
sarcastic snort.

"I amalso cautious. If at all possible, I would prefer to avoid the
agoni es which | have observed you enduring."

"Am | such a difficult patient?" Capiam asked plaintively, seeking nore
consol ati on than he could find in a mug of an odd-tasting syrup

"What cannot be cured nust be endured,"” Desdra replied.

"By which unkind words | assune that the Records have not given up
ei t her an account or a renedy."

"Master Tirone joined the search with all his apprentices, journeynen,
and nmasters. They proceed backward by the decade for two hundred Turns and
forward fromthe previous Pass."

Capi aml s groan qui ckly degenerated into a spasmthat again left him
gasping for breath. Each of the two hundred bones in his body conspired to
ache at once. He heard Desdra rummagi ng anong his bottles and vials.

"I saw an aromatic salve in here. Rubbed on your chest it nmight relieve
you, since you spilled nmost of that potion."

"Il rub it on nyself, woman!"

"Indeed you will. Here it is! Phew That'll clear your sinuses.”
"They don't need it." Capiamcould snell the aromatic fromhis bed. Odd
how t he ol factory senses becane acute in this disease. Exhausted by the | ast
cough spasm he lay still. "Are you experiencing the severe | assitude as well
as the dry cough?"

"Lassi tude?" Capi am dared not |augh but the word was totally inadequate to
describe the total inertia that gripped his usually vigorous body. "Extremne
| assitude! Total inertia! Conplete incapacity! | can't even drink froma nug
wi thout spilling half of it. | have never been so tired in ny life."

"Ch, then, you're proceeding well on the course of the disease.”

"How consoling!" He had just enough energy for sarcasm "If," and her enphasis



teased him "your notes are correct, you should be inproving by tomorrow. That
is, if we can keep you in your bed and prevent secondary infections."

"How conforting."
"It should be."

H s head was beginning to buzz again fromthe willow salic. He was about
to commend Desdra on the efficacy of her cough nmixture when a totally
unprovoked tickle bent him double to cough

"I"ll leave you to get on with it then," Desdra said cheerily.

He waved urgently for her to |l eave the room then put both hands on his
throat as if he could find some grip to ease the pain. He hoped that Desdra
was being careful. He didn't want her to catch the illness. Wy hadn't those
wr et ched seamen |l eft that animal to drown? Look to what depths curiosity
brought a man!

Butte Meeting, 3.14.43

Deep in the plains of Keroon and far fromany hold, a granite butte had
been forced to the surface during sonme prineval earthquake. The | andmark had
of ten been used as an objective in weyrling training flights. Just then it was
the site of an unprecedented nmeeting of the Weyrl eaders.

The great bronze dragons arrived al nost simultaneously at the site,
com ng out of between full lengths clear of each other's wing tip, utilizing
t hei r uncanny perceptions of proximty. They settled to the ground in an
i mense circle at the southern face of the butte. The bronze riders
di smounted, closing to a slightly smaller circle, each rider keeping a wary
di stance fromthose on either side until K dren of Benden, who had an active
sense of hunmor under any conditions, chuckl ed.

"None of us would be here if we were sickening,"”
S peren who had cone in Sh'gall's place.

he said, nodding to

"Too many of us have," L'bol of Igen replied. Hs eyes were red with
weepi ng.

Mtani of Telgar scow ed and cl enched his fists.
"W have shared each loss," S ligar of the H gh Reaches said with grave
courtesy, inclining his head first to L'bol, Mtani, and F gal of Ista. The
other two bronze riders murrmured their condol ences. "W have gathered here to
t ake energency measures which discretion keeps fromthe drum and whi ch our
gueens are unable to relay," S ligar went on. As the ol dest of the

Weyri eaders, he took command of the neeting. He was al so the biggest, topping
the other bronze riders by a full head, and the breadth of himthrough chest
and shoul ders woul d have made two of nobst ordinary nmen. He was oddly gentle,
never taking advantage of his size. "As our Weyrwormen have pointed out, we
cannot admt the |osses and nunmbers of the ill that the Weyrs have sustai ned.
There is too nmuch anxiety in the Holds as it is. They are suffering far nore
than we are.”

"That's no consolation!" F gal snapped. "I don't know how many tinmes |
warned Lord Fitatric that overcrowding hold and cot would have dire
consequences. "

"None of us had this in mnd," K dren said. "However, none of us had to



run see the curious new beastie fromthe sea. O attend two Gathers in one
day."

"Enough, K dren," S ligar said. "Cause and effect are now irrel evant.
Qur purpose here is to discuss how best to insure that the dragonriders of
Pern fulfill their purpose.”

"That purpose is dying out, S'ligar," L' bol cried. "What's the purpose
of flying Thread to protect enpty hol ds? Why preserve nothing at the risk of
our skins and our dragons? We can't even defend ourselves fromthis plague!"
L' bol ' s dragon crooned and extended his head toward his distressed rider. The
ot her bronzes runbled confortingly and noved restlessly on the warm sand.

L' bol scrubbed at his face, |eaving white runnels where tears had wet his
cheeks.

"W will fly Thread because that is the one service we can provide the
sick in the Holds. They nmust not fear the incursions of Thread fromw thout!"
S ligar said in his deep gentle unhurried voice. "W have | abored too | ong as
a Craft to surrender Pern now to the ravages of Thread because of a nenace we
can't see. Nor do | believe that this disease, however fiercely it spreads,
however ruthless it appears, can overcome us who have for hundreds of Turns
def ended oursel ves from Thread. A di sease can be cured by nedicines, defeated.
And one day we will fly Thread to its source and defeat it."

"K'lon, Rogeth's rider, has recovered fromthe plague," S peren
announced in the silence following S ligar's statenent. "K | on says that
Master Capiamis on the nmend."

"Two?" L'bol flung the nunber derisively back at S peren. "I've fifteen
dead, one hundred and forty sick at Igen. Sone holds in the m deast no | onger
respond to their drum codes. And what of the hol ds which have no drunms to make
known their needs and the toll of their dead?"

"Capi amon the nend?" S ligar said, seizing at that hope. "I have every
faith in that man's ability to lick this. And nore than those two nust have
recovered. Keroon Beasthold still druns, and they were the hardest hit by the

pl ague. Hi gh Reaches and Fort Weyrs have sickness, it is true, but the holds
of Tillek, H gh Reaches, Nabol, and Crom have none." S'ligar tried to catch
L' bol's despairing gaze. "W have only seven Turns to go before this Pass is
over. | have lived under the scourge of Thread all my life." Suddenly he
strai ghtened his shoulders, his face severe. "I haven't fought Thread as a
dragonrider for nearly fifty Turns to quit now over sone fever and aches!"

"Nor 1," K dren added quickly, taking a step toward the H gh Readier. "I
made a vow, you know," he gave a short |augh, "to Kuzuth, that we would see
this Pass through."” K dren's tone turned brisk. "There's Fall tonorrow at
Keroon, and it has becone the responsibility of all the Wyrs of Pern. Benden
has twelve full wings to fly."

"I gen has eight!" Anger brought L' bol out of his despondency to glare fiercely
at K dren. Timenth, his dragon, bugled defiance, rearing back onto his
haunches and spreadi ng his wings. The other bronzes reacted in surprise,
soundi ng off. Two extended their wi ngs and gazed skyward in alarm "lgen will
riseto Fall!"

"OfF course your Weyr will rise," S ligar said reassuringly, raising his
armin an inconplete gesture of confort. "But our queens know how nmany |gen
riders are ill. Fall has becone the problemof all the Wyrs, as K dren said.
And we all supply the nmuster fromour healthy riders. Until this epidenic is
over, the Weyrs must consolidate. Full wi ngs are essential since in many



pl aces, we shall be deprived of ground crews for close encounters with
Thread. "

S ligar took a thick roll of hide fromhis pouch. Wth a deft flick of
his wist, the roll fell into five separate sections on the sand. Mndful to
make no physical contact with the other Leaders, S ligar slid a section to
each of the other bronze riders.

"Here are the names of ny wi ngl eaders and seconds, since naning people
seens to be a deficiency in our queens. |'ve listed ny riders in order of
their conpetence for assum ng command of either wing or Weyr. B lerion is ny
choi ce of a personal successor." Then a rare and brilliant smle crossed the
H gh Reacher's face. "Wth Falga's conplete accord."

K dren roared with |aughter. "Didn't she suggest hinP"

S ligar regarded K dren with mld reproof. "It is the wi se Leader who
antici pates his Weyrwoman's mind. "

"Enough!" Mtani called irritably. H s dark eyes were angry under heavy
bl ack brows. He threw his lists down to join S'ligar's. "T grel has al ways
fancied hinmself a Leader. He renminded ne that he hadn't been to either of the
Gathers so I'll reward his virtue."

"You're fortunate,” K dren said with no hunor in his voice. He added his
lists to the others. "L'vin, Wter, and H grave attended both Gathers. |'ve
recormended M gent. He may be young but he's got a natural flair for
| eadership that one doesn't often see. He wasn't at the Gathers."

F'gal seemed unwilling to |l ose the sheets he unwound. "It's all on
these," he said wearily, letting themflutter to the sand.
"Leri suggested me," S peren said with a self-deprecating shrug, "though
it's likely Sh'gall will rmake a change when he recovers. He was too fevered to
be told of this neeting so Leri drew up the lists."

"Leri would know. " K dren nodded. He went down on his haunches to pick

up the five slips of hide, aligning themat the top before rolling. "I shal
be pleased if these can gather dust in nmy weyr." He stuffed the roll in his
pouch. "It is, however, a confort to have made plans, to have considered

conti ngenci es. "

"Saves a |l ot of unnecessary worry," S'ligar agreed, bending to scoop up
the scraps into his long-fingered hand. "I also reconmend that we use entire
Wi ngs as replacenents, rather than send individuals as substitutes. Riders get
used to their w ngl eaders and seconds." The reconmendati on found favor with
the others. "Full wings or substitutes is not the real worry." L'bol gl owered
at the lists as he assenbled themin his hand. "It's the lack of ground
crews. "

K dren snorted. "No worry. Not when the queens have al ready deci ded
anong thensel ves to do that job. W' ve all been infornmed, no doubt, that every
gueen who can fly will attend every Fall."

Mtani's scom was sour and neither L' bol or F gal appeared happy, but
S ligar shrugged diffidently. "They will arrange matters to suit thenselves no
matter what, but queens keep prom ses.”

"Who suggested using weyrlings for ground crews?" Mtani asked.



"W may have to resort to them" S ligar said.

"Weyrlings don't have enough sense ..." Mtani began

"Depends on their Weyrlingnmaster, doesn't it?" K dren asked.

"The queens intend," S ligar put in before Mtani could take offense at

K dren's remark-"to keep the weyrlings under control. Wat other choice have
we in the absence of ground crews?"

"Well, 1've never known a weyriing yet who woul d di sobey a queen,"” F ga
admi tted.
"S' peren, with Moreta ill, does Kam ana | ead?"
"No. Leri." S peren | ooked apprehensive. "After all, she's done it before.”
The Weyrl eaders murnmured in surprised protest. "Well, if any of your

Weyrwonen can talk her out of it, we'd be very relieved." S peren did not hide
his distress. "She's nore than done her duty by the Weyrs and Pern. On the

ot her hand, she knows how to |l ead. Wth both Sh'gall and Mreta sick, the Wyr
at least trusts her."

"How i s Moreta?" S ligar asked.

"Leri says Orlith doesn't seemworried. She carries her eggs well and
she is very near clutching. It's as well Mreta is sick or they'd be out and
about Pern. You know how keen Moreta is on runners.”

Mtani snorted with disgust. "This is not the time to | ose an eggheavy
gueen," he said. "This sickness hits so fast and kills so quickly, the dragons
don't realize what's happening. And then they're gone between." He caught his
breath, clenching his teeth and swal | ow ng agai nst tears. The other riders
pretended not to see his evident distress.

"Once Orlith has clutched she won't go until they've hatched,"” S'ligar
said gently to no one in particular. "S peren, have you candi dates safely at
Fort Weyr?"

S peren shook his head. "W'd that yet to do and thought there was
worlds of time for Search."

"Pick carefully before you bring anyone new into your Wyr!" L'bo
advi sed sourly.

"If the need arises. H gh Reaches has a few prom sing youngsters who are

healthy. |I'm sure an adequat e nunber can be nmade up fromthe other Wyrs?"
S ligar waited for the nurnur of assent to go round the circle. "You'll inform
Leri?"

"Fort Weyr is grateful."

"I's that all?" L'bol denmanded as he stirred toward his dragon

"Not quite. One nore point while we are convened." S ligar hitched up
his belt. "I know that some of us have thought of exploring the Southern

Continent once this Pass is over."

"After this?" L'bol stared at S ligar in total disbelief.



"My point. In spite of the instructions left to us, we cannot risk
further contagions. Southern nust be left alone!" S ligar made a cutting
gesture with the flat of his huge hand. He | ooked to the Benden Weyrl eader for
conment .

"An em nently sensible prohibition," K dren said.

Mtani flourished his hand curtly to show agreement and turned to
S peren.

"OfF course, | cannot speak for Sh'gall but | cannot conceive why Fort
woul d di sagree. "

"The continent will be interdicted by ny Wyr, | assure you," F gal said
in a loud, strained voice.
"Then we shall leave it to the queens to comunicate how many w ngs each

Weyr supplies for Fall until this emergency is over. W've all the details we
need to go on." S ligar brandished his roll before he shoved it in his tunic.
"Very well then, ny friends. Good flying! May your Weyrs-" He caught hinself,
a flicker of uncertainty for his glib use of a courteous sal utation not
entirely appropriate.

"The Weyrs will prosper, S ligar,"
at the big man. "They al ways have!"

K dren said as he sniled confidently

The bronze riders turned to their dragons, nmounting with the ease and
grace of long practice. Al nbst as one, the six dragons wheeled to the left and
right of the red butte, to spring agilely into the air. Again, as if the
uni que maneuver had been many tines rehearsed, on the third downstroke of six
pairs of great w ngs, the dragons went between

Fort Weyr, 3.14.43

At about the time the bronze dragonriders were nmeeting at the Butte,
Capi am had di scovered that if he timed a fit of coughing, he could mss sone
of the incom ng, nore painful messages. Even after the thrumm ng of the great
drunms in the tower had ceased, the cadences played ring-a-round in his head
and inhibited the sleep he yearned for. Not that sleep brought any rest. He
woul d feel nore tired when he roused from such brief naps as the druns
permtted. And the nightmares! He was forever being harried by that tawny,
speckl e-coated, tuft-eared nonster that had carried its peculiar gerns to a
vul nerabl e continent. The irony was that the Ancients had probably created the
agency that threatened to exterm nate their descendants.

If only those seanmen had let the animal die on its tree trunk in the
Eastern Current. If only it had died on the ship, succunmbing to thirst and
exhaustion, as Capiamfelt he was likely to do at any nmoment, before it had
contam nated nmore than the searmen. |If only the nearby hol ders hadn't been so
bl oody curious to relieve the winter's tedium If! Ifl 1f? If w shes were
dragons, all Pern would fly!

And if |, Capiamhad any energy, he would apply it to finding a
concoction that would relieve and, preferably, inhibit the disease. Surely the
Anci ents had had to cope with epidem cs. There were, indeed, grand paragraphs
in the ol dest Records, boasting that the ailnments that had pl agued nanki nd
before the Crossing had been totally elimnated on Pern, which statenent,

Capi am mai nt ai ned, neant that there had been two Crossings, not one, as many
peopl e, including Tirone, believed. The Ancients had brought nmany animals with
themin that first Crossing, the equine fromwhich runners originated; the



bovi ne for the herdbeasts; the ovine, smaller, herdbeasts; the canine; and a
smal l er variety of the dratted feline plague carrier. The creatures had been
brought, in ova (or so the Record put it, fromthe Ancients' planet of origin
whi ch was not the planet Pern, or why had that one point been nade so
specifically and repeated so often? Pern, not sinply the Southern Continent.
And the second Crossing had been fromsouth to north. Probably, Capiam
contenmpl ated bitterly, to escape feline plague carriers that secreted
thenselves in dark lairs to nourish their fell disease until unwary humans
took themoff tree trunks, days fromland. Couldn't the Ancients have stopped
braggi ng about their achievenments | ong enough to state how t hey had eradicated
pl ague and pandeni c? Their success was meani ngl ess w thout the process.

Capi am pl ucked feebly at the sleeping furs. They snelled. They needed to
be aired. He snelled. He didn't dare | eave his room "Wat can't be cured nust
be endured." Desdra's taunt returned to himoften

He was a healer. He would heal hinself first and thus prove to others
that one could recover fromthis m serable disease. He need only apply his
trained mind and considerable willpower to the problem On cue, a coughing
spel | wracked him When he had recovered sufficiently, he reached for the
syrup Desdra left on the bedside table. He wi shed she would | ook in on him

Fortine had, conferring three tinmes fromthe doorway, seeking authority

on matters Capiamcould not now recall. He hoped that his responses had been
sensi bl e. Tirone had appeared, very briefly, nore to assure hinself and to
report to the world that Capiamwas still part of it than to confort or cheer

the sick man.

Fort Hold proper had not been sullied by the plague, even though
heal ers, master, journeyman, and apprentice, had journeyed to the stricken
areas. Four of Fort's seaside holds and two coastal cropholds had succunbed.

The syrup eased Capiamis raw throat. He could even taste it. Thynus was
the principal ingredient, and he approved of its use on his person. If the
di sease ran the sanme course in himas it had in the cases he had studied, the
cough ought soon to pass. If, by virtue of the strict quarantine in which he
| ay, he did not contract a secondary infection, pul nobnary, pneunonic, or
bronchi al seened the readi est to pounce on the weakened patient, then he ought
to inprove rapidly.

K'lon, the blue rider fromFort Weyr, had recovered totally. Capiam
hoped that the man had actually had the plague, not some deep cold, and his
hope was substantiated by the facts that K lon had a close friend in
pl ague-stricken Igen, and that the Weyr heal er, Berchar, and his green rider
weyrmate were grievously ill at Fort Weyr. Capiamtried to censor his own
pai nful thoughts of dragonriders dying as easily as hol ders. Dragonriders
could not die. The Pass had eight Turns to go. There were hundreds of powders,
roots, and barks and herbs to conbat di sease on Pern, but the nunbers of
dragons and their riders were linited.

Desdra really ought to be appearing soon with some of the restorative

soup she took such pleasure in making himconsune! It was her presence he

wi shed for, not the soup, for he found the | ong hours of solitude w thout
occupation tedi ous and fraught w th unpl easant specul ati ons. He knew he ought
to be grateful to have a roomto hinmself for the chances of further infection
were thus reduced to the m nimum but he woul d have |iked some conpany. Then
he thought of the crowded hol ds and he had no doubt that some poor sod there
woul d dearly love to exchange with himfor solitude.

Capi am t ook no pleasure in the know edge that his frequent harangues to



the Lords Hol der about indiscrimnnate breeding should prove so devastatingly
accurate. But dragonriders ought not to be dying of this plague. They had
private quarters, were hardy, inured to many of the ailnments that afflicted
those in poorer conditions, were supplied with the top of the tithe. Igen
Keroon, Ista. Those Weyrs had had direct contact with the feline. And Fort,
H gh Reaches, and Benden riders had attended the Gathers. Al npbst every rider
had had tine and opportunity to catch the infection

Capi am had had severe qual ns about demandi ng a conveyance of Sh' gal
from Southern Boll to Fort Hold. But, on the other hand, Sh'gall had conveyed
Lord Ratoshigan to Ista Gather for the purpose of seeing the rare creature on
di splay quite a few hours before Capi am and the young ani mal heal er, Tal pan
had their startling conference. It was only after Capiam had reached Sout hern
Bol | and seen Lord Ratoshigan's sick handlers that he had realized how quickly
t he di sease incubated and how insidiously it spread. Expedi ency had required
Capiamto use the quickest means to return to his Hall, and that had been
a-dragonback with the Fort Weyrleader. Sh'gall had taken ill but he was young
and healthy, Capiamtold hinmself. So had Ratoshi gan, but Capiam found a rather
curious justice in that. Gven the infinite variety of human personalities, it
was i npossible to like everyone. Capiamdidn't |ike Ratoshigan but he
shoul dn't be glad the man was suffering along with his | owiest beasthandl er

Capi am vowed, yet again, that he would have far nore tol erance for the
ill when he recovered. When! Wen! Not if. If was defeatist. How had the many
t housands of patients he tended over his Turns as a heal er endured those hours
of unrelieved thought and sel f-exani nati on? Capi am si ghed, tears form ng at
the corners of his eyes, a further manifestation of his terrible inertia.
When, yes, when, would he have the strength to resune constructive thought and
research?

There had to be an answer, a solution, a cure, a therapy, a restorative,
a renedy! Sonething existed somewhere. If the Ancients had been able to cross
uni magi nabl e di stances to breed animals froma frozen stew, to create dragons
fromthe tenplate of the | egendary fire-lizards, they surely would have been
able to overcone bacteriumor virus that threatened thenselves and those
beasts. It could only be a matter of time, Capiam assured his weary self,
before those references were di scovered. Fortine had been searching the
Records piled in the Library Caves. Wen he had had to di spatch journeynmen and
apprentice healers to reinforce their overworked craftsnen in the worst plague
areas, Tirone had magnani nously placed his craftspeople at Fortine's disposal
But if one of those untutored readers passed over the rel evant paragraphs in
i gnorance of the significance ... Surely, though, something as critical as an
epidemc would nerit nore than a single reference.

When woul d Desdra cone with her soup to break the nmonotony of his
anxi ous self-castigation? "Stop fretting," he told hinmself, his voice a hoarse
croak that startled him "You're peevish. You're also alive. Wat nust be
endured cannot be cured. No. What cannot be cured nust be inured, endured.”

Tears for his debilitation dripped down his cheekbones, falling in tine
to the | atest urgent drum code. Capiamwanted to stop his ears against the
news. It was sure to be bad. How could it possibly be anything else until they
had some sort of specific treatment and sone neans of arresting the swft
spread of this plague?

Ker oon Runnerhold sent the nessage. They needed medi ci nes. Heal er Gor by
reported dwi ndling stocks of borrago and aconite, and needed tussilago in
quantity for pul monary and bronchial cases, ilex for pneunonia.

A new fear envel oped Capiam Wth such unprecedented demands on



stillroom supplies, would there be enough of even the sinple nedi caments?
Keroon Runnerhold, dealing as it did with many ani mal health probl ens, ought
to be able to supply all its needs. Capiam despaired afresh as he thought of
smal | er holds. They woul d have on hand only a limted anobunt of genera
renedi es. Most holds traded the plants and barks indigenous in their area for
those they | acked. What |ady hol der, no matter how diligent and capable, would
have laid in sufficient to deal with an epi dem c?

To conmpound denmand, the disease had struck during the cold season. Mbst
medi ci nal plants were picked in flower, when their curative properties were
strongest; roots and bul bs gathered in the fall. Spring and fl owering, autumm
and earthy harvest were too distant, the need was now

Capiamwithed in his furs. \Were was Desdra? How nuch | onger did he
have to endure before the wetched | ethargy abated?

"Capi an?" Desdra's quiet voice broke into his self-pitying runinations.
"More soup?"

"Desdra? That nessage from Keroon Runnerhol d,

"As if we had only one febrifuge in our pharmacopia! Fortine has conpiled a
list of alternatives." Desdra was inpatient with Gorby. "There's ash bark
box, ezob, and thynus as well as borrago and featherfern. Wwo's to say one of
t hem m ght not prove to be specific for this? In fact, Sement of G eat Reach
Hol d believes that thynmus is nore effective for the pul nonary infections he's
been treating. Master Fortine holds out for featherfern, being one of the few
i ndi genous plants. How are you feeling?"

"Li ke nothing! | cannot even raise ny hands." He tried to denonstrate
this inability. "The lassitude is part of the illness. You wote that synmptom
of ten enough. Wat can't be cured,”

Sunmoni ng strength from a sudden spurt of irrational anger, Capiamflung
a pillowat her. It had neither the nass nor the inpetus to reach its target,
and she | aughed as she collected the mssile and lofted it easily back to his
bed.

"I believe that you are sonewhat inproved in spirit. Now drink the
soup."” She set it down on the table.

"Are all healthy here?"

"Al'l here, yes. Even the officious Tol ocanp, imured in his quarters.
He's nore likely to catch pneunpnia while standing at unshuttered w ndows to
check up on the guards." Desdra chuckled maliciously. "He's got messengers
stationed on the forecourt. He sails notes down to themto take to of fenders.
Not even a tunnel snake could slip past his notice!™ Atiny smrk curved
Desdra's lips. "Master Tirone had to talk long and hard to get himto set up
that internment canmp in the hollow Tolocanp was certain that offering shelter
woul d be an invitation to undesirables to | odge and feed at his expense.
Tirone is furious with Tol ocanp because he wants to send his harpers out with
t he assurance that they can return, but Tol ocanp refuses to believe that
harpers can avoid infection. Tol ocanp sees the disease as a visible mst or
fog that oozes out of neadows and streams and nountain crevices."

Desdra was trying to anuse him Capi amthought, for she wasn't normally
gar rul ous.

"I did order a quarantine."



Desdra snorted. "True! Tol ocanp ought not to have |left Ruatha. He
overrul ed the brother when Al essan fell ill. And with every other breath,
Tol ocanp is said to noan for abandoning his dear wife. Lady Pendra, and those
preci ous daughters of his to the nmercies of the plague ranpaging at Ruatha."
Desdra's chuckle was dry. "He left themthere on purpose. O Lady Pendra
insisted they all stay. They'll have insisted on nursing Al essan!"

"How are matters at Fort Weyr and Ruat ha?"

"K'lon tells us that Moreta is doing as well as can be expected. Berchar

probably has pneunoni a, and nineteen riders, including Sh'gall, are weyred.
Ruatha is badly hit. Fortine has di spatched volunteers. Now drink that soup
before it cools. There's nmuch to be done below. | can't stay to chat with you

any | onger."
Capi am found that his hand shook violently as he picked up the nug.
"Shoul dn't've wasted all that energy tossing that pillow " she said.

He used both hands to bring the nug to his lips without spilling. "Wat
have you put in it?" he demanded after a careful swall ow.

"Alittle of this, alittle of that. Trying a few restoratives out on
you. If they work, I'lIl make kettlesful."

"It's vilel"
"It's also nutritional. Drink it!"
"1l choke."

"Drink it or 1'll let Nerilka, that |aundry pole daughter of Tol ocanp's,
cone nurse you in ny stead. She offers hourly."

Capi am cursed Desdra but he drained the cup

"Well, you do sound inproved!" She chuckl ed as she cl osed the door
qui etly behind her.

"I didn't say | liked it either,"” Leri told S peren. "But old dragons
can glide. That's why Holth and | can still fly Thread in the queens' w ng."
Leri gave Holth an affectionate clout on the shoul der, beam ng up at her
life-long friend. "It's the tip, the finger, and el bow joints that harden so

the finer points of maneuverability go. diding's fromthe shoul der. Doesn't
take much effort, either, with the sort of wind we're likely to get now Wy
did it have to get so bloody cold on top of everything else? Rain'd be nore
bearabl e as well as nore seasonable."” Leri adjusted the furs across her

shoul ders. "I wouldn't trust the weyrlings to such dull work. They'd do

somet hing fancy, like the stunt young T'ragel tried on the ridge with Mreta.
"Now, you said L'bol is grieving badly?"

"Indeed he is. He's lost both sons."” S peren shook his head sadly before he
took another sip of the wine Leri had served him"to wet your throat after the
dust at Red Butte." S peren took confort in the fanmliar act of reporting to
Leri. It was like the old times, only a few Turns past at that, when L' mal had
been Weyri eader and S peren had been nuch in this weyr. He al nbst expected to
see L'mal's chunky figure swing into the chanber and hear the hearty voice
greeting him Now there was a Leader to encourage and confort in this

di sastrous Turn. Still, S peren thought with a blink, Leri was as brisk and



qui ck as ever. "Could lgen put eight full wings up to Fall?"

"What ?" Leri snapped out in surprise at the question, then snorted. "Not
likely. Torenth told Holth that half the Weyr is sick and the other half | ooks
sick. Their dammed curiosity and all that sun on their heads all the tine.
Slows 'em down. Nothing to do with their spare tinme but bake their brains. O
course, they all went to gawk at a raree! And we'll never hear the | ast of
their noans for the unexpected tariff!" She nade a busi ness of scanning the
lists S peren had handed her. "Can't say as | can put a face or pair a dragon
nane with some of these. Must all be new When L'mal was Leader, | kept up
with all the newriders in every Wyr."

"S'ligar asked about Mreta."

"Wirried about Olith and her eggs?" Leri peered wisely over the lists
at the bronze rider.

S peren nodded. "S'ligar volunteered candi dates in case-"

"Only what |1'd expect." Leri's answer was tart but, seeing the
expression on S peren's face, she relented. "It was good of himto offer
Especially since Olith is the only queen currently bearing eggs." Leri's
round face produced a slightly malicious snile

S peren continued to nod for he hadn't realized that. It put another
light on S ligar's concern for Mreta and Orlith.

"Don't worry, S peren. Mreta' s doing well. Orlith's with her constantly
and that queen's a marvel of confort, as everyone in this Weyr should know by
now. "

"I thought it was just with injured dragons."

"And no confort for her own weyrmate and rider? O course Olith hel ps
Moreta. The other Weyrs could learn a thing or two fromour senior queen
dragon. Wouldn't surprise ne if there were sone pretty crucial changes made
when Mireta's well. And when Orlith rises to mate again!" Leri w nked broadly
at S peren. "That girl has got to show her true preference to her queen."

S peren managed to hide his surprise at Leri's outspokenness. O course,
they were old friends and she probably felt able to be candid in his conpany.
Then he took a quick sip of the wine. Wat could Leri possibly be suggesting?
He |i ked Moreta very much. She and Orlith had done a fine job of healing a
| ong Threadscore on his Clioth's flank last Turn. And Clioth had risen to fly
in Olith's last mating flight. He had been perversely relieved when Cioth
had failed, despite his admration and respect for Mreta, and despite a
natural desire to prove his bronze dragon superior to the other bronzes of
Fort. On the other hand, he had never questioned Sh'gall's ability as a flight
| eader. The man had an uncanny instinct for which dragon might be failing in
strength or losing his flame, or which rider mght not be as courageous as he
ought in follow ng Thread out of path, but S peren did not covet the
Leadership half as nuch as his Cioth yearned to mate with Olith.

"K' lon?" Leri said, breaking into his thoughts. She and her dragon
| ooked toward the weyr entrance.

Cioth confirmed the arrival of Rogeth to S peren, telling his rider
that he was noving over to permt the blue to land on Holth's | edge.

"About bl oody time that young man came back to his own Weyr,"



Leri said, frowning. "There has to be another dragonrider able to do
what K lon's doing or he'll kill hinself. Msplaced guilt. O nore likely the
chance to get in and out of Igen to see that |over of his."

There was no question that the blue rider was exhausted as he entered
the weyr. H s shoul ders sagged and his step had no spring. Hi s face was
travel -stai ned except for the lighter patches of skin around his eyes,
protected fromflight dirt by his goggles. His clothes were stiff with
noi sture frozen into the hide by constant journeys between.

"Five drops fromthe blue vial," Leri said quickly in an undertone,

| eaning toward S peren. Then she straightened, speaking in a nornmal tone.

"S' peren, fix a mug of klah laced with that fortified wine of mne for K lon
And sit down there, young man, before you fall." Leri pointed inperiously to a
chair. She had replaced her one stool with several confortable seats
positioned, as she phrased it, in noncontagious spacing in front of Holth's
couch.

K'lon barely avoided falling into the appointed chair; his legs slid out
in front of himas he slouched into the seat. Dangling hel met and goggles from
one |linmp hand, he accepted the mug from S peren
"Take a long swall ow now, K lon," Leri said kindly. "It'll restore your
bl ood to normal tenperature after all that betweening. You' re nearly as blue
as Rogeth. There! That tastes good, doesn't it? A brew of ny owmn to hearten
the weary." Though her voice was kind, she watched K lon intently. "Now, what
news fromthe halls?"

K'lon's weary face brightened. "There is good news. Master Capiamreally
is recovering. | spoke to Desdra. He's weak but he's swearing out |oud. She
said they'd probably have to tether himto his bed to keep himthere | ong
enough to regain his strength. He's yelling for Records. Best of all,"” K lon
seened to shrug off his fatigue in his cheerful recital, "he insists that the
di sease itself doesn't cause the deaths. People are actually dying from ot her
t hi ngs, l|ike pneunonia and bronchitis and other respiratory ailnents. Avoid
those and,"” K lon made a wi de sweep of his hand, his helmet and goggl es
clacking together, "all's well." Then his expression altered dolefully. "Only
that's just not possible in the Holds, you know. So nany people cramed into
i nadequat e space ... and not enough facilities ... especially now, when it's
got so cold. The Lords Hol der would put people into hide tents that are well
enough for a Gather but not for the sick. |I've been everywhere. Even hol ds
that don't know what's been happening el sewhere and think it's only them
that're in deep trouble. I've been so many places ..." His face turned bl eak
and his body sl unped deeper into the chair.

"A murry?" Leri spoke the green rider's nane gently.

K'lon's msery broke through the tight hold he must be keeping on his
private anxiety. "He's got a chest infection, one of the weyrfol k nursing him
had a bad cold." H s condemation was plain. "Fortine gave ne a speci al
m xture and a confrey salve for his chest. | nade A'nmurry take the first dose
and it really did stop himm dcough. And | rubbed the salve thick on his chest
and back." Some instinct made K lon | ook at the other two riders and he saw

t heir unvoi ced apprehension. "I've got to go to A murry. \Wenever | can.
can't give himwhat |'ve got over! And don't tell nme it's enough that Rogeth
and Granth stay in touch. I'"mvery nmuch aware that they do, but | have a need

to be with Armurry, too, you know." K lon's face contorted. He | ooked about to
break into tears, a display he averted by drinking deeply of the w ne-Ilaced
klah. "That's quite tasty, really,"” he said courteously to Leri. Then he



finished the drink. "Now, what else can | tell you fromnmy ..

He paused, blinked, swallowed, and then his head began to loll to one
side. Leri, who had been waiting for that, signaled urgently to S peren

"Perfectly timed, | think," she said as S peren caught K |on before he
slid fromthe chair. "Here." She tossed a pillow and pulled the fur from her
shoul ders. "Roll himinto this, pillow his head, and he'll sleep a good twelve

hours. Holth, be a pet and tell Rogeth to go curl up in his own weyr and get
some rest. You," she prodded the resisting flesh of her queen with her
forefinger, "will keep your ears open for Granth."

"What if he's needed?" S' peren asked, arranging K lon confortably. "By
the Halls or the Hold or A murry?"

"Almurry is, of course, a priority,"” Leri replied thoughtfully. "I can't
really condone his breaking of quarantine. 1'll think of sone discipline
later, for K lon has disobeyed a direct order. | have just decided that we can
use ot her nessengers in K lon's place. Especially if npst of what he does is
convey supplies or healers. Weyrlings can do that! They'll feel brave and

daring, and be scared enough to be careful. Packages can certainly be
deposited w thout making contact and messages collected at a di screet distance
fromcots. Let them practice setting down by a pennant instead of a ridge.
Good practice." Leri peered down critically at the sleeping K 1lon. "However,
you'd better circulate the news he brought us fromthe Hall, that the plague
doesn't kill. W nust be nmore wary than ever for our conval escents. No one
with the slightest sign of a head cold or even a pinple is to attend the
riders."”

"It's hard enough to get weyrfolk to tend them" S peren remarked.

"Hhm Ask the laggards who will tend themin their hour of need?" Leri
rolled up the rider lists and stowed them carefully on the shelf beside her
"So, old friend, you'll bring the good news fromthe Healer Hall to the Lower
Caverns and then tell off the wings which are rising to Fall tonorrow "

Heal er Hall, 3.15.43

The Iight of the nmany gl ows that Capiam had ordered to illumnate the
tight and fading script of the old | edgers shone harshly on the handsone
count enance of Tirone, Masterharper of Pern, who had drawn a chair up to
Capiamis wide witing desk. Tirone was scowing at the healer, a totally
uncharacteristic expression on a man renowned for his geniality and expansive
good hunor. The epidem c, no, one had to state its true proportions, pandenic
had marked everyone, including those |ucky enough not to have contracted it.

Many believed that Tirone bore a charmed life in the pursuit of his
duties across the continent. The Harper had been detai ned on the border
between Till ek and the Hi gh Reaches on a di sputation over mnes, which had
prevented himfrom attendi ng the Ruathan Gather. Once the druns had sounded
the quarantine, Tirone made his way back to the Hall by runner rel ays, past
hol ds where the plague had not penetrated and sone where the news had not
spread. He had a fine old rowwith Tol ocanp to be permitted within the Hold
proper, but Tirone's logic and the fact that he had not entered any infected
areas had prevailed. O had one of the guards told the Msterharper how it was
that Lord Tol ocanp had returned from Ruat ha?

Tirone had al so prevailed on Desdra to permt himto visit the Master
Heal er.



"If I don't get details fromyou, Capiam | shall be forced to rely on
hearsay and that is not a proper source for a Masterharper.”

"Tirone, | amnot about to die. Wiile | laud your zeal ous desire for a
true and accurate account, | have a nore pressing duty!" Capiamraised the
| edger. "I may have recovered but | have to find out howto cure or stop this

w et ched di sease before it kills further thousands."

"I"munder strict orders not to tire you or Desdra will have ny gizzard
to grill,” Tirone replied with a jocular smle. "But the facts are that | was
woeful Iy out of touch with the Hall at this nost critical time. | can't even

get a decent account fromthe drummaster though | quite appreciate that
neither he nor his journeynen had the tinme to | og the messages which canme in
and out of the tower at such a rate. Tolocanp won't talk to ne though it's
five days since Ruatha Gather ... and he shows no signs of the illness. So
nmust have something to go on besides incoherent and confused versions. The
perceptions of a trained observer such as yourself are invaluable to the
chronicler. I amgiven to understand that you tal ked with Tal pan at |sta?"

Ti rone poi sed his pen above the clean squared sheet of hide.

"Talpan ... now there's the nman you should talk to when this is over."

"That won't be possible. Shards! Wren't you told?" The Harper half-rose
fromhis chair, hand outstretched in synpathy.

"I"'mall right. No, I didn't know " Capiamclosed his eyes for a nonment
to absorb that shock. "I suspect they thought it would depress me. It does. He
was a fine man, with a quick, clever mnd. Herdmaster potential." Capi am heard
another swift intake of breath from Tirone and opened his eyes. "Master
Herdsman Trume as wel | ?" And when Tirone nodded confirmation, Capiam steeled
hi nsel f. So that was why Tirone had been allowed to see him to break the
news. "I think you' d better tell me the rest of the bad news that neither
Desdra nor Fortine voiced. It won't hurt half as much now. |'m nunb."

"There have been terrible | osses, you realize."
"Any figures?"

"At Keroon, nine out of every ten who fell ill have died! At |gen Sea
Hol d, fifteen were weak but alive when the relief ship from Nerat reached
them W have no totals from surrounding holds in lIgen, nor do we know the
extent of the epidenmic's spread in lIgen, Keroon, or Ruatha. You can be very
proud of your Craftsmen and women, Capiam They did all that was hunmanly
possible to succor the ill."

"And they died, too?" Capi am asked when Tirone's voice trailed off.
"They brought honor to your hall."

Capi am's heart thunped slowy in his anguish. Al dead? M bbut, gentle
Kyl os, the earthy Loreana, earnest Rapal, the bone-setter Sneel, Galnish? A
of then? Could it really be only seven days ago that he had first had word of
t he dreadful sickness? And those he had attended at Keroon and |gen al ready
sick to their deaths with it? Though he was now positive that the plague
itself didn't kill, the living had to face another sort of death, the death of
hopes and friendshi ps and what m ght have been in the futures of those whose
lives were abruptly ended. And so near to the prom se and freedom of an
Interval! Capiamfelt tears sliding down his cheeks but they eased the tight
constriction in his chest. He let themflow, breathing slowy in and out unti
his enptions were in hand again. He couldn't think enotionally; he nust think



professionally. "lgen Sea Hold held nearly a thousand people; only fifty were
ill when | attended them at Burdion's summons."

"Burdion is one of the survivors."

"I trust he kept notes for you.
savage.

Capi am coul d not prevent his tone from bei ng

"I believe he did," Tirone went on, inpervious to the invalid' s bad
temper. "The log of the Wndtoss is also avail able."

"The captain was dead when | reached the Sea Hold."

"Did you see the animal ?" Tirone | eaned forward slightly, his eyes glinting
with the avid curiosity he did not voice.

"Yes, | saw it!" That inage was now seared in Capiam s nenory. The
feline had paced restlessly and vividly through his fever dreams and his
restl ess nightmares. Capi amwoul d never forget its snarling face, the white
and bl ack whi skers that sprang fromits thick nmuzzle, the brown stains on its
tusks, the nicks in its |laid-back tufted ears, the dark-brown nedallions of
its markings that were so fancifully ringed with black and set off in the
tawny, shining coat. He could remenber its fierce defiance and had even then
when he'd first seen it, conceived the notion that the creature knew perfectly
well that it would take revenge on the beings who had restricted it to a cage,
who had stared at it in every hold and hall. "Yes, Tirone, | actually sawit.
Li ke hundreds of other people attending Ista Gather. Only |I've lived to tel
the tale. Talpan and | spent twenty mnutes observing it while he told ne why
he thought it had to die. In twenty mnutes it probably infected many people
even though Tal pan was naki ng the gawkers stand well back fromthe cage. In
fact, | probably contracted ny dose of the plague there. Fromthe source.
I nstead of secondhand." That concl usi on afforded Capi am sone relief. Made nore
vul nerabl e by fatigue, he'd cone down with the plague a bare twenty-four hours
later. That was better than believing that he had been negligent of hygi ene at
I gen and Keroon. "Tal pan deduced that the animal had to be the cause of the
di sease already affecting runners fromlgen to Keroon. I'd been called to
Keroon, too, you see, because so many of their folk were falling ill. | was
traci ng human cont agi on, Tal pan was tracing runner. W both reached the sane
conclusion at Ista Gather. The creature was terrified of dragons, you know. "

"Real | y?"

