For ewor d

Rukbat, in the Sagittarian Sector, was a golden Gtype star. It had five

pl anets, two asteroid belts, and a stray planet it haft attracted and held in
recent millennia. Wien nmen first settled on Rukbaf s third world and called it
Pern, they had taken little notice of the stranger planet, sw nging about its
adopted primary in a wildly erratic elliptical orbit. For two generations, the
colonists gave the bright red star little thought, until the path of the
wanderer brought it close to its stepsister at perihelion

Then, the spore life, which proliferated at an incredible rate on the Red
Star's wild surface, spun off into space and bridged the gap to Pern. The
spores fell as thin threads on the tenperate, hospitable planet, and devoured
anything organic in their way, seeking to establish burrows in Pern's warm
earth fromwhich to set out nore voraci ous Threads.

The col onists suffered staggering | osses in terns of people scored to death,
and in crops and vegetation wi ped out conpletely. Only fire killed Thread on
| and: only stone and netal stopped its progress. Fortunately it drowned in
wat er, but the colonists could scarcely live on the seas.

The resourceful men cannibalized their transport ships and, abandoning the
open sout hern continent where they had touched down, set about naking the
natural caves in the northern continent habitable. They evol ved a two-phase
pl an to conbat Thread. The first
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phase invol ved breeding a highly specialized variety of a life-formindi genous
to their new world. The "dragons" (named for the nythical Terran beast they
resenbl ed) had two extrenely useful characteristics: they could get from one
pl ace to another instantly by tele-portation, and when they had chewed a
phosphi ne-bearing rock, they could emt a flanm ng gas. Thus the flying dragons
could char Thread to ash midair and escape its ravages thensel ves.

Men and worren with high enpathy ratings or some innate telepathic ability were
trained to use and preserve these unusual animals, partnering themin a
lifelong and intimate rel ationship.

The original cave-Fort, constructed in the eastern face of the great West
Mount ai n range, soon became too small to hold either the colonists or the
great "dragons." Another settlenent was started slightly to the north, by a
great | ake, conveniently nestled near a cave-filled cliff. Ruatha Hold, too
becarme overcrowded in a few generations.

Since the Red Star rose in the East, it was decided to start a holding in the
eastern mountains, provided suitable accomodations could be found. The

anci ent cave-pocked cones of extinct volcanoes in the Benden nountains proved
so suitable to the dragonnen and wonen that they searched and found severa
nore t hroughout Pern, and left Fort Hold and Ruatha Hold for the pastora

col oni sts, the hol ders.

However, such projects took the last of the fuel for the great stonecutters,
originally thought to be used for the nost diffident mning since Pern was
light on netals, and any subsequent hol ds and weyrs were Hand- hewn.

The dragons and their riders in their weyrs, and the people in the cave
hol di ngs, went about their separate tasks and each devel oped habits that
becane custom which solidified into tradition as incontrovertible as |aw



By the Third Pass of the Red Star, a conmplicated so-

cial, political and econom c structure had devel oped to deal with the
recurrent evil of Thread. There were now six Weyrs, pledged to protect al
Pern, each Weyr having a geographi cal section of the northern continent
literally under its wings. The rest of the population, the Holds, agreed to
tithe to support the Weyrs, since these fighters, these dragonmen, did not
have any arable land in their volcanic homes, nor did they have time for
fanning while protecting the planet from Passes of the Thread.

Hol ds devel oped wherever natural caves could be found: sone, of course, were
extensive or strategically placed near good water and grazing, others were
smal ler and less well placed. It took a strong man to keep frantic, terrified
people in control in the Holds during Thread attacks: it took w se

adm ni stration to conserve food supplies for tines when nothing could be
safely grown. Extraordi nary neasures controlled popul ation, keeping its nunber
heal thy and useful until such tine as the Thread should pass. And often
children fromone Hold were raised in another Hold, to spread the generic poo
and keep the Hol ds from dangerous inbreedi ng. Such a practice was called
"fostering" and was used in both Hold and Crafthalls, where special skills
such as metal worki ng, ani mal breeding, farmng, fishing and nining (such as
there was) were preserved. So that one Lord Hol der could not deny the products
of a Crafthall situated in his Hold to others, the Crafts were decreed

i ndependent of a Hold affiliation, each Craftsmaster at a hall ow ng

al l egiance only to the Master of that particular craft who, as the need arose,
took likely students in as fosterlings.

Except for the return of the Red Star approximtely every two hundred years,
life was pl easant on Pern

There came a tinme when the Red Star, due to the conjunction of Rukbar's five
natural satellites, did not pass close enough to Pern to drop the dreadful
spores. And the Pernese forgot about the danger. The peopl e prospered,
spreadi ng out across the rich land, carving
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nore Hol ds out of solid rock and becom ng so busy with their pursuits, that
they did not realize that there were only a few dragons hi the skies, and only
one Weyr of dragonriders left on Pern. In a few generations, the descendants
of the Hol ders began to wonder if the Red Star would ever return. The
dragonriders fell into disfavor: why should all Pern support these people and
their hungry beasts? The | egends of past braveries, and the very reason for
such courage, becane di shonored.

But, in the natural course of events, the Red Star again spun close to Pern

wi nking with a baleful red eye on its intended victim One man, FTar, rider of
t he bronze dragon, Menenth, believed that the ancient tales had truth in
them H's half brother, Fnor, rider of brown Canth, listened to his argunents
and came to believe. Wen the | ast golden egg of a dying queen dragon |ay
hardeni ng on the Benden Weyr Hatching G ound, Flar and Fnor seized the
opportunity to gain control of the Wyr. Searching Ruatha Hold, they found a
strong wonan, Lessa, the only surviving nenber of the proud bl oodline of

Ruat ha Hol d. She inpressed young Ranoth, the new queen, and becane Wyrwonan
of Benden Weyr. And Fl ares bronze Menenth becane the new queen's nate.

The three young riders, FTar, Fnor and Lessa forced the Lord Hol ders and the
Craftsmen to recogni ze their immnent danger and prepare the al npst

def ensel ess pl anet against TTiread. But it was distressingly obvious that the
scant two hundred dragons of Benden Weyr could not defend the wi de-spread and



spraw ing settlements. Six full Wyrs had been needed in the ol den days when
the settled | and had been nmuch | ess extensive. In learning to direct her queen
bet ween one place and another, Lessa discovered that dragons could tel e-port
between tines as well. Risking her life as well as Pern's only queen, Lessa
and Rarmoth went back in tinme, four hundred Turns, to the days before the
nmyst eri ous di sappearance of the other five Weyrs, just after the |ast Pass of
the Red Star had been conpl et ed.
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The five Weyrs, seeing only the decline of their prestige and bored wth
inactivity after a lifetime of exciting conbat, agreed to help Lessa, and
Pern, and cane forward to her tine.

Dr dgonsong begi ns seven Turns after the Five Wyrs cane forward.
Kill
Cnapter 1

Drunmer, beat, and piper, blow Harper, strike, and soldier, go Free the flane
and sear the grasses Tfl the dawning Red Star passes.

Almost as if the elenments, too, nourned the death of the gentle old Harper, a
sout heaster blew for three days, |ocking even the burial barge in the safety
of the Dock Cavern

The storm gave Sea Hol der Yanus too nmuch tine to brood over his dflemma. It
gave himtime to speak to every man who could keep rhythm and pitch, and they
aH give himthe same answer. TTiey couldn't properly honor the A d Harper wth
hi s deat hsong, but Menolly coul d.

To whi ch answer Yanus would grunt and stanp off. It rankled in his mnd that
he couldn't give voice to his dissatisfaction with that answer, and his
frustration. Menolly was only a girl: too tall and lanky to be a proper girl
at that It galled himto have to adnmit that; unfortunately, she was the only
person in the entire Half-Grcle Sea Hold who could play any instrunent as
well as the old Harper. Her voice was true, her fingers clever on string,
stick or pipe, and she knew t he Deat h-song. For all Yanus could be certain,

t he aggravating child had been practicing that song ever since old Fetiron
started burning with his fatal fever.

"She will have to do the honor, Yanus," his wife, Mavi, told himthe evening
the storm began to slacken. "The inmportant thing is that Petiron is properly
sung to rest. One does not have to record who did the singing."

' The old man knew he was dying. Wiy didn't he instruct one of the nen?"

"Because," replied Mavi with a touch of sharpness in her voice, "you would
never spare hima man when there was fishing."

"There was young Tranflty..."
"Whom you sent fostering to Ista Sea Hold."
"Coul dn't that young lad of Forolt's..."

"Hi s voice is changing. Cone, Yanus, if 11 have to be

Menol ly. "



Yanus grunbled bitterly against the inevitable as he clinbed into the sl eeping
furs.

"That's what everyone else has told you, haven't they? So why make so nuch of
a necessity?"

Yanus settled hinsel f, resigned.

"The fishing wffl be good tonorrow," his wife said, yawning. She preferred him
fishing to stonping around the Hold, sullen and critical with enforced
inactivity. She knew he was the finest Sea Holder Half-Circle had ever had:
the Hold was prospering, with plenty for bartering set by in the storage

caves; they hadn't lost a ship or a man in several Turns either, which said
much for his weat her-wi sdom But Yanus, at hone on a heaving deck in foul

weat her, was very nmuch adrift when taxed with the unexpected on | and.

Mavi was keenly aware that Yanus was displeased with his youngest child. Mavi
found the girl exasperating, too. Menolly worked hard and was very clever with
her fingers: too clever by half when it cane to playing any instrunent in the
Harper Craft Perhaps, Mavi thought, she had not been wise to permt the girl
to linger in the old Harper's constant conpany once she had | earned all the
proper Teaching Songs. But it had been one less worry to let Menolly nurse the
old

Harper, and Petiron had wi shed it. No one begrudged a Harper's requests. Ah
weH, thought Mvi, disnissing the past, there'd be a new Harper soon, and
Menol |y could be put to tasks proper to a young girl

The next norning, the stormhad cleared off: the skies were cloudl ess, the
sea, calm The burial barge had been outfitted in the Dock Cavern, Petiron's
body wrapped in harper-blue on the tilter board. The entire Fleet and nost of
the Seahold followed in the wake of the oar-driven barge, out into the faster
nmovi ng current above Nerat Deep

Menol Iy, on the barge prow, sang the elegy: her clear strong voice carrying
back to the Half-Circle Fleet; the men chanting the descant as they rowed the
bar ge

On the final chord, Petiron went to his rest. Menolly bowed her head, and | et
drum and stick slide fromher ringers into the sea. How coul d she ever use

t hem agai n when they had beaten Petiron's | ast song? She'd held back her tears
since the Harper had di ed because she knew she had to be able to sing his

el egy and you couldn't sing with a throat closed fromcrying. Now the tears
ran down her cheeks, nmingled with sea spray: her sobs punctuated by the soft
chant of the steersman, setting about

Petiron had been her friend, her ally and mentor. She had sung fromthe heart
as he'd taught her: fromthe heart and the gut Had he heard her song where he
had gone?

She raised her eyes to the palisades of the coast: to the white-sanded harbor
between the two arns of Half-Circle Hold. The sky had wept itself out in the
past three days: a fitting tribute. And the air was cold. She shivered in her
t hi ck wherhi de jacket. She woul d have sone protection fromthe wind if she
stepped down into the cockpit with the oarsmen. But she couldn't nove. Honor
was al ways acconpani ed by responsibility, and it was fitting for her to remain
where she was until the burial barge touched the stones of Dock Cavern

Hal f-Circle Hold woul d be |onelier than ever for her now Petiron had tried so



hard to live long enough for his replacenent to arrive. He'd told Menofly he
wouldn't last the winter. He'd dispatched a nmessage to Masterharper Robinton
to send a new Harper as soon as possible. He'd also told Menolly that he'd
sent two of her songs to the Masterharper

"Winren can't be harpers,” she'd said to Petiron, astoni shed and awed.

"One in ten hundred have perfect pitch,” Petiron had said in one of his
evasive replies. "One in ten thousand can build an acceptable nmelody with
meani ngf ul words. Were you only a lad, there'd be no problemat all."

"Well, we're stuck with me being a girl." "You' d make a fine big strong | ad,
you woul d," Petiron had replied exasperatingly.

"And what"s wong with being a fine big strong girl? Menolly had been
hal f -t easi ng, hal f - annoyed.

"Not hi ng, surely. Nothing." And Petiron had patted her hands, smling up at
her .

She' d been hel ping himeat his dinner, his hands so crippled even the |ightest
wooden spoon left terrible ridges in the swollen fingers.

"And Masterharper Robinton's a fair nman. No one on Pern can say he isn't And
hell listen to ne. He knows his duty, and | am after all, a senior nmenber of
the CrafthaH, being taught up in the Craft before himhinself. And |'1]
require himto listen to you."

"Have you really sent himthose songs you nade ne wax down on slates?" "I
have. Sure | have done that much for you, dear

child."”

He' d been so enphatic that Menolly had to believe that he'd done what he'd
said. Poor old Petiron. In the Iast nonths, he'd not renenbered the tinme of
Turn much | ess what he'd done the day before.

He was tinel ess now, Menolly told herself, her wet
cheeks stinging with cold, and she'd never forget him

The shadow of the two arnms of Half-GCrcle's cliffs fell across her face. The
barge was entering the home harbor. She lifted her head. H gh above, she saw
the dimnutive outline of a dragon in the sky. How | ovel yl And how had Benden
Weyr known? No, the dragon-rider was only doing a routine sweep. Wth Thread
falling at unexpected times, dragons were often flying above Half-Circle,
isolated as it was by the bogs at the top of Nerat Bay. No matter, the dragon
was awi ng above Half-Circle Hold at this appropriate nmoment and that was, to
Menol ly, the final tribute to Petiron the Harper

The nmen lifted the heavy oars out of the water, and the barge glided slowy to
its mooring at the far end of the Dock. Fort and Tillefc m ght boast of being
t he ol dest Sea-Holds, but only Half-Circle had a cavern big enough to dock the
entire fishing fleet and keep it safe from Threadfall and weat her

Dock Cavern had noorings for thirty boats; storage space for all the nets,
traps and lines; airing racks tor sail; and a shall ow | edge where hulls could
be scraped free of seagrow hs and repaired. At the very end of the imense
Cavern was a shelf of rock where the Hold' s builders worked when there was
sufficient tinber for a new hull. Beyond was the small inner cave where



pricel ess wood was stored, dried on high racks or warped into frames.
The burial barge lightly touched its pier
"Menol I y?" The first oarsman held out a hand to her.

Startled by the unexpected courtesy to a girl her age, she was about to junp
down when she saw in his eyes the respect due her at this nonent. And his
hand, cl osing on hers, gave silent approval for her singing of the Harper's
el egy. The other nen stood, too, waiting for her to disenbark first. She
strai ght ened her shoul ders, although her throat felt tight enough for nore
tears,

and she stepped proudly down to the solid stone.

As she turned to wal k back to the | andside of the Cavern, she saw that the

ot her boats were discharging their passengers quickly and quietly. Her
father's boat, the biggest of the Half-Circle fleet, had al ready tacked back
into the harbor. Yanus's voice carried across the water, above the incidental
sounds of creaking boats and nuted voi ces.

"Quickly now, men. We've a good breeze rising and the fishll be biting after
t hree days of storm”

The oarsmen, hurried past her, to board their assigned fishing boats. It
seened unfair to Menolly that Petiron, after a long life's dedication to

Hal f-Circle Hold, was dismssed so quickly fromeveryone's mnd. And yet..
life did go on. There were fish to be caught against winter's hungry nonths.
Fair days during the cold nonths of the Turn were not to be squandered.

She qui ckened her pace. She'd far to go around the rim of the Dock Cavern and
she was cold. Menolly also wanted to get into the Hold before her nother
noticed that she didn't have the drum Wiste wasn't tol erated by Mavi any nore
t han idl eness by Yanus.

Wiile this was an occasion, it had been a sad one and the wonen and children
and al so the men too old to sea-fish observed a decorous pace out of the
Cavern, making smaller groups as they headed towards their own Holds in the
southern arc of Half-Circle's sheltering palisade.

Menol |y saw Mavi organi zing the children into work groups. Wth no Harper to
|l ead themin the Teachi ng Songs and ballads, the children woul d be kept
occupied in clearing H e stormdebris fromthe white-sanded beaches.

There m ght be sun in the sky, and the dragonrider still circling on his
brown, but the wind was frigid and Menolly began to shiver violently. She
wanted to feel the warnth of the fire on the great Hold' s kitchen hearth and a
cup of hot klah inside her

She heard her sister Sella's voice carrying to her on the breeze.

"She's got nothing to do now, Mavi, why do | have to...

Menol |y ducked behind a group of adults, avoiding her nother's searching
gl ance. Trust Sella to remenber that Menolly no | onger had the excuse of
nursing the ailing Harper. Ahead of her, one of the old aunts tripped, her
querul ous voice raised in a cry for help, Menolly sprinted to her side,
supporting her and receiving |l oud protestations of gratitude.

"Only for Petiron would | have dragged these old bones out on the cold sea



this norning. Bless the man, rest the man," the old woman went on, clinging
wi th unexpected strength to Menolly. "You' re a good chfld, Menolly, so you
are. It is Menolly, isn't it?" The old one peered up at her. "Now you j ust
give me a hand up to Ad Uncle and H tell himthe whole of it, since he
hasn't legs to | eave his bed."

So Sella had to supervise the children and Menolly got to the fire: at |east

| ong enough to stop shivering. Then old auntie would have it that the Uncle
woul d be grateful for sone klah, too, so when Mavi entered her kitchen, her
eyes searching for her youngest daughter, she found Menolly dutifully occupied
serving the ol dster.

"Very well then, Menolly, while you' re up there, see that you set the old nan
confortably. Then you can start on the glows."

Menol Iy had her warming cup with the Add Uncle and | eft himconfortable

mour nful Iy exchanging tales of other burials with the aunt Checking the gl ows
had been her task ever since she had grown taller than Selk. It had neant
clinmbing up and down the different levels to the inner and outer |ayers of the
huge Sea Hol d, but Menolly had established the quickest way to finish the job
so that she'd have sone free tinme to herself before Mavi started | ooking for
her. She had been

accustoned to spending those earned mnutes practicing with the Harper. So
Menol |y was not surprised to find herself, eventually, outside Petiron's door

She was surprised, however, to hear voices in his room She was about to
charge angrily through the hal f-open door and demand an accounting when she
heard her nmother's voice clearly.

TTie roomwon't need rmuch fixing for the new Harper, so it won't"
Menol |y stepped back into the shadow of the corridor. The new Harper?

"What | want to know, Mavi, is who is to keep the children up in their

| earning until he comes?" That voice was Soreel's, the wife of the First

Hol der and therefore spokesworman for the other Hold wonen to Mavi as Sea

Hol der's lady. "She did well enough this norning. You have to give her that?
Mavi "

"Yanus will send the nessage ship."

"Not today, nor tonorrow he won't. | don't fault Sea Hol der, Mavi, but it
stands to reason that the boats rmust fish and the sloop's crew can't be
spared. That means four, five days before the nessenger gets to |Igen Hold.
Fromlgen Hold, if a dragonrider obliges by carrying the nessage--but we all
know what the A d-timers at Igen Weyr are like so let's say, Harper drums to
the Masterharper Hafl at Fort is another two-three days. A man has to be

sel ected by Masterharper Robin-ton and sent overland and by ship. And with
Thread falling any tinme it pleases, no one travels fast or far in a day. If 11
be spring before we see another Harper. Are the children to be left w thout
teachi ng for nont hs?"

Soreel had punctuated her conmmrents with brushing sounds, and there were other
clatters in the room the sw shing of bed rushes being gathered up. Now
Menol Iy could hear the murrmur of two other voices supporting Soreel's
argunent s.

Tetiron has taught well..."



He taught her well, too,
occupation..."

Soreel interrupted Mavi. "Harpering is a man's
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"Fair enough if Sea HolderTl spare a man for it" Soreel's voice was al nost
bel i gerent because everyone knew the answer to that "Truth be told, | think
the girl knew the Sagas better than the old man this past Turn. You know his
m nd was ranging back in tinme, Mvi"

"Yanus will do whats proper,"” The finality in MavTs tone firmy ended that
di scussi on.

Menol |y heard footsteps crossing the old Harper's room and she ducked down
the hall, around the nearest bend and down into the kitchen |evel.

It distressed Menolly to think of anyone, even another Harper, in Petiron's
room Ooviously it distressed others that there was no Harper. Usually such a
problemdidn't arise. Every Hold could boast one or two nusically able nmen and
every Hold took pride in encouraging these talents. Harpers liked to have
other instrunentalists to share the chore of entertaining their Holds during
the Iong winter evenings. And it was al so the better part of wisdomto have a
substitute available for just such an energency as Half-Circle was
experiencing. But fishing was hard on the hands: the heavy work, the cold
water, the salt and fish oils thickened joints and calloused fingers in the
wrong pl aces. Fishermen were often away many days on |longer hauls. After a
Turn or two at net, trap and sail line, young nmen lost their skill at playing
anyt hi ng but sinple tunes. Harper Teaching Ballads required deft quick fingers
and constant practice.

By putting to sea to fish so quickly after the old Harper's burial, Yanus

t hought to have time enough to find an alternative solution. There was no
doubt that the girl could sing well, play weH, and she'd not disgraced Hold or
Harper that nmorning. It was going to take time to send for and receive a new
Harper, and the youngsters nust not |ose all progress in the |learning of the
basi ¢ Teachi ng Bal | ads.

But Yanus had many strong reservations about putting such a heavy
responsibility on the shoul ders of a

girl not fifteen Turns old. Not the |east of these was MenoHy's distressing
tendency toward tone-maki ng. Wl |l enough and anusing now and again in the |ong
Wi nter evenings to hear her sing them but old Petiron had been alive to keep
her to rights. Yanus wasn't sore that he could trust her not to include her
trivial little whistles in the | essons. How were the young to know that hers
weren't proper songs for their |earning? The trouble was, her nel odies were
the sort that stayed in the mind so a man found hinmsel f humm ng or whistling

t hem wi t hout meani ng to.

By the time the boats had profitably trawl ed the Deep and tacked for hone,
Yanus had found no conprom se. It was no consolation to know t hat he woul dn't
have any argunent fromthe other holders. Had Me-noDy sung poorly that norning
but she hadn't. As Sea Hol der for Half-Circle, he was obliged to bring up
the young of the Hold in the traditions of Pern: knowing their duty and how to
do it He counted hinself very lucky to be beholden to Benden Weyr, to have
Fl ar, bronze Mienenth's rider, as Wyrl eader and Lessa as Ranoth's Weyrwonan.
So Yanus felt deeply obliged to keep tradition at Half-Circle: and the young
woul d | earn what they needed to know, even if a girl had the teaching.

That evening, after the day's catch had been salted down, he instructed Mavi



to bring her daughter to the small roomoff the Great HaQ where he conducted
Hol d busi ness and where the Records were stored. Mavi had put the Harper's
instruments on the mantel for safekeeping.

Appropriately Yanus handed MenoDy Petiron's gitar. She took the instrunent in
a properly reverential nmanner, which reassured Yanus that she appreciated the
responsibility.

"Tormorrow you' Il be excused fromyour regular norning duties to take the
youngsters for their teaching,"” he told her. "But I'll have no nore of those
finger-tw dt Di ngs of yours."
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"I sang my songs when Petiron was alive and you never minded them.."
Yanus frowned down at his tall daughter

"Petiron was alive. He's dead now, and youll obey ne in this.,."

Over her father's shoul ders, MenoHy saw her nother's frowning face, saw her
war ni ng headshake and hel d back a quick reply.

You bear in mnd what |1've saidl" And Yanus fingered the w de belt he wore.
"No tuningl"

"Yes, Yanus."

"Start tonorrow then. Unless, of course, there's ThreadfaD, and then everyone
wfll bait longlines."

Yanus di sm ssed the two wonen and began to conpose a nessage to the
Mast er harper to go when he could next spare the sloop's crew. They'd sail it
to Igen Hold. About tine Half-Crcle had sone news of the rest of Pern anyway.
And he could ship some of the snoked fish. The journey needn't be a wasted
trip.

Once in the hallway, Mavi gripped her daughter's armhard. "Don't disobey him
girl”

"There's no harmin ny tunes, nother. You know what Petiron said..."

<TH remi nd you that the old man's dead. And that changes everything that went
on during his life. Behave yourself while you stand in a man's place. No
tuningl To bed now, and mind you turn the gl owbaskets. No sense wasting |ight
no eye needs."

Chapt er

Honor those the dragons heed In thought and favor, word and deed. Wrlds are
| ost or worlds are saved Fromthose dangers dragon-braved.

Dr agonman, avoid excess: Geed will bring the Weyr distress: To the ancient
Law adhere, Prospers thus the Dragonweyr.

It was easy enough, at first, for Menolly to forget her tuning during the
Teachi ngs. She wanted to do Petiron proud so that when the new Harper cane,
he'd find no fault in the children's recitations. The children, were
attentive: the Teaching was always better then gutting and preserving fish, or
net mendi ng, and | ongUne baiting. Then, too, winter storns, the severest in



many Turns, kept the fishing fleet docked and the Teachi ng eased the boredom

When the fleet was in, Yamis would stop by the Little Hall where Menolly held
her class. He'd scowm at her fromthe back of the Hall. Fortunately, heMonly
stay a little while because he made the children nervous. Once she actually
saw his foot tapping the beat; he scow ed when he realized what he was doi ng
and then he |eft

He had sent the nessage sloop to lgen Hold three
12

days after the burial The crew brought back news of no interest to Menolly but
the adults went around | ooki ng bl ack: somet hing about the A dtinmers and
Menolly wasn't to worry her head, so she didn't. The crew al so brought back a
nmessage slate addressed to Petiron and signed with the inprint of Msterharper
Robi nt on

"Poor old Petiron," one of the aunties told Menolly, sighing and dabbing
affectedly at her eyes. "He always | ooked forward to slates from Masterharper
Ah well, ifH keep til the new Harper conmes. He'll know what to do with it"

It took Menolly a while to find out where the slate was: propped up

conspi cuously on the mantel in her father's Records room Menolly was positive
that the nessage had something to do with her, with the songs that Petiron had
said he'd sent to the Masterharper. The notion so obsessed her that she got
bol d enough to ask her nother why Yanus didn't open the nessage.

"Open a seal ed nessage fromthe Masterharper to a man dead?" Mavi stared at
her daughter in shocked incredulity. "Your father would do no such thing.
Harpers' letters are for Harpers.”

| only remenbered that Petiron had sent a slate to the Masterharper. | thought
it mght be about a replacenent coming. | nmean..."

Tf1 be gl ad when the new Harper does conme, mgirl. You ve been getting above
yourself with this Teaching."

H e next tew days were full of apprehension for Me-nofly: she conceived the

i dea that her nother woul d make Yanus replace her as Teacher. That was, of
course, inpossible for the same reasons that had forced Yanus to make her the
teacher in the first place. But it was a fact that Mavi found all the

snel liest, nost boring or tedious jobs for Menolly once her teaching duty was
done. And Yanus took it into his head to appear in the little Hall nore
frequently.

Then the weat her settled down into a clear spell and the entire Sea Hol d was
kept at a run with fish. The
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children were excused fromthe Teaching to gather seaweeds bl own up by the
high tides and all the Hold women set to boiling the weed for the thick juice
in the stalks: juice that kept back many sicknesses and bone ailnents. O so
the old aunties said. But they'd find good out of any bad and the worst of any
bl essing. And the worst of the seaweed was its snell, thought Menolly, who had
to stir the huge kettles.

Threadfal | s cane and added some excitenent: the fear in being Hol dbound while
t he dragons swept the skies with their fiery breath, charring Thread to



i mpotence. (Menolly wanted to see that grand sight one day, instead of just
singing about it, or knowing it was taking place outside the thick stone walls
and heavy netal shutters of the Hold's wi ndows.) Afterward she joined the
flamet hrower crews that checked for any possible Thread that night have
escaped dragon flanme. Not that there was nmuch for Thread to eat on the

wi ndswept bare marshes and bogs around Half-Circle Sea Hold. The barren rock
pal i sades that made Half-Circle bore no greenery at all, winter or sumer, but
it was wise to check the nmarshes and beaches. Thread could burrow into the
seagrass stal ks, or slide down the marshberry and seabeachpl um bushes, burrow
into the roots, nmultiply and eat anything green and growi ng until the coast
was as bare as rock.

Fl ane-crewi ng was cold work, but it was a distinct pleasure for Menolly to be
out of the Hold, in the rough air. Her teamgot as far as the Dragon Stones to
the south. Petiron had told her that those stones, standing offshore in the
treacherous waters, had once been part of the palisade, probably hollowed wth
caves like all this stretch of cliff.

The crowning treat for Menolly was when the Weyr-| eader, Flar, hinself, on
bronze Mhenenth, circled in for a chat with Yanus. OF course, Menolly wasn't
near enough to hear what the two men said, but she was cl ose enough to sneH
the firestone reek of the giant bronze dragon. C ose enough to see his
beauti ful eyes
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catching all colors in the pale wintry sunlight: to see his nuscles knot and
snoot h under the soft hide. Menolly stood, as was properly respectful, wth
the other flame-thrower crews. But once, when the dragon turned his head in a
| azy fashion to peer in her direction, his eyes whirled slowmy with their
changi ng col ors and she was certain that Menenth | ooked at her. She didn't
dare breathe, he was so beautiful

Then, suddenly, the magic nmonent was over. Flar gave a graceful leap to the
dragon's shoul der, caught the fighting straps and pulled hinself into place on
the neck ridges. Air whooshed around Menolly and the others as the great
bronze opened his fragile-1ooking wi ngs. The next noment, he seened to be in
the air, catching the updraft, beating steadily higher. Abruptly the dragon

wi nked fromview. MenoHy was not the only one to sigh deeply. To see a
dragonrider in the sky was al ways an occurrence: to be on the same ground with
a dragon and his rider, to witness his graceful take-off and exit between was
a marvel

Al'l the songs about dragonriders and dragons seened i nadequate to Menolly. She
stole up to the little cubicle in the wonen's dormtory that she shared with
Sella. She wanted to be alone. She'd a little pipe anbng her things, a soft,
whi spery reedpi pe, and she began to play it: a little whistle conposed of her
excitement and her response to the day's lovely event.

"So there you arel" Sella flounced into the room her |ace reddened, her
breath rough. She'd obviously run np the steep stairs. "Told Mavi you' d be
here." Sella grabbed the little pipe fromMenoll/s fingers. "And tining, too."

Ch, Sella. Ifs an old tunel"” Menolly said nendaci ously and grabbed her pipe
back.

SeHa's jaw worked with anger. "Ad, ny footl | know your ways, girl. And
you' re dodgi ng work. You get back to the kitchen. You' re needed now. "

"I am not dodging work. | taught this norning during Threadfall and then | had



to go with the crews."
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"Your crew s been in this past half-day or nore and you still in snelly, sandy
cl ot hes, nmucking up the room| have to sleep in. You get belowor 1'll tell
Yanus you' ve been tuning."

"Hal You wouldn't know a tune if you had your nose rubbed init."

But Menolly was sheddi ng her work clothes as fast as she could. Sella was just
likely to slip the word to Mavi (her sister was as wary of Yanus as Menolly)
about Menolly piping in her room-a suspicious action on its own. Though
Menol |y hadn't sworn not to tune at all; only not to do it in front of people.

However, everyone was in a good nood that night: Yanus, because he'd spoken to
Fl ar the Weyrl eader and because there'd be good fishing on the morrow if the
weat her hel d. Fish always rose to feed fromdrowned Thread, and half the Fal
had been over Nerat Bay. The Deep would be thick with schools. Wth Yanus in a
good mood, the rest of the sea holders could al so rejoice because there'd been
no Thread on the ground at all

So it wasn't any wonder that they called on Menolly to play for them She sang
two of the | onger Sagas about dragons; and then did the Name-Song for the
current w ngl eaders of Benden Wyr so her Sea Hold woul d know their dragonnen.
She wondered if there'd been a recent Hatching that Half-Circle mghtn't have
heard about, being so isolated. But she was certain that FTar would have told
Yanus if that were so. But would Yanus have told Menolly? She wasn't the
Harper to be told such things as courtesy.

the sea hol ders wanted nore singing, but her throat was tired. So she pl ayed
them a song they could sing, bellow ng out the words in voices roughened by

wi nd and salt. She saw her father scowing at her, though he was singing al ong
with the rest of them and she wondered if he didn't want her--a nere girl--to
play nen's songs. If galled her because she'd played them often enough when
Petiron was alive. She sighed at this in-
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justice. And then wondered what Flar would have said if he'd known that

Hal f-Circle Sea Hold was dependent on a nere girl for their harpering. She'd
heard everyone say that Flar was a fair nan, a farseeing man, and a fine
dragonrider. There were even songs about him and his Weyrwoman, Lessa.

So she sang them in honor of the Weyrleaders visit, and her father's
expression |ightened. She sang on until her throat was so tight that not a
squeak woul d come out She w shed that someone el se could pky to give her a
rest but, as she scanned the faces of the holders, there wasn't any of them
who could beat a drum properly, much less finger a gitar or pipe.

That was why the next day it seened only |ogical for

her to start one of the children |l earning the drumrolls.

Plenty of songs could be sung just to drunbeat. And

one of Soreel's two children still in Teaching was sensi -

tive enough to learn to pipe.



Soneone, Sella perhaps, Menolly thought bitterly, inforned Mavi of Menolr/s
activity. "You were told no tuning..." "Teaching someone drum beats is not
timng..." ; "Teachi ng anyone to play is Harper business, not

yours, mgui Just your good fortune Sea Hol der is out ># in the Deep or
you' d have the belt across your shoul ders, so you would. No nmore nonsense."

L > "But ifs not nonsense, Mavi. Last night another ; drunmmer or piper
woul d have..." . Her not her raised her hand in warning, and Menolly bit
shut her h'ps. "No tuning, MenoUyl" And that was that

; "Now girl, see to the glows before the fleet gets v back/

4 TTiat job took Menolly inexorably to the Harper's 1? room swept clean
of everything that had been per-”~ sonal to Petiron. She was al so remn nded of
the seal ed #,. message on the Record roommantel. What if the Ms-terharper
were expecting a nessage from Petiron about
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t he songmaker? MenoUy was so very sure that part of that unopened nmessage was
about her. Not that thinking about it did Menolly any good. Even know ng it
for a fact would be no help, Menolly decided gloomly. But that didn't stop
her from goi ng past Yanus's Record room and peering in at the tenpting package
on the nmantel

She sighed, turning fromthe room By now the Mas-terharper would have heard
of Petiron's death and be sending a new Harper. Maybe the new man woul d be
abl e to open the nessage, and maybe, if it was about her, nmaybe if it said
that the songs she'd sent were good ones, Yanus and her nother woul dn't put
such restrictions on her about tuning and whistling and everything.

As the winter spun itself out, Menolly found that her sense of |o0ss when she
t hought of Petiron deepened. He had been the only person in the Sea Hold who
had ever encouraged her in anything: and nost especially hi that one thing
that she was now forbidden to do. Melodies don't stop growing in the mnd
tapping at fingers, just because the/re forbidden. And Menolly didn't stop
conposi ng them -which, she felt, was not precisely disobeying.

What seermed to worry Yanus and Mavi nost, Menolly reasoned to herself, was the
fact that the children, whom she was supposed to teach only the proper Ball ads
and Sagas, mght think Menoll/s tunes were Harper-crafted. (If her tunes were
that good in her parents' ears, what was the harm of then) Basically they
didn't want her to play her songs al oud where they woul d be heard and perhaps
repeated at awkward tines

Menol ly could, therefore, see no harmin witing down new tunes. She played

them softly in the enpty Little Hall when the children had |eft, before she

began her afternoon chores, carefully hiding her notations anong the Harper

records in the rack of the HaU. Safe enough, for no one but herself, til the
new Har per cane, would discover themthere
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This mld deviation fromthe absol ute obedience to her father's restriction
about tuning did nmuch to ease Menoll/s growing frustration and | oneli ness.

