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  About the Book


  A deadly plague has begun to wipe out the dragons and fire-lizards, leaving mankind no defence against the deadly Thread which has just begun to fall in the Third Pass. Tantalized by a song that seems to suggest that Lorana can find out how to heal the dragons, the Harper Kindan and Lorana race against time to solve the clues that Wind Blossom left behind.


  Can they find the cure in time to save Lorana’s queen, Arith, and the rest of the dragons? If they don’t, there will be no dragons left, and all life on the planet will be devoured.


  And how could Wind Blossom, Pern’s last geneticist, know of a peril 400 Turns after her death?
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  DRAGONSBLOOD


  Todd McCaffrey


  For my sister,


  Georgeanne Kennedy


  Brave, strong, courageous


  INTRODUCTION


  Anne McCaffrey


  When Shelly Shapiro, our Del Rey editor, asked me to write this intro, I hemmed and hawed because, let’s face it, I’m compromised on several counts. One, it is my world Todd is writing in; and two, he is my son.


  However, he comes from quite an authorial background. His great-grandfather was a printer-engraver. His grandfather, Colonel George Herbert McCaffrey, wrote many reports to the government dealing with the occupation of countries; his uncle, Hugh McCaffrey, wrote about his experiences as a military adviser to Thailand when they were training their border police corps in a book called Khmer Gold, published by Ballantine Books in 1988. His grandmother dabbled in writing murder mysteries, but with three kids to raise and my father to contend with, she never went as far as writing them down. And then there’s me, his mother, and him growing up while I was writing the Pern series, which I’ve been doing since 1967.


  They do say that teenagers are very impressionable. And as he was born in 1956, he was certainly immersed in the Pern experience at exactly the most tender time. Grown up, he has helped me work my way through scenes. He has put his military experience (he was in the U.S. Army), his flying experience (he holds a private pilot’s license), and his knowledge of spaceships (he has a graduate credit in spaceship design) to good use in advising me and sometimes even contributing whole scenes to books like Pegasus in Space, Freedom’s Challenge, and Nimisha’s Ship.


  Todd has published a number of short storiessome even without the editors realizing his maternal connection! And he collaborated with me to write the recent Pern novel Dragon’s Kinan experience that proved both gratifying and fun for both of us!


  So he is well qualified to write this book. He is also a damned good writer, as Dragonsblood will confirm. Perish forbid you should take my word for his abilities. But you should.


  You see, I’ve always been paranoid about people writing in my world. If you’d seen some of the lovingly but inaccurately written stories I’ve seen, including a film script that had me cringing in fear that it would be produced, you’d understand how I feel about having my literary child misrepresented. But Todd was in at the beginning, and he knows Pern as well as he knows the innards of his computer (and as a computer person by nature and by education, he knows his computer!). And I knew he could write well. So I knewwell, to be honest, I hopedthat he was right for Pern.


  Todd’s insight into the world and its culture is well-nigh perfectly Pernese. He also had some of my strongest and most reliable Pern fans, like Marilyn and Harry Aim, go over the manuscript, so it isn’t just Momma encouraging her child. They were harder on him than I ever could have been. Not that I didn’t watch him closely! I couldn’t let him make mistakes, and we did have a couple of arguments about scenes, but I am happy to admit that Dragonsblood is a good yarn, fitting perfectly into the Pern series, yet something I don’t think I would have thought up myself.


  Enjoy, as I did, another point of view about Pern. And thanks, son, you done good and me proud! 
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  CHAPTER 1


  
    Red Star at night:


    Firestone, dig,


    Harness, rig,


    Dragons take flight.

  


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


  FOUR MEN STOOD in a knot around the Star Stones of Fort Weyr. The sun was just above the horizon, casting the harsh shadows of early dawn at winter’s end. Each man wore the prestigious shoulder knots of Weyrleader. Their warm wher-hide jackets proclaimed them the leaders of Benden, Fort, Telgar, and Ista Weyrs.


  K’lior, Fort’s Weyrleader, was host and the youngest present. He was also the newest Weyrleader, having gained his position less than a Turn before.


  He glanced back to the Star Stones  to the Eye Rock, which bracketed the Finger Rock, which itself was lit by the baleful Red Star. Thread was coming. Soon.


  The air was made more chilly by the steady breeze blowing across the plateau where Fort’s Star Stones were placed. K’lior suppressed a shiver. ‘Fort is still wing light. We’ve only had the one clutch’


  ‘There’s time yet, K’lior,’ C’rion, Ista’s Weyrleader, judged. He pointed at the Red Star and the Eye Rock. ‘Thread won’t fall until after the last frost.’


  ‘There’s no doubt, then, that Thread is coming,’ K’lior said, wishing the other Weyrleaders would disagree with him.


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


  Now that peace would end.


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


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


  ‘Telgar’s ready, K’lior,’ D’gan declared. He turned back from the Star Stones and the dawning light to gaze at the others, who were obscured by the sharp shadows of the early morning light. His words were firmly emphasized by the distant rumbling of his bronze, Kaloth. ‘My wings are at full strength and I’ve two clutches on the Hatching Grounds’


  One of the other Weyrleaders cleared his throat loudly, but D’gan’s fierce glare could not pierce the shadows to identify the culprit.


  ‘Yes, we were lucky,’ he continued in answer to the unknown heckler, ‘but the fact remains that Telgar will be wing heavy when Thread falls. And our holders have tithed fully so we’ve no lack of equipment or firestone.’


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


  He had called this meeting of the Weyrleaders to propose just that. As none of them had ever fought Thread, K’lior felt that his notion of ‘fly together, learn together’ had merit, and would promote communication among the Weyrs. He was shocked when D’vin of High Reaches had refused the invitation and was even further shocked by D’gan’s attitude. Telgar’s Weyrleader was Igen-bred, after all. K’lior had hoped that D’gan’s experience would have made him more amenable to working together, not less.


  D’gan favored the wiry Fort Weyrleader with a superior look. ‘If you’re still wing light when Thread falls, K’lior, I’m sure I could spare some of my own.’


  ‘I’ll bet they’re all bronzes,’ a voice muttered dryly. It came from the direction of the Benden and Istan Weyrleaders.


  The implication that D’gan might want to reduce the competition for Telgar’s next mating flight was obvious. Not that D’gan’s Kaloth had to fly all Telgar’s queen dragons to remain Weyrleader  just the senior queen.


  D’gan stiffened angrily at the remark, turned to K’lior, and said, ‘I’ve a Weyr to attend, Fort. I must return.’


  ‘Let me call someone to guide your way, D’gan,’ K’lior offered pleasantly, worried about slippery walkways under unfamiliar feet.


  The offer annoyed D’gan, who snapped, ‘I can find my own dragon well enough, Fort.’


  K’lior jogged after D’gan, still hoping to soothe the other’s foul mood.


  ‘C’rion, you know he’s got a thin skin. Why do you insist on pricking it?’ M’tal asked the Istan Weyrleader in exasperation.


  C’rion chuckled at the Benden Weyrleader’s remark. ‘Oh, you know, M’tal, he’s not all that bad  when he stops taking himself so seriously. I feel it’s my duty as an older, more experienced Weyrleader, to spill the wind from his sails when he takes on airs like that.’