"So | was inforned. But K dall is anong the dead at Tel gar Weyr and so
is his blue dragon.”

Tirone murmured, all the while witing furiously. "How, then, did the
di sease get to Southern Boll if the creature was killed at |Ista Gather?"

"You' ve forgotten the weather."

"Weat her ?"

"Yes, the weather was so mild Keroon Runnerhold started shipping early
this winter, the tides and wi nds being favorable. So Lord Ratoshigan got his
breedi ng stock early and an unexpected bounty. As did several other notable

breeders, sone of whom attended Ruat ha Gat her."

"Well, that is interesting. Such a devastating concatenation of so many
smal | events."”



"We should be grateful that Tillek breeds its own and supplies the Hi gh
Reaches, Crom and Nabol. That the Keroon-bred runners destined for Bcnden
Lenmos, Bitra, and Nerat cither died of the plague or were not herded
overl and. "

"The Weyri eaders have issued an interdiction against any travel to the
Sout hern Continent!" Tirone said. "The Ancients had excellent reason for
abandoni ng that place. Too many threats to life."

"CGet your facts straight, Tirone,"
here was created and nurtured therel™

Capiamsaid, irritated. "Mst life

"Now, | have never seen that proved to,
"Life and its mai ntenance are ny province, Msterharper." Capiamheld up the
ancient | edger and waggled it at Tirone. "As the creation and devel opnent of
life was once the province of our ancestors. The Ancients brought with them
fromthe Southern Continent all the animals we have here with us today,

i ncl udi ng the dragons which they genetically engineered for their unique
purpose." Tirone's lower jaw jutted slightly, about to dispute. "W have | ost
the skills that the Ancients possessed even though we can refine runners and

t he herdbeasts for specific qualities. And ..." Capiam paused, struck by an
awful consideration. "And |I'm suddenly aware that we are in a doubl e peri

right now. " He thought of Talpan and all his bright prom se |ost, of Master
Herdsman Trume, of the captain of the Wndtoss, his own dead craftsnen, each
with his or her special qualities lost to a swift, nortal illness. "W may
have lost a lot nore than a coherent account of the progress of a plague,
Tirone. And that should worry you far nore. It is know edge as well as life
that is being lost all over Pern. Wat you should be jotting down as fast as
you can push your fist is the know edge, the techniques that are dying in
men's m nds and cannot be recovered," Capiam waved the Record about, Tirone
eyeing it with alarm "As we can't recover fromall the |edgers and Records of
the Ancients exactly how they perfornmed the nmiracles they did. And it's not
the mracles so much as the working, the day-to-day routine which the Ancients
didn't bother to record because it was common know edge. A conmon know edge
that is no |l onger common. That's what we're nissing. And we may have |lost a
ot more of that common know edge over the past seven days! Mdrre than we can
ever replace!"

Capi am | ay back, exhausted by his outburst, the Records a heavy wei ght
on his guts. That sense of |oss, the pressure of that anxiety, had been
growi ng i nside him That norning, when the |ethargy had passed, he had been
di squi etingly aware of the many facts, practices, and intuitions he had never
witten down, had never thought to el aborate in his private notes. Ordinarily
he woul d have passed themon to his journeynen as they grasped the
conplexities of their craft. Sone matters he had been told by his nasters,
whi ch they had gl eaned fromtheir tutors or fromtheir working experiences,
but the transfer of information and its interpretation had been verbal in al
too many instances, passed on to those who woul d need to know.

Capi am becanme aware that Tirone was staring at him He had not neant to
har angue; that was generally Tirone's function

"I could not agree with you nore, Capiam" Tirone began tentatively,
pausing to clear his throat. "But people of all ranks and Crafts tend to keep
sone secrets which, "

"Shel Il s! Not the drum again!" Capiam buried his head in his hands,
pressing his thunbs tightly into his earholes, trying to bl ock the sound.



Tirone's expression brightened and he half-rose fromthe chair,
gesturing for Capiamto unplug his ears. "It's good news. FromIgen
Threadfal |l has been net and all is clear. Twelve wings flew"

"Twel ve?" Capi am pul |l ed hinself up, calculating lgen's crushing | osses
and the nunbers of its sick riders. "lgen couldn't have put twelve wings in
the air today."

" 'Dragonnmen must fly, when Thread is in the sky!'" Tirone's resonant
voice rang with pride and exultation

Capi am stared at him aware only of profound dismay. How had he failed
to catch the significance of Tirone's nention of the Weyrl eaders' joint
interdiction of the Southern Continent? They'd had to consolidate Wyrs to
nmeet Fall.

" To fight Thread is in their blood! Despite their cruel |osses, they
rise, as always, to defend the continent t

Tirone was off in what Capiam had derisively termed his lyric trance. It
was not the tinme to be conposi ng sagas and bal | ads! Yet the ringing phrases
pl ucked at a |long forgotten menory.

"Do be quiet, Tirone. | must think! O there won't be any dragonriders
left to fight Thread. Get out!"

Bl ood! That's what Tirone had said. It's in their blood! Blood! Capiam
hit his tenples with the heels of his hands as if he could jolt the vagrant
menory into recall. He could al nost hear the creaky old voice of old Master
Gal lardy. Yes, he'd been preparing for his journeyman's exam nations and old
Gal | ardy had been droni ng on and on about unusual and obsol escent techniques.
Sonething to do with blood. Gallardy had been tal ki ng about the curative
properties of blood, blood what? Blood serum That was it! Blood serumas an
extreme renedy for contagious or virulent disease.

"Capiam?" It was Desdra, her voice hesitant. "Are you all right?

Ti rone said,

"I"'mfine! I'mfine! What was that you kept telling ne? What can't be
cured must be endured. Well, there's another way; Inuring to cure. |nmrunizing.
And it's in the blood! It's not a bark, a powder, a leaf, it's blood. And the
deterrant is in nmy blood right now Because |'ve survived the plague."

"Master Capiam " Desdra stepped forward, hesitant, mndful of the precautions
of the last five days.

"I do not think I am contagi ous any |onger, ny brave Desdra. |I'mthe
cure! At least | believe | am" In his excitenment, Capiam had craw ed out of
bed, flinging sleeping rugs away fromhimin an effort to reach the case that
hel d his apprentice and journeyman's texts.

"Capiam You'll fall!"

Capi amwas tottering and he grasped at the chair Tirone had vacated to
prevent the collapse. He couldn't sumon the strength to reach to the shel ves.

"Cet me nmy notes. The ol dest ones, there on the |eft-hand side of the
top shelf." He sat down abruptly in the chair, shaking wth weakness. "I nust
be right. I have to be right. 'The blood of a recovered patient prevents



others fromcontracting the disease.""

"Your blood, my fine feeble friend," Desdra said tartly, dusting off the
records before she handed themto him "is very thin and very weak, and you're
goi ng back to your bed."

"Yes, yes, in a mnute," Capiamwas riffling through the thin hide
pages, trying in his haste not to crack the brittle fabric, forcing hinmself to
recall exactly when Master Gallardy had delivered those | ectures on 'unusua
techniques'. Spring. It was spring. He turned to the last third of his notes.
Spring, because he had allowed his mind to dwell nmore on normal springtine
urges than ancient procedures. He felt Desdra tugging at his shoul der

"You have ne spend two hours fixing gl owbaskets just to illumnate you
in bed and now you read in the darkest corner of your room Get back into bed!
| haven't nursed you this far out of that plague to have you die on me froma
chill caught prancing about in the dark Iike a broody dragon."

"And hand nme my kit ... please." He kept reading as he allowed hinself
to be escorted back to bed. Desdra tugged the furs so tightly in at the foot
that he couldn't bend his knees to prop up the notes. Wth a tug and a kick
he undi d her handi wor k.

"Capiam " Returning with his kit, she was furious at his renewed
di sarray. She grabbed his shoul der and | aid her hand across his forehead. He
pushed it away, trying not to showthe irritation he felt at her
i nterruptions.

"I"'mall right. I"'mall right."

"Tirone thought you'd had a rel apse the way you're acting. It's not |ike
you, you know, to cry 'blood, blood, it's in their blood." O in yours, for
that matter."

He only half heard her for he had found the series of |ectures that he
had copied that spring, thirty Turns gone, when he was far nore interested in
urgent problens |ike Threadscore, infection, preventive doses, and nutrition

"It isin ny blood. That's what it says here," Capiamcried in triunph.
"The clear serumwhich rises to the top of the vessel after the bl ood has
clotted produces the essential globulins which will inhibit the disease.

I njected intravenously, the blood serum gives protection for at |east fourteen
days, which is ordinarily sufficient tine for an epidemc disease to run its
course." Capiamread on avidly. He could separate the bl ood conponents by
centrifugal force. Master Gallardy had said that the Ancients had speci al
apparatus to achi eve separation, but he could suggest a honely expedient. "The
serum i ntroduces the disease into the body in such a weakened state as to
awaken the body's own defenses and thus prevent such a disease in its nore
virulent form"

Capi am | ay back on his pillows, closing his eyes against a nonentary
weakness that was conmpounded of relief as well as triunph. He even recalled
how he had rebell ed against the tedious jotting down of a technique that m ght
now save thousands of people. And the dragonriders!

Desdra regarded himw th a curious expression on her face. "But that's
honeopat hi ¢! Except for injecting directly into the vein."

"Quickly absorbed by the body, thus nore effective. And we need an
effective treatnent. Desdra, how many dragonriders are sick?"



"We don't know, Capiam They stopped reporting nunmbers. The druns did
say that twelve wings flew Thread at lIgen, but the last report | had, from
K'lon actually, was that one hundred and seventy-five riders were ill,

i ncludi ng one of the queen riders. L' bol lost two sons in the first deaths."

"A hundred and seventy-five ill? Any secondary infections?"
"They haven't said. But then we haven't asked ..."

"At Tel gar? Fort Weyr?"

"W have been thinking nore of the thousands dying than the
dragonriders,"” Desdra adnmitted in a bl eak voice, her hands |ocked so tightly
t he knuckl es were white.

"Yes, well, we depend on those two-thousand-odd dragonriders. So nag ne
no more and get what | need to make the serum And when K lon cones, |I'Ill want
to see himimrediately. |Is there anyone else here in the Halls or the Hold who
has recovered fromthis di sease?"

"Not recovered."”

"Never mnd. Klon will be here soon?"

"W expect him He's been conveying nedicines and heal ers.”

"Good. Now, I'lIl need a lot of sterile, two liter glass containers with
screw tops, stout cord, fresh reeds span-length, |'ve got needl et horns,
redwort and oh, boil ne that syringe the cooks use to baste neats. | do have
some gl ass ones Master C argesh had blown for ne, but I can't think where
stored them Now, away with you. Ch, and Desdra, |I'll want sone

doubl e-distilled spirits and nore of that restorative soup of yours."

"I can understand the need for spirits,"” she said at the door, her
expression sardonic, "but nore of the soup you dislike so?"

He flourished a pillow and she | aughed as she cl osed the door behind
her. Capiamturned the pages to the beginning of Master Gallardy's lecture.

In the event of an outbreak of a communi cabl e di sease, the use of a
serum prepared fromthe blood of a recovered victimof the sanme di sease has
proved efficaci ous. Where the popul ace is healthy, an injection of the blood
serum prevents the disease. Adm nistered to a sufferer, the blood serum
mtigates the virul ence. Long before the Crossings, such plagues as varicella,
di phtheria, influenza, rubella, epidenic roseola, norbilli, scarlatina,
variola, typhoid, typhus, poliomyelitis, tuberculosis, hepatitis,
cyt onegal ovi rus herpes, and gonococcal were elimnated by vaccination ..

Typhus and typhoid were famliar to Capiam for there had been out breaks
of each as the result of ineffective hygiene. He and the other heal ers had
feared they would result fromthe current overcrowdi ng. D phtheria and
scarl atina had flared up occasionally over the past several hundred Turns, at
| east often enough so that the synptons and the treatnent were part of his
training. The other diseases he didn't know except fromthe root words, which
were very very old. He would have to look themup in the Harper Hall's
et ynol ogi cal dictionary.

He read on farther in Master Gallardy's advice. Aliter and a half of
bl ood could be taken from each recovered victimof the di sease and that,



separated, would give fifty nmls of serumfor inmunization. The injectable
amount varied fromone nil to ten, according to Gallardy, but he wasn't very
specific as to which anount for which disease. Capi amthought ruefully of the
i mpassi oned words he had poured at Tirone concerning the | oss of techniques.
Was he hinself at fault for not attending nore closely to Master Gallardy's
full lecture?

No great cal cul ati on was needed for Capiamto see the enornmity of the
task of producing the desirable inmunity even for the vital few thousand
dragonriders, the Lords Hol der, and Mastercraftsmen, | et alone the heal ers who
nmust care for the ill and prepare and adni ni ster the vacci ne.

The door swung before Desdra, who | ooked flustered for the first tine
t hat Capi am coul d renmenber. She carried a rush basket and cl osed the door wth
a deft hook of her foot.

"I have your requirenents and | have found the glass syringes that
Master Genjon blew for you. Three were broken, but | have boiled the
remai nder. "

Desdra carefully deposited the w cker basket by his bed. She pulled his
bedside table to its customary place and, on it, she put the jar of redwort in
its strongest solution, a parcel of reeds, the |eafbound needl ethorns, a
steanm ng steel tray that had covered the kettle in which he could see a snall
gl ass jar, a stopper, and the Genjon syringes. From her pocket, Desdra drew a
l ength of stout, well-tw sted cord. "There!"

"That is not a two-liter jar."

"No, but you are not strong enough to be reduced by two liters of blood. Half
aliter is all you can lose. Klon will be here soon enough." Desdra briskly
scrubbed his armwith the redwort then tied the cord about his upper armwhile
he clenched his fist to raise the artery. It was ropy and bl ue beneath flesh
that seemed too white to him Wth tongs, she took the glass container from
the boiled water. She opened the packet of reeds, then the needl ethorns, took
one of each and fitted the needl ethorn to one end of the reed. "I know the
techni que but | haven't done this often.”

"You'll have to! My hand shakes!"

Desdra pressed her lips in a firmline, dipped her fingers in redwort,
put the glass container on the floor by his bed, tilted the reed end into it,
and picked up the needlethorn. The tip of a needlethorn is so fine that the
tiny opening in the point is alnost invisible. Desdra punctured his skin and,
with only a little force, entered the engorged vein then flipped | oose the
tourni quet. Capiam closed his eyes against the slight dizziness he felt when
his bl ood pressure | owered as the bl ood began to flow through the needl et horn
and down the reed into the container. Wen the spell had passed, he opened his
eyes and was objectively fascinated by his blood dripping into the glass. He
punped his fist and the drip increased to a thin flow In a curious, detached
way, he seened to feel the fluid | eaving his body, being gathered fromhis
other linmbs, even fromhis torso, that the draining was a totally corporea
affair, not just fromthe fluid in one artery. He really could feel his heart
beating nore strongly, accommodating the flow But that was absurd. He was
beginning to feel a trifle nauseated when Desdra's fingers pressed a
redwortstai ned swab over the needlethorn, then renoved it with a deft tweak.
"That is quite enough, Master Capiam Al npost three quarters of a liter. You' ve
gone white. Here. Press hard and hold. Drink the spirits." She placed the
drink in his left hand and he automatically held the conpress with his right.
The powerful spirit seened to take up the space left by the rel ease of his



bl ood. But that was a highly fanciful notion for a heal er who knew very wel |
the route taken by anything ingested.

"Now what do we do?" she asked, holding up the closed glass jar of his
bl ood.

"That top firmy screwed on?" And when she denobnstrated that it was:
"Then wap the cord tightly around the neck and knot it firmy. Good. Hand it
here.”

"What do you think you're going to do now?" Her face was stern and her
gaze stubborn. For a wonan who had often preached detachment, she was suddenly
very intense.

"Gal | ardy says that centrifugal force, that is, whirling the jar around,
wi Il separate the components of the blood and produce the useful serum™
"Very well." Desdra stood back fromthe bed, nade sure she had
sufficient clear space to acconplish the operation, and began to swing the jar
around her head.

Capi am observing her exertions, was glad she had vol unteered. He
doubted that he could have managed it. "We could rig sonething simlar with
the spit canines, couldn't we? Have to prod the beasts to maintain speed. One
needs a constant speed. Or perhaps a smaller arrangenent, with a handl e so one
could control the rotational velocity?"

"Why? Do we ... need ... to do this . . . often?"

"If ny theory is correct, we'll need rather a |lot of serum You did
| eave word that Klon is to be shown here as soon as he arrives?"

"I did. How ... much ... longer?"

Capi am coul d not have her desist too soon, yet Master Gallardy had said
"in a very short tinme" or, and Capi am | ooked nore closely at his own
handwiting, had he erred in transcribing? A concerned healer with thirty
Turns of Craft life behind him he silently cursed the diffidence of the
spring-struck young apprentice he had been. "That ought to suffice, Desdra.
Thank you!"

Breat hl ess, Desdra slowed the swing of the jar and caught it, placing it
on the table. Capiam hunched forward on the bed whil e Desdra examn ned the
various |layers wth astonishnent.

"That," Desdra pointed dubiously to the strawcolored fluid in the top
| evel, "is your cure?"

"Not a cure, exactly. An inmunization."
careful ly.

Capi am enunci at ed t he word

"One has to drink it?" Desdra's voice was neutral with distaste.

"No, though |I daresay it wouldn't taste any worse than sonme of the
concoctions you've insisted I swallow. No, this must be injected into the
vein." She gave hima long thoughtful look. "So that's why you needed the
syringes." She gave her head a little shake. "W don't have enough of them
And | think you better see Master Fortine."'

"Don't you trust me?" Capiamwas hurt by her response.



"Conpl etely. That's why | suggest you go to Master Fortine. Wth your serum
He has been too frequent a visitor at our cautious Lord Hol der's internment
canp. He's coning down with the plague."

CHAPTER X
Fort Weyr and Ruat ha Hol d, Present Pass, 3.16.43

When Moreta woke, she felt Orlith's joyful presence in her mnd.
"You are better. The worst is over!"

"I"mbetter?" Mreta was annoyed by the quaver in her voice, too nmuch a
remmant of the terrible [assitude that had enervated her the day before.

"You are nmuch better. Today you will get stronger every mnute."

"How much of that is wishful thinking, ny |ove?" Even as Myrreta spoke in her
usual affectionate way, she realized that Orlith would know. During Mreta's
illness, the queen had been as close in her nmind as if the dragon had changed
mental residence. Orlith had shared every nonent of Mreta's disconfort, as
if, by sharing, the dragon could dininish the effects of the plague on her
rider. They, who had been partners in so much, had achi eved a new peak of
awar eness, the one in the other. Orlith had danpened the pain of the fierce
headache, she had eased the stress of fever and depressed the hard, racking
cough. All she could do was confort Mreta during the fourth day of physica
and nental exhaustion. But by then the dragon queen had every right to
rej oi ce.

"Holth says there is other good news! Master Capi am has a serum which
prevents the plague.”

"Prevents it? Can he cure it?" Mreta had not been so detached in the
course of her illness that she had not known that others in Port had sickened,
or that dragons and riders had died in other Weyrs. She was aware as well that
two Fort Weyr wings had risen the day before to neet the Fall on Igen's
behal f. That Berchar and Tellani's new babe had di ed. She knew as wel |l that
t he epidenmic had extended its insidious grip on the continent. It was time and
enough for the healers to have found sone specific means to control it. The
pl ague has a name. It is an ancient disease.

"What name do they give it then?"
"I can't remenber," Olith said apologetically. Mreta sighed. Naming was a
dragon failing. Yet Orlith remenbered quite a few, Mreta thought fondly.

"Holth asks are you hungry yet?"

"My greetings to our good Holth and our gracious Leri, and | think | am
hungry," Moreta said with some surprise. For four days any thought of food had
caused nausea. Thirst she had suffered, as well as the hard throat-searing
cough, and a weakness so deep she feared at nonments that she woul d never shake
it. That was when Oriith had been closest to her mind. Had there been space
enough, the queen woul d have forced her swollen body into Mireta's quarters to
be physically near.

"How s Sh'gall ?" Mdreta inquired. She had been feverishly ill by norning
when Kadith had nournfully roused Orlith and Holth with the news of his
rider's collapse. "He is weak. He doesn't feel at all well."



Moreta grinned. Orlith's tone was tinged with scorn as if the queen felt
her own rider had been nore valiant.

"Do remenmber, Orlith, that Sh'gall has never been ill. This nust cone as
aterrible shock to his self-esteem” Oiith said nothing.

"What news from Ruatha Hol d? You'd better tell nme," Mreta added when
she felt Olith's resistance.

"Leri comes." Relief marked Orlith's manner. "She knows."

"Leri comes here?" Moreta tried to sit up, but gasped at the dizziness the
sudden movenent occasi oned. She |ay where she had fl opped as she listened to
t he approach of shuffling steps and the tap of Leri's cane. "Leri, you

shoul dn't-"

"Why not?" Leri projected her voice fromthe | arger weyr. "Good norning,
Olith. I"'mone of the brave. I've lived ny life so I'"'mnot afraid of this
"viral influence,' as the Healers have styled it." Leri pushed back the bright
door curtain, peering brightly at the younger woman. "Ah, there, you have
color in your face today." A covered pot and the thong of a flask swing from
her left hand. Two nore containers had been stuck in her belt to allow her to
use her right hand for her stick. As Leri entered the room Moreta noticed
that the old woman's gait seemed nore fluid. She deposited her oddments on the
chest that was now drawn to Mireta's bedside and then all owed herself to drop
onto the space by Moreta's feet. "There now" she said with great
sati sfaction, tucking her gnarled stick beside her. "Yes, you should do very
well."

"Somet hing snells good," Mreta said, inhaling the aroma fromthe pot.

"A special porridge |I concocted. Made them bring me supplies and a
brazier so | could nurse you nyself. Nesso's finally down with it and out of

my hair for a bit. CGorta's taken charge, rather well, | mght add, in case
you're interested." Leri |ooked slyly at Moreta as she spooned porridge in two
bowls. "I'"ll join you since it's my breakfast tine as well, and this stuff is
as good for ne as it is for you. By the way, | made Orlith eat this norning

bef ore she wasted away to nothing but the eggshells. She had four fat bucks
and a wherry. She was very hungry! Now, don't |ook dismayed. You've scarcely
been able to do for yourself, let alone her. She didn't feel neglected. She

mnds me very well, Olith does, since she knows nme so well. After all, Holth
laid her! So she did as we told her and she's feeling better. She had to eat,
Moreta. Her next stop is the Hatching G ound, and we had to wait till you

recovered for that. Wn't be |long now "

Moreta did sone swift adding. "She's early. She shouldn't clutch for
anot her five or six days."

"There has been sone stress. Don't fuss. Eat. The sooner you've got your
strength back, the better all round."

"I'"'m much stronger today. Yesterday ..."
have you managed?"

Moreta smled ruefully. "How

"Very easily." Leri was serenely snug. "As | said, | had thembring ne a
brazier and supplies. | nade your potions nyself, I'Il have you know Wth
Olith listening to every breath you made and relaying the information to
Holth, 1'll wager you couldn't have been better cared for if Master Capi am had

been at your bedside."



"Orlith says he's discovered a cure?"
"A vaccine, he calls it. But I'll not have himafter your bl ood."

"Why shoul d he be?" Mreta was startled and Orlith gave a bellow at Leri's
pr ot ectiveness.

"He takes the blood of people who have recovered and nmakes a serumto
prevent it in others. Says it's an ancient renedy. Can't say | like the notion
at all!" Leri's short upright figure shuddered. "He practically attacked K |on
when he reported for conveying." Leri gave a chuckle and smiled with bl and
sati sfaction. "K lon was doing too nmuch flitting between on Heal er Hal

errands. |'ve appointed weyrlings to the duty. Didn't like to but ... they've
foll owed orders well. Ch, there's been so much happening |I hardly know where
to begin!"

Beneath Leri's glib manner, Mreta could discern worry and fatigue, but
t he ol der Weyrworman seened to be thriving on the crisis.

"Have there been nore ... Weyr deat hs?" Moreta asked, bracing herself
for the answer.

"No!" Leri gave a defiant nod of her head and anot her pleased snile
"There shouldn't have been any! People weren't using the wits they were born
wi th. You know how greens and bl ues panic? Well, they did just that when their
riders got so sick and weak, instead of supporting them In fact, there m ght
be sonething to Jallora's theory that the one caused the other " Leri
stared off for a nonent in deep thought. "Jallora's the journeywonan heal er
sent with two apprentices fromthe Healer Hall. So we keep in touch with the
sick riders. You were very ill, you know Exhausted, | think, after the
Gat her, no sleep, all the excitement, then Fall and that repair on Dl enth.
He's fine, but Olith is so strong and her need of you so great that you
hadn't a chance of dying! You and Orlith as a healing teamwere the
inspiration." Leri fixed Moreta with a nock stern gaze, "so we just told the
ot her Weyrwonen to have their queen dragons keep watch on the sick and not | et
the riders die. It isn't as if the Wyrs had the crowding that's causing so
much concern in the Holds and Halls. It's ridiculous for dragonriders to die
of this vicious viral influence."

"How many are ill, if the Weyrs nust consolidate to fly Fall?"

Leri grimaced. "Steel yourself! Nearly two thirds of every Wyr except
H gh Reaches is out of action. Between the plague and injuries, we can only
just nmanage to send our two wings to cover Fall."

"But you said Master Capiam had a cure?"

"A preventive. And not enough of this vaccine yet." Leri spoke with an
angry regret. "So the Weyrwonen deci ded that the Hi gh Reaches' riders nust be
vacci nated," she stunbled over the unfamliar term "since we nmust all |look to
S ligar and Falga. As nore of the serumis prepared, other Weyrs will be

vacci nated. Ri ght now Capi am has the druns burning to find nore people who
have recovered fromthis viral influence. First dragonriders,” Leri ticked off
each nane on a finger, "then Heal ers, then Lord Hol ders and ot her
Craftsmasters, except for Tirone, which, | think no matter how Tol ocanp
objects, is sensible."

"Tol ocanp hasn't been ill?"



"Tol ocanp won't | eave his apartnment."

"You know a great deal about what's happening for a woman who stays in
her own weyr nost of the tine!"

Leri chuckled. "K lon reports to ne! \Wenever, that is, Capiam hasn't
hi s excl usive services. Fortunately blues have good appetites and, although
Capi am mai ntai ns that dragons, wherries, and watchwhers can't contract the
pl ague, dragons had best eat fromstock isolated in their own weyrs. So K| on
brings Rogeth hone to eat. Daily."

"Dragons don't eat daily."

"Bl ue dragons who nust flit between twice hourly do." Leri gave Mrreta a
stern glance. "I had a note from Capiam could barely read his script, |auding
K'lon's dedication, "

"A murry?"

"Recovering. Very close thing but Holth was in constant touch wth
Granth once | realized how vital dragon support could be. L'bol lost both his
sons and he grieves constantly. Mtani's inpossible, but then he has fought
Thread | onger than nost and sees this incident as a personal affront. If it
weren't for Kdren and S ligar, | think we'd have had trouble with F' gal. He's
| ost heart, too."

"Leri, there's something you're not telling nme."
"Yes, dear girl."
gl ass fromone of her flasks. "Take a sip of this,
handing it to her.

Leri patted Moreta's armgently before she filled a
" she said perenptorily,

hediently Mreta did, and she was about to ask what on earth Leri had
concocted, when she felt Orlith's presence in her mnd, like a buffer
"Your famly's hold ..." Leri's voice thickened and she avoi ded Moreta's
gaze, staring instead at the bright central design of the door curtain. "was
very hard hit."

Leri's voice habitually broke but that tinme it was pronounced, and
Moreta peered at the ol der woman's averted face. Tears were runni ng unheeded
down the round cheek nearest her

"There'd been no drum nessage in two days. The harper at Keroon heights
made the trip downriver " Leri's fingers tightened on Moreta's arm "There
was no one alive."

"No one?" Modreta was stunned. Her father's hold had supported nearly
t hree hundred people, and another ten famlies had cots nearby on the river
bl uffs.

"Drink that down!"

Nurmbly Moreta conplied. "No one alive? Not even sonmeone out with the
bl oodst ock?"

Leri shook her head slowy. "Not even the bl oodstock!" Her adm ssion was
al nrost a whisper. Mreta could barely grasp the staggering tragedy. Cbscurely,
it was the deaths of the bl oodstock that she regretted the npst. Twenty Turns
ago she had acqui esced to her famly's wi sh that she respond to Search. She



regretted their deaths, certainly, for she had been fond of her nother, and
several of her brothers and sisters, and one paternal uncle; she had enornous
respect for her father. The runnerbeasts, all the bl oodstock that had been so
carefully bred for the eight generations her famly had the runnerhol d, that

| oss cut more deeply.

Olith crooned gently, and her dragon's conpassion was subtly reinforced
by a second pressure. Moreta felt the terrible weight of her grief being eased
by an anodyne of |ove and affection, of total understanding for the
conplexities of her sorrow, of a commtnent to share and ease the nultiple
pressures of bereavenent.

Tears streaned down Mreta's cheeks until she felt drained but curiously
det ached from her body and mind, floating in an unusual sensation of
renoteness. Leri had put sonething very powerful in that wi ne of hers, she
thought with an odd clarity. Then she noticed that Leri was watching her
intently, her eyes incredibly sad and tired, every line of her many Turns
etched in her round small face.

"No stock at all?" Moreta asked finally.

"Wyul d young runners have been wi ntering on the plains? The harper
couldn't check. Didn't know where and there hasn't been tine to send a
sweeprider."

"No, no. O course there wouldn't be tine ..." Mreta could quite see
that inpossibility with the present demands on avail able riders but she
accepted the hopeful suggestion. "Yearlings and gravid runners would be in the
Wi nter pasture. Sonmebody of the Hold will have been tending them and survive."

The conforting presences in her mnd wapped her with | ove and
reassurances. "W are here!”

"I's Holth with you, Olith?" Mreta asked.
"OfF course," was the reply fromtwo, now distinct to her, sources.

"Ch! How kind!" Moreta's mind drifted, oddly divorced from her body,
until she became aware of Leri's anxious expression. "lI'mall right. As Holth
will tell you. Did you know she speaks to ne?"

"Yes, she's got rather used to checking in on you," Leri said with a
ki nd and serene smile.

"What did you put in that wine? | feel ... disenbodied."

"That was rather the effect | hoped to achieve. Fellis juice, nunbweed,
and one of the euphorics. Just to cushion the shock."

"Are there nore?" Fromthe wavering of Leri's smle, Mreta knew that
there were. "You might as well give ne the whole round tale now while |I'm so
renote. My fanmily's hold ... cannot have been unique." Leri shook her head.
"Ruat ha Hol d?" That would follow the Iine of catastrophe, Mreta thought.

"They have been badly hit

"Al essan?" She asked about himfirst because his would be the worst | oss
there, before he'd even had tine to enjoy being a Lord Hol der

"No, he's recovering, but the deci mati on anong the Gat her guests, his



brothers, alnost all the racers,
" Dag?"

"I don't have many nanmes. |gen Weyr and Hol d have been shockingly
depleted. Lord Fitatric, his Lady, half their children ..."

"By the Egg, isn't there any place spared?”

"Yes, in fact, Bitra, Lenps, Nerat, Benden, and Tillek have had
relatively few cases, and those were isolated pronmptly to avoid contagi on
Those Hol ds have been magnificent in sending people to the stricken."

"Why?" Moreta clenched her fists, hunching herself together in a sudden
convul sion that was nore nmental than physical. "Wy? Wen we're so near the
end of the Pass? It's not fair so close to an Interval. Did you know, "
Moreta's voice was hard and intense, "that ny famly started out after the end
of the last Pass? My bloodline started then? And now, just before the next
Interval, it's w ped out!"

"That isn't known for certain, if what you say of wi ntering stock
applies. Do consider that possibility. That probability." The dragons
reinforced Leri's optimsm

Moreta's outburst passed alnobst as swiftly as it had consumed her. She
| ay back, |inmp, her eyelids suddenly heavy, her body flaccid. Leri seemed to
be retreating fromher though she was conscious that the Weyrworman still sat
on the bed.

"That's right. You sleep now," Leri said in a gentle croon echoed by two
dragon voi ces.

"I can't stay awake!" Moreta nmunbl ed and, sighing, relaxed into a
poti on-i nduced sl eep.

Ruat ha Hol d, Present Pass, 3.16.43

K'lon was intensely relieved when Journeynman Heal er Fallen, his lips
pull ed down in a sorrowful line, energed fromLord Al essan's apartnent. The
deat h-stench of the cold corridor bothered K lon, inured though he was to

pl ague-ri dden hol ds.

"I'"ve vaccinated the sister and the harper and did that other poor

fellow as well. Lord Al essan says that nore patients may be found along this
corridor, but they did nanage to clear the upper levels. | don't know how the
man had managed. |1'd no idea it would be so bad or 1'd' ve insisted that Master

Capi am gi ve us nore serum"
"There isn't that nuch to distribute, you know. "
“"Don't | just!"

Fall en gave K lon a thin smle. The previous evening the bluerider had
conveyed the journeyman to South Boll Hold when the druns had reported
survivors of the plague. As Capiamis tinely visit to South Boll and his
recomendations to its healers had in fact prevented the plague from spreading
as insidiously as it had in mdcontinent, it was only just that all the
survivors donate bl ood for serum Lord Ratoshi gan had been a donor though the
ever-irascible Lord Hol der had been under the distinct inpression, adroitly
fostered by blue rider and journeyman, that the bl ood-taking was part of the



prescribed treatnent.

"Donations can be taken here," Follen went on, conbing his hair with his
fingers. "I'Il give them some of Desdra's brew first, but judging from Lord
Alessan's tally, the Hold will be able,"” Follen gave a dour snort, "to supply
those left here. Do ask Lord Shadder if he can find a few nore volunteers. |'m
sure we can save nmany of those with secondary infections if we just have
enough nurses. W've got to try. This Hold has been devastated."

K'l on acknowl edged that with a sl ow nod of his head. The desol ati on and
ruin of Ruatha Hall had appalled the relief party. K lon and three Benden
green dragons had conveyed Follen, an apprentice heal er, and six volunteers
from Benden Hol d. The spectacle that greeted the party emergi ng from between
over the Hold was the worst K lon had seen. The nonstrous burial nounds in the
river field, the wide circle of charnel fires near the race flats, the
abandoned tents built on Gather-stall franes had indicated the nagnitude of
Ruat ha's attenpt to survive. The sad tatters of the gaudy Gather fl ags,
hangi ng fromthe upper tiers of the closely shuttered wi ndows, had struck
K'lon as grotesque, a nockery of the gaiety that was Gathering in the m dst of
the tragedy that had befallen the Hold. Bits and pieces of trash skittered
across the forlorn dancing square and the roadway while a kettle swung noisily
on its tripod over a long-dead fire, its ladle banging in tine to gusts of the
bitter-cold w nd.

"Lady Pendra?" K |on began

A qui ck shake of Pollen's head made it unnecessary for Klon to
continue. "No, nor any of the daughters he brought to Ruatha Gather. At that,
Lord Tol ocanp cones out better than Lord Al essan. He's got but the one sister
left.”

"OfF all Leef's get?"

"Lord Al essan frets about her. And his runners. Mre of them survived
than guests, | think. You speak to him" Follen suggested, clapping the blue
rider on the shoul der before naking off up the dark corridor to the next room

K'lon squared his shoulders. In the | ast few days, he had | earned how to
keep his face from showi ng his enotions, how to sound not exactly cheerful
whi ch woul d have been offensive, but certainly positive and encouragi ng. After
all, with the vaccine, there was the hope of mtigating the plague and
preventing the disease in those not yet infected. He knocked politely at the
heavy door but entered without waiting for an acknow edgnent.

Lord Al essan was kneeling by a toss-mattress, bathing the face of the
occupant. There was anot her nmakeshift bed along the wall leading into the
sl eeping quarters. K |lon suppressed an inadvertent exclamation at the change
in the young Lord Hol der. Al essan might regain |lost weight and his skin its
heal thy color, but his face would al ways bear the prematurely deep |ines and
the resi gned expression that he turned toward the blue rider

"You are many times welcone, K lon, rider of Rogeth." Al essan inclined
his head in gratitude and then fol ded the danpened cloth before placing it on
the forehead of the man he was tending. "You may tell Master Tirone that,
wi t hout the invaluabl e assistance and ingenuity of his harpers, we would be
worse off at Ruatha than we are. Tuero here was magnificent. The journeyman
heal er, what was his name?" Al essan drew a shaky hand across his forehead as
if to coax the identity back

"Fol l en."



"Strange, | can renenber so many nanmes ..." Al essan broke off and stared
out the window. K |on knew the Lord Hol der could see the burial nmounds and
wondered if the distraught nan nmeant the nanes of those who | ay beneath the
tunmbl ed soil of the mass graves. "It takes you that way, lying in bed, waiting
to ..." Alessan gave hinmself a shake and, gripping the top of the table,
pulled hinmself slowy to his feet. "You have brought relief. Follen says that
Tuero here, Deefer," he gestured wearily toward the other bed, "and ny sister
will recover. He even apol ogi zed that he hadn't nore ... vaccine? |Is that what
it's called? Yes, well, "

"Sit down, Lord Al essan."”

"Before | fall down?" Alessan gave a slight snmle with his bloodless
lips, but he eased hinself into the chair, sighing heavily froma weariness
t hat went beyond any physical fatigue.

"They've stirred up the fires, and soon there'll be some restorative
soup. Desdra concocted it. She tended Master Capiam and he says the soup
worked miracles for him"

"We shall hope it does for us as well." As they both heard the sound of
coughi ng, Al essan turned his head sharply toward the door of his bedroom
i nhal i ng appr ehensi vel y.
"Your sister? Wll, you'll see,” Klon said with conviction. "The
vaccine will effect a great inprovenent in her condition."

"I sincerely hope so. She's all the famly | have left."

Though Al essan spoke in a light, alnmost diffident voice, Klon felt his
throat close tightly with conpassion

"Ch, that serumw ||l noderate the effects of the virus for her, | assure
you. |'ve seen anmzing recoveries after its admnistration. In fact, the serum
Fol  en gave her is probably derived fromthe blood I donated." K lon rattled
on nmendaci ously. Qthers had taken consol ation fromthat fact so he held it out
as confort to this sadly bereaved nman.

Al essan regarded himwith a slightly surprised expression and his lips
twitched in wy hunmor. "Ruatha has al ways been proud of its dragonrider
bl oodti es though they've never been so direct."

K'lon responded to Alessan's retort with a thin |augh. "You haven't | ost
your wits."

"They're about all | have left."

"I ndeed, Lord Al essan, you have much nore," K lon said stoutly. "And you
shall have all the help Wyr, Hold, and Hall can supply."

"As long as what you have already brought is effective.”" Once nore
Al essan's head turned toward the roomwhere his sister lay. "It is nore than
we had hoped for."

"I shall have a | ook at your stores and see what is nost needful,” K lon
began, vowing to hinmself that one of his first tasks would be to renpve the
Gat her banners. |If their presence had affronted himas a hideous remn nder of
that unfortunate occurrence, how cruelly would they affect Lord Al essan



The Lord Hol der stood far nore quickly than he ought to have for he had
to steady hinself against the chair. "I know exactly what we need." He wal ked
shakily to the desk at the wi ndow, absently stacking dirty dishes as he
| ooked. He found the sheet of hide he wanted with a m ni mrum of search
"Medicines, first of all. W have no aconite, not a gramof febrifuge left,
only an ineffective syrup for that wetched cough, no thymus, hyssop, ezob, no
flour, no salt. Blackstone is al nost depleted, and there have been no
veget abl es or neat for three days." He handed the sheet to Klon, a wy snile
on his lips. "See how tinmely your arrival is? Tuero sent the | ast drum nessage
this nmorning before he collapsed. | doubt | should have had the strength to
clinb to the drumtower."

K'lon took the sheet with a hand that shook only slightly Iess than the
hand that offered it. He bowed to hide his face, but when he | ooked up, he saw
that Al essan was gazing out the w ndow, his expression unreadable.

"Follen told me that scenes like this are repeated throughout the
continent,"”

"Not like this,"” K lon said, his voice cracking.
"Follen didn't go into detail, how badly are the Wyrs affected?"

"Well, we have had our casualties, it's true, but dragonriders have met
every Fall."

Al essan gave hima | ong puzzled | ook, then he turned away again to gaze
out the wi ndow. "Yes, | suppose they would, if they could. You re from Fort
Weyr ?"

As K lon knew that Al essan was aware of his affiliation, he sensed that
the man was trying to discover sonething el se. Then he renenbered what Nesso
had sai d, about Mreta dancing in a scandal ous nonopoly of the young Lord.

"Lady Moreta is recovering and so is the Weyrl eader. W have had only
one death at Fort, an elderly brown rider and his dragon, Koth. The toll was
fifteen at Igen, eight at Telgar, and two at Ista but, because of the vaccine,
we are hopeful ."

"Yes, there is hope."

Why Al essan should glance fromthe fields to the nountains, K lon did
not know, but the action seened to hearten the man.

"Did you know that we had over a hundred and twenty of the best western
racers here a few short days ago, and seven hundred Gatherers to enjoy the
dancing, the wine, the feast, the plague ..."

"Lord Al essan, do not distress yourself so needlessly! If you had not
held the Gather festivities here, the entire Hold coul d have been destroyed.
You were able to prevent the plague's spread. Al Ruathan drunhol ds have
reported in. There are a few deaths reported and sone cases of the plague, but
you did what had to be done, and did it well!"

Al essan turned abruptly fromthe wi ndow "You nust bear to Lord Tol ocanp
nmy most profound condol ences for the | oss of Lady Pendra and her daughters.
They nursed the sick until they were thensel ves overconme. They were valiant."
Al essan' s nmessage was no |l ess sincere for the abruptness of its tone.

K'l on acknowl edged the nessage with a sharp inclination of his head. He



was not the only one who would forever fault Lord Tol ocanp for running from
Ruat ha. There were those who held the opinion that Tol ocanp had been em nently
correct to put the welfare of his Hold above that of his Lady and his
daughters. Lord Tol ocanp had renai ned secure in his apartnment at Fort Hold
whi | e Ruatha suffered and died. Tol ocanp woul d be spared the di sease since he
had vehenently insisted on being vaccinated despite the priorities set by the
Weyrwonen and Master Capiam

"I will convey your condol ences. Al the supplies we brought," K lon

found hi nmsel f expl ai ni ng, "came from Benden or Nerat Holds."

