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Theywereafew sevendaysrom Rubicon Hold. The
smallfamily of refugeesadsetup campby a shallow river
andwererestingfor the night. The patchof land they had
chosenwas slightly uphill from the water source,sheltered
by afew trees,andbeddedwith soft, yellowedgrass. It was
a comfortableplacefor their lone runnerto relax, eat, and
drink, aswell as providing ample room for the family to
spreadout and cook a meagermeal. After sendingtheir
childrenoff, Tarin called Pathi to him for a much needed
discussion.

"We've got a very seriousproblem," he told her, his
voice hushedeven though their children were far from
hearingrange. His face was grave, and his blind eyes
focusedon nothingashe spoketo her. Relaxingon his old,
tatteredblanket,one neverwould havesuspectedhim to be
souncertain sosomber.

"I know," Pathi respondedpne handreachingout to
gentlytouchher husband'sarm. They had discussedhis
before,in the quiet of night while their children had slept.
Grief still took hold of Pathi now andthen, as shethought
of thoseshehadlost, and the homethey hadleft. Rubicon
held the promiseof shelterand community,but with Tarin
blind, and all but one of her eldestboys dead,the family
wasin shortsupplyof help. "I assumeyou havean idea of
how to..."

Her wordsfadedinto nothing,andshegave his arm a
gentle squeeze. His lips pursed,and he consideredthe
unseen landscape thoughtfully.

"What about Lir?" he asked, his voice carefide knew
the subjectwas a soreone with his wife. Lir, their eldest
daughterwassomeondathiwould alwayshold dearto her.
Shewas a gem that had escapedhe deathof their older
children,andPathiwasloatheto let hergo.

"She'sonly eight,” sheargued,but evenasshesaidit,
herdeterminatiorwasgone. The setof Tarin'sjaw, the look
on his face, madeit clearthat his mind was made up.
DefeatedPathionly offered,"Sheis strong."

The sombercouple spentthe rest of their afternoon
discussinghe preparationghat would be takento establish
Lir asa boy. For only asa boy would she be allowed to
contribute,andonly asa boy would shebe ableto makeher
family a placein Rubicon. She, and her elder brother,
would help establishthe newfamily asa partof the working
community. It wasvital, thereforethat all detailsfall into
place.

"What do you think Rubiconis goingto belike?" piped
up Fali. Thelittle girl was attemptingto fill a small pail
with water, but the bucketwas nearly as big as she was.
Shewiggleda bit morewith the effort, but eventuallygot it
into thestream. "l hopetheyhavebubblies!"

Latrasnorted. Shealreadyhad her bucketfull, andwas
justwaiting for her youngersisterto finish with hers. She
waited impatiently, as seven-Turn-old'sare apt to do,
tappingher foot and giving soft little sighseverynow and
again. Now, though, with the presentquestionuttered,she
rolled her eyesand looked exasperated. Lir thought she
lookedjust like their mother.

"Of course they have bubblies! Everydmesbubblies,"
shegrumbled,shifting herweightoncemoreandlocking her
armsaroundherstomachn hercustomarygrumpypose.

Lir repositioned her youngdarother'shandwithin hers,
andreachedut herfree oneto help Fali with the bucket.
Shewouldn't getinto this particularargument. The sooner
they got the bucketsfull, the soonerthey'd be ableto return
up the hill andgetsomefood. Already Lir felt her stomach
grumbling, and Aden had beenwhining for the past half
hour.

"But what if they're not the sameg" lamentedFali,
looking pitiful as she locked her arms aroundthe large
bucket. With Lir's help, shewasjust ableto carryit back
up the hill. "What if they only makeoneswith thosered
berries? | hate those ones!"

"Therewill be plenty of bubblies,"Lir assuredher.
She'dsayjust aboutanythingto getthemto stop whining.
Her earswerebeginningto ring, andif shedidn't get Aden
backsoon,shefelt herhandwould go numb. The four Turn
old had gained incredible weight, even after the firehead
epidemic. It still amazedLir that her baby brother had
managedo survive. Shethankedhermother'sspeedand the
Healer's swift remedy.

