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  About the Book


  When Fiona, the only surviving member of Lord Holder Bemin’s family, Impresses a queen dragon, she has no idea about the perils and privileges of her new role. As she and her dragon grow older, Fiona faces not only the possibility of losing her to the sickness that has claimed so many other dragons but also the challenges of becoming a Weyrwoman. She must ask herself if she is really suited to the life of a queen rider.


  As the injured dragons at Fort Weyr begin to outnumber those fit to fly against Thread, Weyrleader K’lior comes up with a desperate plan  to send the least injured and the older Weyrlings back in time, so that they can grow strong enough to fight Thread in the past and then return to help the Weyr. But will that be enough to save Fort Weyr? Forced to stay behind because her dragon is still too young, Fiona must confront a life-and-death choice...
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  CHAPTER 1


  Heart, give voice to sing


  Of life on dragonwings!


  Fort Weyr, AL 507.11.17, Second Interval


  ‘. . . AND YOU WOULDN’T believe how many holders they’ve saved over the last ten Turns,’ Benden Weyrleader M’tal said, continuing to press his case for the watch-whers.


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


  C’rion of Ista Weyr snorted and shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, M’tal, but the time’s all wrong,’ he said. ‘Threads will be falling all too soon and here you are with this radical notion of training dragons and watch-whers to fly Threads together at night.’


  M’tal took a slow, calming breath to stifle the hot retort he wanted to make. He looked expectantly to K’lior.


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


  ‘Look,’ M’tal began again, his hands outstretched in a placating gesture, ‘just think’


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


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


  Kindan and Kentai, Fort Weyr’s harper, were waiting on the stairs to the viewing stands in the Hatching Grounds, ready to escort the more feeble or overly-excited holders up to a good perch. Kindan nodded to M’tal as the Weyrleader passed by, still engrossed in fervent conversation with the Istan and Fort Weyrleaders.


  ‘I see D’gan has departed,’ Kentai murmured to Kindan as the Weyrleaders climbed out of earshot.


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


  ‘Lord Itaral, Lady Nelyssa,’ Kentai called as he spotted the Lord and Lady Holders of Ruatha Hold. He smiled as he spotted the third person in their party. ‘I see that you’ve convinced Lady Ilyssa to join you this time.’ He nodded to their young daughter and raised an elbow invitingly. ‘May I escort you to your seats?’


  Ilyssa blushed, but, overcoming her embarrassed smile, curtsied most elegantly and took his arm.


  ‘This is Kindan,’ Kentai said with a nod toward the other harper. ‘He’s come with Lord M’tal from Benden Weyr.’


  Lady Nelyssa started at his name and peered at him more closely. ‘Aren’t you the one’ She caught herself and rapidly switched her comment. ‘I mean, aren’t you the young man who gave up his watch-wher to Nuella, the WherMaster?’


  ‘Among other things, I am known for that,’ Kindan agreed, inclining his head politely and giving her a slight smile. He knew what she’d started to say, and wondered if he would ever live down the stigma of the fire in the Harper Hall’s Archive rooms. He hadn’t been solely responsible, after all, and he’d fought the hardest to put the blaze out, preserving countless other Records...


  ‘Kindan!’


  Before he could even react to the sound of his name, the speaker pummeled into him, clutching him tightly about the waist and trying her best to squeeze the breath out of him. Brilliant sea-blue eyes looked out from behind a lock of rebellious honey-blond hair as the youngster turned her head and called back accusingly to the well-dressed Lord Holder behind her, ‘You didn’t tell me he’d be here!’


  Bemin of Fort Hold smiled indulgently at his daughter. ‘There are such things as surprises, Fiona,’ he said with a wink.


  ‘Oh, Kindan, it’s so good to see you!’ Fiona exclaimed, burying her face once more in Kindan’s chest.


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


  ‘Good to see you again, lad,’ Bemin said. He looked up the stairs. ‘I think we’d better get up there or the dragons will all have hatched.’


  Fiona turned toward the steps, firmly locking her arms around Kindan’s elbow. ‘Harper Kindan,’ she said, sounding every inch a Lord Holder’s daughter, ‘would you do me the honor of escorting me?’


  ‘It would be my pleasure, Lady Fiona,’ Kindan replied with equal aplomb. A bronze fire-lizard darted down from the heights, alighted for a moment on Kindan’s shoulder, chirped happily to him, then rose again in the air.


  Lord Bemin chuckled. ‘I see that Valla followed you.’


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


  ‘We left them behind,’ Bemin said. ‘I doubt either of them is as well-trained as yours.’


  ‘Well, they’ve barely two Turns out of the shell,’ Kindan allowed. ‘Give them time.’


  ‘Like all youngsters, they are impetuous and brash,’ Bemin agreed with a twinkle in his eyes.  ‘Why, you would not believe where I found my daughter’


  ‘Father!’ Fiona protested, a warm blush highlighting her freckles. Bemin laughed.


  ‘Chasing tunnel snakes again?’ Kindan asked her in a voice pitched for her ears alone.


  He was not successful, as Bemin snorted, saying, ‘I cannot teach her any decorum at all!’ He continued, ‘She was hours in the bath and I’m sure there’s still dirt on her.’


  Kindan felt Fiona grab him tighter and heard her groan, but when he glanced down he saw the smile in her eyes.


  ‘He’s sounding much happier,’ he said quietly.


  ‘He deserves it,’ Fiona replied.


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


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


  Fiona cocked her head at a change in the sound and then leapt up the steps, dragging Kindan along. ‘Come on, they’re hatching!’


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


  ‘Just some greens,’ Ilyssa assured Fiona as she patted the empty seat she’d saved for her friend. Fiona relinquished her grip on Kindan with an apologetic look and happily took her place beside Ilyssa. The two leaned toward each other and began to speak in low voices.


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


  Suddenly there was a hush as the first egg cracked open. A brown dragonet flopped out, awkward and creeling. A group of candidates darted anxiously around it  some moving toward it, some away. And then  one candidate reached out to the baby dragon and Impressed. The dragons hummed approvingly.


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


  ‘Look there!’ Fiona called, pointing toward one of the larger eggs. ‘Is that a queen?’


