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CHAPTER ONE

Ny

The messenger was awoman, and though she was wearing Darkovan clothing, she was not Darkovan,
and not accustomed to the Streets of Thendara’ s Old Town at night. She walked warily, reminding
hersdlf that respectable women were seldom molested in the streets if they minded their own business,
acted and looked asif they had somewhereto go; did not loiter, kept moving.

She had learned thislesson so well that she strode aong briskly even through the marketplace,
looking neither to one side nor the other, keeping her eyes straight ahead.

The red sun of Cottman Four, informally caled the Bloody Sun by Terran Empire spaceport
workers, lingered &t the rim of the horizon, casting a pleasant red-umber twilight. A single moon, likea
pale violet shadow in the sky, hung high and waning. In the marketplace, the vendors were closing the
front shutters of their stalls. A fried-fish seller was scooping up the last smdl crispy crumbs from her
kettle, watched by afew stray cats; she scattered the crumbs, provoking a cat-scrimmage underfoot,
which she watched, amused, for amoment before she hoisted the kettle on its Sde, Sraining the fat
through severa layers of cloth. Close by, a saddlemaker dammed down the front shutters of hisstall and
padlocked them shuit.

Prosperous, thought the Terran woman in Darkovan clothing.He can afford a Terran metal lock .
Darkover, Cottman Four to the Terrans, was a metal-poor planet. Other vendors were tying their
shutters down with ropes and cords and trusting to the night watchman to notice any unauthorized
person fumbling with theropes. A baker was doing a haphazard business selling the last few stale bunsin
her stall; shelooked up as the Terran messenger passed with her quick stride.

“Hey there! Vanessan’haY llana, where are you going in such arush?’

Vanessawas moving so swiftly that she had gone severa steps past the baker’ s sl before she
really heard the words. She stopped and came back, smiling tentatively at the plump woman who was
making change for asmdl boy with abunin hisfig.

“Sherna,” she acknowledged, “1 didn’t seeyou. ”

“I could have imagined that,” said the baker with agrin. “ Striding dong asif you were on your way
to exterminate a colony of banshees, at theleast , my dear! Have abun?’ When Vanessa hesitated, she
urged, “ Go on, take one, there’ sno sensein hauling thislot al the way back to the Guild-housg; it’ snot
asif there were enough |eft for everyone to have one at supper!”

Thus urged, Vanessa picked up one of the leftover buns and bit into it. It was hearty, made with
nut-flour to eke out the grain, and sweet with dried fruits. She stood nibbling, moving automaticaly to
one Sde asthe stal-keeper afew feet avay began to bumble about with a broom, sweeping the front of
his shop.



“Were you going to the Guild-house, or on some other errand?’ Sherna asked.

“Tothe Guild-house,” Vanessaadmitted. “1 should have thought to come here at once so that | could
go through the streets with you.” Secretly she was annoyed at hersdlf; where had her mind been?

“Good,” Shernasaid. “Y ou can help me carry the baskets. But tonight is not a Bridge mesting, isit?’

“Oh, no, no, not that | remember,” Vanessasaid, picking up one of the breadbaskets. “I have a
message for Margali n’ha'Y sabet. | cannot see why the Guildmothers refuse to have acommunicator in
the Guild-house; it would save sending messengers through the streets thisway, especidly after dark. ”

Shernasmiled indulgently. “YouTerranan ,” she said, laughing. “ So that the noise of thething can
invade our privacy in season and out, to save amessenger the trouble of walking afew minutes’ walk in
good weather? Ah, your poor abused feet, my heart achesfor the lazy things!”

“Theweether isn’t dways o good,” Vanessa protested, but the argument was an old one, habitual
between the women, and the protests were good-natured.

Both women were members of the Bridge Society, Penta Cori’yo , which had been formed afew
years ago, when members of the Free Amazons—Comhi’ Letzis, the Guild of Renunciates—had been
thefirst Darkovansto offer themselvesfor work in the Terran Headquarters, as medica technicians, as
mountain guides and travel-advisers, astrandators and language teachers. The Bridge Society offered a
home, aplaceto live, friends among Darkovan women; for Terranswho agreed to live by Renunciate
laws, but could not commit themselves fully to the Guild-house, there was even aspecidly modified form
of the Oath. The Bridge maintained homelike quarters for Darkovan women, mostly Renunciates,
required by their work to livein the Terran HQ.

It was open to any Darkovan woman who had worked for three of the forty-day moon cyclesin the
Terran HQ or any Terran woman who spent the same time within a Guild-house. Shernan’haMarya, a
Renunciate from Thendara Guild-house, had worked haf ayear asatrandator, helping to compile
standard worksincasta andcahuenga , the two languages of Darkover. Vanessaryn Erin, agraduate of
the Terran Intelligence Academy on Alpha, had now been four years on Darkover, and had lived in the
Guild-house mogt of thelast year, preparing for field work outside Headquarters.

Sherna handed the last of the sweet buns to awoman with asmall child in her arms, another clutching
her skirt. “Take them for thelittle ones. No, no,” she protested as the woman began to fumble for coins,
“they’ d only go into the pail for the hens. So, Vanessa, we managed that well, only two loavesto carry
back, and the kitchen-women can make us a bread-pudding with them. ”

“Arewe ready to go back to the Guild-house, then?’

“There’ sno hurry,” Shernasaid, and Vanessa had been on Darkover long enough not to protest,
despite the urgency of her errand. She helped Shernatie up the front shutters of the bake-stal in leisurely
fashion, and collect the scattered baskets.

There was a sudden flurry of activity at one of the gates visible from the marketplace, and acaravan
of pack animals clattered over the stones. A cluster of small children playing king-of-the-mountain from
the top of an abandoned stall scampered out of the way. A tall, thin woman, clad in the ordinary garb of
aRenunciate, loose tunic and trousers tucked into low boots, carrying an Amazon knifeaslong asa
short sword, strode toward them.

“Rafi,” Shernagreeted her. “I didn’t know you’ d be back tonight. ”

“Neither did I,” said Rafaellan’haDoria. “ These people have been bumbling about the passfor three
days. | think the pack animas smelled home, or they’ d till be wandering up there looking at the green
grass growing and hunting for mushrooms on appletrees. Let me go and pick up my pay. I’ d haveleft
them at the city gates, but I’ m surethey’ d have lost themsel ves between here and their stables, judging
by the way they’ ve behaved al along. And Zandru whip me with scorpionsif | ever again accept a



commission beforeit’ sfirmly understood who’ sbossing thetrail! Believe me—I could tell you some
gories—" She hurried off to talk briefly with the head of the caravan. Some money changed hands.
Vanessasaw Rafadlla carefully stop to count it—even the Terran woman knew what an insult that was,
in an open marketplace. Then Rafi came back to them; greeted Vanessawith acasua nod, swung the
last of the wicker breadbaskets to her shoulder, and the three women set off together through the
cobbled streets.

“What are you doing here, Vanessa? News from HQ?’
“Not much,” Vanessasaid evasively. “One of our planesfrom Map and Ex isdown inthe Hdllers.”

“Maybetherewill bework for us, then,” Rafagllasaid. “Last year, when they sent usout ona
salvage contract for a downed plane, there was plenty for everyoneto do.” Rafaellawasa
travel-organizer, and was in considerable demand among Terrans who must venture into the little-known
and trackless mountains of the northern Domains.

“I don’t know if that’ swhat they have in mind. | don’t think it’ swhere anyone can savageit,”
Vanessasaid. The women walked dong silently through one of the quieter streets of the city, and paused
before alarge building of stone, turning awindowlessfront wall on the street. A small placard on the
front door said:

THENDARA GUILD-HOUSE
SISTERHOOD OF RENUNCIATES

Shernaand Vanessawere laden with the baskets, Rafaellaaone had afree hand to ring the bll. In
thefront hall, aheavily pregnant woman let them in, closing and locking the door after them. “Oh,
Vanessa, isit the night for the Bridge Society? | had forgotten.” But she gave Vanessano chanceto
answer. “Rafi, your daughter is herel”

“| thought Doriawas gill busy among theTerranan ,” said Rafalla, not very gracioudy. “What isshe
doing here, Laurinda?’

“Sheisgiving alecture, with the box which makeslighted pictures on the wall, to seven women who
areto betrained as hedling assstants, beginning next tenday,” said Laurinda. “ *Nurses,’ theTerranan
cdl them, isn’t that afunny word? It sounds asif they were going to work breast-feedingTerranan
babies, and that’ s not what they’ re being trained for at al. Just caring for the sick and bedridden, and
looking after wounds and the like. They must be nearly finished now; you could go in and spesk to her. ”

Vanessaasked, “IsMargai n’ha'Y sabet within the house? | am here with amessagefor her.”

“You arefortunate,” the woman said, “sheisto set out tomorrow morning for Armida, with Jadlle n’
haMéeora They would have gone today, before noon, but one of the horses cast a shoe and by the time
the smith had done with her work; it was threatening rain; so they put off their departuretill tomorrow. ”

“If Jedlleis il inthe house,” Rafadlasaid, “1 should like to spesk with her.”

“Sheishdping Doriawith the lecture; we al know she has worked among theTerranan ,” Laurinda
sad.

“Why don’t you look inside and see? They’rein the music room. ”

“I will go and put away my basketsfirst,” said Sherna, but Vanessafollowed Rafadllatoward the
music room at the back of the building, and opened the door, quietly dipping inside.

A young woman, her hair cropped Renunciate style, was just finishing adide lecture; sheticked of f
severd points on her fingers, clicking off acolored dide as the women entered.

“Y ouwill be expected to write accurately; they will expect you to read well, and to remember what



you read, and to writeit down precisaly. Y ou will be given preparatory lecturesin anatomy, in persona
hygiene, in scientific observation and how to record what you observe, before ever you are alowed
even to bring apatient atray of food or abedpan. Y ou will work as assistants and aides, hel ping the
qudified nursesto carefor patients, from the very first day of your lectures; and as soon asyou are
taught any nursing procedures you will be allowed to do them at once on the wards. Not until your
second haf year of training will you be dlowed to assst the surgeons, or to study midwifery. Itishard,
dirty work, but | found it very satisfying, and | think you will too. Any questions?’

One of the young women curled up on the floor listening raised her hand.
“Mirdlan’ haAnjdi?

“Why must we have lessonsin persond hygiene? Do those Terrans think that Darkovan people are
dirty or dovenly, that they must teach usthis?’

“Y ou must not take it personaly,” said Doria. “ Even their own women must learn new and different
ways of cleanlinesswhen they study nursing; cleanlinessfor everyday use, and surgica cleanlinessfor
when they must work around people who are very ill, or who have unhedled wounds, or are exposed to
disease germs and contagion, are not at al the same, asyou will learn. ”

Another woman asked, “| have heard that theuniforms —" she sumbled over the unfamiliar word,
“worn by the Terran workers are asimmodest as the wear of a progtitute. Must we wear them, and will
it violate our Oath?’

Doriaindicated the white tunic and trousers she was wearing. She said, “ Customs differ. Their
standards of modesty are different from ours. But the Bridge Society has been successful in cregting a
compromise. Darkovan women employed by Medic wear a specid uniform designed not to offend our
standards, and it’ s so comfortable and warm that many of the Terran nurses have chosen to adopt it.
And before you ask, the symbol on the breast of the uniform—" She indicated the red emblem, a taff
with entwined snakes. “It’ savery old Terran symbol indicating Medica service. Y ou will be expected
to know a dozen such symbolsin order to find your way around the HQ. ”

“What doesit mean?’ oneyoung girl, not more than fifteen, asked.

“| asked my own teacher this. It is supposed to be the symbol of avery old Terran God of Hedling.
No one now worships him, but the symbol has remained. Any other questions?’

“I have heard,” said one woman, “that the Terrans are licentious, that they regard Darkovan women
as being—being like the women of the spaceport bars. Isthistrue? Must we carry knivesto protect
ourselvesthere?’

Doriachuckled. She sad, “ Jaelle n’haMeéoralived among them for atime. 1 will let her answer that.

A small woman with flaming red hair stood up &t the back of the room. “1 cannot spesk for al Terran
men,” she said, “even among the Gods, Zandru and Aldones have not the same attributes, and a
cristoforo monk behaves differently than afarmer in the Vaeron plains. There are boorish men and
roughnecks among the Terrans aswell as on the streets of Thendara. But | can assure you that among
the Terransin the Medic Department, you need not fear discourtesy or molestation; their Medics are
sworn by oath to tregt everyone, patients of professional associates, with proper courtesy. In fact, it may
disturb you that they will not seem to take any note of whether you are aman, awoman, or a piece of
machinery, but will treat you asif you were novice Keepers. Asfor carrying knives, it isnot the custom
among the Terrans, and you will not be alowed to bring any wegpons for defense into the Medic
Department. But then, the Terranswill not be carrying them either: it isforbidden by their regulations.
The only knives you will see anywherein Medic are the surgeon’ s scal pels. Are there any other
questions?’



Vanessaredized that the questions could go on until the bell rang for the evening med. She sad,
from where she stood by the door, “1 have aquestion. IsMargali n’ha'Y sabet within thisroom?’

“I have not seen her since noonday,” Doriasaid, then saw Rafagllain the doorway beside Vanessa.

“Mother,” she cdled, and hurried to Rafadlla, enveloping her in an enormous hug. Jeelle, smiling,
cameto her old friend, and the three women stood for a moment embracing.

“It’ swonderful to see you, Jadlle. Damn, how long has it been? For the past three years we’ ve kept
missing each other; whenever I’ min Thendara, you’ re out at Armida, and whenever you cometo the
city, I’'mlikely to be somewhere north of Caer Donn!”

“It’ sonly luck thistime; Margali and | were supposed to leave at noon,” Jadlle said. “I have been
away from my daughter for apair of tendays. ”

“Shemust beabig girl now, Dorilysn’haJedle” said Rafadlla, laughing. “Five, isn't she, or six by
now? Old enough to bring her to the house for fostering. ”

“There’ stime enough for that,” said Jaelle, and |ooked away, greeting Vanessawith anod. “1 know |
met you afew days ago at the Bridge Society mesting, but | have forgotten your name. ”

“Vanessa,” Doriareminded her.

“| am sorry to break up your lecture,” Vanessa said, looking at the young women who were putting
away the cushions and scattering about the room, but Doria shrugged.

“It’sjust aswell. All the serious questions had been answered. But, they are nervous about their new
work, and would have kept thinking up silly questionsto be answered until the supper-bell!” She went
back to the center of the room, and began packing up her dides and the projector. “How fortunate you
came. Y ou can return these to Medic for me tonight, and save me atrip through the streets at night. |
borrowed them from the Chief of Nursing Education. Y ou’ |l take them back when you go, won’t you?
Or are you spending the night?”

“No, | came here with amessage for Margali—"

Doriaghrugged again. “1 am sure she’ s somewhere in the House. It’ s nearly time for the supper-bell.
Y ou will be sureto see her therel”

Vanessa had been long enough on Darkover, and lived long enough in Guild-houses, to be
accustomed to this casud attitude about time. Shewas still Terran enough to fed that they redlly should
have sent someone to fetch Margali, or at least told her where to go and find her, but she was on the
Darkovan sde of town, now; resigning hersdlf, shetold Doriathat she would be glad to return the dide
equipment to the Medic Department for her—actualy, shefdlt it was a considerable impostion, and she
was alittle annoyed a Doriafor asking. But Doriawas asister in the Guild, and there was no courteous
way to refuse arequest of this sort.

“Isthere any news yet about the plane that’ s down in the Hellers?” Doria asked.
Vanessawas saved from answering by a scornful sound from Rafaella.

“FoolishTerranan ,” Rafadllasaid. “What do they expect? Even we poor benighted souls without the
benefit of Terran science—" She made the words sound like a gutter obscenity—"know that it isfally to
travel past the Hellers, at any season, and even a Terran should know there’ snothing north of Nevarsin
to the Wall Around the World, but frozen wasteland! | say, good riddance to bad rubbish! If they send
their foolish planesthere, they must expect to lose them!”

“I think you are too hard on them, Rafi,” Doriasaid. “Isthe pilot anyone | know, Vanessa?’
“Sheisnot amember of the Bridge Society. Her nameis Anders.”
“Alexis Anders? | have met her,” said Jadlle. “ They have not recovered the plane? How dreadful!”



Rafadllaput an arm around Jadlle’ swa. “Let’ s not waste time talking of the Terrans, Shaya , love,
we have o little time together these days. Y our daughter is such abig girl now, when will you bring her
to the Guild-house for fostering? And then perhaps you will come back too. ”

Jedlle’ sface clouded. “I don’t know if | can bring her here at dl, Rafi. There are—difficulties.”