Al essan's eyes sparkled briefly, and he |ooked at Klon as if he were
seeing the blue rider for the first tine.

"Good of you to tell me that. My profound gratitude for the generosity
of Lord Shadder and Lord Gram " The view from his w ndow agai n drew Al essan's
gl ance. H s obsession was beginning to perturb K |on

"I must go." the blue rider said. "There is so nuch to be done."

"There is! Thank you for answering the druns ... and for your
reassurances, K lon. My duty to Rogeth who brought you." Al essan held out his
hand. K lon crossed the roomto take it in both of his. He was al nost afraid
to return the pressure on the strengthless fingers but he smled as warnly as
he could, thinking that if Ruatha was proud of dragonrider bloodties, he was
as proud to be part of it. Perhaps some of his blood had been in that serum
batch. K lon fervently hoped so.

He quit the apartnment as fast as was polite, for he did not wish to give
way to the enotions that possessed him K lon hurried down the dark corridor
t hey rmust put up gl owbaskets, into the Main Hall, where two Benden vol unteers
were cleaning up. Their homey noi ses were a welcone relief fromthe
preternatural stillness that had shrouded the Hall on their arrival. He told
t hem about the need for gl owbaskets and asked themto renmove the Gather
banners as soon as possible. He could hear Rogeth bell owi ng out si de.
"This place is nost distressing,” the blue dragon said piteously. "It is
the nost distressing place we have been. How much | onger nust we stay?"

K'l on gave the Bendenites warmthanks and then rushed out to the
forecourt. Rogeth half ran, half flew up the ranp to meet K lon, his eyes
wheeling in distress.

"This place distresses you, too. Can we not see Granth and A nurry now?"
The 'now was acconpani ed by an unhappy snort.

"W can |l eave now." K lon swng up to Rogeth's back, his gaze
i nadvertently falling on the dreadful field with its ruined shelters, the race
flats, and the burial nounds. Were they what drew Lord Al essan's eyes? O the
handf ul of runnerbeasts grazing in the far fiel d? The runble of the dead cart,
a recalcitrant pair of herdbeasts between the shafts, startled K |on

"CGet us out of here,” he told Rogeth, sick to the soul of plague and
death and desol ation. "I nust spend sonme tinme with AAmurry. Then I'Il be able
to face this sort of thing."

K'lon was overwhelnmed with longing for his gentle friend, for the
respite of conpani onship. He should go right back to the Healer Hall. There
was so much to be done. Instead he projected for Rogeth the sun-dappl ed
hei ghts of lgen Weyr, the bright sparkle of the Weyr | ake. Rogeth | eaped



gladly fromthe ranp into the air and took hi m between.
CHAPTER Xl
Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.17.43
"Shards!" Jallora cried. "He's fainted!"

Kadith, in the outer chanber of the weyr, bellowed, and Mreta junped up
fromthe chair to reassure the startled dragon as the journeywonman heal er
exam ned her reluctant donor.

"What has happened?’ Olith asked in concern from her weyr.
"Sh'gall had a bad reaction," Mreta replied, knowi ng perfectly well
that Leri would be instantly informed by Holth and know what had really
happened. "Cal m Kadith down!"

"It's generally the big strong ones who faint," Jallora was saying as
Moreta resuned her place. "He's in no danger. Badly as we need the bl ood for
serum | wouldn't risk him"

"I didn't think for a moment that you would, Jallora,"
with a slight |augh.

Moreta replied

The journeyworman had interrupted an intervi ew between Mireta and Sh' gal
i n which he had been determined to find fault with every provision nmade in the
Weyr since the onset of his illness. He utterly discounted the fact that
Moreta had not nmade any of the decisions or that she herself had only just
recover ed.

"His sort don't generally nmake good patients, either," Jallora went on
conversationally, though her attention was on the bl ood dripping into a gl ass
cont ai ner.

"WIl his go to Ruatha?"

"Most of it, once the rest of your riders are vaccinated." Wen Mreta
gestured warningly at Sh'gall, she added diplomatically, "I perfectly
understand, | assure you. He's still out of it. There! That's all I'Il take
but he could donate nore and never miss it." Deftly she pressed a small pad
over the needlethorn, extracted it, and notioned for Mdreta to continue the
pressure as she dealt with the apparatus. "He'll regain consciousness in just
a few minutes." Jallora began packing her tray, carefully covering the
container. "F' duril told nme that you did the reconstruction on Dilenth's wi ng.
Fi ne work."

"The wing is healing well, isn't it?" Recognition of her achi evenment by
anot her heal er was gratifying to Moreta.

"Fortunately, so is F duril and that nice young A dan. |'ve never
visited a Wyr before. And-you know sonething else? It never occurred to ne
t hat dragons suffered so from Thread. They're so inpressive, "

"Unfortunately not invul nerable.”

"We can thank our lucky stars they didn't catch this viral influencel™

Just then Sh'gall npaned. Jallora hurried to gather up the rest of her
par apher nal i a.



"There now Back again, Weyrleader?" She took the glass of orange liquid
fromthe table and, deftly propping Sh'gall's pillows behind himw th her free
hand, put the glass to his lips. "Drink this and you'll be just fine."

"I don't really think it was wise of you to take, " Sh'gall sounded
petul ant and took the glass fromher with a bad grace.

"The riders of Fort need it, Weyrleader. They must all be vaccinated,
you know, to insure that no nmore have to endure what you've just been
t hr ough. "

The j ourneyworman took exactly the right tone with Sh'gall. Mreta could
wi sh herself so fortunate as Sh'gall permitted Jallora to nmake a discreet
departure.

"I don't think she should have!" Sh'gall repeated when he was certain
Jall ora was out of earshot.

"She got mine." Mreta pushed up her sleeve to exhibit the tiny bruise
at the bend of her el bow Sh'gall |ooked away. "We've a hundred and ei ghty-two
riders out of action, sick or disabled."”

"Why didn't Capiam attend us instead of that-wonman?"

"Jallora is an experienced journeywnman heal er. She was sitting her
mast ery exams when this plague occurred. Capiamis only just out of bed
hi nsel f and he has the whol e continent to worry about."

"I cannot believe that Leri did not know of ny preference for P nine as
Leader." Sh'gall picked up his complaints as if Jallora had not interrupted
the acrinonious interview

"Leri made appropriate decisions based on her experience as a Weyrwoman.
Ki ndly remenber that she was one before you or | had | npressed.™

"Then why does Kadith tell nme that T'ral is taking two wings to Tillek
today?" Sh'gall demanded angrily. "T'ral's a w ngsecond."

"Wth the exception of the H gh Reaches, the Weyrs are still being |led
by wi ngseconds at this point. The sooner you can take over, the best pleased
all the Weyrs will be."

That comrent startled Sh'gall, but he didn't | ook pleased. "I've been
ill. I've been very ill."
"I sympathize." Mreta tried not to sound facetious. "Believe ne, you'l
be feeling nmuch better by evening."

"I don't know about that Sh' gal | ' s voi ce faded.

"I do! I've been through it, too, don't forget."

Sh' gal | gave her a | ook of pure |oathing, but Mreta could not relent.
Sone of the burden of continuous Falls had to be removed from S ligar's
shoul ders. Sh'gall was a dam good Leader and his abilities were desperately
needed.

"Nerat's after Tillek," she went on. "You'll be in luck. They can supply
ground crews."



"I didn't believe Kadith when he said that there hadn't been any ground
crews. Don't holders realize, "

"The hol ders realize what this viral epidenic is like a lot nore acutely
than we do, Sh'gall. Talk to Klon for a few mnutes. He'll tell you a few
hard unpl easant truths." She stood up. "lI've a lot to do. Jallora said you
nmust rest today. Tomorrow you can rise. Kadith may, of course, call nme if you
need anythi ng today."

"I need nothing fromyou." Sh'gall turned away from her and jerked the
sl eeping furs around his ears.

Moreta was quite willing to | eave himto surly conval escence. She
sincerely hoped that he would want to |l ead his Weyr in three days nore than he
wanted to indul ge his fancied grievances. Leading the consolidated Wyrs was a
mghty tenptation for a man with Sh'gall's [ ove of power. She tried to
consider himmore charitably. He was shocked by the devastati on caused by the
pandem ¢ and seeking refuge fromthe staggering | osses by dwelling on the
petty details he could cope with and understand. Like who rose to Fall from
where, and how

She wal ked down the steps to Leri's weyr at a fairly rapid pace, an
exercise that did not |eave her as breathless as it had the day before. She
woul d harness Holth since she could not dissuade Leri fromfighting in the
gueens' w ng though the old woman was very tired. Then Mrreta would distil
and m x medicines fromthe Weyr's dangerously depleted stores. She knew K | on
had been raiding thembut hadn't the heart to object.

"He fainted, did he?" Leri crowed in malicious jubilation. "And he
wasn't satisfied with ny decisions during his illness, was he?"

"Was Hol t h eavesdroppi ng agai n?"

"She doesn't need to. | don't know anot her reason why you' d have anger
spots on your cheeks. Ha!"

"I"ve as nuch trouble making you listen to reason." Mreta spoke nore
tartly than she meant and she could feel her cheeks flush again. "You know
you' re overreachi ng your strength.”

Leri flapped her hand. "I will not forgo the pleasure of flying the
gueens' wing. Not while I'mable. And I'"'ma |lot abler today than | have been
for Turns!" She sipped from her w negl ass.

"Ch?" Moreta eyed the goblet significantly.

"I won't have any nore fellis juice until you' ve brewed it, ny dear
Moreta," Leri rem nded her with a saccharine smle.

"K'lon said he knew where he could get some dried fruit."

"Hmm " Both wonen knew that many of K lon's supplies probably canme from
a hold that didn't need such nedicines any nore. "Ah well." Leri lifted her
glass in silent homage.

Moreta turned to the harness rack, tears stinging her eyes again. She
nmust stop thinking other fanmly's enpty hold. The menories of that place,
shimering in sumer sunshine, children playing in the big neadow in front of
the Hold, old aunties and uncl es basking along the stone walls, seesawed with



the present enpty lifeless dwelling. Snakes and wild wherries nust have ..

"Moreta?" Leri's voice was soft and kind. "Mreta, Holth says K lon has
arrived," she added in a brisker tone exactly as Orlith told her rider the
same news.

"l sonetinmes think I have nore than two ears and one head."

"I don't have ears,” Olith remarked.

Then K lon was striding into the weyr, exuding an enornmous anount of
energy and good spirits. Mreta was suddenly struck by the warm brown tan of
his face. Then, as he pulled off his flying helmet, she noticed that his hair
was bl eached.

"Nerat has fellis juice to spare, Mreta," he announced cheerfully,
swi ngi ng the bul ging pack fromhis back. "And Lenos says they've aconite and

wllowsalic."

"And how was A nurry when you stopped at |gen?" She gave hima warm
snmle to show that she didn't object to a short detour

"He's much, nuch inproved." K lon radiated relief. "OfF course he's stil
weak, but he sits in the sun all day, which is good for his chest, and he's
begi nning to get an appetite."

"Done a lot of sunning with A'rmurry, haven't you, K |on?" Leri asked.

Moreta shot her a quick |ook for her voice was suspiciously coy.

"When |'ve had the tinme." K lon stamered slightly, fussing nervously
wi th the pack.

"You mean," Mreta had at |ast reached Leri's conclusion, "you' ve taken
time to be with A nurry!™”

"When | think of how hard |'ve worked," Rogeth bugl ed outside the weyr.
"No one is faulting you, Klon," Leri said quickly. Holth crooned
reassurance, her eyes whirling bluely. "But, ny dear boy, you've been taking a

dreadful risking timng it. You could neet yourself com ng and going, "

"But | haven't. |'ve been very careful!" K lon's tone was defiant and
fearful

"Just how many hours have you been putting into your days?" Leri spoke
wi th great understandi ng and conpassi on, even a hint of anusenent.

"I don't know. | never counted hours!" K lon jerked his chin up
rebellious. "I had to, you know. To get everything done and still make time to
be with A nurry. | had promised himthat 1'd be in every afternoon no matter
how busy | was. | had to keep that promse. And | felt compelled to render

Mast er Capi amthe assistance he had to have,

"Believe us, Klon," Mreta said when he turned to her in appeal, "we
are profoundly grateful to you for your courage and dedicati on over the past
week. But timng is a very tricky business."

"And sonet hing our Weyrlingmaster certainly never nentioned," K Ilon
replied with an edge to his voice



"The information is restricted to bronze and queen dragons, K I|on.
presune you discovered it by chance."

"Yes, rather." K lon's expression mrrored the surprise he nmust have
had. "I was late. | knew A murry would be worried. | thought of him waiting
for me, anxious, when |I didn't appear on time, and the next thing | knew, |
had! "

"Bit of a shock, isn't it?" Leri had a grin on her round w se face.

K'lon grinned back. "I wasn't all that certain how I'd managed it."

"So you practiced again the next afternoon?"

K'l on nodded, rel axing inperceptibly since the Weyrwonmen had apparently

accepted his feat with good hurmor. "I report to Master Capiamin the norning
and he tells me the schedule. I'mat Igen in the afternoons and everywhere
el se on Pern in the nornings and evenings. |'mvery careful.” H s snmle was

br oad del i ght.

"You'll be nore careful fromnow on," Leri said, her voice austere and
her manner forbidding. "A nurry has inproved, so you' ve inforned us. But you
cannot keep on being in debt to yourself for double time. Therefore, instead

of flying Fall this afternoon, you will spend it, and only this afternoon
with your friend. Fromnow on, you will keep to the normal nunber of hours in
a day. Holth will supervise. And we will see that Master Capi am schedul es you

to drop in at lgen frequently."

"But-but ..."

"Only one nmistake, K lon," Leri pointed her forefinger, oddly tw sted
now by the joint disease, shaking it at himin dire enphasis, "and you're too
tired timing it to realize the risks you' ve been taking. Only one mi stake, and
you will deprive A nurry of yourself forever. Not just for an afternoon.” Leri
paused, judging the effect of her warning on K lon, who | owered his eyes.
Hol t h crooned on an adnonitory note and Rogeth answered, startled, from
outside. K lon |ooked up at Leri, his eyes wide with astonishnment. "Ch yes, we
can, you know, when the matter is disciplinary. | think you'd prefer Holth to
Sh'gall and Kadith in the matter of this infraction?"

K'lon cast a look of entreaty at Moreta, who shook her head in slow
denial. K lon |ooked bereft, quite different fromthe energetic assured nman
who had entered the weyr, but he had to be restricted.

"I"ll be needed at Fall this afternoon," he said finally in a | ow
uncertain voice. "How can | explain to A murry? W can barely make up two
wings as it is, and Ista can only supply one wing and ten replacenents."

"You may tell A murry that we have been considerably worried about the
pace at which you' ve been working. That we felt it nore advisable for you to
rest this afternoon, because you've been working so hard that your judgment in
Fall mght be inpaired, and we can't afford to | ose you!"

"K'lon, we need you, too," Mreta added.

"In fact, the Healer Hall and the Weyr are deeply indebted to you," Leri
sai d, her voice and manner kindly again. "Go on with you now, and send that
scanp, M barak, on any other duties Capi am schedul ed for you. And you will
never, K lon, never, nention to anyone, especially A nurry, that dragons can



slip between one tinme and anot her."

Holth's eyes gleanmed with a red tinge as she extended her neck toward
K'lon. He pulled hinself up straight, awed by the dragon's fierce appearance.

"Yes, Leri."

"And?" Leri indicated Mreta.

"Yes, Moretal"

"We shall never refer to this again. Gve our regards to A nmurry." Ler
was all affability. "If it weren't so damm cold here right now, |'d suggest
that you bring himand his Ganth to Fort, but | suppose he is better off in

the sun at lgen!"

The chastened rider left the weyr with a heavy tread. The two Weyrwonen
coul d hear Rogeth chirping.

"He's going to act the martyr for a while," Leri said with a sigh

"Better that than a real one."

Then Leri began to chuckle. "I had the worst tinme keeping a proper face,
Moreta. He was very clever about timng it, | nust say. If he hadn't acquired

t hat suspicious tan and bl eached hair, we m ght never have guessed."

"He had too nuch energy! Positively obscene if you knew how dragged out
| feel! Can Holth keep track of hin®"

"As long as he thinks she is, it doesn't matter. You will check in on
Roget h now and again, won't you, ny clever |ove?" Leri thunped her queen with
affection. "Now, if you'll just harness her up, Mreta, we'll be off to Fall."

Moreta regarded her friend a long time until Leri gave an inpatient
shrug. "Ch, go boil the fellis!"™ And she wiggled herself off the stone couch

As Moreta harnessed the old queen, she wondered, in a very private way,
if there was any restriction Olith could put on Holth to prevent their
mart yrdom

Moreta blinked with surprise because she had put such a careful cap on
her worry. And she didn't know whi ch dragon had spoken, Olith or Holth. Then
she concentrated hard on the correct placenment of the |eather fighting straps.
When Leri was ready, Mdreta saw rider and queen to the | edge and watched t hem
| unber off into the air with the two wings, Fort's contribution to Pern's
protection against Fall. The bulging farewell fromthe Wyrbound dragons as
the wi ngs went between was a curious, prayerful conpound of yearning,
defiance, and encouragenent. Mreta found that seeing so few dragons on the
Rimrenm nded her that the Weyr was vul nerable, all the Weyrs, and Pern. It was
hard enough to think of her famly's hold, deserted, enptied by the pandenic
in a mtter of days. She knew but could not assinilate the fact that her
personal |oss was duplicated all over lgen, Ista, Telgar, and Keroon as well
as at Ruatha. That wonderful Gather! To be so closely followed by such a
di saster!

Resolutely Moreta turned fromthe chill blue skies and busied herself
peeling and preparing the fellis fruit for juice. Her hands were not as shaky



as they had been the day before and for that she was grateful, as the knife
was sharp and the tough skins difficult. As the thick pulp was coning to the
boil, she ran an inventory of the remaining stocks, anazed that what she had
consi dered anple only six days before could have been reduced to a few bags of
this or that. Wth all the riders vaccinated, the Weyr should not require
massi ve anmounts of febrifuges, stinulants, and chest remedi es. Wich was a
good thing, for at that season of the year it would be inmpossible to restock

"Where is K lon?" she asked Orlith.

"He is at lgen."

"How is Sh'gall?" Mreta asked out of a sense of duty.

"He sl eeps deeply and Kadith says that he ate well. He recovers.™

Moreta was amused at the indifference in Olith's voice, she didn't
care, either, and that suited Mreta perfectly. Wien Olith rose to mate again

"HOLTH COMVES! Fal ga and Tam anth are severely wounded!"

Moreta paused | ong enough to take the simering juice fromthe brazier
before she hurried out. Holth emerged above the Star Stones and dove strai ght
for her ledge. Moreta hurried up the stairs. Wth an agility that Mreta could
not believe, Leri swung off her dragon, sheddi ng the cunbersone agenot hree
tank so that it clanged hollowy on the stone, rolling to the wall.

"Tam anth has taken a terrible scoring, Mreta," Leri said, her face
gray with shock and anxiety. "The heal ers can manage Fal ga's |eg, but
Tam anth's wing ..." Tears runneled the flight dirt on Leri's face. "Here. Use
nmy jacket! My helnmet will fit and the goggles. Ch, go!"

"Orlith can't!" Moreta felt angui sh, sensing Leri's distress through
Hol t h

"Orlith can't, but Holth will!" Leri was shoving her jacket sleeve on
Moreta's outstretched arm "You're nore use to Fal ga and Tam anth than anyone
el se could be. You' ve got to go! Holth won't mind and neither will Olith.

This is an energency!"”

Bot h queen dragons were agitated, Orlith com ng out to her |edge to
croon and bell ow, extendi ng her neck up toward her rider, Leri, and Holth.
Moreta pulled the jacket on. As Mireta was so nuch taller than Leri, it didn't
quite come to her waist, and Leri's flying belt had to be cinched in to the
| ast notch. Moreta cramred on the hel net and eyepi eces and swung up on the
fighting straps before she could reconsider

"Forgive me, Olith!" she cried, waving at her queen
"What is to forgive?"
"CGet going!" Leri bell owed.

Hol t h sprang, noving al nost as heavily as egg-bloated Orlith. Mreta
experi enced confusion, linked for so many Turns to one dragon mind. How on
earth was she going to understand Holth, when suddenly she did. Holth was
there, with her, and Mreta could sense Oriith hovering protective. Jeal ously?
No, she sensed nothing negative in her own dragon's mnd other than a concern
that Moreta could not deal with her friend Holth. Holth was by then airborne,



and the first intimte connection Mrreta had with the old queen was of her
weari ness and her compul sion to hel p Tam ant h.

"Slow and easy does it," Mreta said to Holth with all the encouragenent
and under st andi ng she coul d nuster

The wat chdragon saluted them w shing Holth and Leri well. As the
wat chdragon was a green weyrling, mstaking Holth's rider could be forgiven
but it stuck in Moreta's mind as Holth gallantly plowed upward in the blustery
wi nd.

Moreta envisioned the distinctive ridge of the H gh Reaches Weyr, a
jagged conb with seven unequal spires.

"I know where we must go. Trust in me," the old dragon said.

"I do, Holth," Mreta replied, aware that Holth's experience was far greater
than Orlith's for all the younger queen's vigor. "Take us to the High
Reaches. "

In place of her usual between litany, Mreta tried to analyze the
di fference between the two queen dragons. Holth's mind-voice was old and
tired, but it was firm rich, and deep, many |layers denser than Olith's.
Per haps, when Oiith had reached the fine age Holth enjoyed, she, too, would
have the depth of Holth's responsiveness.

Then they were in the warner air over the H gh reaches, and Holth was
ski mming the jagged spindl es and swooping in a deep | efthand bank so that
Moreta had an unobstructed view of the ground and the injured dragons there.
Moreta blinked at the small clusters attending the wounded. Tam anth rated the
nost assistance. As Holth descended, Mreta could see that Tami anth had | ost
the trailing edge of all three wingsails. And she was badly scored down her
left side.

"How di d that happen?" Mreta was appall ed.

"Cross-over and too nuch to do. She wanted to help the wings," Holth said, and
an echoing sadness welled in Moreta as Holth inplanted the incident in her

m nd. Tamianth had risen at an angle so that Falga could bring the
flamethrower into action but they had blundered into an updraft before they
could correct. A great gout of Thread had fallen across her wing and into her
shoul der. And across Falga's |eg.

Holth could not turn on a wingtip as Orlith could, but the old queen
gauged her descent to a finger and glided to a halt a winglength fromthe
i njured Tam ant h.

"Can you help nme ease her pain," Holth? Mreta asked as she slid in
frantic haste fromthe dragon's back. Tami anth's how s had to be nuted.

"Orlith is with us," Holth said with great dignity, her eyes churning a
brilliant sparkling yell ow

Falga lay to one side on a stretcher, her face turned toward her queen
but she was barely conscious. Two heal ers were swathing her |eg in bandages
soaked in nunmbweed

"Tam anth," Mreta said, hurrying to the dragon's injured side, hoping
t he dragon mi ght hear her and would listen. "I am Moreta to heal you!"



Tam anth was thrashing her head and forearnms fromside to side, novenent
that hampered the efforts of the weyrfolk trying to apply nunbweed to the
wi ngbones. Mreta noticed in a quick glance that they had managed to sal ve the
deep body score fromwhich ichor flowed; the wing was causing Tanmi anth's
agony.

"Hold her!" Mreta roared at the top of her voice and her m nd

The ot her injured dragons and the wat chdragon bugled in response. Holth
reared onto her hindquarters, trunpeting, her w ngs extended. Fromthe weyrs
energed H gh Reaches dragons whose riders were too sick to fly Fall. And
suddenly Tam anth was | ocked by the conbined wills of the dragons around her

"Come on!" Moreta exhorted the weyrfol k who were gawking in
astoni shnment. "Cet the nunbweed on. Now "

She grabbed a paddle and a pot fromthe ground and, as she worked
rapi dly, she assessed the extent of the injury. It was somewhat simlar to
Dilenth's. Though he had | ost | eadi ng edge and sustai ned danage to bone and
finger joints. Tami anth had | ost nore sail. She would be a long tinme out of
the air.

"I's there anything we can do to help the dragon?" A bright-eyed little
man with a broad jaw and a broad nose appeared at her el bow. Another man, not
much bi gger, frowning anxiously in what seened a permanent grimace, stood just
beyond him Both wore Heal er purple and the shoul der knots of journeymen.
Moreta gl anced quickly at Falga's stretcher. "She is unconscious and her wound
dressed. That's all we can do for her right now | will need oil, reeds, thin
gauze, needle, treated thread,"

"I"'mnot of this Weyr," the bright-eyed man said and turned to the

bi gger one who nodded acknow edgnent to Moreta and ran off to the | ow stone
buil di ng that was H gh Reaches' main living quarters. "My name is Pressen
Weyr wonman. "

"Keep appl yi ng nunbweed, Pressen. All down the bones. | want them
thickly coated, especially the joints. Just as you'd do any Threadscore on a
human. And keep it thick on the body wound, too. | don't want her |osing so

much ichor."

An ol d woman stunbled up with a bucket of redwort, shouting at three
children behind her to bring the oil and not dawdle. Two riders, each with
bandaged scores, approached Mreta; their dragons, a blue and a brown, both
scored, settled to the rocky ground, their eyes, spinning with distress, on
Tami ant h.

Moreta suddenly had nore hel p than she could use effectively so she sent
the riders to help the other healer find her requirenents and the children to
get a table for her to stand on. The old worman inforned her that the Weyr's
heal ers had died and the two new ones knew absol utely not hi ng about dragons
but were willing. She used to help but her hands had 'a trenbling'.

Moreta sent her off to find the gauze, that was her npbst urgent need. In
the tine it took Moreta to conplete her preparations to repair the wing,
Tam anth's crushing pain had been reduced to a throbbing ache, according to
Holth-Orlith. Tam anth's wing was considerably larger than Dilenth's and the
sail fragnents fewer. The two riders were of great assistance in sorting the
pi eces onto the gauze. "l never would have thought of gauze," Pressen had
mur nured, fascinated at the reconstruction. He was able to assist her in the
finer stitching, for his small hands were extrenely deft. Nattal, the ancient



H gh Reaches headwonan, forced Moreta to take tinme for a cup of soup, claimng
that she knew the Fort Weyrwoman was only just recovered fromthe plague and
it would give the H gh Reaches a bad nane if Mreta collapsed on them and

t hen what woul d happen to Tamianth? It was soon obvious to Mreta that the
soup contained a stinulating ingredient, for when she resunmed her delicate
repair it was with inproved concentrati on and precision

Nonet hel ess, Mbreta was trenbling with fatigue by the time she finished.

"We nust return,"” Holth said in an inarguable tone.

Moreta was nore than willing, but oddly disturbed by some nonspecific
anxi ety. She | ooked toward Fal ga, who was either unconsci ous or sl eeping under
the furs of the stretcher. Troubled, Mreta | ooked over the rocky Bow, at the
ot her injured dragons.

"You | ook very pale, Mrreta," Pressen said, lightly touching her arm
with his red-stained hand. "I'm sure we can handl e any other injuries. It was
just that, the whole wi ng! Your work was an inspiration.”

"Thank you. Just keep the bones saturated with numbweed. Once the joints
have started to produce ichor, that will coat the wounds and the healing
process will begin."

"I had never really considered that dragons get injured by Thread,"
Pressen said, his expression respectful as he flicked his eyes to the dragons
on the | edges and the seven pinnacl es.

"Come! Mount!" Holth's tone was nmore urgent, and there was nothing of
Olith in her voice
"I must |eave." Mreta swng up onto Holth's back, noting in the back
other mind that Holth was | eaner than Orlith and no longer as tall in the
shoulder. O maybe it was the way Holth had of assuming a hal f-crouch

As the old queen gathered herself, Mreta suppressed a concern that the
dragon was too tired for a standing start. Her hindquarters, ... Mreta's head
snapped back as Holth sprang powerfully upward, and she devoutly hoped that
t he queen had been unable to track her secret doubts. To cover her
enbarrassnent, Mreta visualized the Star Stones of Fort Wyr, the |argest of
t hose nonuments, and the nountain peak that soared behind the Stones.

"Pl ease take us to Fort, Holth."

Hol th conplied w thout clearing the H gh Reaches Weyr rim During the
searing moment of cold between, Mreta's hands stung in the gloves. She ought
to have oiled them again. She was always acquiring little nicks and needl e
scratches during a repair. The green weyrling greeted themon their return
bugling on an unexpectedly joyful note.

Holth glided to her | edge, coming in a shade too fast, Moreta thought,
braci ng hersel f for the |anding.

"You are needed," Holth said as Moreta | oosened the straps and slid
down.

"Il just renobve your harness,

"I need you now" Olith's voice was petulant. "I've been waiting for
you!"



"OfF course you have, |love, and very good natured you were to let me go,

"Leri says you shouldn't waste any tinme," Holth added, the facets of her
eyes beginning to whirl faster

"Somet hing' s happened to Oriith?" Mreta ski pped down the stone steps as
fast as she could, her heart pounding. She raced around the corner into her
weyr, knocking her shoul der as she bounced into the turn.

Olith had her head angled to catch the first possible glinpse of her
rider. As Moreta barreled into the weyr, Olith bugled repeatedly.

As she threw her arns around her dragon's head, Mreta noticed Leri
standing to one side, wapped up in sleeping furs, |ooking excessively
pl eased.

"W nmanaged just fine," she explained between Orlith's effusions, "but
t he sooner you get her to the Hatching G ound the better. | don't think she
could have held out nuch |onger, but you were needed badly at H gh Reaches,
weren't you?"

Bet ween apol ogi es and encouragenment to her dragon, Mbreta agreed.

"No one even knew you were gone," Leri said, "but | doubt | could have
sustai ned the deception getting Oliith to the Hatching G ound."

"I really need to go," Orlith said plaintively.

CHAPTER XI |
Fort Hold, Fort and H gh Reaches Wyrs, Present Pass, 3.18.43

"I, for one, amheartily glad to hear a piece of good news,'
when the echoes of the drum nessage had faded.

Capi am sai d

They had all heard the sound of the drums but, closeted in the thick
stone walls of Lord Tol ocanp's apartnent in Fort Hold, they had not been able
to distinguish the cadences until the Harper Hall began to relay the tidings
onwar d.

"Twenty-five eggs is not a generous clutch,” Lord Tol ocanp said in
exagger at edl y mournful voice

Capi am wondered if the Lord Hol der's dose of vaccine had held sone
curious contam nant. The man's whol e personality had altered. The charitable
woul d say that he grieved for his wife and four daughters, but Capi am knew
t hat Tol ocanp had consol ed hinsel f rather quickly by taking a new wife, so his
sorrow was suspect. Tol ocanp had al so nade his | osses the excuse for a variety
of shortconings, short tenper, and dithering.

"Twenty-five with a queen egg is a superb clutch this late in a Pass,"
Capiamreplied firmy

Lord Tol ocanp pulled at his lower lip, then he sighed heavily.

"Moreta really nust not permt Kadith to fly Olith again. Sh'gall was
soill.”



"That is not our business," Tirone remarked, entering the discussion for
the first time. "Not that the illness of the rider has any effect on the
performance of the dragon. Anyway, Sh'gall is flying Fall at Nerat so he's
evidently fully recovered."

"I wish they would i nformus of the status of each Weyr,k"
said with another heavy sigh. "I worry so.”

Lord Tol ocanp

"The Weyrs," Tirone spoke with a firm enphasis and a si deways | ook of
irritation at the Lord Hol der, "have been discharging their traditional duties
to their Holds!"

"Did | bring the illness to the Weyrs? O the Holds? If the dragonriders
were not too quick to fly here and there, "

"And Lords Hol der not so eager to fill every nook and cranny of their,

"This is not the tinme for recrimnations!" Tirone shot a warning glance at
Capi am "You know as well, if not better than nost people, Tol ocanp, that
seanen introduced that abom nation onto the continent!" The deep runbling

voi ce of the Masterharper was acid. "Let us resune the discussion interrupted
by such good news." Tirone's expression told Capiamthat he nmust control his
antipathy for Tol ocanp. "I have men seriously ill in that canp of yours,"

Ti rone caught the Lord Hol der's gaze, stabbing his finger toward the w ndows.
"There is not enough vaccine to mtigate the disease, but they could at | east
have the benefit of decent quarters and practical nursing."

"Heal ers are anmong them " Tol ocanmp countered sullenly. "Or so you tel
me!" "Healers are not imune to the viral influence and they cannot work
wi t hout nedicines." Capiam | eaned urgently across the table to Tol ocanp, who
drew back, another habit that irritated the healer. "You have a great
storeroom of medicinal supplies, "

"Garnered and prepared by ny |ost Lady,

Capi am rut hl essly suppressed his irritation. "Lord Tol ocanp, we need
t hose supplies.”

A mean | ook narrowed Tol ocanp's eyes. "For Ruatha, eh?"

"Qt her hol ds besi des Ruatha have needs!" Capi am spoke quickly to allay
Tol ocanp' s suspi ci ons.

"Supplies are the responsibility of the individual holder. Not mne.
cannot further deplete resources that mi ght be needed by nmy own people.”

"I'f the Weyrs, stricken as they are, can extend their responsibilities
in the magni ficent way they have, beyond the areas behol den to them then how
can you refuse?" Tirone's deep voice rang with feeling.

"Very easily." Tol ocanp pushed his lips out. "By saying no. No one may
pass the perineter into the Hold fromany outlying area. |If they don't have
t he plague, they have other, equally infectious, diseases. | shall not risk
nmore of ny people. | shall make no further contributions fromnmny stores.”

"Then | withdraw ny healers fromyour Hold," Capiamsaid. He rose
qui ckly.

"But, but, you can't do that!"



"I ndeed he can! We can," Tirone replied. He got to his feet and cane
round the table to stand by Capiam "Craftsnmen are under the jurisdiction of
their Hall. You'd forgotten that, hadn't you?"

Capi am swung out of the room so angry at Tol ocanp's pettiness that bile
rose sourly in his throat. Tirone was only a step behind him

"I'"ll call themout! Then I'll join you in the canp."

"I didn't think it would come to this!" Capiam seized Tirone by the
shoul der in an effort to express his appreciation at the Harper's swift
rei nforcenent.

"Tol ocanp has presunmed once too often on the generosity of the Halls!"
Tirone's usually snmooth, persuasive voice had a hard edge. "I hope this

exanpl e renmi nds others of our prerogatives."

"Call our Craftspeople out, but don't come to the canp with ne, Tirone.
You nust stay in the hall with your people, and guide mne."

"My people, Tirone gave a forced laugh, "with very few exceptions, are
| angui shing in that blighted canmp of his. You are the one who must bide at the
halls."

"Master Capiam "

The nmen whirled toward the woman's voi ce. The speaker energed fromthe
shadow of a doorway. She was one of the three remmining Fort daughters, a
bi g-boned girl with large brown eyes well-spaced in an intelligent but plain
face. Her thick black hair was pulled severely back from her face.

"I have the storeroom keys." She held them up

"How did you? ..." Tirone was uncharacteristically at a | oss for words.

"Lord Tol ocanp nade plain his position when he received the request for

nmedi ci nes. | hel ped harvest and preserve them"

"Lady? ..." Capiamcould not recall her nane. "Nerilka." She supplied it
quickly with the faint smle of a sonmeone who does not expect to be
renenbered. "I have the right to offer you the products of nmy own | abor." She

gave Tirone an intense, challenging stare. Then she returned her direct gaze
to Capi am

"There is just one condition."
"If it is within ny giving." Capiamwould give a |lot for nedicines.

"That | may | eave this Hold in your conmpany and work with the sick in that
horrid canp. |'ve been vaccinated.” Awy snile |ifted one side of her nouth.
"Lord Tol ocanp was expansive that day. Be that as it may, | will not stay in a
Hold to be abused by a girl younger than nyself. Tol ocanp permitted her and
her famly to enter this hallowed Hold fromthe fire-heights yet he | eaves
heal ers and harpers to die out there!" And he left my nmother and sisters to
di e at Ruatha. Her unspoken words were pal pable in the brief silence. "This
way, quickly," she said, taking the initiative and pulling at Capiam s sl eeve.

"I'"l'l remove our Craftspeople fromthis Hold on nmy way out," Tirone said. He

wal ked qui ckly toward the hall



"Young woman, you do realize that once you |l eave the Hold w thout your
father's know edge, particularly in his present frame of mind, "
"Master Capiam | doubt he'll notice |I'mgone." She spoke with a |ight
di sregard for the matter, obviously nore bitter about her sire's new wife.
"These steps are very steep," she added and ni cked open a handgl ow.

Steep, circular, and narrow, Capiamrealized as his foot slipped on the first
short step. He disliked blind stairways, of which Fort had nore than its fair
share. The Ancients had been fond of themin the construction of the first

hol ds as auxiliary access between the | evels of what were, essentially,
natural caves. He was grateful for Nerilka's guidance and the soft gl owight
but the descent seened to take ages. Then the darkness |ightened and they
energed on to a landing, with narrow high halls branching in three directions.
Beside the circular stair they had just left was a second one that he hoped

t hey woul d not need to use.

Nerilka led himto the right, then down a short broad flight and to the
left. He was conpletely disoriented. Nerilka nade a second left turn. Three
drudges who had been | oungi ng on | ong benches by a heavy wooden door got to
their feet, their faces inpassive.

"You are pronpt, | see," Nerilka said, nodding approval to them "Father
appreci ates pronptness,” she said to Capi am as she was separating the keys.
Unl ocki ng the door took three of the |arger ones. Opening required the effort
of one of the drudges and then Capiamcould snell the mingled stillroom
aromas, astringent, bitter, fragrant, and oddly nusty.

Neril ka pul | ed open the gl owbasket inside the door to illum nate sinks,
braziers, tables, high stools, nmeasuring apparatus and inplenments, gleam ng
basi ns and gl ass bottles. Capiam had been in the roomoften and when he had,
he' d approached it fromthe other direction in the conpany of Lady Pendra. Now
Neril ka was unl ocking the storeroom and beckoning himto follow her. She
sm | ed when she heard his surprised gasp

Capi am had known that Fort Hold's storage roons were anple, but he had
not been beyond the dispensary. They were standing on a wi de tier, balustraded
fromthe vast, dark interior, with steps |eading down to the main floor. He
could hear the slither and rustle of tunnel snakes fleeing the sudden light.
Capi am saw shel ves, reaching, it seened, to the high vaulted ceiling. Barrels
and crates and drying racks, were ranged in rows and dusty ranks. He had the
i mpressi on of staggering resources and doubly condemmed Tol ocanp's par si nony.

"Behol d, Master Capiam the produce of ny labors since | was old enough
to snip |l eaf and bl ossomor dig root and bulb.” Nerilka's sarcastic voice was
i ntended for his ears only. "I won't say | have filled every shelf, but ny
sisters who have predeceased nme would not deny me their portions. Wuld that
all of these hoarded supplies were usable, but even herbs and roots |ose their
potency in tine. Waste, that's the bulk of what you see, fattening tunne
snakes. Carry-yokes are in the corner there, Sim You and the others, take up
the bales." She spoke in a pleasant authoritative tone, gesturing to the
drudges. "Master Capiam if you do not mnd, that's the fellis juice." She
pointed to a withy-covered demjohn. "I'Il take this." She lifted the bul ky
container by its girth strap. In her other hand, she swung a pack over one
shoul der. "I mixed fresh tussilago |ast night, Master Capiam That's right,
Sim On your way now. W'll use the kitchen exit. Lord Tol ocanp has been
conpl ai ni ng agai n about the wear on the main hall carpets. It's as well to
conmply with his instructions even if it does nean extra |l engths for the rest
of us." She covered the gl owbaskets.



She set down the demijohn to | ock the storeroom ignoring Capianms
expression, for it was apparent to himthat she had gone to sonme pains to
organi ze the unauthorized distribution. Her eyes met his once as she swept the
chamber with one |ast |long gl ance. The drudges were al ready hal fway down the
corridor with their burdens.

"I would like to take nore, but four drudges added to the noon parade to
the perinmeter are not going to be noticed by the guard.”

Only then did Capiamrealize that Nerilka was dressed in the coarse
fabric allotted the general worker, a plainly belted tunic over dark-gray
trousers and felted w nter boots.

"No one will care in the least if one of the drudges continues on to the
canp." She shrugged. "Nor will anyone at the kitchen exit think it odd for the
Mast erheal er to | eave with supplies. Indeed, they would wonder if you |eft
enpt y- handed. "

She had | ocked the outer door and now | ooked specul atively at the bunch
of keys. "One never knows, does one?" she said to herself in the habit of one
used to solitary tasks. She stuffed the keys in her belt pouch and then
noticing Capiam s | ook, gave himthat little half snile. "My stepnother has
anot her set. She thinks it is the only one. But my nother thought the
stillrooma very good occupation for nme. This way, Mster Capiam"”

Capi am fol l owed. The docility of the Fort daughters had been the source
of ribaldry at the Halls whenever Lady Pendra had invited unmarried men of
rank to the Hold. Nerilka, Capiamwas chagrined to renenber, was one of the
ol dest of the el even daughters, though she had two full elder brothers, Canpen
and Mstar, and four younger. Lady Pendra had been constantly pregnant,
anot her source of indelicate conrent anong the apprentice healers. It had
never occurred to Capiam and certainly not to his shameless juniors, that the
Fort Horde had any wits or opinions of their own. In Nerilka, rebellion was
full bl own.

"Lady Nerilka, if you |l eave now"

"I amleaving," she said in a firmlow voice as they entered the
kitchen's back corridor, "and in this fashion, Lord Tol ocanp,"

She halted and faced Capiamat the archway into the busy, noisy kitchen
"will mss neither me nor ny dower." She lifted the dem john. She sighed with
exasperation, glancing at the door through which the drudges had exited. "I
can be of real use in the internment canp for | know about m xi ng nedicines
and decocting and infusing herbs. | shall be doing sonething constructive that
is needed rather than sitting confortably in a corner sonewhere. | know your
craftsmen are overworked. Every hand is needed.
"Besi des," she gave him a sideways gl ance that was al nbost coquettish, "I
can slip back in whenever it's necessary." She patted the keys in her pouch
"Don't | ook surprised. The drudges do it all the time. Wy shouldn't 1I7?"