  ‘It could be,’ Kindan said. A great rent appeared in the shell, followed moments later by a golden head. ‘It is!’


  The little queen made quick work of extricating herself from her egg while all around the bronzes crooned excitedly. Freed at last, the little gold queen walked around, looking from one candidate to another.


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


  Kentai had overheard the exchange. ‘There are Records,’ he said, looking uncomfortable.


  ‘Well, she’s coming this way,’ Ilyssa noted with excitement.


  ‘We’re near the exit to the Bowl,’ Kentai remarked. ‘Maybe she’s looking for someone out there.’


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


  ‘What’s her name?’ he asked his daughter, gesturing to the gold below and forcing his lips into a smile.


  The dragonet creeled again piteously and Fiona turned back to her, her face glowing in pure joy as she declared, ‘She says her name is Talenth!’


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


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


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


  The beating of a drum, the call to dinner, and a personal plea from Kentai for help in entertaining the revelers spurred Kindan up and out of the Hatching Grounds. At the entrance, he turned back once more, unable to contain his longing.


  Kindan couldn’t remember who waved him toward the sleeping quarters or quite how he got himself into bed. The evening had been a raucous celebration at which he had sung much, danced much, and drank much  far more than his usual. He had no idea why he’d drunk so much, nor why he’d worked so hard that evening... until he woke in the middle of the night in a cold sweat.


  The Weyr was silent, but the silence seemed more oppressive than comforting. The sound of his labored breathing came harshly to his ears and he sat up in his cot, glancing around nervously to check if his nightmare had disturbed anyone else to whom he’d have to make a quick apology.


  He heard no one.


  In the distance a dragonet creeled uneasily. Then silence.


  Kindan sighed and swung his legs over the side of the cot.


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


  The Plague that had swept across Pern and then  just as quickly  disappeared, had struck when he had only fourteen Turns, leaving him solely in charge of Fort Hold’s sick when the aged healer had himself succumbed to the disease. So many had died.


  So many, including Koriana, Lord Bemin’s daughter and Fiona’s older sister.


  ‘Koriana,’ Kindan whispered. The sound of her name brought both joy and pain, like a rose: pretty smell, prickly thorns. He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry.’


  I tried, he thought. But he wondered, as he always wondered: Did I try hard enough?


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


  Talenth’s creel woke Fiona instantly.


  What is it? she asked, jumping out of her bed and rushing to the young queen’s lair.


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


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


  He hurts and you feel it, Talenth said. How is it that you feel it?


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


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


  Can you help him?


  Fiona bent to cradle Talenth’s head with her whole body. I’m not sure, she said. But deep inside her, Fiona knew that was a lie. As she considered it, she heard a noise  a dragon going between.


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


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


  TWO


  Skin stretch


  Flake, peel.


  Oil, scratch,


  Feed, creel.


  Fort Weyr, The Next Day


  I’LL BE JUST fine, Father,’ Fiona assured Lord Holder Bemin as he took his leave of her the next morning. ‘You can send Jokester to check on me’ Catching herself, she gestured lovingly down to the gold queen beside her. ‘us, whenever you need.’


  ‘It’s just that’


  ‘You must get back to the Hold, Father,’ Fiona told him firmly. ‘I’ll be fine’ She paused, raising her hand to stifle a yawn.’here.’


  ‘You look exhausted,’ Bemin said, glancing to the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman for support.


  ‘A late night and a stressful day,’ Fiona assured him, again stifling a yawn. She smiled ruefully down at Talenth. ‘We’ll be fine.’


  Lord Bemin gave his daughter one final, worried look. ‘I’ll send Jokester to check on you.’ The bronze fire-lizard perched on his shoulder made a cheerful noise of agreement.


  ‘T’mar will see you back to your Hold, my Lord,’ Weyrwoman Cisca said, gesturing to a sturdy rider and his bronze dragon waiting nearby. She glanced at Fiona, adding, ‘He’ll be able to guide your fire-lizard back on his return.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Fiona said, much relieved. She couldn’t wait to see Fire’s reaction to the larger gold queen.


  ‘Wingleader,’ Bemin nodded absently, gesturing for the rider to precede him.


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


  For Fiona, the next few sevendays passed in a frenzy of feeding, oiling, scratching, and tending the baby gold dragon whose only activities were eating, sleeping, and complaining.


  Her fire-lizard, Fire, after hours in a state of mixed surprise, delight, and jealousy, found herself helping joyfully, often finding the itchiest spots and scratching them with her own claws.


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


  And you love me, Talenth had agreed, turning over so that Fiona could reach another offending itch. With a laugh, Fiona obliged, sweat running down her nose as she scratched the flaking skin and poured more oil on it.


  As Talenth grew, the job of scratching and oiling her grew as well, until Fiona began to wonder if she’d ever done anything else. Occasionally she saw others in the Weyr. She knew she ate, but her memories of both food and sleep were truncated and foggy at best.


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


  ‘She’s growing well.’


  Fiona jerked, startled by the voice behind her. But she turned quickly enough to nod to Cisca, amazed that such a big person could move so quietly.


  ‘That she is,’ Fiona agreed, giving Talenth a final pat. Fiona wasn’t quite sure how to deal with Cisca. Having grown up as the only surviving child of a grieving Lord Holder, she’d never had to listen to an older woman’s directions before. And the Weyrwoman was only six turns older than she was.


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


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


  ‘I’m to teach you your duties as a Weyrwoman,’ Cisca said as they entered her rooms. Fiona’s eyes widened as she caught sight of Melirth lounging in her weyr. Cisca caught her glance and laughed. ‘You think you’re oiling now!’


  Fiona’s attempt to stifle a groan was noticed by Cisca, who continued sympathetically, ‘Really, it’s not as bad as all that.’ She gestured to the small shapes surrounding her dragon. ‘The fire-lizards are an immense help... most of the times.’


  ‘My father has a fire-lizard,’ Fiona said, forgetting that Cisca had met Jokester at the Hatching.


  ‘Maybe you can entice your father into letting him help you and your little queen,’ Cisca suggested, gesturing to a day table flanked by several chairs.