Refadla’ s quick temper flared. “ Soitistrue. | did not believeit of you, Jaelle, that you would go
meekly back to your high-born Comyn kindred, when they had cast you off! But then, perhapsit was
aways certain that the Comyn would never let you go, certainly not when you bore a child to one of
them! | wonder that no one hasyet called your Oath in question!”

Now Jedlle’ sface, too, bore the high color of anger; she had, Vanessa thought, the temper
associated traditiondly, by Terrans, with her flaming red hair.

“How dare you say that to me, Rafael1a?’
“Do you deny that the father of your child isthe Comyn lord Damon Ridenow?’

“I deny nothing,” Jadlle said angrily, “but what of that? Y ou of al people, to reproach mewith that,
Rafi! Have you not three sons?’

Rafadlla quoted from the Oath of the Renunciates:

“Men dia pre' zhiuro, fromthisday forth, | swear | will bear no child to any man for house or
heritage, place nor posterity; | swear that | donewill determine rearing and fosterage of any child | bear,
without regard to any man’s place, position, or pride. ”

“How dare you quote the Oath to mein that tone and imply that | have broken it? Cleindori ismy
child. Her father is Comyn; if you knew him, you would know how little that meansto him. My daughter
isan Aillard; the house of Aillard, aone among the Seven Domains, have counted lineage, from the times
of Hastur and Casslda themselves, in the mother’ sline. | bore my daughter for my own house, not for
any man’sl What Amazon has not done the same, unless sheis so persistent alover of women that she
will not let any man touch her even for that purpose.” But Jaelle’ s anger ebbed; she put her arm around
Rafadllaagan. “Oh, let’ snot quarrel, Refi, you are dmost my oldest friend, and do you think | have
forgotten the years when we were partners? But you are not the keeper of my conscience. ”

Rafadladtill held hersdlf spitefully aoof.

“No, that officeisnow filled by that he-keeper of the Forbidden Tower—Damon Ridenow, isthat
his name? How can | possibly compete with that?’

Jaelle shook her head. “Whatever you think, Réfi, | keep my Oath.” Rafadla<till |ooked skepticd,
but at that moment amellow-chimed bell sounded through the hall, announcing that in afew minutes
dinner would be served.

“Dinner, and | am il wearing dl the muck of the pack animas and the marketplace! | must go and
wash, evenif | am not to be one of Doria’ s nursest Come aong up with me, Shaya. Let’ snot quarre,
after all, | see you so seldom now, we have no time to waste in arguing about what we can’t change.
Vanessa, will you comewith us?’

“I think not, I must look for Margdi n’ha'Y sabet.” Vanessawatched Jaelle and her friend run up the
dairs, and went toward the door of the dining room. There was agood smdll of cooking, something hot
and savory, the yeasty smell of fresh bread just taken from the oven, and a clatter of disheswherethe
women helping in the kitchen were setting out bowls and cups on the tables.

If Magdaen Lorne, known in the Guild-house as Margdi, wasin the Guild-house a dl, she must
pass through here on her way to dinner. Vanessawondered if she would know her by sight. She had
met her only three or four times, the last time only atenday ago at amesting of the Bridge Society within
thisHouse.



At that moment, she looked up and saw Magdaen Lorne coming toward her, along the hal from the
greenhouse at the back of the Guild-house. Her asamswerefull of early melons. At her side, dso carrying
melons, was atal, scarred, rangy woman—anemmasca , awoman who had undergone the dangerous,
illegal and frequently fatal neutering operation. Vanessa knew the woman’sname, Camillan’ haKyrig;
knew that she had once been amercenary soldier, was now ateacher of sword-play in the Guild-house,
and knew that she was reputed to be Magdden Lorne’ slover. That still embarrassed Vanessaalittle,
though not as much as it would have done before she had dwelt for monthsin the Guild-house and knew
how commonplace and unremarkable it was. It no longer seemed to her mysterious and perverse; but
shewas Terran, and it embarrassed her.

Even before she had come to Darkover, sincefirst she had goneinto training for Intelligence work,
Vanessaryn Erin had known of the legendary Magdalen Lorne. She knew most of the story: that she
had been born on Darkover, in the mountains near Caer Donn, before the building of Thendara
Spaceport, so that Magda had been brought up with Darkovan children and learned the language as a
native. She knew that Magda had been trained, like hersdf, in the Intelligence Academy on Alpha, by
Vanessa'sown chief, Cholayna Ares, who had at that time been head of Intelligence Training, and hed
only later cometo Darkover. She knew that Magda had, for atime, been married to the present Terran
Legate, Peter Haldane, and that she had been the first woman to do Intelligence Fieldwork on
Darkover; one of the very few women who had ever done so. She knew that Magda had been the first
to infiltrate the Guild of Renunciates, had even managed to take the Oath, and had quixoticdly inssted
on keeping it, even to serving the full housebound time, which, before the crestion of the Bridge Society,
had been required in unmitigated form even of Terrans. She knew that, afew years ago, Magda had | eft
the Guild-house and was on some mysterious detached duty at Armida. This she had known of the
legend. But she had met the living woman only afew days ago, and still was not accustomed to her.
Somehow she had expected her to belarger than life.

In the Guild-house, courtesy demanded that she use only Lorne’s Darkovan name.
“Margdi n’ha Y sabet? May | spesk with you for aminute?’

“Vanessa? How niceto seeyou.” MagdalLorne, Margdi, seemed tal, though she was not much
over average height; in her middle thirties, with heavy dark hair cropped short in Renunciate style,
shadowing her forehead; she had deep-st, lively gray eyeswhich rested on Vanessa curioudy. “Here,
take some of these, will you?’ She shoved some of the armload of melonsinto Vanessa' s hands; sniffed,
and made awry face. “Sméllslike tripe stew. Y ou can have my share. Will | ever forget how | hated it,
my first few months here? But maybe you likeit, some people do. Never mind, there’ |l be plenty of
bread and cheese, and melonsfor dessert. Camilla, give her some of those, if you drop them herein the
hall we'll be chasing them al over the place— and if any of them smash open, what amessto clean
away! And |, for one, don’t fed like scrubbing floors thisweek!”

Camilla, who was even taler than Magda, loaded Vanessa’ sarms with some of the melons shewas
carrying. They smeled sweet and fragrant, with the earthy smell of the greenhouse, but V anessa resented
the intruson on her misson. Camillasaw her frown.

“What are you doing here, Vanessa? If it is Bridge Society night, | had forgotten. ”

Vanessathought, irritably, that if one more person said that to her she would swear out loud. “No—
but | have amessage for you, Margdi, from Cholaynan’ha Chandria” Vanessa used the Guild-house
name, and Magda shook her head in puzzlement.

“Damn the woman, what can she want? | talked with her three days ago, and she knew | was
leaving. Jeelle and | should have gone this afternoon. In case you’ d forgotten, we have children at
Armida.”

“It’ san assgnment. She said it was important, possibly amatter of life or deeth, ” Vanessatold her.



Camillasad, “Cholaynadoesn’t exaggerate. If she saidlife or death , she meant it. ”

“I'm sure of it,” Magdasaid, frowning. “But do you have any ideawhat it’ sal about, Vanessa? |
don’t want to get hung up here. Asl said, I’ m needed a Armida. Jaelle’ s daughter is old enough to be
left, but Shaya’ s not quite two yearsold, and if | stay much longer in the city she’ll forget what | ook
likel”

“I couldn’t say, ” Vanessaevaded, carefully not saying that she didn’t know. She had been briefed
on why Magda had |eft the Guild-house, and something from the most secret and classified files had
been made available to her about Magda’ swork at Armida, but not nearly enough to understand it.

She could not imagine any conceivable reason why an Intelligence Agent of Magda' s status should
want to burden herself with a haf-Darkovan child, and like al women who are childless by choice, she
judged Magda harshly. Although she admired the legend, she was not yet accustomed to the living redlity
of thewoman. Waking at Magda’' s Side, it confused her to note that Magda was actually an inch or two
shorter than she was hersdif.

“It’ snot dl that late. Have we time for dinner here? No, | supposeif Cholaynasaid life or death, she
means exactly that. Let me go and tell Jaellen’haMeéorathat | may not be ableto leave at first light,
after al.” But her face was grim as she started up the Sairs.

“Let metell you, Vanesss, if thisisanonsense of some sort, Cholaynawill wish she had never
learned the way to the Guild-house. I’ m leaving tomorrow, and that’ sthat!”

She smiled suddenly as she Sarted up the stairs, and for the first time, Vanessa sensed, behind the
matter-of-fact woman, the powerful personality who had become the legend.

“Oh, well, if it had to come, what better time? At least I’ Il missthetripe stew. ”

CHAPTER TWO

«»

It was pitch-dark now, and raining, spits and dashes of deet in the nightly rain. The streetswere dl but
empty when Magdaand Vanessafinally crossed the square facing the entrance to the Terran HQ and
gave passwords to the Spaceforce man in black leather uniform. He was bundled to the neck in ablack
wool scarf, which was not regulation, and there was a heavy down jacket over the uniform which was
not regulation ether, but on this particular planet, at night, should have been. Magda knew they winked
at it, but that wasn’t enough; they should have changed the rules to authorizeiit.

And they think the Darkovan people are unwilling to change their primitive ways!

Magda did not know most of the new Spaceforce people now. Even ayear ago, she would have
introduced hersdlf; now it seemed pointless. She would be going back to Armidain the morning; that
waswhere her lifewaslaid now. She had remained accessible to Cholaynato help in the founding and
implementing of the Bridge Society, but now it wasworking well on itsown. And now she had achild to
bind her further to Armidaand the Forbidden Tower. Cholayna Ares, Head of Intelligence on Cottman
Four, would smply have to get dong without her.

If she thinks she can send me into the field at a moment’s notice, she can simply think again.

Magdahad lived so long under the Darkovan sun that she flinched at the bright yellow Earth-normal
lights as they came on insde the main HQ building. But she stepped into the eevator without hesitation.



She had acquired a certain impatience with these Terran conveniences, but she wasn’t going to walk up
forty-two flights of stairsto make her point.

At this hour the sector given over to Terran Intelligence was dark and deserted; only from the office
of Cholayna Areswas there agleam of light, and Magdaredized that if Cholayna awaited her inthe
office, instead of sending for her in her comfortable living quarters, there was something very important in
thewind.

“Cholayna?| cameas soon as| could. But what in the world—this one or any other—isso
important that it couldn’t wait until morning?’

“| was afraid that by morning you would be gone,” Cholaynaanswered. “I wasn't eager to send a
messenger after you to Armida. But | would have doneit if | had to.”

Cholayna Ares, Terran Intelligence, was avery tal woman, with ashock of slver-white hair in
astonishing contrast to the darkness of her black skin. She rose to greet Magda; gestured her to take a
segt. Magda remained stlanding.

“It’ sgood of you to come, Magda.”

“It’snot good at dl, you didn’t give me achoice,” Magdaretorted irritably. “Y ou said something
about life and death. | didn’t think you’ d say that lightly. Was | wrong?’

“Magda—do you remember an agent named Anders? Alexis. She came here from Magagratwo
yearsago. Basic Training in Intelligence; shifted here to Mapping and Exploring.”

“Lexie Anders?| didn’t know her well,” Magda said, “and she made it very clear shedidn’t want to
know me any better. Later, when | suggested that if she wanted to know how to relate to the women
here, she join the Bridge Society, shelaughed in my face. | must admit |’ ve never especidly liked her.

Why?’
“I think you were too hard on her,” Cholayna said. “ She came here and immediately found hersaf up
againg the Lorne Legend.” Magda made an impatient gesture, but Cholaynawent on, imperturbable.

“No, no, my dear, I’ m perfectly serious. Y ou had done more, on aworld where in generd it was
impossible for awoman to accomplish anything &t dl in intelligence work, than Anders had accomplished
in her firg three assgnments. Whatever she did, she found hersalf competing with you, andin
consequence she knew she was outclassed before she began. | wasn’t at al surprised when she shifted
to M-and-Ex.”

“I can’t see why she thought she had to compete—" Magda began irritably; but Cholayna brushed
that aside.

“Bethat asit may. Her plane went down over the Hellers three days ago. We got amessage that she
was logt, couldn’t navigate—something wrong with the computer compass. Then nothing. Dead slence,
not even atracking beam to the satellite. Not even asignal from the black box.”

“That seemsvery unlikdly,” Magdasaid. The“black box,” or automatic recording devicein a
mapping plane, was supposed to keep sending out sgnalsfor retrieval, at least with the newer models,
for at least three years after the plane went down. Magda knew Alexis Anderswell enough to know that
shewould not have dlowed hersdlf to be sent out with anything less than the very newest in equipment.

“Unlikely or not, it happened, Magda. The plane was giving out no signds, the black box and
tracking recorder were sllent, the satellite couldn’t trace athing.”

“She crashed, then?” Magdafelt chegp; she had not particularly liked Lexie, but she wished now she
had not spoken quite so unkindly of the woman—now, presumably, dead.

Of course, there had been Terrans who had survived the crash of aMapping plane, and found



shelter, and in at least one case, Magda knew, anew life, and anew home. But not in the Hellers, the
wildest, most unknown, trackless and uninhabited mountains on Darkover; perhaps the worst on any
settled or inhabitable planet. It was amost impossibleto survivein the Hellers, at least in winter, for
more than afew hours, without specid surviva gear. And beyond the Hellers, asfar as anyone knew
(and now the Empire knew Cottman Four considerably better than the Darkovans themsalves), was
nothing; only the impenetrable mountain range known as the Wall around the World. And beyond the
Wall, nothing but barren icy wastes stretching from poleto pole.

“So she’ s presumed dead, then? Too bad.” Anything further would be hypocrisy. Lexie had didiked
Magda quite as much as Magda had didiked Lexie.

“No,” said Cholayna, “she’sdown in Medic.”
“Y ou recovered the plane? But—"

“No, wedidn’t recover the plane, do you think | would have brought you acrossthe city inarush
likethisfor aroutine rescue or debriefing?’

“You keep teling mewhat itisn’t,” Magdasaid, “but you haven’t given me any ides, yet, what this
is...”

Stll, Cholayna hesitated. At lagt, she said, quite formdly, “Magda, | remind you that you are dill a
sworn Intelligence Agent, and are covered by the Officid Secrets Provison of Civil Service—"

“Cholayna, | can’timaginewhat you’ re talking about,” Magda began, and now she was seriousy
annoyed. What was dl thisrigmarole? She had never questioned her Oath to Intelligence, except during
the painful identity crigsof her first haf-year among the Renunciates. There had then been no Bridge
Society to help inthiskind of trangtion. She had been thefirst.

“Y ou know, | fought to keep you on inactive duty status, instead of accepting your resgnation,”
Cholaynasaid ddliberatdly. “ One of the tenets of intelligence work, and this appliesto al Empire planets,
incidentdly, not just Darkover, isthis. when one of ours goes over the wall—goes native, acquiresa
native spouse and children—the rule of thumb isthat it makes him a better agent. Although thereis
aways aquestion in the record about any decision he might make which could possibly create a conflict
asto where his persond interest lies. I’ m sure you know that.”

“I could quote you pages of regulations about it,” Magdasaid dryly. “I was prepared for this. |
assume it appliesto me because |’ ve had a child, though asfar as you know I’ m not married. Right?
Widll, you’ rewrong.”

“Areyou married, then?’

“Not in any way you’ d recognize under Terran law. But | have sworn the Oath of Freemates with
Jeddlen’haMéeora: by Darkovan law, that crestes an andogy to marriage. Specifically, it meansthat if
either of usshould die, the other has both alegal rightand a legal obligation to foster and act as
guardian of the other’ s child or children, exactly as awife or husband would do. Specificaly this oath
overrides, by law, any clam of the children’ sfathers. So for dl practical purposes, the Stuationis
identical with marriage. Isthat clear?’

Cholaynasaid, her voice hard, “I” m sure Xenoanthropology will find it fascinating. I’ [| make surethey
get it from the records. But | wasn’t inquiring into the details of your privaelife”

“I wasn't giving them.” Magda’ s voice was equaly unyidding, athough in fact Cholaynawas one of
the few people dive to whom she might have given such detailsif asked. “I was apprisng you of the
legal stuation. | assume, then, that those standard assumptions about Empire men with anative wife and
children apply to me, and | am expected to behave accordingly.”

“Y ou assume wrongly, Magda. Y es, on the books, it’ strue; but in actua practice—and thisis



classfied information I’ m giving you—on the occasions, and incidentally they are very rare, when a
woman goes over the wall—classfied practiceisto deectivate her intdligence rating immediately. The
reasons given for thisare numerous, but they al boil down to the same thing. Officid Intelligence policy
assumes that aman can maintain an objective detachment from hiswife and children, more easily than
you or | could, because of —Magda, remember I’ m quoting, thisisn’t my persond belief—because of
her degper involvement. Presumably, ahusband can detach himsdf from awife easer than vice versa,
and the children are, again supposedly, closer to the woman who bore them than they are to the man
who fathered them.”