Then she noved on and he foll owed her quickly, unable to think of any
counterargurment. The nmonent she passed the arch fromthe kitchen, her posture
changed, her stride altered, and she was no | onger the proud daughter of the
Hol d but a gawky wonan, head down, shuffling, awkwardly overburdened and
resentful

Once out in the great roadway, Capiam | ooked, trying not to appear
furtive, to his left, to the main forecourt and stairs. Tirone and the dozens



of harpers and healers regularly in attendance at Fort Hold were noving down
t he ranp.

"He'll be watching them Not us," Nerilka said. She chuckled. "Try to
wal k | ess proudly, Master Capiam You are, for the noment, nerely a drudge,
burdened and reluctantly heading for the perineter, terrified of com ng down
sick to die |ike everyone in the canp."

"Everyone in the canp is not dying."

"OfF course not, but Lord Tol ocanp thinks so. He has so inforned us
constantly. Ah, a belated attenpt on his part to prevent the exodus! Don't
pause! " she added, again in that authoritative voice.

Capi am woul d have halted in consternation but for her warning. He saw
four guards hurrying after Tirone's group

"You can walk as slowy as you want, that's in character, but don't
stop,"” she advi sed.

She watched, too, and if her eyes sparkled and she grinned at the
di sconfiture of her father's guards, there was no one but Capiamto observe
her unfilial delight. At that distance, Capiamcouldn't tell whether the
guards were halfhearted in their efforts or not. There was a brief nelee from
whi ch Tirone and his conpani ons continued unhurriedly down the roadway to the
Harper Hall. Nerilka and Capi am conti nued toward the perineter

The internment canp had been established to the left of the nassive Fort
Hold cliff, in a small valley out of the direct view of the Hold. The guards
lines had been set above it, in full view of Lord Tol ocanp's wi ndows. A rough
ti mbered shack had been erected as a guard shelter from which tenporary
fencing had been built in both directions. Guards constantly patrolled the
fence.

Nerilka's three drudges deposited their burdens at the guardhouse where
others were | eaving baskets of food. Then the nmen had begun to retrace their
steps to the Hold, enpty yokes bal anced on their shoulders. "If you go past
the perimeter. Master Capiam you will not be permtted back," Nerilka
rem nded him

"If there is nmore than one way into the Hold, is there only one past the
perimeter?" Capi am asked flippantly. "I'll see you later, Lady Nerilka."

As they approached the shack, guards were being assigned to carry
certain of the baskets and bales into the prohibited area where a group of nen
and worren waited patiently for the exchange to be made.

"Here now, Master Capiam" The guardl eader cane striding up, his
expression alarned. "You can't go in there w thout staying."

"I don't want this medicine heaved about, Theng. Make sure they
understand it's fragile."
"I can do that nuch for you," Theng replied, and he strode diffidently
to add the demijohn to one side of the bales. "This is to be handled carefully
and preferably by a healer. Master Capiamsays it's nedicine.”

The internees noved forward to collect the supplies, and Theng backed
up. Nerilka was right behind himand as he turned to come back to the
guar dhouse, she slipped past himand joined those picking up the baskets as if



she were one of them

Capiamwaited for an outcry, for surely the other guards had noticed
her. Nerilka was already trudgi ng down the slope toward the tents of the
i nternment canp when Theng took himby the armto escort himback. "Nah, then
Mast er Capiam you know | can't allow you close contact with any of your
craftsmen,"” Theng said as Capi am cast one nore glance after Nerilka's
retreating figure.

"I know, Leader Theng. The medicine was my concern. So little of its
i ngredients remain."

Theng nade a conciliatory noise between his teeth and then his attention
was taken by the spacing of his guards. Slowy Capiamturned in the direction
of the halls.

As he wal ked, he realized that he could not walk out of his Hall as
Neril ka could | eave her Hold. Wthdrawi ng his healers fromthe Hold was quite
within his right as Masterhealer, but he nmust remain in his Hall, available to
t hose who need hi mthroughout Pern. However, he felt the better for his brief
flirtation with the idea. And the canp had gai ned not only supplies but a
val uabl e assistant. He nmust ask for volunteers to take the remi nder of
Nerilka's purloined supplies to Ruatha with all possible haste.

"The ichor can be extracted from one queen and applied to the joints of
another," Mrreta told Leri. "And you shouldn't be coming all this way for a
nmessage soneone el se coul d have brought."

They were standing at the entrance to the Hatching Gound and talking in
qui et tones, although it was doubtful that the sleeping Olith wuld have paid
them any attention had they bell owed. She was still exhausted fromthe |aying
of twenty-five eggs. Olith had curled herself about the |eathery eggs, the
gqueen egg within the circle of her forearms, her head laid at an awkward
angle. Her belly skin was begi nning to shrink and her col or was good, so
Moreta had no nore anxieties about her queen and tine to worry about Falga's
Tami ant h.

"No one there is capable of doing that," Leri said with a fine scorn,
"or so Holth was informed by Kilanath. Holth says she sounds very worried."

"She has reason to be if Tamianth is not producing any ichor on that
damaged wi ng." Mreta paced up and down. "Is Fal ga conscious?"

"Delirious."
"Not the plague?”
"No, wound fever. Under control."

"Shards! Fal ga knows how to draw ichor. It would have to be Kilanath and
Diona ..." Mreta | ooked back at the slumbering Orlith.
"She'll be out a long while," Leri murnured, stepping inside the
Hat chi ng Ground and gri pping Mreta's hands tightly in hers. "It doesn't take
long to draw ichor and spread it, "

"That's abusing Oriith's trust in ne!"

"She trusts ne as well. Every nonment you delay ..



"I know | know " Moreta thought wetchedly of Falga and Tami anth, of
all that Weyr had done the | ast few days.

"If Olith should rouse, Holth will know and, considering the energency,
Olith will understand. The clutching' s over!" Leri pressed urgently on
Moreta' s hands.

Unusual circunstances, of which there were far too nmany recently in
Moreta's opinion, warranted unusual actions.

"Holth's willing. | asked her first, as soon as she told nme about
Tam anth. "

Qoviously Leri felt that no one at Fort realized that Mreta had been
absent two days before to treat the injured Hi gh Reaches' queen. Moreta cast a
di straught | ook toward her sl eeping queen, returned Leri's clasp with an
answering pressure, and wal ked hurriedly fromthe sheltering arch of the
Hat chi ng Ground, quickly |eaving Leri behind.

"Don't stride so! | can't," Leri whispered after her. Mboreta adjusted
her pace. Anyone really observant woul d have noticed the difference in height
bet ween the worman who had entered the G ound and the one who left, but it was
t he gray hour before dawn and no one was about. Thread would Fall later that
day at Nerat and the dragonriders rested whenever possible with so difficult a
schedul e.

Moret a del ayed | ong enough on her way to Holth to change into her own
riding gear. Leri's had left a broad exposed band across her back and she
couldn't risk kidney chill. Holth greeted her at the entrance to her weyr and
Moreta stepped aside for the queen to reach the edge. Then she nounted,
consci ous once again of the difference between dragons. She wi shed fervently
that she did not feel that she was sonmehow betraying Olith.

"Take us to the H gh Reaches, please, Holth," she asked in a subdued
Voi ce.

"The wat chrider sleeps and the blue will not note our departure,” Holth said
i npassively and, despite her dark reflections, Mreta smled. So Leri and
Hol th had considered that detail

Then Holth propelled herself fromher | edge and was barely airborne
bef ore she went between. Mreta gasped at the audacity and hadn't tinme to
thi nk of her verse before the darkness around themwas relieved by the gl ows
surroundi ng the H gh Reaches Bow .

"Tami anth is below but it is easier for me to take off froma |edge,"
said Holth, neatly landing on one. "Tamianth will not object to ny tenancy.
Then she added gently," Orlith sleeps. "And so does Leri."

"The pair of you!" Mreta' s exasperation was good nat ured.

Holth turned gl eanmi ng eyes toward her and huffed softly.

"I's that you? Moreta?" a quavering voi ce asked.

"It's Mreta."
"Ch, bless you, bless you. I'mso sorry to drag you here but | sinply
can't do it. I'mafraid of hurting Kilanath. Hitting a nerve or sonething.

They tried to explain to ne how sinple it all is but | can't believe them Oh,



do wake up, Kilanath. Mreta's cone."

A pair of dragon eyes lit the darkness bel ow the | edge. Mreta put her
hand on the wall, her left foot seeking for the top step. Light spilled from
the weyrling quarters now occupi ed by Tam anth but the stairs were still in
confusi ng shadow.

"Ch, do hurry, please, Mreta!" Diona' s plea was nore wail .

"I would if I could see where |'m going.'
irritated by Diona's ineffectuality.

Mor et a spoke sharply,

"Ch, yes, of course. | didn't think. You don't know where anything is in
this Weyr." Dutifully Diona opened a gl owbasket but, before she held it up,
she turned its illumnation away from Moreta. "Yes, Pressen, she's here. Oh,

do hurry, Mreta. OCh, yes, sorry." Then she renmenbered to hold the basket high
enough to show Mireta the steps.

Mor et a ski pped down them as fast as she coul d before something el se
could distract Diona. Kilanath di pped her head close to Moreta and sniffed, as
if testing the quality of the visitor.

"Now, don't fret, Kilanath," Diona crooned in a saccharine voice that
Moreta thought ought to irritate a queen. "You know she canme here just to
hel p." Diona turned apol ogetically to Moreta. "She really will behave because
she's terribly worried about Tam anth."

As Moreta entered the weyrling quarters, she could see why. Tanianth
| ooked nore green than gold except for the gray wing and grayspread score on
her side. The wi ng had been propped at the shoulder and put in a sling so that
t he queen could relax, but her hide twitched constantly fromstress. Tanianth
opened one lid of her eyes, which were gray with pain.

"Water! Water, please, water!" Falga's voice rose in feverish conplaint.

"That's all she says." Diona was winging her hands. Pressen, the
bright-eyed healer, ran to Falga's side and offered her water, but she pushed
it away before falling back into her restless tossing.

Muttering an oath, Mreta strode to the queen, picked up a fold of hide
on the neck, and cursed. The dragon was dehydrated, her skin parched.

"Water. OF course, it's Tami anth who needs the water! Has no one offered
t he queen water?" Moreta | ooked about for a water tank, for anything
resenbling a container.

"Ch, | never thought of that!" Diona snatched her hands to her nouth,
her eyes wide with dismay. "Kilanath kept telling ne about water but we all
t hought Falga ..." She waved feebly at the fevered woman.

"Then, by the Egg of Faranth, get sone!"
"Pl ease, water. Water!" Fal ga noaned, restlessly trying to rise.

"Don't stand there, Diona. Are there weyrlings in the next building? Wll,
rout themout! Use a cauldron fromthe kitchen but get water for this poor
beast. It's a wonder she's not dead! O all the irresponsible, ineffectual,
dithering idiots | have ever encountered.” Mreta saw the startled expression
on Pressen's face as he rose from Falga's side. She pulled herself together,
breat hi ng deeply to dispel the inpotent anger and dismay that boiled within



her. "I can't keep com ng here for oversights!"

"No, no, of course not!" Pressen's reply was conciliatory, anxious. The
poor beast was too weak to reach farther than her rider who had, even in her
pai n-w acked daze, tried to comruni cate! Funing at Diona's ineptitude, Mreta
snat ched down the nearest gl owbasket to exami ne Tami anth's w ng. Two days
wi t hout any lubrication and the wi ng fragments m ght not reconstruct. The
glow ight glistened om nously on a stain on the floor, under Tam anth's
injured side. Wth a nuffled cry of despair, Mreta dropped to one knee,

di pped her fingers in the noisture, sniffing it.

"Pressen! Bring me your kit, redwort and oil! This dragon's bleeding to
deat h! "

n \Mat ?u

Pressen stunbl ed toward her and she held the basket high, at Tami anth's
side. Gimy she recalled the instructions she had given Pressen, unused to
dragon injuries. Keep the side wound covered w th numbweed. Why hadn't she
checked it? How coul d she have assumed, given the chaotic conditions at Hi gh
Reaches, the inexperienced healers, and the tired riders, that the wound had
been properly attended? Instead she had blithely flitted off, smugly pl eased
with her wing repair.

"The fault is mne, Pressen. | ought to have seen to the side as well.
What has happened is that Threadscore ruptured veins along the side and
shoul ders. Nunbweed covered the ooze. Ichor isn't reaching the wing. W'l
need to repair the veins. The surgery is nmuch the same sort you'd do on a
human. Color is the main difference.”

"Surgery is not my speciality, Lady, but," he added, seeing her

desperate expression, "l have assisted and can do so now. "
"I'"ll need surgical clanps, oil, redwort, threaded needle ..." Pressen was
pouring oil and redwort into bows. "I have all the instrunents we'd need.

Barly's effects were handed over to nme when | arrived."

Dr eadi ng what she might find, Moreta exam ned the injured w ng. Somne
i chor beaded the joints but far less than was required. Tam anth would have to
be very lucky; stupidity had al ready worked agai nst the poor beast. Possibly,
with application of Kilanath's ichor at crucial points, the damage could stil
be reversed. Liberal and frequent dressings of numbweed had, at |east, kept
the fragments noist. Once Tamianth's veins had been nended and water brought
the poor thirsty beast

Moreta scrubbed her hands in the redwort, hissing at the sting in
hal f - heal ed scratches. Then she oil ed her hands thoroughly while Pressen nmade
t he sane preparation

"First we nust clean the nunmbweed away fromthe wound. |'d say the
stoppage is here ... and here, and perhaps, even down here near the hearts."
She lightly indicated the areas, then with oil-soaked pads, she and Pressen
cl eaned away t he nunbweed. Tam anth shuddered. "Wth all this nunbweed, she
can't feel any pain. Here! See where the ichor is oozing ..." Her father had
al ways tal ked as he worked on injured runners. Mich of what she had heard from
her earliest years she had been able to apply to dragons. She oughtn't to
think of her father at a time like this, but his habit would hel p her teach
Pressen. Soneone in the Weyr had to know. "Ah, here's the first one. Just
bel ow your |eft hand, Pressen, should be another. Yes, and a third, a mgjor
vein leading to the hearts, and the belly vein." Mreta reached for the fine



needl e and the treated thread Pressen had nmade ready.

"Yes, the colors are different!" Pressen saw the greenish flesh and the
dar ker green ichor that was dragon bl ood, the curious shining fiber that was
dragon nuscle. He was absorbed. "Has she had any supply to the wing at all?"
Hs ninble fingers were suturing the first severed vein.

"Not really enough.”
"Thirsty! Thirsty. Water, please, water!" Falga raved.

"Can't that idiotic woman do anything? There's a | ake full of water out
there!™”

There was suddenly a great anmount of noise, the hollow sound of netal
bangi ng agai nst anot her object, the sleepy conplaints of young voices. The
snel | of desperately desired water roused the dragon from her stupor

H dden from si ght behind the droop of the wing, Mreta could not see
what was happeni ng but she heard the bong of the kettle being dropped and the
pl ash of buckets of water being poured. She heard the greedy sl urping of
Tam anth as the dragon sucked water down a parched throat.

"By the Egg, she'd drink barrels!" said the bermused voi ce of an ol der
man. "She nustn't have too much at once, boys, so take your time with the
refills. Anything else |I can do, " The Weyrlingmaster ducked carefully under
the wing and stared in surprise at Mireta. "I thought your queen had cl utched,
Moreta."

"She has, but this one would have died ..

When Moreta pointed to the ichor-stained puddle on the floor, the
di sapproval in the Weyrlingmaster's face turned to shock

"S'ligar's down with a touch of the plague, despite the vaccine," C' not
said. "But," he gestured inpotently toward Pressen, at the sound of Diona's
voi ce thanking the weyrlings, "I could hear Falga calling for water "

"It's no one's fault, C'not. Everyone's tired, pushed beyond their strength
or trying to take on unfamiliar tasks. | should have exam ned this wound two
days ago!"

"Sometines | think it's only the momentum of routine that keeps any of
us going," Cr'not said, rubbing at his face and eyes.

"You could be right. There. That's the last! Thank you, Pressen. You've
t he maki ngs of a good Weyr healer!"”

"Once | get accustoned to such |arge patients!" Pressen smiled back at
Mor et a.

"And you're about to I earn another invaluable technique for healing
dragons,"” Mreta said, beckoning to Pressen to follow her. She took the
| argest syringe fromBarly's kit, fitted a needlethorn to its opening, soaked
a pad quickly in redwort and then ducked under Tam anth's wi ng. "Diona."

"Ch, no," Diona npaned tinorously, spreading her arms to protect her
gueen. "Tami anth's | ooking ever so much better. Her color's inproved
enor mousl y. "



"I should hope so, but, if we don't get sone ichor on her joints, she
may never fly again. Holth, tell Kilanath!"

Cr' not noved toward the weyrwoman, his expression ferocious, and Di ona
noaned agai n.

"It doesn't take long, and it won't hurt Kilanath."

The queen was a good deal nore cooperative than her rider, dipping her
wi ng as she knelt for Mreta' s ninistration.

"Pressen, see? Here, where the vein crosses the bone?" As Pressen
nodded, Moreta rubbed on sonme redwort, turning the golden skin brown. The fine
sharp needl ethorn entered hide and vein so snoothly that the dragon never felt
the prick. Mreta deftly drewichor into the tube. It glistened green and
healthy in the glowight.
"Most interesting,"” Pressen said, his expression intent. Neither of them
paid any attention to Diona's mpaning or Cr'not's exclamation of disgust.
"Now we will apply this," Mreta returned to Tam anth, Pressen right
besi de her, "to the joints and the cartilage. See how dry the cartilage is?
Soaks the ichor right up. Well, ah, here, nearest the shoul der, see how the
beads are form ng? Tanmianth's beginning to function again. W'll save that
wing yet!" She grinned at the little man whose face beamed back at her. "And
color's returning to Tam anth's eyes, too."

"Why, so there is! Is she winking at ne?"

Moreta chuckl ed. The gray had certainly receded from Tam anth's huge
eyes and the 'wi nking' was just the sparkle returning to the facets as the
dragon inmproved. "I believe so. She knows who's hel ped her."

"And Falga is sleeping." Pressen hurried to the cot, feeling the pul se
al ong Falga's neck. He sighed with relief. "She's nuch quieter now. "

"Hol th?" Mbreta asked, aware of other obligations.
"They sl eep!" Holth was unperturbed.

"I must get back to Fort. Cr'not, will you keep checking on the wing for
me? Pressen knows how to draw i chor and where to put it but not when. You
woul d. "

"I will!" Cr'not nodded solemly. "Now, you ought not to |eave your
gueen, " he added, shaking his head worriedly.

"There is a point at which ought has little to do with actions, Cr'not.
| was sent for. | came! Now |I'm going!" She gave hima curt nod.
Weyrlingmasters were a breed of their own and felt they could criticize with
i mpunity anyone in a Weyr. As she collected her riding gear, she gave Pressen
a saucy wi nk and then strode out of the building.

She ran to the stairs and took the steps two at a tine.

"They sleep,"” Holth repeated, her eyes whirling serenely.

"And so shall we once we're back home," Moreta said, sw nging up onto
Holth's | ean back. "Take us to Fort Weyr, please, Holth."



oligingly, Holth sprang fromthe | edge and, once again, went between as
soon as there was free air about her. As the chill of nothingness wapped
them Mreta wondered if she should mention Holth's curious trick to Leri. Ws
it just that the queen was old and could not junmp as forcefully? Did it not
seem an inpertinence on Mireta's part to criticize?

Then they were back in the dawn, skinm ng | ow above the | ake in Fort
Weyr. That was the explanation: Holth was practicing stealth. The watchrider
was unlikely to notice a dragon |eaving so | ow i n darkness.

Holth glided to her own | edge and accepted Mreta's effusive thanks
before lurching wearily into her weyr. Mreta ran down the stairs and into the
Hat chi ng Ground. To the Weyrwoman's relief, Olith hadn't so nmuch as changed
the angl e of her head during her rider's absence. And Leri slept soundly on
Moreta's cot.

CHAPTER XI |
Ruat ha Hol d and Fort Weyr, Present Pass, 3.19.43

Al essan had to stop. Sweat was beaded on his forehead, ran down his
cheeks and chin. Hi s hands were sweaty on the pl owhandi es and the team panting
as hard as he fromtheir labors in the rain heavy field. Ignoring the sting of
the blisters he had acquired in the last two days, he dried his hands finger
by finger on the griny rag attached to his belt. Then Ruatha Hold's Lord
Hol der rubbed the sweat from his face and neck, took a swallow fromthe flask
of water, picked up the reins, slapped the runps of his reluctant team and
managed to grab the handles of the unw eldy plow before the runners had pul | ed
it out of the furrow

Anot her day and he was sure they'd forget they'd ever been trained to
race. O course, he told hinmself that every day. One day, it would have to be
true. He had nastered feistier beasts to the saddle, and he nust-if he w shed
to Hol d-prove equally capable at retraining. Wth bitter hunor, Al essan
wondered if his predicament could be a retribution for his defiance of his
father's wi shes. Yet none of that breedi ng had survived. The heavier runners,
the draft and plow animals, the sturdy |ong-di stance beasts, had been
especially susceptible to the lung infections that had swept the racers' canp
after the first days of the plague. The light wiry runners of his breeding had
survived to graze contentedly on the lush river pastures. Until he had had to
harness them and hinmself, to the plows.

The Iand had to be tilled, crops sown, the tithe offered, the Hold fed
no matter how the Lord Hol der managed to acconplish those responsibilities. He
cane to the edge of the field and westled the teaminto the wide arc, turning
back on the furrows. They were uneven but the earth had been turned. He | ooked
briefly out at the other fields of the Hold proper, to check on the other
teans. He al so had a view of the northern road and the mounted man approachi ng
along it. He shaded his eyes, cursing as the off-sider took advantage of his
nmonentary distraction. As he lined it up again with its teammate and the pl ow
righted, he was certain that he saw a flash of harper blue. Tuero nust be back
fromhis swing of the northern holds. Wo el se woul d be brave enough to
venture to Ruat ha? Al essan had drumed for heavy pl owbeasts and been told that
no one had any to offer. Neither threats of withhol ding nor doubling the marks
brought better results.

"It's the plague, Alessan," Tuero had said, for once unsnmling. "It was
at its worst here in Ruatha. Until Master Capi am has sent the vaccine round to
everyone, they won't cone here. And even then they won't bring aninals, |

t hi nk, because so many died here."



Al essan had cursed futilely. "If they won't cone, 1'Il have to go! Il
bring teanms in nyself! They can't deny their Lord Holder to his face!" Wile
Al essan railed at his people, he understood their viewpoint-especially since
he hinself had not yet had the courage to send for Dag, Fergal, and the
bl oodst ock. Follen had given himthe nbpst strict assurance that the plague was
passed by coughi ng or sneezing, personal contact, and could not be in the soi
of the race flats or the pickets where so nany beasts had di ed, but Al essan
woul d not risk the few pricel ess breeders that Dag had whi sked away t he
nmorni ng after the accursed Gather

After considerable discussion with Tuero, Deefer, and Cklina, his inner
council, it had been decided that he couldn't |eave the Hold proper, for there
was no one else of sufficient rank to enforce his orders. He hadn't wanted
Tuero to nake the journey as the harper was only just out of bed. But Tuero
had been a wily tal ker, which was why, Tuero had said at the conclusion of the

council, he was a harper and why he was the best enissary to send. A few days
or so in the fresh spring air on an untaxing nission wuld conplete his
recovery. After all, while a harper was generally able to turn his hand to

nost tasks, Tuero couldn't plow Al essan hadn't believed a word of Tuero's
cheery bluff but he had no one else to send.

Despite the awkward height of its rider, Tuero's | ean nount noved
easily, with a quick high step, head held high and eager once it knew itself
to be home. Tuero's feet were level with the wiry beast's knees, and the
harper's gaunt frane towered above its ears. Certainly not the nmount that
Al essan woul d have assi gned Tuero by choice, but they seened to have gotten
along. They were riding at a right angle to Alessan's field, but he could not
renove his hands fromthe plow to hail Tuero. He'd reached the downsl ope of
the field and the teamwas fractious with the pole hitting against their
hocks. The field was nearly done; he'd finish it! Once he had he could give
all his attention to Tuero's news.

He woul d have wi shed to see Tuero returning with a sturdy team but
there did seemto be sonething in his pack. Two nore furrows and the day's
stint was done.

As he drove the weary team back to the beasthold, the sowers were stil
busy setting seed. They'd have some sort of a crop in spite of the bl oody
pl ague. That is, if the weather held, and sone other disaster, like a Thread
burrowi ng, did not overtake wetched Ruatha.

To Alessan's surprise, Tuero was waiting for himin the beasthold,
sitting on an upturned pail, his saddl ebags at his feet and a | ook of
sati sfaction on his long face. H's nmount was rmunchi ng sweetgrass in its stall
all saddl e nmarks rubbed fromits back

"I saw you at your |abors, Lord Al essan,"” Tuero began, a sparkle of
anusement in his eyes as he rose to take the bridles of the team "Your
furrows inprove."

"They could stand to." Al essan began to unhook the harness.
"Your exanple inspires many. In fact, your industry and occupation are
already legend in the Hold. Your participation does you no disservice."

"But brought me no team O is there nore bad news?" Al essan paused
bef ore he renoved the heavy collar fromthe off-sider

"No nore than you' ve probably figured out for yourself." Tuero nodded to



t he saddl ebags and took the collar fromthe other runner. "lI've sone bits and
stashes but | saw nyself how bare the cupboards are of what is needed nost. At
least in the north."

"And?" Alessan liked all his bad news at once so he could absorb the
di fferent shocks according to their merits.

"Qthers have started working the land but in sone of those holds," Tuero
gestured north with the twist of straw he nade to rub the nount's sweat

mar ks-"t hey had severe | osses. Sone Gatherers |left before the quarantine and
made it to their homes, bringing the virus with them 1've made a list of the
deaths, a sad total it is, too, and no way | can ease the telling of it. They
say msery |oves conpany, and | suppose if you're of a dismal tenperanent, you
get joy of it." Tuero quirked his eyebrows. "I've a list of needs and nusts

and worries. But I'd a thought on ny way back which may sweeten all

"I was right about people's being afraid to come here, to Ruatha Hold
proper. | was right about their not wanting to send good stock to their deaths
for all the marks you'd be willing to give. | had a tinme of it to get themto
let Skinny there in their holds. They were afraid."

"Afrai d?"

"Afraid it carries the plague."

"That runner survived it!"

"Precisely. It survived, you and | survived. | got over my bout faster
because | had the serum Wuldn't serum fromrecovered runners protect others
the way it protects people?" He grinned at Alessan's reaction. "If that

notion's valid, you got a field full of cures. And a good trade item"

Al essan stared at Tuero, condemming hinself for not having thought of
vacci nating runners. So nmany of his small hol ders depended on their runner
breedi ng that he could not, in conscience, have denmanded his right to a
portion of their labor in this energency, recognizing their fear of bringing
pl ague back to their holds.

"I"'mdisgusted | didn't think of it nyself!l" he said to the grinning

harper. "Come on. Let's put these two away. | need a little chat with Heal er
Foll en." He gave his beast an exultant swat on the rear to inpel it into its
stall. "How could |I have been so dense?"

"You have had a few other problenms on your mnd, you know"

"Man! You've revived ne!" Al essan gave the |lean harper a clout on the
shoul der, grinning in the first respite fromgrimreality that he had enjoyed
since Cklina had recovered. "And to think | hesitated about sending you."

"You may have, | didn't," Tuero said inmpudently, scooping up his
saddl ebags and following Alessan's quick lead to the Hold Hall

They found Foll en quickly enough, in the main Hall tending the sick
Al essan felt his nostrils pinch against the odors that the incense could not
mask. He avoi ded the Hall whenever possible, the coughing, the rasping
breaths, and the noans of the patients were a constant rem nder of the sad
hospitality he had offered. Follen's anxious expression cleared when Tuero
rai sed the saddl ebags. When the nen had converged into the Hold office Follen
now occupi ed, his hopeful ness waned as he exami ned the bags and tw sts of
herbs. Al essan had to repeat his question about vaccinating runners.



"The prem se is sound enough, Lord Al essan, but |I'm not conversant wth
ani mal nedicines. The Masterherdsman ... oh, yes, well, | forgot. But there
nmust be soneone at Keroon Beasthold who could give you a consi dered opinion."

Tuero sighed with disappointnent. "lIt's too late now to drum across to
Keroon. They woul dn't thank us for rousing themfromtheir beds."

"There is soneone el se, much cl oser, who would know," Al essan said in a
t houghtful voice. "And Follen, is there any human vaccine | eft? Enough for two
peopl e?"

"I can, of course, prepare sone."

"Pl ease do while Tuero and | drumup Fort Weyr. Moreta will know if we
can vacci nate runners." Then he added to hinself, | can bring Dag back and see
what he managed to save.

Moreta was startled when the request canme in to the Weyr drummer. The
guarantine no |l onger applied. Al essan had specifically nentioned that he had
been vacci nated and was healthy. She had no reason to deny a neeting and nore
than a fewto grant it, curiosity about why the Lord Hol der of Ruatha would
urgently require a nmeeting being the least of them Olith was not a broody
gueen and quite happy to have people admire her clutch, particularly the queen
egg, though she kept it always within reach of a forearm Once she indulged in
her post clutch feeding, she had piled the other eggs in a protective circle
about the uni que one.

"As if anyone would rob your clutch,” Mreta teased her affectionately.
She had told Olith all about her early-nmorning visit to Hi gh Reaches and
recei ved a serene absolution for her errand of mercy.

"Leri was here. Holth was with you. Fair exchange in those conditions.
slept.”

Moreta slept for a while after her return fromthe H gh Reaches, waking
nervously alnost as if she had expected anot her sumobns. She woul d have
preferred to stay at Tamanth's side until she was certain that the ichor was
flowing to the wing, but Pressen had | earned of the dangers and was able to
perform necessary counterneasures. Further, as Tami anth strengthened and Fal ga
recovered fromwound fever, another crisis was less likely to devel op

So Moreta ascribed her naggi ng sense of apprehension to the tensions of
a long day and sent M barak, Leri's favorite weyrling rider, to Ruatha Hol d.
K'lon told Leri and Moreta how appall ed he had been by Ruatha. Mreta did not
like to dwell on the scenes of a derelict Ruatha that her active inmagination
could conjure. Wat could she say in condolence to a man who had suffered so
many | osses?

Suddenly Al essan, dressed in rough |leathers but a clean shirt show ng at
t he neck, stood to one side of the entrance to the Hatching G ound. Beside him
was a lanky man in a faded, patched tunic of harper blue. M barak was grinning
at their hesitation and waved themtoward the portion of the tiers that Mreta
had converted to a tenporary living space. Olith was awake and watched t hem
enter, but displayed no agitation

Moreta rose, one hand rai sed i n unconsci ous protest against the change
in Alessan. Too vividly she recalled the assured, handsone, buoyant young man
who had greeted her at Ruatha's Gather eight days before. He had | ost wei ght
and his tunic was belted tightly to take up the slack. H's hair no | onger



| ooked trimred or brushed. She wondered why that detail should matter so nuch
to her. The stains on his hands, witness of his efforts to plow and pl ant,
wer e honor abl e ones, as was the redwort on hers. She grieved, too, for the
lines of worry and tension in his face, the cynical slant to his nouth, and
the wary expression in his light green eyes.

"This is Tuero, Mreta, who has been invaluable to nme over the ... since
the Gather." After the slight pause, Al essan's voice deepened as if to ward
of f comment. "He has a theory against which | can rai se no objections, but, as
we cannot reach an authority at this hour in Keroon Beasthold, | thought you
m ght give us an opinion."

"What is it?" Mreta asked, put off by his diffidence. The change in him
went far deeper than appearance.
"Tuero," Al essan gave the harper a slight bow of acknow edgment,
"wondered if a vaccine could be made fromthe bl ood of runnerbeasts to protect
them fromthe pl ague.”

"OfF course it can! You nean it hasn't been done?" Mreta was consuned by
such a surge of fury and frustration that Olith rose to all four legs from
her sem recunmbent position, her eyes whirling pinkly, and a worried question
runbl ed from her throat

"No." In the one word, Al essan mrrored her own intense reaction

"No one thought of doing it, or there hasn't been the tinme?" she
demanded, sick at the thought of nore |loss, aninmal or human. The grim set of
Al essan's mouth and the harper's sigh gave the answer. "I would have thought
that, " She broke off the angry sentence, closing her eyes and cl enching her
fists. She recalled the heavy | osses at Keroon Beasthold, the enptiness of her
fam ly's runnerhol d.

"There have been other priorities," Al essan said. He spoke wi thout
bitterness but froma resignation to harsh fact.

"Yes, of course.”
"Have you any heal ers?"

She pulled her wits back from usel ess conjecture.

"Several .

"Runner bl ood woul d produce the sanme serum by the same net hod,
centrifugal separation. Mre blood can be drawn fromrunners, of course, and
t he vacci ne should be administered in proportion to body weight. The heavier

Al essan cocked his left eyebrow just enough for her to realize that
there were no nore of the heavier beasts at Ruatha.

"Wul d you have any spare needl et horns?" Al essan asked, breaking the
si | ence.
"Yes." At that nonent Moreta woul d have given Al essan anythi ng he needed
to alleviate his problenms. "And whatever else is needed by Ruatha."

"We' ve been promised a supply train fromFort," Tuero said, "but unti
we can assure the wagoners that man and aninmal in Ruatha are plague-free, no
one will venture near the Hold."

Moreta assimlated that information with a sl ow nod of her head, her



eyes on Al essan. They m ght be di scussing sonething conpletely foreign to him
to judge by his detachnent. How el se could he have survived his | osses?

"M bar ak, please take Lord Al essan and Journeyman Tuero to the
storeroom They may have anything they need from our supplies."

M bar ak' s eyes w dened.

"I'"ll be right with you," Alessan told Tuero and M barak, who left him
Al essan swung down the pack he carried. "I did not come,” he said with a wy
smle, "in expectation of bounty. | can, however, return your gown." He took
out the carefully folded gold and brown dress and presented it to her with a
courteous bow.

She nmanaged to take it from himbut her hands trenbl ed. She thought of
the racing, the dancing, her joy in a Gather as one should be, her delight in
the perfection of that Gather evening as she and Cklina had nade their way to
t he danci ng square for an eveni ng she woul d never forget. The pent-up
frustrations, angers, suppressed griefs, the mandatory absences fromOlith
t hat she thought of as betrayals of |npression, the whole accunul ati on bur st
the barrier of self-control and she buried her face in the dress, weeping
uncontrol | ably.

As Olith crooned supportively, Mreta was taken into Al essan's enbrace.
The touch of his arms, fierce in their hold, the m xed odors of human and
ani mal sweat, of danp earth, conbined to free her tears. Abruptly she felt the
heave and swell of his body as his grief found expression at |ast. Together
they conforted and were conforted by each other's rel ease.

"You needed this,” Olith said to Moreta but she knew that the dragon
i ncl uded Al essan in her comnpassion

It was Moreta who recovered fromthe catharsis first. She continued to
hold Al essan tightly, to ease his shuddering body, as she rnurnmured
reassurances and encouragenents, repeating all the praise for his indomtable
spirit and fortitude that had come to her through K lon. Trying to make her
voi ce and hands convey her own respect, admiration, and enpathy. She felt the
shudderi ng subside and then, with one final deep sigh, Al essan was purged of
t he aggregation of sorrow, renorse, and frustration. She rel axed her grip and
his arms becane less fierce and clinging. Slowy they | eaned apart so that
they could l ook into each other's eyes. The lines of pain and worry had not
di mi ni shed but the strain had eased about his nmouth and brow. Al essan raised
his hand and with gentle fingers snoothed the tears from her cheeks. Hi s hands
ti ghtened and he pulled her toward hi magain, bending his head to one side so
that she could evade himif she chose. Mrreta tilted her head and accepted his
kiss, thinking to put the seal of confort to their shared sorrow with that
age-ol d benison. Neither expected their enotions to flare to passion, Mreta
because she had stopped thinking of relationships outside the Weyr, Al essan
because he had thought hinmself spent fromhis | osses at Ruatha.

Olith crooned serenely, alnost unheard by Mreta, who was caught up by
the surge of enotion, the flow of sensuality so remarkably aroused by
Al essan's touch, the hard strength of his thighs agai nst hers, the sensation
of being vital again. Not even her girlhood | ove for Tal pan had waked such an
uni nhi bi ted response, and she clung to Alessan, willing the noment to endure.

Slowy, reluctantly, Alessan raised his mouth from hers, |ooking down at
her with incredulous intensity. Then he, too, becane aware of the dragon's
crooni ng and | ooked, startled, in the queen's direction



"She doesn't object!" That anmazed himfurther, and he was sensibl e of
the risk he had taken

"I'f she did, you'd know about it." Moreta | aughed. H s expression of
dismay swiftly altering to delight was marvel ous. Joy welled up froma
| ong- unt apped source in her body.

Oiith's croon changed to as near a trill as the dragon larynx could
manage. Wth great reluctance, Mreta stepped back from Al essan, her snile
expressing that regret.

"They'l|l hear it?" he asked, smling back at her ruefully, his hands
clinging as he rel eased her.

"I't may be chal ked up to the joys of clutching."

"Your gown!" He grasped at the excuse of retrieving the crunmpled folds
where the dress had fallen unremarked to the stone at their feet. He was
passing it to her when M barak and Tuero entered the Hatching G ound, Tuero
with a keen sparkle in his expressive eyes.

"Wth so nuch on your mnd, Al essan," Moreta said, amazed at her
sel f-possession, "it is very good of you to have renenbered."”

"If the sinple courtesy of returning what had been m splaced is al ways
rewarded with such generosity, |leave nore with me!" Al essan's eyes burned with
anusenment at his turn of phrase but it was Tuero's full pack that he
i ndi cat ed.

Moreta coul d not but |augh. M barak was | ooking fromher to Oiith,
Tuero was aware that sonething had occurred but he couldn't identify it.

"I didn't take all we needed," the harper said as he | ooked from
Weyrwonman to Lord Holder with a bemused smile. "That woul d have stripped your
stores conpletely.”

"I shall be able to get replacenents nore easily than you, | think. As I
was telling Al essan," Mrreta felt the need to dissenble, "I think there are
ol d Records about this sort of aninmal vaccination, though |I cannot renenber
the details. | would try the serumon a worthl ess beast, "

"Just now there are no worthl ess beasts at Ruatha," Al essan said
qui ckly, a slight edge to his voice. "I have no choice but to proceed and hope
the animal vaccine is as efficacious as the hunman."

"Did you inquire of Master CapianP" Mreta asked, wi shing that Al essan
had not distanced hinmself fromher quite so soon though she coul d appreciate
t he necessity.

"You know runners, not Master Capiam Wy rouse themif the notion was
not feasible?"

"I think it is feasible." Mirreta put her hand urgently on Alessan's arm
yearning to recapture sone trace of their encounter. "I think you should
informthe Healer Hall inmediately. And keep ne inforned."

Al essan smled with polite acknow edgnment and, under the pretense of a
courteous pressure on her hand, his fingers caressed hers.

"You may be sure of that."



"I know klina lives." The words canme in a rush fromher |lips as Al essan
turned to leave. "Did Dag ... and Squeal er?"

"Why do you think I want so desperately to vaccinate the runners?
Squeal er may be the only full male | have left." Alessan left, pausing briefly
at the entrance to bow toward Olith.

Wth a startled expression, Tuero hastened after him and M barak
hurried after his two passengers.

Olith crooned again, her many-faceted eyes whirling with flashes of red
am d the predom nant blue. Feeling rather linp after the spate of enotions and
resurgent desire, Mreta sank to the stone seat, clasping her trenbling hands
toget her. She wondered if there was any chance that Holth and Leri had ni ssed
that tunul tuous interview

CHAPTER XI V
Heal er Hall, Ruatha Hold, Fort Weyr, Ista Hold, Present Pass, 3.20.43

"Look at the situation as a chall enge!" Capi am suggested to Master
Ti rone.

The harper slamred the door behind him an uncharacteristic action that
startl ed Desdra and sent Master Fortine into a spasm of nervous coughi ng.

"A chal | enge? Haven't we had enough of those in the past ten days?"

Ti rone demanded indignantly. "Half the continent sick, the other half scared
sick, everyone suspicious of a cough or a sneeze, the dragonriders barely able
to neet Thread. We've |lost irreplaceable Masters and prom sing journeymen in
every Craft. And you advise ne to ook on this news as a chall enge?" Tirone
jamred his fists against his belt and glared at the Masterheal er. He had
fallen into the pose that Capiamirreverently called the 'harper attitude'
Capi am dared not gl ance at Desdra to whom he had confi ded the observation for
it was not a nonent for levity. O perhaps that was all that was keeping his
m nd from buckling under the new 'chall enge'

"Did you not tell me yourself earlier this norning," Tirone continued,
hi s bass voice resonant with vexation, 'harper enunciator', Capiams gracel ess
m nd decided, "that there had been no new cases of the plague reported
anywhere on the continent?"

"I did. 1'Il be happier when the |lapse is four days long. But that only
means that this wave of the viral influence is passing. The 'flu' as the
Anci ents nicknanmed it, can recur. It's the next wave that worries ne
dreadful ly."

"Next one?" Tirone stared blankly at Capiam as if w shing he had
m sheard

Capi am si ghed. He was not at all happy with a discussion that he had
hoped to put off until he had conpleted a plan of action. People were | ess apt
to panic if they were presented with a course of action. He had nearly
conpl eted his computations for the anbunt of vacci ne needed, the nunber of
dragonriders (and he had to assume they wanted to avoid a repetition of the
pl ague as nuch as he) needed to distribute the vaccine, and the halls and
hol ds where it would be adm nistered. The confrontati on had been precipitated
by apprentice gossiping: specul ati ons about why healers were still asking for
bl ood donations for nore serum when the reported cases of the '"flu were



droppi ng and why the internment canp had not been struck
"Next one?" Tirone's voice was incredul ous.