  ‘No,’ Fiona said, shaking her head sadly, as she sat down. ‘With me here, Father’s only got Jokester.’ She pursed her lips, then shook her head again. ‘Anyway, if Jokester came, I’m not sure he’d leave Fire alone.’ She met the Weyrwoman’s eyes. ‘I think it would be best if Jokester stayed at the Hold.’


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


  Fiona made a face. ‘That was all he ever talked about!’


  ‘Well, he did you a service, then,’ Cisca said. ‘Running a Weyr is not all that different from running a hold.’


  The look Fiona gave her was mulish.


  ‘You don’t think so?’


  ‘I can’t imagine that you’ve got to spend your time sitting with old grannies while they go on and on about the good old...’ Fiona trailed off as she noticed Cisca’s expression.


  ‘I get to listen to old dragonmen,’ Cisca informed her with a smile. She couldn’t resist adding, ‘Of course, now, I’ve got you to help me.’


  Fiona turned a groan into a deep breath and let it out slowly, squaring her shoulders.


  ‘Of course, instead of just running a hold, you’ve got a dragon as well,’ Cisca added.


  Fiona thought of the sleeping Talenth and her expression softened. She nodded slowly. ‘Indeed, I do.’ She shivered in response to another thought. ‘And Thread is coming soon.’


  ‘Yes, it is,’ Cisca said. ‘But your Talenth will be too young to join the queen’s wing for several Turns yet.’


  Fiona seemed not to hear her, her attention still directed inward. ‘I will not fail the Weyr.’ She sat in silence for a moment, then shook herself and looked up at Cisca. ‘I’m sorry, Weyrwoman, you were saying?’


  ‘I was talking about the queen’s wing,’ Cisca said. ‘There’s only Tannaz and her Kalsenth now. Weyrs don’t fly a queen’s wing unless there are three queens.’


   ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


  Cisca waved the apology aside. ‘There’s nothing to apologize for, unless you know how to speed up time and you’ve been holding out on us.’


  Fiona shook her head.


  ‘I thought so,’ Cisca said. ‘Now, why don’t you tell me what you think a Weyrwoman’s duties are, based on what you know from holding?’


  ‘Okay,’ Fiona said. She thought for a moment, then continued. ‘A Weyrwoman is responsible for the proper running of the hold  I mean, Weyr. She has to handle the staff’ She caught Cisca’s look. ‘Not staff?’


  ‘Weyrfolk,’ Cisca supplied.


  ‘Weyrfolk,’ Fiona repeated, nodding as she fixed the word in her memory. ‘She handles the weyrfolk in the preparation of food’ Fiona’s brow furrowed. ‘the food from tithe?’


  ‘Yes,’ Cisca agreed. ‘When Thread is falling we don’t have time to find food.’


  ‘Nor do we,’ Fiona replied tetchily. She caught herself and blushed, shaking her head. ‘I meant the hold. Holders.’


  ‘I’m weyrbred,’ Cisca responded. ‘I’m counting on you to remind me of what it is to be a holder.’


  ‘It’s just that...’ Fiona trailed off in embarrassment.


  ‘Go on,’ Cisca said. Her tone was kind.


  ‘It seems that dragonriders don’t do that much and yet they get whatever they need, whenever they want it,’ Fiona said, her frank blue eyes meeting Cisca’s warm brown ones. Cisca waited silently. Fiona lowered her gaze and pursed her lips. Finally, she sighed and looked up again at the Weyrwoman. ‘I’ve heard holder lads say the same thing about me.’


  ‘And is it true?’


  Fiona’s shoulders slumped. ‘I know I didn’t work as hard as some of them.’


  ‘Are you lazy, then?’


  Fiona’s eyes flashed angrily. ‘I never shirked a duty, never stopped until I was told, neveroh!’


  Cisca smiled at the younger girl. ‘Perhaps you understand being weyrfolk better than you imagined.’


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


  Cisca said nothing as she too was suddenly stricken.


  Outside, dragons bellowed in anguish, their voices almost drowned out by the nearer sound of Melirth’s keening. Fiona could hear Talenth’s anguished cry mingling with the others.


  I’m here! she called to her dragon.


  Talith is no more, Talenth told her sadly.


  A hand covered Fiona’s and she looked up as Cisca told her sadly, ‘That is one of the extra prices dragonriders pay.’


  The death of Talith and his rider J’trel left Fiona distraught for the next several days. She tried to hide it from Talenth, but the young queen was too perceptive.


  What is hurting you? Talenth asked in mixed tones of confusion and protectiveness.


  Talith, Fiona replied.


  Who?


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


  Later, when Talenth was sleeping, Fiona sought out the Weyrwoman.


  ‘You want to know why Talenth doesn’t remember?’ Cisca asked. She smiled. ‘That’s one of the gifts of the dragonstheir memories are short, they forget most things quickly.’


  ‘You say most things?’


  ‘Sometimes they remember; usually the strangest things.’ In response to Fiona’s confused look, she added, ‘You’ll soon find out for yourself.’


  ‘How did Talith die?’ Fiona asked the question she’d been dreading for days.


  ‘J’trel was old,’ Cisca said. ‘They went between together.’


  ‘Do dragons die of old age?’


  ‘No one really knows,’ Cisca said, shaking her head. ‘Usually the rider dies of old age first and the dragon goes between.’ She smiled at Fiona. ‘You’ve many Turns before that’ll be a concern for you.’


  Fiona nodded and returned to her quarters to curl up comfortably with Talenth.


  Yet it seemed that Cisca was wrong. Four days later, Fiona was startled awake in the middle of the night. Talenth was trembling in her sleep, and none of Fiona’s comforting could still the hatchling, yet neither did the queen wake.


  Fiona heard voices nearby and stumbled out of her quarters toward the sound. Her fire-lizard stirred on her perch atop Talenth and flitted to Fiona’s shoulder. Fiona shushed her absently and strained to hear.


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


  ‘That’s what they said,’ Cisca agreed. ‘The fire-lizards have gotten sick and threeat leasthave died. They’re afraid that the dragons’


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


  ‘It’s me,’ Fiona said, coming farther down the corridor. ‘I heard voices.’


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


  ‘K’lior!’ Cisca called reprovingly. ‘She’ll know soon enough.’


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


  ‘Something about fire-lizards being banned,’ Fiona replied, her hand going, uncontrolled, to the fire-lizard on her shoulder.