What Menolly didn't realize was that her nother had been watching her closely,
havi ng recogni zed the signs of rebellion in her. Mavi didn't want the Hold to
be di sgraced in any way, and she feared that Menolly, her head turned by
Petiron's marked favor, was not mature enough to discipline herself. Sella had
war ned her nother that Menolly was getting out of hand. Mavi put sone of that
tale down to sisterly envy. But, when Sella had told Mavi that Menolly had



actually started to teach another how to play an instrunent, Mavi had been
obliged to intervene. Let Yanus get one whisper of Menoll/s di sobedi ence and
there'd be real trouble in the Hold for the girl

Spring was coming and with spring, the quieter seas. Perhaps the new Harper
woul d arrive soon.

And then spring did cone, a first glorious day. The sweet scents of
seabeachpl um and marshberry filled the seaward breezes and canme in through the
opened shutters of the Little HaU The children were singing loudly, as if
shouting got themthrough the |earning faster. True, they were singing one of
the | onger Sagas, word perfect, but with far nore exuberance than was strictly
needed. Perhaps it was that exuberance that infected Menolly and remni nded her
of a tune she'd tried to set down the day before.

She did not consciously di sobey. She certainly was unaware that the fleet had
returned froman early catch. She was equally unaware that the chords she was
strunmng were not--officially--of the Harper's craft And it was doubly
unfortunate that this |apse occurred just as the Sea Hol der passed the open
wi ndows of the HallL

He was in the Little Hall al nost at once, summarily
di smi ssing the youngsters to hel p unl oad the heavy
; catch. Then he silently, which nade the anticipation of
t he puni shment worse, renoved his w de belt, signaled
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to Menolly to raise her tunic over her head and to hend over the high harper's
st ool

When he had finished, she had fallen to her knees on the hard stone fl ags,
biting her lips to keep back the sobs. He'd never beaten her so hard before.

H e blood was roaring in her ears so fiercely that she didn't hear Yanus |eave
the little HalL It was a | ong while before she could ease the tunic over the
pai nful weals on her back. Only when she'd got slowy to her feet did she
realize that he'd taken the gitar, too. She knew then that his judgenment was

i rrevocabl e and harsh

And unjust! She'd only played the first few bars ... humed along . . . and
that only because the | ast chords of the Teaching Ballad had nodified into the
new tune in her head. Surely that little snitch woul dn't have done any | asting
harn] And the children knew all the Teaching Ballads they were supposed to
know. She hadn't meant to di sobey Yanus.

"Menol | y?" Her nother came to the classhaH door, the carrying thong of an
enpty skin in her hand. "You dismssed themearly? Is that wise . . ." Her

not her stopped abruptly and stared at her daughter. An expression of anger and
di sgust crossed her face. "So you' ve been the fool after all? Wth so nmuch at
stake, and you had to tune..."

"I didn't do it on purpose, Mavi. The song ... just came into nmy mnd. |'d
pl ayed no nore than a neasure

There wasn't any point in trying to justify the incident to her nother. Not
now. The desol ation Menolly had felt when she realized her father had taken
the gitar intensified in the face of her nother's cold displeasure.



"Take the sack. We need fresh greens,"” Mavi said in an expressionl ess voi ce.
"And any of the yell ow veined grass that m ght be up. There should be sone."

Resi gnedly, Menolly took the sack and, w thout thinking, |ooped the thong over
her shoul der. She

20
caught her breath as the unw el dy sack banged agai nst her scored back

Before Menolly could avoid it, her nother had ni pped up the | oose tunic. She
gave an inarticul ate exclamation. '~You'll need nunbweed on sone of those."

Menol Iy pull ed away. "What good's a beating then, if it's nunbed away first
chance?" And she dashed out of the Halt

Much Mavi cared if she hurt, anyhow, except that a sound body works harder and
| onger and faster.

Her thoughts and her msery spurred her out of the Hold, every swi nging stride
she took jarring her sore back. She didn't slow down because she'd the whol e
long track in front of the Hold to go. The faster she went, the better, before
some auntie wanted to know why the children were out of |essons so soon, or
why Menol Iy was goi ng green-picking instead of Teachi ng.

Fortunately she encountered no one. Everyone was either down at the Dock Cave,
unl oadi ng, or meking thensel ves scarce to the Sea Hol der's eyes so they

woul dn't have to. Menolly charged past the smaller holds, down aways on the
mar shroad, then up the nghthand track, south of the Half-Circle. She'd put as
much di stance between herself and Sea Hold as she :could: aH perfectly
legitimate, in search of greenery.

As she jogged along the sandy footpath, she kept her open for fresh grow h,
trying to ignore the occa-going when she'd jar her whol e body. Her began to
smart She gritted her teeth and paced

|| Her brother, Alemi, had once said that she could run |g as well as any boy
of the Hold and outdi stance the half a&gjfthemon a long race. If only she had
been a boy ... |Ilien it wouldn't have mattered if Petiron had died |and left
t hem Har perl ess. Nor woul d Yanus have beaten -"boy for being brave enough to
sing his own songs. The first of the tow marsh valleys was pink and yel -
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l ow with bl oomi ng seabeachpl um and mar shbeny, slightly bl ackened here and
there: more fromthe |l owflying queens catching the odd Thread that escaped
the main wings. Yes, and there was the patch that the flane-thrower had
charred: the one Thread infestation that had gotten through. One day, MenoHy
told herself, she'd just throw open a wi ndow s steel shutters and see the
dragons chairing Thread in the sky. What a sight that nmust be for certain

Fearful, too, she reckoned, having seen her nother treat men for Threadbum
Why, Hie mark | ooked as if someone had drawn a point-deep groove with a
red- hot poker on the nman's arm |eaving the edges black wi th singed skin.
Torly woul d al ways beat that straight scar, puckered and red. Threadscore
never heal ed neatly.

She had to stop mining. She'd begun to sweat heavily and her back was
stinging. She | oosened her tunic belt; flapping the soft runner-beast hide to



send cool ing draughts up between her shoul der bl ades.

Past the first marsh valley, up over the rocky hunp hill into the next valley.
Cautious going here: this was one of the deep, boggy places. No sign of

yel | owvei ned grasses. TTiere had been a stand |l ast sunmer two hunpy hills
over.

She heard themfirst, glancing up with a stab of terror at the unexpected
sounds above. Dragons? She glanced wildly about for the tell tale gray glitter
of sky-bone Thread in the east The greeny blue sky was clear of that dreaded
foggi ng, but not of dragonw ngs. She heard dragons? It couldn't be! They
didn't swarmlike that Dragons always flew in ordered wi ngs, a pattern against
the sky. These were darting, dodging, then swooping and clinbi ng. She shaded
her eyes. Blue flashes, green, the odd brown and then ... O course, sun
glinted golden off the |eading, dartlike body. A queen! A queen that tiny?

She expelled the breath she'd been holding in her amazenent A fire lizard
queen? It had to be. Only fire
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lizards could be that small and | ook |ike dragons. Were certainly didn't And
whers didn't mate midair. And thaf s what Menolly was seeing: the mating
flight of a fire |izard queen, with her bronzes in close pursuit

So fire lizards weren't boy tal kl Awed, Menolty watched the swift, graceful
flight The queen had | ed her swarm so high that the smaller ones, the bl ues
and greens and browns, had been forced down. They circled now at a | ower
altitude, struggling to keep the same direction as the high fliers. They

di pped and dashed in nmimcry of the queen and bronzes.

They had to be fire lizards! thought Menolly, her heart al nost stopping at the
beauty and thrill of the sight Fire lizardsl And they were |ike dragons. Only
much, much smaller. She didn't know all the Teachi ngs for nothing. A queen
dragon was gold: she mated with the bronze who could outfly her. Which was
exactly what was happening right nowwith the fire Iizards.

Oh, they were beautiful to behold! The queen had turned sunward and Menolly,
for all her eyes were very longsighted, could barely pick out that black note
and trailing cluster.

She wal ked on, following the main group of fire lizards. She'd bet anything
that she'd end up on the coastline near the Dragon Stones. Last fall her
brother Alem had clainmed he'd seen fire lizards there at dawn, feeding on
fingertails in the shallows. H's report had set off another rash of what
Petiron had called "lizard-fever." Every lad in the Sea Hold had burned with
plans to trap a fire lizard. They'd plagued Alem to repeat his sighting.

\ It was just as well that the crags were unapproach-able. Not even an

experi enced boat man woul d brave those treacherous currents. But, if anyone had
been “"re there were fire lizards there... Wll no one would I taow from her
Even if Petiron had been alive, Menolly decided, she
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woul d not have told him He'd never seen a fire lizard, though he'd adnitted
to the children that the Records allowed that fire lizards did exist

"They're seen,” Petiron had told her later, "but they can't be captured." He



gave a wheezing chuckle. "Peo-ple' ve been trying to since the first shell was
cracked. "

"Why can't they be caught?"

"They don't want to. They're smart They just di sappear

"They go between |ike dragons?"
"There's no proof of that," said Petiron, a trifle cross, as if she'd been too
presunptuous in suggesting a conparison between fire |lizards and the great
dragons of Pern.

"Where el se can you di sappear to?" Menolly had wanted to know. "What is
bet ween?"

"Some place that isn't" Petiron had shuddered. "You're neither here nor
there," and he gestured first to one conmer of the Hall and then towards the
Sea Dock on the other side of the Harbor. "It's cold, and if s nothing. No
sight, no sound, no sensations."

"You' ve ridden dragonback?" Menolly had been inpressed.
"Once. Many Turns ago." He shuddered again in remenbrance. "Now, since we're
touching on the subject, sing me the Riddle Song."

"If s been solved. Wiy do we have to know it now?"

"Sing it for me so I'll know that you know it, girl," Petiron had said

testily. Which was no reason at all.

But Petiron had been very land to her, Menolly knew, and her throat tightened
with remenbered regret for his passing. (Had he gone between? Hi e way dragons
did when they lost their riders or grewtoo infirmto fly? No, one left
not hi ng behi nd, going between. Petiron had left his body to be slipped into
the deeps.) And Fetiron had left nore behind than his body. He'd left her
every song he'd ever known, every lay, every ballad, saga, every fingering,
chord and strum every rhythm There wasn't any way a stringed instru-
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ment coul d be played that she didn't know, nor any cadence on the druns at

whi ch she wasn't tine-perfect She could whistle double-trills as well as any
wherry with her tongue or on the reeds. But there had been some things Petiron
woul dn' t--or perhaps couldn't-- tell her about her world. Menolly wondered if
this was because she was a girl and there were nysteries that only the nale

m nd coul d under st and.

"Well," as Mavi had once told Menolly and Sella, "there are femi nine puzzles
that no mere man could sort, so that score is even."

"And one nore for the fem nine side," said Menolly as she followed the fire
lizards. A mere girl had seen what all the boys--and nen--of the Sea Hol d had
only dreanmed of seeing, fire lizards at play.

They' d ceased foll owi ng the queen and her bronzes and now i ndul ged in nock air
battl es, swooping now and then to the land itself. And seem ngly under it
Until Menolly realized that they nust be over the beaches. The sand was
slipping under her feet An unwary step could plunge her into the hol es and

di ps. She could hear the sea. She changed her course, keeping to the thicker



pat ches of coarse marsh grasses. The ground would be firner there, and she'd
be less visible to the fire |lizards.

She came to a slight rise, before the bluff broke off into a steep dive onto

t he beaches. The Dragon Stones were beyond in the sea, slightly hidden by a
heat haze. She could hear fire lizards chirping and chattering. She crouched
in the grasses and then, dropping to her full length, crept to the bluff edge,
hopi ng for another glinpse of the fire lizards.

They were quite visible--delightfully so. The tide was out, and they were
exceedi ngly busy in the shallows, picking rocfcnites fromthe tunmbled exposed
boul ders, or wallowi ng on the narrow edging of red and .white sand, bathing

t hensel ves with great enthusiasmin the little pools, spreading their delicate

wings to dry. ; There were several flurries as two fire lizards vied for
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the sane choice norsel. In that al one, she decided, they nust differ from

dragons; she'd never heard of dragons fighting anpongst thensel ves for
anyt hi ng. She'd heard that dragons feeding anong herds of runner-beasts and
wherries were sonething horrible to behold. Dragons didn't eat that
frequently, which was as well or not all the resources of Pern could keep the
dragons fed.

Did dragons like fish? Menolly giggled, wondering if there were any fish in
the sea big enough to satisfy a dragon's appetite. Probably those | egendary
fish that al ways eluded the Sea Hold nets. Her Sea Hold sent their tithe of
sea produce, salted, pickled or snoked, to Benden Weyr. Cccasionally a
dragonri der canme asking for fresh fish for a special feasting, like a

Hat chi ng. And the wonen of the Weyr cane every spring and fall to berry or cut
wi thi es and grasses. Menolly had once served Manora, the headwoman of Benden
Lower Caverns, and a very pleasant gentle woman she'd been, too. Menolly
hadn't been allowed to stay in the rooml|ong because Mavi shooed her daughters
out, saying that she had things to discuss with Manora. But Menolly had seen
enough to know she I|iked her

The whol e flock of lizards suddenly went aloft, startled by tie return of the
gueen and the bronze who had flown her. Tlie pair settled wearily in the warm
shal | ow waters, wi ngs spread as if both were too exhausted to fold them back
The bronze tenderly tw ned his neck about his queen's and they floated so,
whil e blues excitedly offered the resting pair fingertails and rock mtes.

Entranced, Menolty watched from her screen of sea-grass. She was utterly
engrossed by the small doings of eating, cleaning and resting. By and by,
singly or in pairs, the lesser fire lizards winged up to the first of the
sea-surrounded bluffs, lost quickly from Menoll/s sight as they secreted
t hensel ves in tiny creviced weyrs.

Wth graceful dignity, the queen and her bronze rose fromtheir bathing. How
they managed to fly with
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their glistening wi ngs so close together, Menolly didn't know As one, they
seened to dart aloft, then glided in a slow spiral down to the Dragon Stones,
di sappearing on the seaside and out of Menolly's vision

Only then did she beconme conscious of disconfort; of the hot sun on her welted
back, sand in the wai stband of her trousers, seeping into her shoes, dried as
sweaty grit on her face and hands.



Cautiously, she wiggled back fromthe edge of the bluff. If the fire lizards
knew t hey' d been overseen, they might not return to this cove. Wen she felt
she'd crawl ed far enough, she got to a crouching position and ran for a way.

She felt as rarely privileged as if she'd been asked to Benden Weyr. She

ki cked up her heels in an excess of joy and then, spotting sone thick marsh
grass canes in the bog, snicked one off at the waterline. Her father may have
taken her gitar away, but there were nore materials than strings over a
soundi ng box to make nusic.

She neasured the proper length barrel and cut off the rest She deftly nmade six
holes top and two bottom as Petiron had taught her, and in nonments, she was
pl ayi ng her reed pipe. A saucy tune, bright and gay because she was happy
inside. Atune about a little fire lizard queen, sitting on a rock in the

| appi ng sea, preening herself for her adoring bronze.

She'd a bit of trouble with the obligatory runs and found hersel f changi ng
keys, but when she'd rehearsed the tune several tines, she decided she |liked
it It sounded so different fromthe sort of nelody Petiron had taught her
different fromthe traditional form Furthernore, it sounded like a fire
lizard song: sprightly, cunning, secretive.

She stopped her piping, puzzled. Did the dragons know about fire lizards?
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Chapter 3

Hol der, watch; Hol der, learn Something new in every Turn. O dest nay be
col dest, too. Sense the right: find the true!

When Menolly finally got back to the Sea Hold, tie sky was darkening. The Hal
was bustling with the usual end of day activity. The oldsteis were setting the
di nner tables, tidying the great Hall and chattering away as if they hadn't

met for Turns instead of only that norning.

Wth luc# thought Menolly, she could get her sack down to the water roons...

"Where did you go for those greens, MenoHy? Nerat?" Her nother appeared in
front of her.

"AI n,DSt n

| mredi ately Menolly saw that her pert words were ill-timed. Mavi roughly
grabbed the sack and peered inside critically.

"I'f you'd not made the trip worth tie while . . . Sail's been sighted."

" Saf | ?"

Mavi cl osed the sack and shoved it back into Me-nolly's hands. "Yes, sail You
shoul d have been back hours ago. \Watever possessed you to take off so far
with Thread.. /'

There weren't any greens nearer..."
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"Wth Thread due to fall anytinme? You' re a fool tw ce over."



"I was safe enough. | saw a dragonrider doing his sweep..."

That pl eased Mavi. "Thank heavens we're behol den to Benden. They're a proper
Weyr." Mavi gave her daughter a shove towards the kitchen |evel. "Take those,
and be sure the girls wash every speck of sand off. Who knows who's sailing
in?"

Menol Iy slipped through the busy kitchen, countering orders flung at her by
various other wonen who saw in her a capable assistant at their own tasks.
Menol |y nerely brandi shed the sack and proceeded down to the water roons.
There some of the older but still able wonen were busily sandscouring the best
nmetal plates and trays.

"I must have one basin for the greens, auntie," said Menolly, pushing up to
the rank of stone sinks.

"CGreens is easier on old skin than sand," said one of the wonen in a
quavering, long-suffering voice and pronptly deposited her pile of plates into
t he sink beside her and pulled her plug.

"More sand in greens than cleaning,"” another wonman remarked in an acid tone

"Yes, but take it off greens," said the obliging one. "Ch, what a |ovely ness
of yellow veins, too. Wiere did you find themthis tinme of year, daughter?”

"Hal fway to Nerat." Menofiy suppressed her grin at their startled shrieks of
di smay. The furthest they'd stir fromthe Hold was the |l edge in front on a
sunny day.

"Wth Thread falling? You naughty girll" "Did you hear about the sail?" "Who
do you suppose?" "The new Harper, who el se?" There was a wild chorus of
cackling laughs and great wonderings about the appearance of the new Harper
"They al ways send a young one here."

"Petironwasol dr

"He got that way. Sane as we did!"
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"How woul d you remenber ?"

"Way not? |'ve lived through nore Harpers than you have, ny girl."

"You have notl | cane here fromRed Sands in Ista..."

"You were born at Half-Circle, you old fool, and | birthed you!"

" Hal

Menolly listened to the four old wonen arguing back and forth until she heard
her mother demanding to know if the greens had been washed. And where were the

good pl ates and how was she to get anything done with all the gossip?

Menol Iy found a sieve large enough to hold the washed greens and brought them
up for her nother's inspection

"Well, thatTl be enough for the head table,"” Mavi said, poking at the



glistening mound with her fork. Then, she stared at her daughter. "You can't
appear like that Here you, Bardie, take the greens and put the dressing on
them The one in the brown flask on the fourth shelf in the cool room You,
Menol |y, have the goodness to get yourself sandfree and decently dressed.
You're to attend A d Uncle. The nmonent he opens his mouth, shove sonet hi ng
intoit or well be hearing himall night [ong."

Menol |y groaned. A d Uncle snelled al nost as nmuch as he chattered
"Bella's much better handling him Mavi..."

"Sella's to attend head table. You do as you're told and be grateful P Mavi
fixed her rebellious daughter with a stern eye, tacitly rem ndi ng her of her
di sgrace. Then Mavi was called away to check a sauce for the baking fish.

Menol |y went off to the bathing roons, trying to convince herself that she was
| ucky she hadn't been bani shed conpletely fromthe Hall this evening. Though
tending A d Uncle cane as close as could be
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to bani shnent. Honor obliged the Sea Hol der to have all his household there to
greet the new Harper.

Menol |y shucked off the dirty tunic and breeches, and slipped into the warm
bat hi ng pool. She swung her shoulders this way and that for the water to wash
the sand and sweat as painlessly as possible fromher sore back. Her hair was
all gritty with sea sand, too, so she washed that. She was qui ck because she'd
have her hands full with Ad Uncle. If d be nmuch better to have him al
arranged in his hearth seat before everyone el se assenbl ed for dinner

Draping her dirty clothes around her, Menolly took the cal cul ated risk that
few people would be in the High Hold at this hour and charged up the dinmy lit
steps fromthe bathing pools to the sleeping level. Every glowin the main
corridor was uncovered, which nmeant that the Harper, if such it were, would
have a guided tour of the Hold later. She dashed down to the narrow steps
leading to the girls' dormitories, and got into her cubicle w thout a soul the
Wi ser.

When she got to Ad Uncle's room later, she had to clean his face and hands
and slip a clean tunic over his bony shoulders. Al the while he was
chattering about new blood in the Hold and hee-hee who was the new Har per
going to marry? He'd a thing or two to tell the Harper, give himthe chance,
and why did she have to be so rough? H s bones ached. Miust be a change in the
weat her because his old | egs never failed to give warning. Hadn't he warned

t hem about the big storma whfle back? Two boats had been | ost with aH crew
If they'd paid attention to his warning, it wouldn't have happened. H s own
son was the worst one for not listening to what his father said and why was
she hurrying himso? He liked to take his tine. No, couldn't he have the blue
tuni c? The one his daughter had made him matching his eyes, she'd said. And
why hadn't Turlon come to see himtoday as he'd asked and asked and asked, but
who paid hi many heed anynore?
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The old man was so frail that he was no burden to a strong girl like Menolly.
She carried himdown the steps, he conmplaining all the way about people who'd
been dead before she was born. AOd Uncle's notion of time was distorted,
that's what Petiron had told her. Brightest in Uncle's nenory were his earlier
days, when he'd been Sea Hol der of Half-Circle, before a tangled trawler line



had sliced off his | egs below the knee. The great Hall was al nbst ready for
guests when Menolly entered with him

"They're tacking into Dock," soneone was saying as Menolly arranged A d Uncle
in his special seat by the fire. She wapped himwell in the softened
wher hi des and tied the strap that woul d keep hi mupri ght When he got excited,
ad Uncle had a tendency to forget he had no feet.

"Who's tacking into Dock? Who's coming? Whafs all the hubbl ebubbl e about ?"

Menolly told him and he subsided, nonents later wanting to knowin a
guerul ous tone of voice if anyone was going to feed himor was he supposed to
sit here dinnerless?

Sella, in the gowm she'd spent all w nter naking, swirled past Menolly,
pressing a small packet into her hand.

"Feed himthese if he gets difficult!"™ And she skinmed away before Menolly
could say a word.

Openi ng the packet, Menolly saw balls of a sweet nmade from seaweed, fl avored
wi th purple grass seed. One could chew these for hours, keeping the nmouth
fresh and noist Small wonder Sella'd been able to keep O d Uncl e happy.
Menol |y giggled and then wondered why Sella was being so helpful. It rmust have
pl eased Sella no end to I earn Menolly had been displaced as Harper. O would
she know? Mavi woul dn't have nmentioned it Ah, but the Harper was here now,
anyhow.

Now t hat she had A d Uncle settled, Menolly's curiosity got the better of her
and she slipped over to the
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wi ndows. There was no sign of the safl in the harbor now, but she could see
the cluster of men, glows held high, as they wal ked around the shore fromthe
Dock to the Hold proper. Keen though her eyes were, Menolly could not pick out
the new faces and that was that

A d Uncl e began one of his nonol ogues in a high-pitched voice, so Menolly
scooted back to his side before her mother could notice she'd | eft her post
There was so nmuch bustle, putting food on the tables, pouring the welconing
cups of wine, all the Hold arranging itself to neet the guests, no one noticed
what Menolly was or wasn't doing.

Just then, Ad Uncle canme to hinself again, eyes bright and focused on her
face. "Whats the stir today, girl? Good haul ? Sormeone getting spliced? Wafs
the layT

"There's a new Harper com ng, everyone thinks, dd Uncle."

"Not another one?" Ad Uncle was disgusted. "Harpers ain't what they used to
be when | was Sea Holder, not by a long crack. | mind myself of one Harper we
had..."

H's voice fell clearly in the suddenly quiet Hall.

"Menol lyl" Her nother's voice was |ow, but the urgency was unni st akabl e

Menol Iy funmbled in her skirt pocket, found two sweet-balls and popped t hem
into old Uncle's nouth. \Watever he'd been about to say was stopped by the



necessity of dealing with two |arge round objects. He munbl ed contentedly to
hi rsel f as he chewed and chewed and chewed.

An the food had been served and everyone seated before Menolly got so nuch as
a glinmpse of the new arrivals. There had been a new Harper. She heard his nane
bef ore she ever saw his face. Elgion, Harper Elgion. She heard that he was
young and good-1| ooki ng and had brought two gitars, two wooden pipes and three
drunms, each carried separately in its own case of
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stiffened wherhi de. She heard that he'd been very seasick across Keroon Bay
and wasn't doing justice to the lavish dinner spread in his honor. Wth him
had come a craftmaster fromthe Smth-crafthall to do the netal work required
on the new ship and other repairs beyond the netalman in the Sea Hol d. She
heard that there was urgent need at lgen Hold for any salted or snoked fish
the Sea Hol d might have to spare on the return voyage.

From where Menolly sat with O d Uncle, she could see the backs of heads at the
hi gh table and occasionally a profile of one of the visitors. Very
frustrating. So was O d Uncle and the other elderly relatives whose old bones
rated them a spot near the fire. The aunts were, as usual, squabbling over who
had received the choicer portions of fish, and then A d Uncle decided to cal
themto order, only his mouth was full at that nonent and he choked. So the
aunts turned on Menolly for trying to stuff himto an early death. Menolly
coul d hear nothing over their babble. She tried to content herself with the
prospect of hearing the Harper sing, as he surely would once the interm nabl e
meal was ended. But it was hot so close to the big fire and the heat nade A d
Uncl e snell worse than ever, and she was very tired after the day's exertions.

She was roused froma half doze by a sudden hair-w de thuddi ng of heavy
seaboots. She jerked fully awake to see the tall figure of the new Harper
rising at the head table. He had his gitar ready and was taking an easy
stance, one foot on the stone bench

"You're sure this Hall isn't rocking?" he asked, strunming a few chords to
test the instrument's pitch. He was assured that the Hall had been steady for
many, many Turns, never known to rock at all. The Harper affected not to be
reassured as he tuned the Gstring slightly higher (to MenoH's relief). He
made the gitar nmoan then, like a seasick soul

As laughter rippled through the eager audi ence, Menolly strained to see how
her father was taking this ap-
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proach. TTie Sea Holder had little hunor. A Harper's welcone was a serious
occasion, and Elgion did not appear to realize this. Petiron had often told
Menol |y how carefully Harpers were chosen for the Hold they were assigned to.
Hadn't anyone warned El gi on about her fathe?s tenperanent?

Suddenly A d Uncle cut across the gentle strumming with a cackle of |aughter
"Hal A man with hunor! That's what we need in this Hol d--sonme |aughter. Sone
musi cl Been missing it Lets have sone rollicking tunes, sone funny songs. G ve
us a good rib-popping ditty, Harper. You know the ones | Ilike."

Menol | y was aghast She fumbled in her skirt pocket for some of the sweetballs
as she shushed A d Uncle. This was exactly the sort of incident that she was
supposed to prevent



Har per El gion had turned at the inperious order, bowi ng with good respect to
the old gentl eman by the hearth.

"I would that | could, Ad Uncle," he said nost courteously, "but these are
serious times," and his fingers plucked deep sonbre notes, "very serious times
and we nust put |ightness and | aughter behind us. Square our backs to the
problems that face us..." and with that he swung into a new exhortation to
obey the Weyr and honor the dragoruider

The sticky sweetballs had got warned and stuck to the fabric of her pocket,
but Menolly finally got sone out and into Ad Uncle's mouth. He chewed
angrily, fully aware that his nmouth was being plugged and resenting it He
chewed as fast as he could, swallowing to clear his nouth for nore conplaints.
Menolly was only just aware that the new tune was forceful, the words
stirring. Harper Elgion had a rich tenor voice, strong and sure. Then old
Uncl e began to hiccup. Noisily, of course. And to conplain, or try to,
throufjh the hiccups. Menolly hissed at himto hold his breath, but he was
furious at not being allowed to talk; at getting hiccups, and he started to
pound the arm of his
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chair. The thunps made an out-of-tenpo counterpoint to the Harper's song and
brought her furious glances fromthe head table.

One of the aunts gave her sone water for the old man, which he overturned on
Menol Iy, The next thing, Sella was beside her, gesturing that they were to
take the old man back to his quarters instantly.

He was still hiccuping as they put himback to bed, and still beating the air
wi th punctuated gestures and half-uttered conpl aints.

"You'll have to stay with himuntil he cal ns down, Menolly, or hell faH out of
bed. Whyever didn't you give himthe sweetballs? They al ways shut himup,"
Sel | a said.

"I did. They're what started him hiccuping/'
You can't do anything right, can you?"

"Please, Sella. You stay with him You nanage himso well. |'ve had him al
eveni ng and not heard a word..."

"You were told to keep himaquiet You didn't You stay." And Sella swept out of
the room | eaving Menolly to cope.

Tliat was the end of the first of Menolr/s difficult days. It took hours for
the old man to cal mdown and go to sleep. Then, as Menolly wearily got to her
cubicle, her mother arrived to berate her soundly for the inattention that had
given Uncle a chance to enbarrass the entire Hold. Menolly was given no chance
to expl ain.

The next day, Thread fell, sequestering themall within the Hold for hours.
When the Fall was over, she had to go with the flame-thrower crews. The

| eadi ng edge of Thread had tipped the marshes, which neant hours of plodding
t hrough sticky marsh mud and slimy sand.

She was tired enough when she returned fromthat task, but then they all had
to help load the big nets and ready the boats for a night trawm The tide was
right then.



She was roused before sunrise the next nmorning to
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gut and salt the phenonenal catch. That took all the live-long day and sent
her to bed so weary she just stripped off her dirty clothes, and dropped into
her sl eeping furs.

The next day was devoted to net-nmending, nornmally a pleasant task because the
Hol d wormen woul d chat and sing. But her father was anxious for the nets to be
repaired quickly so that he could take the evening tide again for another
deep-sea cast Everyone bent to his work without tinme for talk or singing while
t he Sea Hol der prow ed anong them He seened to watch Menolly nore often than
anyone el se, and she felt clunsy.

It was then that she began to wonder if perhaps the new Harper had found fault
with the way the youngsters had been taught their Ballads and Sagas. Tinme and
again Petiron had told her that there was only one way to teach them and, as
she had | earned properly fromhim she nmust have passed on the know edge
correctly. Why then did her rather seemto be so annoyed with her? Wiy did he
glare at her so nmuch? Was he still angry with her for letting Ad Uncle

babbl e?

She worried enough to ask her sister about it that evening when the ships had
finally set sail and everyone else could relax a little.

"Angry about A d Uncle?" Sella shrugged. "Wat on earth are you tal king about,
girl? Who renenbers that? You think entirely too much about yourself, Menolly,
that's your biggest problem Wy should Yanus care one way or another about
you?"

TTie scorn in Bella's voice rem nded Menolly too acutely that she was only a
girl, too big for a proper girl, and the youngest of a large famly, therefore
of least account It was in no way a consolation to be ~significant, even if
her father was, for that reason, less likely to notice her. O renenber her

m sdeeds. Except that he'd renenbered about her singing her own songs to the
youngsters. O had Sella forgotten that? O did Sella even know that?

Probably, thought Menolly as she tried to find a com
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fortable spot in the old bed rushes for her weary body. But then, what Sella
sai d about Menolly thinking only of herself applied even nore to Sella, who
was al ways thi nki ng about her appearance and her self. Sella was old enough to
be married to sone advantage to the Hold. Her father had only three
fosterlings at the nmonment, but four of MenoD/s six brothers were out at other
Sea Holds, learning their trade. Now, with a Harper to speak for them al

agai n, perhaps there'd be sonme rearrangenents.

The next day the Hold wormen spent in washing clothes. Wth Threadfall past,
and a good cl ear sunny day, they could count on fast drying. Menolly hoped for
a chance to speak to her mother to find out if the Harper had faulted her
teaching, but the opportunity never arose. Instead, Menolly canme in for

anot her scolding fromMvi for the state of her clothes, un-nmended; her bed
furs, unaired; her hair, her sloppy appearance and her slothful ness in genera
That evening Menolly was quite content to take a bow of soup and di sappear
into a shadowy coner of the big kitchen rather than be noticed again. She kept
wonderi ng why she was being singled out for so much m sunder st andi ng.



Her thoughts kept returning to the sin of having strumed a few bars of her
own song. That, and being a girl and the only one who could teach or play in
t he absence of a real Harper

Yes, she finally decided, that was the reason for her universal disfavor. No
one wanted the Harper to know that the youngsters had been schooled by a girl.
But; if she hadn't taught themright, then Fetiron had taught her all wong.
That didn't hold water. And, if the old man had really witten the
Mast er har per about her, wouldn't the new Harper have been curious, or sought
her out? Maybe her songs hadn't been as good as old Petiron had thought
Probably Petiron had never sent themto the Masterharper. And that nessage
hadn't said anything about her. At any rate, the packet
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was now gone fromthe mantel in the Records room And, the way things were
goi ng, Menolly would never get close enough to Elgion to introduce herself.

Sure as the sun canme up, Menolly could guess what she'd have to do the next
day- - gat her new grasses and rushes to repack all the beds in the Hold. It was
just the sort of thing her mother would think of for someone so out of favor.

She was wrong. The ships cane back to port just after dawn, their holds packed
with yell owstripe and packtai k The entire Hold was turned out to gut, salt
and start the snoke-cave.

O all the fish in the sea, Menolly detested packtafls the nmost. An ugly fish,
with sharp spines all over, it oozed an oily slinme that ate into the flesh of
your hands and rmade the skin peel off. Packtails were nore head and nouth than
anyt hing el se but hack the front end oS and the rounded, blunt tail could be
sliced off the backbone. Gilled fresh it was succul ent eating: snoked it
could be softened later for baking or boiling and be as tasty as the day it
was caught. But packtafls were the nessiest, hardest, toughest, snelliest fish
to gut

Hal fway through the nmorning, Menoll/s knife slipped across the fish she was
slicing., gashing her left pal mw de open. The pain and shock were so great
that Menolly just stood, stupidly staring at her hand bones, until Sella
realized that she wasn't keeping pace with the others.

"Menolly, just dreaming ... Ch, for the love of ... Mavil MaviP Sella could be
irritating, but she could keep her wits. As she did now, grabbing Menoll/s
wrist and stopping the spurt of blood fromthe severed artery.

As Mavi came and | ed her past the furiously working holders, Menolly was
seized with a sense of guilt Everyone glared at her as if she'd deliberately
wounded hersel f to get out of working. The humiliation and silent accusations
brought tears to her eyes, not the pain nor the sick feeling in her hand.
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"I didn't do it on purpose,” Menolly blurted out to her nmother as they reached
the Hold's infirmary.

Her mot her stared at her. "Who said that you did?"
"No onel They just |ooked itP

4<My girl, you think entirely too much about yourself. | assure you that no



one was thinking any such thing. Now hold your hand, so, for a nonment"

The bl ood spurted up as Mavi rel eased the pressure on the tendon in Menofl/s
wrist For one instant Menolly thought she might taint, but she was determ ned
not to think of herself again. She pretended that she didn't own the hand that
Mavi was going to have to fix.

Mavi now deftly fastened a tourniquet and then |laved the wound with a pungent
herbal lotion. Me-noll/s hand began to nunb, increasing her detachnent from
the injury. The bl eeding ceased, but somehow Menolly couldn't bring herself to
| ook into the wound. Instead she watched the intent expression on her nother's
face as she quickly stitched the severed bl ood vessel and cl osed the |ong
slice. TTien she slathered quantities of salve on the cut and bound the hand
in soft cloths.

TTierel Lef s hope | got aH that packtail slime out of the wound."

Concern and doubt caused Mavi to frown, and Menolly became fearful. Suddenly
she renenbered other things: wonen |osing fingers and..

"My hand wifl be all rigm won't it?"
"WeTl hope so."

Mavi never lied, and the small hard ball of sick fear began to unknot in
Menofly' s stomach.