"Ch, dear ne, yes," Mster Fortine replied fromhis corner, thinking his
col | eague needed support. "So far we have found four distinct references to
this sort of viral influence. It seens to nmutate. The serum whi ch suppresses
one ki nd does not always have any effect on the next."

"The details would bore Master Tirone, | fear," Capiamsaid. No sense in
fomenting total alarm Capiam had seized on the hope that, if they could
i mmuni ze everyone in the Northern continent, catching all the carriers of this
type, they would be in | ess danger fromfurther manifestations, the synptons
for which would now be easily recognized and speedily dealt wth.

"I amless bored by details than you night imagine," Tirone said. He
strode forward, pulled out the chair at Capiam s desk, and seated hinself,
folding his arns across his chest in an aggressive fashion. He stared
pointedly at Capiam "Acquaint nme with the details."

Capi am scratched at the back of his neck, a habit he had recently
acquired and that he deplored in hinself.

"You know that we | ooked back into the Records to find nention of the
viral influence ..."

"Yes. Stupid nane."

"Descriptive, however. W found four separate references to such 'flu
as periodic scourges before the Crossing. Even before the First Crossing."

"Let us not get into politics."

Capi am opened his eyes in nild reproof. "I'"mnot. But | always thought
you were of the Two-Crossings school of thought and the | anguage in the texts
supports that theory. Suffice to say," Capiamhurried on as Tirone tw tched
his eyebrows in growing irritation, "our ancestors also carried with them
certain bacteria and viruses which were ineradicable.”

"I ndeed they were, but they are necessary to the proper function of our
bodi es and the internal econony of the animals brought on both Crossings,"
Master Fortine said in earnest support of his coll eague.

"Yes, as Fortine says, we cannot escape sone infections. W nust prevent
a second viral infection. It can recur. Here. Now As doubtless it does
periodically on the Southern Continent. W know to our sorrow that it only
takes one carrier. W can't let that happen again, Tirone. W have neither the
nmedi ci nes nor the personnel to cope with a second epidenmic."

"I know that as well as you do," Tirone said, his voice rough with
irritation. "So? Do those precious Records of yours say what the Ancients
di d?" He gestured at the thick Records on Capianis desk with a contenpt based
on fear.

"Mass vacci nation!"”

It took Tirone a nmonent to realize that Capiam had given hima candid
answer .

"Mass vacci nation? The whole continent!" Tirone made a | avi sh sweep of



one arm glaring at Capiam "But |'ve been vaccinated." H's hand went to his
[eft arm

"That inmunity lasts only about fourteen days with the sort of serum we
can produce. So you see, our tine is limted ... and night even be running out
in lgen and Kcroon unless we can vacci nate everyone and anyone who m ght
harbor the virus. That's the challenge. My Hall provides the serumand the
personnel to vaccinate; yours keeps Hall, Hold, and Weyr from panic!"

"Panic? Yes, you're right about that!" Tirone jerked his thunb in the
direction of Fort Hold where Lord Tol ocanmp still refused to | eave his
apartment. "You would have nore to fear fromthe panic than the plague just
now. "

"Yes!" Capiam put a great deal into that quiet affirmtive. Desdra had
noved perceptibly closer to him He wasn't sure if her intention was
supportive or defensive, but he appreciated her proximty. "And we have to
proceed with speed and diligence. If there should be a carrier in Igen
Keroon, Telgar, or Ruatha ..."

The vul nerabl e angry look in Tirone's eyes rem nded himof his own
reacti on when he had had to admt the inescapable conclusions drawmn fromthe
four references Fortine, and then Desdra, had reluctantly shown him

"To prevent a second epidenic, we nust vaccinate now, w thin the next
few days." Capiamturned briskly to the maps he had been preparing. "Portions
of Lemps, Bitra, Crom Nabol, upper Telgar, H gh Reaches, and Tiliek have not
had contact with anyone since the cold season started. W can vacci nate them
| ater, when the snow nelts but before the spring rains, when those people
begin to circulate nore freely. So we have to concern ourselves with this
portion of the continent." Capiam brought his arm down the southern half.
"There are certain advantages to the social structure on Pern, Tirone,
particularly during a Pass. W can keep track of where everyone is. W also
know approxi mately how many people survived the first wave of the flu and who
has been vaccinated. So it cones down to the problem of distributing the
vacci ne at the appointed day. As dragonriders are vulnerable to the disease,
feel we can ask their cooperation in getting vaccine to the distribution
points |'ve marked out across the continent."

Tirone gave a cynical snort. "You won't get any cooperation fromMtan
at Telgar. L' bol at Igen is useless. Wnma's running the Weyr and it's a
mercy Fall is a consolidated effort. F gal mght help #

Capi am shook his head inpatiently. "I can get all the help | need from
Moreta, S'ligar, and K dren. But we must do it now, to halt any further
i nci dence of the flu. It can be halted, killed, if it does not have new
victims to propagate it."

"Li ke Thread?"

"That is an anal ogy, | suppose,"” Capiamadnitted wearily. He had spent
so nuch time arguing lately, with Fortine, Desdra, the other Masters, and

hi nsel f. The nore he presented the case, the nore clearly did he feel the
necessity for the push. "It takes only one Thread to ruin a field, or a
continent. Only one carrier is needed to spread the plague.™

"Or one idiot master seaman trying to stake a premature claimon the Southern
Conti nent, "

"What ?" Tirone took fromhis tunic a water-stained sheaf, its parchment



pages roughly evened. "I was on ny way to see you about this, Master Capiam
Your heal er at Igen Sea Hold, Master Burdion, entrusted this to my journeynan.
I wanted it for an accurate account of this period."

"Yes, yes, you badgered me on ny sickbed." Capiam nade to take the book
from Tirone, who reproved himw th a | ook

"There was no floating animal, no chance encounter, Capiam They | anded
in Southern. Burdion was quite ill, you know, and during his conval escence he
read the log of the good ship Wndtoss for |ack of anything nore stinmulating.
He's been in a sea hold | ong enough to know sailing annotations. And he said
that Master Varny was an honest man. He |ogs the squall, right enough, and
that did send themlegitimately off course. But they ought not to have | anded.
Expl orati on of the Southern Continent was not to be undertaken until this Pass
was over. It was to be a conbined effort of Hall, Hold, and Weyr. They were
three days in that anchorage!" Tirone punctuated his remarks by stabbing his
finger at the journal in such a way that Capiamcouldn't see the page
properly. Then Tirone relinquished it to his grasp, and Desdra sidled up to
| ook.

"Ch, dear, oh, dear, how very presunptuous of Master Varny," Master
Fortine said. "But that neans this is not a case of zoonosis, Capiam but a
direct infection.”

"Only if there were humans in the Southern Continent," Capiam said hopefully.

"The log entries do not suggest there are!" Tirone sank that
possibility.

"I ndeed the Records concerning the Second Crossing are clear on that

poi nt .

"Are we sure," Desdra asked, "that they were in southern waters?"
"Ch, yes," Tirone said. "A seabred journeyman harper confirmed that the
positions correspond to the Southern Continent! He said there wouldn't be any
pl ace shal |l ow enough to anchor anywhere short of the | andmass of the
continent. Three days they were therel™

"The | og says," Desdra was reading, "that they had to jury-rig repairs
to the sloop after it was danaged by a storm™

"That's what it says," Tirone agreed sardonically. "Undoubtedly they did
make repairs, but Burdion added a note," Tirone produced a scrap that he
flourished before he read it, "'l found fruit pits of unusual size in the
unenmpti ed gall ey bucket and rotten husks of some speci mens whi ch were unknown
to nme though | have been many Turns in this Hold.'" Tirone | eaned toward
Capiam his eyes brilliant. "So, nmy friends, the Wndtoss nade a premature
| andi ng. And | ook where it has |l anded us!" Tirone threw his arnms wide in
anot her of his grand gestures.

Capi am sank back wearily in his chair, staring at the maps, flicking his
careful lists with his fingers.

"The I og may shed light on certain aspects of this, nmy good friend, but
al so warns us against that projected return to the Southern Continent."

"I heartily agree!"



"And it reinforces ny conclusion that we nust vaccinate to prevent the
spread of the plague. And vaccinate the runners as well. | really hadn't
counted on that conplication.”

"Look on it as a challenge?" said Desdra dryly, her hands kneadi ng at
the tense muscl es of Capiamls shoul ders.

"Not one which I think our unofficial Msterherdsman is capabl e of
answering, | fear," said Capiam

"Wul d Moreta know? She was runnerhold bred, her famly had a fine
breeding hold in Keroon ..." Even the brash Masterharper paused, know ng of
the tragedy there. "She did attend that m ddistance runner at Ruatha Gat her
That was the first case to be noted here in the west, renenber."

"No, | don't renenber, Tirone," Capiamsaid irritably. Did he have to
cure the sick animals of this continent, too? "You' re the nenory of our
tinmes."

"Surely if we have a hunman vacci ne, we can produce by the same nethods
an ani mal one," Desdra said, soothingly. "And there's Lord Al essan, who
certainly has enough donors. | did hear, did | not, that some of his
runner beasts survived the pl ague?”

"Yes, yes, they did," Tirone said swiftly, glancing with an anxi ous
frown at the despondent Masterhealer. "Cone, ny friend, you' ve solved so many
of our recent problens. You cannot |ose heart now. " Tirone's bass voice oozed
entreaty and persuasi veness.

"No, no, ny dear Capiam we cannot |ose heart now, " Mster Fortine added
fromhis corner.

Tirone rose, his manner suddenly brisk. "Look, Capiam 1'lIl drumfor a
convey. You can go to Fort \Weyr, see what Myreta can tell you. Then on to that
new man-what's his nanme, Bessel ?, at Beastmasterhold. Meanwhile, since | take
it that this vaccination programof yours is nore urgent than ever, 1'll
sweeten hall and hold. 1'll start with Tol ocanp." Tirone jerked his thunb
toward Fort Hold. "If he agrees, we'll have no trouble with the other Lords
Hol der, even that crevice snake Ratoshigan."

"Consi dering Tol ocanp's nmental state, however will you acconplish his
cooperati on?" Capi am asked, jarred fromhis depression by Tirone's obvious
confi dence.

"I'f you recall, my fellow Master, Lord Tol ocanp has been deprived of our
services for the past few days. As he has never encouraged any of his children
or his holders to have ideas, he is going to need ours. He's had | ong enough
to reconsider his intransigence," Tirone replied with a deceptively bl and
smle. "You take care of the vaccine; I'll organize the rest.”

The Masterharper was careful to retrieve the log of the Wndtoss from
Capi am before he left with an energetic stride and a brisk slam of the door

The elation that Al essan had experienced after his visit to Fort Weyr
was conpounded of renewed hope and the unexpected synpathy of Mreta. He would
have |iked to savor that incident but the nost urgent problem producing a
usabl e vacci ne for runnerbeasts, especially those he devoutly hoped that Dag
had saved, took precedence over any personal consideration

M barak returned Al essan and Tuero to Ruatha Hold, landing in the



forecourt. The speed with which Cklina emerged fromthe Hol d suggested she had
been anxiously awaiting her brother's return. She paused on the top steps, her
face turned up to him As he slid down the blue dragon's side, Al essan |let out
a joyful whoop and her expression turned to relief as she rushed to nmeet him
Exuberantly Al essan swooped her up in his arms, achingly aware of the

di fference between his sister's slight body and Moreta's. He gave Cklina a
gentl e kiss on her cheek. There had been scant time for affection between
brother and sister lately, and, during her illness, Al essan had conme to know
how much he val ued Cklina. A kiss, he had good reason to know, was a ki nd
gesture!

"Moreta said the serumidea is valid. W're going to try it! Now"
Al essan told her. "If it does work, then Ruatha is open again and ny hol ders
cannot deny ne their labor. If it doesn't work, we're no worse off than we
have been."

"It has to work!" Cklina cried fervently.

Al essan shouted for Follen. "W'll need his help, his inplenents, and
that old brood mare. | know she caught the plague and | can't risk any of the
team ani mal s. "

"Arith! Behave yourself. That's Lady Gklina!" M barak called. The bl ue
dragon had turned his head round toward brother and sister, and was now
wi ffling closer and closer to Cklina, his eyes whirling. By no means afraid of
such attentions, Cklina didn't know what to do and clung to Al essan

At his rider's reprimand, Arith made a tiny little noise, a disappointed
snort, and turned his head away while M barak apol ogi zed profusely.

"I really don't know what canme over him Arith is usually very well
behaved. But it is late, he is tired, and we'd better get back to the Weyr."
Arith snorted audibly and M barak | ooked startled. "I'd best be back at the
Weyr . "

Thanki ng M barak and Arith for their convey, Al essan guided Cklina out
of the way, a bemused Tuero foll ow ng

"Bl ue dragons are not usually fascinated by the opposite sex," the
harper remarked dryly to Al essan

"Real | y?" Alessan's reply was polite for his nmind was on the nechanics
of turning runner bl ood into serum vacci ne.

"There is a queen egg on the Port Weyr Hatching G ound."

"And?" Al essan's courtesy turned crisp. He had a lot to do before he
could see what Dag had sal vaged of the Ruathan herds.

Tuero's grin broadened. "As | recall it, Ruatha has quite a few
bl oodties with dragonriders."

Al essan stared from klina to the dragon already airborne, and
renenbered K lon's remark the day he had brought the vacci ne to Ruat ha Hol d.
"It couldn't be!"

At that point, Follen rushed out of the Hold, his expression hopeful
and Al essan devoted his full attention to putting vaccine theory to test.

Tuero brought the brood mare in fromthe field; she was qui et enough to



be I ed by her forelock. Follen, Cklina, Deefer, and the trustworthy
fosterlings bore the nedical equipment to the beasthold. The nonment um of
exhilaration was briefly checked when they di scovered that they didn't have

| arge enough gl ass containers for the quantity of animal blood. Then Cklina
renenbered that Lady Ora had put away huge ornanmental glass bottles |ong ago
presented by Master C argesh to Lords Hol der as sanples of apprentice industry
and design. To spin such large bottles, Al essan, Tuero, and Deefer contrived a
big centrifuge froma spare wagonwheel attached to spitcogs and a crank. The
runner mare stood quietly inpassive since the bl oodtaking caused no

di sconfort.

"Strange," Follen said as the first batch was compl eted and the
strawcolored fluid drawn off. "lIt's the same color as human serum”

"It's only dragons who have green bl ood," Cklina said.

"We'll try the vaccine on the |lame runner," Al essan said, wondering
whi ch blue rider was harassing his sister and why. Al the tinme the wheel was
turning, Alessan fidgeted. Since he'd no other option, he had been patient,
but now that he could search out Dag, he was fretting to be gone. "If there's
no ill effect on that creature, we can assume-we have to assunme, that the
serum wor ks, since the sane principle is efficacious for humans."

"It's too late to do nore tonight anyhow," Follen said with a vast yawn
when he had injected the serumin the | ame beast.

"No one at the Harper Hall will think kindly of a nessage at this hour,"
Tuero agreed, knuckling his eyes.

"I think I"Il just stay here tonight, in case there's a reaction."
Al essan nodded toward the | ane runner

"And you'll be off first thing in the norning, won't you?" lina | eaned
toward her brother, her dark soft eyes on his, her comment for himalone, "to
find Dag and Squeal er ?"

He nodded and gave her shoul ders an affectionate squeeze before he sent
her off after the healer and the harper. Al essan watched the three until the
gl owbaskets they carried were out of sight in a dip of the roadway. Then he
fixed himself a bed of straw in the stall next to the runner. Despite his good
intention to remain alert enough to check on the beast, he slept soundly unti
first light. The injected runner was still lame but it exhibited no signs of a
di stress, no mark of sweat, and had eaten a good deal of the clean beddi ng
with which it had been furnished.

Reassured, Al essan saddled the runner that Tuero had ni cknaned Skinny,
not a mount he woul d have chosen for anyone, but beggars coul dn't be choosers
at Ruat ha those days. Alessan carefully packed the seruns, needl ethorns, and
Pol l en's glass syringe into the saddl ebag, cushioning themw th clean straw,

t hen nmounted and urged Skinny onto the roadway.

The night before, he had had many doubts as they waited for the serumto
be produced, doubts about nmany things, including Mreta's unexpected response
to him He thought of kindness and the kiss he had given his sister. Had
Moreta only meant to be kind? Today, in the dawn of a bright fresh spring
nmorni ng, he knew it had not been nmere kindness in Mireta. He and the Wyrwonan
had been of one nmind in that brief instant. And the dragon queen had trilled
in concord.

Ski nny shied at sone imagi nary bogey in the greening bushes by the



track. Al essan swayed to the notion, checking the aninmal's sideway plunge wth
a firmpressure of that |leg, while he made sure that the flaps on the

saddl ebags were secure. Alessan liked an active nmover but he couldn't risk the
precious fluid or pause to school a fractious beast. He nust concentrate on
riding and not be diverted by visions of the inpossible. Mreta was the Fort
Weyrwonman. Al t hough she might, just might, enjoy a discreet relationship with
him mght even allow a pregnancy, and suddenly Al essan |onged for a child as
he had not with Suriana. Al essan was still Lord of a severely depleted

bl oodl i ne. He had to have an acknow edged wife, and others to bear his
children, as many as he coul d beget.

A d Runel was dead, he thought with a flash of regret. O d Runel and al
t he Ruat han begets as well as the bloodlines of runners back to the Crossing.
He' d never thought he would rue the | oss of that nan.

Skinny trotted, its hocks well under it and with a fine forward
extension. Too bad the creature was gel ded. Ruatha had once had far better
speci mens to propagate. Al essan inhal ed against the hope at the end of this
track. He tried to keep from wondering which aninmals Dag had seen fit to take
with him If only Dag had included one breeding pair of the Lord Leef's heavy
carters ... The records of animals destroyed that Norman had started to keep
had been | ost when the raceflats tenporary hospital had been abandoned.

Al essan wi shed futilely that he had made tine to | ook in on the beasthold that
frantic norning before he had taken ill.

Al essan canme to the fork in the track, each direction | eading to nursery
fields. Dag woul d have taken the | ess accessi bl e one, he decided, but he
paused | ong enough to see if there had been a nessage left at the division
Not a rag, a bone, or an unnatural formation of the pebbles. N ne days had
passed since Dag left with Fergal. Fear burrowed fromthe trap in his mnd to
whi ch Al essan had banished it. He dug his heels into Skinny, and the beast
responded instantly,

skittering at a good rate up the track, high breathing as it caught the
excitement generated in its rider. Runners were considered stupid, had few
ways to comunicate with riders, and yet occasionally one seened to know
exactly what was going on in the human it bore. Al essan laid a soothing hand
on Skinny's arched neck and brought the animal to a nore sensibl e pace.

Then they were at the rise that led to the pasture and, for a
heart br eaki ng monent, Al essan could see nothing of man or beast in the rolling
fields. But the barrier had been nan-made, with prickly hedge and stone, high
enough to contain docile beasts. He rose in his stirrups, numb with the fear
that Dag had brought the plague with himand died with all the animals. Then
he saw the thin colum of smoke to his right, saw the flapping of a shirt
drying on a branch. He heard a piercing whistle.

Fromthe slope down to the stream runners trooped obediently in answer
to the sunmons. Al essan felt tears prick his eyes. He haul ed Skinny smartly
back down the road, turned, set his heels to the bony ribs, and Skinny charged
the barrier, sailing nobly over it, clacking with surprise when they |anded on
the far side. Al essan hauled the delighted aninmal to a nore sedate pace,
renmenbering his nmission. It was only then that he saw, anobng the beasts
jogging up the slope, the wobbly-1egged awkward infantile bodies, the waddling
pace of the gravid. Alessan let out a whoop of jubilation and it reverberated
fromthe hills. Had Dag taken all the pregnant mares with hinf? Al essan had
bl eakly had to assunme that all the anticipated foals had died of the plague or
been aborted, for all he found in the fields of the Hold proper had been
gel ded nal es and barren nares.



H s whoop was answered fromthe rude shelter dug into the high side of
the slope. The small figure standing at its entrance waved both arnms. One
smal | figure! Inadvertently Al essan checked Skinny and then urged it forward.
One smal |l black-haired figure, now with inmpudent arms cocked agai nst ragged
pants. Fergal

"You took your time. Lord Alessan!" The boy's expression was as
i mpertinent as his words were resentful and unforgiving.

"Dag?" Al essan's voice broke in consternation. He could not nove from
the saddle. Until that nonment, he hadn't realized how nuch he had | ooked
forward to seeing the old handl er, how sorely he needed Dag's know edgeabl e
advice if Ruathan runners were ever to regain their former prestige.

Annoyi ngly, Fergal shrugged and then cocked his head up at Al essan

"I thought you'd forgotten us!" He stepped to one side and gestured
toward the shelter. "He broke his leg. | took care of all the runners, even
the ones who birthed. Didn't | do a good job?"

Al essan woul d have swatted himfor inmpudence had he been able to catch
hi m but Fergal, grinning with positive malice at his little hoax, had slipped
neatly out of range into the shelter of his charges.

"Al essan?" Dag's sumons canme fromthe shelter and Al essan put aside any
t hought of discipline to rush into his old ally. "I saved all | could for
you, Alessan. | saved all | could."

"You have al so saved Ruat ha!"

"I do apol ogi ze for intruding on the Hatching Ground, Mreta," Capiam
sai d, peering cautiously around the entrance.

"Come in. Cone in!" Mireta beckoned himeagerly to join her in her
tenmporary accomodation in the first tier.

Capi am | ooked back over his shoul der a noment and then entered, keeping
an anxi ous eye on Orlith anong her eggs.

"She does seem quite serene, doesn't she?"
"Ch, she is!"

"M bar ak, who conveyed Desdra and ne here, said that she will even show
of f that splendid queen egg she clutched.” Wth due respect for the hot
vol cani ¢ sands, Capi am wal ked quickly to Mreta.

"Desdra's here? |'ve heard a great deal about her from M barak and
Klon."

"She's chatting with Jallora so | could have a private word with you."
Capiam cl eared his throat in an uncharacteristic show of nervousness.

Moreta thought he was wary of Orlith and extended her hands to him She
supposed she nust get used to the changes w ought in people by the plague.
Capi am appeared only to have | ost weight, for his eyes sparkled out of a
craggy face that would becone nore attractive with age. H s hair was thinning
at the tenples and she fancied that the gray had encroached farther into the
bl ack, but there was no dimnution in the force of his personality, or in his
grip as he cl asped her hands.



"To what do | owe this unexpected pl easure?" she asked.

H s eyes twi nkled. "An unexpected ... challenge is what | told Master
Tirone."

Alerted by his geniality, Mreta searched his face. "Wat sort of a
chal | enge?”

"I'"ll come to that in a monent, if | may. First, would you know if
runner beasts woul d respond favorably to a serum vacci ne agai nst the pl ague
they al so suffer?"

Moreta stared at hima nonent, surprised to be asked the sane question
twice in a short space of tine, and surprised that the question had to be
asked at all. She was angry that no one had taken steps to safeguard the
runner beasts, which were such val uabl e assets of the Northern Continent. She
had tried to appreciate that saving human |ife had been the priority, but
surely soneone must have been rational enough in one of the runnerholds to
apply the principal to the beasts. She had been conplinmented and touched that
Al essan had sought her advice yesterday evening and, despite her varied
irritations, slightly amused that she, Weyrwonan of Fort, was now being
approached by the Masterheal er

"I answered that same question for Al essan last night."

"Ch!" Capiam blinked with surprise. "Ch, and how did you answer Lord
Al essan?"

"Affirmatively."
"He contacted Master Bal for?"

"It was too late to drumup the Keroon Beasthold. |Is Balfor the new
Mast er her dsman?"”

"He is acting in that capacity. Soneone nust."

"Al essan ought to have inforned you, or at |east the Harper Hall "
Moreta frowned. Tuero should have done it if Al essan was too busy. Perhaps

Al essan had not had enough time to produce a serun? No. She had the inpression
that he woul dn't have wasted any tine.

"It is not quite noon," Capiamsaid tactfully, willing to give the
harried Lord Hol der the benefit on any doubt. "In theory, serum vacci ne ought
to produce simlar inmunization in the runners. Al essan needs all the |luck and
hel p he can get."

Moreta nodded in sol etm agreenment. "So why does the Heal er Hall concern
itself suddenly with ani mal vacci nes?"

"Because, unfortunately, | have good reason to believe that the plague
is transnmitted to man by animals and may break out again. 'Zoonotic' and
"recrudescent' are the terns the Ancients used to describe those qualities."

"Ch!" Moreta struggled to assimlate the information. The ramfications
were staggering. "You nean, we could easily have a second epi demnm c? Shards!
Capi am the continent couldn't survive a second epidenic!" She threw up her
arms in an excess of dismay that had to be vented. "The Weyrs are only barely
able to get the requisite nunber of wings in the air with every Fall, what



with riders recovering fromsecondary infections and new injuries. If the

pl ague went through us again, | doubt there'd be a full wing available!" In
her agitation, she began to pace then she noticed his patient watching. She
halted and gave hima closer scrutiny. "If the animl vacci ne works, then you

could stop the zoonosi s? You woul d vacci nate both nan and ani mal against it?
And your challenge is ..." she had to snile at the way he had led her to the
conclusion "to the dragonriders for their assistance in distributing the
vacci nes?"

"Preferably on the same day to all distribution points."” Capiam
careful ly unfol ded a copy of his plan. He peered at her from under his brows,
wat chi ng her reactions as he handed her the docunent. "Mass vaccination is the
only way to stop the plague. It would require a tremendous effort. My halls
have already started to accumul ate hunman vaccine. To be candid, ny Hall had
not quite evaluated the runner susceptibility. Between Tirone's reports and
Desdra's exhaustive investigations, we can find no other way than zoonosis for
t he plague to have spread so rapidly and so far. W now know that the only way
to prevent a recurrence of this viral influence is to stop it within the next
few days or endure a second wave."

Moreta shuddered with dread. She studied his plan.

"OfF course," he added, tipping the edge of the parchnent, "the schene
depends first on the feasibility of the runner vacci ne and the cooperation of
the Weyrs to circulate both."

"Have you approached any of the other Weyrs yet?"

"I needed an answer to ny question on runner vaccine and you are the
nearest authority." He grinned at her

"Surely Lord Tol ocanp,
"I"'mleaving Lord Tol ocanp to Master Tirone." There was consi derabl e
acrinony in the healer's voice. "And such a question as this to soneone who
can give ne a rational answer. Not only have | an answer, | have a source.”

"That is also an assunption

"Which | will confirmas soon as you can al so assure ne that the Weyrs
can assist us in delivering the vaccines. One of ny journeymen is a w zard at
figuring out what he calls time-and-notion processes. If we could rely on a
m ni mum of six riders fromeach Weyr to cover their traditional regions, in a
schedul ed roster of stops to the various halls, holds, and Wyrs, that would
be sufficient.”

Moreta was doi ng sone cal cul ati ons of her own. "Not unless the riders, "
She caught herself and gul ped in astonishnment. In Capiam s broadening grin she
had an unexpected answer.

"I'"ve been doing rather a ot of reading in the Archives, Mreta."
Capi am sounded nore pl eased than apol ogetic for the shock he had given her

"How did that bit of information come to be in the Heal er Archives?" she
demanded, so infuriated that Olith came fully alert, claws hooking
protectively about the queen egg.

"Why shouldn't it be?" Capiam asked with deceptive mldness. "After all
my Craft bred the trait into the dragons. Can they really go fromone tine to
anot her?" he asked wi stfully.



"Yes," she finally replied, as austerely as she could. "But it's not
encouraged at all!" She thought of K Ion, knew very well how often the blue
rider had been at the Healer Hall, and wondered about such conveni ent Records.
On the other hand, Capiamis Craft had been credited with many incredi ble feats
and displays of skill, secrets forgotten by disuse. She chided herself for
doubting the integrity of Master Capiam especially at such a critical hour
when any strategy that mght restore the continent to bal ance m ght be
condoned. "Capiam traveling in tinme produces paradoxes that can be very
dangerous. "

"That's why | suggested the progressive delivery so there is no
over | appi ng." The eagerness in his manner was di sarm ng.

"There m ght be sone trouble convincing Mtani of Telgar."

"Yes, |I'd heard of his disaffection. | also know that F gal of Ista is
very ill of a kidney chill and L'bol of severe depressions, which is why |
speci fy the mni mum nunber of riders the effort would require. | don't know

how t he conti nent woul d have survived without all the assistance the
dragonri ders have given hall and hold up to this point."

"You have enough vaccine for people?"

"W will have. Master Tirone is adroitly broaching the subject to hal
and hol d."

"A W se precaution.”

Capi am heaved a sigh. "So, what must be ascertai ned now i s whether or
not Lord Al essan has successfully produced the ani mal vaccine."

"Go to Ruatha with them" Olith said. After a flicker of a pause, she
added, "Holth agrees."

Illogically, Mreta resisted that gratuitous perm ssion, and wondered
why. She had a perfectly natural wish to see the results of Alessan's
experiment, not necessarily Al essan. Was she resisting the attraction she felt
for hin? She was not normally bothered by indecision

"You have always |iked runnerbeasts. They deserve your help now. "
Holth-Orlith was speaking, Mreta decided fromthe doubly deep tone. "You will
have to see Ruatha sonetinme again."” That, undeniably, was spoken only by
Olith.

Moreta sighed deeply and sadly. Orlith had touched the core of her
resi stance, for Mireta did not want to see Ruatha in the ruins K |on had
descri bed.

"I think, Capiam" she said slowy, steeling her mind, "that | should
acconpany you."

"Arith is nore than willing. He likes the girl,"” Olith said. She
unsheat hed her claws fromthe queen egg. Fromthe Bow, Arith bugled
agreenent .

"Which girl?" Mreta was surprised at the remark. Olith shrugged and
went about naking a depression in which she rolled her egg. So, trying not to
appear resigned, Mreta collected her flying gear



"Arith says he will take us to Ruatha Hold."
"You can | eave her?" Capi am | ooked toward the queen

"My going is her idea. She's not a broody dragon, |ike some who nust have
their rider in constant attendance. Leri and Holth are nearby. | shan't be
gone very long, you know. " She gave Capiam a dour glance and then sniled at
his startled expression.

When Moreta and Capi amreached the Bow, Jallora was tal king earnestly
wi th a dark-haired woman who was standing a few | engths from M barak and
Arith. Desdra was ol der than Mreta had expected fromK | on's comments, ol der
than Moreta herself, but then Jallora had said that the woman was taking her
mastery at the Fort Healer Hall. Desdra had a reserved air about her, not
qui te haughty but certainly a woman who kept herself to herself, a trait that
did not, however, keep her from being keenly aware of the activity in the
Bow . Two wings fromFort would fly later across Bitra and Lenos. Sh'gall had
gone forward to Benden to see K dren. The Benden Weyrl eader was tactful, as
M tani of Telgar was not, and Moreta counted on K dren to snooth matters over
in the day's consolidation. She would be everlastingly grateful when the Wyrs
could return to traditional territories.

"Desdra, Mdreta is coming with us to Ruatha,"” Capiamwas saying. "It
woul d seemthat Lord Al essan has anticipated the matter of runner vaccine."
Desdra inclined her head courteously to the Weyrwoman, her |arge gray eyes
cal My taking Mireta' s measure.

"Don't | et Desdra nake you unconfortable, Mreta," Capiamsaid. "She
takes no one at face value; clainms detachnent is required of a healer."

"Jallora had told nme of the superb reconstruction work you do on
Thr eadscored dragon wing," Desdra replied in a | ow unhurried voice, her eyes
flicking a glance to Mrreta's hands as she put on her gloves. "Wen there is
time again, please return and exam ne Dil enth.

The Istan Weyr Heal er, Ind, taught me the technique. |'ve had
opportunity to perfect it."

"I'"d forgot about Fall today, Mreta," Capiamwas saying uncertainly, as
he | ooked about and saw t he unm st akabl e preparations.

"I must be back for the end of Fall, certainly," Mreta replied, now
perversely conpelled to go to Ruatha. "As it happens, the wi ngs have taken
fewer injuries since the plague. It nmight just be that flying against other
Weyrs has i nmproved performances. "

"Real | y? How i nteresting." Capiam s surprise was genuine.

Then M barak courteously gestured for Mdreta to mount Arith first. She
did so, settling herself at the back and assisting Desdra. Although Desdra
made no commrent and appeared perfectly conmposed, Moreta decided that the
heal er had not often ridden a-dragonback

Capi amwas clearly delighted, twi sting about to grin past Desdra at
Moreta then checking discreetly that Desdra was confortable. "Four riders are
not excessive weight for your Arith, M barak?" he asked as the blue rider
swung into his forward position.

"Not my Arith," the boy replied stoutly, "or 1'd ve nmentioned it."



As if to prove his ability, Arith |eaped fromthe ground so
ent husi astically that his passengers were abruptly pressed backward. Mreta
instinctively | ocked her |egs and grabbed the ridge behind her to bal ance
Desdra, who was pushed back by Capiams weight. Arith nmade a qui ck adj ustnent
as M barak rapped his neck. Conscious of his Wyrwoman's presence, M barak
made a cerenmony of taking | eave of the watchrider, accepting and returning
salutes as Arith winged to a respectable altitude. M barak | ooked back at
Moreta with a warning nod of his head before he gave Arith directions.

"Bl ack, bl acker, bl ackest,

Moreta's litany broke as they appeared in the sky again above Ruat ha.
She caught her breath, closing her eyes against the sickening view of the
violated field, the rutted racing flat, the great fire circles, and the
appal i ng burial nounds. She knew that her grip on Desdra's wai st had | ocked
and she was aware, too, of warm hands that lay gently on hers in shared
sympat hy and di smay.

All too clearly, Moreta could recall her conpliments to Al essan on
Ruat ha's Gather gaiety, a bitter nmenory now that she was faced with the grim
reality of the Gather's aftermath. Arith glided across the racing flats,
directly at the Hold. Moreta could see the starting poles forlornly tunbled
about where the spectacul ar dead heat of the |ast race had been run. Mreta
forced herself to |l ook at the raw earth of the burial munds and accept the
fact of so many casualties fromthat carefree throng of visitors in their
Gat her finery. And to accept as well the cremation fires that had consuned
dead animals, winners and | osers both, of the ten races that had drawn themto
Ruat ha on that fatal occasion. For a callous nmonment she thought that Al essan
could have found the tine to clear the pathetic debris of travel wagons,
trunks, and Gather stands fromthe roadway and the fields. She marked where
canpfires had bl ackened the stubble field fromwhich she and the young Lord
Hol der had so blithely watched the racing. Were banners had brightly flown,
t he upper tiers of Ruatha Hold were shuttered, unneeded, rem nders that Ruatha
had withstood a siege nore savage than any Threadfall

Yet, even as her heart contracted at the dishevel ed | ook of the proud
Hol d, her eyes went to the fields and the runners grazing there, not the
| arge, solid beasts that Al essan had bred on Lord Leef's instructions but the
wi ry, thin-boned runners of Squealer's ilk. The irony hel ped restore her
conposure. Her tears would not confort Al essan now.

Arith was not going to land at the forecourt, for which nercy Mreta was
extremely grateful. H s |line was taking them along the roadway to the
beast hol d where considerable activity was evident. Three runners were being
di sengaged from pl ows, saddles lay on the ground, and a small cart had been
pul l ed from storage. People were rushing up the road, carrying baskets with
careful haste. The basic vitality of Ruatha appeared resurgent.

"M barak says that he has seen Al essan at the beasthold,"” Desdra said to
Moreta, projecting her voice sufficiently to counter the glide breeze. Nothing
in her expression indicated that she was aware of Mreta's painful first
reaction to the pl ague-scarred Hol d.

Those at the beasthold had becone aware of the dragon's approach and,
just as Arith landed neatly on the far side of the roadway, two nen energed.
Both were tall and their faces in shadow but Mreta identified Al essan on the
right. That he recogni zed her was apparent by his sudden start before he
strode to nmeet his visitors as fast as a Lord's dignity would allow. And he
wal ked like the Lord of Ruatha again, Mreta was relieved to see, confident
and proud.



"Sorry to arrive at an awkward nonent, Lord Al essan,'’
he di smount ed.

Capiam cal | ed as

"Your arrival could never be awkward, your appearance is always
wel cone, " Al essan replied, but his eyes held Mireta's for a | ong instant
bef ore he courteously handed Capiamto the ground. "Tuero and |," he indicated
the tall harper who had followed him"were conposing a nessage to you." Then
Al essan abandoned his formal manner and grinned broadly up at Mreta. "Dag
saved Squeal er! W've foals, too. Three fine males!" He shouted the | ast
sentence, giving vent to a joy he could no | onger contain.

"Ch, how marvel ous, Al essan!" Mreta swung her right [ eg over and behind
her and dropped down Arith's side. Fortunately, for Arith was rather higher
than she had thought, Al essan caught her about the wai st and eased her to the
ground. She turned in his arnms, very nmuch aware of his hold on her, his
light-green eyes bright with elation and, she hoped, her unexpected visit.
"And to think it's Squealer's breed that survived! And foals! Ch, how relieved
you must be!"

"I"'monly just back fromthe nursery nmeadows," he told her as he |l ed her
away from Arith, his hands noving along her arm anxious to remain in contact

with her and happy at a civil excuse to do so. "I didn't have enough vaccine
with ne. | never counted on foals. And Dag's got a broken leg so we have to
send the cart. There'll be Fall here in six days! But Dag saved bl oodstock for

us. He saved enough and he's saved Ruatha!"

Moreta found herself grasping and shaking his hand repeatedly and
wonderi ng suddenly if anyone was noticing, but surely she could publicly
congratul ate himfor such splendid good fortune. Then Capi am brought Desdra
forward to introduce her, and Mreta saw that Desdra was neasuring Al essan
with the sane penetrating gaze to which she had al ready been subjected. Mreta
felt protective of Alessan and worried that the healer would divine her
attraction to him

"l deduce that you have produced a serum vaccine and used it."

"I have indeed, Capiam for |I couldn't risk the bloodstock in this infected
area." Alessan's hand el oquently swept the Hold proper and its fields.
"Journeyman Follen is in the process of making nore." He nodded toward the
beast hol d. "The plague dealt us terrible |losses both in nen and animals." He
noti oned themall to follow himinto the beasthold. "W prepared a serum as

soon as | returned | ast evening. and | injected that beast." Al essan pointed
to the lane one, its right front | eg pointing despite the depth of the straw
of its bed. "It seens none the worse for it."

"It won't be, | assure you," Capiamsaid warmy, adroitly steering them

to an isolated area, away fromothers. "The theory is as sound for aninmals as
it has proved for people. And," he lowered his voice, peering first at Al essan
and then at Tuero with a meaningful stare, "absolutely essential at this
juncture." He shot Desdra a quick |look at his inadvertent use of one of
Tirone's favorite phrases. A twi st of her |ips showed that she had marked it.
Wth a quick notion of his hands, Capiamcircled the others closely around
him tucking his hands about Al essan's and Tuero's arns. He gl anced about to
be sure that everyone was busy, Follen with his group around the centrifuge
and the hol ders about the animals being retacked. "Lord Al essan, the plague
could break out again."

Moreta caught Alessan's free arm as he staggered back from Capi am The
Heal er supported himon the other. Tuero's first reaction was to see how



Al essan coped with the news. The harper's expression was unusually serious and
conpassi onat e.

"Animal s as well as humans nust be vaccinated this tinme round,"” Capiam
continued. "Al'l across the continent. | have worked out a plan of
distribution, and Moreta will seek dragonrider assistance. What is needed is
serum fromrecovered ani mals. You have them sufficient at |least to supply the
needs of this Hold, Fort, Southern Boll, and that portion of Telgar which
mar ches your boundaries. Lord Shadder, | know, will acconmmpbdate us in the
east."

"But the herds in Keroon are vast )
the enormity of the project.

Al essan was clearly stunned by

"No | onger," Capiamsaid gently. "If this Dag of yours has saved
bl oodst ock for you, you are richer than you think. May we have your hel p?"
Al essan | ooked at the Masterhealer, a curious expression playing in his
[ight-green eyes and the oddest twist to his lips.

"Ruat ha | ost much, of its people, its herds, its honor, and its pride.
Any hel p which Ruatha can now of fer may perhaps renove the stain of our
enduring," Al essan indicated the burial nounds, "hospitality."

There was no bitterness in the young Lord Hol der's voice but there was
no doubt in anyone's nind that the aftermath of his first Gather had burned
indelibly into his soul

"What makes you think that you are responsible for that? O any of
this?" One flourish of Capianmis hand indicated the burial nmounds, the next
their neeting in the beasthold and the veterinary preparations being made to
one side. "No blane adheres to you, Lord Al essan. Circunstance, unpredictable
ci rcunmst ance, drove the Wndtoss fromher course. Qpportunismpronpted its
master to land in the Southern Continent, and greed kept himthere for three
days. What pronpted the crew to transport that animal to the unprotected north
wi Il never be known for every witness to that reprehensible decision is now
dead. But that circunstance was beyond your control. Wat has been in your
control, ny Lord Alessan, is the courage with which you have conducted
yoursel f, your care of the sick, your effort to sow crops, and the
preservati on of Ruathan bl oodstock. Mst of all," Capiamdrew in a deep
breath, "nost of all, that you are, in the nmdst of the severe trials you have
endured, willing to help others.

"When bad fortune occurs, the unresourceful, unimaginative man | ooks
about himto attach the blanme to sonmeone else; the resolute accepts m sfortune
and endeavors to survive, mature, and inprove because of it.

"A fishing ship is blown off course in an unseasonal squall and that
m nor event has influenced us all." Capianms expression was rueful. He gl anced
at Desdra, who was staring at himin a baffled nmanner. "If you view justice as
the foundation of your life, then it has been served, for captain, crew, and
cargo are dead. We live. And we have work to do." Capiam gripped Al essan by
t he shoul der, enphasi zing his words by shaking him "Lord Al essan, take no
blame to yourself for any of this. Take credit for your vision!"

Qutside Arith suddenly bugled in wel come and was answered by a deeper
not e.

"A bronze? Here?" Mreta hastily made her way to the entrance of the
beast hol d. M barak stood by Arith, who was gazi ng skyward. The bl ue was not
agitated even if Mireta feared that Sh'gall m ght have foll owed. "M barak! Wo



cones?" Wiy hadn't Olith contacted her?