  ‘Kindan’s fire-lizard went between,’ Cisca told her softly. ‘They think he went between to die.’


  ‘Why?’ On her shoulder, Fire chirped worriedly.


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


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


   ‘We don’t know,’ K’lior said.


  ‘But the dragons and fire-lizards are related,’ Cisca added.


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


  ‘Yes,’ K’lior agreed.


  ‘Many of our weyrfolk have fire-lizards,’ Cisca reminded him.


  ‘Yes, I know,’ K’lior said. He turned to Fiona. ‘How will they react?’


  On her shoulder, Fire creeled and Fiona shuddered. She thought of Kindan, of how he must feel in his loss. Then she thought of‘Father!’


  ‘That’s right,’ Cisca said, ‘your father has a fire-lizard, too.’


  ‘Father?’ Fiona repeated numbly. ‘But he’s not at the Weyr.’


  ‘It would have to be a general ban,’ K’lior told her.


  ‘Wouldn’t just this continent be enough?’ Cisca asked, brows furrowed.


  ‘Yes,’ K’lior said. ‘As long as the fire-lizards can’t infect the dragons.’


  ‘What happens to a fire-lizard that’s separated from its person?’ Fiona asked.


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


  ‘Not all will go, will they?’ Fiona asked.


  ‘No,’ K’lior admitted.


  ‘But without the dragons’


  ‘Thread comes soon,’ Cisca said.


  Fiona turned her head in the direction of her sleeping dragon, then back to the Weyrleaders.  ‘My father survived the Plague, he’ll understand. He’s strong.’ She turned again toward her quarters. ‘Come on Fire, we’d best tend to Talenth.’


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


  ‘What was that about?’ K’lior asked incredulously.


  ‘She’s in shock, she’s grieving,’ Cisca told him. ‘She needs time to say farewell.’


  K’lior nodded then. ‘I’d like to talk with the weyrfolk in the morning,’ he said. ‘And give all those who have fire-lizards a chance to say farewell.’


  Cisca nodded abstractedly.


  ‘What?’ K’lior said. ‘What are you thinking?’


  ‘Have you noticed the way Fiona behaves?’


  ‘I don’t know how else she could behave, given the news,’ K’lior replied.


  ‘Have you talked with the weyrlings recently?’


  ‘Are you afraid they have this illness?’ K’lior asked, suddenly alarmed. ‘Could her fire-lizard have spread it to the dragons?’


  ‘No,’ Cisca replied, ‘although that’s a horrible possibility.’ She frowned, mulling the notion over, then shook her head. ‘Have you noticed how they all seem so tired?’


  ‘And distracted,’ K’lior agreed. ‘They seem only half hereT’jen was muttering about it just this morning.’


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


  ‘Yes,’ K’lior agreed. ‘Because he’d just told off the same rider twice for the same silly thinghe couldn’t get his practice harness on properly.’


  ‘With the Plague, though, it was the strongest who succumbed,’ Cisca remarked.


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


  ‘Well, it’s clear that the fire-lizards must go,’ Cisca said. ‘If things work out, perhaps we can have them return.’


  ‘That’d please a lot of our weyrfolk,’ K’lior agreed.


  There were no signs of pleasure the next morning as dragonriders and weyrfolk collected in the Kitchen Cavern. K’lior could tell that most of the dragonriders knew what was coming: Those with fire-lizards had placed themselves near those weyrfolk who had fire-lizards.


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


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


  ‘The fire-lizards!’ several exclaimed at once.


  ‘Yes,’ K’lior agreed. ‘Kindan’s bronze Valla succumbed to it yesterday. The symptoms are a cough that doesn’t get better, and green sputum’


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


  ‘We don’t know,’ Cisca said, stepping up beside her mate. ‘But’


   ‘We can’t take the risk!’ another of the weyrfolk called. ‘“Dragonmen must fly when Thread is in the sky!”’


  There was a chorus of assent.


  ‘What do you want us to do, Weyrleader?’ J’marin, Asoth’s rider, asked. His goldfire-lizard Siaymon sat nestled on his shoulder.


  ‘We’re going to have to send the fire-lizards away,’ Cisca said. ‘We think we can send them to the Southern Continent.’


  J’marin stepped forward, his expression grim. He was more than twenty Turns older than either Cisca or K’lior. ‘Not all will make it.’


  ‘That may be so,’ K’lior agreed, leaving unspoken the acknowledgment that the others would go between. He spoke up to the rest of the Weyr. ‘We have to protect the dragons  it is our duty. I called you here to tell you what we must do and to give those of you with fire-lizards a chance to say farewell.’


  ‘Daddy’s fire-lizard has to go away?’ Janal, J’marin’s sturdy lad of seven Turns, piped up.


  J’marin knelt beside his son. ‘Yes,’ he said, his eyes bright with unshed tears. ‘Say good-bye to Siaymon.’


  ‘Bye Siaymon!’ Janal said. He turned to his father. ‘Will we ever see her again?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ J’marin admitted, tears leaking beyond his control as he stroked the beautiful gold fire-lizard who had brought so many clutches of fire-lizard eggs to the Weyr. ‘But she’ll be all right. She’ll play in the sun of Southern.’


  ‘Can we visit her there?’ Janal asked hopefully.


  ‘No,’ J’marin said. ‘She and the others have to go so that the dragons will be safe.’


   ‘Safe?’ Janal repeated, peering past his father to the Bowl and the dragon weyrs above. ‘The dragons can’t be hurt.’


  ‘That’s right,’ J’marin agreed. ‘And Siaymon will protect them by going away.’ He stroked his precious gold one last time. ‘Have you said good-bye, son?’


  ‘Good-bye, Siaymon,’ Janal said. ‘I love you.’


  J’marin nodded. ‘That was well said,’ he told the youngster, ruffling his hair before turning his attention back to the gold fire-lizard. ‘I love you. Farewell.’


  Asoth, tell Siaymon she must go to the Southern Continent, J’marin said to his dragon, tears now streaming freely down his face.


  She must go? Asoth asked sadly.


  Yes, she must, J’marin repeated. To protect the dragons.


  I will tell her, Asoth replied.