Magda swore. “1 should have expected something likethis. Do | haveto tell you what | think of the
reish 7’ The Darkovan word was a childish vulgarity, which meant literdly stable-sweepings , but her
facetwisted in red anger asshe saidit.

“Of course you don’t. What you think of it and what | think of it are very much the same, but what
ether of usthinks, is completely beside the point. I’ m talking about officid policy. | was supposed to
accept your resgnation thefirst timeyou handed it in.”

“| supposeit’saso in those extremey confidential and classified private filesthat | am reputed to be
alover of women?’ Magda asked with awry twist of her mouth. “1 know theclassified policy regarding
lovers of men, among Terrans—Ilegdly they’ re protected by officia policies of non-discrimination.
Practicaly, you know and | know that they’ re hasded on any pretext anyone can find.”

“You'rewrong,” Cholaynasaid, “or at least it’snot truein every case. There’salegd loophole: a
man who isliving with awife and children, no matter what his private preference, cannot officidly be
classfied homosexud. In practice, he’ s covered, and can fight any such action. Y ou covered yourself
againgt any such action when your child was born, Magda. Nobody redly cares whether you married
thefather or not. But by immunizing yoursdlf fromthat kind of persecution, you invoked the other one:
now it’ s assumed that you are completely unsuited to Intelligence work because your loyaty would be to
your child or children, and to the man who fathered them. | should, according to the Code, have
accepted your resgnation thefirgt timeyou handed it in.”

“I would have been perfectly agreeableto that,” said Magda.

“I know. Goodness knows, you’ ve given me opportunities enough,” Cholaynasaid. “Y ou’ ve handed
itinso regularly every season that | ve wondered if it’ sjust your way of celebrating Midsummer and
Midwinter! But | ill think I’ m seeing alittle farther than you do. We can’t afford to lose qudified
women thisway.”

“Why areyoutdling meadl this?’

“By way of explaining to you why thisrequest isunofficia, and why, just the same, you haveto listen
to me, and help me. Magda, you have the ultimate wegpon over me; you can tell me whereto go and
what to do when | get there, and according to regulations | have no recourse at dl. The legd Situationis,
you’ ve gone over thewall, and | have no right to call you in. But I’ m bucking regulations because you
are the one person who might be able to make sense of what’ s hgppening now.”

“And so, findly, we come around to it,” Magdasaid, “the reason you hauled me out on arainy night

“All nightshere arerainy, but that’ s beside the point, too.”
“LexieAnders?’

“Ten minutes or S0 before her plane went down, she transmitted amessage via satellite; shewas
approaching the Wl Around the World, and was preparing to turn back. Her final message said she’d
gpotted something, like acity, which she hadnot found on the radar map. She was descending to five
thousand metersto investigate. Then welost her, and the plane. Nothing more. Not even the black box,



as| sad. Asfar asHQ or the satellites know, the plane vanished, black box and dl, right out of the
atmosphere of the planet. But Lexie Anders appeared this morning at the gates of the HQ, out of
uniform, without her identity cards. And her mind had been wiped. Wiped clean. Complete amnesia.
Magda, she can hardly spesk Terran Standard! She speaks the native language of her home planet—
Vanwa—but on the baby-talk level. So obvioudy, we can’t ask her what happened.”

“But—adl thisisimpossible, Cholaynal | don’t understand—"
“Neither do we. And that’s an understatement. And it’ s no use questioning Anders, in her condition.”

“Sowhy did you send for me?’” Magda asked. But she was afraid she knew, and it made her angry.
Although asfar as Magda had ever known Cholayna had nolaran , the woman seemed to sense her
annoyance and hesitated; then, as Magda had known she would, she said it anyhow.

“You're apsi-technician, Magda. The nearest one we have, the only properly trained one this side of
the Alphacolony. Y ou can find out whet really happened.”

Magdawas silent for amoment, staring angrily at Cholayna. She should have expected this. It was,
she thought, her own fault for not breaking atie that had ceased to have any meaning. As Cholayna had
reminded her, she had tried to resign from Terran Intelligence, and Cholayna had dissuaded her; Magda,
she said, was best qualified to build closer communications, ties, a bridge between the world of Magda's
birth and the Darkovan world Magda had chosen for her own. Magda had wanted this too: the Bridge
Society wasliving proof of her desire to strengthen that tie. Y et when Magda had |eft the Guild-house to
become part of the onlylaran circle of trained psychics which worked its trained matrix circle outsde the
carefully surrounded, safeguarded precincts of a Tower, she should have known this problem would
again become acute.

It was not that the Empire had no command of ps techniques. Not as common, nor as well
devel oped asthey were on Darkover. Few planetsin the known universe had the displayed skill, the
taken-for-granted potentia of telepaths and other psi-sengtive talents which the Darkovans calledlaran .
Asfar aswas known, Darkover was unique in that respect.

But these talents, it was now known, were an ineradicable part of the human mind. Although there
were gtill afew determined skeptics—and for some reason, determined skepticism was a sdf-fulfilling
prophecy, so that skepticsrarely developed any ps skills of any kind— where there were humans, there
werethe ps skillswhich were part of the human mind. And so there were trained telepaths, though not
many, and even afew mechanica psi-probes had been devel oped which could do much the same work.

“Only there are none on Darkover, none nearer than the Intelligence Academy on Alpha,” said
Cholayna, “and we’ ve got to know what happened to her. Don’t you understand, Magda? We've got to
know!”

When Magda did not answer, she drew along bresth, loud in the room. “Listen, Magda, you know
what thismeansaswell as| do! Y ou know there’ s nothing out there beyond the Hellers, nothing! So she
ggndsshe’ s spotted something out there, and then she goes down. Nothing on the satellite picture, no
black box, no plane recorder—nothing. But if there’ s nothing out there, she’ s <till gone down with her
plane. We've logt planes from Map and Ex before this. We' velost pilots, too. But shedidn’t go down.
Something out there grabbed her—and then gave her back! In this condition!”

Magdathought this over for amoment. She said at last, “ It means there has to be something out
there; something outside the Wall Around the World. But that’ simpossible.” She had seen the
weether-satdllite pictures of Cottman Four. A cold planet, aplanet tilted strongly onitsaxis by the
presence of the high himals of the Hellers, the Wl Around the World, amounting to a“third pole.” A



planet inhabitable only in ardatively smdl part of one continent, and el sewhere afrozen wasteland with
nosgnsof life

“You' re beginning to seewhat | mean,” Cholaynasaid grimly. “And you’ retrained in what the
Darkovanscdllaran

“| wasafool ever to let you know that!” Magdaknew it was her own fault for retaining even this
fragile bond. When she had outgrown the ties of the Guild-house, she should have done what Andrew
Carr had done before her, and alowed the Terrans, perhaps even the Renunciates, to think her dead.

In the Forbidden Tower, she had found ahome, aworld of otherslike hersdaf, who belonged
nowhere esein worldsthat demanded they define themsalvesin narrow categories. Calista, Keeper,
exiled from her Tower because she could give up neither her human love nor the exercise of the powerful
laran for which she had nearly given her life. Andrew Carr, Terran, who had discovered hisown
powers and found anew world and anew life. Damon, exiled from a Tower, the only man who had had
the courage to demand what no man had been alowed in centuries: he had become K eeper of the
Tower they cdled Forbidden, and fought for the right to establish his Tower in the open. Therewere
otherswho had cometo it, outcasts from the regular Towers, or those who despite talent would never
have been admitted to a Tower; and now, among them, herself and Jaelle.

And she had been foolish enough to let Cholayna know something—anything, of this...

“Y ou want me to psi-probe her, Cholayna? Why can’t you get atechnician out from Alpha? Y ou
could send amessage and have one herein atenday.”

“No, Magda. If she stayslikethis, she could drop into catatonia and we’ d never know. Besides, if
there is something out there, we have to know it.Now . We can’t send another plane up until we know
what happened to that one.”

“There’ snothing out there,” Magda said, with more harshness than sheintended. “ Satellite pictures
don’tlie”

“That’ swhat I’ve dways said.” Cholaynastared at the lighted panels on her desktop; when Magda
said nothing, she got up and came around the desk and grabbed Magda’ sshoulders. “Damniit,
something happened to her! | can understand the plane going down. |’ ve never tried to fly over the
Helersmysdf, but I’ ve talked to some who have. What scares me is how she got back here, and the
condition she’sin. If it could happen to Lexie, it could happen to anyone. Not asingle personin
Mapping and Exploring, or anywhere el se outsde the Trade City, is safe until we know what took her
and her plane—and how, and why—they—sent her back. Y ou’ ve got to help us, Magda.”

Magda walked away from Cholayna, and stared out at the lights of the Spaceport below. Up here,
she could see thewhole of Terran HQ, and across the city to the Old Town. The contrast was definite,
the glaring lights of the Terran Trade City, the dim scattered lights of the Old Town, aready all but dark
at this hour. Somewhere in that darkness lay the Guild-house and her friends, while out beyond the pass
that wasjust ablacker darkness againgt the night sky lay the estate of Armida, alittle morethanaday’s
ride north, where was her new world. If only she could consult with one of them, with their Keeper
Damon, with Andrew, who like herself had fought the battle between his Terran self and his Darkovan
world. But they werethere , and she washere , and it was her own unique predicament and her own
unanswerable problem.

“I’m the last person Lexie would want mucking around in her mind, believe me.”

Cholayna said, and there was no possible answer, “ She wouldn’t want to stay like thisforever,
gther. She’ sdown in Medic, in Isolation. We haven’t wanted anyone e se to know what happened.”

Some day, Magda thought, it was going to occur to the Terran HQ personnd that there were some
thingseven they couldn’t control. She didn’t give afundamental damn whether the Terrans kept up their



pretense of omnipotence. But there was afellow human being, awoman, caught up in the gears. She
sad, more roughly than sheintended, “Let’ sget on with it, then. But I’ m not atrained psi-technician, so
don’t blame meif dl | can doismakethingsworse. I’ll do my best. That’sdl | can say.”

CHAPTER THREE

«»

Magda hated to ring the night-bell at the Guild-house; it meant that someone would have to be roused,
come down the stairs and open the bolted door. Y et she preferred that, inconvenient asit was, to
accepting Cholayna’ s offer to find her aplace to stay ether in Unmarried Personnd Living Quarters, or
even in the Bridge Society Hostel, where some of the Darkovan nursesin training had their lodgings.

She sood shivering on the steps, for even in high summer it was chilly at this hour, listening to the
clang of the bell insde. Then she heard along scraping of the heavy bolt, and at last the door opened
grudgingly, and ayoung woman’ svoice asked, “Who isit? Do you want the midwife?’

“No, Cressa. Itis|, Margali n"ha Y sabet,” Magdasaid, and cameinside. “I am truly sorry to disturb
you. I'll just go quietly up to bed.”

“It’sdl right, | wasn’t adeep. Someone came for Keitha just alittle while ago. Poor girl, she was out
all day, and had just gotten to deep, and aman came for her, hiswife was expecting her first, so she'll
be out dl night, too. Someone suggested in House Meseting afew moons ago that the midwives should
answer dl the night bells, because most of thetime, night callswere for them.”

“That wouldn't really befair,” Magda said, “they deserve to deegp when they can, if only because
they lose so much deep aready. | apologize again for waking you. Do you need help with the bolt?’

“Thank you, it redly istoo heavy for me.”

Magda came and helped her to fasten the heavy lock. Cressawent off to the night doorkeeper’s
room, and Magda went dowly up the stairs to the room she had been given to share with Jaelle during
this stay in the House. She paused at the door; then turned away, went to a nearby door and knocked
softly. After amoment she heard amuffled response, turned the knob and went inside.

“Camilla” shewhispered, “ are you adeep?’
“Of course |l am, could | talk to you if | were awvake?’ Camillasat up in bed. “Margdi?What isit?’

Without answering, Magda came and sat on the edge of the bed, where she dumped, letting her
head fdl wearily into her hands.

“What isit,bredhiya 7’ Camillaasked gently. “What did they ask of you thistime?’

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her sengtivity was o high—she had been usinglaran at such alevel —
that she could dmost hear Camiilla’ sthoughts as if the woman had spoken them aoud:

Oh yes, of coursg, it is because you do not want to talk that you come and wake me instead of
quietly going to sleep in your own room!

But aloud, Camillasaid only, *Y ou missed dinner here; did they at least feed you in the Terran Zone?’

“It’ smy own fault. After dl theseyearsusinglaran | should have known enough to demand
something to eat,” Magdasaid, “but | wanted to get away, | couldn’t wait to get away. Cholaynadid
offer—"



Camilla s eyebrows went up in the dark. “Y ou were usinglaran in the Terran HQ? And you don’t
want to talk about it. That does not sound like what | would expect of Cholaynan’haChandria” She
did out of bed and drew a heavy woolen wrapper over her warm nightgown, scuffed her long narrow
feet into fur dippers. “Let’ sgo down to the kitchen for something hot for you.”

“I’m not hungry,” Magda said wesrily.
“Neverthdess, if you have been usinglaran —you know you must eat and regain your strength—"
“What indl of Zandru’shellsdo you know about it?” Magda snarled. Camilla shrugged.

“I know what al the world knows. | know what the little children in the marketplace know. | know
you . Come downgtairs, at least you can have some hot milk, after that long walk in the cold. Take your
boots off, though, and put on your dippers.”

“Damnation, Camilla, don’t fussat me.”

Againtheindifferent shrug. “If you want to it in wet clothes dl night, please yoursdlf. | suppose one
of the young nursing trainees would be delighted at the chance to nurse you through lung-fever. But itis
hardly fair to go clumping around through the halls after midnight in heavy boots waking everyone who
deegps on the corridor because you’ retoo lazy to pull them off. If you’ re simply too tired, I’ Il hdp you.”

Wearily, Magda roused hersdlf to pull off her boots and soaked jacket. “I’ 1l borrow one of your
nightgowns; | don’t want to wake Jaglle.” Somehow she took off the wet clothes and got herself into a
heavy gown of thick flannd.

“We' d better take these down and dry them; there will be afirein the kitchen,” Camillasaid. Magda
was too weary to argue; she put her wet clothes over her arm and followed Camilla

Shewas dtill shivering asthey went down the corridors and the silent gairs, but in the Guild-house
kitchen, the fire was banked, and near the fireplace it waswarm. A kettle of hot water was hissng softly
onitscrane; Camillafound mugs on ashelf while Magdaraked up the fire and spread out her wet
garments. Camilla poured Magda some bark-tea, then went into the pantry and cut cold meat and
bread, laying them on the kitchen table next to the bowls of rolled grains and dried fruits, soaking for the
breakfast porridge.

Magda sipped listlesdy at the hot bitter tea, too tired to look for honey on the shelves. She did not
touch the food, sitting motionless on the bench before the table. Camilla made herself some tea, but
instead of drinking it, she came around behind Magda. Her strong hands kneaded the tight musclesin the
younger woman’ s shoulders and neck; after along time Magda reached out and took up a piece of the
buttered bread.

“I’m not redlly hungry, but | suppose | should eat something,” she said wearily, and put it to her lips.
After ahbite or two, as Camillahad expected, the ravenous hunger of anyone who has been working with
laran took over, and she ate and drank almost mechanicaly. She finished the bread and meat, and got
up to ransack the pantry for some leftover cakes with spice and sugar.

When her hunger was satisfied, she leaned back, turning the bench round so that she could put her
feet up on therail that guarded the fireplace. Camilla came and sat beside her, putting up her own fegt—
long, narrow, somehow aristocratic—on therall besde Magda's. They sat together, neither speaking,
looking into the bed of coals. After atime, Magda got up restlessy and put more wood on thefire,
causing flamesto flare up o that flickering shadows played on the walls of the cavernous kitchen.

Shesad, at last, “1’m not redly apsi-tech, not the way they think of it in the Terran Zone. I'mnot a
thergpist. Thework | do at Armidais—isdifferent. What | had to do tonight was to go into someone’s
mind, someonewho’ s normally head-blind, and try to—" She wet her lipswith her tongueand said, “It’s
not easy to explain. Therearen’t words.”



Shelooked around hesitantly at Camilla. She had known the woman at her side for years, and had
long known that Camillahad, or had once had,laran , though Camilla herself denied it. Magdawas one
of thefew people living who knew dl of Camilla’ s story: born of Comyn blood—no trace of which was
visible now except for the faded, sandy hair which had once flamed with the same Comyn red as Jeelle’s
—Camilla had been kidnapped when barely out of childhood, and so savagely raped and abused that
her mind had broken. Magda did not know dl of the details; only that for many years, Camillahad lived
asamercenary soldier, even her closest associates unaware that she was not the rough-spoken,
rough-living man she seemed. After some years of this, Camilla, wounded and near death, had revealed
hersdlf to aRenunciate: Kindra, Jeelle’ s own foster-mother. She had found hersdlf able, in the Guild of
Free Amazons, to take up again, painfully and with grest self-doubt, the womanhood she had tried so
long and so hard to renounce or concedl.