  ‘D’gan is the sort to swear his Egg cracked the wrong way,’ M’tal agreed.


  C’rion snorted a laugh. ‘I suspect that D’gan will be a lot more acceptable after his first dose of numbweed. And K’lior will steady up after his first Threadfall.’


  M’tal pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘I’m not so sure about D’gan.’


  C’rion shrugged. ‘I’ve been worried ever since it was decided to abandon Igen Weyr and incorporate those dragonriders into Telgar.’


  ‘It made sense at the time,’ M’tal said, ‘what with the drought in Igen, the death of their last queen, and the good harvests at Telgar.’


  C’rion raised a hand to ward off further discussion. ‘All true. But D’gan himself worries me. He drills his riders hard. Telgar Weyr has never lost the Games since he became Weyrleader  but will all that be worth anything when Thread comes?’


  M’tal nodded emphatically. ‘If there’s one thing I could never imagine, it would be D’gan shirking his duty. We dragonriders know what to expect when Thread comes.’ He waved a hand at the Star Stones. ‘And we know it will come soon.’


  ‘I hear your queen laid a large clutch last week,’ C’rion said, changing the topic. ‘Congratulations.’


  M’tal laughed. ‘Are you going to make me an offer like our esteemed Telgar?’


  ‘No, actually, I was going to offer a trade,’ C’rion said.


  M’tal motioned for him to continue.


  ‘Two queen eggs, by all accounts,’ C’rion said. ‘That would make four queens all told.’


  ‘No, one of the eggs is a bronze,’ M’tal said. ‘We’d hopes at first, but Breth nudged it back with the others.’ The queen dragons always pushed their queen eggs into a special spot on the Hatching Grounds, which they carefully guarded.


  ‘All the same . . .’


  ‘Are you looking for new blood, C’rion?’


  ‘It’s the job of every Weyrleader to see to the strength of the Weyr,’ C’rion agreed. ‘Actually, I was thinking that to honor a new queen requires a good selection of candidates. I’m sure you’ll want to Search for a proper Weyrwoman.’


  M’tal burst out laughing. ‘It’s J’trel, isn’t it? You want to pawn that old scoundrel off on us!’


  ‘Actually, yes,’ C’rion agreed with a laugh of his own. ‘But he’s not a scoundrel. And it’s no lie that his blue has an eye for good riders, especially the women.’


  ‘Which is odd, considering his own preferences,’ M’tal remarked.


  ‘Well, you know blues,’ C’rion agreed diffidently. As blue dragons mated with green dragons, and both were ridden by male riders, the riders themselves tended to be the sort who could accommodate the dragons’ amorous arrangements.


  ‘And you want to get him away from Ista so he can forget about K’nad,’ M’tal surmised. K’nad and J’trel had been partners for over twenty Turns.


  ‘K’nad went quickly,’ C’rion agreed, ‘it was a blessing. He was very old, you know.’


  Less than a dozen Turns older than you, M’tal thought to himself dryly. Somberly he also realized: And only fifteen Turns older than me.


  Aloud, he said, ‘So you want J’trel distracted by new duties?’


  C’rion nodded. ‘It would be easier for us at Ista, too. Thread is coming. It’s going to be hard on the old-timers.’


  There was an uneasy silence. M’tal shook himself. ‘I’ll have to talk it over with Salina and the Wingleaders.’


  ‘Of course,’ C’rion replied. ‘There’s no hurry.’


  Curious, M’tal asked, ‘Where is J’trel now?’


  C’rion shrugged. ‘I don’t know. He and his blue took off after the ceremony for K’nad.’ He frowned. ‘He had that look in his eyes, the one he usually gets just before Ista finds itself with a whole bunch of the biggest fresh fruit you’ve ever seen.’


  ‘He hasn’t been going to the Southern Continent, has he?’ M’tal asked with a frown of his own. Dragonriders were discouraged from venturing to the Southern Continent with all its unknown dangers.


  ‘I’ve made it a point never to ask,’ C’rion answered dryly. ‘You really have to try the fruit.’


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


  The creature, which she dubbed a ‘scatid,’ took that moment to burrow quickly into the dry sand. Lorana examined her sketch and frowned, trying to decide if she needed more details  the scatid was smaller than the tip of her thumb, and its six limbs had never stopped moving.


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


  ‘Of course it ran away,’ she said with a laugh in her voice. ‘You’re ten times its size.’


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


  ‘I’ll know it if I see it again,’ Lorana replied, pushing herself up from her knees and stretching to relieve her cramped muscles. She stowed her sketchbook in her carisak and slid her sun hat back on her head  she’d slipped it onto her back when its shade had interfered with her view of the scatid. She added thoughtfully, ‘Unless you want it?’


  With a squawk, Grenn jumped back awkwardly from the hole. Lorana laughed again. ‘I’d say that was a “no”’


  Behind her, golden Garth squeaked an agreement.


  ‘You’ve both been fed, so I know you’re not hungry,’ Lorana said, half to herself. She peered down at the burrow and then at the irrepressible brown fire-lizard. ‘Would you eat it?’


  Grenn examined the burrow for a moment, then dropped down on it and pawed at the hole, widening it. When the scatid was again uncovered, Grenn peered at it until the scatid’s diggers snapped at him  whereupon the fire-lizard gave a startled squawk and sprang away.


  ‘You would eat it, then,’ Lorana decided. ‘You’re just not hungry enough.’ She glanced thoughtfully at the sun overhead. ‘Or you’re too hot to eat anything.’


  Grenn chirped in agreement. Lorana nodded, saying, ‘J’trel will be here soon enough.’


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


  ‘In the meantime, we can walk toward the beach again  there should be a breeze,’ Lorana told them.


  The fire-lizards chorused happy assent and disappeared, leaving Lorana to traipse along after them on foot. She heard Garth formulating some plan as the little queen and her consort went between. Deciding that the two fire-lizards were not getting into too much trouble, Lorana stopped concentrating on them and focused her attention on the path she was following.


  Her clothing was not meant to cope with the hot Igen sun, but Lorana had done the best she could with it, loosening her tunic and rolling up her sleeves and trouser legs. Her outfit would be perfect once onboard the ship, and was almost warm enough for the cold between.


  Halfway to the beach, she sensed a sudden exultation from Garth and felt the two fire-lizards go between. In no time at all, they reappeared high above her, chirped a warning, and dropped what they had been holding between them. Lorana held out her hands and caught a good-sized roundfruit. She laughed and waved at them. ‘Thank you!’


  The fruit was delicious and moist, easing her dry throat. Energized, she picked up her pace to the shore.


  Grenn swooped low over her and let out a querying squawk, curving back around toward her, eyes whirling hopefully.


  ‘No,’ Lorana said, ‘you may not perch on my shoulder. You need to stretch that wing now that it’s healed. Besides, between the carisak and our gear, I’m carrying enough, thank you.’


  Grenn gave her a half-sad, half-wheedling chirp and beat his wings strongly to regain his lost altitude. High above him, Garth gave him an I-told-you-so scolding.