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


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


  Fiona was in her weyr, curled up tight against Talenth, her arms wrapped tightly around Fire, when the other fire-lizards left.


  ‘Fiona?’


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


  Fiona heard the sound of feet coming toward her.


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


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


  ‘When we came here, to the Hatching,’ Bemin said softly, his voice hoarse with emotion, ‘I never thought that you’d Impress.’


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


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


  Fiona turned back to him. ‘You were?’


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


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


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


  ‘Then I can...?’ But her words trailed off as Bemin shook his head gently.


  ‘You and I have so much,’ he told her gently. He gestured to the sleeping queen dragonet, who was trembling in her sleep. ‘As you have your queen, I have Forsk, the watch-wher. Do you think it would be dutiful to risk all Pern to keep our fire-lizards, too?’


  Fiona sniffed, her eyes catching his pleadingly, but he shook his head again.


  ‘It is time, now,’ he told her, ‘to say good-bye.’ He turned his head to Jokester and reached up his arms, bringing the brown fire-lizard down to settle in his clasped hands. He caught Fiona’s eyes. ‘Queen rider, ask your queen to send them to the Southern Continent.’


  ‘Father’ Fiona began, tears streaming down her face, but Bemin once again shook his head and lifted his chin slightly.


  ‘Head high, Weyrwoman,’ he told her.


  Fiona took in a deep breath and nodded, her tears falling unchecked.


  Talenth?


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


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


  Go?


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


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


  ‘Oh, Father!’


  THREE


  My small fire-lizard friend


  Frolic in the sun.


  Our love will never end


  No matter where you run.
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  THE NEXT DAY dawned bright and sunny, though still full of winter’s cold.


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


  ‘Let me tend to her,’ Fiona told them finally, with a touch of acerbity. She tried hard not to think of a cheerful chirping voice or a gold streak darting through the air.


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


  Fiona looked up, startled, to see a grizzled older dragonrider standing beside her.


  ‘T’jen, Salith’s rider,’ the man said, gesturing up toward a brown dragon that was peering down at them from several levels above. ‘Weyrlingmaster.’


  He waved at the weyrlings. ‘They weren’t disturbing you, were they, Weyrwoman?’


  Fiona knew instantly that T’jen had heard her entire exchange with the weyrlings. She smiled at him, shaking her head. ‘They were just trying to help.’


  ‘They could help themselves more by tending to their chores,’ T’jen grumbled loudly enough that several weyrlings glanced worriedly in his direction and suddenly looked more energetic.


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


  ‘But’ Fiona began, her thoughts all jumbled. ‘I mean, isn’t this normal?’


  ‘What, Weyrwoman?’ T’jen asked, turning to face her directly. ‘Tell me how you feel.’


  ‘I’m all right,’ Fiona said immediately. ‘Talenth’s fine’


  ‘And you’d know, being a Weyrwoman for...?’ T’jen asked her, raising his brows in curiosity, a faint smile on his lips.


  Fiona blushed in response. She thought back, her blush clearing into a smile as she remembered her amazing Impression of Talenth. How long ago had it been? It seemed forever. But how long? Her frown deepened as she realized she couldn’t quite remember.


   ‘This is the twentieth day of the twelfth month,’ T’jen supplied helpfully.


  ‘Oh!’ Fiona said. ‘Then it’s been  it’s been’ Angrily she chided herself, This is simple! There are twenty-eight days  four sevendays  in each month, and she’d Impressed Talenth on the seventeenth of the month before so that meant that...


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


  ‘Is it the sickness?’ Fiona asked with a feeling of dread knotting her stomach.


  ‘I hope not,’ T’jen said fervently. ‘And there’s no sign of distress among the dragonets  they’re merely a bit sleepier than I’d expect at this age.’


  ‘I thought they always slept a lot when they’re this young,’ Fiona said.


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


  ‘And that’s not normal?’


  ‘No,’ T’jen replied, shaking his head. ‘It’s not.’


  ‘Have you told the Weyrwoman?’


  ‘She pointed it out to me, actually,’ he admitted.


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


  The weyrlingmaster smiled. ‘Well, you are the newest Weyrwoman, she’s right to keep an eye on you,’ he told her. ‘You never know...’


  ‘Know what?’ Fiona prompted.


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


  ‘How?’


  ‘You’d have to ask her,’ he said. ‘It’s her story to tell or not.’ Fiona yawned and T’jen laughed. ‘Not that you’d be awake long enough.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she apologized.


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


  A chorus of groans greeted his words.


  ‘. . . So I’d say that she’s the same as the rest,’ T’jen concluded in his recounting to the Weyrleader and Weyrwoman over dinner that night. ‘Even the older weyrlings are acting odd.’


  ‘I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner,’ K’lior said to the old Weyrlingmaster. ‘You’d said this last Turn when the others Impressed, but I thought...’


  ‘You thought I was just moaning,’ T’jen finished for him with a snort.


  ‘I’ve never heard a Weyrlingmaster praise his charges, after all,’ K’lior said defensively.


  ‘And by the First Egg, I hope you never do!’ T’jen replied. Thoughtfully, he added, ‘And if you ever do, Weyrleader, you should let the man go. As you know: “There’s”’


  ‘“always better from a weyrling,”’ K’lior finished with T’jen.


  ‘Exactly.’


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


  ‘Actually,’ K’lior replied diffidently, ‘that’s a good reason to go slow.’


  Cisca gave him a questioning look.


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


  ‘We can expect the most losses in the first Turn of Threadfall,’ K’lior said in agreement. In response to Cisca’s look, he explained, ‘It’s in the Records. I think it’s because it always takes time to adjust to the reality of fighting Thread.’


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


  ‘So we should go slow with these weyrlings?’ Cisca asked.


  ‘And keep an eye on them, as well,’ T’jen said. ‘We don’t want them doing something foolish because they’re too drowsy to think clearly.’


  ‘What does the harper say?’ Cisca asked.


  ‘He’s got no better idea than I,’ T’jen said. ‘It could be this sickness that affected the fire-lizards, but there’s been no sign of coughing from anyone.’ He paused, his brow furrowed, then shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think they’re related  but I don’t know what is affecting the weyrlings so.’ A moment later, he added, ‘They’ve got good days and bad days, some more than others.’