Once or twice, when their barriers were down to one another, Magda had become certain that
Camillaretained some of her family’ s heritage of laran , whatever that family might be. She was sure that
Camillabore the blood of one of the Seven Domains, the great families of Darkover, even though she
concedled herlaran .

It was not impossible that Camillaknew, without being told, how difficult the thing was thet the
Terrans had asked her to do.

“Do you remember meeting Lexie Anders at the specid orientation meeting they gave for the new
women working in the Terran Zone?’

“| do. Shewas very scornful of the notion that thePenta Cori’yo had anything to offer Terran
women. Even when the other women in the Bridge Society pointed out that, after al, Terran women
could hardly go to the Spaceport bars for recreation in the City, and that thiswould give her friends and
associates, and a place to go when she could not stand being cooped up in the HQ anymore—"

“And | know, if Lexie doesn’t, that that’ s one reason women employees haven’t been very fortunate
on Darkover, unlessthey were brought up here and fedl comfortable with the language and the way
women are expected to behave,” Magda said. 1 remember how rude and casua Lexie was &t the
reception. She made usdl fed like—well, like natives, crude aboriginas; that we should dl have been
wearing skin loincloths and bonesin our hair.”

“And you had to go intoher mind? Poor Margali,” said Camilla, “1 do not imagineher mindisa
pleasant place to be. Not even, | should imagine, for her. Asfor you—"

“It wasn't only that,” Magda said. Briefly, she repested to Camillawhat Cholayna had told her about
thelost plane, and about Lexie’ s mysterious regppearance. “—So | told her, I’ m not atrained psi-tech,
and don’t blame meif | makethingsworse,” she said, “ and then we went down to Isolation, in Medic,
where they had been keeping her.”

Magda had not remembered that L exie Anders was such alittle woman. She was loud-voiced and
definite, with such an assertive stance and manner that it was shocking to see her lying flat againgt her
cot, pale and scrubbed like asick child. Her hair wasfair, cut short and curly; her face looked almost
bruised, the blue veins showing through the skin. More distressing than thiswas the emptinessin her
face; Magdafdt that even Lexie’ s aggressive rudeness was preferable to this passive, childish pliancy.

Magdahad learned alittle of the didect of Vainwa during her yearsin training on Planet Alpha, in
the Intdligence Academy. “How are you feding, Lieutenant Anders?’

“My name’sLexie. | don’t know why they’re keeping me here, I'mnot Sck,” Lexiesad, ina
childish, complaining tone. “ Are you going to stick more needlesin me?’



“No, | promise| won't stick you with any needles.” Magdalifted aquestioning eyebrow at
Cholayna, who said in an undertone, “ The Medicstried pentothd ; they thought if thiswas Smply
emotiona shock, it might help her to reliveit and talk about it. No result.”

Magda thought about that for amoment. If Lexie Anders had been, at one moment, in a plane about
to crash in the frozen wastelands surrounding the Wl Around the World, and in the next moment, was
outside the Spaceport gates of ThendaraHQ), the emotiona shock aone could have reduced her to this
condition.

“Do you know where you are, Lexie?’

“Hogpitd. They told me,” she said, laying her curly head down tiredly on the pillow. “I don’t fed sick
a dl. Why am | in ahospital? Are you adoctor? Y ou don’t look like adoctor, not in those clothes.”

“Then—you don’t remember anything that happened?’ Magda had once watched Lady Callista dedl
with acase of shock: aman who had seen four members of hisfamily killed in afreak flood. “Can you
tell methelast thing you remember?’

“’Member—akitten,” said Lexiewith achildish grin. “It ran avay.”
“Y ou don’t remember the plane?’

“Pane? My dad fliesaplane,” shesaid. “I want to fly onewhen | grow up. My cousin saysgirlsdon’t
fly planes, but Dadasaysit’ sdl right, some girlsfly planes, they even pilot starships.”

“Certainly they do.” Magdaremembered a brief ambition of her own (about the time she found out
the difference between her parents and the parents of the Darkovan children around her, with whom she
had grown up) to be astarship pilot. She supposed most tomboy girls had smilar ambitions, and briefly
it created abond of sympathy.

“Lexie, suppose | wereto tell you that you have forgotten many things, that you are dl grown up, and
that you did fly a plane; that you are here because your plane crashed. Will you think about that, please?
What would you say to that?’

Lexiedid not even stop to think. Her small face was aready crinkled up in ajeering laugh. “1'd say
you were crazy. Crazy woman, what are you doing in ahospitd, trying to act like adoctor? Isit acrazy
hospitd 7’

Magda’ s brief moment of liking and sympathy for Lexie evgporated. An unpleasant child, she
thought, who grew up into an even more unpleasant woman. ..

Y et she remembered what Cdllista, training her in the arts of matrix work, had said about thiskind of
thing:

They abuse us because they are afraid of us. If anyone is rude and unpleasant when you are
trying to help them, it is out of fear, because they are afraid of what you will try and make them
see or understand. No matter how deeply their reason is hidden, something in them knows and
under stands, and fears leaving the protection of shock.

(Inthe Guild-house, before the fire, hours later, Magda again recalled and repeated these words, so
deeply absorbed in her own memoriesthat she did not see Camilla’ sfacid muscles tauten, nor the tense
nod with which she acquiesced. There were many things Camilla could not, or chose not to remember,
of her own ordedl.)



Magdaignored Lexie’' s rudeness. From around her neck, shetook her matrix stone, carefully
unwrapping the layers of shielding. Sherolled the blue stone, hidden firesflashing from its depth, out into
her pdm. Lexie’' seyesfollowed the moving colorsin the jewd.

“Pretty,” shesaid in her babytalk voice. “Can | seeit?’

“In aminute, perhaps. But you must not touch it, or you might be hurt.” For an out-of-phase person,
particularly a nontel epath, to touch akeyed matrix could produce a serious and painful shock; worse, it
could throw the operator of the matrix, keyed to the stone, into shock that could be fatal. She held the
psi-sengtive crystd away from Lexie’ s childishly grasping fingers and said, “L ook into the stone, Lexie.”

Lexietwisted her face away. “Makes my head ache.”

That was norma enough. Few untrained persons could endure to ook into a keyed matrix, and Lexie
'sps potential was evidently very dight. Magda realized she should at least have asked for alook at
Personnel Records on Lieutenant Alexis Anders, to know her determined level of ps ability. They did
test Terransfor such things now. It would have been useful to know.

But they had not, and there was no way to do it now. She held the matrix before Lexie’seyes. “|
want you to look into the stone, so that we can see what is the matter with you, and why you arein the
hospitd here.” Magda spoke ddliberately, her voice friendly but firm. Lexie pouted like a child, but
under Magda’' s commanding voice and posture, findly fixed her eyes on the shifting colors of the sone.

Magdawatched until her face relaxed. She was not sure how an ordinary psi-tech would handle this,
but for the best part of seven years she had been intensively trained in the uses of amatrix. The words of
the Monitor’ s Oath, demanded of any telepath soon after being entrusted with amatrix, briefly resonated
in her mind: Enter no mind save to help or heal, and never for power over any being .

Then she made contact, briefly, with Lexie Anders’smind.

On the surface, it was ajumble, a confused child not knowing what had happened. On a deeper
level, something shivered and quaked, not wanting to know. Gently Magda touched the child-mind (a
hand confidingly tucked into hers, asalittle girl holdsthe hand of an older sigter; shelet the warmth linger
for amoment, wanting Lexieto trust her).

Who areyou? It’sscary, | can’t remember.

I’'myour friend, Lexie. | won’t let anyone hurt you. You're a big girl now. You wanted to fly a
plane, remember? Let’ s go, let’s find the plane. The first time your hands touched the controls.
Look at the plane. The controls are under your hands. Where are you, Lexie?

Theyoung woman’s hands curved reminiscently asif over the controls she had mastered. ..

Abruptly the childish plaintive voice lisping the didect of Vanwal changed; became crisp, accurete,
Terran Standard spoken with the precision of those to whom it was an acquired second language.

“Anders, Alexis, Cadet Recruit, reporting as ordered, Ma’ am.”

It was no useto try to bring her dong with verba commands. Simple hypnotic suggestion would
have brought aless traumatized subject to present time; but Magda had already seen how Lexie’s
conscious intellect and even the unconscious mind refused the level of mere suggestion. With the matrix,
Magda could bypass that resstance. Again she dipped into the younger woman’ s mind, seeking the
child who had walked with her hand in hand, trustingly.

Lieutenant Anders. When did you get your promotion?

A tenday after | was moved to Cottman Four. | decided to move over to Mapping and
Exploring.

Magda was prepared to ask, directly in Lexie’smind, why the younger woman had made the



transfer application. Surely Cholayna had done her, Magda, a monstrous injustice when she had spoken
of the Lornelegend and the inability of Lexie to compete with the more famous older woman. But she
stopped hersdlf. Wasthistruly relevant to Lexie’ s problem, or was she, Magda, smply indulging a
desireto explain and justify herself? Gently she re-established the rapport; but the childish acceptance
was gone. She regretted it, regretted the image of the little sster walking beside her, hand in hand.

Tell me about your work in Mapping and Exploring, Lieutenant. Do you like your work?

Yes. 1 loveit. | can work alone and nobody bothersme. | didn’t like it in Intelligence. There
were too many women. | don’t like women. | don’t trust them. Always ready to stab you in the
back. You can trust a plane. Does what you tell it to, and if anything goeswrong it’s your own
damn fault. Her face was dmost animated.

Sowly, carefully, Magdaingnuated hersdf into Lexie’ smemory. Thiswas not ordinary amnesia,
where sdlectively the mind chooses to reject an intolerable burden. It was total rejection. Magda’ smind
intertwined with Lexie’s; she had never held the controls of aplane, large or small, but now her hands
covered Lexie’' sand she shared the full-round vision to dl points of the compass, the frozen mountains
spread below, the precise definiteness of every motion and idea. She was moving farther north, shewas
about to set arecord if the damned plane would cooperate. Her skill was such that the maddening
surges of crosswinds and updrafts only bounced her alittle where any other pilot would have been
battered. Then—

Lexie Anders screamed and sat bolt upright in bed. Magda, knocked out of the rapport, stood
garing, her eyeswide.

“| crashed,” Lexie said, in her most precise Terran Standard. “ Thelast thing | remember was going
down. And then | was here, at the HQ gates. Hdllfire, Lorne, are you involved in Medic too? Isn’t there
any pie on thiswhole planet you don’t have your fingersinto?’

“Sowhat did you tell them?’ Camillaasked at lat.

“I didn’t have any reasonable explanation,” Magda said. “1 grasped at the usua straws. | told
Cholaynathat it was just possible that when the plane went down, Anders devel oped a sudden surge of
previoudy unguessed-at psi-potentia, and teleported herself back here. It snot at al unheard-of, under
life-and-degth threet like that, to find someone doing something they’ d never have believed aremote
possbility. | did something like that once, mysalf—not physicaly but mentally.”

She and Jadlle, in acave on ahillsde, with Jaelle desperately ill, after miscarrying Peter Haldane's
child. Escape had seemed impossible. Somehow, she never knew how, she had reached out and
touched rescue— had called for help and had, somehow, been answered.

“That kind of thing doesn’t show up in test |abs becauise you can’t fool the subconscious mind;
hypnos's, or what-have-you, may make their conscious mind think they’ rein danger, but down
undernegth, they know perfectly well there’ snored threat.” She sighed, thinking of how, for abrief
time, she had actually liked the child Lexie had been.

“But you don’t believe that explanation,” Camillasaid.
“Camilla | knew it wasaliewhen| saidit.”
“But why should you lie? What had redlly happened to Lexie Anders?’

Before she answered, Magdareached for Camilla’ s hand. She said, “My fourth night in this house,
my very firg Training Sesson as a Renunciate, do you remember? That same night there was a mesting
of asociety caled the Sisterhood. Do you remember that | lost track of what you asked me, and you



scolded and bullied me for not paying attention to what was going on?’

“Not particularly,” Camillasaid. “Why? And what has the Sisterhood to do with Lexie Anders?’ She
reached across the bench and picked up her cold tea, Sipping at it.

Magdasaid, “Let me make you afresh cup,” took both mugs, and poured the tea. She went to refill
the kettle.

At last, knowing shewas ddlaying, she said, “ During that meeting, | ssw—something. | didn’t know
then what to cdll it, | thought it was a—a thought-form of the Goddess Avarra. Of course, at thetime, |
thought | was halucinating, that it wasn't redly there.”

Camillasad, “I have seen it too, during meetings of the Sisterhood. Y ou know that the Renunciates
were formed from two societies: the Sisterhood of the Sword, who were a soldier-caste, and the
priestesses of Avarra, who were heders. | bdieve the Sisterhood invokes Avarrain their meetings. Again
—what have their rdligious practicesto do with Lexie Anders?’

Magda stood braced against the table, leaning on her fists. Her face was drawn and distant,
remembering. She said, and it was no more than awhisper of horror, “Twice more, | ssw—something.
Not the Goddess Avarra. Robed figures. A whisper of—of a sound like crows caling. Once | asked:
Who areyou 7’

Camillaasked, her voice dropping in response to the frozen dread in Magda's, “ Did they—was
there any answer?’

“None that made any senseto me. | seemed to hear—not quite to hear, tosense —the words, The
Dark Ssterhood . Something—" Magdawrinkled up her face, tensely; it was tenuous, like trying to
remember adream in daylight. “Only that they were guardians of some sort, but couldn’t interfere. And
just as| was about to reach the point where Lexie relived and remembered the crash, | saw that. Again.”

Her throat closed, her voice was reduced to athready whisper. “Walls. A city. Robed figures. Then
the sound of crows caling. And nothing. After that—noathing.”

CHAPTER FOUR

«»

Camillaturned away and banked thefire. She felt carefully about the legs of Magda’ s breechesto seeif
they weredry.

“Leavethem for afew minutesmore,” she said.
“Camillal Y ou know something of the Sisterhood; whét are they?”’
Camillawas il fussng with the haf-dried clothing.

“If I knew,” shesaid, “1 would be like Marisda— sworn to secrecy. Why do you think those people
don’t makeit, whatever it isthat they know, part of the regular Training sessions? Secrets, bah! Once
Marisdlatried to get meto join them. When | would not, she was very annoyed with me. Weren't you
angry when Lexierefused to join thePenta Cori’yo ?

That was different, Magdathought, even though she could not define how. She was not
accustomed to defending hersdf againgt Camilla, not anymore.

“Youdon'tlikeMarisda?’



“Certainly | like her. But | refused to make her the keeper of my conscience and of course she has
never forgiven mefor that. But when firgt sheingsted | should join them, she did tell me something of the
origind purposes of the Sisterhood. Most of it iswhat you would expect from the Oath, the usual
business about women as sisters,Men dia pre’ zhiuro, sister and mother and daughter to all women
—but thereismore; it isto give teaching inlaran to those who were not born Comyn and thus are not
eigiblefor training in the ordinary Towers. She even tried to frighten me— threatened me with dl kinds
of dreadful consequencesif | wasnot willing to swallow her kind of medicinefor my ills.”

“That does not sound like Marisdla,” Magda said.

“Oh, believe me, shedid not say it in those words. She didn’t bully me, or say do what | suggest or
youwill haveto suffer dl kinds of things—no, it was more a matter of being afraid for me. Morea
matter of —Let me help you, you poor thing, or you cannot imagine how dreadful it will be. You
know the kind of thing I mean.” Magda heard the unspoken part of that,and you know how much |
would hate that kind of thing , just as clearly as she had heard what Camillahad said aloud. She knew
Camillatrusted her enough not to take advantage, or she would never have dlowed that.

“Among other things, Marisdlatried to tell me that an untrained telepath is adanger to hersdf and to
everyone around her.” Camilla’ s scornful look showed what she thought of that.

But that is perfectly true, Magdathought, remembering her own training. And the attempt to block
her ownlaran had al but destroyed Jadlle. If Camillahad done so unharmed, it would have taken such
iron control, such perfect sdf-discipline—

But Camilladid have both iron control and perfect self-discipline; she had had to have them, or she
could never have survived what had happened to her. And if she had the strength to survive al that—not
unscarred, but smply to survive—then she had the control and discipline for that too. But Magdawas
not surprised that Marisdladid not believeit.

“At that time—after | was—changed, and recovered,” Camillasaid, amost inaudibly, “Leonie
offered methis. She said something of the same sort—that | had been born into the caste withlaran and
therefore could not survive without that teaching. | honor Leonie—she was kind to mewhen | greatly
needed that kindness. She saved more than my life; she saved my reason. For dl that, | would have
been more comfortable with the bandits who so misused me; at least, when they violated me, they didn’t
pretend they were doing it for my own good.”