Atop the small hill, Pathi alreadyhad a steadyfire
going, and Tarin was busy cleaningroots. He might be
blind, but his fingersstill workedwith expertprecision. Lir
satAdenontheground,andcautioned_atrato keepa steady
eye on him. She'dneedboth handsto help her mother
tonight.

The meal they ate was meager,but it filled their
stomachsand stoppedthe ache. Afterwards,there was
alwaysstory time. Lir cuddledher youngersisterscloser,
andwhen Calric joined them, he satnear his father. Ever
sincethe fireheadepidemic,he'dtakena pseudo-fatherole,
to compensate for Tarintdindness. It washe who did the
hunting,andthe scouting. And it washewho wasin charge
of protectingthe family from anythreats. Young thoughhe
was, Calric had taken on the challengedutifully. Lir
idolized him.

The storiesalways centeredaroundfarming and family.
Everynow andthen,whentheywerelucky and Tarin wasin
a good mood, they might hear something about the
dragonriders. Nevehe currentones,but thoseabouttime-
traveling Weyrwomenand proud, honorableWeyrleaders.
Tarinwasmuchfonderof theold tales.

"Come help me cleanup?" Pathi askedLir, shifting
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Adento herhip. Thetoddlerwasfast asleep,onethumbin
his mouth as he rested against his mother's chest.
Obligingly, Lir left the fireside to collect the dishes. A
smallstackof platesandtwo mugswasall the family had,
butit still neededvashingafter everymeal. Shewaited for
her mother,loatheto walk down that dark hill by herself.
Thefirelight casta dim glow aroundthe area,but evenLir
wasn'tbrave enoughto straytoo far. Calric was already
gone,taking up a spoton the hill aslookout. He'd sleep
during the day as he rode, somethingLir was still amazed
at.

"Come," said her mother. The pair walked carefully
down the hill, navigatingthe steeppath with only a few
falters. As theyreachedhebottom,Lir precedecher mother
to the water'sedge,balancingthe platesin one hand while
shefumbled with the bag of soapsandn her other. She
knelt by the cool water,and submergectachplate oneat a
time. Rinse,scrub,and then rinse again, was the normal
procedure. Sometimesher mother would help her,
sometimesshe would just watch. Tonight seemedike a
watchingnight.

In the dark, Lir couldn't make out the lines of her
mother'sdrawn, tired face. Neithercould she seethe tears
glazing over Pathi'susually alert gaze. In the dark, Lir
couldonly seethe shadoweautline of her mother'sfamiliar
form, andthe glitter of palefirelight overthe gentlestream.

"Lir," saidhermother,hervoice chokedwith emotion.

The girl froze, plate submerged. Her mother'svoice
soundedwrong, andit madelLir nervous. Hesitantly, she
answered, "Yes?"

"l.. we needto talk. Yourfatherand! hada discussion
earlier..." Pathi stopped,and seemedto hestitate. Lir
couldn'tmakeout her mother'sexperssionbut could seethe
outline of herjaw working in thedark. It wasan old habit,
that Lir knewto meanthat her motherwas contemplating
somethingdifficult. "Maybeyou'dbettercomeoverhere..."

Hesitant,Lir stayedby the stream'side. She withdrew
the plate from the water,and madea show of drying it off
andplacingit out of the way. Her mother'svoice worried
her. Theonly othertime she'dsoundedike that waswhen
hersiblingshadstartedgettingsick. Lir felt her heartjump,
andherblood run cold. Whatif someonewas sick again?
Whatif Aden...

"Comehere,Lir." Her mother'swords werefirm this
time, andnot to be disobeyed.Her stepshurried, the young
Lir obeyed her mother's order, and v&on standingbeside
thetallerwoman. Shecranedher headback, and shefought
againsthe darknesgo try andmakeout hermother'sface.