  ‘Does anything help?’ K’lior asked.


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


  ‘So we just leave it at that?’ Cisca asked, perturbed.


  ‘I’d say it’s all we can do, for the moment,’ T’jen replied.


  ‘And I think Tannaz and I will keep a closer eye on our young Weyrwoman,’ Cisca said.


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


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


  ‘I’d heard about the older weyrlings,’ Tannaz said when she was done, ‘but not the younger ones.’


  ‘And the new queen,’ Cisca added.


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


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


  But it was not so, partly because they were both fundamentally too good and concerned for the Weyr’s well-being to allow any disagreements to exist between them for long. In fact, Cisca had come to value Tannaz’s fiery spirit, quick wit, and steadfast loyalty.


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


  ‘I think we should both spend more time with Fiona,’ Cisca said. As Tannaz’s eyes narrowed, Cisca added quickly, ‘I don’t want her to feel that we’re intruding or being overly cautious, so I think if we trade off, that will cause her less concern.’


  ‘Great, I’ll be happy to help,’ Tannaz told her cheerfully. Cisca gave her an inquiring look and Tannaz shrugged, saying, ‘I wanted to get to know her; we’ll be working together for Turns to come.’


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


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


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


  ‘I’ll ask’ She caught herself, and corrected: ‘Would you ask Harper Kentai to investigate?’


  ‘Certainly,’ Tannaz said. ‘Perhaps I should bring him with me to meet Fiona.’ She added, ‘We could use the excuse that he needs to know what Teaching Ballads she might need to learn for her Weyr duties to give him a chance to observe her himself.’


  ‘A good idea,’ Cisca agreed. ‘Although I suspect his contact with the weyrlings has already given him a pretty good notion of the symptoms.’


  Tannaz nodded in agreement. ‘Then I’ll check in on her now myself.’ She patted Kalsenth’s neck with a finality that indicated that her grooming was complete for the morning and, with a reassuring smile to Cisca, headed off on her task.


  Fiona’s weyr was next to Tannaz’s, the Weyrwomen’s weyrs being allocated according to rank. Tannaz found Fiona, as she’d expected, in the queen’s weyr, busily oiling the new hatchling. With a grin, she found a cloth, dipped it in the pail of oil, and started in at Fiona’s side. She was quite surprised at how long it took before the youngster noticed her.


  ‘Oh!’ Fiona cried when she spotted her. ‘Oh, my, how long have you been here?’ She made a face and added hastily, ‘Not that I’m not grateful for the help, it’s just that...’


  ‘They get bigger,’ Tannaz said with a smile, marveling at how quickly they finished going over the young queen’s skin. She extended an oily hand to the girl. ‘I’m Tannaz, Kelsanth’s rider.’


  Fiona looked at her in surprise, and then her face took on the abstracted look of a rider communicating with her dragon, followed by a more natural expression of irritation as she realized that Talenth had, as usual, fallen solidly asleep during her oiling.


  ‘Kelsanth...’ Fiona repeated, indicating that she was unfamiliar with the name and mortified. ‘Oh! She’s the other queen here!’


  ‘We sleep next to you,’ Tannaz informed her, adding, ‘I’m surprised her snores haven’t kept you awake at night.’


  Fiona shook her head, her hand rising to her mouth to stifle a yawn. ‘I’ve no trouble sleeping,’ she confided. ‘It’s staying awake...’


  ‘That’s always a problem with a hatchling,’ Tannaz agreed passionately. She cocked her head thoughtfully at Fiona. ‘Though I’d say you’ve got it worse than most.’


  Belatedly, Fiona noticed Tannaz’s hand and reached for it, shook it quickly, and let it go.


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


  ‘No,’ Fiona replied, her face crumpling in despair, ‘It’s just that everyone says I’m lazy.’ And she surprised herself by bursting into tears. The tears streamed unchecked down her face, her oily hands hanging limply at her sides as her sobs wracked her body.


  Tannaz didn’t deal well with tears or crying girls  her first tendency was to run away or slap them. But this girl’s behavior was different and Tannaz felt strangely moved by it.


  ‘Fiona,’ she said gently. When the tears continued and the girl’s body started to shake more violently, she tried again. ‘Fiona.’


  In the end, much against Tannaz’s inclinations, she hugged Fiona close to her, whispering the gentle shushing noises that she’d used only with her own hatchling Turns earlier. Slowly Fiona’s sobs quieted and her tears dried up. Tannaz could measure the girl’s recovery by the hardening of her body and the way she slowly pulled away.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Fiona said, her eyes cast to the ground. ‘I don’t know what got into me.’


  ‘I do,’ Tannaz told her gently, surprised at herself. ‘It’s not just that you’re tired.’


  Fiona looked up at her.


  ‘You’re afraid you won’t measure up, that we’re all judging you.’ Tannaz shook her head, smiling. ‘And it doesn’t matter.’ Fiona’s brows furrowed in puzzlement. ‘No one can take your dragon away from you.’


  Fiona chewed her lower lip nervously before saying in a quiet voice once more close to tears, ‘But what if I can’t keep her?’ Tannaz gave her a puzzled look and Fiona replied with a wave of her hands to the pail of oil and the sleeping dragon, ‘What if I don’t have the energy? What if  is it possible that she got the wrong person? I can’t seem to  can a person be allergic to Impressing?’


  ‘Allergic?’


  Fiona’s face worked through a range of emotions as she groped for the words. ‘I just seem so scattered, so lost. I never thought I couldn’t do this.’ Fearfully she turned to her sleeping dragon and back again to Tannaz to whisper, ‘She can’t hear me, can she?’


  Tannaz eyed the sleeping dragonet carefully before answering. ‘No, she’s fast asleep,’ she said. ‘But you have to watch your thoughts  they can disturb your dragon even when she’s sleeping.’


  Fiona’s eyes widened fearfully. ‘Now?’


  ‘No,’ Tannaz assured her. ‘She’d be twitching.’


  Fiona heaved a sigh of relief but she persisted with her question, asking in a whisper, ‘So, could I be allergic?’


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


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


  ‘Yes,’ Tannaz assured her.


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


  ‘That’s an excellent question,’ Tannaz told her. Out of curiosity, she asked, ‘How would you find out?’