"You shoul d have sonme use of it Enough for all practical purposes.”
"What do you mean? Practical purposes? Wn't | be able to play again?"
"Play?" Mavi gave her daughter a long, hard stare, as if she'd nentioned

somet hi ng forbidden. "Your playing days are over, Menolly. You re way past the
teaching ..."
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"But the new Harper has new songs ... the ballad he sang the first night... |
never heard all of it. | don't know the chording. | want to learn ..." She

broke off, horribly frightened by the closed | ook on her nother's face, and
the shine of pity in her eyes.

"Even if your fingers will work after that slice, you won't be playing again.
Content yourself that Yanus was so indul gent while old Petiron was dying..."

"But Petiron..."

"Thaf s enough buts. Here, drink this. |I want you in your bed before it puts
you to sleep. You've lost a lot of blood, and | can't have you fainting away
on ne."

Stunned by her nother's words, Menolly barely tasted the bitter wi ne and weed.
She stunbl ed, even with her nother's help, up the stone steps to her cubicle.

She was cold despite the furs, cold in spirit But the wine and weed had been

liberally m xed, and she couldn't fight the effect Her |ast conscious thought
was of msery, of being cheated of the one thing that had made her life

bear abl e. She knew now what a dragonl ess rider nust fee
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Chapter 4

Bzdcfc, bl acker, blackest And col d beyond frozen things. Were is between when
there it naught To life but fragile dragons' w ngs?

Despite her mother's care in cleaning the wound, Me-noll/s hand was swol |l en by
eveni ng and she was feverish with pain. One of the old aunts sat with her

pl aci ng cool cloths on her head and face, and gently crooni ng what she thought
woul d be a conforting song. The notion was m spl aced since, even in her
delirium Menolly was aware that nusic had now been forbi dden her. She becane
nore irritated and restless. Finally Mavi dosed her liberally with fellis
juice and wine, and she fell into a deep sl umnber.

This proved to be a bl essing because the hand had so swollen that it was

obvi ous sone of the packtail slime had gotten in the bl oodstream Mavi called
in one of the other Hold wonmen deft in such matters. Luckily for Menolly, they
decided to rel ease the coarse stitches, to allow belter drai nage of the

i nfection. They kept Menolly heavily dosed and hourly changed the hot

poul ticing of her hand and arm

Packtail infection was pernicious, and Mavi was dreadfully afraid that they
m ght have to renove Me-nollys armto prevent a further spread. She was
constantly by her daughter's side, an attention that Menolly
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woul d have been surprised, and gratified, to receive, but she remai ned
unconsci ous. Fortunately the angry red lines faded on the girl's swollen arm
on the evening of the fourth day. The swelling receded, and the edges of the
terrible gash assunmed the healthier color of healing flesh.

Thr oughout her delirium Menolly kept begging "thenmt to let her play just once
nore, just once again, pleading in such a pitiful tone that it all but broke
Mavi's heart to realize that unkind fortune had made that inpossible. The hand
woul d al ways be crippled. Which was as well since sonme of the new Harper's
guesti ons were provoking Yanus. Elgion very nuch wanted to know who had
drilled the youngsters in their Teaching Songs and Ballads. At first, thinking
that Menolly had been nowhere near as skilled as everyone had assumed, Yanus
had told Elgion that a fosterling had undertaken the task and he'd returned to
his own Hold just prior to the Harper's arrival

"Whoever did has the maki ngs of a good Harper then," Elgion told his new
Hol der. "A d Petiron was a better teacher than nost."

The prai se unexpectedly disturbed Yanus. He couldn't retract his words, and he
didn't want to admit to Elgion that the person was a girl. So Yanus decided to
let matters stand. No girl could be a Harper, any way the road turned. Menolly
was too old now to be in any of the classes, and he'd see that she was busy
with other things until she cane to think of her playing as sone childish
fancy. At |east she hadn't disgraced the Hold.

He was, of course, sorry that the girl had cut herself so badly, and not

entirely because she was a good worker. Still it kept her out of the Harper's
way until she forgot her silly tuning. Once or tw ce though, whfle Menolly was
fll, he mssed her clear sweet voice in counter-song, the way she and Petiron

used to sing. Yet he disnissed the matter fromhis mnd. Wwnen had nore to do
than sit about singing and playing.

There were exciting doings in the Holds and Wyrs,
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according to Elgion's private report to him Troubles, too, deep and worrisone
enough to take his mnd fromthe mnor matter of a wounded girl.

One of the questions that Harper Elgion often posed concerned the Sea Hold's
attitude towards their Weyr, Benden. Elgion was curious as to how often they
cane in contact with the Adtinmers at Ista Weyr. How did Yanus and his hol ders
feel about dragonriders? About the Weyrl eader and Weyrworman of Benden? If they
resent ed dragonnen goi ng on Search for young boys and girls of the Holds and
Crafthalls to beconme dragonriders? Had Yanus or any of his Hold ever attended
a Hat chi ng?

Yanus answered the questions with the fewest possible words, and at first this
seened to satisfy the Harper

"Half-Circle's always tithed to Benden Weyr, even before Thread fell. W know
our duty to our Weyr, and they do theirs by us. Not a single burrow of Thread
since the Fall started seven or nore Turns ago."

"Adtimers? Wll, with Half-CG rcle beholden to Benden Wyr, we don't much see
any of the other Weyrs, not as the people in Keroon or Nerat night when the
Fall overlaps two Weyrs' boundaries. Very glad we were that the Adtiners
woul d cone between so many hundreds of Turns to help our tine out."

"Dragonnen are welcone any tinme at Half-Circle. Cone spring and fall, the
worren are here anyway, gathering seabeachpl unms and narshberries, grasses and
the Iike. Welcone to all they want."

"Never net Weyrwonman Lessa. | see her on her queen Ranoth in the sky after a
Fall now and then. \Weyrl eader FTars a fine fellow "

"Search? Do they find any likely lad at Half-Circle, it will be to our honor
and he's our |eave to go."

Al t hough the probl em had never worried the Sea Holder; no one fromHalf-Circle
had answered a Search. Which was as well, Yanus thought privately. If a lad
happened to be chosen, every other lad in the Hold would take to grumbling
that he shoul d have
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been picked. And on the seas of Pern, you had to keep your nmind on your work,
not on dreams. Bad enough to have those pesky fire lizards appeari ng now and
then by the Dragon Stones. But as no one could get near enough to the stones
to catch a fire lizard, no harm was done.

If the new Harper found his Hol der an uni magi nati ve man, hardwor ki ng and

hi debound, he had been well prepared for it by his training. H s probl em was
that he rmust provoke a change, subtle at first, in what he found; for
Mast er har per Robi nton wanted each of his journeynen to get every Hol der and
Craftmaster to think beyond the needs of their own |ands, Hall and peopl e.
Harpers were not sinply tellers of tales and singers of songs; they were
arbiters of justice, confidants of Hol ders and Craftnasters, and nol ders of
the young. Now, nore than ever, it was necessary to alter hidebound thinking,
to get everyone, starting with the young and working on the old, to consider
nmore of Pern than the | and they kept Thread-free or the problenms of their
particul ar area. Many ol d ways needed shaking up, revising. If Flar of Benden
Weyr hadn't done sone shaking up, if Lessa hadn't made her fantastic ride back
four hundred Turns to bring up the missing five Weyrs of dragonriders, Pem



woul d be withing under TTiread, with nothing green and growing left on the
surface. The Weyrs had profited and so had Pem Simlarly the holds and crafts
woul d profit if they only were walling to exam ne new i deas and ways.

Hal f-Circle could expand, Elgion thought The present quarters were becomn ng
cranped. The children had told himthat there were nore caves in the adjacent
bluffs. And the Dock Cavern coul d accommpdate nore than the thirty-odd craft
now anchored so safely there.

By and | arge, though, Elgion was rather relieved at his situation, since this
was his first post as Harper. He bad his own well-furnished apartnents in the
Hol d, enough to eat, though the diet of fish mght soon pal
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on a man accustonmed to red neat, and the Seahol ders were generally pl easant
people, if alittle dour.

Only one thing puzzled him who had drilled the children so perfectly? Ad
Petiron had sent word to the Harper that there was a likely songnaker at

Hal f-Circle, and he had included two scored nel odies that had greatly

i npressed the Masterharper. Petiron had also said that there'd be sone
difficulty in the Sea Hol d about the songmaker. A new Harper, for Petiron had
known that he was dyi ng when he wote the Master-harper, would have to go
carefully. This was a Hold that had kept nuch to itself and observed all the
ol d ways.

So El gion had kept his counsel on the matter of the songmaker, certain that
the I ad woul d nake hinsel f known. Misic was hard to deny and, based on the two
songs El gion had been shown, this | ad was undeni ably musical. However, if the
chap were a fosterling and away fromthe Hold, he'd have to await his return

El gi on had soon nmanaged to visit all the different smaller holds in the

Hal f-Circle palisade and gotten to know nost people by nane. The young girls
would flirt with himor gaze at himw th sorrowful eyes and sighs when he

pl ayed in the evenings at the G eat Hal

There was really no way in which El gion woul d have realized that Menolly was

t he person he wanted. The children had been told by the Sea Hol der that the
Har per would not like to know that they'd been drilled by a girl, so they were
not to bring disgrace on the Hold by telling him After Menolly cut her hand
so badly, it was runored that she'd never use it again, so everyone was told
that it would be heartless to ask her to sing in the evenings.

When Menolly was well of the infection and her hand heal ed but obviously
stiff, no one was thoughtl ess enough to rem nd her of her nusic. She herself
stayed away fromthe singing in the Geat Hall. And since she could not use
her hand well and so many occupati ons
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in the Hold required two, she was frequently sent away in the day to gather
greens and fruits, usually alone.

If Mavi was perpl exed by the qui etness and passivity of her youngest child,
she put it down to the I ong and painful recovery, not to | oss of her nusic.
Mavi knew that all nmanner of pain and trouble could be forgotten in tine, and
so she did her best to keep her daughter occupied. Mavi was a very busy woman,
and Menolly kept out of her way.



Gat hering greens and fruit suited Menolly perfectly. It kept her out in the
open and away fromthe Hold, away from people. She would have her norning
drink, bread and fish quietly in the great kitchen when everyone was dashi ng
around to feed the nmen of the Hold, either going out to fish or conming back in
froma night's sailing. Then Menolly would wap up a fishroll and take one of
the nets or skin slings. She'd tell the old aunt in charge of the pantry that
she was going out for whatever it was, and since the old aunt had a nenory
like a seine net, she wouldn't renmenber that Menolly had done the sane thing
the day before or realize that she would do the same the day after

When spring was fully warming the air and maki ng the marshes brilliant with
green and bl ossom col or, spider-claws began to walk in fromthe sea to |ay
their eggs in the shallower cove waters. As these plunmp shellfish were a
delicacy in thensel ves, besides adding flavor to every dish when dried or
snoked, the young people of the Hold--Menolly with them-were sent off with
traps, spades and nets. Wthin four days the nearby coves were picked dear of
spi dercl aws and the young harvesters had to go farther along the coast to find
more. Wth Thread due to fall anytinme, it was unwise to stray too far fromthe
Hol d, so they were told to be very careful

There was anot her danger that concerned the Sea Hol der considerably: tides had
been runni ng unusually high and full this Turn. Mich higher water in the

47

harbor and they'd not get the two big sloops in or out of the Cavern unless
t hey unstepped the masts. Due notice was taken of the high-tide lines, and
t here was much shaki ng of heads when it was observed that the |line was two
full hands higher than ever before recorded.

The | ower caverns of the Hold were checked agai nst possi bl e seepage. Bags of
sand were filled and placed al ong the | ower portions of the seawalls around
t he har bor.

A good storm and the causeways woul d be awash. Yanus was concerned enough to
have a long chat with Od Uncle to see if he remenbered anything fromhis
earlier and clearer days of Sea Holding. dd Uncle was delighted to talk and
ranted on about the influence of the stars, but when Yanus, Elgion and two of
t he ot her ol der shipmasters had sifted through what he'd said, it was not to
any great increase in know edge. Everyone knew that the two noons affected lie
tides, not the three bright stars in the sky.

They did, however, send a nmessage about these curious tides to Igen Hold to be
forwarded with all possible speed to the main Seacraft Hold at Fort Yanus
didn't want to have his biggest boats caught out in the open, so he kept
careful check on the tides, determned to | eave themw thin the Dock Cavern if
the tide rose another hand higher

When the youngsters went out to gather spiderclaws, they were told to keep
their eyes open and report back anything unusual, especially new hi gh-water
mar ks on the coves. Only Thread deterred the nore adventurous |ads from using
this as an excuse for ranging far down the coast Menolly, who preferred to
expl ore the nore distant places alone, nentioned Thread to them as often as
possi bl e.

Then, after the next Threadrafl, when everyone was sent out for spiderclaws,
Menol |y nmade certain that she got a headstart on the boys, naking good use of
her 1ong I egs.
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It was fine to run like this, Menolly thought, putting yet another rise
bet ween her and her nearest pursuers. She altered her stride for uneven
ground. It wouldn't do to break an ankl e now. Running was sonethi ng even a
girl with a crippled hand could do well.

Menol Iy closed her mind to that thought She'd | earned the trick of not

t hi nki ng about anything: she counted. Right now she counted her strides. She
ran on, her eyes sweeping ahead of her to save her feet. The boys woul d never
catch her now, but she was running for the sheer joy of the physical effort,

chanting a nunmber to each stride. She ran until she got a stitch in her side
and her thighs felt the strain.

She sl owed, turning her face into the cool breeze bl ow ng offshore, inhaling
deeply of its freshness and sea odors. She was somewhat surprised to see how
far she had cone down the coast The Dragon Stones were visible in the clear
air, and it was only then that she recalled the little queen. Unfortunately,
she al so renenbered the tune she'd made up that day: the |ast day, Menolly now
realized, of her trusting chil dhood.

She wal ked on, following the Iine of the bluffs, peering down to see if she
coul d spot new hi gh-water marks on the stone escarpnents. Tide was halfway in
now, Menolly decided. And yes, she could see the lines of sea debris fromthe
last tide, in some places right up against the cliff face. And this had been a
cove with a deep beach

A movenent above, a sudden blotting of the sun, made her gaze upwards. A sweep
rider. Knowi ng perfectly well that he couldn't see her, she waved vi gorously
anyhow, watching the graceful glide as the pair dwindled into the distance.

Sella had told her one evening when they were preparing for bed that Elgion
had fl own on dragons several times. Sella had given a quiver of delighted
terror, vowi ng that she wouldn't have the courage to ride a dragon

Privately Menolly thought that Sella wouldn't likely
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have the opportunity. Mst of Sella's comments, and probably thoughts, were
centered on the new Harper. Sella was not the only one, Menolly knew. |f
Menol ly could think howsilly all the Hold girls were being about Harper
Elgion, it didn't hurt so much to think about harpers in general

Agai n she heard the fire lizards before she saw them Their excited chirpings
and squeal s indicated somet hing was upsetting them She dropped to a crouch
and crept to the edge of the bluff, overlooking the little beach. Only there
wasn't much beach left, and the fire lizards were hovering over a spot on the
smal | margin of sand, alnost directly bel ow her

She inched up to the edge, peering down. She could see the queen darting at
the incomng waves as if she could stop themwi th her violently beating w ngs.
Then she'd streak back, out of MenoU's line of sight, while the rest of the

creatures kept mlling and swooping, rather like frightened herdbeasts running
about aimessly when wild wherries circled their herd. The queen was shri eking
at the top of her shrill little voice, obviously trying to get themto do

somet hing. Unabl e to inagi ne what the emergency could be, Menolly | eaned just
alittle further over the edge. The whole lip of the cliff gave way.

Clutching wildly at sea grasses, Menolly tried to prevent her fall. But the
sea grass slipped cuttingly through her hand and she slid over the edge and



down. She hit the beach with a force that sent a shock through her body. But
the wet sand absorbed a good deal of the inpact She |ay where she'd fallen for
a few mnutes, trying to get her breath into her |ungs and out again. Then she
scranbled to her feet and crawl ed away from an incom ng wave.

She | ooked up the side of the bluff, rather daunted by the fact that she'd
fallen a dragon length or nore. And how was she going to clinb back up? But,
as she examined the cliff face, she could see that it was not so unscal abl e as
she'd first thought Al nost straight up
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yes, hut pocked by | edges and holds, sone fairly large. If she could find
enough foot and hand hol ds, she'd be able to make it. She dusted the sand from
her hands and started to wal k towards one end of the little cove, to begin a
systematic search for the easiest way up.

She'd gone only a few paces when somet hing dove at her, screeching in fury.

Her hands went up to protect her face as the little queen came diving down at
her. Now Menolly recalled the curious behavior of the fire lizards. The h'ttle
gueen acted as if she were protecting sonmething from Menolly as well as the
encroachi ng sea, and she | ooked about her. She was w thin handspans of
stepping into a fire Lizard clutch.

"Ch, I'msorry. I'msorry. | wasn't |ookingl Don't be mad at ne," Menolly
cried as the little fire lizard cane at her again. "Pleasel Stopl | won't hurt
them "

To prove her sincerity, Menolly backtracked to the far end of the beach

TTi ere she had to duck under a small overhang. Wen she | ooked around, there
wasn't a sign of the little queen, Menoll/s relief was shortlived, for how was
she to find a way up the clifi if the little fire-lizard kept attacking her
every time she approached the eggs. Menolly hunched down, trying to get
confortable in her cramped refuge.

Maybe if she kept away fromthe eggs? Menolly peered up the cliff directly
above her. There were sone likely | ooking holds. She eased herself out the far
si de, keeping one eye on the dutch, basking in the hot sun, and reached for
the first | edge.

I mredi ately the fire lizard cane at her.

"Ch, leave nme alone! OM Go away. |I'mtrying to."

The fire lizard' s talons had raked her cheek

"Pleasel | won't hurt your eggs!"

The little queen's next pass just mssed Menolly, who ducked back under the
| edge.

Bl ood oozed fromthe |long scratch, and Menolly dabbed at it with the edge of
her tunic.

"Haven't you got any sense?" Menolly denanded of |; ier now invisible
attacker. "What would | want with
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your silly eggs? Keep 'em | just want to get home. Can't you understand?



just want to go homne."

Maybe if | sit very still, shell forget about ne, Me-nolly thought and pulled
her knees up under the chin, but her toes and el bows protruded from under the
over hang.

Suddenly a bronze fire lizard materialized above the clutch, squeaking
worriedly. Menolly saw the queen swooping to join him so the queen nust have
been on the top of the |ledge, waiting, just waiting for Menolly to break
cover.

And to think | rmade up a pretty tune about you, Menolly thought as she watched
the two lizards hovering over the eggs. The last tune | ever made up. You're
ungrateful, that's what you are

Despite her disconfort, Menolly had to |laugh. Wat an inmpossible situation
Hel d under a cranped | edge by a creature no bigger than her forearm

At the sound of her laughter, the two fire |lizards disappeared.
Frightened, were they? O |aughter?
"Asmle wins nore than a frown," Mavi was fond of saying.

Maybe if | keep |l aughing, they'll know I'mfriendly? Or get scared away | ong
enough for nme to clinb up? Saved by a | augh?

Menol |y began to chuckle in earnest, for she had al so seen that the tide was
com ng in rather quickly. She eased out of her shelter, flung the carry-sack
over her shoulder, and started to clinmb. But it proved inmpossible to chuckle
and clinb. She needed breath for both.

Abruptly both the little queen and the bronze were back to harry her, flying
at her head and face. The fragile | ooking wi ngs were dangerous when used as a
weapon.

No | onger |aughing, Menolly ducked back under her |edge, wondering what to do
next

I f kughter had startled them what about a song? Maybe if she gave that pair a
chorus of her tune, they'd
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et her go. It was the first tinme she'd sung since she'd seen the lizards, so
her voi ce sounded rough and uncertain. Well, the lizards would fenow what she
nmeant, she hoped, so she sang the saucy little song. To no one.

"Well, so much for that notion," Menolly nmuttered under her breath. "Which
makes the | ack of interest in your singing absolutely unani nous."

No audi ence? Not a fire lizard' s whisker in sight?

As fast as she could, Menolly slipped fromher shelter and canme race to face,
for a split second, with two fire lizard faces. She ducked down, and they
evidently di sappeared because when she cautiously peered again, the |edge
where they'd been perched was enpty.

She had the distinct inpression that their expressions had registered
curiosity and interest



"Look, if wherever you are, you can hear ne... will you stay there and let ne
go? Once I"'mon the top of the cliff, I'll serenade you til the sun goes down.
Just let ne get up therel"

She starred to sing, a dutiful dragon song as she once again emerged from her
refuge. She was about five steps upward when the queen fire lizard energed,
with help. Wth squeaks and squeal s she was driven back down. She could even
hear claws scraping on the rock above her. She must have quite an audi ence by
now. When she didn't need one!

Cautiously she | ooked up, net the fascinated whirl-; nmg of ten pairs of eyes.
u "Look, a bargain! One long song and then let nme up fee cliff? Is that
agr eed?"

Fire lizard eyes whirl ed.

Menolly took it that the bargain was made and sang. Her voice started a
flutter of surprised and excited /chirpings, and she wondered if by any
possi bl e freak actual ly understood that she was singing about ~grateful holds
honoring dragonriders. By the | ast verse gibe eased out into the open, awed by
the sight of a fire Iizard and nine bronzes entranced by her >rnance.
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"Can | go now?" she asked and put one hand on the | edge.
The queen dived for her hand, and Menolly snatched it back
"I thought we'd struck a bargain."

The queen chirped piteously, and Menolly realized that there had been no
menace in the queen's action. She sinply wasn't allowed to clinb.

"You don't want nme to go?" Menolly asked.
The queen's eyes seened to glow nore brightly.

"But | have to go. If | stay, the water will cone up and drown ne." And
Menol | y accomnpani ed her words with expl anatory gestures.

Suddenly the queen let out a shrill cry, seened to hold herself mdair for a
nmonent and then, her bronzes in close pursuit, she glided down the sandy beach
to her clutch. She hovered over the eggs, making the npbst urgent and excited
sounds.

If the tide was coming in fast enough to endanger Menolly, it was al so
frighteningly close to swanmping the nest. The little bronzes began to take up
the queen's plaint and several, greatly daring, flew about Menolly's head and
then circled back to the clutch

"I can cone there now? You won't attack me?" Menolly took a few steps forward.

The tone of the cries changed, and Menolly qui ckened her step. As she reached
the nest, the little queen secured one egg fromthe clutch. Wth a great

| aboring of her wings, she bore it upward. That the effort was great was

obvi ous. The bronzes hovered anxi ously, squeaking their concern but, being
much smaller, they were unable to assist the queen



Now Menol |y saw that the base of the cliff at this point was littered with
broken shells and the pitiful bodies of tiny fire-lizards, their w ngs

hal f - extended and glistening with egg fluid. The little queen now had raised
the egg to a | edge, which Menolly had not previously noticed, about a

hal f-dragon length up the cliff-face. Menolly could see the little queen
deposit the
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egg on the ledge and roll it with her forelegs towards what nust be a hole in
the cliff. It was a | ong noment before the queen reappeared again. Then she
dove towards the sea, hovering over the foany crest of a wave that rolled in
precariously close to the endangered clutch. Wth a blurred novenent, the
gueen was hovering in front of Menolly and scolding like an old aunt.

Al t hough Menolly couldn't help grinning at the thought, she was filled with a
sense of pity and adnmiration for the courage of the little queen

singl e-handedly trying to rescue her clutch. If the dead fire lizards were
that fully forned, the clutch was near to hatching. No wonder the queen could
barely nove the eggs.

"You want nme to help you nove the eggs, right? Wll, we'll see what | can dol"

Ready to junp back if she had nmistaken the little queen's inperious conmand,
Menol Iy very carefully picked up an egg. It was warmto the touch and hard.
Dragon eggs, she knew, were soft when first laid but hardened slowy on the
hot sands of the Hatching G ounds in the Weyrs. These definitely nmust be cl ose
to hat chi ng

C osing the fingers of her damaged hand carefully around the egg, Menolly
searched for and found foot and hand hol ds, and reached the queen's |edge. She
carefully deposited the egg. The little queen appeared, one front tal on
resting proprietarily on the egg, and then she | eaned forward, towards

Menol ly's face, so dose that the fantastic notion of the many-faceted eyes
were clearly visible. The queen gave a sort of sweet chirp and then, in a very
busi nessl i ke manner, began to scold Menolly as she rolled her egg to safety.

Menol | y managed three eggs in her hand the next Itune. But it was obvious that
bet ween the onrushing | tide and the startling nunber of eggs in the clutch
sfliere'd be quite a race.

"If the hole were bigger," she told the little queen as

i c deposited three eggs, "sonme of the bronzes could xelp you roll."
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The queen paid her no attention, busy pushing the three eggs, one at a tineg,
to safety.

Menol |y peered into the opening, but the fire lizard' s body obscured any view
If the hole was bigger and the | edge consequently broader, Menolly could bring
the rest of the eggs up in her carry-sack

Hopi ng that she wouldn't pull down the cliffside and bury the queen, clutch
and all, Menolly prodded cautiously at the mouth of the opening. Loose sand
cane showering down.

The queen took to scolding frantically as Menolly brushed the rubble fromthe
| edge. Then she felt around the opening. There seened to be solid stone just



beyond. Menolly yanked away at the | ooser rock, until she had a nice tunne
exposed with a slightly w der opening.

Ignoring the little queen's furious conplaints, Menolly clinbed down,
unslingi ng her sack when she reached the ground. Wen the little queen saw
Menol |y putting the eggs in the sack, she began to have hysterics, beating at
Menol I y' s head and hands.

"Now, | ook here," Menolly said sternly, "I amnot stealing your eggs. | am
trying to get themall to safety in jig time. | can do it with the sack but
not by the handful ."

Menolly waited a nmonent, glaring at the little queen who hovered at eye |evel.

"Did you understand ne?" Menolly pointed to the waves, nore vigorously dashing
up the small beach. "The tide is conming in. Dragons couldn't stop it now. "
Menol |y put another egg carefully in the sack. As it was she'd have to make
two, maybe three trips or risk breaking the eggs. "I take this," and she
gestured up the |l edge, "up there. Do you understand, you silly beast?"

Evidently, the little creature did because, crooning anxiously, she took her
position on the | edge, her w ngs hal f-extended and twi tching as she wat ched
Menol | /s progress up to her

Menolly could clinb faster with two hands. And she
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could, carefully, roll the eggs fromthe mouth of the sack well down the
t unnel way.

"You' d better get the bronzes to help you now, or well have the |edge stacked
too high."

It took Menolly three trips in all, and as she nmade the last clinb, the water
was a foot7s width fromthe dutch. The little queen had organi zed hex bronzes
to help, and Menolly could hear her scolding tones echoing in what rmust be a
fair-sized cave beyond the tunnel. Not surprising since these bluffs were
supposed to be riddled with caverns and passages.

Menol |y gave a last | ook at the beach, water at |east anHe deep on both ends
of the little cove. She glanced upward, past the | edge. She was a good hal f way
up the cliff now, and she thought she could see enough hand and foot hol ds
ahead.

"Good- byel " She was answered by a triH of chirps, and she chuckl ed as she
i magi ned the scene: the queen marshalling her bronzes to position her eggs
just right

Menol ly did not nake the cliff top without a few anxi ous nonents. She was
exhaust ed when she finally flopped on the sea grasses at the summit, and her
| eft hand ached from unaccustomed gripping and effort She lay there for sone
time, until her heart stopped thudding in her ribs and her breath cane nore
easily. An inshore breeze dried her face, cooling her; but that rem nded her
of the enptiness of her stomach. Her exertions had reduced the rolls in her
pouch to crumby fragments, which she gobbled as fast as she could find them

AH at once the enornmity of her adventure struck her, and she was torn between
| aughter and awe. To prove to herself that she'd actually done what she
renenbered, she crept cautiously to the bluff edge. The beach was conpletely



underwat er. The sandy wal |l ow where the fire lizard eggs had baked was being

ti deswept snooth. The rubble that had gone over the edge with her had been
absorbed or washed away. When the tide retreated, all evidence of her energies
to save herself
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and the clutch would be obliterated. She could see the protuberance of rock
down which the queen had rolled her eggs but not a sign of a fire lizard. The
waves crashed with firmintent against the Dragon Stones when she gazed out to
sea, but no bright notes of color flitted agai nst the sonber crags.

Menolly felt her cheek. The fire lizard' s scratch was crusted with dried bl ood
and sand.

"So it did happenl"

However did the little queen know | could help her? No one had ever suggested
that fire lizards were stupid. Certainly they'd been smart enough for endl ess
Turns to evade every trap and snare laid to catch them The creatures were so
clever, indeed, that there was a good deal of doubt about their existence,
except as figures of overactive imaginations. However, enough trustworthy nen
had actually seen the creatures, at a distance, |ike her brother Al em when
he'd spotted sone about the Dragon Stones, that nobst people did accept their
exi stence as fact

Menol |y could have sworn that the little queen had understood her. How el se
could Menolly have hel ped her? That proved how smart the little beast was.
Smart enough certainly to avoid the boys who tried to capture them.

Menol |y was appall ed. Capture a fire lizard? Pen it up? Not, Menolly supposed
with relief, that the creature would stay caught long. It only had to pop

bet ween.

Now why hadn't the little queen just gone between with her eggs, instead of
arduously transporting them one by one? Oh, yes, between was the col dest place
known. And cold would do the egg? harm At least it did dragon eggs harm
Wuld the clutch be all right nowin the cold cavern? Hmm Menolly peered
below. Well, if the queen had as much sense as she'd al ready shown, she'd get
all her followers to cone lie on the eggs and keep themwarmuntil they did
hat ch.

Menol |y turned her pouch inside out, hoping for some crunbs. She was stil
hungry. She'd find enough
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early fruits and sonme of the succulent reeds to eat, but she was curiously
loath to | eave the bluff. Though, it was unlikely that the queen, now her need
was past, woul d reappear

Menolly rose finally and found herself stiff fromthe unaccustomed exercise.
Her hand ached in a dull way, and the long scar was red and slightly swollen.
But, as Menolly flexed her fingers, it seened that the hand opened nore
easily. Yes, it did. She could al nost extend the fingers conpletely. It hurt,
but it was a stretchy-hurt. Could she open her hand enough to play agai n? She
folded her fingers as if to chord. That hurt, but again, it was a
stretchy-hurt. Maybe if she worked her hand a lot nmore .. . She had been
favoring it until today when she hadn't given it a thought She'd used it to
climb and carry and everyt hing.



"Well, you did ne a favor, too, little queen," Menolly called, speaking into
t he breeze and wavi ng her hands high. "See? My hand is better."

There was no answering chirp or sound, but the soft whistle of Hie seaborne
breeze and the | apping of the waves against the bluff. Yet Menolly liked to
thi nk that her words had been heard. She turned inland, feeling considerably
relieved and rather pleased with the moming' s work.

She'd have to scoot now and gat her what she could of greens and early berries.
No point in trying for spiderclaws with the tide so high
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Chapter 5
O't, Tongue, give sound to joy and sing O hope and prom se on dragonvri ng.

No one, as usual, noticed MenoHy when she got back to the Hold. Dutifully she
saw t he harbormaster and told himabout the tides.

"Don't you go so far, gjrl," he told her kindly. "Thread's due any day now,
you know. How s the hand?"

She nmunbl ed sonet hi ng, which he didn't hear anyway, as a shi pnaster shouted
for his attention.

The evening neal was hurried since all the masters were going off to the Dock
Cavern to check tide, masts and ships. In the bustle Menolly could keep to
hersel f.

And she di d--seeking the cubicle and the safety of her bed as soon as
possi bl e. There she hugged to herself the incredible experience of the

nmorni ng. She was certain that the queen had understood her. Just like the
dragons, fire lizards knew what was in the mnd and heart of a person. Thats
why they di sappeared so easily when boys tried to trap them The/d |iked her
si ngi ng, too.

Menol |y gave herself a squeeze, ignoring the spasmof pain in her now stiff
hani Then she tensed, renenbering that the bronzes had been waiting to see
what the queen would do. She was the clever one, the audaci ous one. Wat was
it Petiron was always quoting? "Necessity breeds solution."
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Did fire lizards really understand people, even when they kept away fromthem
then, Menolly puzzled again. O course, dragons understood what their riders
were thinking, but dragons Inpressed at Hatching to their riders. The Iink was
never broken, and the dragon would only hear that one person, or so Petiron
had said. So how had the little queen understood her?

"Necessity?"

Poor queenl She nust have been frantic when she realized that the tide was
going to cover her eggsl Probably she'd been depositing her clutches in that
cove for who knows how | ong? How long did fire lizards live? Dragons | asted
the life of their rider. Sonetimes that wasn't so |ong, now that Thread was
dropping. Quite a few riders had been so badly scored they'd died and so had
their dragons. Wuld the little fire lizards have a longer life, being smaller
and not in so rmuch danger? Questions darted through Menolly's mind, like fire
lizards' flashing, she thought, as she cuddled into the warnth of her sl eeping



fur. She'd try to go back tonorrow, naybe, with food. She rather thought fire
lizards woul d hl ce spiderclaws, too, and nmaybe then she'd get the queen's
trust O maybe it would be better if she didn't go back tonmorrow? She shoul d
stay away for a tew days. Then, too, with Thread falling so often, it was
dangerous to go so far fromthe safety of the Hold.

What woul d happen when the fire lizard eggs hatched? What a sight that would
bel Hal All the lads in the Sea Hold tal king about catching fire lizards and
she, Menolly, had not only seen but talked to them and handl ed their eggsl And
if she were lucky, she m ght even see them hatching, too. Wy, that woul d be
as marvel ous as going to a dragon Hatching at one of the Wyrsl And no one,

not even Yanus, had been to a Hatching!

Consi deri ng her exciting thoughts, it was a wonder that Menolly was able to
sl eep.

The next norning her hand ached and throbbed, and she was stiff fromthe fal
and the clinbing. Her
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hal f-fornmed notion of going back to the Dragon Stones' cove was thwarted by
the weather, of all tilings. A stormhad blown in fromthe sea that night,

| ashi ng the harbor with poundi ng waves. Even the Dock Cavern waters were
turbulent, and a wi nd whi pped with such whinsical force that wal king from Hol d
to Cavern was danger ous.

The nmen gathered in the Great Hall in the norning, mending gear and yarni ng.
Mavi organi zed her wonen for an exhaustive cl eaning of sone of the inner Hold
roonms. Menolly and Sella were sent down to the gl ow storage so often that
Sella vowed she didn't need light to show her the way anynore.

Menol |y worked willingly enough, checking glows in every single roomin the
Hold. It was better to work than to think. That evening she couldn't escape
the Geat Hall. Since everyone had been in all day, everyone needed

entertai nnent and was goi ng. The Harper would surely play. Menolly shuddered.
Wll, there was no help for it. She had to hear nusic sonetine. She coul dn't
avoid it forever. And at |east she could sing along with the others. But she
soon found she couldn't even have that pleasure. Mavi gestured to her when the
Har per began to tune his gitar. And when the Harper beckoned for everyone to
join in the choruses, Mavi pinched Menolly so hard that she gasped.

"Don't roar. You may sing softly as befits a girl your age," Mavi said. "O
don't sing at all."

Across the Hall, Sella was singing, not at all accurately and | oud enough to
be heard in Benden Hol d; but when Menolly opened her nouth to protest; she got
anot her pi nch.

So she didn't sing at all but sat there by her nother's side, nunmb and hurt;
not even able to enjoy the music and very conscious that her nother was being
nmonstrously unfair.

Wasn't it bad enough she couldn't play anynore-- yet--but not to be allowed to
sing? Wiy, everyone had encouraged her to sing when old Fetiron had been
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alive. And been glad to hear her. Asked her to sing, tinme and again.



Then Menolly saw her father watching her, his face stern, one hand tappi ng not
so nmuch to the tine of the nusic but to some inner agitation. It was her
father who didn't want her to singl It wasn't fair! It just wasn't fairl

Qovi ously they knew and were gl ad she hadn't cone before. They didn't want her
her e.