  As he climbed sunward, Lorana noted that in his antics there was no residual sign at all of the broken left wing that had nearly cost his life  and had completely changed hers. With a frown Lorana forced the memory away and continued on to the beach.


  ‘Why didn’t you wake me, you silly dragon?’ J’trel grumbled, pulling off his riding helmet and running his hand through his stringy white hair as he searched the darkness below for any sign of Lorana. ‘You knew I’d had too much wine, but you went off sunning yourself on some rock and fell asleep, didn’t you? Poor Lorana! Waiting and waiting for us . . . only we were asleep.’


  Talith took J’trel’s moaning in good part, knowing that the old dragonrider was merely practicing his excuse on him. Talith had been tired and the sun had been so warm. J’trel had needed a rest himself and the wine at Nerat Sea Hold had been so inviting . . . and they had worked hard all these many days helping Lorana with her explorations.


  We were tired, Talith told his rider. The sun, the wine, were good.


  ‘Ah, but while we were sunning ourselves, Lorana was doubtless being fried in the heat or was bitten by one of her subjects, or  it’s turned so cold, Talith!’ J’trel said, pulling his riding helmet back on. ‘Almost as cold as between. What if’


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


  ‘She’s probably half frozen,’ J’trel chided. ‘This will never do.’


  Lorana leapt from her place at the fire and rushed to greet the old rider as Talith settled. Grenn and Garth chirped cheerful greetings to Talith, who rumbled back.


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


  ‘The fire’s warm, J’trel,’ Lorana said, beckoning eagerly, ‘and there should be enough light to see by.’


  ‘See what?’ J’trel asked, his earlier excuses forgotten in the heat of Lorana’s excitement.


  Lorana held up a hand. ‘I can’t tell you, I have to show you.’


  ‘Well then, let’s get to that fire.’


  When he was settled by the fire, angled so that its warmth was on his back and its light good for reading, Lorana opened her sketchbook and passed it to him.


  ‘Look at this one for a moment,’ she said, pointing to one of her earlier drawings.


  J’trel took the book and peered at it. His eyes weren’t good close up anymore; he moved the book farther away until the image came into focus.


  ‘Hmm, ugly little beastie,’ he muttered to himself, then hastily added, ‘but you drew it well.’


  With a polite nod, Lorana took the book, flipped the pages to one of her more recent drawings, and thrust it back in the dragonrider’s hands.


  ‘Now look at this, please.’


  J’trel frowned, and examined the drawing more carefully. ‘Why it’s almost the same  but different! I can’t quite see what, though.’


  Lorana leaned forward and pointed. ‘Here  the back legs have none of the fur of the other ones.’ She flipped back to the first drawing. ‘But see how the front digger legs are much thinner on this one than on the other? I think that this northern one needs the thinner diggers to burrow in the wet earth, while this little beastie needs wider diggers to push the sand away. See?’


  ‘Almost,’ J’trel said with a frown. He shook his head. ‘My eyes are too old, and it’s too dark.’


  Lorana laughed. ‘I suppose the light is too bad! But I’ve been looking at these pictures for hours.’ Catching J’trel’s grim face, she added hastily, ‘Oh, don’t worry, J’trel, I was quite safe  Garth and Grenn kept watch.’


  She glanced back at her drawing and then eagerly back to J’trel. ‘Did you have any luck finding a ship? I’d love to see if there are any different sorts of scatids in Tillek, not to mention the other beasties I’ve found.’


  ‘A ship, she asks!’ J’trel exclaimed. ‘Oh, Lorana, did I find the most beautiful vessel for you! Fit for a Holder this one is  in fact it’s meant for a Holder  none other than the Lord Holder of Tillek, the Masterfisher himself, designed it, and it was built  ah, it’s just finished in the yards and will sail with the tide!’


  His beaming smile suddenly vanished.


  ‘J’trel, what’s wrong?’ Lorana asked.


  ‘The tide!’ J’trel wailed. ‘Oh, Lorana, that dratted dragon of mine  we’ve missed the tide!’ He turned to his dragon. ‘Talith, why didn’t you wake me?’


  ‘I’m sure you were both tired,’ Lorana said in a reasonable voice. ‘But, J’trel, what does it matter that we’ve missed the tide?’


  ‘Wind Rider sailed with the tide, Lorana. The ship’s gone!’


  There is plenty of time, Talith said soothingly. I know when we should meet the sailing master. You have given me a very clear image.


  J’trel brightened. ‘Of course!’ he agreed. ‘Lorana, gather your gear and I’ll have you on the good ship Wind Rider before she sails!’


  Between only lasts as long as it takes to cough three times, Lorana reminded herself silently as Talith rose high above the Igen shoreline and the faint traces of her campfire blended into the darkness far below them.


  Since meeting J’trel and his blue dragon, Lorana had been between several times as they had gone from their unmarked camp to various points on Pern. She had become mostly used to the chill and dead silence of the nothingness that was between one place and another.


  It may take a bit longer this time, Talith warned her. And then they were between.


  The warming comfort of Talith’s presence steadied her. Lorana counted slowly to herself: one, two, three, fo


  The sun shone high in the sky as Talith appeared over Ista Sea Hold. Garth and Grenn arrived moments later right above the dragon, chittering their pride in following the larger dragon between.


  Talith nimbly deposited his riders before the main entrance to Ista Sea Hold and told J’trel he was going to look for a nice warm resting spot.


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


  Lorana looked at J’trel, with her brows raised. ‘I don’t recall him coughing like that before.’


  J’trel waved a hand. ‘He’s old. Sometimes a thick lungful of air will make a dragon cough. His lungs aren’t like they used to be.’


  ‘Do dragons cough often?’ Lorana asked, with natural curiosity  her father had been a beastmaster and had even tended people in emergencies, and she had learned much of his craft.


  J’trel shrugged. ‘Dragons are very healthy. Sometimes they seem to get a bit of a bug, and sometimes a cough.’ He made a throwaway gesture, saying, ‘It doesn’t last long.’


  ‘What about the Plague?’ Lorana asked with a faint shudder.


  ‘The Plague affected people, not dragons, and the dragonriders were careful to keep safe.’ J’trel’s face took on a clouded look. ‘Some say we were too careful.’


  Lorana shook her head emphatically. ‘We have to have dragons to fight Thread, and they have to have riders to help them.’


  J’trel smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulder for a brief hug. ‘That’s the spirit.’


  Because she was with a dragonrider, Lorana was not jostled by the crowd: People cleared out of their path. J’trel took this deference by the sea-holders as a dragonrider’s just due and set a brisk pace to make up for his earlier tardiness.


  Lorana struggled to keep up with him. J’trel noticed and gave her a worried look. ‘Are you all right?’


  Lorana flushed and waved his courteous inquiry aside. ‘I’m just a bit tired, is all. Maybe I’ve been walking too long.’


  You have never gone between times before, Talith told her with a yawn of his own.


  ‘Between times?’ Lorana asked aloud.


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


  ‘Talith told me,’ Lorana said.


  J’trel sighed. ‘We had to get here before Wind Rider sailed,’ he explained.