"Nabeth and B'lerion,” Mbarak said without concern, shielding his eyes
fromthe sun.

"B'lerion!" Mreta was relieved but, when a slender figure rushed down
the ranp fromthe Hold, she began to understand B'lerion's presence.

Arith rose on his hindquarters, enmtting what Mdreta could only
interpret as a chall enge.

"I don't know what's got into him Moreta," Mbarak cried, enbarrassed.
"He's gotten to be awfully protective of Lady lina."

"There is a queen egg on the Hatching Gound, M barak," she said, and
added when it was obvi ous her explanation eluded the weyrling. "Blue dragons
are often very keen on Search. Arith would seemto be precocious, though." She
frowned, observing Cklina awaiting B'lerion. "I don't think Fort Wyr has the
right to deplete Ruathan resources ..."

She swi vel ed around. Al essan was escorting Capiam Desdra, and Tuero to
the centrifuge. The big wheel was slow ng and the next batch of serum could be
exam ned. Turning her head, she saw that Nabeth had | anded and B'lerion was
sliding gracelessly fromthe bronze back. klina greeted himw th restraint,
pointing toward the beasthold. B lerion caught her hand, and the girl fell in
step with himw llingly enough but did not reclaimher hand. As the pair
turned down the roadway, Mrreta could see B'lerion's left armwas in a sling.
He could not fly Threadfall. Had he been glad to escape fromhis Wyr when the
H gh Reaches wings rose? Did B'lerion feel, as she did when the w ngs rose
wi thout her, an irrational conpulsion to be with then? O did he feel the
infjury was little nore than a valid excuse to visit lina?

Drawi ng back into the shadow, Moreta turned to join the group by the
centrifuge, standing a little to one side-the better to watch Al essan, as the
heal ers di scussed the quantity of vaccine they would need, the mininum
ef fective dose, and how they coul d discreetly discover how many runners were
i n- hol ded.

"Body weight is always the factor,"
conver sati on.

Moreta said, slipping into the

"W nust make the determi nation of dosage as easy for the uncertain and
the inept as possible,” Alessan said. "Sone of the handlers in the back hol ds
are going to be inconpetent as well as skeptical. Were handlers are stil
alive, that is." He flushed as Capiamfixed himw th a reproving eye.

"W have been rel ocating capable people and trying to ascertain where
nore m ght be needed. It is anazing what people can do when they have no ot her
options available."

"Master Capiam how crucial is it that the runners be vaccinated ... at
this juncture?" Desdra asked, her gray eyes intent on the Healer's face.

"Wth zoonosis the determining factor, and | thought we had agreed on
that point, "

"W have, but we cannot al so waste effort." Desdra indicated the
ornanental glass, the layers of blood now at rest. "I amforced to adnit to
you now that we have barely enough needl ethorn to vaccinate the people, nmuch
less the animals. It would be unwi se to reuse needl ethorns,"” Desdra went on



softly. "The danger of contagion

"I know. | know. " Capiam pulled his hand across his forehead and down
his cheek, rubbing at his jaw. He gave a weak | augh, tossing his hand in the
air in a futile gesture before he eased hinself to a bale of straw, "And we
can only be sure of eradicating the threat of plague if we vaccinate both."

"It is just needl ethorn which you | ack?" Moreta asked, catching Capianm s
despondent gaze. The Masterhealer's eyes began to w den and his stricken
expression changed to incredulity as he realized what her question inplied.

"And wi Il lack, unfortunately, until autum,” Desdra was sayi ng, turning
away fromthe disappointnment she had just inflicted on her master. She did not
see the exchange that passed between Mdireta and Capiam "I have appealed to

every hall and hold on the drumnetwork to send us their inventory. As it is,
we may be forced to exclude sone people, "

"How? Who? When?" Capianis terse questions to Mdreta were hoarse
whi spers but so intense was his voice that it caused a hush and Desdra whirl ed
to face him

Shruggi ng off discretion with a nervous |augh, Mreta answered him "How
i s wal ki ng down the roadway. Who is us, for | can count on your silence and
that is as essential as needl ethorn, and when has to be now, before |I have
time to reconsider this aberration.” She grinned in reckless glee. Knowing it
was a dramatic gesture, but unable to resist, she pointed to the entrance just
as B lenon and Cklina entered. "Are you badly injured, B lerion?" she said,
hailing the bronze rider cheerfully and, in a | ower voice to Capiam "He can't
be that bad or he wouldn't have risked between."

"No, my shoul der was only dislocated,” the bronze rider replied
diffidently, "but | can't stand seeing the wings formw thout nme. Pressen
needed sonmeone to bring Ruatha what we can spare from our stores, so
vol unteered."” B lerion did not |ook at klina, who was standi ng breathl essly
beside him but bowed with tacit synpathy to Al essan. "l have wanted to
express, " He broke off, sensing Al essan's distress.

"There is sonething you can do to hel p, now that you're handy," Mreta
said, and B'lerion gave her a startled | ook. She drew himto one side and
expl ai ned the situation and made her audaci ous request.

"I concede," he said, darting quick glances at Capi am and Al essan, "t hat
the matter is urgent, even overwhelmngly so," he spread the fingers of his
uni njured hand in appeal, "but it is quite one thing, Mreta, to add a few

nmore hours to a day, and a conpletely different matter to flit across nonths.
You know very well that it's damm dangerous!" He kept his reply I ow while
trying to argue sense into her. Though B lerion mght often behave with
apparent disregard for proprieties, he was far from carel ess and

i rresponsi bl e.

"B'lerion, | know where we need to go, in both Ista and Nerat. | know
when needl ethorn is ripe to be harvested. The ging tree is always in bloom |
have seen the rainforest resenble a green face with a thousand dark-ri nmed
eyes. "

"Hi ghly poetic, Mreta, but not exactly the guide I'd need."
"But it is a when. And to get the proper coordinates we've only to check

t he autumal position of the Red Star. Al essan would have the charts. It's
rising farther and farther west. One only has to cal cul ate the autummal



degree." She could see that that argunment did rmuch to reassure B'lerion

"I had not really expected to spend ny free afternoon harvesting
needl ethorn ..." H's protest was halfhearted as he cane to a conclusion that
Moreta hastily reinforced.

"We can spend as nmuch time as we need there, B lerion, and still harvest
what is so desperately needed now. But we nust go now. | have to be back at
the Weyr for the end of Fall. Nabeth is equal to the feat."

"OfF course he is. But they'd know," he jerked his thunb at the waiting
group, "that we had traveled forward in tine, Mreta."

"Capi am and Desdra al ready know it's possible." She grinned at the
expression on his face. "After all, the Healer Hall bred dragons."

"So they did." B lerion recovered fromhis astoni shment.

"W will also have to use the ability on the day the vaccine is
distributed."

B'lerion blinked wildly, glancing about him but his gaze fell nore
regularly on Cklina's figure and Moreta began to relax. "I could, actually,
see the Weyrs condoning that application, Mreta."

"They do not need to know we have taken tine today. Wo knows you' ve
been here?"

"Pressen and that | ad out there."

"I"ll send M barak off on an errand. Surely we can expect silence from
lina, so that gives us a working party of six. W must make the tinme, and
take it, B'lerion. Weyr, hold, and hall cannot sustain a second epidemnmc."

"l have to concede that, Mreta." B lerion | ooked out over the debris
strewn in the roadway and fields. "The change here is staggering." He grasped
her hands tightly, his grin giving her the assent she required. "I'll have
Nabeth speak to Orlith. If she agrees, what difference would a few nonents
make anong friends?"

"Tell Orlith it's for the runners. They deserve our help."
"You and your runners!”

When Moreta outlined her plan to Capiam Desdra, and Al essan, she
received startled demurrals fromeach one that they didn't have the time to
join the expedition.

"Master Capiam it takes no time fromnow, today, this hour, to do what
I have in mind," she replied to their protests with vexed severity. "Al essan
you can surely arrange matters in your Hold for an hour's absence. It will
take longer than that for the cart to collect Dag and the men to herd the
mares and foals down. What will you do? Watch bottles spin? The risk | fear is
a breach of discretion about the entire project. Capi am and Desdra al ready
know about the dragons' ability, and they earnestly require the needl ethorn. |
know | can count on Ruathan honor to respect dragonrider privacy. B lerion is
fortuitously here, willing and able. Nabeth is well able to carry six of us
and, in a day's hard harvesting, we will acconplish what is necessary to
i nsure the plague does not spread across the continent again. No one else will
be the wiser. And that is also essential!"



"Si x?" Al essan asked into the thoughtful pause.
"It is your sister's conpany B'lerion seeks."

Desdra chuckl ed. Capiam grinned after he considered that devel oprment.
Al essan reacted in surprise and then with dour anusenent.

"You mentioned time paradox, Mreta," Capi am began

"That would not apply to us in this venture, so | ong as none of us
return to Ista on the day the ging trees flower."

"Highly unlikely," Capiam agreed with a hunorous gri mace.
"The ravines | have in mnd can only be reached froma high cliff. |
harvested there nmany Turns while | was still at Ista."

Al essan hesitated a nmonent |onger, his eyes straying fromPollen to the
men waiting outside with saddl ed runners and the beast in the cart shafts.
"Anot her m nor but extremely inportant detail, Al essan," Desdra said. "Your
beasthold is well kept, but not exactly the proper environnent if one is
produci ng quantities of a serum which nust be free of contami nation." She
i ndi cated the droppings of the |ame beast.

"A wise precaution," Alessan agreed, then snmled wyly as he added, "The
renoval shoul d take not nuch nore than an hour. Wat supplies should we bring
with us?"

"Carry-nets," Moreta replied quickly. "The rainforests will provide
everything else we're likely to need.”

B'lerion cane striding back, a grin wide on his face.

"Nabeth found it unusual to talk to two queens at once but you have

perm ssion to go and not be long about it. | sent Mbarak off to H gh Reaches
Hold for nmore of Master O argesh's apprentice bottles. And there'll be nore at
every major hold in the west, | shouldn't wonder. C argesh was so proud of

them That will keep him busy."
"Good, B'lerion, now find a jacket for Cklina to wear."

"She is rather special in an understated way, isn't she. Cever of Arith
to notice. No wonder |'ve been attracted to her."

"Wait till the egg has hardened, ny dear friend. Each one splits inits
own way." Capi am and Desdra were directing Pollen and Tuero to reposition the
vacci ne manufactory. \Wien Al essan returned from di spatching the nen to coll ect
Dag and the runnerherds, he suggested the vacci ne apparatus be noved to the
main Hall of the Hold since nost of its patients could safely be noved to the
upper storys or their own cotholds. Mreta hel ped Al essan secure all the
carry-nets hanging fromthe walls of the beasthold, |ashing theminto one
large bundle. By the time B'lerion and Cklina returned fromthe Hold, the
other four were inpatient with the del ay.

"Had to find the charts, ny dear Mdrreta. | amnot junping without a nore
positive coordinate than 'a green face with a thousand dark-rimred eyes.'
W'l have to arrive at dawn to be perfectly certain, for the moons will both
be visible then." He brandi shed his fist to signal success and readiness.



As they began to mount the stalwart Nabeth, Mreta turned to Al essan
"Tuero's watching us. Has he any idea?"

Al essan noved his hands about her wai st nore than was strictly required
to heave her toward Bl erion, who was al ready seated on Nabeth's neck

"One can't keep a harper from having ideas, but he should be under the
i npression that we are going to see Master Balfor at the Beasthold about the
ani mal vaccine. Mving everything up to the main Hall presently will occupy
even his active nmind."

Then all were aboard. B lerion had insisted that OGlina ride before him
where he could secure her with his fighting straps. Mrreta he positioned
behind himto help direct Nabeth. Al essan rode behind Mreta, then Desdra and,
finally, Capiamas the npst experienced of the other passengers.

"Orlith. | shan't be long but | must go," Mreta said. "So Nabeth has
told me." Olith sounded unconcer ned.

"Moreta!" B lerion's voice and a hard nudge of his right el bow interrupted her

private conmuni cation. "l've got the noons and the Red Star visualized. Facing
northwest, the Red Star is horizon, Belior half full ascending, and the
quarter horn of Tinor md-heaven. You will please concentrate on how Ista

| ooks with those ging trees in bloom Think of themas now and in Ista, and
the heat of autumm and the snell of those rotting rainforests."

Nabet h was excited but his | aunch had the snooth precision of the
experi enced dragon and did not even sway his passengers as he took off.

Moreta had beconme accustonmed to two dragon presences in her mnd; now a
third one, a lighter one but by no means weaker, added itself. She conjured
the image of Ista's southern palisades in their autummal finery, the Red Star
bal eful | y gl oweri ng above the western sea, Belior half full and rising, and
the quarter horn of the smaller Tinmor denurely above. She held that vision
| ocked in her mind as she felt Nabeth take them between. She wanted to make
use of her usual litany, but the bl ossomeyes of the ging tree and the
heavenhel d gui des were sufficient confort. Then, tearful ness nounting to an
i ncredi bl e pressure in heart and lungs, they were suddenly in the warmair,
hi gh over Ista's rocky coast, the creamy eyes of the ging tree bl ossons
seeking the eariy-nmorning sun just rising in the east. B'lerion let out a
whoop and Cklina a tiny scream This time it was Al essan who clung to Mreta
for reassurance

Nabet h i mredi ately noticed the rocky | edge where Moreta had often | anded
Oiith to harvest needlethorn. It was high above the incomng tide that
battered diligently at the rock palisade. Nabeth | anded as conpetently as he
had taken off, his wing strokes flattening the thick brush that clung to the
very edge of the cliff.

"Needl ethorn will be down that slope,"
di snount .

Moreta called as they prepared to

B'l erion made an ostentatious descent from Nabeth, causing the dragon to
turn his head with a startled exclanmation

"You coul d have broken your other arm B'lerion," Mreta said, but she
had to | augh because he'd succeeded. She explained to lina the proper and
safer way of dismounting a tall dragon, and Nabeth obediently lifted his
forel eg.



"Are we really in the future?" Capiam asked as Al essan handed out the
cargo nets. He | ooked about himw th an expression of awe.

"We'd better be," B lerion said, glowering with nock ferocity at Mreta
bef ore taki ng another specul ative glance at the three guides in the |ightening
sky.

"W are,"” she replied as calmy as she could, for she was becomn ng
i ncreasingly aware of a curious sense of disorientation within her, a
sensation of wei ghtl essness and a growi ng euphoria, neither of which she had
ever experienced before. Action would dispel such contradictory agitations.
She pointed down the slope. "We'll go this way and we'll know soon enough i f
we find needlethorn. | harvested here nyself last year, with Ista's perm ssion
since they gather on nore accessible slopes.” And she | ed the way.

The ravine was ten or nore dragon-lengths fromthe cliff edge, and
Moreta was suddenly filled with apprehension. She hadn't cleared the bushes
conpletely last autumm, but then the moons had been in a different conjunction
and the Red Star was higher in the west. No one was nore relieved than she to
break onto the lip of the ravine and see needl ebushes thick with brown spikes.
Above themthe rainforest closed over the sky. The ravine, wi nding away to the
north and the south, had been caused by an ancient earthquake, and the shall ow
soi|l over solid rock could not support many of the lush rainforest plants
t hough creepers draped its sides, keeping well clear of needl ethorn bushes.

Al essan conmented on that.

"The needl ethorn is omivorous," she said. "The spines are poi sonous

t hrough spring and summer. They'll suck the juice from anything that cones
near themuntil the autumm when the thick stem of the plant has stored enough
nmoi sture and food, vegetable or animal. The vine grows during the wi nter and
has to shed its old corona or |eave too many unprotected gaps. | understand
that the flesh is tasty."

&l ina shuddered, but Desdra went down on one knee by the specinen they
wer e exam ni ng.

"During spring and sunmer the bush has an odor to attract snakes and
i nsects. The hol |l ow spi nes suck essential juices fromthe creatures the plant
i npal es, and al so rainwater. See, on that one there, the top is scarred. Sone
ani mal broke off the spines. That'll make it easier to harvest."

"You said the spines are poisonous." B lerion was not too keen to start

pi cki ng.

"I'n spring and sumer, but right now the poison has dried up. See where
new t horn buds are capping the scarred one? It's the new growmh that forces
the spines off. So all you do is, " Wth a sweep of her hand starting in the
scar, she cleared a swath of needl ethorns, holding the handful for all to see.
"Very sinmple, but don't get too ambitious. Clear a small area first to give
your hand room You don't want to tick off the point and you want to avoid the
fine hairs on the skin of the plant. They can cause an irritation and possibly
an inflammtion that would be rather difficult for us to explain."

"W can't transport themlike that,"
handf ul .

Capi am said, |ooking at Mreta's

"No. W& have to wap themin the fronds of the ging tree. Slice the
edge, and sap fromthe frond provides its own glue. Very handy, and the fronds
are thick and spongy enough to cushion and protect the needlethorn. It takes



only a nonent to strip a bush, so it mght be nore efficient if we paired off,
one to pick and the other to pack."

"I"ll pack for you, Mreta," Al essan suggested, and, taking his belt
knife out of its sheath, went off to hack down the nearest ging frond.
"A grand idea," B lerion said, his eyes dancing as he laid a possessive
hand on Gklina's shoulder. "If you don't mind working with a one-handed nan?"

"My dear journeywonman, pick or pack?" Capiam asked in high good hunor as
he bowed to Desdra. "Though we can switch off as the whimtakes us."

"I daresay |'ve picked nore often than you, good Master Capiam" She
| aughed as she | ed Capi am off down the ravine. "You' d best see howit's done."

"Take the tenderer fronds, Al essan," Mreta cautioned. "They' ve nore sap
and suppl eness. "

He had cut several, muttering about doing hatchet work with a table
kni fe, when Mreta showed himhow to break the frond off at the stem of the
tree with a quick downward jerk. She laid the ncedl ethorns on the petiole that
was sufficiently concave to forma bed, and, deftly cutting away the excess
| eaf, she closed the needlethorns in a tough, tight little envel ope, sealing
the ends with the sap of the severed frond.

"No wonder you said we'd have everything in the rainforest. It's easy
once you get the trick of it."

"That's all there is to it. Just a knack." She grinned up at him "That

package has roughly two hundred needlethorns. | tried to count as | picked but
my concentration is abomi nable. Tine distortion, | expect. Sone of the bigger
bushes wi Il have thousands of spikes, each big enough for the | argest runners

on the continent."

Al essan caught her hand and she stopped her babbling, suddenly shy. They
were al one, even though Desdra's am able taunting of Capiamfor his tinorous
dexterity and B lerion's cheerful encouragenent of klina were audible.

"You said that we could remain here as long as it took to conplete the
harvest," Al essan said quietly. He was kneeling beside her now "And return
with no nore than an hour el apsed there ..." Hi s eyes searched her averted
face, and his hands captured hers before she could reach for nore
needl ethorns. "Can we not make a little tinme for ourselves?"

lina's delighted laugh rang out, followed by B'lerion's startled
curse. "Damm things bitel™

Moreta grinned at the outrage in the bronze rider's voice and her eyes
nmet Al essan's, saw his anused reaction. She lifted her hands to Al essan's
face, her fingers tracing the lines that tension and anxi ety had etched on a
young man's countenance. Merely touching himin light intimcy evoked a
response in her body, and she swayed quite willingly into his arns as they
ki ssed. The resurgence of her own sensuality dispelled the | ast vestige of
restraint and she slid one arm about his neck, the other clasping his strong
hard body against hers as they knelt together by the needl ethorn bush they had
been stri pping.

"What nore can you expect of a one-handed nan?" B'lerion demanded in a
| oud conpl aint.



Moreta and Al essan broke apart, but the bronze rider was still out of
sight, if audible. Alessan grinned for their disconfiture, expressing regret
at the parting.

"It will be far too hot to work m dday, Al essan, and | have no doubts
that we can find sonme privacy then."

"Clever of you to bring nmixed pairs, wasn't it?"

"One is always nore sorry for the things one didn't do than the things
one has done." Mreta spoke with nock severity, and Al essan quickly silenced
her the nost effective way.

"Personally, | don't like it when it's too hot," Al essan was sayi ng,
rel easing her lips to give her eyes and cheeks and ears and throat equa
attention. An injudicious noverment brought his armin contact with the
needl et horn bush and he spun away, dragging Mdrreta with him "They really do
bite, don't they?" He rubbed his armwhere a fine row of bl oody beads rose on
the skin.

"Ch, dear, they do." She reached for the cut ging and squeezed sone of

the sap onto the punctures. "There, that'll seal themtoo. Really, Al essan,"”
and she gave hima quick kiss, fondling his ear, "we have to do what we cane
here for!" She tried to be stern, but he was still frowning fromthe

i ndi gnhation of having his ardor abruptly pricked.

"I"ll settle a score for nyself, too," he said, snatching handfuls of
t he needl ethorns fromthe bush that had wounded him "That'll teach you, ny
spiny friend! There! There! and There! You're stripped!"

Laughi ng at his outraged nonol ogue, Mreta worked as fast as she could
to pack the products of his vindictive harvest.

"You picked the first one. Now you pack for ne!" Alessan said with a
grow . But his hands inpeded hers as she worked to close the | ast package. He
ki ssed her at the base of her throat, then on her chin.

"Fastest packer on Pern," he said in a conplinentary tone while his
hands made investigations of their own.

"Now it's nmy turn to pick," Mreta said, nibbling at his ear and running
her hands through his thick hair. "Soneone must be able to give you a trim"
she murmured solicitously. Al essan was beginning to | ook like his former
shaggy sel f, and that annoyed her

“I'"ll trimyou if you don't get to work, Moreta."
"I work faster than you." She allowed herself to sound peevish as she
snapped qui ck handfuls off the nearest bush, piling themfor himto pack

"Can't you two get along together?" B'lerion denanded, bursting suddenly
fromaround a bend of the ravine.

"She'll learn!" "He'll learn!" they said in chorus, waving cheerfully.
B'lerion | ooked at themfor a | ong noment then stal ked of f.

"Wirk now, play later," Mreta said, continuing to strip the needi et hons
down.

"It's as easy to conbine work and play." Al essan drew a gentle finger



from her ear to her shoul der

They worked steadily, but each utilized every opportunity for a quick
caress or a kiss exchanged as deft hands fol ded ging over a pile of
needl et horns. They knelt by the bushes, knees or thighs touching. Mreta felt
the light hairs of her arns rising toward his, she was becom ng so sensitized
to the delightful friction of his proximty. She had an idiotic desire to
gi ggl e and saw that Al essan, too, wore a rather foolish grin on his face nost
of the time. They were scarcely conscious of the others and al nost forgot
their existence until B lerion and Cklina crashed to the top of the ravine.

"You have been busy,"” B lerion said with grudgi ng approval. "Haven't you
noticed the heat?" He had stripped to the waist, and Cklina had tied her shirt
up under her breasts, leaving her mdriff bare. She carried four nets of
packaged needl ethorns. "I1'm hungry, too, even if you aren't." He swung his
shirt by the sleeves so that its burden was di scerni ble. "Found sone ripe
fruit and chopped down one of those palms for the edible heart. You can't keep
on at the pace you've been going," he gestured to the filled nets, "wi thout
sustenance, and a bit of a rest in this humdity. Capianml Desdra! Let's eat!"

Capi am and Desdra were argui ng about the astringent properties of the
gi ng sap when they sauntered up to join the others. Capiam too, had stripped
off his tunic, which was now draped over his shoulders. He was very thin, his
ri bs showi ng plainly.

"I knowit's hot," Mreta began adroitly, "but none of us can return to
Ruat ha suffering from sunburn."

Capi am exhibited a | eaf he was using as a fan. "Or heat prostration." He
rai sed his eyebrows in satisfaction with the filled nets. "W left ours back a
bit. | rather thought we should rest, as is the customon this hot island,
during the hottest part of the day."

Everyone agreed that that was a sensibl e idea.

"l found some nelons and the red roots that |Istans are so fond of,"
Desdra sai d, producing her contribution

"There're clusters of softnuts on all the trees, Al essan. That is, if
you can clinb at all,"” Mreta said.

"I clinmb, you catch."

Al essan took off his shirt to keep it frombeing torn. Mreta used it as
a receptacle for the softnuts. He was a dexterous clinber and a sw ft picker.
When finished, he sought his reward in a close enbrace, his hands slipping up
t he back of her tunic, caressing her shoulders as she found, to her surprise,
that his skin was as soft as Orlith's and the snell of himalnost spicy in his
mal eness.

They recall ed thenselves to the task, not wishing to take too long for
what was a sinple enough operation. Mreta decided that her flush would be
attributed to an incipient sunburn.

"Sun's rays at this latitude are too strong for winter-white skins,"
Desdra sai d, |ounging on sone ging fronds that she and Capi am cut just for
t hat purpose. "And that heat's enough to drain anyone," she added, making use
of Capiam s fan. They relaxed during the neal. The red roots were succul ent,
the softnuts just ripe, and the nmelons so close to fernentation that the Juice
had a winey tang to it. The pal mheart was crisply cool and crunchy, a nice



texture to conpl enent the others. Throughout the neal, B lerion kept up a
stream of qui p and comment about his being one-handed in a venture that was
destined to save the continent. Wuld he receive full marks for his
participation or just half for the hand that had worked?

"I's he always like this?" Al essan asked quietly after B lerion had told
an extravagantly funny tale at the expense of Lord Diatis's reputation. "He's
better than npost harpers.”

"He sings a good descant, but B lerion's always seenmed to be the epitone
of a bronze rider."

"Why, then, is he not your Weyrmate?"
"Olith chose Kadith."

"Do you not have any say in the matter?" Alessan was irritated for her
sake. Fromremarks he had made during their norning' s work, she knew that
Al essan didn't like Sh'gall and wondered just how rmuch their new rel ationship
woul d strain Ruatha's dependence on Fort's Wyrl eader. She was struggling to
find an honest reply to a question she had evaded in her own heart, when
Al essan contritely covered her hand, his expression pleading with her to
forgive his rash remarks. "I'msorry, Mreta. That is a Weyr matter."

"To answer you in part, B lerionis always like that," she said.
"Charm ng, anusing. But Sh'gall |eads nmen well, and he has an instinct about
Fall which his predecessor, old L' mal, considered uncanny."

"Well, well, B lerion, I'd never heard that particular narrative."
Capi amwas still chuckling as he hoisted hinself to his feet. "I suppose
harpers must be discreet in circulating their tales." He extended his hand to
Desdra. "Can you renenber exactly where you saw those astringent plants,
Desdra? | know we're here for needl ethorn, but the Hall's supplies are
dreadfully short."

"We'|l look at the plants but, ny dear Master Capiam you are al so going
to rest through the heat of the day." Neither heal er | ooked back as they
di sappeared up the ravine and around the first bend.

"Well, | suppose that one nust allow an ol der man sone rest,” B lerion
said. "Cone, klina, there's plenty of shade in our patch of needl ethorn, and
a smart breeze. W shall put our time to the use intended!"

Smiling affably, B lerion nade a running leap up the ravine, turning
only to lend a long armto Oklina. They di sappeared fromview, and the thick
foliage settled to stillness in the thick noontinme heat.

"If he expects ne to believe that " Al essan finished his sentence
with a chuckle. Then, taking a deep breath, he pulled Mreta agai nst hi mand
ki ssed her deeply and sensually, his hand deftly stroking her to arousal

"Come on, Moreta, |I'mnot chancing another attack by those needl ethorns."” He
led her fromthe ravine toward the cliff. "Wat 1'd like to understand is why
that blue dragon of Mbarak's is sniffing around Cklina. | could understand
Nabeth with B' lerion entranced by her, but Aritha ... Wuld it have anything

to do with that queen egg on the Hatching G ound as Tuero suggested?"

"It mght, but Fort Weyr would not deplete your bloodline by Searching
&lina, Alessan.”

"This will do. Let's just throw down sone ging fronds," Al essan said,



haul i ng on the nearest at hand. "I won't have you bruised, either. That would
be al nbst as hard to explain as a sunburn or heat prostration.” Mreta hel ped
hi marrange a bower, all her senses suddenly awake, w shing that Olith, not
Nabet h, were on the Istan | edge. "About Cklina, now, since |I've been reliably
i nforned," Al essan paused to grin at her, his light eyes vividly sparkling
with nerriment, "that she already has dragonrider blood in her ..." Then he
turned briefly serious. "If it could be understood that her children would
return to Ruatha, | would not stand in Cklina's way if she had the chance to
| mpress a dragon." He dunped his last handful of frond on the ground with a
deci sive gesture and pulled Mireta into his arnms. "I'mnot my father, you
know. "

"I wouldn't be in a rainforest with your father."

"Way not? He was a lusty man. And | intend to prove that |I'ma suitable
heir to his reputation!™

She was | aughing as he laid her down on the sun-dappled frond bed. And
he proved hinmself as lusty, and tender, as any woman could wi sh a man. For a
shi ning moment at the height of their passion, Mreta forgot everything but
Al essan.

The heat of the day did overcone thembriefly, and they slunbered in
each other's arns until tiny insects sought the noisture of their bodies and
made t hem unconfortabl e enough to wake.

"I"'meaten alive!" Al essan cried, pinning one of the biting insects to
his forearm

"Take some of that broad-leafed vine, the one clinmbing the tree by your
side," Moreta said. "Bruise its leaves. It'll neutralize the sting."

"How d' you know so nuch?"
"I did Inpress at Ista. | knowits hazards."

They spent considerably nore tinme neutralizing one another's insect
bites than was necessary. \Wen Al essan, trying to kiss her, got too rmuch of
the astringent liquid on his lips and his nmouth began to pucker, they |aughed
and were still |aughing about that when they returned to the ravine, slightly
cool er now that the westering sun no | onger shone directly above it.

When the tropical dusk had made work inpossible, the six of them
gat hered on the | edge where Nabeth | ounged sommol ently and began to stack
filled nets.

"Nabeth says,"” B'lerion thudded the bronze dragon affectionately on the
cheek, "that the only noving things he saw were firelizards fishing! He's got
a good sense of hunor, ny bronze lad. | hope we've got enough for your
pur pose, Master Capiam because I'mtelling you, this single hand of mne," he
held it out to display the tracery of thorn scratches, "has done enough
t oday! "

Capi am and Desdra gazed specul atively at the nets and then at each
ot her. Desdra covered her nouth and turned away. Capi am | ooked di stressed.

"Di d anyone renmenber to count?" he asked, beseeching each one in turn.

"Il tell you another thing,
"em now. '

B'lerion said firmy, "lI'mnot going to count



"I wouldn't suggest it!"

"However, | would gladly return to this secluded spot to pluck whatever
nunber you find you lack."

Moreta tapped himon the shoulder. "Not here, B lerion. If, by any
possi bl e chance, we did not pick enough today, go to Nerat. Not here."

"Ch, yes. That would prevent a tinme paradox. And the moons would be in
roughly the sanme alignnent on Nerat tip."

"Well, if that's settled, | expect we'd best return,”
wearily.

Capi am sai d

"On the contrary, ny dear Master Capiam that would be a sure clue to
our day's enploynment." B'lerion clucked his tongue. "W | eave Ruatha energetic
and in great spirit and arrive, an hour |ater, exhausted, reddened, hungry.
&lina, which one is the dinner net? Oh, here we are. Just settle yourselves.
Use Nabeth as a backrest. There's nore than enough of himto go round."

Ol ina handed hima net of tied vines, which he hoisted so that al
coul d see balls of hard-baked nud.

"Did a bit of fishing during ny rest,"” B lerion said, his broad grin
daring anyone to challenge the truth of his statenent, "and Cklina found the
tubers. So we baked them On the rocks in the ravine this noon it was hot
enough to fry a dragon egg, beggi ng your pardon, Moreta. A good neal would go
down now wi thout a struggle, wouldn't it? And while there's |ight enough,

Al essan, if you and Moreta could find a few nore of those ripe nelons, why,
we'd have a feast fit for a Hatching!" B lerion caught hinmself so quickly that
only Moreta knew that he had quickly substituted one festive occasion for

anot her | ess pai nful one.

She had distracted Al essan by pulling himafter her to find the nel ons.
They knew exactly where to find nore, since they' d raided the patch severa
tinmes in the afternoon to slake their thirst.

Hunger was part of the fatigue they all felt, and Mdrreta was glad to
take her share from Cklina and thank the girl for such foresight.

"It was B'lerion's idea, you know," Cklina said. "He actually tickled
the fish to catch them"

"Did he teach you how?" Al essan asked.

"No," Cklina replied with adm rabl e conposure. "Dag did. The sane
principal works in our rivers as Ista's."

Moreta coul d not resist chuckling at Al essan's expression as he sank
besi de her.

"On mature reflection, | think she deserves to be in a Wyr," Al essan
said in a severe undertone. Then he realized that he was | eaning agai nst a
bronze dragon and jerked forward apprehensively.

"Nabeth won't mind. H's an old friend of m ne, too.

Wth a mutter of nock discontent, Alessan cracked the nud to produce a
| ong sl ender tuber, then Moreta broke one open to prize out the fish, and they



shared bits of the contents, keeping the second course warm

"What a clever fellow you are," Capiamsaid, his mouth half full. He and
Desdra had arranged thenselves in the curve of Nabeth's tail. Desdra nodded
agreement, too busy licking her fingers to speak
"I have a fewtalents," B lerion said with a becom ng show of nodesty.
"Eating is one of ny few bad habits. Fruit is all very well in the heat of the
day but sonethi ng warm soot hes the belly before sleep ..."

"Sleep!" Capiam and Mreta protested sinultaneously. B lerion held up a
restraining hand. "Sleep." he pointed his finger sternly at Mreta, "for you

have to nend dragons after Fall in another four hours. You can't do that
effectively after the day you just put in." He flipped his hand toward the
carry-nets lying in the shadows. "You, Al essan, will have to vaccinate and

escort those priceless brood mares and foals of yours down fromthe neadows. |
do not see you pernitting anyone else to head that expedition. Desdra and
Capiam you will be returning to the pressures of expanding this vaccination
program of yours to include runnerbeasts. So we shall finish our meal and then
we shall sleep." He allowed the sibilance of the word to enphasize his

nmeani ng. "Wen Belior has risen, Nabeth will rouse us, won't you, ny fine
fellow?" B lerion thunped his dragon's neck. "And we'll all be the better for
the tinme spent here."

"B'lerion," Mreta protested vigorously, "I really should get back to Oriith."

"Orlith's fine, my dear girl. Fine! You're only going to be gone an hour
inreal tine. And frankly, dear friend, you | ook dead right now" B'lerion
| eaned over to ruffle her hair in a proprietary gesture that nmade Al essan
tense beside her. Mreta quickly checked himw th a hand on his thigh. "And
anyway," B'lerion continued affably, "you' ve no choice, Mreta." And his grin
wi dened wi th keen anusenent. "You can't |eave here except on Nabeth and he
follows nmy orders.”

"You' re a managi ng soul ," Capiam said w thout rancor. "He's sensible,"
Desdra said, making a nminor correction. "I was dreadi ng the thought of being
pl unged back into all that must be done. Not to nention explaining these." She
exam ned her scratched hands. "If you keep everyone as busy as you usually do,
Desdra," Capiamreplied at his dryest, "no one will have tinme to notice."

"So just make yourself confortable beside Nabeth. He won't mind being
pillow as well as wi ndscreen, but there's enough cover on the ground to keep
you from scratching yourselves and the | andward breeze will keep the mi dges
off."

B'lerion then had Nabeth stretch out his neck so that he and Cklina
could settle themsel ves. Capi am and Desdra arranged thenselves in the tai
curve so Mireta | ay down agai nst Nabeth's ribs and gestured for Alessan to
join her. "He won't roll over or anything?" A essan whispered to Mreta as he
| ay down.

"Not while B'lerion's lying on his neck!" So Alessan fitted hinself
agai nst Moreta, drawing her arnms around his wai st and clasping themin his.
She could feel his breath slow as he began to rel ax, and she pill owed her
forehead agai nst his strong shoul der bl ade.

The tropical night was warm and fragrant. Moreta tried to conpose
herself for sleep. She could hear Capiam s baritone murmur and then sil ence.
Al essan sl ept and she wanted to but was haunted by the sense of disorientation
she had left that norning. Then the spicy snell of dragon, still tainted by a



hint of firestone, began to soothe her and she realized that, for the first
time in twenty Turns, she had passed a day without Orlith. She did mss her
Olith woul d have Iiked Al essan's exuberant |oving. Al that had been m ssing
fromthat experience had been the dragon's share of her rider's gratification
Conforted, Moreta slept.

The nmonment Nabeth burst into the air above Ruatha, Mreta felt Olith's
di stressed touch.

"You are there! You are there! \Were have you been?"

"Where could you have been?" That deep-toned question was from an
equal Iy di straught Holth.

"To Ista. As Nabeth told you."
"We could not find you there!"™ That canme from both queens.

"I amhere. | have what we went for. Al is well! | won't be long here
NOW.

The tine distortion that accounted for the strange feeling of separation
and disorientation lingering even in her dreans at |Ista had dissipated the
nmonent Moreta felt Olith's touch. She was not only rested but extraordinarily
revived, to the point that the warm sphere of euphoria in her belly expanded
to fill her entire body with strength. B lerion had been sensible indeed to
insist they take tine for rest.

Seat ed behind Mreta, Al essan becane suddenly tense, his hands
ti ghteni ng about her waist fiercely. She knew he was swearing though the w nd
of Nabeth's glide obscured the words. She | ooked down at sad Ruat ha and knew
that a dragonback perspective of the ruins could not fail to distress him
When she nanaged to twist to speak to him his expression was full of urgent
det erm nati on.

As soon as Nabeth came to a graceful |anding across the roadway fromthe
beasthol d, he turned to Cklina. "Surely sonme of the conval escents nust be
strong enough to do mai ntenance, Cklina. Did you have a good | ook at the Hold
proper? It's a shanbles. Here, Mreta, |I'll give you a hand." Alessan slid
down Nabeth's side and extended his hands to her. It was, Mreta quickly
realized, an excuse to hold her, and he kept one arm | oosely about her
shoul ders as they backed far enough away fromthe dragon's bulk for Al essan to
address the other riders. "I'll continue making the serum Master Capiam and
wait for any further instructions. Cklina, have you seen what | nean? Then
"Il help you down. My duty to you, Nabeth, and ny eternal gratitude." Al essan
bowed formally to the bronze dragon, who wi nked at himfromeyes that whirled
pl easant|y green- bl ue.

"He says his duty was a pleasure,” B lerion replied, snmling as he
handed Cklina down to his dragon's raised forearm He waited until she was
clear and then waved cheerily as Nabeth sprang al oft agai n.

They had nade nost of their farewells at Ista when Belior rose, round
and greenly gold in the dark Istan sky. B lerion would convey the two heal ers
to their hall with the needlethorns. If nore should be needed, B'lerion would
harvest it discreetly at Nerat with Oklina and Desdra. Capi am had conposed
nmessages for the Masterherdsman and all the holds that bred or kept runners.
Rel ays would go to drum ess settlements.

The dust of Nabeth's departure was bl owi ng away fromthem when Tuero



cane out of the beasthold, a | ook of surprise on his honely face.

"That didn't take you long," he said. "Al essan, we can't make up anot her
batch unl ess M barak finds nore glass bottles. | don't know what's taking him
so long."

The three travelers recoiled in a group, but before Tuero could comrent
on their reaction, Arith and M barak hurtled across the fields to |l and al nost
exactly in the spot Nabeth had just occupied. Mreta clung to Al essan's hand
for support.

"Who's he got with hin?" Tuero demanded. As the blue dragon settled, it
was obvi ous he bore three passengers as well as the carry-nets.

"Moreta!" M barak called, gesturing to her urgently. "Hurry up. | need
help with these silly bottles and |'ve people here who say they can handl e
runners. And we've got to hurry because | have to prepare for the Fall
Fneldril will skinnmeif I'mlate!"

So Al essan, Tuero, Cklina, and Mreta rushed to unburden Aritb of
passengers and ornamental apprentice-blown glass bottles. Then Al essan gave
Moreta a leg up to Arith's back and if his hands |ingered on her ankle as she
settled herself, no one remarked on the Lord Hol der's behavior. As Mreta
| ooked down at Al essan's upturned face, she wi shed she m ght give himnore
than a smile in farewell. Then he stepped back and one of the newcorners
touched his arm The woman was tall and thin, with dark hair as cl osecropped
as a weyrworman's. She remnmi nded Moreta of sonmeone. Then they were airborne, and
M barak warned her that they'd go between as soon as Arith had air space.

Back at Fort Weyr, there was so nuch activity in the Bow, readying the
two wings, that no one noted their arrival though M barak had craftily cone in
over the lake. Arith glided to deposit Mreta at the Hatching G ound cave.
After renenbering to give the blue's ribs a grateful thunp, Mreta ran toward
Olith across the sands, not totally surprised to see Leri's figure beside
her .

"You're here! You're here!™ Orlith was bugling in relief, her w ngs
ext ended, sweeping sand over Leri's small figure.

"It's all right, Olith. I'mhere! Don't make so rmuch conmotion!" Mbreta
raced to her dragon, throwing her arms around Olith's head and huggi ng her as
tightly as she could, then scratching eye ridges and murmuring reassurances.

"By the first Egg," Leri was saying, |leaning against Olith's side, "am
| glad to see you! \Wat have you been doing? Holth couldn't find you either
Ch, do be quiet, Olith! Holth!"

"You have finally returned."” There was nore reproof in Holth's voice
than Orlith would ever express.

"Coul dn't you contact Nabeth?" Mreta asked Orlith, then Leri and Holth.
Olith's color was very poor and there was an ashen hue to Leri's conpl exion.
She was full of renorse for having caused them a nmoment's angui sh. "Wy didn't
you speak w th Nabeth?"

"I wanted you," Olith said piteously.

"Coul d you spare me a word of explanation?" Leri asked in a caustic
tone, her voice breaking effectively. Contrite, Mdreta grasped Leri's
shoul der. "The past hour has been dreadful. It took all my tact and patience



to keep Orlith fromblasting after you, wherever you were, which was where?"
"Didn't Nabeth explain? B lerion said he had."

Leri waggl ed her hands irritably. "He only said that you had to go on an
i nperative journey that would take no nore than an hour."