She wrenched herself free fromher nother's grip and, ignoring Mavi's hiss to
cone back and behave herself, she crept fromthe Hall. Those who saw her | eave
t hought sadly that it was such a pity she'd hurt her hand and didn't even want
to sing anynore.

Wanted or not, creeping out like that would send Mavi | ooking for her when
there was a pause in the evening's singing. So Menolly took her sleeping furs
and a glow and went to one of the unused inner roons where no one would find
her. She brought her clothes, too. If the stormcleared, she'd be away in the
morning to the fire lizards. They liked her singing. They liked her

Bef ore anyone el se was up, she had risen. She gul ped down a cold klali and ate
some bread, stuffed nore in her pouch and was al nost away. Her heart beat fast
whil e she struggled with the big netal doors of the Hold entrance. She'd never
opened t hem before and hadn't appreciated how very solid they were. She
couldn't, of course, bar them again, but there was scarcely any need.

Sea mist was curling up fromthe qui et harbor waters, the entrances to the
dock Cavern visible as darker masses in the gray. But the sun was beginning to
bum t hrough the fog, and Menolly's weather-sense told her that it would soon
be cl ear.

As she strode down the broad hol dway, mist swirled up and away from her steps.
It pleased Menolly to see something give way before her, even sonething as
nebul ous as fog. Visibility was limted, but she knew her path by the shape of
the stones along the road and
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was soon clinmbing through the caressing msts to the bluff.

She struck somewhat inland, towards the first of the marshes. One cup of klah
and a hunk of bread was not enough food, and she remenbered some unstri pped
mar shberry bushes. She was over the first hunpy hill and suddenly the m st had
left the land, the brightness of the spring sun alnpbst an ache to the eyes.

She found her patch of nmarshbeny and picked one handful for her face, then one
for the pouch.

Now t hat she coul d see where she was goi ng, she jogged down the coast and
finally dropped into a cove. The tide was just right to catch spiderclaws.
TTi ese should be a pleasant offering to the fire |lizard queen she thought as
she filled her bag. O could fire lizards hunt in fog?

When Menolly had carried her | oaded sack through several |ong valleys and over
hunpy hills, she was beginning to wish she'd waited a while to do her netting.
She was hot and tired. Now that the excitenment of her unorthodox behavior had
waned, she was al so depressed. O course, it was quite likely that no one had
noticed she'd left No one would realize it was she who had left the Hold doors
unbarred, a terrible offense against the Hold safety rules. Menolly wasn't
sure why--because who'd want to enter the Sea Hol d unl ess he had busi ness
there? Cone all that dangerous way across the marshes? For what? There were
quite a few precautions scrupul ously observed in the Sea Hold that didn't nake
much sense to Menolly: like the Hold doors being barred every night, and



unshi el ded gl ows never being left in an unused room although it was all right
in corridors. @ ows wouldn't bum anything, and think of aH the barked shins
that woul d be saved by | eaving a few room gl ows unshi el ded.

No, no one was likely to notice that she was gone until there was sone
unpl easant or tedious job for a one-handed girl to do. So they wouldn't assumne
t hat shefd opened the Hold door. And since Menolly was
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apt to di sappear during the day, no one would think anythi ng about her unti
eveni ng. Then someone m ght just wonder where Menolly was.

That was when she realized that she didn't plan to return to the Hold. And the
sheer audacity of that thought was enough to nmake her halt in her tracks. Not
return to the Hol d? Not go back to the endl ess round of tedious tasks? O
gutting, snoking, salting, pickling fish? Mending nets, safls, clothes?

G eani ng dishes, clothes, roons? Gathering greens, berries, grasses,

spi dercl aws? Not return to tend old uncles and aunts, fires, pots, |oons,

gl owbaskets? To be able to sing or shout or roar or play if she so chose? To
sleep ... ah, now where woul d she sl eep? And where woul d she go when there was
Thread in the skies?

Menol |y trudged on nore slowy up the sand dunes; her mnd churning with these
revol uti onary i deas. Wy, everyone had to return to the Hold at nightl The
Hol d, any hold or cot or weyr. Seven Turns had Thread been dropping fromthe
skies, and no one travelled far fromshelter. She renenbered vaguely from her
chi l dhood that there used to be caravans of traders com ng through the

mar shl ands in the spring and the sumer and early fall. There'd been gay
times, with lots of singing and feasting. The Hold doors had not been barred
t hen. She sighed, those had been happier times ... the good old days that Ad
Uncl e and the aunties were always droni ng on about But once Thread started
falling, everything had changed ... for the worse . . . at least that was the
overall inpression she had fromthe adults in the Hold.

Sone stillness in the air, some vague unease caused Menolly to gl ance about
her apprehensively. There was certainly no one else about at this early hour
She scanned tie skies. The mist banking the coast was rapidly dispersing. She
could see it retreating across the water to the north and west. Towards the
east the sky was brilliant with sunrise, except for what were probably sone
traces of early norning fog in the northeast
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Yet somet hing disturbed Menolly. She felt she should know what it was.

She was nearly to the Dragonsong Stones now, in the |last marsh before the
contour of the land swept gently up towards the seaside bluff. It was as she
traversed the marsh that she identified the odd quality: it was the stillness.
Not of wind, for that was steady seaward, blow ng away the fog, but a
stillness of marsh life. Al the little insects and flies and small wrigglers,
t he occasional flights of wild wherries who nested in the heavier bushes were
silent. Their nyriad activities and small noi ses began as soon as the sun was
up and didn't cease until just before dawn, because the nocturnal insects were
as noi sy as the daytine ones.

It was this quiet, as if every living thing was holding its breath, that was
di sturbing Menolly. Unconsciously she began to wal k faster and she had a
strong urge to glance over her right shoul der, towards the northeast-- where a
snmudge of gray clouded the horizon..



A snudge of gray? O silver?

Menol |y began to trenmble with rising fear, with the dawni ng know edge that she
was too far fromthe safety of the Hold to reach it before Thread reached her
The heavy metal doors, which she had so negligently left ajar, would soon be
cl osed and barred agai nst her, and Thread, And, even if she were m ssed, no
one woul d cone for her

She began to run, and sonme instinct directed her towards the cliff edge before
she consciously remenbered the queen's ledge. It wasn't big enough, really. O
she could go into the sea? Thread drowned in the sea. So would she, for she
couldn't keep under the water for the time it would take Thread to pass. How
long would it take the | eading edge of a Fall to pass over? She'd no idea.

She was at the edge now, |ooking down at the beach. She could see her |edge
off to the right. There was the lip of the cliff that had broken off under her
wei ght .
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That was the quick way down, to be sure, but she couldn't risk it again, and
didn't want to.

She gl anced over her shoul der. The grayness was spreadi ng across the horizon
Now she coul d see flashes against that gray. Flashes? Dragonsl She was seeing
dragons fighting Thread, their fiery breath charring the dreaded stuff mdair.
They were so far away that the winking lights were nore like | ost stars than
dragons fighting for the life of Pern.

Maybe t he | eadi ng edge wouldn't reach this far? Maybe she was safe. "Mybes
sel dom are" as her nother woul d say.

In the stillness of the air, a new sound made itself heard: a soft rhythmc
t hrunm ng, sonething tike the tunel ess hunm ng of small children. Only
different. The noi se seenmed to cone fromthe ground.

She dropped, pressing one ear to a patch of bare stone. The sound was com ng
fromw thin

O coursel The bluff was hollow .. . thafs why the queen lizard..

On hands and knees, Menolly scooted to the cliff edge, |ooking for that
hal fway | edge of the queen's.

Menol |y had enlarged the entry once. TTiere was every chance she could nmake it
bi g enough to squirmthrough. The little queen would certainly be hospitable
to soneone who had saved her clutch |

And Menolly didn't conme enpty-handed as a guest! She swung the heavy sack of
spi dercl aws around to her back. G abbing handfuls of the grasses on the lip of
the cliff, she began to let herself slowy down. Her feet funbled for support;
she found one toehold and dug half that foot in, the other foot prodding for
anot her pl ace.

She slithered badly once, but a rock protrusion caught her in the crotch
before she'd slipped far. She laid her race against the cliff, gulping to get
back her breath and courage. She could feel the thrumm ng through the stone,
and oddly, that gave her heart
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There was sonething intensely exciting and stinulating about that sound.

Sheer |uck gui ded her foot to the queen's ledge. She'd risked only a few

gl ances beneath her--the aspect was al nost enough to make her |ose her bal ance
conpl etely. She was trenbling so much with her exertions that she had to rest
then. Definitely the hunming cane fromthe queen's cavern

She coul d get her head into the original opening. No nore. She began to tear
at the sides with her bare hands until she thought of her belt knife. The

bl ade | oosened a whol e section all at once, showering her with sand and bits
of rock. She had to clean her eyes and nouth of grit before she could
continue. Then she realized that she'd gotten to sheer rock.

She coul d get herself into the shelter only up to her shoul ders. No matter how
she turned and twi sted, there was an outcropping that she could not pass. Once
again she wi shed she were as small as a girl ought to be. Sella would have had
no trouble crawing through that hole. Resolutely, Menolly began to chip at
the rock with her knife, the blows jarring her band to the shoul der, and
maki ng no inpression at all on the rock

She wondered frantically how long it had taken her to get down the cliff. How
| ong did she have before Thread woul d be raining down on her unprotected body?

Body? She m ght not get past the bobble in the wall with her shoul ders .

but., . She reversed her position, and feet, legs, hips, all right up to the
shoul ders passed into the safety of solid rock. Her head was covered, but only
just, by the cliff overhang.

Did Thread see where it was going when it fell? Wuld it notice her, crowded
into this hole as it flashed by? Then she saw the thong of the carry-sack
where she'd |l ooped it over the ledge to keep it handy but out of her way. If
Thread got into the spiderclaws.

She pul |l ed herself far enough out of the hole to cast
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an eye above. No silver yet! No sound but the steadily increasing thrumi ng.
That woul dn't have anything to do with Thread, would it?

The carry-sack thong had bitten into the | edge and she had a job freeing it,
havi ng to yank rather hard. The next thing she knew the sack canme free, the
force of her pull threw her backwards, cracking her head on the roof of her
tunnel, and then the surface beneath her buttocks started to slide, out and
down. Menolly clawed her way into the tunnel, as the | edge slowy detached
itself fromthe face of the cliff and tunbled down onto the beach

Menol |y scrambl ed back quickly, afraid nore of the entrance would go, and
suddenly she was in a cave, w de, high, deep, clutching the carry-sack and
staring at the greatly w dened nout h.

The thrumm ng was behind her and, startled at what she could only consider to
be an additional threat, she whirled.

Fire lizards were perched around the walls, clinging to rock spur and | edge.
Every eye glinted at the mound of eggs in the sandy center of the cave. The
thrummng cane fromthe throats of all the little fire lizards, and they were
far too intent on what was happening to the eggs to give any heed to her



abrupt appear ance.

Just as Menolly realized that she was witnessing a Hatching, the first egg
began to rock and cracks appeared in its shell.

It rocked itself off the mound of the clutch and, in hitting the ground, split
Fromthe two parts emerged a tiny creature, not nmuch bigger than MenoHys hand,
glistening brown and creeling with hunger, swaying its head back and forth and
tottering forward a few awkward steps. Tlie transparent brown w ngs unfol ded,
flapping weakly to dry, and the creature's bal ance inproved. The creel turned
to a hiss of displeasure, and the little brown peered about defensively.

The other fire lizards crooned, encouraging it to
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some action. Wth a tiny shriek of anger, the little brown |aunched itself
towar ds the cave opening, passing so close to Menolly she coul d have touched
it.

The brown fire lizard lurched off the eroded lip of the cave, punping its
wings frantically to achieve flight. Menolly gasped as the creature dropped,
and then sighed with relief as it cane into sight briefly, airborne, and flew
of f, across the sea.

More creeling brought her attention back to the clutch. Qher fire lizards had
begun to hatch in that brief period, each one shaking its wi ngs and then
encour aged by the weyrrnates, flopping and weavi ng towards the cave nouth,
defiantly independent and hungry.

Several greens and blues, a little bronze and two nore browns hatched and
passed Menolly. And then, as she watched a little blue launch itself, Menolly
screamed. No sooner had the blue emerged fromthe safety of the cliff than she
saw the thin, withing silver of Thread descending. In a noment, the blue was

covered with the deadly filanents. It uttered one hideous shriek and
di sappeared. Dead? O between? Certainly badly scored.

Two nore little fire lizards passed Menolly, and she reacted now.
"No! No! You can't! You'll be kffied." She flung herself across their path.

The angry fire lizards pecked at her unprotected face and whil e she covered
hersel f, made their escape. She cried al oud when she heard their screans.

"Don't let themgo!" She pleaded with the watching fire lizards. "You're
ol der. You know about Thread. Tell themto stop!" She half-craw ed, half-ran
to the rock where the gol den queen was perched.

"Tell themnot to go! There's Thread out therel They're being killed!"

The queen | ooked at her, the many-faceted eyes whirling violently. The queen
chuckl ed and chirped at
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her, and then crooned as yet another fledgling spread its wi ngs and began to
totter towards sure death.

"Please, little queen! Do somnething! Stop them"



The thrill of being the witness to a Hatching of fire lizards gave way to
horror. Dragons had to be protected because they protected Pern. In Menolly's
fear and confusion, the little fire lizards were linked to their giant
counterparts.

She turned to the other |kards now, begging themto do sonething. At |east
until the Threadfall was over. Desperately she plunged back to the cave nouth
and tried to turn the little fire lizards back with her hands, blocking their
progress with her body. She was overwhel ned with pangs of hunger

bel | y-knotting, gut-tw sting hunger. It took her only a noment to realize that
the driving force in these fire lizards was that sort of hunger: that was what
was sending them senselessly forth. They had to eat She renenbered that
dragons had to eat, too, when they first Hatched, fed by the boys they

| mpr essed.

Menolly wildly grabbed for her carry-sack. Wth one hand she snatched a fire
lizard back fromthe entrance, and with the other, a spiderclaw fromthe sack
The little bronze screeched once and then bit the spider-claw behind the eye,
neatly killing it Wngs beating, the bronze lifted itself free of Menolly's
grasp and with nore strength than Menolly woul d have t hought the newborn
creature could possess flewits prey to a coner and began tearing it apart

Menol |y reached out randomly now and, with sonme surprise, found herself
hol di ng the one queen in the clutch. She snagged two spiderclaws fromthe sack
in her other hand, and deposited them and the queen in another comer. Finally
realizing she couldn't handfeed the whole clutch, she upended the sack
spilling the shellfish out

Newl y hatched fire |izards swarmed over and after the spiderclaws. Menolly
caught two nmore |izards be-
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fore they could reach the cave nmobuth and put them squarely in the center of
their first nmeal. She was busy trying to nake sure that each new fire lizard
had a shellfish when she felt sonething pricking her shoul der. Surprised, she
| ooked up to find the little bronze clinging to her tunic. His round eyes were
whirling and he was still hungry. She gave himan uncl ai ned spiderclaw and put
hi m back in his corner. She tossed the little queen another and snared severa
ot her spiderclaws for her "specials."

Not many nore of the new y-hatched got out, not with a source of food so
nearby. She'd had a fair haul in the sack, but it didn't take long for the
hungry fire lizards to devour every last norsel. The poor things were stil
soundi ng starved as they creel ed about, tipping over claws and body shells,
trying to find any scraps overl ooked. But they stayed in the cave and now t he
ol der fire lizards joined them nuzzling or stroking, meking affectionate

noi ses.

Uterly exhausted, Menolly | eaned back against the wall, watching their
antics. At least they'd not all died. She glanced apprehensively at the
entrance and saw no nore withing | engths of Thread falling past. She peered
further. There wasn't even a trace of the menacing gray fog on the horizon
Threadf al | nust be over.

And not a nmoment too soon. Now she was experienci ng hunger thoughts from al
the fire lizards. Rather overpoweringly, in fact. Because she realized how
hungry she hersel f was.

The little queen, the old queen, began to hover in the cave, squeaking an



i nperious command to her followers. Then she darted out and the old clutch
began to follow her. The fledglings, noving awkwardly, made their virgin
flight, and within nonments, the cave was enpty of all but Menolly, her torn
sack, and a pile of enpty spiderclaw and fire lizard shells.

Wth their exit, some of Menolly's hunger eased and she renmenbered the bread
she' d tucked in her
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pocket Feeling a bit guilty at this belated di scovery, she gratefully ate
every crunb.

Then she nade herself a hollow in the sand, pulled the torn cany-sack over her
shoul ders, and went to sleep
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Chapter 6

Lord of the Hold, your charge is sure

In thick walls, nmetal doors, and no verdure.

Threadfall was well past, the flane-thrower crews safely back in Half-Circle
Hol d before anyone mi ssed Me-nolly. Sella did because she didn't want to have
to tend A d Uncle. He had had anot her seizure, and someone had to stay by his
bedsi de.

"That's about all she's good for now anyway/' Sella told Mavi and then hastily
demurred at her nother's stern |ook. "Well, all she does is drag about,
cradling that hand of hers as if it were precious. She gets off all the reed
work..." Sella let out a heavy sigh

"We' ve enough trouble this norning what with soneone | eaving the Hold doors
unf astened and Thread falling . . ." Mvi shuddered at the thought of that
brace of horrors; the mere notion of Thread cascadi ng down, able to wiggle
within the Hold, turned her stomach. "Go find Menolly and see that she knows
what to do in case the old man has another fit."

It took Sella the better part of an hour to realize that Menolly was neither
in the Hold nor anong those baiting |longlines. She hadn't been anong the
flame-thrower crews. In fact, no one could remenber having seen or spoken to
her all day.

"She coul dn't have been out hunting greens |ike she usually does," said an old

aunti e thoughtfully, purs-
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ing her lips. 'Threadfall was on directly we'd our nmorning klah. Didn't see
her in the kitchen then, either. And she's usually so good about hel ping,
one- handed and all that she is, poor dear."

At first Sella was just annoyed. So like Menolly to be absent when needed.
Mavi was a good deal too lenient with the child. Well, if she'd not been in
the Hold in the norning, she'd been caught out in the Thread. And that served
her right.

Then Sella wasn't so sure. She began to feel the first vestige of fright. If



Menol |y had been out during Threadfall, surely there'd be ... sonething
left that Thread couldn't eat.

Qul pi ng back nausea at that thought, she sought out her brother, A em, who
was i n charge of the flamethrowers

"Alem , you didn't see anything . . . unusual . . . when you were ground
checki ng?"

"What do you nean by 'unusual ' ?"
"You know, traces ..."

"OfF what? |'ve no tine now for riddles, Sella."”

"I mean, if someone were caught out during Thread-fall, how would you know?"

"\What ever are you tacking around?"

"Menol ly's nowhere in the Hold, or the Dock, or anywhere. She wasn't on any of
the teans..."

Alemi frowned. "No, she wasn't, but | thought Mavi needed her in the Hold for
somet hi ng. "

w. . . Therel And none of the aunties renmenber see-

#" ing her this norning. And the Hold doors were un-barredl”

- "You think Menolly left the Hold early?" Alem realized that a strong,
tall girl like Menolly could very easily have managed the door bars. "You know
how she's been since she hurt her hand:

,\ creeping away every chance she gets."

>t Alem did know, for he was fond of his gawky sister

; -and he particularly m ssed her singing. He didn't share Yanus's
reservations about Menolly's ability. And he
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didn't honestly agree with Yanus's decision to keep knowl edge of it fromthe
Har per, especially now that there was a Harper in the Hold to keep her in
['ine.

"Well?" Sella's pronpting irritated himout of his thoughts.

"l saw not hi ng unusual

"Wl d there be sonething? If Thread did get her?"

Alenmi gave Sella a long hard | ook. She sounded as if she'd be glad if Menolly
did get Threaded.

"There'd be nothing left if she'd been caught by Thread. But no Thread got
t hrough the Benden w ngs."

Wth that he turned on his heel and left his sister, nmouth agape. Hi s
reassurance was curiously no consolation to Sella. However, since Menolly was



so obviously missing, Sella could take sone pleasure in informng Mavi of this
fact, adding her theory that Menolly had comitted the enormous crinme of
| eaving the Hold doors unbarred,

"Menol | y?" Mavi was handi ng out sea salt and spice-root to the head cook when
Sella inparted her news. "Menolly?"

"Yes, Menolly. She's gone. Not been seen, and she's the one left the Hold
doors unbarred. Wth Thread fallingl"

"Thread wasn't falling when Yanus di scovered the doors open." Mavi corrected
Sel la mechanically. She shuddered at the thought of anyone, even a
recal citrant daughter, caught out in the silvery rain of Thread.

"Alem said no Thread got through the dragons, but how can he be sure?"

Mavi said nothing as she | ocked up the condi ment press and spun the rollers.

"Til informYanus. And Til have a word with Alem, too. You'd better take care
of Ad Uncle."
" NB?"

"Not that thaf s real work, but it is suited to your tenperanent and ability."
Yanus was silent for a | ong nmoment when he heard
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of Menolly's di sappearance. He didn't |ike untoward things happeni ng, such as
the Hold doors being left unbarred. He'd worried about that all during the
Fall and the fishing after the Fall. It wasn't good for a Sea Hol der to have
his mind diverted fromthe task at hand. He felt sone relief that the mystery
had been sol ved, and a keen annoyance and anxi ety about the girl. Foolish
thing for her to have done--leave the Hold that early. She'd been sul king ever
since that beating. Mavi hadn't kept her busy enough to make her forget the
nonsense of tuning.

"I"ve heard that there're plenty of caves in the cliffs along the coast,"
El gion said. 'The girl probably took shelter in one."

"She probably did," said Mavi briskly, grateful to the Harper for such a
sensi bl e suggestion. "Menolly knows the coast very well. She must know every
crevice by now. "

"She'll be back then," Yantts said. "Gve her time to get over the fright of
bei ng out during Threadfall. Shell be back." Yanus found relief in this theory
and turned to |l ess distressing business.

"It is spring," said Mavi, nore to herself than to the others. Only the Harper
caught the anxi ous note in her voice.

Two days later Menolly had not returned, and the entire Sea Hold was al erted
to her di sappearance. No one renenbered seeing her on the day of Threadfall

No one had seen her since. Children sent out for berries or spiderclaws had
encountered no trace of her, nor had she been in any of the caves they knew.

"Not much point in sending out a search,” said one of the shipmasters, m ndful
that there was nore surety of catching fish than finding any trace of a
foolish girl. .Particularly one with a crippled hand. "Either she's .safe and
doesn't choose to cone back, or..." ; "She could be hurt . . . Threadscored, a



broken leg t.Ox arm.." said Alem, "unable to make her way back."

"Shoul dn't've been out anyway w thout letting sone-
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one know where she'd gone." The shipnaster's eyes noved towards Mavi, who did
not catch this inplied negligence on her part

"She was used to going out for greens first thing in the norning," A em said.

If no one else would defend Menolly, he woul d speak up

"Did she cany a belt knife? Or a metal buckle?" asked El gion. "Thread doesn't
touch netal .’

"Aye. W'd find that nuch of her," said Yanus.

"If TTiread got her," said the shipmaster darkly. He rather favored the notion
that she'd fallen into a crevice or over the edge of the bluff, in terror at
finding herself out during Threadfafl. "Her bod/d wash up around the Dragon
Stones. Current throws up a lot of sea trash down that way."

Mavi caught her breath in a sound very like a sob
"I don't know the girl," Elgion said quickly, seeing Mavi's distress. "But if
she did, as you say, stay out a good deal of the tine, she'd know the | and too
well to go over the edge of a cliff."

"ni readfal Ts enough to rattle anyone's wits..." said the shipnaster

"Menolly is not stupid,” said Alemi with such feeling that everyone | ooked at
himin surprise. "And she knew her Teaching well enough to know what to do if
she were caught out."
"Ri ght enough, Aleni," said Yanus sharply and rose to his feet "If she were
able and of a mind to return, she'd have done so. Everyone who is abroad is to
keep a sharp eye for any trace of her. That includes sea as well as land. As
Sea Hol der, | cannot in conscience do nore than that, under the circunstances.
And the tide is making. To the boats now "

While Elgion did not actually expect the Sea Holder to institute an intensive
search for a lost girl, he was surprised at the decision. Mavi, even, accepted
it, almobst as if she were glad of an excuse, as if the girl were an
enbarrassnent The shi pmaster was obviously pleased by his Sea Hol der's
inmpartiality. Only Al emni
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betrayed resentnent. The Harper notioned to the young man to hang back as the
others filed out. 'Tve sone time. Where would you suggest | |ook?" Hope
flashed in Alem 's eyes, then as suddenly wariness clouded them "rd say ifs
better if Menolly remai ns where she

is...
"Dead or hurt?"

"Aye." Alenm sighed deeply. "And | wi sh her luck and long life."

"Then you think she's alive and chooses to be w t hout Hol d?"



Al enmi regarded the Harper quietly. "I think she's alive and better off
wherever she is than she would be in Half-Circle." Then the young Sea Man
strode after the others, leaving the Harper with sone interesting |eflections.

He was not unhappy at Half-Circle Hold. But the Masterharper had been correct
in thinking that El gion would have to make quite a few adjustnents to life in
this Sea Hold. It would be a challenge, Robinton had told Elgion, to try to
broaden the narrow outl ook and straitened thinking of the isolated group. At

t he nonent El gion wondered if the Masterharper had not vastly overrated his
abilities when he was unable to get the Sea Holder, or his famly, to even try
to rescue a blood relation

Then, shifting through the tones of voices, rather than the words spoken

El gion came to realize that this Menolly posed sonme sort of problemto her
Hol d beyond the crippled hand. For the life of him El gion couldn't renenber
seeing the girl, though he thought he could recogni ze every nenber of the
Hol d. He'd Spent considerable time nowwith every famly unit, with the
children in the little Hall, with the active fishermen, with the honorably
retired old people.

He tried to recall when he'd seen a girl with an injured hand and had only the
fleetingest recollection of a tall, gawky figure hurrying out of the Hall one
eve-
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ni ng when he'd been playing. He hadn't seen the girl's face, but he'd recal
her slunmping figure if he saw it again.

It was regrettable that Half-Circle Hold was so isolated that there was no way
to send a drum nmessage. He could signal the next dragonrider he saw, as an
alternative, and get word to Benden Weyr. The sweep riders could keep their
eyes open for the girl, and alert any Hol ds beyond the marshes and down the
coast. How she could have gotten that far with TTiread falling, Elgion didn't
know, but he'd feel better taking sonme neasures to find her

He had al so made no headway in discovering the identity of the song-maker. And
Mast er har per had charged himto have that lad in the Harpercrafthall for
training as soon as possible. Gfted songnakers were a rare comuodity.

Sonet hing to be sought and cheri shed.

By this time Elgion understood why the old Harper had been so cautious about
identifying the lad. Yanus thought only of the sea, of fishing, of how to use
every man, woman and child of his Sea Hold to the Hold's best advantage. He
had themall well-trained. Yanus would certainly have | ooked askance at any
abl e-bodi ed | ad who spent too rmuch tinme tuning. There was, in fact; no one to
help Elgion with the evening task of entertainment. One likely lad had a fair
sense of rhythm and El gion had already started himon the dram but the
majority of his students were thick-fingered. On, they knew their Teachi ngs,
spot-on, but they were passive musically. No wonder Petiron had been so

ef fusi ve about the one really talented child among so many deadheads. Too bad
the old man had died before he received Robinton's nmessage. That way the boy
woul d have known that he was nore than acceptable as a candidate to the

Har percrafthal | .

El gi on watched the fishing fleet out of the harbor and then rounded up severa
| ads, got neatrolls froman auntie in the Hold kitchen, and set off on
ostensibly, a food gathering m ssion
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As Harper he was acquainted with them but m ndful that he was the Harper, the
boys regarded himwi th respect and kept himat a distance. The nmonment he told
them that they should keep their eyes open for Menolly, for her belt knife, if
they knew it, or belt buckle, the distance wi dened inexplicably. They al
seened to know, though El gi on doubted that the adults had told them that
Menol |y had been missing fromthe Hold for some days. They all seened equally
reluctant to | ook for her, or to suggest to him possible areas in which to
search. It was as if, Elgion told him

, self with frustrated anger, they were afraid the Harper would find her. So
he tried to regain their confidence by telling themthat Yanus had suggested
t hat everyone who went outside the Hold should keep their eyes open for the
lost girl.

He cane back with his charges to the Hold, with sacksful of berries, greens
and some spiderclaws. The only information the boys had vol unt eered about
Menol |y during the entire norning was that she could catch nore spiderclaws
t han anyone.

As it turned out, Elgion didn't have to signal for a dragonrider. The next day
a bronze wingl eader canme circling down to the beach at Half-Crcle, greeting
Yanus affably and asking if he m ght have a few words

|: with the Harper.

| TouTl be Elgion," said the young man, raising his

| hand in greeting. "I'mN ton, rider of Lioth. | heard

$| you were settling in."

g "What can | do for you, N ton?" and El gion tact-

| JfuHy wal ked the bronze rider out of Yanus's earshot.

v "You' ve heard of fire lizards?" | El gion stared at Nton in surprise
for a noment be-;-fore he | aughed, "That old nythl"

"Not really a nmyth, friend," said N ton. Despite the nghing m schief in his
eyes, he was speaking in

"Not a myth?"
"Not at all. Wuld you know if the |ads here have
8!

spotted any along the coast? They tend to | eave their clutches in beach sands.
If s the eggs we want."

"Real ly? Actually it isn't the | ads who've seen them but the Sea Hol der's
son, not the fanciful sort, although | didn't really credit... he saw sone
around sone rock crags known as the Dragon Stones. Down the coast sone ways."
El gi on pointed the direction

"I'l'l go have a | ook nyself. But this is what has happened. F nor, brown
Canth's rider, has been injured.' N ton paused. "He's been conval esci ng at
Sout hern Hold. He found, and Inpressed,” and again N ton paused significantly



to enphasize his last word, "a fire |lizard queen..."

"I nmpressed? | thought only dragons..
"Fire lizards are nuch |ike dragons, only smaller."

"But this would nmean ..." And Elgion was lost in the wonder of that neaning.
"Yes, precisely, Harper," said Nton with a wide grin. "And now everyone wants
a firelizard. | can't imagi ne Yanus Sea Hol der wasting the time and energy of
his men | ooking for fire lizard clutches. But if fire |lizards have been seen
any cove with warm sand m ght just hide a clutch."

"The high tides this spring have been fl oodi ng nost of the coves."

'Too bad. See if you can't organize the Hold youngsters to search. | don't
t hi nk you'd have nuch resistance ..."

"None at all." And Elgion realized that N ton, dragonrider though he now was,
nmust have been susceptible to the same boyhood designs on fire lizards that
El gi on had once planned. "Wen we find a clutch, what do we do?"

"I'f you find one," Nton said, "fly the signal banner and the sweep rider wll
report If the tide is threatening, put the clutch in either warm sand or

war med hi des. "

"I'f they should hatch, you did nention they can be |Inpressed..."
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"I hope you're that lucky, Harper. Feed the fledglings. Stuff their faces with
as much as they can eat, talking all the time. That's how you | npress. But

t hen, you've been to a Hatching, haven't you? So, you know how to go about it.
Sane principle involved."

"Fire lizards." Elgion was enchanted with the prospect.

"Don't Inmpress themall, Harper. I'd like one of the little beasties myself."
"G eedy?"

"No, they're engaging little pets. Nothing as intelligent as my Lioth there,"
and N ton grinned indulgently at his bronze who was scrubbing one cheek in the
sand. As he turned back to Elgion, N ton noticed the |line of awed children
lining the seawall, all eyes on Uoth's action. "You'll have no |lack of help, |

suspect . "

" Speaki ng of hel p, Wngleader, a young girl of the Sea Hold is m ssing. She
went out the nmorning of the last Fall and hasn't been seen since.”

N ton whistled softly and nodded synpathetically. Tfl tell the sweep riders.
She probably took shelter, if she'd any sense. Those palisades are riddled
wi th caves. How far have you searched?"

"Thaf s it No one has bothered to."

N ton scow ed and gl anced towards the Sea Hol der. "How old a girl?"

"Come to think of it, I don't know H s youngest daughter, | believe."



N ton snorted. "There are other things in life than fish."
"So | used to believe."

"Don't be so sour so young, Elgion. I'lIl see you conme to the nest Hatching at
Benden. "

"I'd appreciate that"
"I suspect so." Wth a farewell wave, N ton strode bock to his bronze dragon

| eaving Elgion with an "easier conscience and the prospect of sone relief from
nmonot ony of the Sea Hol d.

Chapter 7

Wio wfl fa, Can.
Wio tries, Does.
Wio | oves, Lives.

It took Menolly four days to find the right sort of rocks to spark a fire.
She'd had plenty of time before that to diy seaweeds and gat her dead

mar shberry bushes for fuel, and to build a little hearth in the side of the
bi g cavern where a natural chimey took the snoke up. She'd gathered a
generous pile of sweet nmarsh grasses for beddi ng and picked out the seam of
the carry-sack to make herself a rug. It wasn't quite |ong enough unl ess she
curled up under it; but the fire lizards insisted on sleeping about and around
her and their bodies nade up the lack. In fact, she was quite confortable at

ni ght

Wth fire, she was very confortable. She found a stand of young kl ahbark
trees, and though the resultant brew was harsh, it woke her up very well She
went to the clay deposits that Half-Circle Hold used and got sufficient clay
to make herself several cups, plates and rude containers for storage, which
she hardened in the ashes of her fire. And she filled in the holes of a

di sh-1i ke porous rock in which she could boil water. Wth all
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the fish she needed in the sea in front of her, she ate as weH as, if not
better than, she would have in the Hold. Although, she did niss bread.

She even made herself a sort of path down the cliff face. She carved out
footrests and staked in sone handhol ds, to make both ascent and descent safer

And she had conpany. Nine fire lizards were constantly in attendance.

The norning after her hectic adventure, Menolly had been absolutely stunned to
wake with the unaccustonmed wei ght of warm bodi es about her. Scared, too, unti
the little creatures roused, with strong thoughts of renewed hunger and | ove
and affection for her. Driven by their need, she had clinbed down the
treacherous rock face to the sea and gathered fingertails, trapped in the
shal l ow tidal pools. She wasn't quite able to dig rockmtes, but when she
showed her charges where they could get themout with their long, agile
tongues, the creatures found their instinct adequate for the job. Having fed
her friends, Menolly was too tired to go in search of sparking rocks and had
eaten a flat fish raw Then she and the fire lizards had crept back into the
cavern and sl ept again.



As the days went by their appetite drove Menolly to | engths she woul dn't have
attenpted for her own confort TTie result was that she was kept entirely too
busy to feel either sorry for or apprehensive about herself. Her friends had
to be fed, conforted and amused. She al so had to supply her own needs--as far
as she was abl e--and she was able to do a ot nore than she'd suspected she
could. In fact, she began to wonder about a lot of things the Hold took for
grant ed.

She had automatically assuned, as she supposed everyone did, that to be caught
wi t hout shelter during Threadfall was tantanobunt to dying. No one had ever
correlated the fact that the dragonriders cleared nost of the Thread fromthe
skies before it fell--that was the whol e point of having dragons--with the
idea that as a result there was very little Thread to fall on the un-
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sheltered. Hold thinking had hardened into an inflexible rule--to have no
shelter during Threadfall was to experience death.

In spite of her increasing independence, however, had Menolly been al one, she
m ght have regretted her foolishness and crept back to the Sea Hold. But the
conpany and wonder of the fire |lizards gave her all the diversion she needed.
And they | oved her nusic.

It was no great trick at all to nake one reed pipe, and a lot nore fun to put
five together so she could play a counter-tune. The fire |lizards adored the
sounds and would sit listening, their dainty heads rocking in time with the
musi ¢ she played. When she sang, they'd croon, at first off-key; but

gradual |y, she thought, their "ear" inproved, and she had a soft chorus.