"Your fatherand | have beendiscussingthe current
situation," Pathi started. She stoppedthere, however,
wonderinghow to proceed. How did you tell your eight-
Turn-old daughtethat her life would changeforever? How
did you tell this young thing, who wasstill so innocentin
the ways of the world, that shewould beara burdenlarger
thanany shehadeverbeenaskedto carry? A burdenthat
would impactthe restof herlife. It wasn'tright. It just
wasn'tright!

"Yes, mother?'wasLir's hesitantresponse.One small
handreachedutto clutchatthe older woman'sarm, fingers
soothingagainstthe cool night air.

"With your siblings...with your siblings dead,there'sa

shortage ofwork hands." Pathi'swords grew strongerwith
eachbreath. Shepushedhethoughtof what shewaslosing
out of her head,andfocusedon what hadto be done. Lir
would haveto sacrifice. Theywould all haveto sacrifice. It
wasfor the goodof thefamily. "Calric is avery strongboy,
but hecan'tdoit alone. To be a productivememberof our
newHold, and evento establishourselveson our own new
cothold...well, we needmorethanhim."

Lir blinked up at her mother, her eyes large and
innocentin thedarkness.It wasclear by looking at her that
shehad no ideawhereher motherwas going with this. It
wasjust anotherreminderof how young and innocenther
Lir was. Soinnocent...andyet, it hadto be done.

"Lir, you'restrong. You're strongandresponsibleand
we needyou to help. You've beenwonderful with your
youngersiblings,andwith helping Calric tend the runner,
andevenaccompanyindnim on hunting trips. You've gone
aboveandbeyondyour dutiesas a daughterand now | hate
to placean extraweight upon you but... but I'm afraid that
without this decision, we simply will not make it in
Rubicon."

Lir's grip tightenednow, her fingers twitching against
hermother'sskin ashermind addedup whatwas happening.
Shewas still too young,too naive, to understandhe full
implications of where her mother was going, but the
strengthin herhandlet Pathi know that Lir waswilling, at
least,to do whateverit took to help herfamily.

"We needyou to take the placeof your lost brothers.
We needyou to discardtherole of daughterandtake on the
role of son."

Pathi stoppedthere, letting silence hang betweenher
andherdaughter.What shewouldn't give for a glow light!
Shewantedto seelLir's face- wantedto readthe reactionin
her daughter's eyes to see whether it s@sfusion,surprise,
or hurt. Severalmomentshung betweenthem, Lir's hand
strongon her arm, but her silencelike a knife in her chest.
Shewasaboutto breakit herself,tell Lir that shehadbeen
foolish and sorry for eveasking, whenthe small girl spoke
up.

"Il doit. For you, mama,and for dad. I'll do it."
Her wordswere so muchstrongerthan her conviction, and
Pathialmostwept at hearingthem. How young Lir was!
How stronghervoice soundedput did shereally understand
the implicationsof this choice? Could shereally haveany
comprehensiomf how this would changeher life forever?
Pathiknew therewasno way her eight-Turn-oldcould, but
it wastoo late. They hadno time to wait for Lir to grow
up, andthey could hardly enterRubiconwith one elderson,
only to produceanotherTurnslater.

"Tomorrow," Pathi heardherselfsaying, not knowing
whereherstrengthhadcomefrom, "I will find your brother's
old clothing...andwe'll cut your hair."

2850.07.15

Lir's hand went instinctively to her hair. It still
surprisecherhow shortit was. No longercould shetug on
the long locks for security. And no longercould she hide
behindit whenshe was scared. She breathedout a sigh,
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attemptingto convinceherselfthat she wasn'tscareat all.
No, of coursenot! Why would shebe scared? Her mother
and father had reassured her many times thalosiked very
convincing. Even Calric has been amazedat the
transformation.

It washewho was most upsetat their parentsdecision.
While Lir had beencontent,evenproud, of taking on this
new role, Calric had beenoutraged. His little sisterwhom
he adoredwasgoingto beaboy. He just couldn't standfor
that.