  Lorana motioned for him to continue. Leaning closer to her, he lowered his voice. ‘Dragons can not only go between from one place to another, but from one time to another,’ he explained. ‘When we jumped between we also jumped back in time. In time for you to catch the Wind Rider.’


  ‘That’s amazing!’


  ‘It has its price, though,’ J’trel added, wearily rubbing the back of his neck. ‘It takes a toll on dragon and rider  and any passengers.’


  Lorana gave him an inquiring look.


  ‘Right now you’re here at Ista Sea Hold and also on the Igen seashore,’ J’trel explained. ‘How do you feel?’


  Lorana thought about it. ‘I’m tired,’ she said after a moment. ‘But I thought that was from all the excitement.’


  ‘That, and timing it,’ J’trel said. ‘Some people feel stretched and irritable after they’ve timed it. It gets worse the longer the jump, the more a person’s in two places at once.’


  ‘So dragons don’t time it that often?’ Lorana asked.


  ‘Dragonriders are never supposed to time it,’ J’trel replied. He wagged a finger at her. ‘Let it be our secret.’


  Lorana nodded, but she had a distracted look on her face. J’trel had seen that look before on others and had worn it himself when first confronted by the dragons’ amazing ability, so he waited patiently for the question he knew she would ask.


  ‘J’trel,’ Lorana began slowly, her expression guarded but hopeful, ‘could we go between time to when my father was with that herdbeast and warn him?’


  J’trel shook his head and said sadly, ‘If we could have, we already would have.’


  Lorana raised her brows in confusion.


  ‘You can’t alter the past,’ he told her. ‘As long as it never happened in the past, it never can happen in the past.’


  ‘Why not?’


  It cannot be done, Talith said. A dragon cannot go to a place that is not.


  Lorana looked puzzled.


  ‘I tried once,’ J’trel said, shaking his head at some sad memory. ‘I couldn’t picture my destination in my mind.’


  It is like trying to fly through rock, Talith added.


  ‘I wanted to go back to when my mother was still alive,’ J’trel said. ‘I wanted her to see that I’d Impressed, that I’d become a dragonrider. I thought it’d make her happy.’ He shook his head. ‘But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t see her and the place clearly enough in my mind to give Talith the image.’


  You had not done it, so you could not, Talith explained with draconic logic.


  Lorana shook her head, mystified. ‘Maybe if I think about it long enough, it’ll make sense,’ she said, but her attention was already caught by the tall masts of the ships docked just ahead. Swarms of seamen and landsmen bustled about, loading and unloading carts, ships, and conveyances. ‘Which one is it?’ she asked J’trel.


  ‘The shiny new one!’ he told her, gesturing with a flourish. ‘The good ship Wind Rider, readying for her maiden voyage.’


  Eyes widening, Lorana grabbed her book and stylus from her carisak and began sketching furiously.


  A sea voyage would do her good, J’trel mused, watching her draw. It would give her a chance to take stock, see more of the world, and maybe learn to see herself as she really was. She thought too poorly of herself.


  He remembered how he had first met Lorana. It had been late and dark, and he and Talith had been cold and feeling old . . . lost.


  His partner, K’nad, had succumbed to his ailment, and K’nad’s green Narith had departed forever between a sevenday before. J’trel had summoned his courage and done everything to make K’nad’s passing easier for everyone in the Weyr.


  Then he had gone to tell K’nad’s kinsfolk, at the Hold where he had been born and raised. Carel, Lord Holder of Lemose and K’nad’s younger brother, took the news silently, inured to death from the great losses of the Plague twelve Turns before.


  After an uncomfortable dinner, Lady Munori saw J’trel to the great Hold doors.


  ‘He has buried his grief so deep that it no longer shows,’ she said of her husband, as an apology to the dragonrider. She touched his arm consolingly. ‘He was always proud of K’nad.’


  J’trel nodded and turned to leave.


  ‘Dragonrider! My lord!’ someone called out of the night. ‘A moment, please.’ There was a note of panic in the voice.


  J’trel turned to see a young woman rushing toward him. She was tall, still gangly in her youth, and not very pretty.


  ‘Your pardon, my lord,’ she said. ‘I was hoping to speak with you before you left.’


  ‘This is Lorana,’ Munori said to J’trel, her voice tinged with sadness. ‘Her father, Sannel, was a beastmaster who bred for us, as well as Benden and Bitra.’ She grimaced. ‘One of our beasts got crazed and kicked him in the head.’


  ‘To be in demand by three Holds  your father must be sorely missed,’ J’trel said, looking at Lorana more closely. He revised his first impression. Her dark hair and almond eyes were set in an expressive face that was, at the moment, quite somber. He wondered what she would look like when she smiled.


  Lorana nodded. ‘I was wondering if I could ask your advice,’ she said after a moment. ‘The beast that killed my father also snapped the wing on Grenn, one of my fire-lizards.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ J’trel replied, guessing at the nature of her request. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t heard of any new clutches recently. But if I do, I’ll be sure to put your name in for a replacement egg.’


  Lorana shook her head. ‘He still lives.’


  J’trel was amazed. ‘Usually a fire-lizard suffering such a wound will go between,’ he remarked. ‘Often forever.’


  A brilliant spark of determination flared in Lorana’s eyes. ‘I wouldn’t let him.’


  ‘It was the most amazing sight,’ Lady Munori added. ‘You could even see them breathing together, her and her fire-lizard, as she fought to keep him here.’


  Intrigued, J’trel said, ‘I should like to see this fire-lizard.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Lorana said, dipping a slight curtsy to the dragonrider.


  Lady Munori accompanied them. ‘You should see her drawings, too, J’trel,’ she said. ‘Lord Carel has two hanging in his chambers.’


  J’trel cocked an eye at the young woman. ‘A healer and a harper! You are a woman of many talents.’


  Embarrassed, Lorana ducked her head.


  Silently, she led them to one of the guest rooms and gestured politely for J’trel and Munori to precede her.


  A fire-lizard’s chirp challenged them as they entered.


  ‘They’re friends, Garth,’ Lorana called out.


  ‘You’ve two!’ J’trel exclaimed as he caught sight of the beautiful gold fire-lizard posting guard over the injured brown.


  ‘I tried to get Coriel . . .’ Lorana began defensively.


  ‘How many times do we have to tell you that you’ve nothing to apologize for?’ Munori asked in exasperation. She explained to the dragonrider, ‘Lorana was watching the eggs for my daughter when they hatched and, well . . .’


  The brown fire-lizard gave a plaintive sound. Seeing that his wing was splinted and immobilized, J’trel began crooning reassurances.


  ‘There, lad,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a look at you.’ He moved closer, but stopped when the little queen gave him a haughty and challenging look.


  ‘Talith, could you?’ J’trel said aloud to his dragon.


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


  ‘I’ve never seen the like,’ J’trel said admiringly, examining the splint. ‘A break like this . . .’


  ‘I did my best,’ Lorana said.


  ‘You did the best I’ve ever seen,’ he told her. ‘Our Weyr healer could take lessons from you.’


  Gently he spread the wing, examined the splint, and then returned the wing to its original position. ‘How long ago did this occur?’