Menol |y sang, in amused duty, all the Teaching Ballads, particularly the ones
about dragons. The fire lizards m ght understand less than a child three Turns
ol d, but they responded with small cries and flappings wings to any of the
dragon songs, as if they appreciated the fact that she was singing about their
ki n.

TTi ere was no doubt in Menolr/s mnd that these lovely creatures were rel ated
to the huge dragons. How, she didn't know and didn't really care. But if you
treated themthe way weyrnen treated their dragons, the fire |lizards
responded. She, in turn, began to understand their npbods and needs, and

i nsofar as she was able, supplied them

They grew qui ckly, those first days. So quickly that she was hard pressed to
keep their mouths full. Menolly didn't see too much of the other hatchlings,

the ones she hadn't fed or had fed only casually. She saw them now and agai n,
smal l er creatures, as the entire weyr fed on the rockmites at lowtide. The

little queen and her bronze mate woul d often hover, watching Menolly and her
smal | group. The queen sonetimes scol ded Menolly or perhaps berated the fire
lizard Menolly was hol ding. Menolly wasn't sure which. And oo-86

casionally the queen would even fly at one of the fledglings, beating it
soundly with her wi ngs. For what reason, Menolly could never figure out, but
the little ones nmeekly submitted to her discipline.

Cccasionally Menolly offered food to one of the others, but they'd never take
it if she remai ned near. Nor would any of the older fire lizards, including

t he queen. Menolly concluded that that was as well, otherw se she'd have to
spend every single waking nmonent feeding |lazy fire lizards. The nine she'd

| mpressed were quite enough to keep sated.

When she saw the first skin lesion on the little queen, Menolly wondered where



she would find oil. They'd all need it. Cracks in the skin would be deadly for
the young fire lizards if they had to go between. And with natural enemi es
around, like wherries and eager boys from nearby Hol ds, between was a needed
ref uge.

The cl osest source of oil swamin the sea. But she'd no boat to catch the
deep-sea ofly fishes, so she searched the coast for dead fish and found a
packtail washed up during the night She sh't the carcass, carefully, always
wor ki ng the knife bl ade away from her, and squeezed the oil fromthe skin into
a cup. Not the nost pleasant of jobs; and by the tinme she'd finished, she had
a bare cupful of unpleasantly fishy yellowoil. Yet it did work. The queen

m ght not smell very pleasant, but the oil did coat the crack. For good
neasure, she smeared all her friends.

The stench in the cavern that night was al nost nore i han she could endure, and
she fell asleep trying to think of alternatives. By norning the possibilities
had narrowed down to one: sweetening the fish ofl with certain marsh grasses.
She couldn't get the pure sweet ofl they used in the Hold because that was
traded from Nerat; it was pressed fromthe flesh of a hot-climate fruit that
grew abundantly in the rain forests there. He oily seed pod that grew froma
sea bush woul d not
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be available until fall; and while she could get some oil from bl ack
mar shberries, it would take i nmense quantities, which she'd prefer to eat.

Wth her fire lizards as wi nged escort, she nade her way south and inland,
towards country little penetrated by the Sea Hol ders as being too far, these
days, fromshelter.

Menol |y set out as soon as the sun was up and varied her pace between a
striding wal k and an easy jog. She decided to go on as far as she could unti
t he sun was nid-heaven; she couldn't risk being too far from her cave when
night fell.

The fire lizards were excited, darting about until she scolded them for
wasting their energy. They took enough feeding without all that flying and al
they could count on in this flat narsh area were berries and a few early sour
pl ums. They took turns clinging to her shoulders and hair then, until the
little brown pulled at her once too often, and she shooed themall off.

She was soon past any fanmiliar terrain and began to proceed nore slowy. It
woul dn't do to be bogged down. M dday found her deep in the marshes, gathering
berries for herself, her friends and her basket She'd managed to harvest sone
of the aromatic grasses she wanted, but not enough for her purpose. She had
decided to sweep in a wide circle back towards her cliff cave when she heard
di stant cries.

The little queen heard them too, |anding on Me-nolly's shoul der and addi ng
her agitated coments.

Menolly told her to be quiet so she could hear, and to her surprise, the
little queen instantly obeyed. The others subsided, and all seenmed to wait
expectantly. Wthout diversion Menolly recognized the distinctive and frantic
noi se of a distressed wherry.

Fol  owi ng the sound, Menolly crossed the slight rise into the next bog valley
and saw the creature, wi ngs flapping, head jerking but its |egs and body
firmy captured by treacherous sinking sands.



blivious to the excitenent of the fire |lizards who

recogni zed the wherry as an eneny, Menolly ran forward, drawi ng her knife. The
bird had been eating berries fromthe bushes edgi ng the boggy sands and
Stupidly stepped into the mire. Menolly approached the sands cautiously,
maki ng certain that she was stepping on firmland. She got close enough--the
frightened bird not even aware of her proximty--and plunged her knife into
its back, at the base of the neck

One nore frightened squawk and the thing was dead, linp wings settling on the
surface and rapidly subnerging.

Menol | y unbuckl ed her belt to make a | oop of the buckle end. G abbing the
tough branches of a berry bush, she | eaned out just far enough to snap the

| oop around the head of the bird. She tightened the loop and slowy began to
pul | .

Not only was there wherry nmeat here to feed herself and the fire lizards, but
the I ayer of fat under its tough hide would provide her with the best possible
grease for her friends' fragile skins.

Again, to Menollys surprise, the fire lizard queen appeared to understand the
situation. She sank her tiny talons into a wherry wing and pulled the tip out
of the nud. She squeaked shrilly at the others, and before Menolly realized
it, aH of them had seized some tenable part of the wherry and were exerting
their efforts to pull it fromthe bogsand.

It took a lot of pulling and shrill fire lizard orders, but they managed to
get the wherry out of the sands and onto firm ground.

The rest of her day was spent in saw ng through the tough outer hide to

di sembowel and dress the carcass. The fire |lizards made an enthusiastic neal
of the en-trafls and the blood that flowed fromthe wherry's neck. The sight
somewhat nauseated Menolly, but she set her jaw and tried to ignore the
voracity with which her otherw se gentle conpani ons attacked the unexpected
del i cacy.

She hoped the taste of hot raw neat woul dn't change
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their tenperanents, but she reckoned that dragons didn't become savage from
their diet of live neat so it was fair to assune that the fire lizards
wouldn"t. At least, they were well fed for the day.

The wherry had been a good-sized bird, doubtless feeding somewhere in the

| ower reaches of Nerat for its fatty layer was juicy. It couldn't be a
northern bird. Menolly skinned it, stopping twice to hone her knife sharp. She
carved the nmeat fromthe bones, stuffing it into the hide to carry home. Wen
she had finished, she had a hefty burden, and the bones were by no neans
stripped clean. Too bad she couldn't tell the old queen where they were.

She was rigging a forehead sling of her belt and the | eg skin when suddenly
the air was alive with fire lizards. Wth creels of shrill delight, the old
gueen and her bronzes settled on the bones. Menolly | acked hastily away before
the fire lizards decided to attack her for the nmeat she carried.

She had plenty of tine on her long and tiring march back to the sea cave to
wonder about their appearance. She could easily believe that the little queen



coul d understand what she was thinking, and the others she had been taking
care of. But had the young queen told the others? O had Menolly some tenuous
contact with the old queen, too?

Her special group showed no inclination to remain with the others, but kept
her company, sonetines disappearing or making |lazy figures in the sky.
Sonetimes the little queen sat on her shoulder for a few dragon | engths,
chirrupi ng sweetly.

It was fully dark long before Menolly reached her refuge. Only the noonlight
and famliarity with the access route hel ped her down the cliff face. Her
hearth fire was sullen enbers, which she wearily coaxed into a cheery bl aze.
She was too tired to do nore than wap a piece of wherry nmeat in a few | eaves
of seaweed and stick it in the heated sands by the fire to cook for the
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r norning. Then she wapped herself up in her carry-

| sack and fell asleep

c She rendered the fat over the next several days, wi shing time and again
for one decent cooking pot. She

, - heaped aromatic herbs into the hot fat and poured the mixture into clay
pote for cooling. The wherry neat fcad a slightly fishy taste, which suggested
that the Stupid bird had been of a seaside flock rather than an inland or
nmount ai n group. But the cool ed grease

.smell ed of the herbs. Not, Menolly supposed, that the

;,fire lizards mnded how they snelled so long as their itching skin was
soot hed.

r'l They loved to be ofled, Iying on their backs, their
# wi ngs spread for bal ance, curling around her hand as

she spread oil on their softer belly hide. They hunmed
1 with delight at the attention, and when she had fin-

#f ished each one, the creature would stroke her cheek ft with its small
triangul ar head, the glistening eyes spar-;y kling with brilliant col ors.

, She was beginning to find individual traits anmong \ >her nine charges. The
little queen was exactly as she Ifshould be: into everything, bossing everyone
el se, as ,| < inperious and demanding as a Sea Holder. She'd listen

Jpiiowever, very quietly to Menolly. And she'd listen to Ipfte old queen, too.
But she paid no heed to any of the J|Others, although they were expected to
obey anything said. She'd peck them fast enough if they di sobeyed

| | her.
There were two bronzes, three browns, a bl ue and

ftwo greens. Menolly felt a little sorry for the blue. He Beseened to be |eft
out or picked upon by the others. The

#) two greens were always scol ding him She nanmed him ”'" Uncle, and the greens



became Auntie One and Auntie Two. Two was slightly smaller than One. Because
one the bronzes preferred to hunt for rocknites while ic other was deft at
diving into pools for fingertails, icy became Rocky and Diver. The browns were
so inch alike that for a long tinme they remai ned namne-
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| ess, but gradually she found that the largest of the trio usually fel

asl eep, given any opportunity to do so, so she called himLazybones. The
second was M nic because he always did what he saw t he other doing; and the
third was Brownie for |ack of any other distinguishing feature.

TTie little queen was Beauty because she was and because she took such

el aborate pains with her groom ng and required nuch nore attention and oiling
than the others. She was forever digging at her talons with her teeth,
spreading themto dean between the toes, or |icking any specks of dust from
her tail, burnishing her neck ridges in the sand or grass.

At first Menolly talked to her creatures to hear the sound of her own voice.
Later she spoke with them because they seened to understand what she was
sayi ng. They certainly gave every indication of intelligent |istening,

hunm ng, or crooni ng an encouragi ng response when she paused. And they never
seened to get enough of her singing to them or playing her pipes. She
couldn't exactly say that they harnoni zed with her, but they did humsoftly in
tune as she pl ayed.

Chapter 8
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Wieel and turn

O bl eed and burn.

Fl'y between,

Bl ue and green.

Soar, dive down,

Bronze and brown.

Dragonnen nust fly

"When Threads are in the sky.

As it turned out, Alem sailed Elgion to the Dragon , Stones to search there
for the elusive fire lizards. One |; windy day, not long after the visit of
N ton, tie young v Sea Man broke a | eg bone when the rough seas tossed jfchim
agai nst the pilot house of his ship. They were ; coming into harbor and the
hi gh ti de made for heavier

#wat ers there than he'd expected. Yanus grunbled a

#good deal about Al em being too experienced a seaman | Jo get injured, but
his grunbling subsided when Mavi |/pointed out that here was a chance to see
if Alemi's .5 first mate woul d be capabl e of assumi ng conmand of ;~the ship

being finished in the building Cavern

Alem tried to take the injury in good part, but after Jfour days in bed, with



the swelling eased, he was heart-bored and restless. He plagued Mavi so
constantly she handed himthe crutch she had not meant to himfor a ful
sevenday nore, and suggested that
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i f he broke his neck, too, he would have only hinself to bl ane.

Alemi had nore sense than that and navigated the inner stairways, narrow and
dark, slowy and carefully, he kept to the wider outer stairs and the Sea
Hol d's main roons and the hol dway whenever possi bl e.

Whil e he had some nobility, he didn't have nuch activity if the fishing fleet
was out; so he was soon attracted by the sound of the children | earning a new
ball ad fromthe Harper. He caught Elgion's eye and received a courteous wave
to enter the Little Hall. If the children were startled to hear a baritone
suddenly take up the learning, they had too nuch respect for the Harper to do
nore than hazard a quick peek and the class progressed.

To Alem's pleasure he found hinself as quick to nenorize the new words and
tune as the youngsters, and he thoroughly enjoyed the session; he was al nost
sorry when El gi on excused them

Hows the leg, Alem ?" the Harper asked when the room had enpti ed.
TH have a weat her-w se ache now for sure."

"I's that why you did it?" Elgion said with a broad grin. "I'd heard you wanted
to be sure Tilsit got a chance at command."

Alemi let out a snort of |aughter. "Nonsense. | haven't had a rest since the
last five-day gale. TTiafs a fine ballad you' re teaching."

"That's a fine voice you were singing it with, too. Wy don't you sound out
nore often? | was beginning to think the sea wi nd snatches the voice of
everyone at about twelve Turns."

Ybu shoul d have heard ny sis . and Al em stopped, flushed, and cl anped his

[ips tight

"Which reminds ne: | took the liberty of asking Nton, Lioth's rider, to
spread the word at Benden Weyr that she's missing. She may still be alive, you
know. "

Al emi nodded sl owy.
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"You Sea Hol ders are full of surprises,’
| ess painful topic. He went to

said Elgion, linking to switch to a

#t he racks of wax tablets and renoved the two he "nght. "These must have been
done by that fosterling who took over when Petiron died. The other slates are
all in the older script notations, which the old Harper used. But these ... A
lad who can do this sort of work is needed in the Harper's craft. You don't
know where the boy is now, do you?"

Alenmi was torn between duty to the Hold and | ove of his sister. But she wasn't
in the Hold anynore, and commonsense told Alemi that she nust be dead if, in
this length of tine, with dragonriders | ooking for her, she hadn't been found.



Menolly was only a girl, so what good did it do that her songs found favor
with the Harper? Alemi was also reluctant to put the lie to his father. So,
despite the fact that El gion was inpressed by the songs, since the songmaker
was beyond them Alem answered truthfully that he didn't know where "he" was.

El gi on wapped the waxed slates carefully, and with a noticeabl e sigh of
regret. "I'll send themon to the Harper Crafthall anyway. Robinton wll want
to use :them"

- "Use then? They're that good?" Alemi was startled and regretted the lies
still nore.

"They're cracking good. Maybe if the lad hears them tell conme forward on his
own." Elgion gave Alem a rueful snmile. "Since if s obvious there's sone
reason you can't name him" He chuckled at the Sea Man's reaction. "Come now,
man, the lad was sent away in sone sort of disgrace, wasn't he? That happens,
as any harper worth his salt knows--and understands. Hold honor and all that.
| won't tease you anynore. He'll surface to the sound of his own nusic."

They tal ked of other things then, until the fishing fleet returned--two nmen of
the sane age but different background: one with an inquisitive interest in the
wor | d beyond his Sea Hold, and the other quite willing
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to satisfy it Elgion was, in fact, delighted to find none of Yanus's

dej oseness and inflexibility in Alem, and the Harper began to feel that after
all he might be able to follow Master Robinton's anbitious plan of broadening
under st andi ng beyond the linits of this Sea Hol d.

Alemi was back the followi ng day after the children had been dism ssed, with
nore questions. He stopped nmidsentence finally, apologizing profusely for
taki ng so much of Elgion's tine.

"I tell you what, Alem, I'Il teach you what you'd like to know if you'l
teach ne howto sail."

"Teach you to sail ?"

El gion grinned. "Yes, teach me to sail. The smallest child in ny class knows
nore about that than | do, and ny professional standing is in jeopardy. After
all, a Harper is supposed to know everyt hi ng.

"I may be wwong but | can't inmagine that you need both legs to sail one of
those little skirls the children use."

Alenmi's face lit up, and he pounded the Harper on the back wi th enthusiasm
"OfF course | can. By the First Shell, man, 1'd be glad to do it Q& ad."

And not hing woul d satisfy Alem but to take the Harper down to die Dock Cavern
i medi ately and give himthe fundanental s of seamanship. In his own subject,
Alemi was as good an instructor as the Harper; and El gion was able to tack
across the Harbor by hinself by the end of the first I esson. O course, as
Alemi remarked, the wind was fromthe right quarter and the sea calm idea
sailing conditions.

"Which rarely prevail ?" asked El gion; and he was rewarded by Alem's tol erant
chuckle. "Well, practice makes perfect, and |I'd better learn the practical”



"And the theory."

So their friendship was cenented by nutual exchanges of know edge and | ong
visits together. Although their conversation touched many subjects, El-96

gion hesitated to bring up the subject of fire lizards, or the fact that the
Weyr had asked himto search for traces of the elusive little creatures. He
had, however, searched as much of the accessible coastline as he could on foot
TTiere were sone beaches that should be checked now fromthe seaside. Wth

Al enmi teaching himhow to handle the skiff, he hoped he'd soon be able to do
it hinself. Elgion knew with certainty that Yanus woul d be conpletely scornful
of any search for fire lizards, and the Harper didn't want to inplicate Al em
in any plan that would bring Yanus's anger down on his head. Alenmi was in bad
enough straits over breaking his |eg.

One cl ear bright nmorning, Elgion decided to put his solution to the test He
di smssed the children early, then sought out Alem and suggested that today
was not only a fine day but the sea was rough enough to test his ability.

Al emi | aughed, cast a wise eye at the clouds, and said that it would be mld
as a bat hing pool by afternoon but that the practice now would be useful to
El gi on' s progress.

El gi on wheedl ed a | arge package of fish rolls and spicecakes froma kitchen
auntie, and the two nen set off. Alemi was agile enough now with his crutch
and splint-bound leg on |land, but he was glad of any excuse to be on the sea.

Once beyond the protecting arnms of the Half-Grcle cliffs, the sea was choppy
with crosscurrent and wind; Elgion's skill would be well tested. Alen,

di sregardi ng an occasional wetting as the skiff plunged hi and out of the wave
troughs, played silent passenger while the Harper fought tiller and sheet to
keep them on the course Alem had set down the coast. The Sea Man becane aware
of the wi ndshift sonme noments before Elgion, but it was the mark of his
abilities as a teacher that Elgion was quick enough to notice the change.

"Wnd's slacking off."

Al emi nodded, adjusting his cap slightly for the
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wi nd's new direction. They sailed on, the wind slackening to a gentle pressure
against the sail, the skiffs speed aided nore by the deep current than the

wi nd.

Tm hungry,"” Alem announced as he and El gi on saw the stunpy violet crags of

the Dragon Stones to | eeward.

El gion rel eased the sheet line, and Alem pulled the sail down, furling it
wi th absent skill against the boom At his direction, El gion |lashed the tiller
so that the current carried themidly downcoast

"Don't know why," Alem said through a nouthful of fishroll, "food al ways
tastes better on the sea.”

El gion contented hinself to a nod since his mouth was full. He al so had a good
appetite; not, he qualified to hinmself, that he had been working overhard,
just hanging on to the tiller and adjusting the sail sheet now and then

"Come to think, don't often have time to eat on the sea," Al eni added. He
gestured to include their |eisurely bobbing, the skiff itself and the informal



meal . "Haven't been this lazy on a sail since | was old enough to haul a net"
He stretched and then adjusted his splinted leg slightly, grinmacing agai nst

t he awkwar dness and di sconfort. Suddenly he | eaned away fromthe bulwark, to
reach into the small |ocker fitted against the curve of the hull. "TTi ought
so." &inning, he held up fishline, hook and dry worm

"Can't you | eave of f?"

"\What ? And have Yanus give out about unproductive hands?" Alen deftly
threaded line to hook and baited it "Here. You might as well try hook |line and
bait. O does the Msterharper object to cross-crafting?”

'"The nmore crafts the better, says Master Robinton."

Al enmi nodded, his eyes on the current "Aye, sending | ads away to other Sea
Hol ds for fostering doesn't quite answer, does it?" Deftly he threwthe line
fromhim watched the cast carry it well away fromthe drifting skiff and

si nk.
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El gion gave a fair imtation of that cast and settled hinself, as A em had,
to wait for results,

"What woul d we be catching out here?"

Alemi drew his nmouth up in a grinmace of indifference. "Probably nothing.
Tide's full, current's strong, nidday. Fish feed at dawn, unless there's
Thread. "

"I's that why you use the dry wornf? Because it resenbl es Thread?" El gion
couldn't suppress the shudder that went down his spine at the thought of | oose
Thr ead.

"You're right."

The silence that often grips fishermen settled confortably in the boat
"Yellowstripe, if anything," Alemi finally said in answer to the question
that El gion had al nost forgotten he'd asked. "Yellowstripe or a very hungry
packtai L They'l|l eat anything."

"Packtafl ? Thaf s good eating."
"Li neH break. Packtail's too heavy for this."
n O,]. "

The current was inexorably drawing themcloser to fee Dragon Stones. But,

al t hough he wanted to get Alem talking about them Elgion couldn't find the
proper opening. At about the point where Elgion felt he'd better speak or
they'd be pulled by the current into the Stones, Alen casually glanced
around. They were only several dragon lengths fromthe nost seaward of the
great crags. TTie water now | apped peaceful |y agai nst the base, exposing
occasional ly the jagged points of submerged rock, eddying around others. Al eni
unfurl ed the sail and haul ed on the sheet |ine.

"W need nore sea room near those. Dangerous

wi fe sunken rock. When fee tide's making, current can



pull you right in. If you sail this way by yourself, and
you'll soon be able to, nmake sure you keep your dis-
"iance."

"The | ads say you saw fire lizards there once," Elgion found fee words out of
his nouth before he could censor them
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Alenmi shot hima |l ong anused | ook. "Lefs say | can't think what else it

coul d've been. They weren't wherries: too fast, too small, and wherries can't
maneuver that way. But fire lizards?" He |aughed and shrugged his shoul ders,
i ndicating his own skepticism

"What if | told you that there are such things? That F'nor, Canth's rider

| mpressed one in Southern and so did five or six other riders? That the Wyrs
are looking for nore fire lizard clutches, and |'ve been asked to search the
beaches?"

Alenmi stared at the Harper. Then the skiff rocked in the subtle cross
currents. "Mnd now, pull the tiller hard aport. No, to your left, man!"

They had the | oom ng Dragon Stone confortably abaft before further
conver sati on.

"You can Inpress fire lizards?" If Alem's voice was incredul ous, an eager
light sparkled in his eyes, and El gi on knew he'd nmade an ally; he told as nuch
as he, himself, knew

"Well, that would explain why you rarely see grown ones, and why they evade
capture so cleverly. They hear you com ng." Al en [|aughed, shaking his head.
"When | think of the times ..."

"Me, too." Elgion grinned broadly, remenbering his boyhood attenpts to rig a
successful trap.

"We're to | ook on beaches?"

"Thaf s what N ton suggested. Sandy beaches, sheltered places, preferably hard
for small active boys to find. There's plenty of places where a fire lizard
gueen could hide a clutch around here."

"Not with the tides so high this season.”

"There nust be sone beaches deep enough."” Elgion felt inpatient with Alem's
argunent s.

The Sea Man notioned El gion out of the tiller seat, and deftly tacked about
"I saw fire lizards about the Dragon Stones. And those crags'd be right good
weyrs. Not that | think we'd have a chance of seeing themtoday. They feed at
dawn: thafs when | saw them Only," and Al en
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chuckl ed, "I thought my eyes were deceiving ne since it was the end of a |long
watch and a man's eyes can play tricks with himat dawn."



Alenmi sailed the little skiff far closer to the Dragon Stones than El gion
woul d have dared. In fact the Harper found hinmself gripping the weatherboard
very hard and edgi ng his body away fromthe towering crags as the skiff
breezed lightly by. There was no doubt that the crags were riddl ed with holes,
likely weyrs for fire |izards.

"I wouldn't try this tack except when the tide is full, Elgion," said Alenm as
they sail ed between the innernost crag and the tide-washed | and. "There's a
right mess of bottomreanm ng rocks here even at half-tide."

It was quiet, too, with the waves softly caressing the narrow verge of sand
bet ween sea and cliff. Quiet enough for the unm stakabl e sound of piping to
carry across the water to El gion

"Did you hear that?" Elgion grabbed Alem's arm

"Hear what ?"

"The musicl"”

"What rmusic?" Alemi wondered briefly if the sun were strong enough to give the
Harper a stroke. But he sharpened his ears for any unusual sound, follow ng
the line of Elgion's stare to the cliffs. Hi s heart |eaped for a nonent, but
he said, "Misic? Nonsense! Those cliffs are riddled with caves and holes. Al
you hear is the wind..."

"There isn't any wi nd now..."

Alemi had to admit that because he'd let the boom out and was even begi nni ng
to wonder if they had enough wind to come about on a tack that would cl ear the

nort hern side of the stones.

"And | ook," said Elgion, "there's a hole in the cliff face. Big enough for a
person to get into, I'd wager. Alem, can't we go inshore?"

"Not unless we wal k honme, or wait for high tide again."
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"Alem | That's nusicl Not wi nd over bl ow holesl Thaf s sonmeone playing pipes."

An unhappy furtive thought crossed Al enfs face so plainly that El gion junped
to a conclusion. Al at once, all the pieces fell into place.

"Your sister, the one who's m ssing. She wote those songs. She taught the
children, not that conveniently dismssed f osterlingl"

"Menol h/s not playing any pipes, Elgion. She sliced her left hand, gutting
packtail, and she can't open or close her fingers."

El gi on sank back to the deck, stunned but still hearing the clear tone of

pi pes. Pipes? You' d need two whole hands to play multiple pipes. The nusic
ceased and the wind, rising as they tacked past the Dragon Stones, covered his
menory of that illusive nelody. It could have been the | and breeze, sweeping
down over the cliffs, sounding into holes.

"Menolly did teach the children, didn't she?"

Slowy Alenm nodded. "Yanus believed the Sea Hold di sgraced to have a girl



raki ng the place of a Harper."

"Di sgraced?" Once again Elgion was appalled at the obruseness of the Sea
Hol der. "Wen she taught so well? Wen she can turn a tune |like the ones |'ve
seen?"

"She can play no nore, Elgion. It would be cruel to ask now. She wouldn't even
sing in the evenings. She'd | eave as soon as you started to play."

So he'd been right, thought Elgion, the tall girl had been Menolly.

"If she's alive, she's happier away fromthe Holdl If she's dead ..." Alem

didn't continue.

In silence they sailed on, the Dragon Stones falling away, back into violet
i ndefiniteness as each man avoi ded the other's gaze.

Now El gi on coul d understand many things about Menol h/s di sappearance and t he
general reluctance at the Hold to discuss her or find her. There was no doubt
in his mnd that her di sappearance was deli berate. Any-
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one sensitive enough to conpose such nel odi es nmust have found life in the Sea
Hol d intol erable: doubly so with Yanus as Sea Hol der and father. And then to
be consi dered a disgrace! Elgion cursed Petiron for not naking the nmatter
plain. Honly he had told Robinton that the prom sing musician were a girl

she mi ght have been at the Harperhall before that knife had a chance to slip.
4There'd be no clutches on the Dragon Stones' cove," Al em said, breaking into
El gion's rueful thoughts. "Water's right up to the bluff at higji tide. There
is one place ... Ill take you there after the next Thread-fall is past A good
| ong day's sail down the coast You can Inpress a fire lizard, you say?"

"ITH set the signal for Nton to talk to you after FaH " El gi on was happy
enough to use any subject to break the restraint that had fallen between them
"Evidently you or | can Inpress, though lowy Harpers and young Sea Men may be
far down on the list for avail abl e eggs."

"By the dawn star, when | think of the hours | spent as a small fellow .."
"Who hasn't?" Elgion grinned back, eager too for the chance.

TTiis time their silence was conpani onabl e, and when they exchanged gl ances,

it was for renenbered boyish fancies of capturing the elusive and nuch desired

fire lizard.

As they tacked into the Dock Cavern |l ate that afternoon, Alem had a fina
word for El gion.

"You understand why you're not to knowit was Menolly who did the teaching?

"The Sea Hold is not disgraced." Elgion felt Alem's hand tighten on his arm
so he nodded. "But | would never betray that confidence."

If his solemm response reassured the Sea Man, it reinforced El gion's
determ nation to find out who had nade that pipe music. Was it possible to
play nultiple pipes with one hand? He was convi nced that he'd heard
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musi ¢, not wi nd over bl owhol es. Sonehow, whether on the pretext of searching
for fire lizards or not, he nust get close enough to exam ne that cave in the
Dragon Stones' cove.

The next day was rainy, a thin soft drizzle that did not deter the fishernen
but that made both Elgion and Alemi unwilling to take a | ong and possibly
fruitless journey in an open boat

That same eveni ng Yanus asked El gion to excuse the children fromlessons the
followi ng nmorning as they'd be needed to gather seaweed for the snoke-cave.

El gi on granted considered perm ssion, masterfully suppressing a desire to
thank the Sea Hol der for a free day, and determined to rise early and be off
to seek the answer to the nmusic nystery. He was up as soon as the sun, first
inthe Geat Hall, so that he had to unbar the nmetal doors, little realizing
as he did so that he would be follow ng an unnerving precedent Wth fish rolls
and dried fruit in his pouch, his own pipe slung across his back, a stout rope
about his middle (for he rather thought he m ght need it clinbing down that
cliff face), Elgion was away.

Cnapter 9
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Ch, Tongue, give sound to joy and sing O hope and promi se on dragon-w ng.

The hunger of the fire lizards roused Menolly from sl eep. There was nothing in
the cave to eat because the previous day had been wet enough to keep them al
i nside. She saw that the tide was well out, and the day was dear

"I'f we scranble, we can get down coast and pick us up a nice |lot of

spi derdaws. They'll be gone soon," she told her friends. "Or we can | ook for
rockmtes. So cone along, Beauty." The little queen humred from her warm nest
in the rushes, and the others began to stir. Menolly reached down and tickl ed
Lazys neck where he lay by her feet He slapped at her, rousing enough to |et
out a huge yawn. His eyelids peeled back and his eyes sparkled faintly red.

Now, don't you all start in on nme, | got you up so we could be off. You won't
be hungry long if we all stir smartly."

As she descended agfldy to the beach, her friends swooping gracefully fromthe
cave, some of the other fire lizards were feeding in the shallows. Menolly
called out a greeting to them She wondered, as she often did, if the other
fire lizards, with the notable exception of the queen, were at all aware of
her. She felt it rude not to acknow edge their presence whether they responded
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or not. Maybe one day they woul d have grown so used to her, that they'd
answer .

She slipped on the wet rocks at the far end of the cove, wincing as a sharp
edge made itself painfully felt through the thinning soles of her boots. That
was a matter she'd have to attend to soon, new boot soles. Wth such rough
surfaces, she couldn't go barefoot And she certainly couldn't clinb

baref ooted, not if she had toes |ike a watchwher. She'd have to get another
wherry, tan its leg hide to a proper toughness. But how could she sew the new
| eather to her old bootsole? She | ooked down at her feet, placing them
carefully, as nmuch to save the | eather as her feet.



She took her band to the furthest cove they'd yet explored, far enough down
the coast for the Dragon Stones to be knobs on the horizon. But the | ong wal k
was worth tie effort for spiderclaws scurried wildly up and down the wi de,
gently curving beach. The bluff had dwindled to a height just above her head
in sone places, and at the far end of the crescent sands, a streamfed into
the sea.

Beauty and the others were soon playing havoc with the spiderclaws, diving
down on their intended prey, then darting up to the cliffs to eat Wen her net
was full, Menolly searched for enough sea weckage to start a fire. That was
how she found the clutch, covered as it was and al nost |evel with the beach
surface. But she saw the faint outline of a nound, suspiciously circular. She
brushed away enough sand to expose the nottled shell of a hardening fire
lizard egg. She glanced around carefully, wondering if the queen was anywhere
about; but she saw only her own nine. She put a gentle finger on the exposed
egg: it was softish. Quickly she patted the sand back into place and hurried
fromthe clutch. The high-tide mark on this beach was a | ong way from
threatening the eggs. It pleased her to realize that this beach was a | ong way
fromany Hold so these fire lizard eggs were safe.

She gat hered sufficient wood, nmade a rude hearth,
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started her fire, killed the spiderclaws deftly and laid themon a
conveniently flat stone and went exploring while they bake<3.

The stream flowed broad into the sea; sand banks had forned and reforned to
judge by the nyriad channels. Menolly followed the streaminland, |ooking for
the sweet cresses that often grew where the water freshened. Submarine bodies
nmoved upstream too, and she wondered if she could catch one of the big
speck-lers. Alem often boasted that he could tickle theminto his grasp as
they fought the current. Thinking of the spiderclaws roasting on her fire,
Menol |y decided to | eave that exercise until another day. She did want sone
greens; succulent cresses with their odd tangy aftertaste would make a good
addition to spidercl aws.

She found the greens well above the tidewater, where the streamwas fed by
tiny trickles fromthe flat marshy |ands through which it | ooped. She was
greedily stuffing a handful of greens into her nouth before she really took in
her surroundings. In the distance, |ow on the horizon, were lightning flashes
agai nst a gray sky.

Thread! Fear rooted her to the ground; she nearly choked on the half-chewed
nmout hful of greens. She tried to talk herself out of terror by counting the
flashes of dragon fire that nmade a pattern across the sky: a w de, |ong
pattern. |If the dragonriders were already at work, the Thread woul dn't get as
far as here. She was a long way fromit

But how far away was safe? She'd just nmade it to the cave before that other
Fall. She was too far away, run as fast as ever she could, to reach the cave's
safety now. She'd the sea behind her. Water! She'd the stream beside her
Thread drowned in water. But how deep did it fall before it drowned?

She told herself firmy that now was not the tine to panic. She forced herself
to swallow the | ast of the cress juices. Then she had no control over her

| egs; they took off with her and she was running, towards the sea and towards
the rock safety of her cave.
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Beauty appeared above her head, swooping and chittering as she caught Menoll/s
fear. Rocky and Diver arrived with Mmic popping in a half-breath later. They
experienced her alarm circling around her head as she ran, calling out with
the piercingly sweet tenor bugle of challenge. Then they all disappeared.

Whi ch nmade running easier for Menolly. She could concentrate on where she was
putting her feet.

She nade diagonally for the beaches, wondering briefly if it wouldn't be
smarter to go along the shore line. She'd be that much nearer the dubious
safety of the water. She hurdled a ditch; managed to keep her bal ance as her
left foot twisted on | anding; staggered a few paces before she found her
stride again. No, there'd be nore rocks on the shore, cutting down her speed
and increasing the danger of a badly tw sted ankl e.

Two queens gl eanmed golden in the air above her, and Rocky and Di ver were back
wi th Lazybones, M mic and Brownie. The two queens chittered angrily, and the
mal es, to Menoll/s surprise, flew ahead of her now, and hi gh enough not to be
a nui sance. She ran on

She came to a height, and the incline robbed her of breath so that she
staggered to the summit and had to drop to a wal k, clutching her right side
agai nst the naggi ng stitch, but sonehow moving forward. Ahead of her the
Dragon Stones were nore than knobs but too distant to reassure. One | ook over
her shoul der at the sky bursts of dragon fire told her that the Thread was
gai ni ng on her.

She broke into a run again, the two queens gliding right over her head, and
she felt oddly protected. She had her second wi nd now, and her stride, and
felt as if she could run forever. If she could only run fast enough to stay
beyond the reach of Thread .. . She kept her eyes on the Dragon Stones,
refusing to | ook over her shoul der: that unnerving sight caught the breath she
needed for running.

She ran as close to the bluff edge as she dared. She'd slithered down one
cliff without desperate damage to

108

herself: she'd risk it again to get into the water if she had to.

She ran, one eye on the Dragon Stones, one for the ground ahead of her feet.
She heard the whoosh, heard the fire lizards' startled chirrups, saw the
shadow and fell to the ground covering her head instinctively with her hands,
her body taut for the first feel of flesh-scoring Thread. She snelt
fire-stone, and felt the air heavy agai nst her body.

"CGet on your feet, you silly fool! And hurry. Leading edge is nearly on usl"

I ncredul ous, Menolly | ooked up, right into the whirling eyes of a brown
dragon. He cocked his head and hummed urgently.