Magdadid not say aword. Only twicein the years they had known each other had Camillareferred
to the traumaof her girlhood, which had made her what she was, Magda had someideawhat it had cost
Camillato say thismuch, even to her. Abruptly, Camillajerked the drying tunic and undervest off the
rack and began vigoroudy to fold them.

“Like Jeelle, | was asked to join the Sisterhood. And like Jadlle, | refused. | have no love for secret
societies and sisterhoods, and what | know, | reservetheright to tell as| choose, to whomever |
choose. | think most of what they believe they know is supergtition and nonsense.” She pursed her
mouth and looked grim.

“Then how do you explain what happened to me, Camilla? Out therein the Kilghard Hills, in that
cave. | know what happened, because it happened to me. We were marooned. Jaelle was dying. We
would both have died there in that cave in the hills—I cried out for help. And |—I was answered.
Answered, | tell you!”

“You havelaran ,” Camillasaid, “and | suppose the Terran from the Forbidden Tower—what ishis
name, Andrew Carr? | suppose this Andrew Carr heard you and answered.”

“Ann’dra” Magda ddiberately used Carr’s Darkovan name. “Y es, he haslaran . But what
prompted him to go looking for mein thefirst place? For al he knew, | wasin Thendara, snug in the
Guild-house as abug in asaddiebag. Instead he sent out a search party for usand found usin timeto



sve Jadle' slife”

“Ferrika,” said Camilla. “ Sheisamember of the Ssterhood. And so isMarisda. Mariselaknew you
had gone, and knew the state Jadle wasin. And Ferrikais midwife at Armida—"

“Sheismorethan that,” Magdasaid. “ Sheisafull member of the Tower Circle”
Camillalooked skepticd, and Magdainssted, “ Sheis, | tell you, asmuch as| am myself.”
Camillashrugged. “ Then, thereisyour answer.”

“And the vison | had? Robed women—crows caling—"

“You said it yourself. Y ou were desperate. Y ou believed Jaelle was dying. Desperate people see
visons. | don’t believe there was anything supernatura about your answer at al.”

“You don't believe that a—acry for help of that kind can be answered?’
“No, | don’t”
“Why not?’

Camilla slipswere set in ahard line. “Don’t you suppose that |—prayed? | cried out for help with dl
my strength. Not only for human help, | cried out to dl the Gods and to any supernatura forcesthat
might have been hanging around to help me. If they could have heard you, where were they when | cried
out to heaven, or even hell, for help? If they heard you, why did they not hear me? And if they heard me,
and did not answer— what sort of Gods or helpers were they?’

Magdaflinched before the unanswerable bitterness of that.

Camillawent on, without interruption, “Y ou had avision,bredhiya .” She used the word, which
meant origindlysister , in theintimate inflection which could makeit meandarling orbeloved , and was
used only in close family intimacy or to asworn lover.

“You had avison, adream; it was your Ann’drawho heard you. Or perhaps, Marisda, who sent
word to Ferrikathat asister wasin peril.”

Since that was certainly possible, and wasin any case more rationd than her own belief, Magdadid
not try further to convince her. Camilla’ sface relaxed alittle; she went on.

“The Sisterhood, | have heard, was designed to do for women what thecristoforo brethren at
Nevarsin do for men. But unlike the Nevarsin brotherhood or the Comyn, the Sisterhood—so | am told
—do not exact piety nor conformity in return for their instruction. Thereisan old tae, afableif you will,
but some of the Comyn believeit, that thelaran of the Seven Domainsis because they arethe
descendants of Gods.” Camilla’s scornfully arched eyebrows told Magda what theemmasca thought of
that. “It did not suit them that the common folk should have this gift, or believe they haveit, or betrained
to useit if, as sometimes happens, they have it though they were born outside the sacred caste. | do not
know what will happen to the Comyn when they fully get it through their mindsthatlaran appearsevenin
Terranslike your Andrew Carr. To do them credit, if it is brought to the attention of Comyn that a
commoner possesseslaran |, they will sometimes have him trained— usuadly in one of the lesser Towers
like Neskaya. | don’t doubt &t al that your Andrew could—"

“Y ou keep cdling himmy Andrew. Heisn't, Camilla”

Camillashrugged. She said, “ Do you want moretea? Thisis cold.” And indeed, despite thefire on
the hearth, athin skin of ice had begun to form on Magda’ stea. “Or would you rather go up and deep?’

“I am not deepy.” Magda shivered; the memory of what she had seenin Lexie’ smind was ill dive
in her, and she wondered how she would ever manage to deep. She got up and poured boiling water
into her mug; tilted the spout toward Camilla. The older woman shook her bead.



“If | drink any more, | will never deep! Nor will you.”

“Why should | deep? | had hoped to be away at daybreak, and now | cannot. Cholayna has asked
meto stay until thisisresolved.”

“And of course you must do as Cholayna.commands?’

“Sheismy friend. | would stay if you asked me; why not for her? But | would like to get back to my
child.”

“A few more dayswill not weaken the bond, bredhiya .” Camilla’ sface relaxed and she smiled. “I
would like to see her—your daughter.”

“Thejourney to Armidaisnot so long asdl that, and for al your tak of being old, Camilla, | know
perfectly well that you could be off tomorrow to the Dry-Towns, or to Dalereuth, or the Wall Around
the World itsdlf, if you had some reason! Why not ride back with mewhen | go, and see my little

Shaya?
Camillasmiled. “I? Among thoseleronyn 7’
“They aremy friendsand my family, Camilla They would welcomeyou if only asmy friend.”

“One day, then, perhaps. Not thistime, | think. Shaya—we cdlled Jaglle so, asachild. So sheis
Jadlle’ s namesake? What does shelook like? Is she like you, your daughter?’

“Her hair curlslike mine, but not so dark; her eyes are like mine, but Ferrikathinks they will darken
as shegrows older. To me, she hasalook of my father: | know she has his hands. Strange, isit not? We
renounce our fathers when we swear the Oath, yet we cannot wholly renounce them; they reappear in
the faces of our children.”

“Perhapsitisaswdl | had no daughter. | would not have cared to seein her the face of the man who
renounced me before ever | renounced him! Y our father, though, seemsto have been aremarkable man,
and | dare say you have no reason to resent the likeness. But what of her father? | had assumed, of
coursg, it was the same Lord Damon Ridenow who fathered Jaelle’ schild— Comyn lords are
encouraged to breed sons and daughters everywhere, as my own red father did. It’ s odd that dthough
my mother was with child by aman far above her own station and was then married off in consequence
to aman far below it, ill both of them were too proud to accept that | might be pregnant with the child
of one of the rogues who—well, enough of that. But as| was saying—it seemed reasonable to methat it
would be Lord Damon who fathered your child, ashedid Jadlle’s”

Magda laughed. “Oh, Damon isnot like that. Believe me, heisnot. Jaelle chose him for her child’'s
father, but it washer choice. Damon isvery dear to me, but heisnot my lover.”

“That Terran then? Y our Andrew Carr, Lord Ann’dra? He is of your own people. | could
understand that— well, asmuch as | could ever understand desirefor aman.”

“At least you do not condemn it, as do so many women of the Guild, astreason to the Oath.”

Camillachuckled. “No, | lived for years among men, as one of them, and | know that men are very
likewomen—only not, perhaps, so freeto bewhat they are. It’ sapity there’ sno Guild-house for them.
Jadlle hastalked to me, alittle, about Damon. Butis it this Andrew, then?’

“I love Andrew,” Magda said, “amost asmuch as| love Lady Cdlista Whenfirst | decided that |
wanted achild, wetaked of it, dl three of us”

She knew she could never have explained to Camillawhat the bond was like within the Tower. It
was nothing like any other bond she had ever known. In many ways shefelt closer to Camillathan to
any other human being; she wished that she could share thiswith her, too. But how could she make
Camillaunderstand? Camilla, who had chosen to block away herlaran and live forever as one of the



head-blind. It hurt to fed Camilla’smind closed to her.

The bond of the Forbidden Tower had reached out to take her in; she had become a part, mind and
body and heart, of the Tower circle there. Until Jaglle’ s child was born, she had not redlly known how
much shewanted a child of her own. They had grown so closg, dl of them, that for atime it had seemed
naturd that she too should have Damon’ s child, so that her child and Jadlle’ smight betruly Ssters. Y et
even more than with Damon, she shared a close bond with Andrew Carr: like hersdf, Andrew had
found that the world of the Terrans could not hold him.

“In the end, though,” Magda said, “ Andrew and | decided not. It was realy Andrew’ s choice, not
mine. Hefdt that he would not want to father achild that he could not rear as hisown, and | would not
give up that privilegeto him. | chose my child’ sfather because, though we felt kindness toward one
another, he was someone from whom | felt | could part again without too much grief.” Shewas slent,
her eyesfaraway, and Camillawondered what she was thinking.

“I will tell you hisname, if you ask me,bredhiya . He has his own household, and sons of hisown,
but he promised, if | bore a son and could not care for him, that he would foster him and givehim such a
gartinlifeashe could. If | had adaughter, he swore he would make no claim on her. Hiswife was
willing—I would not do such athing without hiswife’ s consent.”

“I am curious about this paragon,” Camillasaid, “but you are welcome to your secrets, my dear.”
Sherose again and fdt the legs of Magda’ s breeches. “Cover thefire. It istime, and past, that we were
in bed. Even if you need not ride at daybreak, there are things | must do tomorrow.” She put her arm
around Magda as they went silently up the stairs; and not until she was on the very edge of deep did
Magdaredize that Camillahad realy said nothing about the Sisterhood, after dl.

A day or two later, she found Marisda, the Guild-house’ s senior midwife, enjoying arare moment of
solitudein themusic room, idly srumming arryl . But when Magda apologized for her intrusion and
would have gone away again, Marisela set down the smal lap-harp, and said, “Pleasedon’t go. | haven’t
redly anything to do with myself, and | wasonly killing time pretending | could play. Do st down and
talk to me. We never see each other these days.”

Magda sat down and watched as Marisdla put the instrument into its case.

“Remind meto tell Rafadllathat astring has broken; | took it off, but could not replaceit. Well,
Margali, do you just want to chat, or do you want to ask me something?’

Magdaasked, “ Do you remember when | wasfirgt in the house, during my housebound time? In my
first Training Session, | saw avision of the Goddess Avarra. | know it came from the Sisterhood. And
now again | have encountered—Marisela, will you tel me something about the Sisterhood?”

Mariselafiddled with the clasps on the instrument case.

“Therewasatime,” she said after amoment, “when | felt you were ready for the Sisterhood, and
would willingly have had you among us. But when you left the Guild-house, you went esawherefor the
traning of yourlaran . For that reason, | do not fed free to discuss the secrets of the Sisterhood with
you. | cantell you nothing, my dear. | am sure you are as well among the Forbidden Tower aswith us,
and if there was ever atimewhen | resented your choice, it waslong ago. But | am sorry. | may not talk
of thisto an outsder.”

Magda felt asense of tota frustration. She said, “If these people who call themsalves the Dark
Sisterhood reached out to me, how can you say | am an outsder? If they spoke to me—"

“If they did,” repeated Marisdla. “Oh, no, my dear, | am sure you are not lying, but when this



happened, you were under great stress. Thismuch | can say: the Sisterhood are those who serve
Avarra we on the plane which we cdl physical life, and they, the Dark Ones, on the plane of existence
known as the overworld. | suppose—in such extremity—if you have the taent of reaching out intoit,
they might hear you from the overworld and relay amessage. Y ou are strongly gifted withlaran ; you
may have reached Those Who Hear, and they may have answered you from where they dwell.”
Ddiberatdly, she changed the subject.

“But now, tell mewhat you have been doing with yoursdlf these last few years. | haven't redly had a
chanceto talk with you since your daughter was born. Is she well and thriving? Was she abig, strong
baby? Y ou told Doriathat she was weaned—how long did you feed her yoursdf?

“Something lessthan ayear,” Magdareplied, not redly sorry to abandon the frustrating topic, and
perfectly willing to satify the midwife’ s professiond interest. “When she began to cut her teeth, | was
quite ready and glad to say to her, if you are big enough to bite, you are big enough to bite bread!”

With an unexpected pang of homesi ckness she missed her daughter, the smal wriggling body in her
arms, snuggled deepily in her 1ap, struggling to escape being combed or dressed, scampering naked
from the bath... “ Sheisvery strong and seemsto me very inteligent and quick, very independent for
two yearsold. She actually triesto put on her own clothes. Of course she can’t yet; gets stuck with her
tunic over her head and yellsfor her nurse to come and get her loose. But shetries! She saysMama , but
she doesn’t dways mean me, she saysit to Jadlle, to Ellemir—"

“I have never met the Lady Ellemir, but Ferrika and Jaelle have spoken of her. | dways thought you
would have no trouble in bearing children. Did you have adifficult time?’

“I had nothing to compare it with. | thought it hard,” Magda said, “but not nearly asbad asit wasfor
Jeelle”

“I have never had achance to ask Jaelle about it. Wasit difficult for her? | expected that if she had
one child, she would want another.”

“Shedid; but Ferrikaadvised againg it. Cleindori isthriving; shewasfivelast Spring Festiva.”
“What avery peculiar name for achild, to name her after thekireseth flower!”

“Her nameisDorilys; it isafamily name among the Ardais, | understand, and Lady Rohanawas
Jedlle’ sfoster-mother. But she is golden-haired, and her nurse dresses her waysin blue, so that
Ferrikasaid one day, she lookslike abell of the flower al covered in golden pollen. Sheis so pretty no
one can deny her anything, so of course she’ sdreadfully spoiled; but she has such a sweet dispostion, it
seems to have done her no harm. Sheis very quick and clever, too, aready the other girls pet and spoil
her, and the boys dll treat her asalittle queen.”

“And | dare say you do homage, too,” Marisdasad, laughing, and Magda admitted it.

“Oh, she has dways been my specia darling. When Shayawas born, | expected Cleindori to be
jedous, but sheign’t. Sheinddsthat thisis her very own little sster, and wants to share everything with
her. When Shayawas only two months old we found her trying to dress the baby up in her own best
Holiday tunic, and | have forgotten how many timeswe had to remind her that it was very niceto be
generous, but that Shaya could not eat spice-bread or nut-caketill she had her teeth!”

“Better that the natura rivary should take that form, than jeelousy,” remarked Marisdla. “ She has
decided to riva you as mother, instead of Shayaas baby.” It was not thefirst time Magda had been
surprised at the woman’ s psychologica insight. It had been a sdutary lesson for Magda, who had
thought for along time that a non-technological culture would have no advanced psychologica
knowledge. But of course, if Mariselabelonged to the Sisterhood, whose specia province wasto train
thelaran and ps skills of those outside the norma system of the Towers, it wasnot at al surprising.
Magda’ s own awareness of mental processes had increased a thousandfold when she began to explore



herlaran .
“And thefather,” Marisdlaasked, “did he follow custom and stay with you for the birth?”

“Hewould have done, if | had asked him,” Magda said, “but since he agreed to make no claim, it
was Jeelle | asked to bewith me; Jaelle, and Lady Callista” She had never told anyone—although
Marisdawould certainly have understood—that in the profound helplessness and power of birth, it had
somehow been Camilla she had wanted with her. She would never tdll that to anyone, not evento
Camilla. Instead, she changed the subject.

“But tell me now what our sgter Keithais doing. | understand she studied midwifery both a Arilinn
and with the Terrans—"

“And shewill go next month to Neskaya, to teach the midwives the new skills shelearned from the
Terrans, and after that, to Nevarain, to establish a Guild-house of midwivesin thet city. Thecristoforo
brethren do not likeit, but thereis nothing they can do. They can hardly say that they wish womento die
in childbirth when they can be saved, can they?’

Magda agreed that they could not, athough they might like to; but the choice of subject wasan
unfortunate one, asit reminded her of what Camillahad said of the Sisterhood: that they had been
formed to do for women, in the darkest years of the Ages of Chaos, what thecristoforo brethren had
donefor men—to keep alittle learning aive despite Chaos and ignorance. And it aso reminded her that
Marisela had refused to tell what she knew.

CHAPTER FIVE

«»

There’ s no reason you should have to stay here,” Magda said. “ Thisis my problem, and Cholayna doesn
"t need you. Y ou could go back to Armida and to the children.”

Jaelle shook her head. “No,breda . Aslong asyou haveto stay, do you think | would leave you here
done?’

“It’snot asif | were exactly done,” Magda pointed out to her. “I have Cholayna, and everybody in
Bridgeif | need them, not to mention awhole Guild-house full of our ssters. I’ d redlly fed better about it
if I knew you were with the children, Shaya.”