It had taken a few hours for hparentsto convincehim
it wasnecessaryAs a show of silent protest,Calric would
turn adarklook towardsthem,andreferto Lir as his 'sister'.
It annoyedher, and only after sheinsistedthat he treat her
like a boy did he calmdownandrelent. But, he'd added,he
didn't haveto like it.

"Lir," whined Aden, reachingup with one handto tug
on herpants. "Up!"

Shestooped,and gatheredthe four-Turn-old awkwardly
in herarms. Herlegsshookwith the weightof him, but she
stubbornlyrefusedto givein. If shewasgoingto be a boy,
shehadto startactinglike a boy. And boys, shereminded
herself,didn't give up.

"It's only a few daysuntil we hit Rubicon," noted her
mother,hereyescasttowardsthe horizon. "Should makeit
within the sevenday."

Lir felt a lump form in her throat, and shefinally gave
in and put down Aden. Within sevendays, within seven
days,within sevendays. The sentencewhirled tirelessly
throughLir's mind, andshesuddenlyfelt very dizzy. What
if theysawthroughher? Whatif she,or hersiblings, made
somesort of slip and she was found out? Her parents
couldn'tlive throughthe shameof beingholdlessa second
time. And Lir didn't think shecould live if it wasbecause
of her.

"You'll be fine," said Latra, giving her older sister a
carefulpatonthearm. "You look justlike a boyto me!"

Somehowhearingthe seven-Turn-oldaythat madeLir
feel better. She could do this, shetold herself. Just a
couplemoredaysof practice,and then the real test would
begin.

"Let's make camp."

2850.07.19

Justas Pathi had predicted,the small band of family
membersolled into Rubicon Hold only a few days later.
Lir led the runnersteady,keepingan evenpace with her
family. Herfatherwalkedbesideher, and one handwason
his arm to help guide him. Her motherwas a few paces
aheadtalking hurriedlywith Calric asthey nearedthe main
gates. Lir wondered briefly, if they were discussingher.
Shefelt a stabof fear, and quickenedher pace. The sooner
theywereinsidethosegatesthe soonershecouldhide.

They followed the main path, throughthe courtyard of
the Hold and on to the stepsof the main entrance. There,
Pathiand Calric droppedbackto Lir's side. Calric was
handedthe squirming Aden, and Pathipulled Lir asidefor
somelast minuteinstructions.

"Now, your fatherand| aregoingto haveto speakto
the Stewardaboutacquiringa cothold. It could take several
hours,but | wantyou andyour brotherto keepan eye on
your youngersisters. Don't let Aden out of your sight,
alright? We'll bebackas soonaswe can. And remember,"
Pathi cautioned,doing her bestto keep her voice steady,
"You're aboy. Behavelike aboy. Calricwill helpyou.”

Lir noddedher headobediently,but she couldn't fight
downall of her panic. This wasit! This washer one and
only chance to prove herself this new Hold. If shecould
makeit throughtoday,the restwould be smoothsailing.

Shetied the runnerto a post nearby,and took a few
cautiousstepstowardsCalric. He hadtakena seaton the
stairs,and pattedthe spot next to him. She sank down,
feeling her kneesshakewith the stressshefelt. Shedidn't
know whatto say,or whatto do. How did boys act? How
did they speak?

"Spread youlegsa little," Calric whisperedin her ear.
"Boys sit with splayedlegs, not crossedike girls. And
leanbackabit. Sprawl."

Shenervouslydid as he said, doing her bestto look
calmandcomposedput failed miserably. Shewatchedher
sistersplay, while Calric bouncedAden to sleepon his leg.
The toddlerwas out almostinstantly, stressfrom the day
claiminghim. Lir wishedshecould sleep. Shewishedshe
couldjustlay herheadon Calric'sshoulderand passout. If
she slept, she thought, this whole day would go much
faster. But she knew boys didn't do that. Boys didn't
sleep. Boyswerestrong.