"CGet up!" said his rider.

Menolly wasted no tinme after a frantic look at the fire bl ossons and the sight
of a line of dragons swoopi ng and di sappeari ng. She scranbled to her feet,
dove for the brown rider's extended hand and one of the fighting strap ends,
and got herself firmy astride the brown's neck behind his rider



"Hang on to ne tightly. And don't be afraid. I'mto take you between to
Benden. If 11 be cold and dark, but 1'll be with you."

The relief of being rescued when she was fearing injury or death was too
overwhel mi ng for speech. The brown dragon half-ran to the bluff edge, dropped
down briefly to get wing room and then surged up. Menolly felt herself
pressed agai nst the soft warmflesh and burrowed into the hide-clad back of
her rescuer, straggling for a lungful of air to ease her tight chest. She had
one brief glinpse of her little fire lizards trying vainly to foll ow when the
dragon wi nked i nto between

Sweat froze on her forehead and cheeks, down her back, on her cal ves, her wet
and ragged boots and her sore feet. There was no air to breathe and she felt
she woul d suffocate. She tightened her hands convul sively on the dragonrider
but she couldn't feel himor the dragon she knew she was ridi ng.
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Now, she thought with that part of her mind that wasn't frozen in panic, she
fully understood that Teaching Song. In terror, she fully understood it.

Abruptly, sight, sound, feeling, and breath returned. They were spiralling
down at a dizzying hei ght above Benden Weyr. As big as Half-Circle was, this
pl ace of dragons and dragonnen was bigger by half again as nuch. Wy, the

i mense harbor of Half-GCrcle would have fitted with dragon lengths to spare
in the Bow of the Weyr.

As the dragon circled, she saw the giant Star Stones, and the Eye Rock, which
told when the Red Star would make its fateful Passes. She saw the watch dragon
besi de the Stones, heard himtrunpet a greeting to the brown she rode. Between
her legs she felt the runble of response in the brown's throat. As they glided
down, she saw several dragons on the Bowl floor, with people gathered about
them saw the steps leading to the queen's weyr, and the yawni ng maw of the
Hat chi ng Ground. Benden was vaster than she'd imagi ned.

The brown | anded near the other dragons, and Me-nolly now realized that the
dragons had been Thread-scored and were being treated. The brown dragon
hal f-fol ded his w ngs, craning his neck around to the two on his back

"You can relax your death hold, lad,"” said the brown rider with tol erant
anusenment as he unfastened the fighting straps fromhis belt

Menol |y jerked her hands free with a muttered apology. "I can't thank you
enough for finding me. | thought Thread would get ne."

"\Whoever |et you out of your Hold so near to Thread-fall?"

"I was catching spiderclaws. Went out early."

He accepted that hurried expl anation, but now Menolly wondered how she coul d
make it plausible. She couldn't renenber the name of the nearest Hold on the
Nerat side of Half-Circle.
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"Down you go, lad, |I've got to rejoin my wing to nmop up."

That was the second tinme he'd called her "Il ad.

"You've a fine pace on you. Ever think of going for a hold runner?"



The brown rider swng her forward so she could slide down the brown's

shoul ders. The nmonent her feet touched the ground, she thought she'd faint
with the pain. She grabbed frantically at the brown's foreleg. He mi zzled her
synmpat hetically, humming to his rider

"Branth says you're hurt?" The man slid down quickly beside her

"My feet!" She'd run the boots to uppers without knowing it, and her |acerated
feet were bl oody fromtoe to heel

Til tell the world. Here we gol"

He grabbed her by the wist, gave a practiced yank and laid her over his
shoul der. As he made for the entrance to the | ower Caverns, he called out for
someone to bring a pot of numbweed.

She was uprighted into a chair, the blood singing in her ears. Someone was
proppi ng her damaged feet onto a stool while wonmen converged on her from
several sides.

"Hey, Manora, Felena," yelled the brown rider urgently.

"Just look at his feetl He's run themraw "

"Tgran, wherever..."

"Saw himtrying to Qutrun Thread down Nerat way. Bl oody near didl"

"Bl oody's quite accurate. Manora, could you spare a nmoment, please?"

"Should we wash the feet first or..

"No, a cup of weed first,"
boots off..."

was Tgran's suggestion. "You'll have to cut the

Soneone was hol ding a cup against her lips, bidding her drink it all down. On
a stomach enpty of anything but a few bl ades of cress, the fellis juice acted
so qui ckly
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that the circle of faces about her becane a confused bl ur

"Good heavens, the hol ders have gone mad, going out in Threadfall." Menolly
t hought the speaker sounded |ike Manora. "This is the second one we've rescued
t oday. "

After that, voices becane indistinguishable munbles. Menolly was unable to
focus her eyes. She seened to be floating a few handspans of f the ground.
Whi ch suited her because she didn't want to use her feet anyway.

Seated at a table on the other side of the kitchen cavern, Elgion at first

t hought the boy had fainted with relief at being rescued. He coul d appreciate
the feeling certainly, having been sighted by a dragonrider as he was pelting
back towards Half-GCrcle, fully winded and despairing of life. Now, with his
stomach full of good weyr stew, his wits and breath restored, he was forced to
face his folly in going outside the Hold so close to a Fall. And, nore
daunting to contenplate, the reception on his return to Half-Gcle. Talk about
di sgracing the Sea Holdl And his explanation that he was search-ing for fire



lizard eggs would not go down well wth Yanus. Even Al em, what would he

t hi nk? El gi on si ghed and watched as several weyrwonen carried the boy off
towards the living caverns. He hal f-rose, wondering if he should have

vol unteered to hel p. Then he saw his first fire lizard and forgot everything
el se.

It was a little gol den queen, swooping into the cavern, calling piteously. She
seened to hover notionless in mdair, then wi nked out of sight. A nonent

| ater, she was diving into the kitchen cavern again, |ess agitated but | ooking
for sonething or someone.

A girl energed fromthe living cavern, saw the fire lizard and held up her

arm The little queen delicately |landed, stroking the girl's face with her
tiny head while the girl evidently reassured her. Tlie two wal ked out into the
Bow .
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"You' ve never seen one, Harper?" asked an anused voice, and El gi on cane out of
his trance to attend the weyrwoman who' d been serving hi mfood.

“"No, | hadn't"
She | aughed at the wistfulness in his voice. "Thafs Gail, Fnor's little

qgueen," Felena told him Then abruptly she asked Elgion if he'd Iike nore
st ew.

He politely declined because he'd already had two platefuls: food being the
weyr's way of reassuring those they rescued.

"I really should be finding out if I can get back to Half-Crcle Sea Hol d.
They' Il have di scovered ny absence and..."

"Don't worry on that account, Harper, for word was passed back through the
fighting wings. They'll let Half-Crcle know you' re safely here."

El gi on expressed proper gratitude, but he couldn't help fretting over Yanus's
di spl easure. He would sinmply have to make it clear that he'd been follow ng
Weyr orders, and Yanus was nothing if not obedient to his Weyr. Nonthel ess,
Elgion did not relish his return to the Sea Hold. He also couldn't politely

i nsi st on goi ng when he chose because the dragons were tired as they returned
to their Weyr, Thread successfully obliterated on this Fall.

Sone of the young Harper's worst apprehensions were relieved by Tgellan, the
bronze wi ngl eader in charge of that Fall

"I nyself told themyou were safe, and a good thing, too. They were all ready
to nount a search. Wich, for old Yanus, is a renmarkabl e concession."

El gion grimaced. "l suppose it wouldn't look well to lose two Harpers in a
short tine."

"Nonsense. Already Yanus prizes you above fishl O so Alem said."
"Was he angry?"
"Who? Yanus?"

"No, Alem .’



113

"Why? |'d say he was better pleased than Yanus to hear you were safe and
scorel ess at Benden. More inportant; did you see any signs of fire lizard
cl ut ches?"

Tgel | an sighed, stripping off his wide riding helt and openi ng the heavy
wher hi de jacket. "How we need the silly creatures.™

"Are they that useful ?"

Tgel  an gave hima | ong | ook, "Possibly not. Lessa thinks thema rea

nui sance; but they | ook, and act, l|ike dragons. And they give those
narr ow- m nded, hi debound, insensitive Lord Holders just that necessary glinpse
of what it is to ride a dragon. That is going to make life ... and progress .

easier for us in the Wyrs."

El gion rather hoped that this had been nmade plain to Yanus; and he was going
to tactfully suggest that he was ready to go back to the Sea Hold when the
bronze rider was called away to check a dragon's w ng injury.

El gion found the additional delay instructive. He decided he would put his
observations to good use in getting back into Yanus's favor--for he had an
opportunity to see Weyr life as unsung in Saga and Ballad. An injured dragon
cried as piteously as a child until his wounds were salved with nunbweed. A
dragon also cried distressingly if his rider was injured. El gion watched the
touching sight of a green dragon, crooning anxiously at her rider as he | eaned
agai nst her forearm whfle the weyrwonmen dressed his TTireadscored arm Elgion
saw t he weyrlings bathing and oiling their young beasts, the Wyr's severa
fire lizards assisting. He saw t he youngsters of the Weyr refilling firestone
sacks for the next Fall, and couldn't fail to notice that they nade | ess work
of the onerous chore than Sea Hold | ads woul d have done. He even ventured to
peer into the Hatching G ound where golden Ranoth lay curled protectively
around her eggs. He ducked out of sight; hoping she hadn't seen him

Ti me passed so quickly that El gion was surprised to
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hear the kitchen wonen calling everyone in to eat. He hovered at the entrance,
wonderi ng what to do when Tgel | an grabbed him by the arm and propelled himto
an enpty table.

"G sel, conme over here with that bronze nuisance of yours. | want the

Hal f-Circle Harper to see him G sel has one of the original clutch Fnor

di scovered in Southern,"” Tgellan said in an undertone as they watched the
stocky young man weaving his way through the tables towards them balancing a
bronze fire lizard on his forearm

This is RH Harper," Gsel said, extending his armto El gion. "M, be
courteous; he's a Harper."

Wth great dignity the fire lizard extended his w ngs, executing what El gion
construed to be a bow, while the jewel ed eyes regarded himintently. Not
knowi ng how one saluted a fire lizard, Elgion tentatively extended his hand.

"Scratch his eye ridges," G sel suggested. "They all love that."



To Elgion's delight and anazenment, the fire lizard accepted the caress, and as
El gion's stroking eased an itch, Rill's eyelids began to close in sensuous
pl easure.

"He's anot her convert," said Tgellan, laughing and pulling out his chair. The
noi se roused the fire lizard from somol ence and his hissed softly at Tgellan
Tney're bold creatures, too, youTl notice, Harper, with no respect for
degree. "

This was evidently an old jibe, for G sel, seating hinmself, paid it no heed,
but coaxed Rill to step onto a padded shoul der rest so he could eat the dinner
now bei ng served.

"How much do they understand?" El gion asked, taking the chair opposite G se
so he could see Rill better

To hear Mrrimtal k about her three, everything,"
Tgel l an snorted w th good-natured derision

"I can ask Rill to carry a nessage to any place he's already been. No, to a
person he knows at anot her
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Hold or Weyr |'ve taken himto. He follows ne no matter where | go. Even
during TTireadfall." At Tgel-lan's snort, G sel added, "I told you to watch
today, Tgellan. Rill was with us."

"Yes, so tell Elgion howlong it takes Rill to come back fromdelivering a
nmessage. "

"Al'l right; all right," said Gsel with a |augh as he stroked Ri Il
af fectionately. "And when you've one of your own, Tgellan..."
"Possi bly, possibly,” the bronze rider said easily. "Unless Elgion here finds
us another clutch, well just have to stay jeal ous of you."

Tgel  an changed the subject then to ask about Half-Circle Hold, general
guestions that did not enmbarrass or conpronise Elgion. Tgellan evidently knew
Yanus's reputation

"If you feel too isolated there, Harper, don't fail to fly the signal and
we'll pop you up for an evening here.”

"Hat ching's soon," G sel suggested, grinning and giving El gion a w nk.

"Hell be here for that certainly," Tgellan agreed.

Then Rill creeled for a bite to eat while the bronze rider chided G sel for
turning the lizard into an inportunate beggar. El gion noticed Tgellan

hinself, finding a titbit for the little bronze, however, and he, too, offered
Rill some meat, which the creature daintily accepted fromthe knife.

By the end of the nmeal Elgion was ready to brave Yanus's worst displeasure and
wath to find a fire lizard clutch and Inpress a fire lizard of his own. That
prospect nmade his inevitable return easier.

"I'"d better do you the honors, Elgion," Tgellan said, rising at last fromthe
table. "And 1'd also better get you back early. No sense aggravati ng Yanus



nore than necessary."

El gion wasn't certain how to take that remark or the wi nk that acconpanied it,
particularly as it was now full dark and for all he knew, the Hold doors were
al ready barred for the night Too late now to wi sh he'd
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gone back as soon as the dragonriders had returned fromthe Fall. But then he
woul dn't have net Rll.

They were aloft, Elgion reveling in the experience, craning his head to see as
much as possible in the clear night air. He had only a glinpse of the Hi gher
Benden Range hills before Tgell an asked Monarth to take them between.

Suddenly, it was no longer full dark: the sun was a handspan above the gl ow ng
sea as they burst into the air above Half-Circle Harbor

"Told you 1I'd get you back early,"” Tgellan said, turning to grin at the
Harper's startled exclamation. "W're not supposed to time it, but all in a
good cause."

Monarth circled down lazily so that everyone in the Sea Hold was gathered on
t he hol dway when they | anded. Yanus strode a few paces ahead of the others
whi |l e El gi on searched the faces for Alem's

Tgel l an | eaped fromthe bronze's shoul der and made a show of assisting Elgion
as the entire Hold cheered loudly for their Harper's safe return

Tm neither crippled or old,” Elgion nuttered under his breath, aware of
Yanus's approach. "Don't overdo it"

Tgellan laid his armacross Elgion's shoulders in a conradely fashion, beamn ng
at the oncoming Sea Holder. "Not at aU," he said out of the corner of his
nmout h. "The Weyr approves!"

"Sea Hol der, | am profoundly enbarrassed at the inconvenience..."

"No, Harper Elgion," Tgellan interrupted him "any apol ogies are the Wyrs.
You were adamant in wishing to return to Half-Circle i mediately. But Lessa
needed to have his report, Yanus, so we had to wait."

What ever Yanus had been about to say to his erring Harper was nearly bl ocked
by Tgell an's obvi ous approval. The Sea Hol der rocked a bit on his feet,

bl i nki ng as he reorgani zed his thoughts.

"Any fire lizard sign you di scover nust be nade
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known to the Weyr as soon as possible/' Tgellan continued blithely.

"Then that tale is true?" Yanus asked in a grunble of disbelief. "TTiose..
those creatures do exist?"

"They do indeed, sir/' Elgion replied warmy. "I have seen, touched and fed a
bronze fire lizard; his nane is Rill. He's about as big as ny forearm..."

"You did? He is?" Alem had pushed through the crowd, breathless from
excitement and the exercise of hobbling as fast as he could down the hol dway.



"Then you did find sonething in the cave?"

"Hi e cave?" Elgion had forgotten all about his original destination that
nor ni ng.

"What cave?" denanded Tgel |l an. "The cave . " and El gi on gul ped and t hen
bol dly enbroi dered on the lie Tgellan had begun, "I told Lessa about. Surely
you were in the roomthen."

"\What cave?" denanded Yanus, stepping close to the younger men, his voice
hal f -angry because he was bei ng excluded fromthe conversation

"The cave that Alenmi and | spotted on the shore near the Dragon Stones/'

El gion said, trying to give the proper cues. "Aleni/' Elgion had to address
Tgel lan now, "is the Sea Man who saw the fire lizards |last spring near the
Dragon Stones. Two-three days back, we sailed down the coast and saw the cave.
Thafs where | think it's likely well find fire lizard eggs."

"Well, then, since you' re now safely in your Hold, Harper Elgion, | will |eave
you." Tgellan couldn't wait to get back to Minarth. And the cave

"You'll let us knowif you find anything, won't you?" Elgion called after him
and received only a wild armgesture before the bronze rider swng hinself up
to Monarth's back.

"We offered himno hospitality for his trouble in returning you," Yanus said,
worried and sonmewhat aggrieved by the bronze rider's precipitous departure.

"He'd just eaten," Elgion replied, as the bronze

dragon beat his way upward above the sunset-lit waters of the harbor
"So early."

"Ah, he'd been fighting Thread. And he's wi ngl eader, so he nust be back at the
Weyr . "

That did inpress Yanus.

Ri der and dragon wi nked out, drawing a startled exclamation of delight from
everyone. Alem caught El-gion's eye, and the Harper had to suppress his grin:
he'd share the full jest with Alem later. Only would the joke be on hinself
if after all the half-truths Tgellan found fire lizard eggs ... or a piper

in the cave?

"Harper Elgion," said Yanus firmy, waving the rest of the holders away from
them as he pointed to the Hold door. "Harper Elgion, |1'd be grateful for a few
wor ds of explanation.™”

"Indeed, sir, and |I've nuch to report to you of happenings in the Wyr."

El gion respectfully followed the Sea Hol der. He knew now how to deal with
Yanus with no further recourse to evasions or |lies.
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Chapter 10

Then ny feet took off and my |l egs went, too, So ny body was obliged to foll ow
Me with ny hands and ny nouth futt of cress And ny throat too dry to swall ow



When MenoUy roused, she was in a quiet dark place and something crooned
confortingly in her ear. She knew it was Beauty, but she wondered how she
could be so warmall over. She noved, and her feet felt big, stuffed and very
sore.

She nust have nmde sone sound because she heard a soft npbvenent and then the
glow in the corner of the roomwas hal f-unshiel ded

"Are you confortable? Are your feet painful?"

The warnt h beside Menolly's ear disappeared. O ever Beauty, Menolly thought
wi th approval after an in-stanfs fear of discovery.

Soneone was bendi ng over Menolly now, securing the sleeping furs about her
shoul ders; someone whose hands were gentle, soothing, who snelled of clean
herbs and faintly of numbweed.

"They only hurt a little,” Menolly replied untruthfully because her feet had
taken to throbbing so hard she was afraid the woman coul d hear them

Her soft murmur and her gentle hands denied Menolly's stoicism
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"You must surely be hungry. You' ve slept all day."

"l have?"

"We gave you fellis juice. You' d run your feet to ribbons ..." There was a
slight hesitation in the woman's voice. "They'll be fine in a sevenday. No
serious cuts." The quiet voice held a ripple of anusement "Tgran is convi nced
you're the fastest . . . runner in Pern."

"I"'mnot a runner. |I'mjust agirl."

"Not "just a girl. I'll get you sonething to eat And then it's best if you

sl eep again."

Al one, Menolly tried not to think of her throbbing feet and a body which felt
st one- heavy, inmmbile. She worried for fear Beauty or some of the others would
cone and be di scovered by the weyrwonman, and what woul d happen to Lazy with no
one to nmake him hunt for hinself and..

"I'"'m Manora," the wonman said as she returned with a bow of steam ng stew and
a mug. "You realize that you' re at Benden Weyr? Good. You may stay here, you
know, as long as you w sh."

"I can?" Arelief as intense as the pain in her feet flooded Menolly.
"Yes, you can," and the firmess of that reply nmade that right inalienable.

"Menolly is ny nane . She hesitated because Manora was noddi ng. "How did

you know?"
Manora notioned for her to continue eating. "I've seen you at Half-Circle, you
know, and the Harper asked the wi ngl eader to keep search for you . .. after

you di sappeared. W& won't discuss that now, Menolly, but | do assure you that
you can stay at Benden."

"Pl ease don't teU them.."



"As you wi sh. Finish your stew and take all the drink. You must sleep to
heal . "

She left as noiselessly as she'd come, but Menolly was reassured. Manora was
headworman at Benden Weyr, and what she said was so.

"Die stew was delicious, thick with meat chunks and
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satisfying with herb flavors. She'd alnost finished it when she heard a faint
rustl e and Beauty returned, piteously broadcasting hunger. Wth a sigh

Menol |y pushed the bow under the little queen's nose. Beauty licked it dry,
then humred softly and rubbed her face against Menoll/s cheek

"Where are the others?" Menolly asked, worriedly.

The little queen gave anot her hum and began to curl herself up in a ball by
Menol I /s shoul der. She woul dn't have been so relaxed if the others were in
trouble, Menolly thought, as she sipped the fellis juice.

"Beauty," Menolly whispered, nudging the queen, "if anyone conmes, you go. You
mustn't be seen here. Do you understand?"

The queen rustled her wings irritably.

"Beauty, you mustn't be seen." Menolly spoke as sternly as she could, and the
gueen opened one eye, which whirled slowy. "Ch dear, won't you understand?"
The queen gave a soft reassuring croon and then closed both I|ids.

The fellis juice was already nmelting Menollys linbs into weightl essness. The
dreadful throb of her feet eased. As her eyes relentlessly closed, Menolly had
one | ast thought: how had Beauty known where she was?

When Menolly woke, it was to hear faint sounds of children |aughing, an

i nfectious | aughter that nmade her grin and wonder what caused such happi ness.
Beauty was gone but the space where she'd lain by Menollys head was warmto
the touch. The curtain across the cubicle parted and a figure was sil houetted
agai nst the |ight beyond.

"Whafs the matter with you all of a sudden, Reppa?" the girl said softly to
someone Menolly couldn't see. "Oh, all right I'mwell rid of you for now " She
turned and saw Menol Iy | ooking at her. "How do you feel today?" As she
adjusted the glow for full light, Menolly saw a girl about her own age, dark
hair tied primy back froma face that was sad, tired
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and oddly mature. Then she smled, and the inpression of maturity dissol ved.
"Did you really run across Nerat?"

"I really didn't, although my feet feel as if they had."

"I'magine itl And you hol dbred and out during a Falll" "Hi ere was a grudgi ng
respect in her voice.

"I was running for shelter,” Menolly felt obliged to say.

" Speaki ng of running, Manora couldn't come to see you herself right now so



you're in nmy charge. She's told ne exactly what to do," and the girl grimaced
with such feeling that Menolly had a swift vision of Manora delivering her
preci se and careful instructions, "and |'ve had a | ot of experience..." An
expression of pain and anxi ety crossed her face.

"Are you Manora's fosterling?" asked Menolly politely.

The expression deepened for a nonment, and then the girl erased all expression
fromher face, drawi ng her shoulders up with pride. "No, |I'm Brekke's. My nane
is Mnim | used to be in the Southern Weyr."

She nade the statenent as if that should make all plain to Menolly.

"You nean, in the Southern Continent?"

Tes," and M nim sounded irritated.

"I didn't know anyone lived there." The words were no sooner out of her nouth
than Menolly remenbered some snippet of information overheard in conversations
between Petiron and her father.

"\Where have you been all your life?" demanded Mrrim exasperated.

"In Half-Circle Sea Hold," Menolly replied neekly because she didn't wish to
offend the girl.

Mrrimstared at her.

"Haven't you ever heard of it?" It was Menollys turn to be condescendi ng. "W
have the bi ggest dock cavern on Pern."

Mrrimcaught her eye, and then both girls began to | augh, the monent in which
their friendship began.
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"Look, let me help you to the necessary, you must be bursting . and

Mrrimbristly threw back the sleeping fur. "You just |lean on ne."

Menol |y had to because her feet were incredibly sore, even with M nim
supporting nost of her weight Fortunately the necessary was no nore than a iew
steps beyond the sleeping cubicle. By the tine Menolly crawl ed back into her
bed, she was shaking all over.

"Stay on your stomach, Menolly; it'll be easier to change your bandages,"
Mrrimsaid. "I haven't had to do many feet, if s true; but if you don't have
to see whafs going on, that nakes it easier. Everyone at Southern said ny
hands are gentle, and I'Il drown your feet in nunbweed. O would you want somne

nore fellis juice? Manora said you could,"
Menol |y shook her head.

"Brekke ..." and here Mninms voice faltered briefly, "Brekke taught me how to
change sticky bandages because I... Ch, dearie ne, your feet |ook just like
raw meat Ooops, that's not the right thing to say, but they do. TTiey wzS be
all right, Manora said," and there was such confidence in that statenent that
Menol ly preferred to believe it, too. "Now Threadscore . . . thaf s nasty.

You' ve just lost all the skin on your feet, thaf s aH, but | expect you fee
thaf s quite enough. Sony. Caught you there. Anyway, you'll not even have
scars once the new skin grows, and if s really amazi ng how qui ckly skin does



grow. Or so |'ve observed. Now Tnreadscore, thafs nasty for healing. Never
quite fades. Lucky for you Tgran's Branth spotted you running. Dragons are
very | ongsi ghted, you know. There, now, this should help..."

Menol |y gasped involuntarily as Mrrimslathered cool numbweed on her right
foot. She'd been biting her Iips against the pain while Mrrim wth very
gentl e hands indeed, had renoved the bl ood-caked bandages but the relief from
pain was al nost a shock. If she'd only lost the skin fromher feet, why did
they hurt so rmuch nmore than her hand had?
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"Now, we've only the left foot to go. The nunbweed does help, doesn't it? Did
you ever have to bofl it?" Mrrimasked with a groan and, as usual, didn't

wait for an answer. 'Tor three days | just grit ny teeth and dose ny nose and
firmMy remnd nyself that it would be so nuch worse if we didn't have
nunbweed. | suppose thafs the bad with the good Manora's al ways sayi ng we have
to have. But you'll be relieved to know that there's no sign of infection..."

"Infection?" Menolly jerked herself up on her el bows, craning her head about

"WIl you keep still?" Mrrimglared so authoritatively that Menolly forced
herself to relax. Al she could see of her feet were salve-sneared heels. "And
you're very, very lucky there isn't any infection. After all, you'd been
runni ng shoel ess over sand, dirt and goodness knows what It took us forever to
wash the grit off." Mnimmde a synpathetic sound. "Just as well we'd dosed
you good. "

"You're sure there's no infection this tinme?"

"This time? You haven't done this before, have you?" Mnims voice was
shocked.

"No, not ny feet My hand,"” and Menolly turned on her side, holding out her
scarred hand. She was considerably gratified by the concerned pity in Mnins
face as she exam ned the wound.

' However did you do that?"

"I was gutting packtafl, and the knife slipped."

"You were lucky to miss the tendons."

"M ss?"

"Well, you are using those fingers. A bit drawn that scar, though,” M nim

cl ucked her tongue with professional dismay. "Don't think nuch of your Hold's

nursing if thafs any sanple."

"Packtafl slime is difficulty as bad as Threadscore in its own way," Menolly
nmuttered, perversely defending her Hold.

"Be that as it may," and Mrrimgave the foot bandage a final twitch, "we'll
see you don't have any such
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trouble with your feet. Now, FlI|I bring you sonething to eat You nust be
starved..."



Now t hat the worst of the dressing was over and the nunbweed had deadened the
pain in her feet, Menolly was definitely aware of the enptiness in her
st omach.

"So I'lIl be right back, Menolly, and if you need anything after that, just
shout for Sanra. She's below on the Floor, minding the little ones, and she
knows she's to listen for you."

As Menol |y worked her way through the generous nmeal M nim brought, she

refl ected on sone harsh truths. Definitely Mavi had given her the distinct

i npression that she'd never be able to use her hand again. Yet Mavi was too
skilled a healer not to have known that the knife had m ssed the finger
tendons. She had deliberately let the hand heal with drawn flesh. It was
painfully clear to Menolly that Mavi, as well as Yanus, had not wanted her to
be able to play again.

Gimy Mnolly vowed that she'd never, never return to Half-Grcle. Her

refl ecti ons made her doubt Manora's assurance that she could stay at Benden
Weyr. No matter, she could run away again. Run she could, and live hol dl ess.
And that's what she'd do. Wy, she'd run across all Pern ... And why not?
Menol | y became pleased with the notion. Indeed, there was nothing to stop her
running right to the Master-harperhall in Fort Hold. Maybe Petiron had sent
her songs to Masterharper Robinton. Maybe they were nore than just tw ddles.
Maybe . . . but there was no maybe about returning to Half-Circle Holdl TTiat
she woul d not do.

Tie issue did not arise over the next few days whfle her feet itched--Mrrim
said that was a good sign of healing--and she found herself beginning to fret
with inpatience at her disability.

She al so worried about her fire lizards now she wasn't able to forage for
them But the first evening when Beauty reappeared, her little eyes darting
about the chanmber to be sure Menolly was al one, there was
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not hi ng of hunger in her manner. She daintily accepted the norsels that
Menol |y had carefully saved from her supper. Rocky and Di ver appeared just as
she was drifting off to sleep. However, they pronptly curled thenselves up to
sl eep against the small of her back, which they wouldn't have done if they'd
been hungry.

They were gone the nest norning, but Beauty |ingered, stroking her head
agai nst Menol |l /s cheek until she heard footsteps in the corridor. Menolly
shooed her away, telling her to stay with the others.

"I know if s boring to stay abed,” Mrrimagreed the third norning with a
weary sigh that told Menolly Mrrimwould gladly have swapped pl aces, "but
it's kept you out of Lessa's way. Since the ... well,"” and M ni mcensored what
she'd been about to say. "Wth Ranoth broody over those eggs, we're al
treadi ng hot sands until they Hatch, so it's better you're here."

' There nust be sonething | can do, now that |I'mbetter. 1'mgood with nmy hands
" and then Menolly, too, halted uncertainly.

"You could help Sanra with the little ones if you would. Can you tell any
stories?"

"Yes, | ..." and Menolly all but blurted out what she'd done at the Sea
Hold,"... can at |east keep them



anused. "

Weyrbred children were not |ike Hold children, Menolly discovered: they were
nore active physically, possessed of insatiable curiosity for every detail she
cared to tell themabout fishing and sailing. It was only when she taught them
to fashion tiny boats of sticks and wi de root |eaves and sent them off to sai
the skiffs in the Weyr | ake that she had any rest the first norning.

In the afternoon, she anmused the younger ones by recounting how Tgran had
rescued her. Thread was not as automatically horrifying to Weyr children as it
woul d be to Holders, and they were far nore interested in her running and
rescue than in what she was running from Unconsciously she fell into a

rhym ng pattern and caught herself up sharply just before she'd
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conceived a tune. The children didn't seemto notice fortunately, and then it
was tinme to peel tubers for the evening neal

It was difficult to subdue that little tune as she worked. Really it had
exactly the cadence of her running stride..

n O,]I "
"Did you cut yoursel f?" asked Sanra fromthe other side of the table.

"No," replied Menolly, and she grinned with great good hunor. She had j ust
realized something very inportant She wasn't in the Sea Hold any | onger. And
no one here knew about her harpering. Likewi se no one would know if it were
her own songs she humed when she felt |ike humm ng. So she began to hum her
runni ng song, and was doubly pleased with herself because the tune matched her
paring strokes, too.

"Ifs arelief to hear sonmeone happy," remarked Sanra, smling encouragingly at
Menol | y.

Menol ly realized then that she'd been vaguely aware all day of the fact that
t he atnosphere in the living cavern rem nded her of those tines when the
fishing fleet was overdue in a stormand everyone was "waiting." Mrrimwas
very worried about Brekke but she woul dn't say why, and Menolly was rel uctant
to broach the girl's sad reserve

"I''"'m happy because ny feet are healing," she told Sanra and then hurried on
"but I wish someone would tell ne whaf s wong with Brekke. | know Mnims
worried sick about her..."

Sanra stared at Menolly for a nmoment "You nean, you haven't heard about..."
she | owered her voice and gl anced about to make sure they weren't overheard,
" about the queens?"

"No. No one tells girls anything in the Sea Hold."

Sanra | ooked surprised but accepted the explanation. "Wll, Brekke used to be
at Sout hern, you did know that? Good. And when FTar bani shed all the
rebellious AOdtiners to Southern, the Southerners had to go
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somewhere. Tbor becane Weyrl eader at Fort Hold, Kylara . and Sanra's



usual ly gentle voi ce became hard, "Kylara was Weyrwoman for Prideth, with
Brekke and Wrenth . . ." Sanra was having enough trouble telling the tale so
Menol |y was very glad she hadn't asked Mrrim "Wrenth rose to mate, but
Kylara ..." and the nane was spoken with intense hatred, "Kylara hadn't taken
Prideth far enough away. She was close to mating, too, and when Wrenth flew
the bronzes, she rose, and..."

TTiere were tears in Sanra's eyes, and she shook her head, unable to continue.
"Both queens... died?"

Sanra nodded.

"Brekke's alive, though... Isn't she?"

"Kylara |l ost her mind, and we're desperately afraid that Brekke will |ose hers
" Sanra mopped the tears fromher face, sniffing back her sorrow

"Poor Mrrim And she's been so good to nel"
Sanra sniffed again, this time from pique.
"Mrrimlikes to think she's got the cares of the Weyr on her shoul ders.™

"Well, 1've a lot nore respect for her the way she keeps on goi ng when she's
worried sick than if she crept off someplace and just felt sorry ion herself."

Sanra stared at Menolly. "No need to bristle at me, girl, and if you keep on
stabbi ng your knife that way, you will cut yourself."

44W 11 Brekke be all right?" asked Menolly after a few mnutes' strict
attention to her peeling.

"W hope so," but Sanra didn't sound confident. "No, we do. You see, Ranoth's
clutch is about to hatch, and Lessa is certain that Brekke could Inpress the
gueen. You see, she can speak to any of the dragons, the way Lessa can, and
GraH and Berd are always with her... Here comes Mrrim"

Menolly had to admit that Mrrim who only nunbered the same Turns as she did,
did assune an offici ous manner. She coul d understand that an ol der
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worman |i ke Sanra might not take kindly to it Yet Me-nolly had no fault to find
with Mnims mnistrations. And she let the girl bustle her off to her cubicle
to change t he bandages.

"You' ve been on themall day, and | want to be sure no dirf s in the scabs,"
she said, briskly.

Menol |y obediently lay on her stomach in the bed and then tentatively
suggest ed that perhaps tonorrow she coul d change her own bandages and save
M ni m sonme wor Kk,

"Don't be silly. Feet are very awkward, but you're not You should just hear
CTtarel conplain. He got Threadscored during the last Fall. You'd think he was
the only one ever in the world scored. And besides, Manora said | was to take
care of you. You're easy, you don't noan, groan, conplain, and swear |ike
Ctarel. Now, these are healing nicely. In spite of the way it mght feel to
you. Manora says that feet hurt worse than any part of your body, but hands.



Thaf s why it seens nuch worse to you, | expect”

Menol |y had no argunent and breathed a sigh of relief that the painful session
was now over.

Tou taught the weyrlings howto nmake those little boats, didn't you?"

Menol |y flipped over, startled, and wondering if she'd done wong, but Mnim
was grinning.

"You shoul d have seen the dragons snorting them about the | ake." M nim
gi ggl ed. "Having the grandest time. | haven't |aughed so much in weeks. There
you arel” And Mrrimbustled away on some ot her errand.

The following day Mrrim hovering beside her, Menolly wal ked sl owy and not
too painfully through the Iliving cavern and into the main kitchen cavern for
the first tine.

"Ranmoth's eggs are fust about to Hatch," Mrrimtold her as she placed Menolly
at one of the worktables along the back side of the huge cave. '"There's
not hi ng wong with your hands, and well need all the help we can get for the
feast..."
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"And maybe your Brekke will be better?"

"Ch, she's got to be, Menolly, she's got to be." Mrrimscrubbed her hands
toget her anxiously. "If she isn't, | don't know what w |l beconme of her and
Fnor. He cares so nmuch. Manora's as worried about himas she is about
Brekke. .."

"Ifll all cone right, Mrrim |I'msure it will,"
confidence she could nuster into her voice.

Menol |y said, putting all the
"Ch, do you really think so?" Mnimdropped her pose of bustling efficiency
and was briefly a young, bew I dered girl in need of reassurance.

"I nmost certainly dol" And Menolly was angry with Sanra's unkind statenents of
the day before. "Wy, when | thought 1'd be scored to death, Tgran appear ed.
And when | thought they'd all be Threaded ..." Menolly hastily shut her nouth,
frantically trying to think of sonething to fill that gap. She'd alnost told

M ni m about saving the fire |izards.