"And we were back at Ruatha within that hour." Mreta knew that had to
be the truth and, indeed, now that she was back with Orlith, the past
subj ective twenty hours seenmed the dream not the reality. "Just an hour,"

"No, actually," Leri said firmy, "alittle |onger than an hour. You
were tal king with Capi am about sonething," Leri underscored her ignorance of
that interview by a significant pause, "before you, he, and that journeywonan
of his went skiting off to Ruatha on M barak. The next thing | hear is a
request through Holth from Nabeth and B' lerion." She gave Mireta a stern | ook
an effect that was slightly spoiled by her changing fromone foot to another
during her reprimnd.

"You | ook a bit unconfortable on these hot sands, Leri. | think we'd
better get off the Gound. |'ve rather a lot to tell you. No, Olith, I won't
| eave your sight but what suits your eggs is hard on your rider." Mreta gave
Leri a gentle shove toward her tenporary living space and then fondl ed
Oiith's nmuzzle.

Leri had already seated herself before Moreta had sufficiently reassured
Olith. The queen gently pushed her weyrmate of f and began to reposition the
queen egg.

"It all began," Moreta said to Leri as she settled herself, "when Master
Capi am cane to ask nme the sane question Al essan had," Moreta caught herself
before she could blurt out 'two nights ago', "about vaccinating the runners."

Leri gave a disgruntled snort. "I would have thought he had enough on
hi s hands heal i ng humans. "

"He does, but the plague is an instance of zoonosis, animals infecting
peopl e and ot her animals."

Leri stared at Moreta, her jaw dropping in alarm "Zoonosis? Even the
term sounds repul sive!" She fiddled with the cushion behind her back. "So, now
that I'mconfortable, give ne all the details."

Moreta told Leri about Capiams visit, his fears for the continent's
heal th, how via zoonosis a second, nore virulent wave of the viral infection
could spread, and why mass vaccinati on was so essential. Capiamhad left his
chart behind, and Moreta produced it for Leri to exam ne

"Capiamhas it all planned so that a m ni mum of dragonriders would be
needed, " She broke off, seeing the shock on Leri's face as the nethod of
di stribution became apparent to the ol der Weyrwonan.

"The riders would have to tine it!" Leri stared at her, the nostrils of
her straight, finely arched nose flaring with indignation. "You did say that
Mast er Capi am brought this, this incredible plan with hinP" Wen Mreta
nodded, Leri's voice crackled with fury. "How, may | ask, how did Master
Capi am know t hat dragons can nmove in tine? I'll flay Klon to his bones!" Leri
all but bounced off the stone tier. From above, Holth bugled a protest.

"It wasn't K lon," Mreta said as she clasped Leri's wildly



gesticul ating hands in hers. "CalmHolth down. She'll have Sh'gall on us!"

"I'f you told Capi am Moreta, Leri freed one hand to raise it

aggressivel y.

"Don't be silly. He knew " Remenbering her own outrage at Capianm s
know edge, Moreta could well appreciate Leri's reaction. "He knew because, as
he had to remind nme, his Craft bred the ability into dragons.”

Leri opened her nouth to protest that statenent, then took a deep breath
and nodded her head in bel ated acceptance. "You still have sone explaining to
do, Moreta. \Were have you been the past hour where neither Orlith nor Holth
could reach you?"

Moreta was not so certain, suddenly, of Leri's reaction to the truth of
her whereabouts, especially now that it was obvious that Nabeth's expl anation
had been somewhat | ess than candid. And she'd given B lerion far too good a
reason to prevaricate.

"W went to Ista. W went forward in tine to Ista to harvest
needl et horn. There's not much point in producing vaccine if there's no way to
adm nister it."

Meekly Moreta endured Leri's piercing stare, the expression of
di sbelief, anger, anxiety, and finally resignation that flashed through the
woman' s eyes.

"You just casually,"
four or five nonths ahead?"

Leri flapped one hand in a carel ess nmotion, "junped

"Not casually. B'lerion checked the position of the Red Star and the two
nmoons to be sure he was near the autummal equinox. And we arrived back in
Ruat ha in an hour. Nabeth told you that much, didn't he?"

"That much!" Leri drummed her fingers on her short thighs, indicating a
di spl easure she evidently couldn't express in another way.

Moreta put out a tentative hand, a request for absolution, and Leri
caught it, noticing for the first tine the delicate tracery of needle
scrat ches.

"Serves you right." Wth a snort of disgust she rel eased the hand. Then
with a grudging smle, she added, "I'd have thought you'd've taken a | esson
fromK lon's ineptitude. Sunburn. Scratches!"

"Not hi ng that redwort won't hide this afternoon.” But Mreta tucked both
hands under her thighs, the stone cool on the deeper slashes. "Nabeth didn't
tell you he took us to Ista? | chose a spot that isn't easily reached through
the rainforests. There're only two places on the northern continent where
needl et horn grows, and | thought the ravine on Ista safer than Nerat. W were
perfectly safe the entire tine."

"We?" Leri eyed Moreta with renewed al arm
"I could scarcely harvest the quantity of needl ethorn required by
nmysel f." Then Moreta realized that, in her effort to reassure Leri, she had

sai d altogether nore than was strictly necessary.

"Who went ?" Leri was quietly resigned to her indiscretions.



"B lerion ..
"He woul d have to."
Moreta winced at Leri's dry sarcasm

"Master Capi am and Desdra, the journeywoman. She knows about tim ng
because she found the entries in the old Records."

"Could we ask Master Capiamto burn those old Records?" Leri asked
hopeful | y.

"He's agreed to 'lose’' them Wich is why | agreed to go."

"That makes four of you. So! W el se went? W' ve known each other far
too long, my dear, for you to delude ne!l"

"Al essan and Cklina."
Leri sighed heavily, covering her eyes wth one hand.

"Al essan has too nmuch at stake and too nuch honor in himto prate about
dragon capability. And judging by the way Arith has been snuffling around
&lina, she would nake a candidate for Orlith's egg."

"You couldn't, you wouldn't take his sister fromAl essan ... Leri was

ast ounded.

"I wouldn't, but the queen might. Alessan said he'd be agreeable if any
children she bears are allowed to go back to Ruatha."

"Well!" Leri's exclamation was conplinentary. "You acconplished rather a
ot in one hour, didn't you?"

"B'lerion insisted that we sleep six hours in Ista in that time, but we
did have to | eave an hour's | eeway before appearing back at Ruatha!"

"So you skited back to Ruatha Hold bearing nets full of needl ethorn and
no expl anati ons tendered?"

Moreta began to relax. Once Leri got over her shocks, she'd begin to see
t he hunor of the whole adventure, that the sheer reckl ess nmonentum had wor ked
to their advantage.

"B lerion dropped off Al essan, Cklina, and nme, and took off to the
Heal er Hall with Capi am and Desdra. The dust hadn't settled before M barak
arrived with nmore glass bottles and volunteers and ... besides, who will ask
the Lord of Ruatha to explain an hour's absence or inquire of Master Capiam
where he got needl ethorn? He has it! That's all anyone needs to know "

"A point to remenber." Leri's hunmor had been restored enough for her to

be witty.

"So," Moreta said, having achi eved another minor miracle in soothing
Leri, "tomorrow | have only to approach the other Wyrs to ask for aid in
distributing the vaccine. | prom sed Capiam"

"My dear girl, you can skite out of here for an hour on a nysterious
ti me-consum ng errand, but what excuse could you possibly find to go
Vyr - hoppi ng?"



"The best. There's a queen egg in front of us. | can visit them on
Search. Even Olith would agree to the necessity for that! And if | remenber
correctly, the Weyrl eaders prom sed at that historic Butte nmeeting of theirs
that they would supply candidates for Orlith's clutch.”

"Ah, but that was then," Leri pointed out sardonically. "This is now
You have surely been aware of Mtani's disaffection. He's unlikely to part
with the dullest wit in his Cavern."

"I thought of that. Remenber the lists the Weyrl eaders gave S peren? O
did you give themto Sh'gall?"

"Don't be ridiculous. They're safe in my weyr."

"We can figure out which of the bronze riders at Telgar are likely to
time it. | can't imagine that Benden or H gh Reaches woul d renege on the offer
of candi dates, "

"OfF course they wouldn't. T grel would be the bronze rider you should
see at Telgar. And you could apply to Dalova at lIgen. She may tend to babbl e
but she's basically rather a sensible person. You have thought this all out,
haven't you?" Leri gave a little chuckle at Mreta's cunning. "My dear, you've
t he maki ngs of a superior Weyrwoman. Just shuck that bronze rider and get
someone you're happy with. And I do not mean that |ight-eyed Lord Holder, with
hi s conveni ent stashes of Benden white. Though m nd you, he's a handsone |ad!"
Qut side, the bronze voice of Kadith called the fighting wings to the Rm

CHAPTER XV

Fort, Benden, Ista, lgen, Telgar, and H gh Reaches Wyrs, Present Pass,
3.21.43

"One day, M barak, and not too distant at that," Mreta told the slim
young weyrling the next norning, "we'll all have nothing to do but |ounge in
the sun."

"I don't mnd conveying, Mreta. It's such good training for Arith."
Then M barak averted his eyes and she could see the col or staining his neck
and cheek. "F' neldril explained to me last night the responsibility of Search
dragons and why Arith's been so discourteous.”

"It isn't discourtesy, Mbarak."

"Well, it's not proper dragon behavior and it doesn't |ook right for him
to be doing such things to people like Lady Cklina."

"M bar ak, she understands, too. And it is an instinct that we want very
much to encourage in Arith. He's a fine sensitive blue, and you' ve been of
great assistance to Weyr, hall, and hold! Now, today we must Search first at
Benden. The Weyrl eaders prom sed us candi dates, "

"Ones who' ve been vaccinated, " M barak added hastily.

Moreta gripped himby the arm anused by his conditioned qualification.
Then they mounted Arith and |left Fort Weyr.
"You are always wel cone at Benden," Levalla said when Mrreta was ushered
into the queen's weyr, "as long as you arrive without Olith to plague
Tuzut h." The Benden Weyrwoman cast a sly glance at K dren. "I trust she is



wel ded to the Hatching G ound."

"That's one of the reasons |'mhere." Mreta was alone with K dren and
Leval | a since she had been able to recormend to M barak that he remain in the
Bow with Arith. Both Weyrl eaders | ooked tired and she wi shed that she did not
have to tax their resources further, but there was no way one Weyr could
manage to distribute the vaccine.

"Orlith's a reason for comng here?" K dren grinned. "Ah, yes, of
course. Candi dates for your Hatching. Never fear that | will go back on that
pl edge. There are some prom sing fosterlings in our caverns. Al have now been
vacci nated, "

"That's the other reason |'mhere." Moreta had to blurt out her rea
m ssion at the first opportunity he gave her.

K dren and Levalla heard her out in weary silence, K dren scratching at
his sideburns, Levalla sliding a worry-wood pi ece through her fingers, its
surface snooth fromlong use

"What we don't need is another epidemic. | quite see that," Levalla said
when Mdreta had finished outlining the plan. "W didn't |ose that many
runnerherds here in the east but |I'msure Lord Shadder woul d be glad of the
vacci ne. | magi ne Al essan being able to produce it with all he's been through!"

"I don't like asking riders to time it, Levalla."
"Nonsense, K dren, we'll only ask those who do it. Only last Turn

Oibeth had to discipline Vnul, and he's only a brown rider. Bone |lazy, the
pair of them You know how brown riders can be, Mreta. And you know perfectly

well, K dren, that M gent makes tinme whenever it suits him"
"Then we'll put himin charge of the Benden riders assisting the Heal er
Hall," K dren said with a snap of his fingers. "Just the sort of challenge to

keep hi mout of nischief. He was annoyed, you know, " and he w nked at Moreta,
"that | recovered fromthe plague so quickly. He enjoyed Leading to Fall.

He' Il make Weyrl eader soon enough, won't he, mate?" He cast such a |udicrously
suspi cious |l ook at his beautiful Levalla that it was obvi ous he had no
anxieties on that score.

Levalla | aughed. "As if | had time for any dallying these days.

You' re | ooking exceedingly well, Mreta. Any injuries in your Weyr from
yesterday's Fall?"

"A few Threadscores and anot her dislocated shoulder. 1'd say that this
consolidation puts each wing on its nmettle."

"My thoughts, too," K dren said, "but | shall be eternally grateful when
we can resune our traditional regions. It isn't Sh'gall, 1'll have you know,
he's a bloody fine leader; it's that sour excrescence from Tel gar."

"K'dren ..." Levalla spoke in firmrenonstrance.
"Moreta's discreet, but that man ..." K dren balled his fists, setting
his jaw as his eyes flashed with antipathy for the Tel gar Leader. "He won't

assist in either of your requests, you know, Mreta!"

"He m ght not." Moreta took out the lists. K dren exclaimed in surprise
at seeing them



"So they will
flipped the sheets till
"T gre
responsi ble rider, he'd do it
nmust have riders from each Weyr,
hole-in-the-hill cots that aren't well
support. | wondered why our heal er was
with a rueful smle.

he canme to the

"And Capi ami' s sure about this vaccination of his?"

serve a purpose after all.

woul d be the man to contact at Tel gar
in reprisal
ones who know how to find the

Let me have a glance." He
angul ar backhanded scrawl of Mtani's.
Even if he weren't a
for sone of Mtani's tricks. And you
mar ked. Wl |,
bl oodl etti ng again!"

you can be sure of Benden
He rubbed his arm

Leval | a asked. Her

fingers betrayed her anxiety by the speed with which she flipped her

wWor r y- wood.

"He likens it to Thread. If

"About your Hatching, now. W do

hi ghl ands m nehol d whom we found on Search two Turns ago,
reverting to Moreta's ostensible errand.

it can't get a grip,

it can't last."

have a very keen young man from a Lenos
" Levall a said,

"I don't know why he didn't take, but
a mate on your G ound. Dannell's his

if he can."”

it's best to have nen who can occupy

not," Mireta said with a

we' Il have himback if he doesn't find

nane, and he's eager to keep up with his mning craft
"Are you Searching nore anong the crafts than the hol ds these days?"
"Wth the end of Pass in sight,

their spare tinme profitably for the Wyr."
"We receive the tithe whether there's Pass or

frown.

K dren | ooked up fromhis perusa
the Lords may not be quite so generous

Pass is over,

of the nanes. "To be sure, but once a

K dren's expression

i ndicated that his Lords had better sustain the quality of their tithes. "I've
underlined the riders who, | suspect, do tinme." His grin was raffish. "It's
not somet hing anyone admits to but T grel must have to use it to cope with

Mtani. Don't bother with L' bo
Al l aneth's rider,
anong her riders tinme it. And lgen has
the desert and on the riverbanks.
Ista. You were there ten Turns

chill?"

at

"Yes,
Kritith's rider."

"You have a son by him don't you?"
"Such ties seemto help at the nobst unexpected tines,

| gen.
She | ost a | ot of bl oodkin at

He's useless. Go directly to Dal ova,
I gen Sea Hol d. She'd know who

all those little cotholds stashed in

Surely you've got a few good friends left at
Have you heard t hat

F' gal's bad with kidney

I'"d planned to speak to Wnmi a out of courtesy. O D say,

Levalla said with a tolerant smle
don't they?"

"D say is a steady man and the boy I npressed a brown from Torenth's | ast

clutch,” Mreta said with quiet pride.
| onger with the Benden Leaders but she

"We' |l give Dannell time to pack
tomorrow, with Mgent. You can use the
him Shall | have a discreet word with

"Master Tirone is supposed to be
woul d be a boon."

As K dren escorted Moreta to the

She rose. She woul d have liked to stay
had a | ong day ahead of her.

up and send himon to you at Fort
opportunity to go over any details with
my Lords?"

sweet eni ng them but your endor senent

stairs, Levalla waved an i ndol ent



farewell, still worrying the wood in her |eft hand.

The encouragenent that Mreta received fromthe Benden Wyrl eaders did
much to sustain her during her next three visits. At Ista, F gal and Wmm a
were in her weyr, bronze Tinenth on the | edge, the tacit signal for privacy.
So Moreta directed Mbarak to land Arith at D say's weyr, where Kritith
greeted Moreta with shining blue spinning eyes, rearing to his hindquarters
and extending his wings. He peered out to the | edge, patently disappointed
that Mdreta had arrived on a blue instead of with her queen. Then D say
energed fromhis sleeping quarters. To her chagrin she had obvi ously awakened
himfrom a much- needed sl eep. He was one of the few who had not succunbed to
the first wave of illness, and he had ridden Fall continuously, nursed other
sick riders, and tried to bolster F gal's | eadership during the latter's
ki dney ail nment.

As she argued with D say on the necessity of once again cooperating with
the Heal er Hall, she w shed that he had had the plague; then he would not be
so slow to conply. D say resisted her presentation in such a glum silence that
she was beconi ng depressed when their son Mray suddenly charged up the steps.

"I beg your pardon, D say, but ny Quoarth told ne that Moreta is here."
The boy, in his height he was nore manly than boyi sh, paused just |ong enough
in the threshold to receive permssion to enter. Then he rushed to Moreta,
enbracing her with a charm ng enthusiasm He peered anxiously into her face
with eyes the color of her own, set in a head with the sane deep sockets and
arching brows. Yet he was far nore D say's child in build and coloring. "I
knew you were ill. It's very good to see you well."

"Orlith has clutched. 1've had little to do except repair scored riders
and dragons. "

M ray opened his arns, |ooking fromsire to dam hopeful of answers to
hi s out spoken questi ons.

"Moreta needs help, which | don't think she'll get fromF gal in his
state of health." D say replied noncommttally. He refilled Mireta's cup with
klah, tacitly giving her permission to tell their son

She did, and the boy's eyes wi dened with apprehensi on and a grow ng
eagerness that answered the chall enge.

"Wmm a woul d agree, D say, you know she would. We only have to present
the urgency to her. She's not a passive person, like F gal. He's, he's changed
alot recently." As Mray blurted out his opinion, he eyed D say to see if the
bronze rider would try to refute him D say shrugged. "Anyway, |'d like to
hel p and nmy wingl eader, T lonneg, is hold-bred. If there's anyone who'd know
the rainforest holds, it's him He caught the plague, too, and lost famly. He
shoul d know about this, D say, really he should. This isn't the sort of
request you can deny, is it? No nore than we can stop rising to Fall." Mray
faced his sire, shoulders back, jaw forward, a pose she remenbered striking
when she had acted on her own initiative in treating a runner in her famly's
hold. "I rose with Ista's wings at every Fall. Haven't got so much as char in
nmy face."

"Keep it that way," D say remarked in a flat voice that masked the pride
he had for his lad. "T'lonneg says they fly well, Mray and Quoarth."
"What we'd expect," Mreta said fondly, smling all the nmore warmy at
the lad. It was a pity that she hadn't been able to give himnore tine but
she'd had to go on to Fort Weyr, and D say had renmained at Ista. "K dren



t hought that six or seven riders would be needed from each Weyr."

D say rose to stand beside his son; there wasn't a hair's difference in
hei ght between them Mreta had never been notherly toward her children; as a
gueen rider, she'd had to foster theminmmedi ately. She could be proud of
M ray, though, of his eager enthusiasm Though he was committed to the Weyr,
it suddenly occurred to her that she had other children and her bl oodline
coul d be sustained in Keroon

"W will recruit riders who are adequate to the task and will discharge
this duty to the Hall," D say assured her. "I'll speak to Wnmi a as soon as
she's free. She'll review the fosterlings for your queen's clutch, though

nmust rem nd you that we had heavy | osses anong the weyr and hold fol k.
Everyone wanted to see that peculiar beast when it passed through here on its
way to the Gather."

"I grieved to know you had such heavy | osses." Mreta | ooked up at the
fine lad, grateful he had been spared. "Wen you' ve arranged the matter, send
a nmessenger to Master Capiam He has all the details worked out."

"I"ll see you at the Hatching?' Mray w nked i nmpudently at her. "O
course!" Mreta | aughed, and he enbraced her again, a little nore certain of
where his arms should go and not quite so fierce with his strong arns.

Both riders wal ked her to the weyr entrance. "You're off to Igen now?"
D say asked. "See Dalova. She'll agree." D say's smle showed sone of the
charmthat had once attracted her. The bronze rider had al ways been slow to
make up his mind, but his loyalty never faltered after he had. "Don't try to
talk to Mtani at Telgar. Ask for T'grel. He's sensible.”

Then the bronze and brown rider |ocked fingers to give Moreta a lift to
Arith's back, warning Mbarak in a jocular fashion that he'd better be careful
wi th that conveyance. Mbarak replied solemly that it was his sworn
obl i gati on.

Then they were above lIgen Weyr, the brilliance of the sun gl ancing off
the distant |ake painful to eyes between blinded; but the heat, the dry
i ntense desert heat, was welcome to chilled bodies as Arith bugled his request
to the watchrider.

Dal ova was at her weyr |ledge to greet Moreta, her tanned face w eathed
in delighted smles for her visitor.

"You cone in Search?" she cried, enbracing Mreta and drawi ng her into
the cool of her quarters. Dalova had a denonstrative and affectionate nature,
t hough the strains of the recent past were apparent in her nervous gestures
and grinmaces, the way she constantly shifted her position by her queen, often
tappi ng her fingers on Allaneth's forearmas she |listened to Mreta's
expl anati on of her doubl e Search

"There's no question of my refusing help, Mreta. Silga, Enpie, and
Namurra won't refuse either. Six, you say Capiami || need? |I'd wager any
amount "-she | aughed, a hi gh nervous |augh, "that P'leen tines it. You do get
to know, you know. As |I'msure you do." She grimaced, causing the sun-lines
around her sad brown eyes to crease. "If only L'bol were not so terribly
depressed. He feels that if he hadn't let our riders convey that dreadful
beast about, " She broke off and threw her arns out as if she could scatter
all the unpl easantness and misery. Absently she patted her dragon's face, and
Al l aneth regarded her fondly. "I can help you distribute the vaccines but |
cannot, in conscience, give you any candi dates. W have so few young people to



present to hatchlings, nmuch |l ess a queen. Besides, Allaneth should rise soon
I"mcounting on it." A flash of desperation crossed Dalova's nobile face.

"There's nothing like a good mating flight to buoy the spirits of the
entire Weyr," Mboreta said, thinking ahead to Olith's next flight with
i ncreasing anticipation.

"Ch, my, not you, too?" Dalova asked with a shaky little |laugh. Tears
formed in her expressive brown eyes, and now her queen |icked her hand.

W thout hesitation, Moreta took Dalova in her arnms and the woman wept,
in the quiet forlorn way of someone who has cried often without relief.

"So many, Moreta, so many. So suddenly. The shock of it when Ch' nmon and

Helith went. Then ..." She could not continue for sobbing. "And L'bol is sunk
in apathy. P leen has risen with the Igen wings. That's not out of order, but
when we're no | onger consolidated, if he cannot lead ... So |I'm counting on
Al laneth's rising, and ne! Once there's been a good mating flight, everyone's
spirits will inprove. And once the fear of this hideous plague is over,
everyone will be restored.”

Dal ova rai sed her head from Moreta's shoul der, drying her eyes. "You
know how firestone makes nme sneeze, and | nearly burst nyself to keep from
doing it because a sneeze frightens people so! Ridiculous, but it is the
truth." Dalova sniffled, found her kerchief, and bl ew her nose lustily. "

must say, | do feel better because you know what it's like. Now, |let ne have a
| ook at our Weyr maps. Yes, | see what Master Capi am neans and he's worked so
much of the detail out, it'll be no trouble. I'lIl organize Igen. Have you been

to Telgar yet? Well, ask for T grel. Then you'll go to Hi gh Reaches? Is Fal ga
i mproving? WIIl Tam anth really fly again? Ch, that is good news. Look, nuch
as |'d love you to stay, you'd better go or I'Il drip tears all over you
again. | try not to for L' bol's sake because Tinenth tattles on nme and that
depresses L' bol even nore. You can't imagine what a relief it is to weep al
over you. Look, I'll send Enpi e when we've decided, and | night not ask nore
than the queens or P'leen. | can trust thembut L'bol never approves of timng
it, for any reason, and now is not the nmonment to upset himon mnor matters."
Dal ova had been ushering Moreta to the weyr entrance, holding tightly to her
armas they wal ked. She smiled warmy up at M barak, stroked Arith's nose, and
gave Moreta a leg up. At Telgar the brown watchdragon bugled threateningly to
Arith, ordering the blue to land on the Riminstead of proceeding down to the
Bow .

"My orders, Weyrwonan,"
strangers in the Wyr."

C ver said with no apology. "Mtani wants no

"Since when are dragonriders strangers to each other?" Mreta demanded,
of fended by the order and insolence with which it was delivered. Arith trilled
wi th concern over their reception and he could sense Mreta's fury. "I've cone
in Search, '

"And |l eft your queen alone?" C ver was openly contenptuous.

"The eggs harden. | call Mtani to honor his promise to S peren to send
us candi dates for Inpression. | have vaccine with ne if it is needed for the
weyrfolk | seek."

"W have all of that we need for those who deserve it."

"I'f | were on Olith, Cver,"



"Even if you were on your queen, Mreta of Fort, you wouldn't be wel cone
here! Take your Search into your own Holds. If there' re any holders left, of
course!”

"If those are your sentinents, C ver,"
"They are."
"Then have a care, C ver, when this Pass is over. Have a care!"

C ver laughed and his brown reared to his hind | egs, trunpeting
derisively. Arith trenbled frommuzzle to tail tip.

"CGet out of here, Mbarak." Mreta spoke through clenched teeth. Tel gar
could burn in fever and she'd never answer them They could be down to the
| ast sack of firestone and she'd not send thema sliver. The Weyr could be
full of Thread and she, "Take us to the H gh Reaches."

A Rimlanding i ndeed! The cold of between did not danpen Mreta's fury,
but Arith stopped trenbling only when the H gh Reaches wat chdragon caroled a
wel cone.

"Ask Arith to request permission to land in the Bow near Tam anth's
quarters. Say we cone in Search.”

"I already did, Mreta," Mbarak said, his eyes still shadowed by
Telgar's rejection. "W are twice and twice tines twice welcome at the High
Reaches. Arith says Tami anth is warbling."

As Arith glided past the Seven Spindles and the wavi ng watchrider, they
coul d indeed hear Tamianth's intricate vocalization. B lerion's Nabeth
answered then charged out of his weyr to its ledge. S'ligar's G anarth energed
as if catapulted, flapping his wings and uttering high crackling trills as
Arith made his | anding.

M barak turned to grin at Mdreta, his shattered confidence restored by
t he spont aneous greetings and goodwi I |. Then Moreta saw B' lerion standing in
the wide aperture to the weyrling quarters that acconmodated the wounded
Tam anth. He waved his right armvigorously and then trotted out to neet her

"Just a quick word alone,"” he said, folding his good arm around her

shoul ders with carel ess ease. "I took Desdra and klina to the Nerat
pl antations late last night. W' ve all the needl ethorn we could possibly
require. |I've not nentioned either of your Searches to Falga and S ligar and

t here have been no awkward questions from any other source." He raised his

voi ce, chatting casually. "Tam anth's wing is dripping ichor, and she's got a
tub for diving; S ligar's inproving, the sun is shining, the Wyr is righted,
and Pressan and | were just giving Falga a little wal k. Pressen thinks very
highly of you, ny dear Mireta. C'not may tell nme that Diona did it, but we
know Di ona, don't we? Pressen attended the dragon injuries from yesterday's
Fall. Spends his free tine badgering Fal ga about dragon cures, which keeps her
fromfeeling usel ess. Ah, here we are, Falga, your waterbearer!”

The first thing Moreta noticed was the enornous water butt conveniently
pl aced at Tamianth's left, full to its brim Then she saw the neat stack of
bucket s.

B'lerion chuckled. "My idea. Everyone who wants to visit Fal ga goes by
way of the |ake and brings in a full bucket. Every hour a weyrling returns the
enpties to the lake. If you count the current buckets, you'll realize that



Fal ga's been having entirely too much conpany. O Tami anth's thirst has
finally been sl aked."

Fal ga was propped agai nst cushions on a wi de couch that had been made of
several weyrling beds tied together. Mreta was delighted to see the good
color in Falga's face and returned her enbrace, al nbst enbarrassed by the
worman' s profuse thanks for saving her queen's life. Then, out of deference to
Falga's fervent request, Mreta checked the progress of Tamianth's wing with
Pressen while Tam anth humred softly, watching Moireta with softly gl ow ng
eyes.

"Holth says Orlith sleeps.” It was Tam anth who spoke.

Startled, Moreta glanced at Fal ga, who was equally surprised but sniled
warmy at her.

"You' ve cone on Search," Falga began. "Surely it's early, and even a
shade unwi se to assenbl e candidates." Falga indicated that Mreta should sit
on one end of the couch, B lerion on the other

Moreta hesitated, glancing at Pressen, but he was busy in the far end of
the | arge room

"I"ve two reasons for coning."

"But there's only one queen egg." Then Fal ga sl unped back agai nst her
pillows, resigned. "Wat el se has gone wong then?"

"No, | think you could say that sonething has come right," Mreta said
in a positive manner, "but Master Capi am needs our cooperation."” Quickly
Moreta once nore explained, irritated by the sincere way in which B lerion
expressed astonishnent. "Parts of Nabol, Crom and the H gh Reaches are
totally isolated. Master Capiamfeels that they could wait so your involvenent
won't be as large."

"Moreta, after saving Tami anth you can have anything in this Wyr
except S'ligar and G anarth. Fortunately," Falga's delightful |augh peal ed

out, "he's feeling his age. B'lerion, | know you time it as a matter of
everyday convenience. This is the sort of thing you' re good at organizi ng.
Besides, | doubt if there's a cot you don't know in any western hold."

"Falga!" B lerion affected indignation and hurt, laying his right hand
on his heart. "May | see this plan of Master Capiam s?"

The bronze rider was a very shrewd di ssenbler for he exam ned the plan
as if that were his first viewing. Mreta wished that B lerion were not so
conpr ehensi vel y char mi ng.

"Moreta," Falga said, eyeing her thoughtfully, "if Tam anth says Holth
says Oriith's asleep. H gh Reaches has not been your first stop."

"No, | kept the best for the last."

"Coul d that be why Tami anth tells ne Holth now infornms her that Raylinth
and his rider have arrived, in great agitation, at Fort?" \Wen Mreta nodded
grimy, she added, "Mtani would have none of it?"

"The watchrider made Arith land on the Rm"

B'lerion cursed with real fervor, all |anguor gone.



"I'f I'd been on Olith, that squatty m|dewed brown of C ver's would,
"Consi der the source," Falga said earnestly. "A mere brown rider

Real |y, Moreta, save your wath for sonething worth the energy to spit at. |
don't know what has got into Mtani over the last Turn. Maybe he's

battl e-weary fromfighting Thread for so many years. He's gone sour totally,
and it's affecting his whole Weyr. That woul d be disastrous enough in ordinary
times, but this plague has only shown up his deficiencies. Do we have to force
a change there? We'll take up that matter later. Meanwhile, H gh Reaches will
take up distribution on the eastern side of Telgar's region. Bessera can tine
it, and has, which accounts for that smug | ook so often on her face. B'lerion
whi ch of the bronzes?"

"Sharth, Melath, Odioth," B lerion closed a finger into his palmwth
each nane. "Nabeth, as you suspected, Ponteth and Bidorth. That makes seven,
and if ny nmenory serves nme, N nool, Bidorth's nder, comes from Tel gar Upper
Plains. OF course, T' grel's not the only rider who's dissatisfied with

Mtani's | eadership. | told you, didn't I, Falga, that once those Tel gar
riders had had a taste of real |eadership, there'd be trouble." He sniled
wi nningly at Mireta. "I actually do defer to Sh'gall's abilities. He may be a

dull stick in other matters, oh, no, you can't fool your old friend B lerion
but he is a bloody fine Leader! Don't waggle your finger at nme, Falga."

"Do stop your chatter, B'lerion. Holth has told Tam anth that Moreta had

better get back to her Weyr. And we'll send you over a few weyrlings from our
cavern. You can take your pick. If we discover any nore likely lads and girls
while we're delivering Master Capiamis brew, we'll bring themin."

"Il just give Moreta a leg up,"” B lerion called back over his shoul der
as he hurried out with her

"It's a good thing you' ve only the one arm B'lerion," Falga called
after them goodhunoredly.

"I was goi ng back by way of Ruatha," Mreta said anxiously.

"I thought you might be. You don't have to. They're doing splendidly.
Capiaml's sent nore people in to help. Desdra's overseeing. She says Tirone and
his harpers are doing a nagnificent job with the Lords Hol der and
Crafthal | masters."

"He nust be. | haven't seen K lon in days."
"Good fellow, Klon; and | don't say that about just any blue rider."

Then they were beside Arith and, one-arned or not, B lerion nearly
lifted her over the blue dragon

Olith was awake on Mireta's return to Fort Wyr because Sh'gall had
roused her while |ooking for Moreta. He was pacing up and down in front of the
tier and whirled belligerently at her when she entered.

"Mtani sent a green weyrling," he cried, fumng, "hardly nore than a
babe, to give our watchrider the nost insulting nessage | have ever received.
He has repudi ated any agreenent made at the Butte, a neeting at which I was
not present." Sh'gall shook his fist first at Moreta and then in the vague
direction of the Butte. "And at which arbitrary decisions were made, which
cannot condone, though I've been forced to conply with them Mtani has
repudi ated any arrangenment, agreenent, accord, understandi ng, undertaking. He



is not to be bothered, bothered, he says, not to be bothered by problens of
any other Weyr. If we are so poor that we have to beg and Search from ot her
Weyrs, then we do not deserve to have a clutch at all." Sh'gall ended up
swi nging his arns about |ike a drum apprenti ce.

Moreta had never seen himso furious. She listened to what he had to say
but offered no response, hoping he would vent his rage and | eave. Havi ng
repeated hinmself at length on his displeasure with her shanel ess venture for
the Weyr that had resulted in such an insufferable message fromMtani, he
ranted on through his usual grievances, about his illness, about the puny size
of the clutch. Finally Mreta could bear no nore.

"There is a queen egg, Sh'gall. There have to be enough candi dates to
give the little queen some choice. | applied to Telgar Wyr as | did to
Benden, Igen, Ista, and the H gh Reaches. No one el se thought ny appearance or
nmy request inportunate. Now | eave the Ground. You've upset Olith sufficiently
for one day."

Olith was visibly upset as Mireta ran across the hot sands to her, but
not, Moreta knew very well, by Sh'gall. By Tel gar Wyr. She paced in front of
her eggs, her eyes wheeling fromred to yell ow and orange as she recited to
her rider a list of the danages she would inflict on bronze Hogarth in such
detail that Mreta was torn between | aughter and horror. A mating dragon could
be savage with the drive of that purpose, but a clutching dragon was usually
passi ve.

Moreta scratched Olith's eye ridges and head knob to soothe her, urging
the dragon to have a care for her eggs and cone lie down again and let the hot
sands lull her.

"She has sonme very good ideas," cane the unm stakable voice of Holth.
"Leri says that Raylinth's rider understands all that is necessary. She says
that in the interests of tranquility, you are to stay in the G ound, eat and
sleep well."

"Do you m ss anything, Holth-Leri?"

"No. If Olith does not finish Hogarth appropriately, I will do so."

"Leri says," and the voice was now only Olith's, her tone sullen
"that we must not stop Holth."

"Why not ?"
"I'f you had ridden nme, you would not have been insulted."

"Actually, 1'd rather have Cver's skin for a floor rug," Mreta said in
a considered tone. "He's hairy enough.™

The notion of flaying a rider was originally Leri's, but thinking about
the process restored Mireta and indirectly placated Olith. Perhaps she shoul d
go for Sh'gall's hide, too, except that she was fond of Kadith and woul dn't
cause him anxiety.

"Kam ana comes,"” Orlith said, her tone cal ner, her eyes nore green than
yel | ow.

Moreta | ooked up and saw t he Weyrwonman beckoni ng urgently for Mreta to
join her on the tier.



"Leri told me to wait until you' d both had a chance to cool down!"
Kam ana said, rolling her eyes and grinning synpathetically at Moreta.
"Sh'gall will drone on when he's offended, won't he? You'd think the plague
had been invented to annoy himalone. And that Mtani? W're all tired of
Thread but we still do what is expected. He may find hinself flying by his
| onesome, and | know his Weyr's at half strength. Can we not replace hin? O
must we wait until Telgar's Dalgeth rises to replace himas Leader? However,
we're flying for Capi amtonorrow, Lidora, Haura, and nyself. | w sh you could
persuade Leri not to, but she does know the hole-in-the-hill places better
than anyone else in the Wyr. She's talked S peren into taking a few runs and
K'lon, though he's only a blue." Kam ana frowned dubi ously over that choice.
"I think P nine would have been w ser but he got scored."

"K'lon's already stunbled onto timng; besides, he's done a | ot of
conveying lately, you know "

"I didn't know, " Kami ana rolled her eyes expressively again, "just how
much was goi ng on around here, Mreta, and your queen on the Hatching G ound,
pushi ng sand about to warm her eggs!"

In the main Hall of Ruatha Hold, which had so recently been a hospital
forty cartwheel s had been rigged as centrifuges. A hundred or nore ornanental
bottl es had al so served their purpose and were now stacked agai nst the stair
wal I where once the banquet table of Ruathan Lords had graced the raised end
of the long Hall. The frenzied activity of the past three days had, in the
| ate hours of this night, abated to weary preparations for the norning' s fina
effort. It was no confort to the fatigued that simlar activity had wearied
anxi ous men and wonen in Keroon Beasthall and Benden Hol d.

In the corner nearest the kitchen entrance, a trestle table had been
serving as dining table at appropriate hours and a worktable at all other
times. The remmants of an evening meal were at the end nearest the wall, where
maps and lists had been tacked to the hangings, On its |long benches sat the
ei ght peopl e whom Al essan called his Loyal Crew, relaxing with a cup of w ne
from Al essan's skin of Benden white.

"I wasn't so taken with that Master Balfor, Lord Al essan," Dag was
saying, his eyes on the wine in his cup
"He's not confirmed in the honor," Al essan said. He was too weary to
take part in an argunent and well aware that Fergal was listening with avid
ears to store bits and pieces of irrelevant information in his cunning young
m nd.

"I"d worry who el se mght have the rank, for Master Balfor certainly
hasn't the experience."

"He has done all that Master Capi am asked," Tuero said with an eye on
Desdra, who apparently was not |istening.

"Ah, it's sad to realize how many good nen and wonen have died." Dag
lifted his cup in a silent toast. "And sadder to think of the fine bloodlines
just wiped out. When | think of the races Squealer will walk away with and no
conpetition to stretch himin a challenge.”

Al essan poured a bit more wine in his cup, Fergal's eyes on the
busi ness. He'd been offered a portion but disdained it with an insol ence that
Al essan excused only because the | ad had worked so diligently at any task
assigned him But then, the work had been to save runners, and the boy had
obviously inherited his grandfather's total commtnent to the breed.



"You say Runel died?" Dag continued, finding it hard to conprehend how
few of his old cronies renmained. "Did all his bloodline go?"

"The ol dest son and his fanmily are safe in the hold."

"Ah, well, he's the right one for it. I'll just have a | ook at that
brown mare. She could foal tonight. Come along, Fergal." Dag swung his
splinted leg off the bench and took up the crutches Tuero had contrived for
him For just a nonent, Fergal |ooked rebellious.

"Il come with you if I may," R Il said, rising and unobtrusively
assisting Dag. "A birth is a happy nmonent!"

Fergal was on his feet in an instant, extrenely possessive of Dag and
unwilling to share the man's attention with anyone, not even with Neril ka, for
whom he had taken a curious |iKking.

Tuero watched the curious trio until they had left the hall. "I know
|'ve seen that woman before.”

"I have, too," Desdra said, "or maybe her kinfolk. Faces have got
blurred. Overdose!" She was | eaning back agai nst the wall behind her, hands
linp in her lap, a few wisps of dark hair escaping fromthe tight braids.
"When this is over tomorrow, I'mgoing to sleep and sl eep and sl eep. Anyone,
anyone whosoever attenpts to rouse ne, shall be ... shall be ... I"'mtoo tired
to think of something suitably vile."

"The wi ne was excellent, Lord Al essan," Follen said, rising. He pulled
at Deefer's sleeve. "We've just three nore batches to decant tonight. There
could be breakages, so we nust have spares. It won't take | ong now. "

Deefer yawned nightily then belatedly covered his nmouth, apologetically
gl anci ng around. But a yawn was not in the same category as a sneeze or a
cough.

"When you think that | thought,"” Tuero began with a long sigh as he
regarded the interior of his enmpty cup, "that a Ruathan Gather would be | ess
tedi ous than a Crom weddi ng, you may wonder what | was doing for wits that
day."

Al essan | ooked up, his light-green eyes sparkling. "Does that nean, ny
friend, you have considered ny offer of a post here at Ruatha?"

Tuero gave a little chuckle. "My good Lord Hol der Al essan, there cones a
time in a harper's |life when he decides that the variety and change of
tenmporary assignments begin to pall and he wi shes a confortable |iving where
his capabilities are appreciated, where he can be sure of witty conversations
over the dinner table, to save his fingers fromthe harping, where his
energi es are not abused, "

"I wouldn't post to Ruatha in that event,"
but she snil ed.

Desdra remarked caustically,

"You weren't asked," Alessan replied, mschief in his eyes.
"It's no joy to serve a cautious man." Tuero flung an arm about
Al essan's shoulders. "There is one condition, however, which," the harper held
up a long forefinger, pausing before his stipulation "nust be net."



"By the first Egg,
to a first-story apartnent on the inside, second tithe of our Crafthalls,

Al essan protested, "you' ve already got nme to agree

"When you' ve got them staffed again."

"Your choice of a runnerbeast, top marks as journeyman, and |eave, if
you wi sh, to take your mastery when the Pass is over. \Wat nore can you ask of
an i npoverished Lord Hol der?"

"All 1 ask is what is fitting for a man of ny acconplishments." Tuero

hunbly put one hand on his heart.
"So what is this final condition?"

"That you supply me with Benden white." He spoiled the gravity of his
pronouncerent by hi ccupi ng and gestured urgently for Alessan to fill his cup
He sipped wine to stop the spasns. "Wl ?"

"Good Journeyman Harper Tuero, if | can procure Benden white, you nmay
have your just share of it." He raised his cup solemmly and Tuero touched his
to it. "Agreed?"