Jedllen’ haMéeoralaughed. “Margdi, of dl the arguments you might have given me, that isthe one
least likely to make any impression! How much timedo | spend with either of the children?1 should be
thereto give her an admiring hug at bedtime? Aslong as Ellemir isthere, and her nurse, and Ferrika—
with awhole houseful of nurses and nannies, with Ellemir to supervise them and Andrew to spoil them, |
doubt if they know we are gone.”

Thiswastrue, more or less, and Magdaknew it. If anything, Jaelle was far less domestic, and less
interested in little children, than was Magda hersdlf. Jaelle loved Cleindori—as who did not?—but snce
thelittle girl had been weaned, spent littletimein her daughter’ s company.

She thought again, as she had thought before, that Jaelle had really changed very little snce they had
met: asmal, dight woman with hair only dightly faded from its early tint of new-minted copper; she had
thefragilelook of many Comyn—Damon had it, and Callista—but Magdaknew it was deceptive, and
concedl ed the ddlicate strength of ancient forged stedl.



In many ways, Jaelle is the strongest of us all. They say the Aillard women have always been
the best Keepers; perhaps the post of Keeper was designed for their kind of strength. But Jedlle’s
strength was notlaran . Perhapsthey did not yet know what her true strength would be.

We are both at the age, Magda thought,at which a woman should have decided what she wants
to do with her life. I have outgrown first love, first marriage, early ideals. | have a child, and
have recovered my strength and health. | have work | love. | have made some decisions —I know
many of the things | donotwant to do with my life. I have developed mylaranand | know that my
love and my strongest emotions are given to women. But | am not yet really sure what it is given
to me to do with my life. And this disturbed her so much that she had no heart to argue with Jeelle.

“Stay if you wish. But | can’t imagine wanting to stay in the City when you could be out in the
country, a Armida.”

Jeelle looked up toward the skyline, where the Venza M ountains overshadowed the pass that led
downinto the city. “You fed it too? | would like to be out again on thetrail. | have done my duty to clan
and family, and when Dori isonly alittle older, | shal send her to be fostered as adaughter of Aillard.
And then—oh, Magda, aren’t you eeger to bein thefield again, traveling in the mountains? Rafaella
wants me to come back to work with her; she’ stalking about some new specia project for the Terrans,
but won't tell me any detailsuntil | promisel’ll join her. It would be hard to leave the Tower, and |
would missit, but—couldn’t | take ayear away, just to travel again? It’s been solong! | never spent so
long in one placein my wholelife as| have spent at Armidal Five years, Magdal”

Magdasmiled indulgently. “1’ m sure they would give you leave to spend ayear in the mountainsif
you wished.”

“I heard the other day that thereis an expedition going to climb High Kimbi. It’s never been climbed

“And probably never will be,” Magdasaid. “Not by cither of us, inany case. You know aswell as|
do they wouldn’t have women aong, not even as guides. If there are still men who think women unfit to
be part of anything facing danger or demanding courage, they are the men who go out climbing
mountains.”

Jeelle snorted. “I led atrade caravan over the Pass of Scaravel when | was not yet eighteen!”

“Breda, | know what you can do on thetrall. And Rafadlaislisted in Intelligence Services asthe
best mountain guidein the business! But there are till men who won'’t use women guides. The more
foolsthey.”

Jedlle shrugged philosophicaly. “1 guessif wewant to climb High Kimbi, or Dammerung Peak, we'll
have to organize our own expedition.”

Magda laughed. “ Forget thewe part, Jaelle. You would have to do it. That one trip across Scaravel
was enough to last mealifetime.” Even remembering, she shivered at the thought of the cliffs and chasms
of the Pass of Scaravel.

“Tak to Camilla. She’ d probably be delighted to go out and climb anything inaccessible you can
find.”

“And knowing you, you'll beright besde her.” Jeellelaughed. “Y ou talk about being timid, but when
you' re actudly inthefiddld—I know you better than you know yourself.”

“Whether or no,” Magdasaid, “for the moment we arein Thendara, and here we will stay, for the
next few days, at least.”

“We should relay amessage to Armida, though. They’ Il be expecting us,” Jaelle reminded her. “They
should be told that we are dl right—not murdered by bandits on the trail, or something of that sort.”



“No,” Magda said morosdly, “only murdered here in Thendara, by bureaucratic nonsense! Shdl we
get in touch with them tonight?’

“Youdoit, Magda, you're afar better telepath than | am.”
“But they will want to hear from usboth,” Magda said, and Jaelle nodded soberly.
“Tonight, then, when it’ squiet.”

But that night there was an Oath-taking in the house. Although neither the new Renunciate nor her
Oath-ssters were known to Magda or Jaelle, they could not in decency absent themselves from such
fedtivitiesin their own house. Afterward there was a party with cakes and wine; Magda, knowing what
lay ahead of her, drank sparingly. She spent most of the evening with Camillaand Mother Lauria, and
found hersdlf agreeing how very young the new Renunciates gppeared. It seemed that the woman who
had taken the Oath tonight, and her friends who had witnessed the Oath, were just children. Had she
and Jeelle ever been as young asthat? Apart from the Oath-mother, an older woman was dways
chosen to witness the ceremony, and it seemed incredible to see Doria, whom Magdaremembered asa
girl of fifteen sharing her own housebound time, described as an older woman.

Rafaellawas there, and spent much of the latter part of the evening talking with Jaelle; Magdadid not
begrudge Jadlle the company of her old friend and partner, but, watching Rafi drinking heavily of the pale
wine from the mountain vineyards, she hoped Jaelle would not be led into drinking. It was late before
they could get away to the room they shared—nbut that was just aswell. The atmosphere was quieter at
night, with most people deeping; much matrix work, in the Towers and outsi de them, was done between
sunset and sunrise.

“What was Rafi talking about?’

“Some new project from Mapping and Exploring—a survey in the mountains. She wanted meto
promise|’d come.” Jaelle looked regretful as she pulled off her low indoor boots and untied the laces of
her tunic. Magda sat on the bed to remove her own.

“Did you promiss?’

“How could 1?1 told her | would have to consult you, and aso the folk in the Tower. | do not think
she knows we have sworn oath as freemates, and | had no opportunity to tell her.”

“Perhapsitisaswell not to tell her.”

“Youtold Camilla”

“But Camillaisnot jedous. Rafadlaand | have worked out a pact for mutual co-existence—we even
manage to like each other most of the time—»but sheisjealous of our closeness, Jaelle.”

“Rafi and | were never lovers, Margdi. At least, not sincel wasalittle girl. Shewasredly not much
more. And now, at least, Rafaellais certainly alover of men. What may have been between us when we
were young girls does not seem that important to me, and | cannot believe it isimportant to her.” Jaelle
shivered, standing barefoot on theicy floor, and quickly pulled her nightgown over her head.

“That isnot what sheisjedous of.” Magdawondered why Jadlle could not seeit. “What she envies
isthat we work together, that we sharelaran . And that is closer than any other bond.” She hurried into
her warm nightgown and warmer robe, for the Guild-house was not well-heeted at night. “Will you
monitor, Jaelle, or do you want meto doit?’

“I will. Thet’ sabout my level of skill.” Jaelle had no illusions about her competence working with
laran . She had spent haf alifetime blocking avay her psychic gift, submitting to the training only when



thelaran could not be excluded from her consciousness. Now, she knew, she could achieve only the
minimal level of training: sufficient to keep her from being, in the phrase so often used about untrained
telepaths, amenace to hersdf and everyone around her.

Jeelle was, and was glad to be, an integral part of the group of telepaths and ps workers, loosely
allied, who worked outside the ordinary structure of matrix workers on Darkover, and in defiance called
themsalves the Forbidden Tower. But she would never achieve sufficient competenceto cal hersdlf
matrix mechanic or technician. Sometimes when she watched Magda, born a Terran, and now the most
skillful of technicians, she was painfully aware that she had cast away that birthright, and could now
never recover it.

They were both wearing warm, fur-lined robes, fur-lined dippers. Magdawrapped hersdf in an extra
blanket. Psychic work withdrew heat from the body. If the worker stayed out too long on the astral
planes known collectively asthe overworld, it could result in painful chill.

Jeelle took her matrix, from thetiny leather bag around her neck, and carefully stripped away the
protecting slks. The blue stone, no larger than the nail of her little finger, glinted with palid fires.

She spoke doud, though it was not really necessary; from the moment Magda had taken out her
matrix, they had been in contact.

“Match resonances—"

Magdawas awarefirst of the physica heat and mass of Jadlle’ s body, though she did not look at the
other woman; her eyes were fixed within the matrix, seeing only the moving lightsin the sone. She
sensad theliving energy fields of Jadlle’ s body near her, the pulsing spots where the life currents moved.
Then, ddicately, she moved to match the vibration of her soneto Jadlle’s, feding it asapoint of —wasit
hest, light, some indefinable energy moving in the room? Nothing so tangible asthese. She fdlt her
heartbeat atering dightly, pulsing with the ebb and flow of the energies of the matched stones, knew that
the very blood in her veins and arteries moved in cadence with the other woman’s.

She sensed, like ahand passing over her body, the monitoring touch of Jaelle, scanning her to make
certain that al waswell in her body before she withdrew her consciousnessfrom it, aware of everything,
even noticing the graze on her ankle where she had skidded the other day on a pebble, the dight
clogging of her snuses— she must have encountered something in the HQ today to which shewas mildly
dlergic; shenoticed it, as Jaelle moved energiesto clear the condition.

Neither spoke, but she picked it up as Jadlle finished:
Ready?

I’m going out.

Magda et her consciousness dip free of her body and looked down, seeing hersdlf lying apparently
unconscious on the bed they shared. Jaelle, blanket-wrapped, sat beside her. With total irrelevance, she
thought. That old robe of mineisreally getting too old and grubby, | shall have to have a hew one
before long. What a pity | hate sewing so much . She could have requisitioned anew one from
Supplies, in the Terran HQ, but she had lived in the Guild-house too long to see that as aworkable
solution.

Then shewas up and out of the room, finding herself donein the gray and feastureless plain of the
overworld. After amoment, Jaelle stood beside her. Asawaysin the overworld, Jaelle seemed smaller,
dighter, more fragile, and Magda wondered, as she had wondered before, whether what she saw wasa
projection of theway Jaelle saw hersdlf, or whether it reflected the way in which, for some reason, she
had aways felt protective, asif Jaglle were younger and weaker than herself.

Around them stretched graynessin every direction, colorless and without, form. In the distance,
figures drifted. Some of them, Magda knew, were their fellow pilgrims on the non-physica planes of



existence; some had merely strayed from their bodies in dreams or meditation. She could see none of
them clearly asyet, for she had not yet marked her own path with will and purpose.

Now, in the clearing dimness as what |ooked like fog dispersed, she could seefaint landmarksin the
gray. Firgt, foremost, she saw ashining structure, rising tall on the plain, which she knew to be the
landmark made on these planes by the thought-form called the Forbidden Tower—shdter from the
nothingness of the astral world. Her home, the home she had found for her spirit, shared with those who
meant more to her even than the Sisterhood of the Guild-house. She still observed meticuloudy every
provision of the Renunciate Oath; she was a Free Amazon not only in word but in spirit. But the
Guild-house could no longer contain the fullness of her being.

With the speed of thought—for what sheimagined in the overworld was literdly true—she was
standing beside the Tower itself. Smultaneoudy shewasingdeit, in what gppeared to be, completein
every detal, the upstairs suite in the Great House of Armida. She had come so late to thiswork that she
had never quite accustomed hersdlf to how time and space behaved on this plane.

All four of the rooms were empty—she could seethem all a once, in away she did not understand—
but somewhere, there was the blue glow of a matrix where someone of the Tower kept watch. And
then, without a moment of trangtion, Calista Lanart-Carr was beside her.

Magdaknew rationdly that Calistawas not as beautiful in body as shelooked in the overworld. In
this case a |east she was seeing Callista through the eyes of the spirit and through the eyes of her love
and veneration for thiswoman who was at the center of the heart and spirit of the Forbidden Tower. In
redity (but what, after dl, wasredity, and which wastheilluson?)—on the materia plane of existence,
Cdligta Lanart-Carr, once Keeper at Arilinn, was atall, frail-looking woman, her red hair faded amost
to slvery gray, though she was not much past thirty; her body was sagging from the three children she
had borne, and her face was lined and careworn. Y et on this plane, at least for Magda, Callista had the
radiant beauty of early youth.

Magda knew that she did not speak, but speech and sound wereirrelevant here. It seemed to her
that Calistacried out ajoyful greeting.

“Magdal Jaellel Oh, we have been expecting to see you—"

And suddenly they were surrounded by the others of the Tower circle, Ellemir and Andrew and
Damon, summoned quickly from dreams or deep. Damon’ s brother Kieran was there too, and Kieran’s
son Kester, and Lady Hilary Castamir-Syrtis, who like Calista had once been Keeper in Arilinn. It
seemed to both Magda and Jaelle that for a moment they were encompassed in an instant love-feast of
greeting, made up of all the kisses and embraces and tenderness they had ever known, without time or
the limits of the body, and it lasted (in redlity, Magda knew, a spirt second or less) along time.

At lagt, reluctantly, the intensity of loving communion ebbed (although Magda knew in some degper
redity that it would aways be a part of her, ways renewed and reassuring), and Ellemir said, “But my
dears, we expected to have you here more than atenday ago. | know the westher in Thendarais harsh
sometimes, but | have heard of no storms, even in the pass. What has happened?’

With a humorous question from someone—Kester ? —wanting to know what pleasures of the
big city kept them away, friends, lovers—something like a swift reprimand for thisintrusion from
Damon—Ellemir’sill-conceal ed wonder that anything could keep two mothers from their children
—Andrew’s special enfolding of Magda in something that was very private between them, a bond
of shared experiences stronger than love—

“Cholaynahad need for me, and Jaelle stayed to keep me company,” Magdatold them, and swiftly
shared the knowledge of the downed planein the Hellers. Something might have drifted through into the
overworld.

Shefdt Andrew’ ssurge of anger like adull flame of colors, crimson and burnt orange, surrounding



the outline of his body; she could sometimes see this even when they were both in their bodies. Here it
was unmistakable.

“They should not have asked it of you, Magda.” Damn the Anders woman, nothing was worth
doing that to you. That is like the Terrans, their damnable Need to Know, regardless. They have
no idea of human needs —

“That’ stoo strong, Andrew. Cholaynamade a point of telling me| could refuse.”

Andrew dismissed that. “Y ou should have refused. 1’1l bet you didn’ t find out anything worth
knowing.”

“I did bring Lexie back,” Magda defended hersdlf. “ She might have stayed like that indefinitely! And
therewas more.” On an impulse, she shared quickly with Calistathe image with which she had come
away from Lexie’ smind.

Robed figures, deep hoods. The sound of crows calling, drifting through a silence deeper than
the depths of the overworld...

Momentarily she could sensethat Cdligtadid not find it new, not quite.

| have encountered strangeleroniin the overworld, now and again , Cdlista’s memory reached
them all a once.Not often, and only a glimmering. Once when | was very ill —her mind edged away
from the ordedl in which she had been made Keeper at Arilinn—and again when | was trapped in the
other planes of the overworld and could reach nothing familiar. | remember the calling of strange
birds, and dark forms, and little more. Your friend—Alexis?—if, in extremity, she teleported
herself from the crashed plane, she may have crossed some strange places in the overworld. |
truly do not think it was more than that, Margali.

“But what of the crashed plane? And no trace of it found—"

“I have atheory for that, too,” said Damon, and the familiar sensation of warmth, strength, protection
(their Keeper, closer than a lover, the figure around whom the Forbidden Tower had gathered,
the only one in all the Domains who had had the courage for this, to restore Hilary and Callista
to full strength in spite of the laws which forbade a failed Keeper from ever again taking up her
laran,their shelter and their strength and their lover and their father all at once) ...

Again the disparity from what Magda knew as“redlity” and how Damon appeared herein the
overworld: inred life, asmdl, dark-haired, insgnificant-looking man with fading hair and tired eyes,
showing hisage—he was a good twenty years older than Andrew, who was somewhat older than
Ellemir or Cdlista. But here where the things of the spirit were made manifest, Damon appeared to be a
tall, strong and imposing man, who gave the impression of awarrior. It had taken awarrior to resst the
power of Leonie Hastur, the Keeper of Arilinn, who ruled al the Towersin the Domains with the same
iron hand with which her twin brother, Lorill Hastur, ruled the Domains. Damon had won from Leonig, in
apsychic battle againgt terrible odds, the right to establish what was now called, defiantly, the Forbidden
Tower.