<4They nust belong to sonmebody,"” a man said in a loud, frustrated tone of
Voi ce.

Two dragonriders entered the kitchen cavern, slapping dusty gl oves agai nst
sandy boots and | oosening their riding belts.

"They could be attracted by the ones we have, Tgellan."

"Consi dering how badly we need the creatures .

"In the egg..."

"It's a raking nuisance to have a whole flamng fair that no one will clain"”

The next thing Menolly knew, Beauty appeared over her head, gave a terrified
squawk and | anded on Me-noll/s thinly clad shoul der. Beauty wapped her tafl,



choking tight, about Menolly's neck and buried her face into her hair. Rocky
and Diver seized the cloth of her shirt in their claws, struggling to burrow
into her arnms. TTie air was full of frightened fire lizards, diving at her
and M nim who nade no attenpt to defend herself, stared with utter amazemnent
at Menol ly.
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"Mrrin? Do they belong to you after all?" cried Tgellan as he strode towards
their table.

"No, they're not mine." Mrrimpointed to Menolly. "They're hers."

Menol | y was speechl ess, but she nanaged to contain Rocky and Diver. The others
toot refuge on | edges above her, broadcasting fear and uncertainty. She was
just as confused as the fire lizards, because why were they in the Wyr? And

the Weyr seened to know about fire lizards, and..

"Well soon know whose they are," said a woman's angry voice, carrying clearly

in the pause. A small, slimwoman in riding gear canme striding purposefully
into the main section of the kitchen cavern. "I asked Ra-moth to speak to
them.."

She was foll owed by anot her rider

"Over here, Lessa,'
Menol | / s.

Tgel  an sai d, beckoning, but his gaze did not |eave

At the sound of that name, she struggled out of the chair, with the fire
lizards squawking and trying to retain their balance and hold on her. Al

Menol ly could think of was to keep out of Lessa's way, but she got tangled up
in the chairs about the table and painfully stubbed her toes. Mrrimgrabbed
her arm trying to make her sit down, and there seenmed to be nore fire |izards
than Menolly could claimcircling over her head and cluttering wldly.

"WIl someone quiet this |lot?" demanded the small, dark wonman, confronting
Menol Iy, her fists on her riding belts, her eyes snapping with anger. "Ranoth!
if you would..."

Abruptly, complete silence reigned in the huge kitchen cavern. Menolly felt
Beauty trenbling nore violently than ever agai nst her neck, and the tal ons of
the two bronzes dug into her arns and sides.

"Thafs better," said Lessa, her eyes brilliant. "And who are you? Are these
all yours?"

"My nanme is Menolly, please and," Menolly gl anced
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up nervously at all the fire lizards perched silently with whirling eyes on
| edges and hanging fromthe ceiling, "not all of these are nine."

"Menol | y?" Some of Lessa's anger abated in her perplexity. "Menolly?" She was
trying to place the nane.

"Manora told you about her, Lessa,"” said Mrrim which Menolly thought greatly
daring and very much appreciated. "Tgran rescued her from Threadfall. She'd
run her feet raw "



"Ah, yes. So, Menolly, how many fire lizards do | ook to you?"

Menolly was trying to figure out whether Lessa was annoyed or pleased, and if
she had too many fire |lizards would she be sent back to Half-Circle. She felt
Mrrimprod her in the ribs.

"These," Menolly indicated the three clinging to her and felt Mrrimdig her
again, "and only six of those up there."

"Only six of those up there?"

Menol |y saw Lessa's fingers drumm ng on her wide riding belt; she heard one of
t he dragonriders nuffling a sound; and gl ancing up saw that he had his hand
over his nouth. But his eyes were dancing with [aughter. Then she dared | ook
at Lessa's face and saw the slight smle on the Weyrwoman's face.

That's makes nine, | think," Lessa said. "Just how did you contrive to inpress
nine fire lizards, Menolly?"

"I didn't contrive. I was in the cave when they hatched, and they were hungry,
you see. |'d a sackful of spiderclaws so | fed them.."

"Cave? \Were?" Lessa's words were crisp but not unkind.
"On the coast. Above Nerat, by the Dragon Stones."

Tgel lan uttered an exclamation. "You were living in that cave? | found jars
and pots... no sign of fire lizard shells.”

"I didn't think fire lizards clutched in caves," Lessa remnarked.
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"It was only because the tide was high and the clutch woul d have been washed
away. | helped lie queen put theminto the cave."

Lessa regarded Menolly steadily for a | ong noment "You hel ped the fire
l'izard?"

'Tes, you see |I'd fallen over the cliff, and they--the queen and her bronzes,
fromthe old clutch, not these here," and Menolly jerked her chin at Beauty,
Rocky and Diver, "they wouldn't let me get off tie beach until | helped them"

Tgel l an was staring at her, but the other two riders were grinning broadly.
Then Menolly saw that Mnim too, was snmiting with delight Mre unbelievable
to Menolly in her confusion, was the fact that a little brown fire lizard was
perched on Mrrims shoulder, intently staring at Beauty who woul dn't take her
head out of Menolly's hair.

"I"d like to hear the whole story, in sequence, one day," Lessa said. "Right
now, will you please keep your |ot under control and with you? They're
upsetting Ranoth and all the others. N ne, eh?" And Lessa sighed, turning
away. "Wen | think where | could use nine eggs to good purpose..."

"Please... do you need nore fire lizard eggs?"
| *ssa whirled so fast that Menolly took an involuntarily backward step

"OfF course we need fire lizard eggsl Were have you been that you don't know?"
She turned on Tgellan. "You're wi ngleader. Didn't you informall the sea



hol ds?"

"Yes, | did, Lessa," and Tgellan | ooked straight at Menolly now, "just about
the tinme Menolly first disappeared fromher hold. Right, Menolly? The sweep
ri ders have been on the | ookout for her ever since, but she was hol ed up snug
as you please in that cave, with nine fire lizards."

Menol |y hung her head hi despair.
"Pl ease, Weyrwornan, don't send me back to Half-Circle Hold!"
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"A girl who can inpress rune fire lizards," said Lessa in a sharp rippling
tone that made Menolly | ook up, "does not belong in a Sea Hold. Tgellan, find
out fromMenolly where that clutch is and secure it for us imediately. Let us
fervently hope it hasn't hatched." To Menolly's intense relief, Lessa actually
snmled at her, obviously in a nuch inproved tenper. "Renenber to keep those
pesky creatures away from Ranoth. M nimcan help you train them Hers are
quite useful now. "

She swept away, |leaving the entire cavern breathless. Activity suddenly picked
up on all sides of the kitchen. Menolly felt Mrrimpressing her into a chair,
she sank weakly down. She found a cup of klah in her hands and heard Tgell an
urging her to take a few sips.

"One's first encounter with Lessa is apt to be unnerving."

"She's... she's so small," Menolly said dazedly.
"Size is irrelevant”

Menol |y turned anxiously to Mrrim "Did she really nean it? | can stay,
Mrrin"

"I'f you can inpress nine fire lizards, you belong here. But why didn't you
tefl me about then? Didn't you see nmne? |'ve only the three..."

Tgel lan clicked his tongue at Mrrim who stuck hers out at him
"I told mne to stay in the cave..."

"And here we've been wracking our brains,” Mrrimwent on, "accusing riders of
hoar di ng eggs. .

"I didn't know you peopl e needed fire lizards..."

"Mnim stop teasing her; she's unnerved. Menolly, drink your klah and rel ax,"
TgeEan told her.

Menol |y obedi ently sipped her klah, but she felt obliged to explain about the
boys in her Sea Hold who could think of nothing but snaring fire lizards; and
she felt so strongly that that was wong that she hadn't even nentioned seeing
t hem mat i ng.

"Under the circunmstances, you did just as you should, Menolly," said Tgellan.
"But let's get to that
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clutch and rescue it Were did you see it? How cl ose do you think it is to
Hat chi ng?"

"The eggs were still pretty soft when | found themthe day Tgran rescued ne.
And if s about a half-norning's walk fromthe Dragon Stones."

"A few m nutes' glide by dragonback; but south? north? \Were?"
"Well, south, where a streamfeeds into the sea.”

Tgel l an rai sed his eyes in exasperation. "TTiat describes too many pl aces.
You'd better conme with ne."

"Tgell an,” M ni m sounded shocked. "Menolly's feet are in shreds..."

"So is Lessa's tenper. Well wap her feet in hides, but we must get those
eggs. And you're not headworman yet, ny girl," Tgellan said, waggling a finger
at Mr-rim

It didn't take long to outfit Menolly. Mrrim as if to make up for her

of fiti ousness, brought her own wherhide riding jacket and headgear and a pair
of vastly oversized boots. They were eased over Menolly's sore and bandaged
feet and fastened tightly around her legs with |eather strips.

Rocky and Diver were reassured by tidbits of nmeat, but Beauty refused to

unw ap her tail from Menolly's neck. She chattered angrily at Tgellan when he
hal f-carried Menolly to Monarch, waiting patiently just outside the kitchen
cavern.

Tgel l an threw Menolly up the dragon's shoul der. She haul ed herself np to his
neck ridges by the fighting straps, giving her feet one or two pai nful knocks.

Tgellan started to settle hinself in front of Menolly, but Beauty cane alive,
hi ssi ng nenaci ngly and | ashing out at the dragonrider with one foreleg, talons
unsheat hed.

"She's never been so bad mannered,"” Menolly said apol ogetically.

"Monarth win you speak to her?', asked Tgell an good- naturedly.

The next instant, Beauty stopped md-hiss, chirped
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experimentally, her eyes whirling less frantically, and her tail relaxed from
its choke hold on Menolly's throat

"Thats a sight better. She does have a baleful starel”

"Ch dear!"

"I"mteasing you, Menolly. Now, |ook, | shall have Monarth tell your fair of
fire lizards exactly what we're going to do so they don't go mad when we take
off."

"Ch, would you?"

"I would, and I..." Tgellan paused, tfl have. W' re awayl"

This time Menolly could enjoy the sensations of flying. She couldn't imagine



why Petiron had found the experience so horrible. She didn't even fear the
lack of all sensation as they went between. She did feel the bitter, bitter
cold in the soles of her half-healed feet, but the pain |lasted such a fleeting
second. Abruptly, they were | ow over the Dragon Stones, coming in fromthe
sea. The sheer thrill of the flight took Menolly's breath away.

"There is a chance that the first queen mght |lay another clutch in that
cave," Tgellan said over his shoulder. "But it should be cleared of your

t hi ngs."

So they | anded on the beach with Mnarth peering rather disapprovingly at the
little cove while the water |apped gently on his feet

Her group arrived, carolling in wild delight at coming honme. A single fire
lizard appeared above and to one side of them

"Look, Tgellan, that's the old queenl”
But she'd gone when Tgellan | ooked up.

"I"'msort of sorry she saw us here. | was hoping ... Wiere was the clutch when
yon rescued it?"

"We're standing on the place.”
Monarth nmoved to one side

"Does he hear what |'mteH ng you?" Menolly whispered anxiously in Tgellan's
ear.

"Yes, so be careful how you speak of him He's very sensitive."
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"I haven't said anything, have I, that would hurt his feelings?"
"Menol Iyl " Tgell an | ooked back at her, grinning, "I was teasing you."
" ohl "

"Hmm Yes. Well, so you managed to clinb that cliff face?"

"It wasn't so hard. If you'll look, you'll see there're plenty of hand and
foot holds, even before | made a regular path."

"A regul ar path? Hmm Yes. Mpnarth, can you get us a bit closer, please?"

Monarth obligingly angled against the cliff face and raised hinself to his
haunches; Menolly was amazed to see that they could step off his shoul ders
right into the cave.

Her nine cane arrowing into the opening, trunpeting and squealing, their
bugl es abruptly anplified by the vaulting height of the inner cavern. Just as
she and Tgellan reached it, the light was suddenly bl ocked. Turning, she saw
Monarth's head in the opening, his great eyes whirling idly.

"Monarth, get your great, bloody, big head out of the light® wffl you?" asked
Tgel | an.

Monarth blinked, gave a little wistful runble, but renmoved his great head.



"Why didn't anyone find you on Search, young | ady?" Tgellan asked, and she saw
that he'd been watching her intently.

"No one's ever been Searched at Half-Circle Sea Hold."

"TTiat shouldn't surprise ne. Now, where did the old queen have her clutch?"
"Ri ght where you're standing."

Tgel I an junped si deways, giving her a second adnmonitory | ook, which she
couldn't interpret. He knelt, running his fingers through the sand, making
pl eased noi ses in his throat

"You tossed out the old shells?"
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"Yes. Was that wong?"

"l don't think so."

"Wyul d she cone back here agai n?"

"She mght If the cove waters remain high the next tine she mates. | Xyou
happen to renmenber when you saw her mating flight?"

"Yes, | do. Because we had ThreadfaH just after. The one when the | eadi ng edge
hit the marshes hal fway to Nerat"

"Good girl!" Tgellan tipped his head back, pressing his |Iips together, and
Menol |y thought he was doing some rapid nental calculations. Alem had a
simlar habit when he was charting a course. "Yes. And when did these hatch?"

"I lost track of ny sevendays, but they hatched five Falls ago."

"TTiars great. She may nate before high sunmer, if fire lizards foll ow the
same sort of cycle the dragons do during a Pass." He gl anced around him at the
bits and pieces with which she had made the cave |livable. "EKyou want any of

t hese t hi ngs?"

"Not many," Menolly said and dove for her sleeping rug. Her pipes were stil
there, so he hadn't seen themin his first visit to the cave. She bundled the
rug round the pipes again. "My oil..." she said, grabbing up the pot "111 need
t hat "

"Not realty,"” said Tgellan with a grin, "but bring it along. Manora's al ways
interested in such things."

She took her dried herbs, too, and nmade a neat package, which she could tie on
her back. Ruthlessly then she began to chuck her honmenade crockery out of the
cave entrance.

"Chl" Aghast, she rushed to the mouth, |ooking about for MNbnarth.

"You mssed him He's got nore sense than to stay around when there's a
cleaning.” Wth that Tgel kn | aunched her boiling pot into the air.

"That's everything, | think," she said.



"Lef sgol "
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At the entrance, Menolly turned for one last |ook at the cave and snmiled to
hersel f. She'd never thought to leave it; certainly not to step to the

shoul ders of a dragon. But then, she'd never thought she'd live in a cave |like
this at all, rmuch less ride a dragon. Nothi ng now marked that anyone had ever
sheltered in this cave. Even the dry sand was falling back into the
depressions their feet had made. Tgellan held out his hand to help her to
Monarth's back, and then they were away to find the fire lizard' s clutch

Chapter 11

The little queen, aU gol den
Fl ew hissing at the sea.

To keep it back,

To turn it back

She flew forth bravely.
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Menol |y and Tgell an brought the thirty-one eggs of the clutch safely to Benden
Weyr without so nmuch as cracking a shell in the double, furred sack that had
been provided for the journey between. Their return caused a flurry of
excitement, the weyrfol k crowdi ng around to exani ne the eggs. Duly infornmed,
Lessa arrived, inperiously ordering a basket of warm sand fromthe Hatching
Ground; directing it to be placed by the small sauce hearth and scrupul ously
turned at intervals to distribute the heat evenly. She judged that the eggs
were a good sevenday from hat chi ng har dness.

"As well," she said in her dry fashion. "One hatching at a tine is enough
Better still, we can present the worthies with their eggs at the Inpression.”
She seened inordinately pleased with that solution and smled on Menolly.
"Manora says that your feet aren't healed yet, so you're in charge of the
clutch. And, Felena, get this child out of those ridicul ous boots and into
some decent clothes. Surely we have sonething in stores that'll make her | ook
| ess disreputable.™

Lessa departed, |eaving Menolly the object of in-
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tense scrutiny. Felena, a tall, willow woman with very beautiful, curved

bl ack eyebrows and green eyes, gave her a |ong appraisal, sent one hel per off
for clothing froma special press, another to get the tanner to take Menoll/s
measure for footwear, a child for her shears because Menollys hair nust be
trimed. Who had hacked it off? They nust have used a knife. And such pretty
hair, too. Was Menolly hungry? Tgellan had snatched her out of the cavern

wi t hout a nay-yea or maybe. Bring that chair here and push that small table
over|l Don't stand there gawking, get the girl something to eat

"How many Turns do you have?" Fel ena asked on the end of that |ong series of
orders.

"I've fifteen, please," answered Menolly, dazed and trying very hard not to



cry. Her throat ached and her chest was tight and she coul dn't believe what
was happening to her: people fussing over how she | ooked and what she wore.
Above all, Lessa had sniled at her because she was so pl eased about the
clutch. And it seened as if she didn't have to worry about being sent back to
Half-Circle. Not if the weyrfolk were ordering her shoes and giving her
clothes. ...

"Fifteen? Well, you wouldn't need nuch nore fostering, would you?" Fel ena
sounded di sappointed. "Well see what Manora has in mind for you. Fd Iike you
as mine."

Menol Iy burst into tears. That provoked nore confusi on because her fire
i zards began swoopi ng dangerously close to people's faces. Beauty pecked at
Fel ena, who was only trying to offer confort

"Let us have sone order here/' said a fresh, authoritative voice. Everyone
except the fire lizards, obediently subsided, and room was made for Manora.
"And you be quiet, too," she said to squealing Beauty. "CGo on," and she waved
at the others, "go sit quietly sonmewhere. Now, why is Menolly crying?"

"She fust burst into tears, Manora," said Fel ena, as perplexed as everyone
el se.

Tm happy, |'m happy, |'m happy,"
punct uat ed by a heavi ng sob.

Menol | y managed to blurt out, each repetition

"OfF course you are," said Manora understandi ngly, and made gestures to one of
the wonen. "If s been a very exciting and tiring day. Now you just drink
this." The woman had returned with a nmug. "Now, everyone wfll go about their
duties and let you catch your breath. There, that's better."

Menol |y obediently sipped the drink. It wasn't feU s juice, but there was a
slightly bitter taste. Manora urged her to drink deeply, and gradually Menolly
felt her chest | oosen, her throat stop aching and she began to rel ax.

She | ooked up to see that Manora was the only one at the little table, sitting
wi th her hands fol ded serenely in her lap, her aura of cal mpatience very
soot hi ng.

"Feel nmore like yourself? Now, you just sit quietly and eat W don't take in
many new people, so there's bound to be a fuss about you. Soon enough to do
everything el se. How many fire lizard eggs did you find in that clutch?"

Menolly found it easy to talk to Manora, and soon she was show ng the
headworman the oil and explain' ing how she'd nade it

"I think you did wonderfully well all on your own, Menolly, not but what I'd
expect it of soneone Mavi has trained."

Menol | y' s ease di sappeared at the sound of her nother's name. Involuntarily
she clenched her left hand, feeling the scar tissue pull painfully fromthe
intensity of her grip.

"You wouldn't like me to send a nmessage to Half-Circle?" asked Manora. "To say
that you're safely here?"

41 don't want you to, please! Fmno use to themthere." She held up her
scarred hand. "And . . ." she halted, she'd been about to add "a disgrace." "I
seem
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to be useful here," she said quickly, pointing to the basket of fire lizard
eggs.

"So you are, Menolly, so you are."” Manora rose. "Now eat your neat, and we'll
talk again later."

When she had finished her food, Menolly felt much better. She was content to
sit in her hearth corner, watching the industry of others. And in a little
whi l e, Fel ena cane over with her shears and trimed Me-nolly's hair. Then
someone watched the fire lizard eggs whfle Menolly changed into the first
brand new garnents she'd ever had, being the youngest in a large fanmly. The
tanner cane and not only neasured her feet for proper boots but by evening
he'd al so nade up sonme soft hide slippers that fit |oosely over her bandaged
f eet

She was so changed in appearance that Mrrim passing her table just before
the evening neal, alnost failed to recognize her. Menolly had been worrying
that Mr-rimwas deliberately avoiding her because Menolly had | npressed nine
fire lizards, but there was no restraint in Mnims manner. Flopping into a
chair across the table, she heartily approved the hair trim the clothing and
t he slippers.

"I heard all about the clutch, but |I've been so busy, up, down, in, out,
runni ng errands for Manora that | sinply haven't had a nmonent."

Menol |y suppressed a grin. M nimsounded exactly |ike Fel ena.

Then M ni m cocked her head at Menolly. "You know, you | ook so much nicer in
proper clothes that | didn't recognize you. Now, if we can only get you to
smle once in a while..."

Just then a little brown lizard glided in to land on Mninms shoul der
snuggling affectionately up to her neck, and peering at Menolly from under her
chin.

"I's he yours?"

"Yes, this is Tolly, and | have two greens, Reppa and Lofc. And I'Il make it
very plain that three is quite

enough for me. How ever did you manage to feed nine? They're so ravenous al
the tinme!"

Tlie last of Menofly's awkwardness with her friend di sappeared as she
recount ed how she had coped with her fair of fire lizards.

The eveni ng neal was then ready, and Mnim ignoring Menolly's protests that
she was able to fetch her own, served them both. Tgellan joined their table
and nmanaged to coax Beauty, nuch to Menolly's anmazenent, to accept some food
from his knife.

"Don't be surprised,” Mrrimtold Menolly with just a touch of condescension
"Hi ese greedy guts will eat what s offered from anyone. But that doesn't mean
that they'll Zoofe to whoever feeds them Besides, with nine .. .' She rolled
her eyes so expressively that Tgellan chuckl ed.

"She's jealous, so she is, Menolly."



"I amnot Three's quite enough, though ... | would' ve liked a queen. Lef s see
if Beauty will come to ne. Grail does.”

M ni m concentrated on coaxi ng Beauty to accept a piece of nmeat whfle Tgellan
teased her, rather unfairly Menolly thought; but Mrrimreturned his jibes
with a fewtart remarks of her own in a way that Menolly woul d never have
dared address an ol der nman, nuch | ess a dragonrider

She was very tired, but it was pleasant to sit in the big kitchen cavern
listening to Tgellan, watching Mrrimcoax Beauty, though it was Lazybones who
finally ate fromher hand. There were other small groups, chatting |late over
their evening neal, the wonmen pairing with dragonriders. Menolly noticed

wi neski ns bei ng passed. She was surprised, at first, because the Sea Hol d
served wi ne only on very special occasions. Tgellan sent one of the weyfboys
to get himcups and a skin and insisted that Menolly, as well as Mnim

have a cup. "Good Benden wine is not to be refused,” he told
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her, filling her cup. "There, now, isn't that the best you' ve ever tasted?"

Menol |y forebore to nmention that, barring wine laced with fellis juice, it was
the first Living was certainly conducted on different rules in the Wyr.

When the Weyrs Harper began to play softly, nore for his own pleasure than to
entertain anyone in the cavern, Menolly did not restrain her fingers from
tapping the rhythm It was a song she liked, though she felt his chords were
dull, which was why she began to hum her harnony when it did not discord with
his. She wasn't even aware of what she was doing until Mrrimlooked up with a
smle on her face.

"TTiat was just lovely, Menolly. Charan? Conme over here; Menolly has a new
harmony for that one."

"No, no, | couldn't"

"Why not ?" demanded Tgel | an, and poured a bit nore wine in her glass. "A
little nmusic would give us all heart There're faces around here as long as a
wet Turn."

Timdly at first, because of the ol der injunction against singing in front of
peopl e, Menolly joined her voice to Harper GCharan's baritone.

"Yes, | like it, Menolly. You' ve got a sure sense of pitch," said Charan so
approvingly that she started to worry again.

I f Yanus knew she was singing at the Weyr... But Yanus wasn't here and he
woul d never know.

"Say, can you harnmonize to this one?" And Charan broke into one of the ol der
bal | ads, one in which she had al ways sung a counter-rune agai nst Petiron's
nmel ody.

Suddenly there were other voices humm ng al ong, softly but surely. Mrrim
| ooked around, stared suspiciously at Tgellan, and then pointed at Beauty.

"She's humming in tune. Menolly, however did you teach her to do that? And the
others ... some of themare singing, tool" Mrrimwas w de-eyed with amazenent
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Charan kept on playing, nodding at Mrrimto be quiet so they could all hear
the fire lizards while Tgellan craned his head and cocked his ears, first at
Beauty, then at Rocky and Di ver and Browni e who were near him

"I don't believe it," said Tgellan.

"Don't scare theml Just let themdo it," said Charan in a | ow voice as he
nodul ated his chords into another verse.

They finished the song with the fire lizards hunmi ng obediently along with
Menolly. Mrrimdemanded then to know how on earth Menolly had gotten her
lizards to sing with her.

"I used to play and sing for themin the cave, you know, to keep us comnpany.
Just little tw ddles."

"Just little twiddlesl I've had my three much longer, and | never even knew
they liked nmusic."

"Just shows that you don't know all there is to know, doesn't it, young
MrrinmP" teased Tgell an.

"Now that isn't fair," Menolly interceded and then hiccuped. To her
enbarrassment she hi ccuped agai n.

"How much wi ne have you been giving her, Tgellan?" demanded Mrrim frowning
at the bronze rider.

"Certainly not enough to put her in her cups.”

Menol |y hi ccuped agai n.

"Cet her sone waterl"

"Hol d your breath," Charan suggest ed.

Tgel  an brought water and, with quick sips, Menolly nanaged to stop her

hi ccupi ng. She kept insisting that she didn't feel the wi ne, but she was very
tired. If someone would watch the eggs ... it was so late ... Wth solicitous
hel p, Tgellan and Charan supported her to her sleeping chanber, Mrrimfussing
at themthat they were two great big nunbwits who hadn't a lick of sense

bet ween t hem

Menolly was very glad to lie dowmn and et Mrrimrenove the slippers and the
new cl ot hes and cover her. She was asleep before the fire |lizards had di sposed
t hensel ves about her for the night
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Chapt er

Dr agonman, Dragonman, Between thee and thine, Share me that glinpse of |ove
G eater than m ne.

Mrrimroused Menolly early the next nmorning, inpatiently shushing the fire
lizards who hissed at her rough shaking of their mstress.

"Menol Iy, wake up. We need every hand in the kitchen. The eggs will Hatch



today and half Pern's invited. Turn over. Manora's coming to | ook at your
feet."”

"Quch! You're too rough!"

"Tell Beauty . . . ouch . . . I'mnot hurting you. Beauty! Behave or 1'll tel
Ranot hl "

To Menolly's surprise, Beauty stopped diving at Mrrimand retreated with a
squeak to the far coner of the room

"You were hurting ne," said Menolly, too sleepy to be tactful
"Well, | said |l was sorry. Hmm Your feet really do look a lot better.”

"W won't use such heavy bandages today," said Manora, entering at that
nmonent. "The slippers give enough protection.”

Menol |y craned her head about as she felt Manora's
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strong gentle fingers turn first one foot and then the other

Yes, lighter bandages today, Mrrim and salve. Tonight, no bandages at all
Wunds must have fresh air, too, you know. But you've done a good job. The
fire lizard eggs are fine this norning, Menolly."

Wth that she left, and Mrrimquickly set about dressing the feet. Wen she'd
finished and Menolly rose to put on her clothes, her fingers lingering in the
soft folds of the overshirt, Mrrimsank onto the bed with an exaggerat ed

si gh.

"Whaf s the matter with you?" Menolly asked.

Tmgetting all the rest | can while | can,” Mrrimreplied, "You don't know
what a Hatching is like, with all those holders and crafters stunbling about
the Weyr, poking here and there where they're NOI supposed to be and getting
scared of and scaring the dragons and the weyrlings and the hatchlings. And
the way they eat!™ Mrrimrolled her eyes expressively. "You' d think they'd
never seen food and ..." Mrrimflopped over on the bed and started to sob
wildly.

"Mnim whaf s the matter? Ch, it's Brekke! Isn't she all right? | mean, won't
she re-Inpress? Sanra said thaf s what Lessa hoped..."

Menol |y bent to confort her friend, herself upset by those heart-rendi ng sobs.
M nims words were garbled by her weeping, although Menolly gathered that
Mrrimdidn't want her foster-nother to re-Inpress and the reason was obscure.
Brekke didn't want to live, and they had to find sone way to make her. Losing
her dragon was like losing half herself, and it hadn't been Brekke's fault.
She was so gentle and sensible, and she | oved Fnor, and for some reason that
was unwi se, too

Menolly just let Mrrimecry, knowi ng how much relief she had felt the day
bef ore when she'd wept, and hoping deep in her heart that there m ght be
joyful tears, too, for Mrrimlater that day. There had to be. She forgave
Mrrimall her little poses and attitudes,
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aware that that was how M ni m had masked her intense anxiety and grief.

There was a rattling of the cubicle's curtain, a squabble of fire lizard
protest, and then Mnims Tolly crawl ed under the curtain, his eyes whirling
wi th indignation and worry. He saw Menolly stroking Mnims hair and, raising
his wings, made as if to launch hinself at her when Beauty warbl ed sharply
fromthe corner. Tolly sort of shook his wings, but when he | eaped to the bed,
he | anded gently on the edge and remained there, his eyes first on Mrrim
then on Menolly. A nmonment |ater the two greens entered. They settled

t henmsel ves on the stool, watchful but not obtrusive.

Beauty, in her corner, kept an eye on themall

"Mnin? MrrinP" It was Sanra's voice fromthe living cavern. "M nim haven't
you finished Menolly's feet yet? W need both of you! Now "

As Menolly rose obediently, M nimcaught her hand and squeezed it. Then she
rose, shook her skirts out and marched fromthe cubicle, Menolly follow ng
nore sl owly behind her

M ni m had by no neans exaggerated the amount of work to be done. It was just
past sunrise, but obviously the nmain cooks had al ready been up for hours,
judgi ng by the breads--sweet, spiced and sour--cooling on long tables. Two
weyrmen were trussing a huge herdbeast for the main spit and at the smaller
hearths, wild wherries were being cleaned and stuffed for roasting later

For added protection in the busy kitchen, someone had placed the snmall table
over her fire lizard egg basket They were doing fine, the sand nice and warm
all around. Felena caught sight of her, told her to feed herself quickly from
t he sauce hearth and did she know anything flavorful to do with dried fish? O
woul d she prefer to help pare roots?

Menol ly instantly elected to cook fish, so Fel ena asked what ingredients she'd
need. Menolly was a little dismayed to leamthe quantity she'd have to
prepare. She had had no idea that so nany people cane to a
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Hat chi ng: the nunber comng was nore than lived at Half-Crcle Sea Hol d.

The knack in making the fish stew tasty was in the |ong baking so Menolly
applied herself to prepare the huge pots quickly, to give themenough tine to
simer into succul ence. She did so with such dispatch that there were stil
plenty of roots left to pare.

Excitenent filled the air of the kitchen cavern. The nmound of root vegetables
in front of Menolly nelted away as she listened to the chatter of the other
girls and wonen. There was great speculation as to which of the boys, and the

girls for the queen egg, would Inpress the dragons to be hatched that day.

"No one has ever re-Inpressed a dragon," said one womman wistfully. "I Xyou
t hink Brekke will?"

"No one's ever been given the chance before."
"Is it a chance we shoul d take?" asked someone el se.

ttWe weren't asked," said Sanra, glaring at the |ast speaker. "It's Lessa's
idea, but it wasn't F nors or Manora's..."



"Somet hing has to help her," said the first woman. "It tears my heart to see
her lying there, just lying, like the undead. | nind ne of the way D namal
went He sort of... well... faded! conpletely away."

Tf youTl finish that root quickly, we can put this kettle on," said Sanra,
briskly rising.

"WIl all of this be eaten?" asked Menolly of the woman besi de her

"Yes, indeed, and therell be sone looking for nore," she said with a

conpl acent smle. "lInpression Days are good days. |'ve a fosterling and a
bl ood son on the Hatching G ound todayl" she added w th understandabl e pride.
"Sanral " she turned her head to shout over her shoul der, "just one nore

| argi sh kettle will take whafs |left/ Then white roots had to be sliced finely,
covered with herbs and placed in clay pots to bake. The succul ent odors of
Menol ly's fish concoction aroused complinents from Fel ena, who was in charge
of the various
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heart hs and ovens. Then Menolly, who was told to keep off her poor feet,

hel ped decorate the spiced cakes. She giggled with the rest when Sanra

di stributed pi eces of one cake about, saying they had to be certain the bake
had turned out well, didn't they?

Menolly did not forget to turn the fire lizard eggs, or to feed her friends.
Beauty stayed within sight of Menolly, but the others had been seen bathing in
t he | ake and sunning thensel ves, scrupul ously avoi di ng Ranot h, whose bugl es
punct uat ed t he norni ng.

"She's always like that on I npression Day," Tgellan told Menolly as he grabbed
a quick bite to eat at her table. "Say, will you get your fire lizards to hum
along with you again this evening? |I've been called a liar because | said
you'd taught themto sing."

"They might turn difficult and shy in front of a lot of people, you know "

"Well, we'll wait till things get quiet, and then we'll give it a try, huh
Now, I"'mto see you get to the Hatching. Md-afternoon, |I'd say, so be ready."

As it happened, she wasn't. She felt the thrumr ng before she heard it. She
and everyone else in the cavern stopped worki ng as one-by-one they becane
aware of the intensely exciting noise. Menolly gasped, because she recogni zed
it as the same sort of sound the fire lizards had made when their eggs had
hat ched.

There was suddenly no time for her to return to her cubicle and change.
Tgel | an appeared at the cavern entrance, gesturing urgently to her. She nade
as much speed as her feet would pernmit because she could see Monarth waiting
out side the entrance. Tgellan had al ready taken her hand when she excl ai ned
over the cooking stains and wet marks on her overshirt,

"I told you to be ready. I'Il put you in a corner, pet, not that anyone wll
notice stains today," Tgellan reassured her

Atrifle resentful, Menolly noticed that he was dressed in new dark trousers,
a handsonely overstitched tunic,
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a belt worked with netal and jewels, but she didn't resist.

| have to get you in place first, because I'mto collect sone visitors,"
Tgellan said, clinbing ninbly into place in front of her on Mnarth's neck
ridges. "Flars filling the Hatching Gound with anyone who'll ride a dragon
bet ween. "

Monarth was awi ng, slanting up fromthe Bow floor to an i mense openi ng, high
up on the Weyr wall, which Menolly had not noticed before. O her dragons were
angling towards it, too. Menolly gasped as they entered the nouth, with a
dragon before them and one abaft, so close that she had nonentary fears of
collision. The dark core of the tunnel was lit at the far end, and abruptly
they were in the gigantic Hatching G ound.

The whol e north quadrant of the Wyr nust be hollow, thought Menolly, awed.
Then she saw the gl eanming clutch of dragon eggs and gasped. Slightly to one
side was a |l arger egg, and hovering over it was the zeal ous gol den form of
Rarmot h, her eyes incredibly brilliant with the com ng of |npression

Monarth dropped with distressing abruptness, then backwi nged to |land neatly on
a | edge.

"Here you are, Menolly. Best seat in the Gound, ni be back for you
afterwards. "

Menolly was only too glad to sit still after that incredible ride. She was in
the third tier, by the outer wall, so she had a perfect view of the Hatching
Ground and the entrance through which people were beginning to file. They were
all so elegantly dressed that she brushed vainly at the stains and crossed her
armover her chest. At |east the clothes were new.

O her dragons were arriving fromthe upper entrance, depositing their
passengers, often three and four at a tine. She watched the now steady stream
of visitors coming in fromthe ground entrance. It was anmusing to watch the

el egant, and sonetimes overdressed, |adies

153

having to pick up their heavy skirts and run in awkward little steps across
the hot sands. The tiers filled rapidly, and the excited thrumm ng of the
dragons increased in pitch so that Menolly found it difficult to sit quietly.

A sudden cry announced the rocking of sone of the eggs. Late arrivals began to
hurry across the sands, and the seats beyond Menolly were filled with a group
of minecraftsmen, to judge fromtheir red-brown tunic devices. She crossed her
arnms again and then uncrossed them because she had to lean forward to see
around the mnecraftsnen's stocky bodies.