Tuero hiccuped. "Agreed!" He tried to swall ow the next hiccup

Desdra | ooked at Al essan then | eaned forward and prodded the w neskin
under his el bow. She nade a noi se of anused reproof.

"There's not nuch left init," Al essan assured her
"That's just as well. Tonorrow your heads nust be as clear as can be,"
she said. "Come, Cklina, you're half asleep as it is."

Regar di ng her through the |ovely euphoria produced by several cups of
his superlative Benden white, Al essan wondered if Desdra was being solicitous
of his sister or nmerely needed support up the stairs. The progress of the two
worren was steady but uncertain, and their indirect course not entirely due to
t he cartwheel s, apparatus, and equi pnent that |ay strewn about the spacious
whi t ewashed Hall. That was anot her thing he must do, Al essan deci ded suddenly,
repaint the Hall. The austere white was too rmuch a rem nder of too nany
pai nful scenes.

"I say, Alessan," Tuero said as he tugged at the Lord Hol der's sl eeve,
"where do you get all that white Benden?"

Al essan grinned. "I have to have a few secrets.” H s head was wobbling

and if he wasn't careful, it would fall sideways onto the table.

"Secrets? Even from your harper?" Tuero tried to sound indignant.
"I'f you find out, I'Il tell you if you're right."

Tuero brightened. "That's fair enough. If a harper can't find out, and
this harper is very good at finding things out, if a harper can't find out, he
doesn't have the right to know 1Is that right, Al essan?"

But Al essan's head reposed on the table; a snore issued fromhis
hal f - open nouth. Tuero stared at himfor a nmonent in mxed pity and rebuke,
t hen pushed at the wi neskin under his el bow and sighed in disgust. There
wasn't nore than a dribble init.



Foot st eps sounded behi nd Tuero. He turned.
"Has he finished it?" Rill asked.
"Yes, it's enpty, and he's the only one who knows where the supply is!"

Rill smled. "The foal is a male, a fine strong one. | thought Lord
Al essan would Iike to know. Dag and Fergal are watching to be sure it stands
and suckl es." She | ooked down at the sleeping Lord Hol der, an expression of
i neffabl e tenderness | ending her a | ook of quiet beauty.

Tuero blinked to be sure it was the wine that had enhanced the tal
worman. She had good bones in her face, he decided after making an effort at
concentration. Wth a bit of thought to her clothing, brighter colors, with
hair |onger than that unattractive crop, she'd be attractive. Unexpectedly her
expression altered, and so did the illusion of beauty, once again she bore the
resenbl ance that perplexed Tuero and Desdra.

"I know I know you," Tuero said.

"I"'mnot the sort of person a journeyman harper knows," she replied.
"Cet to your feet, Harper. | can't allow himto sleep in this unconfortable
position and he needs a proper rest."

"Not so sure | can stand."

"Try it." Her terse reply was issued with an authority that Tuero found
hi nsel f obeyi ng t hough he was shaky on his | egs.

Rill was only half a head shorter than Al essan so she | ooped one |inp
arm over her shoul der, urging Tuero take the other. Between themthey managed
to get Al essan upright, though he renmained only hal f-conscious of their
efforts. Tuero had to cling with his free hand to the bannister but
fortunately, Al essan's roonms were the first apartnent past the head of the
stairs. They got himthrough to the bedroomwhere Rill arranged his |inmp body
confortably before she covered him Tuero was mildly jeal ous that Al essan
coul d arouse such tenderness.

"I wish ... I wish ..." he began but | ost the words to express that
| ongi ng.

"The doss-bed is still in the next room Harper."

"WIl you cover me up, too?" Tuero asked wistfully. RlIl smled and

nmerely pointed to the pallet on the floor and shook out the bl anket fol ded on
it. Wth a sigh of weary gratitude, Tuero |lay down on his side.

he murnmured as he felt the

"You're good to a drunken sot of a harper,"’
bl anket spread over him "One day I'Il remenmm ..

The norni ng began as any other in the Wyr. Though bothered by a
i ngeri ng cough, Nesso had otherwi se recovered fromher illness. She brought
Moret a breakfast and so many conpl aints about Gorta's nanagenment of the Lower
Caverns during her illness that Moreta cut short the tirade by saying she had
to check Leri's harness.

"I can't imagine why the queen riders would fly with Tel gar after what
Mtani did yesterday."

Moreta was grateful that the Fall would mask the queens' real activities



and grateful, too, that Nesso had obviously not discerned that the rising to
Fall was merely an excuse, that Telgar had nothing to do with the queens
flight that day.

"It's the last tine,"
duty to hold and hall!"

Moreta said, hastily draining her cup. "W had our

Olith was carefully turning eggs on the hot sands, testing their shells
with a gentle tongue. She was nore solicitous of the queen egg and turned it
nearly every hour; the | esser ones were rearranged only three or four tines a
day. Moreta would see Leri safely off on her mission and then take Orlith to
the feedi ng ground. They woul d have to insist that drovers restock the Wyr,
once the threat of plague was over. Just then there wasn't much choi ce anong
what beasts were left. She'd speak to Peterpar. Maybe wild wherries could be
found nearby fattening on the spring growh in the | ower range. Once the day
was over, there'd be a lot of details she'd best attend and get affairs back
to a normal pace. And then a real Search for candidates would be initiated.

Leri was dressed in her flying gear but grunpy.

"Maybe you'd better not fly your run if your joints are bothering you so
much. Did you take enough fellis juice in your w ne?"

"Hah! | knew there'd cone a day when you'd beg ne to take fellis juice!"
"I'"'mnot begging you."

"Well, you don't need to remind me either. Just didn't sleep well |ast
ni ght. Kept going over the details of what goes where and with whom Mtan
couldn't have picked a better time to be obnoxious." Leri was blackly
sarcastic. "You're going to have to cope with Sh'gall today, you know, and al
that injured dignity. Good thing we planned for you to stay in the Hatching
Ground; otherwi se he'd get suspicious."

"He's asleep.”

"He should be! Gorta tells nme he put away two wi neskins on his own. Now,
if you'll just pass that strap? There!"

Hol th nuzzl ed Moreta with unexpected affection as she bent her head to
accept the neck strap, and Mdreta gave her eye ridge a scrape.

"You'll take good care of Leri today, won't you, Holth?"
"Of course!”

"OfF all the nerve. Talking behind a rider's back!" Leri pretended
i ndi gnation, but she smiled warmy at Mreta before she tugged at the harness
to be sure that the clips were secure. There!" She thunped Holth on the neck
"We'd best be off. |I'mtaking the upper ranges. Wen | collect the anim
vacci ne from Ruatha, shall | |eave in any messages?"

"You'll wish themwell, of course. And see what Holth thinks of Cklina."

"Natural ly!"

Moreta acconpanied Leri to the | edge and, as Holth crouched | ow, hel ped
her mount. Leri fastened her riding straps, settled her small frame agai nst

Holth's ridge, and waved a negligent farewell. Moreta stepped back against the
wal |l while Holth | eaped off, her wing strokes strong and sure. She flew toward



the feeding ground and then, in an instant, was gone between. Mreta worried
at Holth's habit of nipping between so soon after takeoff, but the dragon was
old. After they had treated everyone, Mdreta was going to present the
strongest possible argunents to Leri about continuing flight at all. The wi se
ol d Weyrwoman coul d be exceedi ngly useful down at Ista where the climte would
be much ki nder to both dragon and rider

O her dragons were at the feeding ground, Mreta noticed, after reaching
her decision about Leri's future. The sparse numbers of the Weyr herd
stanpeded to the | ake and sone anbled into the water. A pursuing green had a
fine time splashing after a wherry, and sprays of water made rai nbow dazzl es
in the mdnorning sun. The green's triunphant bugle was sonewhat nuffled by
the wet mass in her nmouth. Instead of flying up to her |edge to savor her
nmeal , the green veered | ow and deposited the wherry at the feet of the blue
dragon on the far side of the lake. Tigrath had preyed for Dilenth, A dan and
F'duril standing by. Unless Mireta' s eyes deceived her, the third man wat chi ng
t he exchange was Peterpar, the Weyr herdsman.

When she joined the trio, Peterpar was finalizing the details of a
wherry hunt to be held that afternoon if the weather kept fair.

"They' ve nooks they squeeze into up in the ravines, Mreta," Peterpar

explained. "If it stays sunny," he twi sted round to view the cloudl ess
hori zon, "and it |ooks to, they' Il be out, browsing. A dan here says he's
willing."

"I was thinking of asking S gor to join us," A dan said. "Malth could
use an excuse to spread her wi ngs, and the chase would do S gor a power of
good! "

"He oughtn't to stay imured like that,” F duril agreed, glancing up
toward S gor's weyr in the western arc of the Bow. "W'll do it," he added
with a wink and a nod at Moreta. "A dan here could get a snake to wal k when he
sets his mind toit." Ginning, he hooked arns with his friend.

"Nonet hel ess, Moreta, we'll hunt the hills out right quick," Peterpar
said with a shake of his head. He frowned as he pushed together some stones
with the toe of his boot. "How soon d' you expect the holders'll be willing to
send up a drove?"

"Could we not just ask for permission to hunt until there's no nore fear
of spreadi ng pl ague?" A dan asked. Neither he nor F duril had been infected
since both had stayed close to F duril's injured blue Dilenth during the worst
of the contagion

"That woul d spare hol ders the necessity of a drove when they're
short handed and behind on spring work," Moreta agreed, adding that detail to
t he others she was accunul ati ng.

"Round up the strays for people in Keroon and Tel gar," Peterpar said,
noddi ng sagaciously. "I did hear that animals were [ et run when fol k took sick
with no one to care for them" Then he pointed skyward. "Were're the queen
riders going? Is that S peren with thenP"

"On Search," Mreta said casually.

"Queens don't go on Search," Peterpar said presunptuously.

"They do when a Weyrwoman has been treated as uncivilly as Tel gar
treated me," Moreta declared with sufficient severity to quell Peterpar's



curiosity. "Orlith does need to be fed. Do please get a few juicy bucks for
her in your hunt."

Smiling, she left the men. Trust Peterpar to take an interest in
everything. He hadn't nentioned Holth and Leri so perhaps Holth's
shal | ow angl e approach to between had been justified. K |on nust have |eft
earlier, but he was in and out of the Wyr so frequently on convey that his
departure woul d not cause conmment. It anused Moreta that she could turn
Mtani's disaffection to advantage, so he was nade useful instead of being
nerely obstreperous. Now if Sh'gall would just sleep all day ..

She felt inordinately good that norning, aware of the snell of the
spring in the air, the warmh of the sun, the |aughter of the children playing
near the Cavern. Once the dragons had finished feeding, they would return to
the | akeside, their favorite spot for games. The atnosphere in the Bow was
returning to a normal buzz of pleasant activity, no longer silent with
anxi ety. However, an air of anticipation, of suppressed excitenment, hung over
the infirmary when she visited | ooking for Jallora, who was vaccinating one of
the riders scored the day before.

"Good nmorning, Mreta," Jallora said. "Awell-tinmed arrival. Now | can
gi ve you the second vacci nati on which Capi am has ordered for the Wyrs.
Dragonriders travel so much," she said with a nild apologetic smile. Nothing
in her expression indicated that the procedure was anything but routine. She
adm ni stered Moreta's dose with the deftness of |ong practice.

"Can | give you a hand?"

"I wouldn't object. I've got the Lower Cavern to do. | vaccinated the
queen riders before they left on their errand.”

Did Mreta imagine a twinkle in Jallora's eyes? At |east she could keep
busy hel ping the journeywonan, and so she passed the norning well occupied.
When she saw Peterpar with A" dan and S gor, she went to tell Olith that
there'd be nore choice if she could contain her appetite until later in the
af t er noon.

"WIld wherries are tough,” Olith remarked a trifle petulantly, but
general ly tasty, she added, sensing Miyreta's concern and nuzzling her rider
"Kadith sleeps. Holth says that the errand proceeds well."

Moreta was very grateful that Kadith still slept. Inevitably Sh'gal
woul d di scover that Fort Weyr riders had taken part in Capiam s vaccine
distribution, preferably after he had recovered fromthe w ne and when he had
cal nred down over Mtani's insult. Mreta could have been m staken, but she had
a fleeting thought that Sh'gall was obscurely pleased by Mtani's attitude
toward her.

Suddenly Orlith reared up, her eyes flashing reddi sh orange with such
alarmthat Moreta whirled to the Hatching G ound entrance, alert to danger.

"He will not let the bronzes go. Sutanith is worried. He is dangerous.
Dal geth, the senior queen, restrains all." Olith sounded perplexed as well as
def ensi ve.

"Sutanith is speaking to you?" Mreta was amazed. Sutanith was Mridan's
gueen and she was a very junior weyrworman at Telgar. Mreta didn't know her
well at all for Fort did not often conmbine with Tel gar Weyr even when
traditional territories were observed.



"The Leader has gone between to the Fall, so Sutanith warns you of the
trouble, that the bronzes cannot help."

"Mtani found out that T grel was going to distribute the vacci ne?"
"Sutanith has gone." Olith rel axed her posture.

"And Dal geth restrains? How did Mtani find out? | thought Leri and

T grel had worked out every detail. And Keroon nmust have the vaccine." Mreta
began to pace, scrubbing at her short hair as if she could tease out a plan
"If Keroon doesn't get the vaccine, the whole plan could fail!" She dashed

across the sands to the tier and found Capiamls notes. Keroon and Tel gar had
to be covered and there were many halls and hol ds. Who el se anong her riders
knew Tel gar and Keroon well enough to,

"Oribeth comes.” This time Olith junped in front of her eggs, spreading
her wi ngs, arching her neck in instinctive protection other clutch fromthe
proximty of a strange queen.

"Don't be silly, Orlith. Levalla's here to see ne!"

Astoni shed that the Benden pair should appear in Fort Weyr, Mreta
rushed out to nmeet Levalla. They had | anded in the center of the Bow, well
away from both Hatching Gound and Caves. As Myreta rushed out to neet her
visitors, Levalla sighted the sun's position in relation to the Star Stones
before sliding down her queen's shoulder to await Mobreta.

"I timed that very well indeed. | didn't want you to worry
unnecessarily."

"You tined it here? Olith just relayed Sutanith's cryptic nmessage. Do
you know about it?" Moreta had to bellow over the noise made by the Weyr's
dragons, which were bugling in bew ldernent at Olith's alarmand Oibeth's
presence. Mreta sent powerful reassurances to her queen, who stopped bugling.

"Do cal meveryone down. | didn't mean to put the Wyr in a panic. My
apologies to Olith and the watchrider and all that, but | had to see you
instantly. | did rather well, you know, timng it across the continent on top

of everything else." Levalla had stripped off one glove and now fingered the
worry-wood. "And yes, we know all about it in the east. About m dnorning, our
time, Mgent thought sonething was anmi ss when Lord Shadder said no one from
Tel gar Weyr had coll ected any vaccine fromhimor Master Balfor, so we were
slightly forewarned. Sutanith got her warning through to Oribeth, Wnma, and
Al laneth so | give Mridan full marks for courage. But then, K dren says she's
mating with T'grel, and he's determ ned agai nst Mtani now. So we took a
little time," Levalla smiled eloquently at Mreta, "and we have assignhed two
brown riders who know Tel gar Plains and the River holds. D say has agreed to
send one of his group on the runs along the Tel gar coast to the delta. Dal ova
says she can expand her responsibility to include the nountains, skipping back
pre-Fall because that's where it would chose to Fall today. But we don't have
anyone who knows the Keroon Plains well enough." She paused then from her
swift recital of emergency measures and gave Moreta a long stare. "You do.
Could you fly it on that young bl ue?"

"Holth conmes. | cone,"” said Olith and Holth in different tones on the
sane breat h.

"Cho, and here cones trouble without a shirt." Levalla | ooked up at the
weyr steps and pulled Moreta to one side, to be shielded by Oibeth's bulk.
"Does Sh'gall know, or was it Orlith's fussing that roused hin®"



"He doesn't know." Mreta wasn't sure if she understood what was
happeni ng or half of what Levalla had so tersely explained. Then Holth
arrived, no nore than two wi ngspans above the Bow .

"Shells, but she's flying near the mark!" Levalla instinctively drew
back. "Sh'gall thinks you were only on Search yesterday, is that right?" Wen
Moret a nodded, she went on. "All right then. 1'lIl delay him You do Keroon on
anything that will fly you. Those runnerhol ds nust get the vaccine. Master
Bal for has it all ready, in order, and with handlers to help out at the
appropriate holds. Find a dragon to ride. Oribeth and | have done all we have
time for in one day!"

Then Leval l a shoved the worry-wood back into her belt and strode off to
meet Sh'gall, who was bellow ng at such rude awakeni ng and strange queens
t hreateni ng the peace of his Wyr.

Hol th had continued her glide to land right at the Hatching G ound
entrance, glaring at Oibeth, who was beginning to react to the air of
hostility. Moreta rushed to intercept Leri before Sh'gall saw her

"What has been going on? Orlith called Holth in sheer panic about
Sutanith and Oi beth-"

Moreta made wild gestures up at the steps, indicating Sh'gall. Holth
crouched down on the ground so that Mreta didn't need to shout up at Leri
and the old queen hissed soothingly in Olith's direction

"Mtani had Dalgeth restraining T grel and the other bronzes. No vaccine
has been conveyed in Dal geth or Keroon. Sutanith got a warning out to sone of
t he queens but M gent of Benden had already suspected sonething was w ong
because no riders from Tel gar had coll ected any vacci ne. Levalla has made
arrangenents for Telgar Plains and River, D say has taken charge of the coast
to the delta, and Dalova is taking the nountains-"

"Whi ch | eaves the Keroon Plains and you! Get your riding things. The

day's half done in the east. 1I'll tell Kami ana to take over the rest of ny
run. S peren can do the western coast fromthe Delta. | had the oddest feeling
t hat somet hing was going to go wong. | did all the hidey holes in the top
range first. The others are easy to find. Go, girl! I'll stay with Olith. In
truth,” Leri had difficulty swinging her leg to dismount, "nmy bones are very
weary today and I'lIl be quite content to sit sipping nmy fellis juice and w ne

by Olith's side."
"Peterpar's gone to hunt wild wherries for her. Make her eat."

"I"ll save a few fat ones for Holth when you two get back. She'll need
to eat by then." Leri called cheerfully after Mireta as she ran to grab her
riding gear. She started toward Olith to give her a parting hug, but Leri
cautioned her. "You've no tine to waste and a lot to make. 1'Il give her al
the affection she needs."

"You must go to Keroon," Orlith said, still keeping one eye on the
Benden queen in the center of Fort Weyr Bow . "Holth will take you. | nust

guard my eggs."

"Oribeth doesn't want your eggs," Mreta cried, scranbling up Holth's

si de.

"l have told her that," Holth said.



Moreta quickly lengthened the riding straps to acconmodate her | onger
body, secured them then told Holth she was ready. Holth turned, charged a few
| engths toward the | ake, not quite in line with Oibeth, and then | aunched
herself in the air. Mreta caught a glinpse of Levalla standing on the steps
in earnest conversation with Sh'gall, who didn't even | ook up as Holth took to
the air. Wth relief, Mreta realized that the bronze rider had not noticed
the switch of riders

"Pl ease take me to Keroon Beasthold, Holth," Moreta said, visualizing
the distinctive pattern of the fields that she knew as well fromthe ground as
fromthe air. She didn't have time to think of her verse. She had to think of
how much time she had to make. The Keroon region blazed in her mind, a map she
had seen daily as a child in the big roomof her famly's hold. She knew it
even better than she knew the northern holds, for she had trotted around it on
runnerback as a child; she knew the north only fromthe back of a queen
dr agon.

The beasthold itself, set in its conplex of paddocks, was a sturdy group
of stone buil dings and quadrangl es of low, slate-roofed stables. It was there
that the feline had been brought for identification and fromthose fields that
runners had carried the di sease. Few enough beasts occupied the fields, but
nore than she had expected. Perhaps in her family's hold the strays had been
rounded up and all her father's careful breeding had not been w ped out. Holth
glided in to I and near the building where a group of nen obviously awaited
them a line of nets arrayed on the ground.

Moreta recogni zed Bal for, an unsmling man who generally confined his
remarks to monosyl |l ables. Or perhaps he had al ways di plomatically deferred to
the affable and verbose Herdmaster Sufur. Balfor was certainly vocal now as he
hurried to Moreta and Holth, beckoning his men to bring the first of the nets.

"W have themall in order for you, Weyrwonan," he said, "if you know
the holds fromeast to west. W' ve taken pains to be sure there is enough
vacci ne for every beast and human registered with the drum census. Go
speedily, for the afternoon is half gone."

Bal f or exaggerated, too, for the sun was just past zenith.

"Then | shall make the nost of it. Don't go wandering off. 1'll be back
directly."

Moreta angled Holth in takeoff so they both had a good | ook at the angle
of the sun. Then she checked the first |abel, Keroon River Hold, situated
where the river rushed through a gorge in its first wild charge fromthe
hi gher plateaus. Holth junped for the sky and went between as Mreta kept the
gorge hard in her mnd. She was met by the heal er of Keroon River Hold and her
delivery received with thanks. They had begun to worry since the vaccine had
been pronised for early norning. Moreta did not dally.

Next they went slightly northeast to the High Plateau Hold where the
runners were cleverly penned in a canyon, awaiting the vaccine. The hol der
want ed reassurance about 'this stuff' since they'd only had drum nessages and
no contact with anyone 'bel ow since the quarantine was sent, and he wanted a
fuller account of all that had been going on bel ow. She answered himtersely
but told himthat once the vaccinati on had been adm ni stered, he could go
bel ow and hear the whole story. Her next stop was westward, along the great
pl ateau fault at Curved Hill Hold where there had been a great ingathering of
runners, and that was the last of the first run she did.



She did four nore holds, and each tine she |anded at the Beasthold for
nore vacci ne, the sun had di pped by another hour's arc, though she and Holth
had been on the nove hours | onger than the sun told. And each junp Holth nmade
seened just that nuch shallower. Twice Mireta asked the dragon if she wanted
to take time to rest. Each tinme Holth replied firmy that she was able to
conti nue.

The angl e of the sun dom nated the coordi nates Moreta envi sioned for
Holth in her valiant |leaps. It had beconme a bl azi ng beacon, turning slowy
orange as it dipped farther down in the west. Mreta began to think of the sun
as her eneny, fighting the tinme it took for Holth to recogni ze each new
destination, to glide in to the hold or cot, hand over the bottles of vaccine
and the packets of needlethorn, to explain, patiently over and over, exactly
t he dosage for animal and that for human, repeating instructions already sent
by drum and nmessenger. Yet Moreta had to adnit that, despite Master Tirone's
best efforts, there was still panic in the nore isolated holds that had not
been touched by the plague and dreaded it nore for its unexperienced terrors
than its known qualities. Only the fact that she came a-dragonback allayed
some suspicions. Dragons had al ways neant safety, even to the nost secl uded
settlers. She had to use valuable tinme reassuring Holth and still make it back
to the Beasthold for the next |oad of vaccine and the next run

Al'l during the last round, she kept the sun at a nidaftenoon position
feeling the strain of timing it in her bones, in Holth's heaviness. But when
she asked Holth if they should stop, the dragon replied that she wi shed Keroon
had a few nountains instead of all these dreadful plains.

Then they had delivered the |ast of the vaccine and the net across
Holth's withers was enpty at last. They were at a snall western hold, stark
am d the vast rolling plain, the runners held in an uneasy assenbly around the
great waterhole that supplied them The holder was torn between adninistering
the vaccine as long as he had |ight and offering hospitality to the dragon and
rider.

"Go, you have rmuch to do," she told the man. "This is our last stop."

Thanki ng her profusely, the nman began to hand out the contents of the
net to his handlers. He kept bowing to her and Holth, wal ki ng backward to his
herd, all the while expressing his gratitude for their arrival.

She watched hi mgo, nunbly aware that Holth's body was shaki ng under her
| egs. She stroked the old queen's neck

"Orlith is all right?" She had asked the question frequently, too.
"I amtoo tired to think that far."

Moreta | ooked at the m daftenmoon sun over Keroon plain and wondered with
aterrible lethargy exactly what tinme it was.

"One last junp, that's all we have to take, Holth."

Wearily the old queen gathered herself to spring. Moreta gratefully
began her litany.

"Bl ack, bl acker, bl ackest-"
They went between.

"Shoul dn't Moreta be back by now, Leri?" The blue rider had been



prow ing uneasily in the tiers, occasionally barking his shins. Leri blinked,

| ooking amay fromK lon. H's restl essness deepened her anxiety despite the
soothing effect of the fellis-laced wi ne she had been sipping all afternoon

It had eased the pain in her joints caused by the norning' s concentrated
flying but did not allay her worry. She jerked her shoulders irritably,
arching her back, and peered down at Olith who |l ay drowsing beside her clutch
of eggs.

"Take a hint fromOlith. She's relaxed enough. And | won't disrupt
their concentration with an unnecessary question at what could be an awkward
nmonent," she replied testily. "They'll be very tired. They'll have had to
fight time and make every minute into twenty to get the vaccine distributed.”
Leri balled one hand into a fist and pounded her thigh. "I'mgoing to rend
Mtani." She flexed her fingers as if to encircle Mtani's neck. "Holth'l
rake that bronze of his into shreds.”

K'lon regarded her with startled awe. "But | thought Sh'gall-"

Leri gave a snort of contenpt. "L'mal would not have needed to 'discuss
the matter with K dren and S'ligar. He'd have been at Tel gar, demandi ng
satisfaction."”

"He woul d? What ?"

"No Weyrl eader can disregard a continental energency. Capi am has not
revoked his priority. Well, Mtani will wish he had cooperated. And," Leri's
smle was malicious, "Dalgeth will answer to the other queens."

"Real | y?"

"Hmm Yes. Really!" Leri drummed her fingers on the stem other wi ne cup
"As soon as Mdreta cones back, you'll see.”

K'lon peered out of the Hatching Gound. "The sun's nearly down now. It
nmust be dark in Keroon ..."

Afterward, K lon realized that both the rider and the dragon knew in the
same instant. But Olith's reaction was vocal and spectacul ar. Her scream
tearing at his taut nerves, brought himround to witness the initial throes of
her bereavement. Olith had been lying at the rear of the Gound, her eggs
scattered on the sand before her. Now she reared up on her hind | egs, her
awkwardly coiled tail all that prevented her from crashing backward as she
arched her head back, how ing her despair. The sounds she emitted were ghastly
ululations in weird dissonances, |ike throat-cut shrieks. Then, in an
incredible feat, Olith [aunched herself fromthat fully extended posture,
over her eggs, missing themby a nmere handspan. She spraw ed, ruzzle buried in
the sand as all color faded from her gol den hide. Then she began to withe,

t hrashing her head and tail, oblivious to the fact that she had caught her
right wing under her, nailing the air with the left.

"Holth is no nore," Rogeth told K |on

"Hol th dead? And Moreta?" K lon could barely conprehend that statenent
and frantically tried to deny the corollary even as he watched its effect on
the stricken queen.

"Leri!"

"Ch, no!"



K'lon whirled. Leri |ay against the cushions, gasping, her mouth
wor ki ng, her eyes protrudi ng. One hand was pressed to her chest, the other
clawed at her throat. K lon | eaped toward her

"She cannot breathe."

"Are you choking?" K Ion asked, horror nounting as he scanned her
contorted face. "Are you trying to die?" K lon was so appalled at the thought
of Leri expiring before his eyes that he grabbed at her shoul ders and shook
her violently. The action forced breath back into her lungs. Wth a thin wail
nore piteous than Orlith's shattering cries, Leri went linp in his arns, her
body wacked with sobs.

"Hold her." Rogeth's voice was curiously augnented.

"Why?" K lon cried, suddenly aware that in his selfish panic, he had
thwarted Leri. If Holth was dead, she had the right to die, too. H s heart
swelled with a crippling ache of conpassion, anguish and renorse. "How?" he
demanded, unable to conprehend what terrible circunstance could have robbed
Olith of Mreta and Leri of Holth.

"They were too tired. They ought not to have continued so | ong. They
went between ... to nothing," the conmposite voice replied in the sad
concl usi on perceived by all the dragons in the Wyr.

"Ch, what have | done?" Tears streamed down K |lon's face as he rocked
the frail body of the old Weyrworman in his arnms. "Oh, Leri, |'mso sorry.
Forgive ne. I'mso sorry. Rogeth! Help nme! \Wat have | done?"

"What was necessary," the augnented Rogeth spoke in a tone ineffably
sad. "Orlith needs her to stay."

Now the air was filled with the lanmentations of the Weyr's dragons as
they joined Olith's dreadful keen. Sound battered the Hatching G ound,
echoing wildly in the great stony cavern. As K |lon rocked Leri, the dragons
were respectfully gathering at the entrances to the G ound. They lowered their
great heads, their eyes dulled to gray as they shared the grief of a dragon
who was unable to follow her rider in death, held to the G ound by the clutch
of hardeni ng eggs.

Peopl e had edged past the guardi an dragons now, pausing briefly in
deference to Olith. Then K lon recognized S peren and F' neldril, closely
foll owed by the other queen riders and Jallora. Kam ana turned with a
perenptory gesture to the weyrfolk to remain at the entrance. But Jallora
hurried to the steps, sliding to the blue rider. The heal er nmurrmured tenderly
to Leri, stroking her hair, before she took the weeping woman fromK lon's
ar ns.

"She wanted to die," K lon stamered, lifting his enpty hands in nmute
apol ogy to Kami ana. "She nearly did."

"We know. " Kamiana's face was w etched.
"Pour some w ne, Kamiana," Jallora said, rocking Leri as K lon had. He
was obscurely relieved that he had, at |east, done that right. "Use plenty of
fellis juice. Fromthat brown vial. Pour a cup for Klon, too."

"We could all use sone," Lidora muttered as she hel ped Kam ana.

But when Jallora held the cup to Leri's lips, the Wyrwonman pressed them



tightly closed over her sobs and turned her head away.

"Drink, Leri." Jallora's tone was deep with compassion

"You nust, Leri,
Olith has.”

Kam ana insisted, her voice breaking. "You're al

The rebuke in Leri's pained eyes was nore than K lon could stand and he
buried his head in his hands, shaking with reaction. F neldril laid a gentle
arm across his shoulders to support him

"Dear Leri, L'mal would expect it of you. | inplore you. Drink the w ne.
It will help." S peren's voice was hoarse.

"Ch, brave Leri, courageous Leri," Jallora murrmured in approval and
K'lon | ooked up as the old Weyrwonman accepted the w ne.

Li dora pressed a cup into his hand. It nust be half fellis juice, he
t hought as he reckl essly downed the draught. Not that it would do any good.
Not all the wine in Pern could assuage the pain and renorse in his heart. He
willed the potion to nunmb his senses but he couldn't stop weeping. Even
F'neldril's seaned face was tear-stained as he stroked S peren's shoulder in
confort.

"Let's get her up to her weyr," Jallora said, notioning for S peren and
F'neldril to assist her

"No!" Leri's response was veherment. Orlith screamed in echoing protest.

"No," said the voices and K |on caught S peren's arm "I'll stay." Ler
pointed toward Orlith. "I'Il stay here.”

"WIl she?" Jallora asked the other queen riders, neaning the dragon

"Orlith will stay," Kamiana said in a barely audible voice while Leri
slowy nodded affirmation. "She will stay until the eggs are ready to hatch.”
"Then we'll both go," Leri added softly. Her words would forever remin
in his mind, KIlon knew, as indelible as the rest of the terrible scene.

S peren and F' neldril stood beside him drooping in grief, their faces
suddenly aged. Haura and Lidora clung to each other weeping, while Kam ana
stood to one side, her figure taut. Beyond them the arched entrances to the
Hat chi ng Ground franed the press of dragons, all gray in sorrow, and the
silent cluster of weyrfol k bew | dered by the grievous |oss. Just then there
was a stir and three riders slowy noved onto the Ground, Sh'gall escorted by
S ligar and K dren. Sh'gall continued forward al one, his body bowed with
grief. He fell to his knees, covering his face with his hands, unseen by the
i nconsolable Olith who withed in the soul -rendi ng agony of separation from
her bel oved rider, Moreta.

AFTERVATH
Present Pass, 4.23.43
The occasion of a Hatching ought to be a joyous one, Master Capiam
t hought without a single buoyant fiber in his body as he watched the dragons

glide to the knots of passengers awaiting conveyance to Fort Wyr.

He had not attended to what Tirone had been saying to him Then the
Mast erharper's parting phrase penetrated his gl oony reflections.



"I will be singing nmy new ballad, conposed in celebration of Mreta!"

"Cel ebration?" Capiamroared. Desdra caught his arm and prevented him
from being tranpled on by Rogeth. "Cel ebration indeed? Has Tirone gone nad?"

"Ch, Capianml" Desdra's soft exclamation was unusually gentle for that
caustic lady, newWy nade a Masterheal er. Capi am gl anced qui ckly about to see
why. Then he saw K lon's grief-stricken face as the rider disnmounted
"Leri and Olith went before dawn," K lon said, his voice breaking. "No
one coul d, would have stopped them But we had to watch, to be with them
That's all we could do!"™ Klon's tear-filled eyes begged for sol ace.

Desdra fol ded her arms around him and Capi am stroked his back, offering
the blue rider a kerchief that he needed hinself in that instant. Desdra
didn't weep but her face was flushed, her jaw nuscles tight, and her nose very
red.

"They only stayed because of the eggs, to be sure of the day. But we had
to see themgo." K |on sobbed.

Wondering if he should adm nister a restorative, Capiam caught Desdra's
eye, but she gave a little shake of her head.

"They were so brave. So gallant! It was dreadful, know ng they would go.
Dr eadf ul know ng that one day we woul d wake up and they woul d be gone! Just
i ke Moreta and Holth!"

"They coul d have gone that day ..." Capi am began, know ng that wasn't
the thing to say, struggling to find sonething to ease K lon's grief.

"Orlith could not have gone till the eggs were hard," Desdra said. "Leri
stayed with her. They had a purpose and now it is acconplished. Today mnust
al so be a glad day, for dragons will hatch. Surely that is a good day for
goi ng. A day that had begun in unmeasured grief will end in great joy. A new
begi nning for twenty-five, no, fifty, lives, for the young people who Inpress
today begin a new life!"

Capi am stared in wonder at Desdra. He coul d never have expressed it so
wel | . Desdra m ght not speak often but she chose the right words when she did
tal k.
"Yes, yes," K lon was saying, dabbing at his eyes, "I must concentrate
on that. | rmust think of the beginnings of this day. Not of the endings!" He
strai ghtened his shoulders resolutely and renmpunted the dol eful Rogeth.

Dragons did not weep as humans did, but Capiamthought he might prefer
tears to the gray tinge that came to their eyes and hi des. Rogeth bore the
col or of mourning. They mounted and K |on conveyed themto Fort Weyr. Ad
tears froze briefly on Capiamis cheeks, to be renewed as he saw the
dragon-crowned Rimof Fort Weyr. He'd no tinme to count but surely even
Tel gar's disaffected Weyr nmust be represented to produce such an assenbly.
K'lon angled Rogeth to land as close to the Hatching Ground as possible,
seem ngly a dangerous task for dragons were | eaping and |anding all over the
Bow .

Everyone will have to nake an effort today, Capi amthought and tears
streamed down his face again. Desdra was stroking his hands and he knew she
was aware of his intense feelings. He knew she wasn't untouched by the



tragedi es; but grief can be exhibited in nmany ways, and her quiet summary to
K'lon had gi ven Capi am sone confort, too.

They di smounted quickly from Rogeth, smiling up at K lon, who had
mastered his tears if not his mournful expression. Then the blue dragon | eaped
skywar d agai n.

Capi am noticed that the usual tables and benches had been set outside
the Lower Cavern for the Inpression feasting. He hoped to get drunk enough at
it not to hear Master Tirone's ballad. Capiamcould snell the roast neats but
they did not rouse his appetite as they usually did. It was a lovely day. It
woul d have been a magnificent dawn, he thought, and rubbed his face harshly,
to stop the ready tears. If the Masterhealer of Pern could not maintain his
conposure, what a poor exanple he would set. The day was a begi nning not an
endi ng!

As Desdra pulled himtoward the Hatching G ound, he inadvertently | ooked
to his right, to where Moreta had lived the last days of her life. He blew his
nose fiercely and | ooked directly ahead of him now pulling Desdra to a place
as far fromthat tier as was possible within the confines of the G ound.

The eggs took his attention. They lay, neatly spaced, the queen egg
separate on a neat nound of sand, lovingly piled to cushion and display it. He
bl ew his nose again and stunbled on the first step of the tier

There seened to be a good deal of nose bl owi ng, and kerchiefs of al
colors were being flourished. There was no end to the sounds people made in
clearing their nasal passages. (bscurely Capiamfelt cheered that so nany
peopl e were affected by the aura.

Coul d the dragons nassed on the Rim have prevented Olith and Leri
goi ng? Capi am chi ded hinself for such wistful futile thoughts. No, the hal ves
that were mssing could never be replaced. Orlith yearned for Mreta, and Leri
for Holth. As K lon had done, Capiam nust accept the inevitable.

Then he felt the vibration through his boot soles and | ooked down. It
took himonly a noment to realize that Hatching was i mmnent. The dragons had
begun their hum Not just the dragons taking their place at the top of the
Ground, but those outside, until the solid rock of Fort Weyr was resonati ng.
The note nmanaged, in sone inexplicable manner, to be melancholy as well as
expectant. It was low, the crescendo to Hatching, but it produced an i npetus.
The audi ence rushed in.

Capi am | ooked around himagain, to identify faces no | onger obscured by
kerchiefs. On the upper tier, to his left, he saw Lord Shadder and his | ady,
Levalla, K dren and M gent beyond, sitting next to Master Bal for, who had
declined the honor of beconi ng Masterherdsnman. Some said he felt keenly
responsi bl e that Mreta had died hel ping his Hol d.

Desdra's hand tugged at his and he foll owed her gaze to see Al essan
entering the Hatching Gound with Lady Nerilka. They were a striking pair,
Al essan a half head taller than his consort, but, even at this distance,
Capi am coul d see that Al essan was pale. He wal ked steadily, if slowy, his arm
linked through Nerilka's. Tuero was on his right side, Dag and little Fergal a
respectful pace, for once, behind their Lords Hol der. Capi am had been
surprised by Al essan's choice of wife, but Desdra said that Rill would support
Al essan and he needed that.

Master Tirone arrived, with Lord Tol ocanp and his ridiculous little
wi fe. Capiamwasn't certain if the emergence of Lord Tol ocanp from his



sel f-inposed isolation was a tribute to the occasion or would be a trial, but
he had made the effort today. As Nerilka had noted to Capiam the man had
never known he had a daughter mssing. Wien told that Neril ka had becone

Al essan's wife, Tol ocanp had remarked about Ruatha swall owi ng up his wonen,
and that if Nerilka preferred Ruathan hospitality to his, that was the end of
her in his eyes.

Lord Ratoshigan arrived, alone as always, mncing across the hot sands

to the fast-filling tiers. The dragon hum was swelling now, nore confident,
I ess mournful. Other Lords Hol der and Mastercraftsnen scurried to the tiers.
S ligar supported Falga, who still wal ked | ame though she rode every Fall

B'l erion wal ked by hinmsel f, quickly, and took a place w thout glancing about.
Ami d the journeynen, small hol ders, apprentices, folk fromall the Wyrs,
Capi am saw few wearing a Tel gar badge, but many di spl ayi ng Keroon

The hum becane excited as the dragons, gripped by a sense of occasion
sang their wel come. One of the eggs began to rock, and a hush of expectancy
fell over the visitors while the dragon's song becane ecstatic.

Sh' gall escorted the candidates in their white robes, the four girls
| eading. Sh'gall fussily nmotioned for the boys to wal k on while he
deferentially led the girls to the queen egg. Capiamrapidly counted the boys:
thirty-two. Not as much choice as usual but then ..

Capi am t hought Gkl ina | ooked stunning. He renenbered her as so shy and
diffident in the bustling, lusty famly that had once cranped Ruatha Hol d as
to be unremarkabl e. She had certainly bl oomed. Then he noticed B lerion
wat ching her intently. He, too, had changed dramatically since Mreta died.
There, the phrase had come out, hurtful though it was. Tears stung his eyes
again. Desdra's hand renewed its clasp on his. Did she always know when sorrow
over canme hin®?

Peopl e stirred and pointed as the first egg continued to rock and cracks
becanme visible. The humm ng reached a new pitch of excitement, and Capiamfelt
hi s breath qui ckening. Another egg becane agitated ... and a third. One didn't
know where to |l ook first. The hum became nore than vibration: It becane a
sound envel opi ng everyone in the Hatching G ound, alnost visible about the
eggs. They responded by frantic rolling and pitching.

The first one broke, and a noi st dragon head appeared, crooning
pi teously as the dragonet shook itself free of the shell. It was a bronze! A
sigh of relief rose fromevery throat. For a bronze to hatch first was a good
sign! Pern needed every one it could discover. The little beast staggered
directly toward a tallish boy with a shock of light-brown hair. That was al so
a good sign, that the dragonet knew whom he wanted. The boy didn't quite
bel i eve his good fortune and | ooked in appeal to his imredi ate nei ghbors. One
of them pushed himtoward the dragonet. The boy no |longer resisted and ran, to
kneel in the sand beside the little bronze and stroke his head.

Capi am had tears in eyes again, but they were joyful ones. The mracle
of I npression had occurred and spread its anodyne, dispersing sorrow. Wile he
was blotting his face, a second dragonet, a blue, found his rider. The hum of
the mature dragons was joined by the crooning trill of hatchings and the
excited exclamations fromthe newy chosen riders.

Suddenly a fresh flurry signaled activity about the queen egg, which
rocked, Capi amthought, nore inperatively than the others. In fact, three good
wobbl es and the egg cracked neatly in half, the fragments falling away from
the little queen who seermed to spring fromthe shards. Another excellent onen!
Two of the girls wavered in their stance but in Capiams mnd there was never



any question of which girl the little queen chose.

Capiamturned to enbrace Desdra in celebration. Cinging together, they
wat ched Cklina lift shining eyes, her gaze instinctively finding B lerion in
the mass of faces confronting her.

"Her nanme i s Hannath!"