  Fiona pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘Well, if this were back at Fort Hold, I’d ask our healer if anyone had complained about feeling poorly.’


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


  ‘They might not want to admit to feeling poorly,’ K’lior agreed that evening when Tannaz discussed her findings with the Weyrleaders.


  ‘Hah!’ Cisca snorted. ‘Getting you to admit to a head cold took’


  K’lior silenced her with a warning look.


  ‘No rider wants to be grounded,’ J’marin growled. ‘Even that silly D’lanor.’


  K’lior gave the Weyrlingmaster a questioning look.


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


  ‘Riders are a healthy lot,’ T’mar remarked.


  Cisca snorted, looking squarely at K’lior. ‘Even healthy riders get sick sometimes.’


  ‘The older weyrlings have been this way for over a Turn,’ T’mar pointed out, his tone suggesting that perhaps the issue wasn’t that important.


  ‘It’s affected their training,’ J’marin objected. ‘And they are sicker than most.’


  ‘“There’s always better,”’ T’mar repeated the old saw with a sour look toward the Weyrlingmaster.


   ‘As you’ve said yourself,’ K’lior reminded the wingleader in a lighter tone. He turned his attention back to Tannaz. ‘So what do you think of our newest Weyrwoman?’


  Tannaz pursed her lips in thought, then said tersely, ‘She’ll do.’ K’lior raised an eyebrow questioningly. ‘Oh, she’s got her plate full with all the things bothering her  not the least that she’s little more than thirteen Turns to her name’


  ‘And we all know how difficult that can be,’ Cisca inserted with a sympathetic wince.


  ‘That’s a harder age for girls than boys,’ J’marin observed.


  ‘But it’s a good age to Impress, boy or girl,’ T’mar said.


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


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


  ‘Good.’ Cisca gave the other Weyrwoman a firm nod. ‘You and I will manage her then.’


  K’lior smiled at his mate, then turned back to the others. ‘In the meanwhile, I want us all to be alert for any similar signs in our riders.’


   ‘If they’re like D’lanor, you should have noticed already,’ J’marin noted sourly.


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


  Afterward, in their quarters, Cisca turned to K’lior. ‘You know, everyone expected T’mar’s Zirenth to fly Melirth.’


  ‘Yes, I know,’ K’lior replied, one brow quirked irritatedly, adding, as he snuggled in closer to her, ‘You choose an odd time to remember that.’


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


  ‘And that’s not usual coming up to a mating flight that will determine who is the new Weyrleader?’


  ‘It just struck me as odd, K’lior,’ Cisca replied with a touch of frost.


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


  ‘Unwarranted!’ Cisca repeated and, with a huff, rolled away from him.


  It took the Weyrleader a solid sevenday to regain the good graces of his Weyrwoman. They neither bickered nor fought openly, but K’lior knew that Cisca was irritated with him and worked hard to repair the rift.


   ‘It’s not all the weyrlings,’ K’lior remarked to Cisca over dinner on the seventh day.


  Cisca raised an eyebrow to indicate her interest.


  ‘Some of them behave no different than any other weyrlings I’ve seen,’ K’lior said.


  ‘And you’ve seen so many,’ Cisca snapped.


  K’lior shrugged. He’d barely finished his weyrling training himself when his Rineth had flown Cisca’s Melirth and he’d become Weyrleader.


  ‘Even so,’ K’lior persisted. ‘It’s not so much that I’ve seen so many weyrlings as that I knew some of these weyrlings particularly well’


  ‘You played with them not all that long ago,’ Cisca interjected.


  ‘Precisely,’ K’lior agreed with a slight smile. ‘And while D’lanor was always...’ He waved a hand, inviting Cisca to supply a word.


  ‘Dim,’ Cisca said. K’lior winced and Cisca tried again, ‘Slow.’


  ‘Challenged,’ K’lior ventured. ‘But his heart was always in the right place.’


  ‘He follows orders, understands his place, and will make a great green rider,’ Cisca said.


  ‘J’nos, on the other hand, is one of the best I’ve seen.’


  ‘Pilenth is well-formed,’ Cisca admitted with an understandable touch of pride in her dragon’s offspring.


  K’lior nodded quickly in agreement. ‘Mind you, neither’s flown yet’


  ‘J’nos was holder born, wasn’t he?’


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


   ‘On the whole...?’ Cisca prompted.


  ‘On the whole, T’jen is right,’ K’lior said, his expression grim. ‘The same is true for the older weyrlings.’


  ‘And T’mar,’ Cisca muttered.


  K’lior opened his mouth to protest but shut it again. After a moment he sighed, ‘Possibly.’


  ‘I knew you’d get there in the end,’ Cisca told him. ‘So now what do we do?’


  ‘There’s no sign of this fire-lizard illness,’ K’lior said.


  ‘Certainly it doesn’t sound like it would linger for over a Turn without more symptoms,’ Cisca observed.


  ‘I can’t figure out what it could be, though.’


  ‘You will,’ Cisca assured him, gesturing to his plate, ‘after you’ve had a chance to eat and sleep.’


  K’lior wisely chose not to argue.


  The relief Fiona felt at knowing she was not alone was quickly banished by her exhaustion and dulled mental state. The klah helped. She returned to her daily activities of feeding Talenth, oiling Talenth, praising Talenth, catching a nap when she could, and hurriedly eating the meals that were delivered directly to her quarters. Except for the constant muzziness, this would have been a time of unalloyed joy for two reasons: first, because she got to spend every waking moment with her marvelous, brilliant, and fabulous Talenth; and, second, because her time was for once completely her own. She could be slovenly, she could forgot to bathe for a whole day, she could be angry, she could curse, and she didn’t have to worry about being judged, frowned at, or silently derided because she was the Lord Holder’s daughter and the sole representative of Fort Hold’s future. Never mind that she was a girl and expected to marry the man who would be future Lord Holder, she was still required to ‘Set an example, Fiona!’ ‘People look up to you!’ ‘What would your father say if he saw you look that way?’