  ‘About a sevenday,’ Lady Munori told him. ‘When we first came upon the three of them, we thought we’d lost them all, father, daughter, fire-lizard. But then that one’ She pointed at the gold. ‘started squawking at us, and we realized that her Lorana was still alive.’


  ‘Will the wing heal?’ Lorana asked, worried that she might have condemned her fire-lizard to a fate worse than death.


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


  ‘Is there anything else I should do?’ Lorana asked. ‘And when will it be safe for him to fly again?’


  J’trel pursed his lips thoughtfully. Something in the girl’s demeanor, in her worry and her determination, sparked his compassion.


  ‘Why don’t you come with me and we’ll take him someplace safe and warm where he can rest until his wing is healed,’ he suggested.


  Lorana’s eyes grew round with surprise.


  ‘But wouldn’t the dragons at the Weyr’


  ‘I wasn’t thinking of the Weyr, lass,’ J’trel interrupted. ‘I know a very nice warm place where dragons  and fire-lizards  can curl up and rest all day long.’ He wagged a finger toward the brown fire-lizard. ‘I think the best thing we can do is encourage this one to rest and not to fly until his wing is healed.’


  Lady Munori beamed at Lorana. ‘You can’t go wrong with an offer like that.’


  Lorana smiled at the dragonrider, a smile that lit her face. ‘Thank you!’


  It took a month of careful attention for Grenn’s wing to heal in the warmth of a southern sun. During that time, J’trel was pleased to provide Lorana with pencil and paper to sketch upon  and amazed when he saw the results.


  They had been together in the sunny warmth for two sevendays before Lorana really opened up to the old dragonrider. It happened the evening after J’trel had announced that he was certain Grenn’s wing would heal. Lorana had just finished sketching the splint design she’d put on Grenn and started a new page. J’trel hadn’t been paying attention until he heard her stifle a sob. Looking over, he saw that she was drawing a face.


  ‘Is that your father?’ he asked. He had guessed that, as soon as she knew her fire-lizard was safe, Lorana would allow herself to grieve.


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


  Lorana had been helping her father since she could toddle; indeed, since the Plague took the rest of her family  mother, brother, and sister  she had been his only helper.


  She recounted huddling amongst the cold bodies while her father stood in the doorway shielding them from the outraged holders who feared his roaming ways had brought the Plague with him. It was only when they discovered that nearly all the bodies beyond him had gone cold that they relented.


  Lorana had used all her wits  particularly her skill at drawing  to bring her distraught father out of the despair that overtook him after that fateful day. Since then, Sannel had used her ability in drawing, tasking her with registering all the marks and conformations of their various breedings, and taking her everywhere he went. When he died, she had been devastated.


  When J’trel looked over Grenn that evening by the campfire, he was very pleased to be able to give Lorana some good news. ‘I think we should try to see if he can fly tomorrow morning,’ he announced. ‘When the air is cold.’


  ‘Because the air is heavier then, right?’ Lorana asked.


  ‘Exactly,’ he agreed. ‘And, if he’s all right, I’ll take you back to the Weyr with me.’


  Lorana’s face fell.


  J’trel gave her an inquiring look.


  ‘I don’t know if I belong there,’ Lorana admitted. When J’trel started to protest, she held up a restraining hand. ‘I don’t know where I belong.’


  J’trel bit back a quick response. He gave her a long glance and nodded slowly.


  ‘I think I see,’ he said at last. ‘In fact, I feel somewhat the same myself.’


  ‘You do?’ Lorana asked, taken aback.


  ‘Not about you,’ he added hastily, pointing a finger toward his chest. ‘About myself.’


  Lorana was surprised.


  J’trel let out a long, slow sigh. ‘I’m old,’ he said at last. ‘I can’t say that I’ll be any credit when Thread falls again. And I’m tired.’


  ‘Tired?’


  ‘Tired of hurting,’ J’trel admitted. ‘Tired of the pain, tired of memories, tired of not being able to move the way I used to, tired of making compromises, tired of the looks the youngsters give me  looks I used to give old people.


  ‘It was different with K’nad,’ he continued softly, almost to himself. ‘Then I had someone to share with. We would groan when our joints hurt and laugh about it together.’


  He shook his head sadly. ‘I hadn’t planned on anything beyond saying good-bye to K’nad’s kin,’ he admitted. ‘And then I met you.’


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


  J’trel waved her unvoiced objections aside. ‘I’m not complaining,’ he assured her. ‘In fact, I’m glad to have met you.’ He grinned at her. ‘I’ve never met a woman more fit to lead a Weyr.’


  ‘Lead a Weyr?’ Lorana repeated, aghast. ‘Weyrwoman? Me? No, no  I’


  ‘You’ve more talent than I’ve ever seen,’ J’trel told her. ‘Half the Istan riders of the past thirty Turns were searched by me and Talith.’


  He smiled briefly in pride. ‘And you can talk to any dragon!’ he exclaimed.


  Lorana crinkled her forehead in confusion. ‘What makes you say that?’ she asked. ‘I’ve only talked with Talith.’


  ‘While it’s true that a dragon can talk to anyone he chooses, only riders bonded to a dragon can address one  and usually only their own. No rider can talk to another dragon unless he can hear all dragons. Do you know how few can do that?’


  Lorana could only shake her head.


  ‘Torene is the only one I can think of,’ J’trel said. ‘And I don’t think she had your way with them. It’s more like you feel them than talk to them.’


  ‘You don’t?’ Lorana asked in surprise. She looked out to Talith and smiled fondly at the blue. ‘I’m sorry, I’


  ‘Lass, when are you going to stop apologizing for your gifts?’ J’trel interrupted her gently.


  ‘It’s just  it’s just’ Lorana couldn’t continue.


  ‘I see,’ J’trel said to stop her from tearing herself apart. He grimaced. He had seen this behavior in many of the survivors of the Plague.


  The Plague had come up suddenly twelve Turns earlier. Some said it had started at Nerat Tip, others said Benden Hold, still others said Bay Head. Wherever it had started, it had spread quickly, if sporadically, across all of Pern. While the Holds of Benden Weyr  Bitra, Lemos, and Benden  were hardest hit, no hold from south-easternmost Nerat Tip to northwesternmost Tillek Hold had been spared.


  In less than six months the Plague had passed, leaving grieving holders and crafters to recover  and wonder why the dragonriders hadn’t helped out sooner. Help from the Weyrs had come, but only when the worst of the Plague had passed. J’trel knew why: He’d heard from his Wingleader, J’lantir, of the bitter arguments amongst the Weyrleaders over whether to aid the holders or preserve their own numbers to fight the Thread that was due to fall in the Turns to come.


  In some places, one out of three holders had perished. In others, only the very youngest and the very oldest had been affected. Some outlying holds had been left empty, devoid of all life, and everyone had at least one close relative or friend who had succumbed to the Plague.


  When the Plague had passed and the dragonriders had come to help, they’d found fields untended, men and women sitting listless and vacant-eyed. The few healers who hadn’t themselves fallen to the Plague explained that these people were in deep shock. It took days of comfort and caring for the survivors to recover.