“I have atheory about the disappearance of your plane,” Damon said. “If the Anders woman truly
summoned up, from latency in her mind, anew ps skill and teleported hersaf—and that’ s not
impossible, | saw Cdlistado it when we were imprisoned among the catmen—the pure energy had to
come from somewhere. She did not, of course, have amatrix,” Damon added. The matrix soneswere
crystaswhich had the curious property of transforming thought-wavesinto energy without transition
by-products.

“ Somehow, as she summoned the strength to trand ocate, to teleport herself, she used the kinetic
mass of the Terran airplane for the energy requirement. That energy couldn’t have come from nowhere,
after dl. In effect, she disntegrated and atomized the plane and utilized that immense energy for the



strength to make the teleportation possible. No wonder they couldn’t locate the plane, even with
satellites. It doesn’t exist anymore. It’ sdisntegrated.”

“| think that’ sallittle far-fetched, Damon,” Andrew argued. “Where would she get the strength, let
alonethe knowledge, to do that? If she was atrained psi-tech, even from some other world and some
other tradition, | suppose she might have managed it. But acomplete novice—possibly head-blind? | can
"timagineit. She would have needed help.”

“Maybe she had help, from those strayleroni Callistamentioned; she might have crossed someplace
in the overworld, and there found such help,” suggested Kieran.

“Doesit matter?’ Ellemir asked practicaly. She was dways the pragmatic one. “I1t’ sgone, and |
suppose it doesn’t matter how or why unlessthe Terrans get abeein their bonnet about mounting a
sdvage operation to try to find if there’ sarecord in—what did you cdl it, the black box?—of whatever
it was she spotted beyond the Wall.”

“They’d have alot of fun with that,” Andrew said, with dry irony. “| used to work for M-and-Ex.
There’ snothing out there, nothing at dl.”

“Let themlook,” Lady Hilary said with the equivaent of ashrug. “1t will keep them busy and out of
trouble. Some of the Terrans may be very nice people—" and her affectionate ook encompassed both
Magdaand Andrew. “But what do we care what foolish queststhey may attempt? When are you
coming back to us, dear Ssters? We missyou. And the children—"

She broke off, for the little group where they were gathered had suddenly been enlarged by two
others.

Kiha Margali—it waslike agentletug & Magda’ sarm, and Cassilde, agirl of fourteen, fair-haired
and blue-eyed, wasimmediatdly enfolded in Magda’ s embrace.

And Magdafelt the surprisein the circle. None of them had known that Callista’ s eldest daughter
had gained access to the overworld. Y oung children did not, asausud thing, have muchlaran —
athough Cassilde was gpproaching the age at which any latentlaran she might have would be surfacing
a any time.

Am | dreaming, Mother? Kiha—am | dreaming? Or are you all really here?

“Perhgps you are only dreaming,chiya ,” Damon said gently, and again his thought, wordless,
embraced them dl.But sheis old enough, we must begin teaching her properly .

But even astheir warm welcome enfolded young Cassie, there was a cry and a clamor for attention.
Mama! Oh, | called you, and see, you have come—

Jedlle enfolded Cleindori in her arms, but the child’ s confusion astonished them dl. Cassilde, & the
very verge of puberty, might well have gained access to these non-materia planes of thought and spirit;
that Cleindori could have done o &t five years old was preposterous.

Cassie, my darling, even if you have skill for this, you should not attempt it until you learn the
proper way to safeguard yourself, Callistaadmonished her, gently; and Andrew added, in hiskindest
and mogt fatherly tone, Even if you can come here, child, you should not bring Cleindori with you .

“I didn’t,” Casse began, and smultaneoudy Cleindori clamored, “Cassedidn’t bringme, | camedl
by mysdf, | love Auntie Ellemir, love her lots, but | wantedyou , Mama, and you stayed away so long,
solong! | called you and you came, and | cantoo come here without Cassie bringing me, | come here
lots, | can even bring Shayahere,look !” Cleindori was crying with loud anger.

And Magda saw her two-year-old daughter, nightgowned, her dark hair touded from the pillow; she
sad degpily, “Mama?’



Half-unbelieving, Magdatook the child into a close embrace. Although their bodies were separated
by athree days’ journey, it fdt asif shewere holding the actud child in her arms, the snuggling warmth
of the little body, the small deepy head on her shoulder. Ah, she had missed her, how she had missed
her! But Shaya, at least, was here only in adream. She would wake tomorrow, remembering that she
had dreamed of her mother; Magda hoped she would not cry.

“Now thisisenough!” said Ellemir, with firm authority. “We see what you have done, Cleindori, but
thisis not allowed. Take Shaya back to bed at once. And you, Cassie, you should go back to bed, too,
you are not strong enough to stay out of your body thislong. Tomorrow, | promiseyou, if no oneelse
here will teach you to do it properly, | will do so mysdlf. But for now, you must go back.”

Casse vanished. But Damon took Cleindori gently from her mother’ sarms. “Listen to me, daughter,
| know you are only avery little girl, but since you have done this, we must acknowledge that you are
old enough to do it. Do you know where you are,chiya ?’

“It’ sthe gray world. | don’t know what you cdl it. | think it’ sthe place | go when | dream, isn’tit?’
“That and more, little one. Have you been here before?’

Cleindori struggled to find words. “I don’t remember when | couldn’t come here. | aways came
here. | think | was here with Mama and Shaya before | was born. When Auntie Ellemir told me about
how babies came, before Shayawas born, | was surprised, because | thought they came from the gray
world. Because | used to talk to Shaya before she was a baby. Shewas al grown up here, and then
suddenly she was ababy and couldn’t talk to me anymore except when we werehere .

Merciful Evanda! Magdathought. In childish words, Cleindori had explicated a metaphysicd theory
that was beyond her, and probably beyond al of them; except perhaps, Callistaand Damon, who had
Studied these things.

Damon certainly understood. He hugged the small girl close and said, “But in that world down there,
my darling, you are only alittle girl, and your body is not strong enough for you to spend much time here.
Do you remember Aunt Margdi telling you that Shaya could not eat nut-cakertill her teeth were grown?
Wel,your body isnot grown enough for this, Dori. Y ou must Stay init until you know just how to leave
it. Y ou must come here only in dreams, little one; and especially you must not try to bring Shaya here
until sheisableto come and go without your help. Remember how you watched the chickens pecking
their way out of the shell, and you wanted to help?’

She nodded soberly. “1 did try to help one, and it died.”

“Then you know why you must not help Shayado anything sheistoo young to do. She too may
gray to thislevel in dreams. Y ou may ask her to try to dream with you. But no more.”

“But when we’ re dreaming we can’t stay herelong enough.”

“No, but you can stay here aslong asyou are able, and it will not harm you. But you must not come
here except in dreams, my daughter. Will you promise me that?’

She looked into Damon’ s eyes, and Magda, still deeply in rapport with Damon, saw the child’ s eyes,
and they werenot likeachild’seyesat al.

Then Cleindori said with unusua meekness, “I promise, Dada.”

“Then both of you, back to deep,” said Damon with agently banishing gesture, and both children
vanished into wisps of dream. Extending her awvareness, Magda could see the children in their cots, side
by sde, fast adeep.

Damon sghed. “ Sheistoo precocious! | knew it must come, but | never guessed it would come so
soon!”



But before ether of them could see further into histhought, he enveloped them al againin his
concern and kindness. “Y ou must stay in Thendaraas long as you are needed. Believe us, we have been
taking better care of the children than you might think, fromthis !”

The gray world was breaking up now into wisps of fog. As Magda felt hersalf withdrawing from it,
knowing that soon the overworld would merge into normal deep, and tomorrow this whole encounter
would seem hardly more than a dream. For amoment, shefdt dl of them close and encircling her. Inthe
wispy grayness she saw and briefly embraced Ferrika (the midwife had been out at the far end of the
edtate, waking and dozing by the bed of awoman in labor, and could not withdraw her waking
consciousness even to greet her ssters), and also Colin of Syrtis, Lady Hilary’ s husband (a brief, sweet
moment, momentarily rousing again apassion that had burnt away to embers even before Shayawas
born) and then once again, for a sudden long moment, suspended between time and space, she came
face to face with her daughter.

Adream...

But of course thereis some reality where Shaya is not a child at all. | must always remember
that—remember that she is more than just the baby | held in my arms and nursed and cherished.
Mothers who forget this do dreadful thingsto their children, she thought. And then it wasdl gone
into the formless grayness and she was dipping down into her empty haf-frozen body.

She crawled closer to Jaelle, hugging the other woman in her arms for warmth. For amoment,
roused on aleve that was not physical at dl, as such work often |eft her aroused and excited, it seemed
to her that shewould like to make loveto her freemate, al the tender little rituas of touching and
reaffirming what was s0 strong between them. But Jaelle was already deeply adeep.

We do not need that now, when we can have this, she thought, feding again the exultation of the
moment when they had al been around her with that closeness stronger than any other known bond.

And then, with alonging that was both sweet and sad, she wished that she could share this bond too
with Camilla

Do we make love, Camilla and I, because we cannot share this? And why has she refused this
for so long?A little ruefully, she remembered what Damon had told Cleindori, and redlized that it wasa
lesson she too must remember.

As she drifted down into deep, red deep, Magdathought, | hope | can remember al thiswhen |
wake up!

CHAPTER S X

<«

A few dayslater, Cholayna asked if Magdawould address agroup of women recruitsto HQ services.
She was glad to accept: a least it gave her theillusion that she was doing something useful.

She had never been really comfortable with public spesking— few Intelligence agents were; thelr
training essentially prepared them for work outside the public eye. The newcomersto Darkover struck
her as being very young; it was hard to remember that most of them were older than she had been when
shewasfirgt sent into the field with Peter Haldane.

Two of the young women recruits were from Communications, Magda had worked therefor atime,



whileit was dtill too difficult for women to operate independently asintelligence agents on aworld with
suchrigidly structured gender roles as Darkover. Two were from Spaceforce itsdlf. She wondered if
these women had known, before they came here, that they could operate only inside the HQ Sector
itself. Three were from Mapping and Exploring, and three more from Intelligence, Magda’ s own service.

“And now,” Cholayna said after afew preliminary remarks, “| have brought someone here to speak
toyou dl. I’m sureyou dready know her by reputation; she practically wrote, sngle-handed, dl the
documentation for fieldwork on this planet. Magdaen Lorne of Terran Intelligence.”

Magda was nervous enough not to have noticed who wasin the audience, but as she made her way
forward through the group of women she heard asmall, amost scornful sound. She wondered, with a
certain resignation, why Lexie Anders had chosen to attend this sesson. These women knew her only in
termsof theLorne Legend , for which she was not responsible. Whatever she had done, at thetime she
had doneit, she had only been doing what any of them might do; smply muddling her way, from day to
day, as best she could, through whatever she was given to do. She wondered, alittle bitterly, how many
other “legends’ were smply victims of luck and circumstances.

She spoke only briefly, saying she could hardly give animpersond assessment of Darkover; it was
her home world, and she had been fortunate enough to be alowed to remain. She did warn them about
some of the difficulties they would encounter as women working here, and ended by inviting them to
attend the mesting of the Bridge Society. She answered severa questions about languages and dress
from the young Intelligence workers; but when the women from Mapping and Exploring asked technica
questions about the planet, she said pleasantly, “I”’ m sure Lieutenant Anders can tell you more about that
than 1. Andersis an expert in that field. Lexie—would you take over?’

Shefdt, as Alexis came up from the back of the room, that she had done her duty. If Lexie ill held
any grudge againg her, it was Lexie’ s own problem, not hers. There would aways be people who didn’t
like you and that wasn’t dways your fault.

Sheleft Lexieto answer the technica questions, and went down to the main cafeteriafor something
to eat.

Every now and then she had a craving for foods she could find only in the Terran Zone. Shewas
looking about for a seet, tray in hand, when avoice said behind her, “We don’t often see you here,
Mag. Y ou’ relooking well. What brings you today?’

“Cholayna asked meto talk to agroup of her young recruits,” Magda answered, turning to face the
Legate. “Hdlo, Peter, it’sniceto seeyou.”

“If I’d known you were going to be here, I’ d have asked you to stop by my office; I'mglad | ran
into you.” Peter Haldane took her tray and led the way to an isolated table for two. Magda, about to
protest, shrugged and held her peace. Whatever the Legate had to say to her, better he said it here,
informaly, than officidly in hisquarters.

Therewas congtraint in hisvoice as he asked, “ And Jadle—isshewd|?’

“Ohyes, certainly.” After her own marriage to Peter had ended. Peter and Jaelle had been married,
briefly and disastroudy, for half ayear. For along time after that, Magda had not felt comfortable with
Peter. She and Jadlle, after al, had chosen one another in away that excluded Peter himsdlf, and not
many men could tolerate or understand that...

But that had all been along time ago. Peter now seemed her earliest friend, one who shared an
otherwise irrecoverable childhood. Like herself, he had grown up with Darkovans before the Terran HQ
had been built in Thendara. In the intervening years, she had cometo fed that their early marriage had
been because Peter had seemed the only person dive that she could talk to, and vice versa. Everybody
else either of them knew was either Terran or Darkovan, defined by that difference.



That had not, in the end, been enough to build amarriage on. Nevertheless, shefelt they should
manage to remain on good terms, despite the different directionstheir lives had taken.

Peter, like hersdf, had suffered dl the pains of divided loyalties. That would, she hoped, givehim a
greater understanding of the Terrans over whom he must now serve as Legate. He had aways belonged
in the career diplomatic service anyhow and never, redly, in Inteligence; and Magda had known it
before he had.

Like Lexie, he was always competing with me, she thought, and since no one had ever accused
Peter Hadane of having any trace oflaran , she was shocked when his next words were, “Y ou know
Lieutenant Anders, don’t you, Mag?’

“Certainly | do,” she said, abandoning her attempt to finish adish of custard. “Why do you ask?’

“| suppose Cholayna’ s kept you up to date on the way she set us all by the ears here, with her plane
going down?’

She lifted her eyebrows at him. “Then it wasn’t your ideato have Cholaynacal mein asaps-tech
for her?’

His blank look was answer enough. “Y ou? A psi-tech? It would never have occurred to me. | gather
from that, then, that you know all about it?’

“I know the plane went down and that she ended up here. Even with amind-probe, that’sdl | found
out. Isthere something more | should have known?’

Peter answered with another question. “ Then she hasn’t come to you with her latest wild idea?’

“Peter, I'm the last person Lexie would have cometo. She’ snever liked me. I’ ve hardly spoken to
her, except that night Cholaynacaled mein. All I know iswhat | found out then.”

“Wdl, inaword—Andersis convinced there’ sared city out there. She’ s sure what she saw before
the plane went down was not a hdlucination, or aradar angel or mistaken ground signd, but ared city.
Why not? Every developed planet in thisgalaxy has an ingtdlation which Tl can, if necessary, concedl
from radar and sky-spies. Why not this one?’

Magda thought that over for aminute.
“I can’timagineit,” shesaid. “You know, and | know, the Darkovans have nothing like that.”
“Y ou mean, nathing likethatas far as we know .”

“No, | meannothing like that ! Peter, I’ ve been working in amatrix circle now for Sx years. If there
was anything like that in the Domains, believe me, | would know.”

“What aboutoutside the Domains?’
“Y our own satdllite reportstell you, that’ simpossible! Ask anyonein Comm or M-and-Ex.”

Hebit hislip. “Nothing, you mean, that can be detected. How do we know we can detect
everything? The available technology on Cottman Four couldn’t handleit, no. But that means nothing.
Unofficial sources from outside Empire Civil Service could have set up abase here for some reason—

mining, perhaps, or—"

“I can’t believeit, you’ re talking Space Piratesl” Magda said, a most laughing.

Predictably, he reacted with annoyance. “Must you dways make fun of everythingyou didn’t think
of?’

“If I was making fun, Peter, it wasn’t of you,” she said, now completely serious. “It’ sonly—I can’t
believe anything like that could have been set up there without being discovered by satellite, or space
sensors, it shard to believe it could be done at all, though | suppose nothing’ simpossible. Isthat what



Lexiebdieves?’

“Y es. And she wants to mount an expedition to find it. | thought she might have come to you because
you were working in Intelligence here, and because she knows your Free Amazons are the best
mountain guides on the planet.”

“Asl said, Peter. I’'m the last person she’d cometo.”
“But if shedid—"

“I’d tel her theidea’ scompletely mad. We have years of satellite observationsto tell usthere’s
nothing— al right, nothing observable—outside the Domains. And 1’1l bet there’ s nothing, period. That
areamust have been uninhabitable snce—wdl, I’ m no expert on geology and crusta movement, but—
certainly for ageologica eon. Probably since the Hellers rose out of the seabed. Asfor mounting any
kind of expedition, thelogigtics of it would be al but impossible, evenwith al the resources of Terran
Intelligence behind it. Jaelle could tell you better than | what the difficulties would be, but I know enough
to know it’ simpossible, and so do you.” They had, after dl, been in thefield together, traveling as
Dakovans. “To begin with—you’ d have to cross the Hellers, and when you get beyond Nevarsin, the
country’sal but unknown. We have no operativesin Intelligence who know thetrails or the languages.
There are catmen tribes up there, and—and God knows what €l se. Banshees—perhaps nonhuman
cultures—I don’t think it could be done, a dl. Certainly | wouldn’t try it.”