  It was really only here, in the freedom of Fort Weyr, as Talenth’s Weyrwoman, that Fiona would ever have realized how much her role as Fort’s Lady Holder  in waiting  was a position that stifled her, that restricted her, and that caused her to wake every morning with dread. She was free! She was a queen rider, and soon, when Talenth was old enough, she could go anywhere, do anything and


  ‘Fiona!’ a voice called from her doorway. ‘We’ve brought you some company.’


  Company? Fiona looked up from her perch between Talenth’s legs where she was lying, still covered in the oil and muck of Talenth’s morning’s ablutions. I’m not ready for company!


  ‘Fiona?’ another voice, deeper, called. It was her father.


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


  ‘My lord?’


  ‘Well, perhaps we should not have surprised her like that,’ Cisca said later that evening as she and Tannaz met to discuss the day’s events.


  ‘She looked like a chicken cornered by a tunnel snake,’ Tannaz agreed with a sigh.


  ‘She really didn’t handle it well,’ Cisca continued. ‘Lord Bemin was clearly desperate to see her; I don’t know why she insisted on keeping him waiting while she bathed first.’


  ‘Why?’ Tannaz retorted hotly. ‘Would you greet a Lord Holder dressed in your worst, oil-grimed, sleep-stained clothes with your hair and face all oily from your latest dragon-grooming?’


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


  Tannaz mulled Cisca’s response over for a moment before admitting, ‘I think you could greet him sky-clad and make him feel overdressed.’


  Cisca felt herself blushing but could only nod in agreement, grinning. ‘It would not be my preference but, yes, if I had to, then I would certainly work to ensure that he felt overdressed.’


  Tannaz chortled.


  ‘Still,’ Cisca continued when their moment of mirth had passed, ‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out better. By bringing him here, I’d hoped to cheer up both Lord and rider  or at least raise Fiona from her lethargy.’


  ‘Well, you have to admit she was roused,’ Tannaz said with a grin.


  ‘Right  with a screaming match that scared every dragon in the Weyr. Not exactly what I’d had in mind,’ Cisca said, her eyes flashing.


  Tannas shrugged. ‘In the end, I think it worked out fine.’ When Cisca shook her head in disbelief, Tannaz went on, ‘If you weren’t weyrbred, you’d understand. Weyrfolk have a different way of looking at things.’


  ‘I should hope.’


  ‘Bemin is a Lord Holder,’ Tannaz explained. ‘He has spent his entire life expecting to be heard and instantly obeyed.’


  ‘So?’ Cisca demanded. ‘He’s still a fair man.’


  ‘He’s a fair man, but it’s become ingrained in him that his word is law.’


  ‘Hmm,’ Cisca murmured, looking at the second Weyrwoman thoughtfully.


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


  Cisca nodded in comprehension, then frowned. ‘I still don’t see why this shouting match can be seen as a good thing.’


  ‘It was an excellent thing,’ Tannaz corrected. ‘The worst alternative would have been for Fiona to respond with meek acquiescence to her father’s every request, fawning over him


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Also by Todd McCaffrey & Anne McCaffrey


  Anne McCaffrey’s books can be read individually or as series. However, for greatest enjoyment the following sequences are recommended:


  The Dragon Books


  DRAGONFLIGHT


  DRAGONQUEST


  DRAGONSONG


  DRAGONSINGER: HARPER OF PERN


  THE WHITE DRAGON


  DRAGONDRUMS


  MORETA: DRAGONLADY OF PERN


  NERILKA’S STORY & THE COELURA


  DRAGONSDAWN


  THE RENEGADES OF PERN


  ALL THE WEYRS OF PERN


  THE CHRONICLES OF PERN: FIRST FALL


  THE DOLPHINS OF PERN


  RED STAR RISING: THE SECOND CHRONICLES OF PERN


  (published in US as DRAGONSEYE)


  THE MASTERHARPER OF PERN


  THE SKIES OF PERN


  and with Todd McCaffrey:


  DRAGON’S KIN


  DRAGON’S FIRE


  DRAGON HARPER


  DRAGON’S TIME


  SKY DRAGONS


  by Todd McCaffrey:


  DRAGONSBLOOD


  DRAGONHEART


  DRAGONGIRL


  Crystal Singer Books


  THE CRYSTAL SINGER


  KILLASHANDRA


  CRYSTAL LINE


  Talent Series


  TO RIDE PEGASUS


  PEGASUS IN FLIGHT


  PEGASUS IN SPACE


  Tower and the Hive Sequence


  THE ROWAN


  DAMIA


  DAMIA’S CHILDREN


  LYON’S PRIDE


  THE TOWER AND THE HIVE


  Catteni Sequence


  FREEDOM’S LANDING


  FREEDOM’S CHOICE


  FREEDOM’S CHALLENGE


  FREEDOM’S RANSOM


  Individual Titles


  RESTOREE


  DECISION AT DOONA


  THE SHIP WHO SANG


  GET OFF THE UNICORN


  THE GIRL WHO HEARD DRAGONS


  BLACK HORSES FOR THE KING


  NIMISHA’S SHIP


  A GIFT OF DRAGONS


  The Petaybee novels

  written in collaboration with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough


  POWERS THAT BE


  POWER LINES


  POWER PLAY


  CHANGELINGS


  MAELSTROM


  DELUGE


  The Acorna Series


  ACORNA (with Margaret Ball)


  ACORNA’S QUEST (with Margaret Ball)


  ACORNA’S PEOPLE (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S WORLD (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S SEARCH (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S REBELS (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S TRIUMPH (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S CHILDREN: FIRST WARNING (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S CHILDREN: SECOND WAVE (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  ACORNA’S CHILDREN: THIRD WATCH (with Elizabeth Ann Scarborough)


  and published by Corgi Books


  About the Author

  
  Todd McCaffrey – Anne’s son – is a licensed pilot and software engineer living in Los Angeles. Todd took up writing full-time in 2002 and hasn’t looked back. He is the author of a dozen books including the eight books in the Third Pass of Pern: three written solo and five in collaboration with Anne McCaffrey. Having grown up with the Dragonriders of Pern®, he has an abiding passion in creating new stories for the world, its people, dragons, fire-lizards, watch-whers, and others. For more information on Todd and his books, visit his website at www.toddmccaffrey.org or follow him – @toddric – on Twitter.


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Dragonheart

Todd McCaffrey