  Everyone felt the same nagging loss, the same wonderment mixed with shame at their survival  the sense that they were not worthy of their existence.


  ‘What would you like to do?’ J’trel asked her.


  Lorana shook her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I just don’t think that I’m ready . . .’


  ‘Perhaps you aren’t,’ J’trel agreed. ‘You could always go back to Lemos ’


  ‘No!’ Lorana exclaimed. She took a deep breath, then continued more calmly. ‘Please, Lemos holds too many sad memories  I don’t want to go back there.’


  ‘Very well,’ J’trel said. He pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps we should look at your skills . . .?’


  ‘Well, I guess I’m not bad with broken wings,’ Lorana allowed, with a glance toward the sleeping Grenn.


  ‘And you can draw very well,’ J’trel said. He yawned. ‘Perhaps we should sleep on it.’


  When the sun woke him the next morning, J’trel was struck with an inspiration. He knew that Lorana would overcome her grief more easily if she had something to engage her attention, and he recognized that her eye and training put her in an excellent position to categorize the various species on Pern.


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


  Lorana was intrigued.


  ‘But how can I get all over Pern?’ she asked. ‘I couldn’t ask you to take me everywhere.’


  ‘I shall have to ponder that,’ J’trel said, admitting, ‘at some point I’ll have to get back to my own affairs.’


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


  It was only a few moments before the fire-lizard came back down squawking loudly in complaint.


  J’trel looked surprised. ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘I do,’ Lorana said with a laugh. ‘We’ve been stuffing him so much, he’s too fat to fly!’


   ‘J’trel?’ Lorana’s voice drew the dragonrider back from his reverie.


  She handed her book to him nervously, pointing at her latest sketch. J’trel could see that she’d done several in rapid succession.


  ‘Is this Captain Tanner?’ she asked, pointing to her latest effort.


  ‘That’s him, indeed!’ J’trel agreed enthusiastically. ‘Let’s go aboard, so you can meet him.’


  Aboard, J’trel led her to the stem of the ship. Lorana’s eyes darted all about, taking in the activity and the sights with relish.


  Suddenly they stopped.


  Captain Tanner was opposite her. Next to J’trel was another seaman. Two others stood on either side of Captain Tanner.


  Lorana was surprised to realize that Captain Tanner was the youngest of the men. She guessed that he was near her own age of twenty Turns. The other seamen all looked older, sea-grizzled, and not nearly as wholesome, wearing grubby clothes and frowns.


  Captain Tanner’s honest brown eyes met hers in quiet appraisal.


  ‘Here’s your ship’s healer, Captain Tanner,’ J’trel said, ‘as promised.’


  Tanner’s eyes widened as the words registered. He turned to Lorana, his expression bleak. ‘My lord J’trel did not mention that you were a woman.’


  ‘Show him your drawings,’ J’trel said.


  Numbly, Lorana extended her sketchbook to Captain Tanner. Tanner took them politely and glanced down at the first drawing.


  ‘Have you ever drawn a ship?’


  ‘Just now from the docks,’ she said. ‘If you turn the page . . .’


  Captain Tanner did so and gasped in awe. The sailors near him drew closer for a better view.


  ‘I’m also interested in the fish and the birds at sea,’ Lorana said.


  ‘That’s why Lorana wants to journey with you on the Wind Rider,’ J’trel put in.


  ‘And you’d draw them, as well?’ one of the older men asked. Lorana nodded.


  ‘And if we caught them, would you give us a drawing of that?’ another asked. Before Lorana could answer, the third seaman guffawed, ‘As if you’d ever catch anything Minet! You and that old rod of yours!’


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


  ‘There are no nets aboard Wind Rider, you git!’ Minet replied. Lorana could tell that there was no real rancor among the three.


  ‘Wind Rider is a schooner, Baror,’ Tanner said. ‘She’s built for speed, not trawling.’


  The seaman named Baror looked away from Tanner, face clouded. Lorana wasn’t sure she liked that look.


  ‘They say it’s bad luck to have a woman aboard a ship,’ Baror muttered. Beside him Minet nodded.


  ‘I’d say it’s worse luck to travel without a healer,’ J’trel observed. Captain Tanner nodded.


  ‘Did you say the Wind Rider was built for speed?’ Lorana asked, looking at the other ships in the harbor for comparison.


  ‘Aye,’ Minet told her, ‘Lord Holder Tillek  the Masterfisher himself  had her built here special, for fast runs between Thread.’


  ‘If it ever comes,’ the third seaman growled.


  ‘It’ll come, Colfet, it’ll come,’ Captain Tanner replied, casting an apologetic look toward J’trel.


  Colfet seemed to realize his gaffe. ‘I meant no disrespect, dragonrider.’


  J’trel didn’t hear much apology in the northerner’s tone but let it go. ‘Then I’ll take none, seaman.’


  Tanner decided to change the subject. ‘J’trel says you’ve also got a way with beasts.’


  ‘My father worked with them, yes,’ Lorana replied.


  ‘Do you suppose you could splint an arm or tend a scrape for a person?’


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


  The seamen all nodded in agreement.


  ‘None of the lads are likely to get themselves hurt on a milk run like this,’ Colfet growled. ‘Just down to that new sea hold and back here.’


  Captain Tanner told Lorana, ‘I’m only captain for Wind Rider’s shakedown cruise. After these three get the feel of her rigging, they’ll be taking her on up to Tillek.’


  ‘But I’d like to go to Tillek,’ Lorana said.


  Colfet glanced at the other Tillek men, then said, ‘For that you’ll have to get my approval.’ He took a long thoughtful breath. ‘Let’s see how you are on this run down to this new Hold, first.’


  ‘We’d better be moving then,’ Tanner said, turning to the others. ‘The tide doesn’t wait.’


  J’trel shook her hand and then grabbed her in a hug. ‘You watch out for yourself, youngster. I’ll want to know how you get along.’


  Lorana gave him a smile. ‘I’ll do that, J’trel.’


  The Wind Rider was everything Captain Tanner had said it would be. Lorana stowed her gear in the healer’s cabin and then joined the crew on deck as the ship was nimbly warped out of Ista Harbor. The schooner heeled as the wind caught her quarter, and the helmsman cursed as he struggled to control the wheel.


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


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


  Tanner laughed and pointed to the confused seamen above in the rigging. ‘Not before this lot get themselves sorted out, I hope.’


  Colfet gave him a sour grin. ‘No, not before.’ He glanced at the setting sun over the taffrail. ‘And tomorrow will be too fair for a strong wind.’


  ‘What makes you say that?’ Lorana asked.


  ‘Bad weather coming, probably a blow,’ Colfet answered, as if that were all the explanation needed.


  Captain Tanner raised his monocular to his eye. ‘Lorana, look there! It seems we’re getting a send-off!’


  Lorana looked where Tanner pointed and could see a dragon and rider in the distance waving at them. She laughed and waved back.


  J’trel says safe voyage, Lorana, Talith told her.


  Thank him please, Talith.