More eggs were rocking, all of them except the smallish gray egg that had
somehow got shoved back agai nst the inside wall.

Anot her rush of wings, and this time bronze dragons entered, depositing the
girls who were candi dates for the queen egg. Menolly tried to figure out which
one was Brekke, but they all |ooked very aware and healthy. Hadn't the
weyrwonen remar ked that norning how Brekke just lay |ike soneone dead? The
girls formed a | oose but inconplete semicircle about the queen egg while
Rarmot h hi ssed softly behind it.

Young boys inarched in now fromthe Bow, their expressions purposeful, their



shoul ders straight in the white tunics as they approached the main clutch

Menol Iy did not see Brekke's entrance because she was trying to figure out

whi ch of the violently rocking eggs would hatch first. Then one of the mners
excl ai med and pointed towards the entrance, to the slender figure, stunbling,

halti ng, then moving onward, apparently insensitive to the hot sands underf oot

'"That woul d be the one. That woul d be Brekke," he told his conrades.
"Dragonrider said she'd be put to the egg.”

Yes, thought Menolly, she walks as if she's asleep. Then Menolly saw Manora
and a man she didn't recognize standing by the entrance, as if they had done
all they could in bringing Brekke to the Hatching G ound.

Suddenl y Brekke strai ghtened her shoulders with a

shake of her head. She wal ked slowy but steadily across the sands to join the
five girls who waited by the golden egg. One girl turned and gestured for her
to take the space that would conplete the semcircle.

The hunm ng ceased so abruptly that a little ripple of reaction ran through
t hose assenbled. In the expectant silence, the faint crack of a shell was
clear, and the pop and shatter of others.

First one dragonet, then another, awkward, ugly, glistening creatures, flopped
and rolled fromtheir casings, squawking and creeling, their wedge-shaped
heads too big for the thin, sinuous short necks.

Menol Iy noticed how very still the boys were standing, as stunned as she'd
been in that very little cave with those tiny fire lizards crawming fromtheir
shel I's, voracious w th hunger

Now t he difference becane apparent; the fire lizards had expected no hel p at
their hatching, their instinct was to get food into their churningly enpty
stomachs as fast as possible. But the dragons | ooked expectantly about them
One staggered beyond the first boy who sidestepped its awkward progress. It
fell, nose first at the feet of a tall, black-haired boy. The boy knelt,

hel ped the dragonet bal ance on his shaky feet, |ooked into the rai nbow eyes.

Emotion like a fist squeezed Menolly's heart. Yes, she'd her fire lizards, but
to Inpress a dragon . . . Startled, she wondered where Beauty, Rocky, Diver
and the others were. She mssed them acutely, wanted Beauty's affectionate
nuzzling, even the choke-tight twist of the little queen's tail about her
neck.

The crack of the golden egg was a sunmons for all attention to be centered on
it. The egg split right down the center, and its inmate, protesting her abrupt
birth, fell to the sand on her back. Three of the girls noved to assist it.
They got the little queen to her four |egs and then stepped back. Menolly held
her breath as they all turned towards Brekke. She was unaware of anything.

What ever strength had sustai ned her to wal k
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across the sands had now | eft her. Her shoul ders sagged pathetically, her head
listed to one side as if too heavy to hold upright. The queen dragonet turned
her head towards Brekke, the glistening eyes enornmous in the outsize skull
Brekke shook her head as if aware of the scrutiny. The dragonet | urched
forward one step.



Menol |y saw a bronze blur out of the comer of her right eye and for an
unnervi ng nonment thought it nust be Diver. But it couldn't be, because the
little bronze just hung above the dragonet's head, screanmi ng defiantly. He was
so close to her head that she reared back with a startled shriek and bit at
the air, instinctively spreading her wings forward as protection for her

vul nerabl e eyes.

Dragons bugl ed warnings fromtheir perches at the top of the Hatching G ound,
and Ranmoth spread her wings, rising to her haunches as if to strike at the

i nvader. One of the girls interposed her body between the queen and her small
attacker.

"Berdl Don't!" Brekke, too, npved, her arm extended towards the irate bronze.

The dragonet queen creeled and hid her face in the girl's skirt. The two wonen
faced each other for a nonent, tense, worried. TTien the other stretched her
hand out to Brekke, and Menolly could see her smile. The gesture lasted only a
nonent because the young queen butted inperiously, and the girl knelt, her
arnms reassuringly encircling the dragonefs shoul ders.

At the same instant, Brekke turned, no |l onger a somolent figure, imrersed in
grief. She wal ked back to the entrance of the Cavern, the little bronze fire
lizard whirring around her head, making noises that went from scolding to
entreaty, just |ike Beauty when Menolly was doi ng sonething that had upset
her .

Menolly didn't realize that she was weeping until tears dropped onto her arns.
She gl anced hastily to see if the miners had noticed, but they were
concentrating on the main clutch. Fromtheir conments it seened that a boy had
been found on Search in one of their
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craftholds, and they were inpatiently waiting for himto Inpress. For a
fleeting nonent, Menolly was angry with them hadn't they seen Brekke's
deliverance? Didn't they realize how marvel ous that was? Ch, think how happy
Mrrimwould be now

Menol |y sank wearily back agai nst the stones, depleted by the
enotionally-laden nmiracle. And the | ook on Brekke's face as she passed under
the arched en-trancel Manora was there, her face radiant, her arns
outstretched in a joyful gesture. The man, who was surely F nor, swept Brekke
up in his arnms, las tired face mrroring his relief and gl adness.

A cheer fromthe mners beside her indicated that their |ad had I npressed

al t hough Menolly couldn't be certain which of the boys he was. There were so
many now paired off with wobbly-Iegged hatchlings, all creeling w th hunger
lurching and falling towards the entrance. The miners were urging their
favorite on; and when a curly-haired, skinny |lad passed by, with a grin for
their cheering, she saw that he had done rather well, Inpressing a brown. Wen
the exultant miners turned to her to share their triunph, she managed to
respond properly, but she was relieved when they scranbled down the tiers to
follow the pair out of the Hatching G ound.

She sat there, glow ng over the resurgence of Brekke, the determ nation and
fierceness of bronze Berd, his courage in braving Ranoth's ire at such a
nmonent Now, why, Menolly wondered, didn't Berd want Brekke to |Inpress the new
gueen? At all events, the experiment had successfully roused Brekke from her

| et har gy.



The dragons were returning, landing in the Hatching Gound so that their
riders could help the weyrlings, or to escort guests outside. The tiers were
enptyi ng. Soon there was only a man in holder colors on the first tier with
two boys. The nman | ooked as tired as she felt. Then one of the boys rose,
pointing to the little egg on the sand that wasn't even rocking.

Idly Menolly thought that it might not hatch, re-
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menbering the uncracked egg left in the fire lizard' s sand nest the norning
after her fire lizards had hatched. She'd shaken it and sonething hard had
rattled within. Sonetinmes hold babies were bom dead, so she'd supposed that it
coul d happen to other creatures, too.

TTi e boy was running along the tier now To Me-noll/s astoni shment, he junped
to the Hatching Gound and began kicking at the little egg. H's cries and his
actions attracted the notice of the Wyrleader and the small knot of
candi dat es who had not | npressed. The Hol der hal frose, one hand extended in a
cautionary gesture. The other boy was shouting at his friend.

"Jaxom what are you doi ng?" shouted the Weyrl eader

The egg fractured then, and the boy began tearing at the shell, ripping out
sections and kicking until Me-nolly could see the small body pushing at the
t hi ck inner nmenbrane.

Jaxom cut at the nenbrane with his belt knife, and a small white body, not
much | arger than the boy's torso, fell fromthe sac. The boy reached out to
help the creature to his feet

Menolly saw the little white dragon lift his head, his eyes, brilliant with
greens and yell ows, fastened on the boy's face.

"He says his nane is Ruthl" the boy cried in amazed del i ght

Wth a strangl ed exclamation, the ol der man sank back to the stone seat, his
face a mask of grief. H e Weyrl eader and the others who had rushed to prevent
what had just occurred halted. To Menolly it was all too obvious that Jaxom s
I mpression of the little white dragon was unprecedented and unwel cone. And she
couldn't imagi ne why: the boy and the dragon | ooked so radiant, who could deny
them their joyous union?
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Chapter 13

r, your song has a sorrowful sound, Though the tune was witten as gay. "Your
voice is sad and your hands are sl ow And your eye neeting mne turns away.

When it becane obvious to Menolly that Tgellan had forgotten his promse to
return, she slowy clinbed down fromthe tiers and nade her way out of the
deserted Hatching Ground, over the hot sand.

Beauty nmet her at the entrance, demandi ng caresses and reassurance. She was
swiftly followed by the others, all cluttering nervously and with many anxi ous
dartings to the entrance to see if Ranbth was about

Al t hough Menolly had not had far to wal k on the sands, the heat had quickly
penetrated the soles of her slippers. Her disconfort was acute by the tine she



stepped onto the cooler earth of the Bow. She edged to one side of the
entrance and sank down, her fire lizards grouping thensel ves about her while
she waited for the pain to subside.

As everyone was on the kitchen cavern side of the Bow, no one noticed her
for which she was grateful since she felt useless and foolish. It would be a
| ong wal k across the Bow to the kitchens. Well, she'd just take it in snall
sections.

She heard the faint cries of the herdbeasts at the farthest end of the Bow
val | ey and saw Ranot h hover -
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ing for a kill. The weyrwonen had said that Ranmoth hadn't eaten for the past
ten days, which was partly the cause of her irascible tenper.

By the | akeside, hatchlings were being fed and bat hed, and their riders shown
how to oil the fragile skin. Their white tunics stood out among the gl eani ng
green, blue, brown and bronze hides. The little queen was slightly renoved
fromthe others, with two of the bronze dragons in attendance. She coul dn't
see where the white dragon was.

On the weyr | edges dotting the Bow's face, sonme dragons were curled in what
remai ned of the afternoon sun. Above and to the left of her, Menolly saw great
bronze Mhenenth on the | edge of the queen's weyr. He was seated on his
haunches, watching his mate choose her neal. Menolly saw hi mnove slightly,

gl anci ng over his left shoulder. Then Menolly caught a glinpse of a man's head
as he descended the stairs fromthe queen's weyr.

Fel ena' s voice, raised above the conversational babble, brought Menolly's gaze
back to the kitchen cavern where tables were being erected for the evening's
feasting. The dragonriders were doing it, for the bright colors of their best
tuni cs were conspi cuous, noving about while the soberer colors of Hol der and
Craft seened to stay in stationary clunps at a polite distance fromthe

wor kers.

The man had reached the Bow floor now fromthe queen's weyr, and Menolly idly
wat ched himstart across. Auntie One and Two came sweepi ng down to her
chittering about sonething that had excited them and ducking their heads at
her for reassurance. They needed to be oiled, and she felt guilty for not
taki ng better care of them

"Do you have two greens?" asked an anused voice, and the tall man was standi ng
in front of her, his eyes friendly and interested.

Tes, they're nmine," she said and held up Two for
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himto inspect, responding to the kindness and good humor in his |long face.
"They like their eye ridges scratched, gently, like this," she added, show ng
hi m

He dropped to one knee in the sand and obligingly caressed Two, who crooned
and cl osed her eyelids in appreciation. Auntie One whistled at Menolly for

attention, digging a jealousl claw into her hand.

"Stop that, you naughty creature."



Beauty roused, and Rocky and Diver reacted as well, aH three scolding Auntie
One so fiercely that she took flight.

"Don't tell ne the queen and the two browns are yours as well?" the man asked,
startl ed.

"I"'mafraid so."

' Then you nust be Menolly," he said, rising to his feet and maki ng such an

el aborate bow that she blushed. "Lessa has just told ne that | may have two
eggs of that clutch you discovered. |I'mrather partial to browns, you know,
though I wouldn't actually object to a bronze. O course the greens, like this
| ady here," and he smiled such a winning smle to the watching Two that she
crooned responsively, "are such delicate darlings. That doesn't nean that |
woul d object to a blue, however."

"Don't you want the queen?"

"Ah, now that would be greedy of nme, wouldn't it?" He rubbed his face

t houghtfully and gave her a wy half-smle. "Al things considered, though

I'd be heartily enbarrassed if Sebell--my Journeyman is to have possessi on of
t he other egg--secured a queen instead. But " and he threw his long figured
hand upwards to signify his subm ssion to chance. "Are you waiting here for
some purpose? O is the confusion on the other side of the Bow too nuch for
all your friends?"

"I should be there. The clutch nust be turned; the eggs are hi warm sand by
the hearth; but Tgellan brought me into the Hatching Cavern and told nme to
wait..."

J6l

"And seenms to have forgot you. Not surprising, considering today's surprises.”
The man hastily cleared his throat and extended his hand to her

She accepted his aid because she couldn't have risen without it He had taken
three strides when he realized that she wasn't keeping up with him Politely
he turned. Menolly tried to walk normally, a feat she managed for about three
strides when her heel came down so painfully on a patch of pebbles that she
involuntarily cried out Beauty whirled, scolding fiercely, and Rocky and Di ver
added their antics, which were of no help to anyone.

"Here's my arm girl. Wre you too long on the hot sands? Ah now, wait. You're
a long child, but there's no neat on your bones."

Before Menolly could protest, he'd swng her up into his arns and was carrying
her across the Bow .

TeH t hat queen of yours |I'm hel ping you," he asked when Beauty di sordered his
silvering hair, diving at him "After sober reflection, be sure you give ne
green eggs."

Beauty was too excited to harken to Menolly, so she had to wave her arns about
his head and face to protect him It was not astonishing then that their
approach to the kitchen caverns attracted attention; but people nmade way so
politely, bowing to themw th such deference, that Menolly began to wonder who
the man was. His tunic was a gray cloth with just a band of blue, so he nust
be a harper of sonme sort; probably weyrbound to Fort Weyr to judge by the

yel | ow arm devi ce.



"Menol ly, did you hurt your feet?" Fel ena appeared before them curious at the
flurry of excitement "Didn't Tgellan remenber you? He's got no menory, drat
t he man. How good of you to rescue her, sir!"

"Think nothing of it, Felena. | discovered she was custodi an of the fire
lizard eggs. However, if you happened to have a cup of wine ... This is
thirsty work."
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1 can stand, really | can, sir," Menolly protested, for something in Felena's
manner told her that this man was too-inportant to be toting sore-footed
girls. "Felena, | couldn't stop him"
Tmonly being ny usual ingratiating self,"
struggling. You' re too heavy!"

the man told her, "and do stop

Fel ena was | aughing at his exaggeration as she led the way to Menoll/s table
above the egg basket.

You're a terrible fellow, Master Robinton, indeed you are. But you'll have
your wi ne while Menolly picks out the best of the clutch. Have you spotted the
gueen egg, Menolly?"

"After the way Menofl/s queen has been attacking me, 1'd be safer with any
ot her color, Felena. Now do get that wine for me, there's a good worman. |'m
utterly parched."

As he gently settled her into her chair, Menolly heard Fel ena's teasing
remark, . . . terrible fellow, Mster Robinton . . . terrible fellow Master
Robin-ton ..." She stared at him disbelieving.

"Now, whaf s the matter, Menolly? Did ny exercise bring out spots on ny face?"
He nopped at his cheeks and brow and exam ned his hand. "Ah, thank you,

Fel ena. You've saved ny life. My tongue was quite stuck to the roof of ny
mout h. And here's to you, young queen, and thank you for your courtesy." He
rai sed his cup to Beauty, who was perched on Menoll/s shoul der, her tai

firmMy entwined as she glared at him "Well?" he asked kindly of Menolly.

"You' re the Masterharper?"

"Yes, |'m Robinton." He sounded quite casual about it "And | think you need
sone w ne, too."

"No, | couldn't" Menolly held up her hands in refusal. 1 get hiccups. And go
to sleep." She hadn't neant to say that either, but she had to explain why she
was di scourteous enough to refuse his cup. She was al so acutely aware now of
her stained overshirt, her sandy clothes and slippers, her conplete disarray.
Thi s
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wasn't how she inmagined her first nmeeting with the Masterharper of Pern, and
she hung her head in em barassnent.

"I always advi se eating before drinking," remarked Master Robinton in the
ni cest possible way. "I shouldn't wonder but that's half the problemright
now ' he added and then raised his voice. "This child is faint with hunger
Fel ena. "



Menol | y shook her head, denying his suggestion and trying to forestall Fel ena,
but she was already ordering one of the lads to bring klah, a basket of

breads, and a dish of sliced neats. Wen she was served, just as if she were
one of the Weyrwonen, she kept her head bent over her cup, blowing to cool the
cont ents.

"Do you think there's enough here for a starving man?" asked Mast er har per

Robi nton, his voice so plaintive and faint with his pretended hunger that
Menolly was startled into glancing up at him H s expression was at once so
wi stful, appealing and kind that, despite her deep chagrin, she smled in
response to his foolishness. "I'Il need strength for this evening s work, and
a base for ny drinking," he added in a very quiet, worried voice.

She had the feeling that he had | et her share his responsibilities, but she
wondered at the sadness and anxiety. Surely everyone in the Weyr was happy
t oday?

"A few slices of neat on a slab of that good bread,"” and Robi nton nade his
voi ce quaver |ike a peevish old uncle's. "And . " his voice returned to his
normal baritone range, "a cup of good Benden wi ne to wash it down..."

To her consternation, he rose then, bread and neat in one hand, the w ne nug
in the other. He bowed to her with great dignity and, with a smle, was off.

"But, Masterharper, your fire lizard eggs..."
"later, Menolly. I'Il come back later for them"

Hs tall figure, his head visible above the bustling activity, retreated
across the cavern, away from her. She watched until he was out of sight amd
the visitors, be-
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wfl dered, and all too keenly aware that there was no way in which she would be
abl e to ask Masterharper Robinton about her songs. Twi ddl es they were, as
Yanus and Mavi had al ways said: too insignificant to be presented for serious
consi deration to such a man as Master harper Robi nton

Beauty crooned softly and headstroked Menoll/s cheek. Rocky hopped down from
his wall perch to her shoul der. He nuzzled her ear, hunming in a consoling
t one.

M ni m found her that way, and she roused from her apathy to rejoice with her
friend.

"Ch, I'mso very happy for you, Mnim You see it did cone rightl" If Mrrim
with all her worries, had been able to keep a good face, surely Menolly, wth
much to be grateful for, could rmanage to foll ow her exanple.

"Did you see it? You were in the Hatching Ground? | was so terrified that I
didn't dare watch/' Mrrimsaid, no trace of terror now in her radiant face.

"I made Brekke eat, the first food she's taken in fust days. And she sniled at
me, Menolly. She smiled at nme, and she knew me. She's going to be perfectly
all right And Fnor ate every speck of the roast wherry | brought him" She
giggled, all mschievous girl, not MrrimFelena, or MrrimMnora. 1 snitched
the best slices of the spiced wherry breast, too. And you know, he ate every
bit of itl He'll probably eat hinself sick at the Feast as well. Then | told
himto take poor Canth down to feed because that dragon's just about
transparent with hunger." Her voice dropped in awe. "Canth tried to protect



Wrenth fromPrideth, you know. Can you inagine that? A brown protecting a
queenl 1f s because F' nor |oves Brekke so. And now if s all right. Ifs well
and truly all right So tell ne."

' TeH you? What ?"

Irritation flashed across Mninms face. 'Tell ne exactly what happened when
Brekke got on the Hatching Gound. |I told you I didn't dare | ook nyself."
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So Menolly told her. And told her again untfl she ran out of answers to al
the detailed questions Mrrimfound to ask her

"Now you tell me why everyone's so upset about this Jaxom | npressing the
little white dragon. He saved his life, you know. The dragon woul d have died
i f Jaxom hadn't broken the shell and cut the sac."

"Jaxom I mpressed a dragon? | didn't know" Mnims eyes w dened with
consternation. "Chl Now why would that kid do such a dreadful thing?"

"Why is it dreadful ?"
"Because he's got to be Lord Hol der of Ruatha Hold, that's why."
Menolly was a bit annoyed with Mrrims inpatience and said so

"Well, he can't be Lord Holder and dragonrider. Didn't you learn anything in
that Sea Hold of yours? And, by the way, | saw the Half-Circle Harper, | think
his name is Elgion. Shall | tell himyou re here?"

n ml n
"Well, no need to bite ny head off." And with that
Mrrimflounced off in a huff.

"Menolly, will you forgive me? | conpletely forgot to come back for you,"

Tgel lan said, striding up to the table before Menolly had a chance to catch
her breath. "Look, the Mastenniner is supposed to have two eggs. He can't stay
for the whol e Feast, so we've got to fix sonmething for himto carry the eggs
hone in. And the rest of the eggs as well. No, don't get up. Here, you, cone
be feet for Menolly," he ordered, beckoning to one of the weyrboys.

So Menolly spent nost of that evening in the kitchen cavern sewing furry bags
to carry eggs safely between. But she could hear all the jollity outside; and
with no small effort, she made herself enjoy the singing. Five Harpers, two
drummers and three pipers made nusic for the Inpression Feast She thought she
recogni zed Elgion's strong tenor in one song, but it was unlikely he'd | ook
for her at the back of the kitchen cavern
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H s voice made her briefly homesick for seawi nds and the taste of salty air;
briefly, too, she longed for the solitude of her cave. Only briefly; this Wyr
was the place for her. Her feet would heal soon; she'd no |onger be

A d-Auntie-Sit-by-the-Fire. So how woul d she make her place in the Wyr?

Fel ena had enough cooks, and how often would the Weyr, used to meat when it

wi shed, want to eat fish? Even if she knew nore ways of preparing it than
anyone el se? When she came down to it, the only thing in which she excelled



was gutting fish. No, she would not think about harpering anynore. Well, there
had to be somet hing she coul d do.

"Are you Menolly?" asked a man tentatively.

She | ooked up to see one of the mnercraftsmen who' d shared her tier at the
| mpr essi on

"I"m Ni cat, Masternmi ner of Crom Hold. Weyr-woman Lessa said that | was to have
two fire lizard

eggs. "

Beyond his stiff manner, Menolly could see he was restrai ning an eager
i npatience to hold fire lizard eggs of his own.

"Indeed | have sir, right here," she said, smling warmy at himand
i ndicating the tabl e-protected basket

"Well, ny word," and his manner thawed visibly, "you're taking no chances, are
you. "

He hel ped her nove the table and watched anxiously as she brushed back the top
| ayer of sand and exposed the first of the eggs.

"Could I have a queen egg?" he asked.

"Master N cat, Lessa explained to you that there's no way of telling which is
whi ch anong the fire lizard eggs," said Tgellan, joining themto Menolly's
intense relief. "OF course, Menolly might have a way of telling..."

"She m ght?" Mastenniner Nicat regarded her with surprise.
"She's I npressed nine, you know "

"N ne?" Master Nicat frowned at her now, and she
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could practically read his mnd: Nine for a child, and only two for the
Mast er mi ner ?

"Pick Master Nicat two of the best, Menolly! W don't want himto be
di sappoi nted." Although Tgel-lan's face was sober, Menolly caught the
expression in his eyes.

She nmanaged to conduct herself with proper dignity and nade a play of picking
out just the right eggs for Masternminer Nicat, all the while being certain in
her own nmind that the queen egg was going to Master-harper Robinton only.

"Here you are, sir," she said, handing Masterm nd Nicat the furry pouch wth
its precious contents. "You'd best carry themin your riding jacket, against
your skin, on the way hone."

"Then what do | do?" Master N cat asked with hunility as he held the sack in
bot h hands agai nst his chest.

Menol |y | ooked at Tgel l an, but both men were | ooking at her. She gul ped.

"Well, 1'd do exactly what we're doing here. Keep them near the hearth in a



strong basket with either hot sand or furs. The Weyrwonman said they' d be

hat ching in about a sevenday. Feed them as soon as they break their shells, as
much as they can eat, and talk to themall the time. It's inportant to . "
She faltered; how could she tell this hard-faced man that you had to be
affecti onate and kind.,

"You must reassure themconstantly. They're nervous when they're first

hat ched. You saw the dragons today. Touch them and stroke them. .." The
Mast er - mi ner was noddi ng as he catal ogued her instructions. 'They nust be

bat hed daily, and their skins must be oiled. You can always tell when a crack
i s devel oping fromscaly patches on the hide. And they keep scratching

t hemsel ves. .. "

Master Nicat turned questioningly to Tgellan. "Oh, Menolly knows what to do.
Wiy, she has her fire lizards singing tunes along with her and all..."

Tgellan's airy assurance did not sit too well with the Masternmn ner
"Yes, but how do you get themto come to you?" he asked pointedly.

"You make them want to cone back to you,'
rated one of the Mner's daunting frowns.

Menolly said so firmy that she

"Ki ndness and affection, Master Nicat, are the essential ingredients," Tgellan
said with equal force. "Now | see that T'gran is waiting to escort you, and
your fire lizards, back to Com" And he led the Masterniner Of.

When Tgellan returned to Menolly, his eyes were dancing.

"Il wager you my new tunic that one won't keep a fire lizard. Cold cl od,
thaf s what he is. Nunmbwitl"

"You shouldn't have said that about ny fire lizards singing with nme."

"Why not ?" Tgellan was Surprised at her criticism "Mrrimhasn't done that
much with her three, and she's had themlonger. | told ,.. Ah, yes,
Craftmaster, Flar did indeed say that you're to have a fire lizard

And so the evening went, with [ucky eager holders and craftsmen arriving to
collect the precious fire lizard eggs. By the tinme only Masterhar per

Robi nton's eggs remai ned in the warm sands of the basket, Menolly had becone
resigned to hearing Tgellan's wheeze that she had taught her fair of fire
lizards to sing. Fortunately no one asked her to put it to the test, since her
weary friends were curled up on their wall perches. They hadn't roused from
sleep for all the singing and | aughter at the nerry tables in the Bow .

Har per El gi on was thoroughly enjoying the |Inpression Feast He hadn't realized
how dour Half-Circle Hold was until this evening. Yanus was a good man, a fine
Sea Hol der to judge by the respect his hol ders accorded
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him but he certainly knew how to take the joy out of |iving.

When El gion had sat in the Hatching G ound, watching the young boys I npress,
he'd deternmined that he'd find a fire lizard clutch of his own. That woul d
alleviate the gloomat Half-Grcle. And he'd see that Alem got an egg, too
He'd heard fromhis neighbors in the tiers that the clutch being distributed
this evening to the fortunate had been found down the coast fromHalf-Circle
Sea Hold by T gellan. Elgion had prom sed hinself a chat with the bronze



dragon-rider; but T gellan had had two passengers aboard Monarth when he'd
collected Elgion at Half-Circle so there'd been no opportunity to talk. Elgion
hadn't seen the man since the Hatching. But he'd bide his tine.

Meanwhi | e, Charan, the Weyr Harper, had Elgion playing gitar with himto anuse
the visitors.

El gi on had just finished another tune with Charan and sonme of the other

vi siting harpers when he caught sight of T gellan, assisting a craftsman to
mount a green dragon. It was then that Elgion noticed that the visitors were
thinning out and this rare evening was drawing to a close. He'd speak with
T gellan, and then seek out the Masterharper, too.

"Over here, man," he said, beckoning to the bronze rider

"Ch, Elgion, a cup of wine, please. I'mparched with talking. Not that it'l
do those cold clods nuch good. They've no feeling for fire lizards at all."

"I heard you found the clutch. It wasn't in that cave by the Dragon Stones,
was it?"

"By the Dragon Stones? No. Way down the coast in fact."

"Then there wasn't anything there?" Elgion was so bitterly di sappoi nted that
Tgel l an gave hima | ong | ook

"Depends on what you were expecting. Why? What did you think would be in that
cave if it didn't hold fire lizard eggs?"

El gi on wondered briefly if he would be betraying i's confidence. But it had
become a matter of his #professional honor to know if the sounds he'd heard
fromthat cave had been nmade by pi pes.

The day Alemi and | saw the cave fromthe boat, | could have sworn | heard
pi pes. Alem insisted it was wi nd over blowholes in the cliff, but there
wasn't that much wind that day."

"No," T gellan said, seeing a chance to tease the Harper, "you heard pipes. |
saw 'em when | searched the place.”

"You found pi pes? Were was the player?"
"Sit down. Way're you so excited?"
"Where's that player?"

"Ch, here at Benden Weyr."

, El gi on sat down again, so deflated and di sappointed that Tgellan forbore
to tease himfurther.

"Remenber the day we rescued you from Thread? Tgran brought someone in as
well."

"The | ad?"

"That was no lad. That was a girl. Menolly. She'd been living in the cave..
Now, whaf s the matter?"

"Menol |l y? Here? Safe? Where's the Masterharper? |'ve got to find Master



Robi nton. Come, T'gellan, help nme find him"

El gion's excitenment was contagi ous and though he was nystified, Tgellan joined
the search. Taller than the young Harper, T gellan spotted Master Robinton in
deep conversation with Manora at a quiet table in the Bow .

"Sir, sir, I've found her," Elgion cried, dashing up to them

"Have you now? The |ove of your life?" asked Master Robinton am ably.
"No, sir. I've found Petiron's apprentice.”
"Her? The old man's apprentice was a girl?"

El gion was gratified by the Masterharper's surprise and grabbed at his hand,
quite prepared to drag the man after himto search.
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"She ran away fromthe Sea Hol d, because they wouldn't |et her nake nusic, |
think. She's Alenm's sister..."

"What's this about Menolly?" asked Manora, obstructing Elgion's Sight with the
Har per .

"Menol | y?" Robinton raised his hand to silence El-gion. "That lovely child
with the nine fire Iizards?"

"What do you want of Menolly, Master Robinton?" Manora's voice was so stern
t hat the Harper was brought up sharp.

He took a deep breath. "My nuch respected Manora, old Petiron sent ne two
songs witten by his '"apprentice'; two of the loveliest nmelodies |I've heard in
all ny Turns of harpering. He asked were they any good . " Robi nton raised
his eyes heavenward for patience, M sent word back inmediately, but the old
man had di ed. Elgion found nmy message unopened when he got to the Sea Hol d,
and then he couldn't find the apprentice. The Sea Hol der gave hi m sone

fol derol about a fosterling who'd returned to his own hold. Waf s distressing
you, Manora?"

"Menol ly. | knew sonething had broken that girl's heart, but not what She may
not be able to play, Master Robinton. Mrrimsays there's a dreadful scar on
her left hand."

"She can, too, play," said Tgellan and El gi on toget her.

"I heard the sound of multiple pipes conming fromthat cave,'
hurriedly.

El gi on said
"I saw her hide those pipes when we cleared out her cave," Tgellan added. "And
furthermore, she's taught her fire lizards to sing, too."

"She has!" Bright sparks lit the Masterharpers eyes, and he turned
purposefully towards the kitchen cavern.

"Not so fast, Masterharper," said Manora. "CGo softly with that child."

"Yes, | saw that, too, when we were chatting this evening, and now I
under st and what was inhibiting her.



So how to proceed cautiously?" The Masterharper | frowned and gazed at Tgell an
so long that the bronze rider wondered what he'd done wong. "How do you know
she's taught her fire lizards to sing?"

"Why, they were singing along with her and Gharan | ast night."
"Hmm now thats very interesting. Here's what we shall do."

Menolly was tired now, and nost of the visitors had left. Still the
Mast er harper did not appear to collect his fire lizard eggs. She woul dn't

| eave until she'd seen himagain. He'd been so kind; she hugged to herself the
menory of their nmeeting. It was hard for her to believe that the Masterharper
of Pern had carried her, Menolly of... Menolly of the Nine Fire Lizards. She
propped her el bows up on the table and rested her head on her hands, feeling

t he rough scar against her |eft cheek and not even m nding that at the nonent.

She didn't hear the nusic at first, it was soft, as if Charan was playing to
hinsel f at a nearby table.

"Wl d you sing along with me, Menolly?" asked Charan softly, and she | ooked
up to see himtaking a place at the table.

Wll, no harmin singing. It would hel p keep her awake until the Masterharper
arrived. So she joined in. Beauty and Rocky roused at the sound of her voice,
but Rocky went back to sleep after a peevish conplaint Beauty, however,
dropped down to Menoll/s shoul der, her sweet soprano trill blending with
Menol | /s voi ce.

"Do sing another verse, Menolly," said Manora, enmerging fromthe shadows of
t he darkened cavern

She took the chair opposite Menolly, |ooking weary, but sort of peaceful and
pl eased. Oharan struck the bridging chords and started the second verse.

"My dear, you have such a restful voice," Manora said when the |ast chord died
away, "Sing ne another one and then |I'm away."
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Menol |y could scarcely refuse, and she gl anced at Charan to see what she
shoul d si ng.

"Sing this one along with ne," the Weyr Harper said, his eyes intent on
Menol | /s as his fingers struck an opening chord. Menolly knew the song, which
had such an infectious rhythmthat she began to sing before she realized why
it was so famliar. She was also tired and not expecting to be trapped, not by
Charan and certainly not by Manora. Thaf 5 why she didn't realize at first
what Charan was playing. It was one of the two songs she'd jotted down for
Petiron: the ones he'd said he'd sent to the Masterharper

She faltered

"Ch, don't stop singing, Menolly," Manora said, "if s such a lovely tune."
"Maybe she shoul d play her own song," said soneone standing just behind
Menol ly in the shadow, and the Masterharper wal ked forward, hol ding out his

own gitartoher.

"Nol NO " Menolly, half-rose, snatching her hands behi nd her back. Beauty gave
a startled squawk and tw ned her tail about Menolly's neck



"Wn't you please play it ... for nme?" asked the Harper, his eyes entreating
her .

Two nore people energed fromthe darkness: Tgel-lan, grinning fit to crack his
face wi de open, and El -gion! How did he know? Fromthe gl eam of his eyes and
his smle, he was pl eased and proud. Menolly was frightened and hid her face
in confusion. How neatly she had been tricked!

"Don't be afraid now, chfld, said Manora quickly, catching Menollys arm and
gently pressing her back into her chair. Tliere's nothing for you to fear now
for yourself or your rare gift of nusic."

"But | can't play ..." She held up her hand. Robin-ton took it in both of his,
gently fingering the scar, examning it

"You can play, Menolly," he said quietly, his kind
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eyes on hers, as he continued to stroke her hand, nuch as she woul d have
caressed her frightened Beauty. "El gion heard you when you were playing the
pi pes in the cave."

I"'ma girl she said. "Yanus told ne
"As to that," replied the Masterharper sonmewhat inpatiently, though he sniled
as he spoke, "if Petiron had had sense enough to tell me that that was the
problem you might have been spared a great deal of anguish: and | certainly
woul d have been spared a great deal of trouble searching all Pern for you.
Don't you want to be a harper?" Robinton ended on such a wistful, distressed
note that Menolly had to reassure him

"Ch yes, yes. | want music nore than anything else in the world . . ." On her
shoul der, Beauty trilled sweetly and Menolly caught her breath sharply in
di stress.

"Now what s the matter?" asked Robi nton

"I"'ve got fire lizards. Lessa said | belong in the Wyr."

"Lessa will not tolerate nine singing fire lizards in her Wyr," said the
Harper in a voice that brooked no contradiction. "And they do belong in ny
Harperhall. You' ve a trick or two to teach ne, nmy girl." He grinned down at

her with such m schief dancing in his eyes that she smled tinorously back at
him "Now," and he waggled a finger at her, in nmock seriousness, "before you
can think of any nore obstacles, argunents or distractions, will you kindly
bundle up ny fire lizard eggs, get whatever you have, and let us be off to the
Harper-hall? This has been a day of many tiring inpressions."

H s hand pressed hers reassuringly, and his kind eyes urged her acqui escence.
Al Menolly's doubts and fears dissolved in an instant.

Beauty bugl ed, releasing the strangl ehold of her tail about Menolly's neck.
Beauty called again, rousing the rest of the fair, her voice echoing Menolly's
joy. She
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rose slowmy to her feet, her hand clinging to the Harper's for support and



confi dence.

"Ch, gladly will | come, Mster Robinton," she said, her eyes blurred by happy
tears.

And nine fire lizards bugled a harnoni ous chorus of accordl
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