As they sat watchingtheir siblings, Lir couldn't help
but notice a few strangefaceswatchingthem. With ajolt,
sherealizedthey were boys abouther age. Did they see
throughher? Did they seethat shewas a girl, and not a

boy? Her heart only beat faster when one approached them.

He hada shockof red hair, curly, andasLir watched,it
seemed to be perpetually his eyes. His nosewas strong,
and he walked with an arrogantteat madeLir wantto sink
in on herself. Shefoughtthe urgeto bold behind Calric and
sather ground,watchinghim approach. The redheadgave
heraonceover,andLir suddenlyfelt nauseous.He knows!
shethought,panicshakingherknees.

"M' namesTaloren,"he said,wiping his handacrosshis
nose. "What are you, new?"

CalricnudgedLir with his elbow, urging herto speak.
It wasseveraimomentslater beforeLir could answeredand
the redhead was looking annoyed.

"I'm... I'm Lir. And yeah..we...we just got here." Her
voice soundedpainfully shy andweakto her ears,and she
felt anotherfleeting jolt as Talorenstaredher down. He
shrugged,and offered his handto her. Hesitantly, Lir
stretchecherown out, andhe gaveit a sharpshake.

"We go downto theriver to fish. Maybe you cancome
with us,sometime?Talorenasked,shoving his handsback
into his pocketsashe considered.ir. "It's gotgreatmud."

The thoughtof mud madeLir's stomachroll, but she
quickly bobbedher head. "S... sure,"shedecided,clearing
herthroat. "After.. afterm' family's settled."

To Lir's relief, Talorenseemedo takethat asan endto
their conversation.His duty done,the redheacbeata hasty
retreat,returningto his gangof snickeringholdbrats. Lir
had no doubtsthey'd be talking abouther, and she only
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hopedthey wouldn't catchon to her secret. Beside her,
Calric benthis head,andwhisperedn herear.

"You did good,little brother. You did good."

His wordsreassuredherbut, evenso, Lir wasglad when
no othercuriouslad cameto questionher. Shesettleddown
to watch her sisters feeling her confidencebuild. They, at
least,could havefun andplay games. Sheknew it'd be a
long time before shefelt comfortableplaying gameswith
boys.Shestill hadsomuchto learn.

"Lir, Calric, up!" Their mother'svoice broke through
Lir's thoughts,andhastily, shewason her feet. Pathitook
Aden back, swinging him on her hip while he slept. Lir
once more admired her baby brother'sability to sleep
through anything, and wished for one momentthat she
couldtradeplaceswith him.

"Calric, call your sistersin, please? The Stewardneeds
usto register. We'vebeengivena small cot on the northern
side- needsa bit of work, he said,but your fatherand| said
we'dbe glad to haveit.” Shewasin a good mood, and it
madeLir hopeful. If they could get throughthis, sheknew
they could getthroughanything.

Pathi guided her brood of children into the Hold,
navigatingunfamiliar tunnels and hallways easily. Lir
wonderechow shedid it, asit wasPathi'sfirst time too, but
didn'thaveachanceo ask her. Soonenoughthey wereall
crowdedinto a small office, and a stout manwith grey hair
was standingover a pieceof hide. He held a quill in his
handsandoneby one,calledthemup.

Lir was last, purposefully placing herself behind her
sisters as she mentally rehearsed ve@was going to say.
The words soundedoreignin her head,and shewrung her
handswith nervousness.Shefervently hopedshewouldn't
messit up. As he called her forwards,her heartleapt. She
felt herthroatcloseshut,andthoughtshemight passout.

"Your name, boy?" he asked, tapping his food
expectantly. Lir's mind swam,and shefelt her mouth dry
up. "Boy, | haven'tgotall day. Your name,please?”

Shefelt the eyesof her parentson her, evenif she
couldn'tseethem. Shefelt panic racethough her body, and
shefoughtthe urgeto bolt. Calric wasright there, beside
her, and as he reached doitgive her shouldera comforting
squeezel.ir heardthewordscomeout of hermouth.

"I'm Lir. Sonof TarinandPathi."
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