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


  ‘You’re welcome, lass,’ J’trel said to himself. ‘Did you hear that, Talith? How many can speak to other dragons? How many Weyrwomen can do that? Not one, I’m telling you. She’ll ride gold, and she’ll be the best Weyrwoman Pern’s ever seen.’


  CHAPTER 2
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  WITH ANOTHER WORDLESS cry, Wind Blossom rolled out of her dreams into the new day. It was always the same dream. Only  different this time. Something had woken her early.


  Even with the dream interrupted, as if against her will, Wind Blossom remembered her mother’s last words: ‘Always a disappointment you were to me. Now you hold the family honor. Fail not, Wind Blossom.’


  Wind Blossom had had the same dreams for the last forty years.


  The sound repeated itself: a dragon bugling in the sky above.


  Her mother, Kitti Ping, had created the dragons. Kitti Ping, famed Eridani Adept, who had saved Cetus III from the ravages of the Nathi War was also Pern’s savior with the creation of the great, fire-breathing, telepathic dragons.


  Wind Blossom was credited with  blamed for  the creation, through similar genetic manipulation, of the photophobic watch-whers. On the starships’ manifests Kitti Ping and Wind Blossom had been listed as geneticists. That title conveyed only a small portion of the full Eridani training Kitti Ping had received and had passed on to her daughter, Wind Blossom.


  ‘Always a disappointment you were to me,’ her mother’s calm, controlled voice came to Wind Blossom’s mind  a memory over forty years old.


  They had come to Pern fifty years earlier, thousands of war-weary people seeking an idyllic world beyond the knowledge of human and Nathi alike. They had been led by such luminaries as Emily Boll, famed Governor of Tau Ceti and heroic leader of Cetus III, and Admiral Paul Benden, the victor of the Nathi Wars.


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


  Eight years after the colonists landed on Pern, the Red Star came close enough to unload its burden on its sister-planet. The Thread, mindless, voracious, space-traveling spores, ate anything organic  plastics, woods, flesh. The first Threadfall on the unsuspecting colony was devastating.


  Galvanized by this new threat, Kitti Ping, Wind Blossom, and all the biologists on Pern dropped their work in adapting terran life-forms to life on Pern to concentrate instead on creating a defense against Thread.


  From the native flying fire-lizards, barely longer from nose to tail than a person’s arm, Kitti Ping created the huge fire-breathing dragons, able to carry a rider, telepathically bound to his mount, into a flaming battle against Thread. And so humankind on Pern was saved.


  It was the sound of a dragon’s bugle that had disturbed Wind Blossom’s dreams. Through the unshuttered windows, she could make out the beat of the dragon’s wings and heard it land in the courtyard outside the College.


  Shouts and cries reached her window with emotions intact but words incomprehensible. The dragon alone was indication enough of something extraordinary, and the voices confirmed that there was some sort of emergency.


  The voices in the courtyard moved inside.


  Her room smelled of lavender. Wind Blossom took a long, deep lungful of the smell and turned to look at the fresh cutting on her bedside table. Her mother’s room had always smelled of cedar. Sometimes of apple blossoms, too, but always of cedar.


  Perhaps some arnica would help, Wind Blossom thought as she summoned the strength to ignore the pain in her old joints and the weakness of her muscles as she sat up in bed and slid her feet into her slippers. Arnica was good for bruises and aches.


  And some peppermint tea for my thinking, she added with a bittersweet twinkle in her eyes.


  She walked to her dresser and looked impassively at her face reflected in the still water of the wash basin. Her hair was still dark  it would always be dark  as were her eyes. They stared impassively back at her as she examined her face. Her skin had the same yellowish tinge of her Asian ancestors; her eyes had the Asian almond shape.


  Wind Blossom completed her inspection, noting once again that the muscles around her face, which had slackened thirty years before, pulled the corners of her lips downward.


  Opening her dresser, she saw the yellow tunic at the bottom of her drawer and sighed imperceptibly as she had done at the sight of it every day for the past twenty years. Once, an accident at the laundry had left one of her white tunics with a distinctly yellowish tinge. No one had remarked on it. When the day was over, Wind Blossom had carefully put the yellow tunic away in her drawers. She had worn it again, years later  and no one had noticed. Now, as always, she carefully pulled out one of her scrupulously white tunics. From the lower drawer she pulled out a fresh pair of black pants.


  Dressed, Wind Blossom turned her attention back to the noises that had awoken her. From the sounds outside, she suspected


  ‘My lady, my lady!’ a girl’s voice called. Wind Blossom didn’t recognize the voice. It was probably one of the new medical trainees. ‘Please come quickly, there’s been an accident!’


  Although there was no one in the room to see, Wind Blossom did not let her face show her amusement at being called ‘my lady.’


  ‘What is it?’ she asked, rising and moving toward the door.


  ‘Weyrleader M’hall from Benden has brought in a boy,’ the trainee answered, opening the door as she heard Wind Blossom reach for the latch. ‘He was attacked.’


  Wind Blossom’s heart sank. Her face remained calm, but inwardly she quailed. The look on the girl’s face was all she needed to identify the attacker. The youngster continued resolutely, ‘It was a watch-wher.’


  Wind Blossom passed through the door and marched past the apprentice who, though much younger, towered over her. ‘Bring my bag.’


  The trainee paused, torn between guiding the frail old woman down the steps and obeying her orders.


  ‘My bones are not so worn that I cannot walk unaided,’ Wind Blossom told her. ‘Get my bag.’


  There was only one clean room in the infirmary. It was too primitive to be considered anything like a proper operating room but it was well scrubbed.


  Wind Blossom registered how the people outside it were grouped: Her daughter and a musician were in one group, M’hall and a man she thought she should know were in another group, and two interns were in a third.


  The interns looked up when she arrived, but M’hall spoke first. ‘My lady Wind Blossom, my mother told me that you are the most skilled in sutures.’


  When had everyone started with ‘my lady’? Wind Blossom thought acidly.


  ‘How is the patient?’ she asked Latrel, the nearest intern.


  ‘The patient has severe lacerations on the face, neck, and abdomen,’ he answered quickly. Wind Blossom noted but did not comment on his ashen appearance and the way he licked his lips. Latrel had attended a number of major injuries  clearly this was worse. ‘He is a ten-year-old boy. He’s been dosed with numbweed and fellis juice, and was suitably wrapped against between during the journey from Benden Hold. His pulse is thready and weak; he shows signs of shock and blood loss. Janir is attempting to stabilize’


  Wind Blossom interrupted him with an upheld hand and walked over to the large basin outside the clean room. She pulled back her sleeves. ‘Gown me, then scrub.’


  Latrel nodded, pulling sanitized gowns out of a special closet. Once she was robed, Wind Blossom started carefully scrubbing her arms and hands to clean off as many germs as she could. She motioned for Latrel to continue his report.


  ‘We cannot type his blood’


  ‘It’s O positive,’ the man beside M’hall interjected.


  Wind Blossom turned to face him, her expression showing interest.


  ‘I’ve been keeping track of our bloodlines; it can only be O positive,’ he repeated.


  Wind Blossom matched his face to her memory of a young boy she had spoken with long ago. ‘Peter Tubberman.’


  The man winced at the name. ‘I am called Purman now,’ he corrected. ‘The boy is my son.’


  A crease formed on Wind Blossom’s brows. Ted Tubberman had been considered a dangerous renegade in the early days of the Pern colony at Landing. He had ‘stolen’ equipment to conduct biology experiments, one of which had killed him and orphaned young Peter at an early age. Wind Blossom could understand why Peter Tubberman would want to remove himself from memories of his father.


  ‘Purman. Benden wines,’ she said to herself. ‘Modified vines, no?’ She waited only long enough for his body language to answer her before she said to the other intern, ‘Purman scrubs with us.’


  She turned her attention back to Latrel. ‘The old needles, you kept them, right?’ When the intern nodded, she said, ‘Have them sterilized and bring them in. What about sutures?’


  The young trainee  Carelly, Wind Blossom finally put a name to her  arrived, breathless with Wind Blossom’s medical bag. ‘My lady,’ she gasped, and gathered in another breath to say, ‘there are no more in Stores.’


  Wind Blossom grunted acknowledgment. She looked at the Benden Weyrleader. ‘M’hall?’


  M’hall approached the diminutive geneticist. He bent over her when she beckoned him closer.


  ‘I have one set of sutures left. If I use them on this boy, others will die later. Probably dragonriders,’ she said in a voice that carried only to his ears.


  M’hall nodded his understanding.


  ‘I saw this day coming,’ she added. ‘We are losing our tech base. These sorts of wounds are rare enough that soon no one will even know how to treat them.’


  ‘Then let us use these sutures now,’ M’hall said, ‘while there is still someone with your skills.’


  Wind Blossom nodded. She turned to Carelly. ‘Go back to my room, girl, and bring down the orange bag.’


  As the girl ran off, Wind Blossom turned to Purman. ‘The last of the sutures and antibiotics are in my orange bag. Your son will be the last one treated with such medicines on Pern.’


  ‘For how long?’ Purman wondered, as if to himself.


  ‘A long time, I fear,’ Wind Blossom answered. ‘There are so few of us who have the skill and the knowledge. And now, without supplies, the skills will become useless.’


  In the clean room, Wind Blossom found that the boy’s injuries were every bit as awful as she’d feared. His right forehead, nose, and left cheek had been opened by the three-clawed paw of the watch-wher. The claw-marks continued down the top left side of the boy’s chest, near the shoulder, and into the biceps of the upper left arm.


  Wind Blossom leaned closer to the boy’s face. Before the incident, he had been as handsome as his father at the same age. Now . . . she shook herself and checked his pulse.


  ‘He is in shock,’ she announced. Janir nodded, saying, ‘I’ve been keeping him warm, but he has lost a lot of blood  and going between . . .’


  The doors to the ready room swung open as Latrel, Carelly, and Purman entered.


  ‘He will need blood,’ Wind Blossom announced. She looked at Latrel. ‘Get the other bed set up close by.’ She turned to Purman. ‘He will need at least three units. You can only donate one.’ She patted the bed that Latrel brought up. ‘Get on it  you’ll be first.


  ‘Carelly, find Emorra and tell her we have need of her,’ Wind Blossom ordered. ‘And have someone make me some peppermint tea with a dash of arnica.’


  The young apprentice waved an arm over her shoulder in acknowledgment as she sped off on her mission.


  Purman’s face was clouded with fear. Wind Blossom explained, ‘We need to stabilize him, and irrigate the wounds to prevent infection.’


  She looked closely at the boy’s nose.


  ‘He has lost a lot of cartilage. Rebuilding the nose will be difficult.’


  She gestured for a probe from Janir. Gently, she examined the boy’s cheek.


  ‘The damage to the left cheek is severe. Immobilizing it while it heals will be a major concern.’ She continued her examination, adding, ‘Fortunately, there is no sign of damage to the underlying bone.’


  She sighed and looked at the boy’s chest wound. ‘The chest cavity is intact  that is good. It is a flesh wound. We will have to leave it open and irrigated to ensure that there is no infection.’


  She turned her attention to the boy’s arm. ‘Some of the muscle has been removed here,’ she said. She looked at Janir. ‘You will irrigate with saline solution and bandage here, too.’


  ‘Him? What about you?’ Purman asked, sitting up on his bed.


  ‘We need three units of blood,’ Wind Blossom repeated in answer. ‘You will give the first.’


  The door opened, and a competent-looking young woman entered the clean room, bringing with her the faint smell of starsuckle, the Pernese hybrid of honeysuckle.


  ‘Emorra’  Wind Blossom nodded to the woman, and Purman was struck by their resemblance  ‘will donate the second unit, and I, the third.’


  ‘But’ Purman objected.


  Wind Blossom silenced him with her upheld hand. ‘I will stitch his facial wounds before I give the blood.’ Her lips curved up in a shadowy grin. ‘It is fitting. Kitti Ping’s daughter and granddaughter should help Tubberman’s son and grandson.’


  ‘And,’ she added as Purman started another objection, ‘she and I are the only other two suitable blood donors available.’


  ‘You are too old, Mother,’ Emorra objected. ‘I shall donate two units.’


  ‘Who is too old?’ Wind Blossom snorted. ‘What do you know? You never studied medicine.’


  ‘You know better,’ Emorra corrected. Carelly arrived with a tray and a cup of tea.


  ‘That was genetics, not medicine,’ Wind Blossom said. Emorra’s eyes flashed.


  Purman and Janir looked askance at the two women. ‘Please,’ Purman said anxiously. ‘My son.’


  Wind Blossom spared one more moment to glare at her daughter. ‘Always a disappointment you were to me,’ she muttered before she bent over the boy. She worked quickly, starting with the lacerations of the forehead. Gently she teased the open wounds together.


  She stitched the dermis and subcutaneous fat together with polydioxanone  a synthetic absorbable suture  and closed the epidermis with synthetic polyester sutures. She made her stitches small and as few as she could; there was even less suture material than she had feared.


  Janir monitored the boy’s vital signs, while Latrel supervised the direct transfusion of first Purman’s and then Emorra’s blood.


  When both units had been transferred to the boy, Wind Blossom said, without looking up from her work, ‘Carelly, take Purman and Emorra out of here, make sure they both have wine and cheese, and take some rest.’


  An hour later, Wind Blossom laid aside her tools and walked wearily to the other bed. ‘My turn now, Latrel.’


  Janir and Latrel exchanged worried looks. ‘The boy is’ Janir began.


  Wind Blossom cut him off. ‘He needs the blood. I don’t.’


  Latrel pursed his lips. ‘Emorra may not have studied medicine, but I have. A unit of blood at your age is not a good idea.’


  Wind Blossom looked up at the young intern. ‘Latrel, there is nothing more I can teach you to do with the supplies we have left,’ she said slowly. ‘The boy’s wounds came from a watch-wher, my “mistake.” If it’s to be, then nothing would suit me more than for my blood to redeem my error.’ When she saw that the intern still looked unconvinced, she added, ‘And it’s my choice, Latrel.’


  ‘Very well,’ he replied, his tone resigned but his face showing his worry.


  Wind Blossom winced as he inserted the needle into her vein. As her blood began to flow into
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