Peter looked skeptical. “If she should cometo you, that’ swhat you' I tel her?”’

“Believe me. Peter, shewon’t. Anyhow, Andersisn’t Inteligence, she’s Mapping and Exploring.”
Legdly, Intelligence was responsible only to the Terran Empire Head Centre, while Mapping and
Exploring was under the sole authority of the Legate of the planet. “ She’ d have to get your permission,
not Cholayna’s. Even if you thought Cholaynawould do something like that behind your back, Peter, she
"d send one of her own operatives, not Lexie.”

She did not know if Peter was convinced, but he had reason to know she had dwaystold him the
truth. She hoped he knew she dwayswould. They exchanged afew more commonplaces and parted in
friendly fashion. But as Magdawaked acrossthe city to the Guild-house, she wondered if that was why
Lexie had chosen to attend her lecture.

A few days later, as Magdawas leaving the HQ, Doriajoined her at the Gates.

“Areyou going to the Guild-house? | will go with you. | have amessage from my mother for Jadlen’
haMeora”

“Let metakeit for you,” Magdasaid, glancing at the sky. “It will saveyou alongwak intherain.”
Doriacolored dightly. “I am sorry—Rafadllasaid | wasto giveit only to Jadlle hersdlf.”

Magda shrugged. There was atime when she and Rafaglla had actualy been friends, but she could
never count on the other woman’ sfriendliness. She would become accustomed to thinking of her as
friendly, even presume on it alittle—then discover without warning that Rafi was behaving asif she
didiked her. But since she genuinely respected and admired Rafaella, she accepted her as Jadlle’ sfriend,
if not her own.

The two women set off side by side, waking swiftly, the hoods of their capes drawn against therain.
“Areyou staying much longer inthe city, Margdi?’

“I hope not. Thereisrealy not much for meto do here. | know Jaelle would like to go back to work
with Rafi, and Rafaellawould like that too, but that would have to be her own decison.”

They turned into the square where the Guild-house stood. Doriawas abouit to ring the bell when the
door opened and K eitha stormed down the steps, swearing aloud.



“Keitha, what’ sthe matter?”
“Doria? Oh—wdl—it’ s not your fault, but when | see your mother again—"
“What? Whatis the matter, Keitha?’

“| leased ahorse from Rafaella, snce | have none of my own, and sometimes, when | am summoned
to aconfinement outside the City walls, | must have one. | wanted to make it aforma arrangement, but
she sad, no, she had adozen poniesin the stable, eating their heads off, not getting enough exercise, and
| was welcome to use one whenever | needed oneto ride.”

“And you are angry with her for that?’

“No,” said Keitha, “but | asked her to lease me one formadly, just so thiswouldn’t happen! Now all
her horses are gone, and | must hire one in the market or go afoot.”

“Takemine,” Magdasaid, “you know which it is, Keitha, the black.” It had been agift from Shaya's
father. “1 won’'t bewanting it tonight.”

“Thank you, Oath-sgter.” Keitha hurried back into the house, and Magda and Doriawatched her
run toward the back door leading to the courtyard and stables. Doriawhistled in surprise.

“What, dl Rafadlla’ s horses gone? | can’t understand this! She must have had a—alarge
commission, unexpectedly, if she couldn’t leave ahorse for Keithal 1t wasredly very thoughtless of her
not to warn Keitha before-hand.” Frowning, Doriawent in search of Jaelle, while Magdawent to hang
her cloak, by now thoroughly soaked, on one of the drying racksin the kitchen.

By the time she had dried the wet cloak and hood, the women were aready coming into the dining
room, so Magda stayed to hel p put bowls and mugs on the table. When everyone had been served, she
dipped into her customary seat beside Jadlle.

“Did Doriagive you her message?’
“Yes, but | cannot imagine what can bein her mind,” Jaelle said. She looked troubled. “It wasthe
last thing | expected after al these years. We aren’t children anymore.”

“What iswrong, Jaglle?’ With her freemate so troubled, it was more than Magda could do to keep
her resolve to stay entirely out of it.

“The message was only afew words, not even written down: There is a letter for you in the old
place . Magda, that goes back along way—to when | wasonly alittle girl, Kindra’ sfosterling. Kindra
used to take me with her on long trips, and Rafi and | wouldn’t see each other for long periods of time.
So we used to have asecret, private letter drop at the old saddlemaker’ sin the Street of the Four
Winds”

Magda shrugged. “Why not? | suppose most children do that sort of thing a one time or another.”

“Rafadlawasn’t achild, she was older than |1—but, well, | thought it wonderful that an older girl
would play gameswith me. Rafi and | have aways been— close. Y ou know that.”

“Indeed | do,” Magda said. The sympathy shefelt was very red. Asa Terran child, isolated among
Darkovans, she had aways been an outsider.

“But now we are not children, we are not even young girls, | am agrown woman with achild of my
own, and Rafadllais older than you are! Why should she revert to this childish nonsense?’

“Oh, Jeelle,” Magda said, “don’t worry so about it. Perhaps she wantsto confidein you, or to
assure hersdlf that you are dtill close enough to her to do something silly and childish for her. A way of —
re-establishing that old closeness. She doesn’t trust me not to come between you. ”

“And thatis slly and childish,” Jaelle said, il looking pale and troubled. “We' renot children, and



does shetruly think she can come between freemates? | am ashamed of her, Magda. She can hardly
want me asalover after dl these years. But if she does not understand that | will aways be her friend—
then sheissllier than ever | thought her.”

“Don’t worry,” Magda reassured her, “you’ |l see, she smply has something she wantsto tell you
privatey.”

“But she ought to know lalways respect her confidences,” Jadllefretted. “1 am redly afrad she’s
gotten hersdf into trouble of some sort—"

Magdashrugged. “1 wouldn’t think so. If shefelt freeto leave the city and take dl her horses, leaving
poor Keithato borrow mine—"

“What?’
“Jedlle, didn’t you know?’

“No, dl day | have been recopying some old archivesfor Mother Lauria. The paper on which they
are written is disintegrating, because the ink they used in those days was so0 acid. They are only about a
hundred years old, but they arefdling to pieces. And I’ ve nothing else to do here. So I’ ve been shut up
dl day inthelibrary—"

Briefly, Magdatold the story.

“It’ sredly not like Rafi to be so thoughtless. What can she be thinking of 7” Jaglle’ s smooth forehead
drew into lines of puzzlement. “1 think | should go at once to the saddiemaker’s, Magda.”

“Tonight?You're out of your mind,” Magdasaid. “ Listen to the rain and wind out therel” 1t sounded
like one of the summer gales which blow down through the pass from the Venza Mountains, striking
Thendarawith rain and high winds and sometimes, even in high summer, deet or snow. Jaelle frowned,
listening to the wind damming the shutters againgt the windows.

“Whatever it is, Rafi isout init.” She pushed aside the untouched piece of nut-cake on her plate and
went toward the hall. Magdafollowed.

“You can’t go out donein thisweather on some hen-brained notion of Rafadlla’ s—”

Jedlle turned and caught her arm. *“ Come with me, then. | have afeding that this may mean trouble,
Magda—more trouble than Rafadllabeing jeal ous or wanting to play girl’sgames.”

With asigh of resignation, Magda nodded, and caught up the cloak she had so painstakingly dried.
Camillagppeared in the halway behind them.

“Going out? In thisweather? Are you both quite mad?’

Jeelle told her what had happened. Her face was pale and drawn.

“Camilla, comewith us. You are Refi’ sfriend too.”

“Asmuch asshewill dlow,” Camillasaid. Sighing, shetook down a battered old cape. “Let’sgo.”
Wind and rain dammed into the hal as the three women went out into the night.

CHAPTER SEVEN

«»



The rain poured down as the three women walked swiftly toward the marketplace. Magdawas angry at
hersdlf for having alowed the hostilities between them to go on for so long. Jaelle’ ssmall triangular face
was hidden under her hood, but it seemed to Magda that she could see pale anger there.

Camillastrode beside them, gaunt and silent, and the rain doshed in puddles under their feet and
flapped their capes around their faces. The marketplace was empty, pools of icy water making a
miniature landscape of lakes and small rocky shores. Stalls, tightly locked and boarded, rose like idands
over those shores.

“She’snot here. The saddlemaker’ sstdl isclosed,” Camillasad. “Come home, Jadlle, there’'s
nothing that can’t wait till tomorrow.”

“I know where the saddlemaker lives.” Jaelle spun abruptly on her hed, heading toward adark side
sreet. Camillaand Magda exchanged asingle despairing glance and followed her.

Magdafdt shewould like to shake Rafaellauntil her teeth rattled. She was aso angry at Jaelle, who
was for catering to Rafadlla by tearing off into the Old Town at this godforgotten hour.

Thewind wasicy, even through their capes, striking hard down the back of her neck. Magda spared
athought for Keitha, riding outside the city. But Keithawould be warm insde a house, with agood fire
they would build up for heating water. Magda had never had the dightest wishto beaMedic or evena
Renunciate midwife, but at least tonight Keitha knew where she was going and why and what she was
going to do when she got there. And that was more than the others knew.

Jeelle stopped before asmall weatherbeaten house, spoke briefly to someone who came to answer
the bell, and after atime, afattish old woman came to the door.

“Why, it’sour little Jaelle, and al grown up, aren’t you? Y es, your partner left you aletter, and |
brought it home here, afraid, | was, someone would put it away somewheres| couldn’t find it. Now,
dear me, where’d | leaveit?” The woman dug in severa of her cgpacious pockets like an owl trimming
her feathers, hunching hersdf and digging about. “ Ah, herewe are—no, that’ san order for Lady D’
Amato’ s saddle. This—ah, yes, hereyou are,chiya , won’t you comein, and your friendstoo, and have
some sweet cakes and cider by my fireside, like you used to?’

She held out asomewhat grimy fold of paper, sealed with a colored wéfer.

“No, | thank you, I must try and catch up with Rafi before sheistoo far out of the city,” Jaelle said,
and turned away, her mouth set into agrim line. Magda could see her scanning the letter’ sfront, but it
was too dark to see or read.

“Here” Camillasaized Jeelle’ s shoulder, steered her toward the spill of light from the open door of a
wineshop on the corner. The place was humming with talk, crowded with mercenary soldiersand
Guardsmen, but though some greeted Camillawith anod and aword or two, none of them attempted to
hinder the tall emmasca as she led her friendsto atable at therear. A thick-bodied lamp was swinging
over thetable. Camillaquieted Jaelle’ s attempt at protest with aword.

“They know me here. No one will bother us. Sit down and read your letter, Shaya.” Shejerked her
head at the round-bodied woman who hurried toward them. “ Just wine punch, and privacy at thistable,
Chella” Camillaflung acoin on the table, and as the woman scurried off to obey her, said deliberately to
Magda, “ She’ s not much now, but you should have seen her ten years ago. Skin like rich cream, and the
softest neck | ever tried to bite. Her hair was|ong enough to sit on, then, and the color—it made you
want to hang it with slver, and believe me, she knew it. But she’sagood soul for all that.”

The woman, coming back with the hot wine, giggled softly and ran her fingertips lightly across Camilla
'shand. Camillasmiled up at her and said, “Another time, Chella My friendsand | need to talk. Make
sure nobody gets any notion that we want company, will you, Chella?’



Jeelle tore open Rafadlla’ sletter and moved it under the light. As sheread, she frowned, and finally
sad, “She’sgone raving mad.” She tossed the letter to Magda.

Reluctantly, Magda took the letter and read:

Dearest Shaya,

I’ve been trying to get you to come back to work with me long enough. Now it’ stime to stop talking
about it, and do something. I’ m leaving this a the old place asaway of reminding you of the good times,
but thisisbigger in every way. There might even be a chance at the specia expedition we used to talk
about. Lieutenant Andersthinks sheisusing mefor the big discovery she thinksshe can make. It’sthe
other way round, redlly. But 1’1l give the woman vaue for her money, and so will you.

Remember when we were girls, Kindra’ s old legends of the secret city far away in the Hellers, where
an ancient Sisterhood watches over the affairs of humankind? There’ sachanceit may not be legend
after dl. Remember the legends used to say that if you found your way there, and you were sufficiently
virtuous, they would teach you dl the wisdom of the universe. | wouldn’t give acatman’ stooth for
wisdom, and | probably don’t have the virtue to qudify, either.

It could be a dangerous business, but the legends dl agree on onething: they won’t, or aren’t
dlowed to interfere in human affairs, and if you find them, they aren’t dlowed, by their laws, to kill. Thelr
city is supposed to befilled with copper and gold and rare old books of wisdom. They say al the
wisdom of thecristoforos came from them, but thecristoforos only got alittle of it. Y et everyone says
thecristofor os are the custodians of al wisdom!

So | don’t haveto tel you what I’ m doing. The Terran woman wants information for HQ, which she
sayswill make her famous. Asfor me, I’ m betting on some of that copper coin and gold. Forget the
wisdom. If | get there, and get out again, | guarantee I’ have something alot better than some old
books and fancy words. But | need your help. | can’t do thisdone, and there aren’ t that many womenin
the Guild-house now that | can rely on, except you.

| need trade supplies, extrawarm clothing, and afew more horses and pack animals. Try to
persuade a couple of the Guild-sisters to come aong, too—not goody-goodies like Doria or Keitha, but
someone who can travel hard, live rough, chew leather and take orders. And whatever you do,don’t run
and blab dl thisto Margdi! For once, love, keep something good to yourself. Remember your old
partner— and bring al the horses and trade goods you can get your hands on. It will be arough trip, but
believeit, it will be worth your while. Think of making your daughter independent of her father, evenif he
is Comyn!

I’ll wait for you for three days where we had to daughter the chervinesthat time with Kindra. Don’t
fail me! Get on theroad at once, so we can be over the Kadarin before the weather breaks.

I know you, and | know how you must be longing to be on the road again. I’ Il be waiting for you,
Oath-Siger! With my love,

Refi

Magda dropped the letter on the table and took up the smoking cup of hot wine punch that the bar
woman had set before her.

Shesad, “It’ snot Rafi who' sgone mad, it’sLexie Anders.”

“Most likely both of them.” Camilla picked up the letter, raised an eyebrow toward Jeelle. “May |7’

“Pleasedo.”

Assheread, Camillasnorted. At last she said, “Legends! Why doesn’t she go off looking for the



Hidden City, the one with the spice-bread trees dl hung with candied fruit... | thought Rafi had more

“She’ sgoing to get hersef into terrible trouble,” Magda said. “ Of course the responsibility isLexie’s,
but that doesn’t mean Rafadlla can get away with this. Even if such aplace had ever exised—"

“Oh, it may well exist,” said Jaelle unexpectedly, and Magdaturned on her.

“Y ou never said that when Cdllistaand | were talking about strangel eronyn from other parts of the
Overworld—"

“To be perfectly truthful, Magda, | hadn’t associated the two. | never thought of the Sisters of
Wisdom as robed figureswith calling crows. When | wasalittle girl in the Guild-house, and first heard of
the Sisterhood, | used to wonder if they came from the Hidden City. Kindratalked of it to meatime or
two, when we were traveling together—a city inhabited by wise-women, perhaps descended from the
old priestesses of Avarra. The city issaid to be on anidand, or it was, once, when the climate was
different fromtoday’s. If you find it, they have to take you in. They can tell you everything you need to
know—how to make afortune, if that’ swhat you want, or mystical wisdom about the purpose of your
life ifthat’ swhat you want. Kindra said she had met women who had been there, so it never occurred
to methat it was alegend. If you put al the stories together, there may well be something to them. That
doesn’t mean | think the placeisaccessible . According to Kindra, they would do everything they could
to keep anyone from finding it. Everything except kill, Camilla’ s right about that part of the legend. And if
you actudlydid find it, they were obligated—oh, none of this makes any sense, | can’timaginewhy the
Terrans should meddle with any of it, or why Rafi would have anything to do with it if they did!”

Magda, heartsick, said, “1’m afraid that’ smy fault. Lexie, | think, would do anything, anything &t al
now, to get ahead of me, to make her mark in Terran Inteligencein away | couldn’t hope to equal. |
swear | never intended to set mysalf up asalegend, | wasn’t trying to grabany glory! She accused me of
wanting it dl, once, saying | didn’t leave anything for anyone e se to accomplish—"

“Oh, thewoman’safool,” Camillasaid, “you did what was set in front of you. If shecan’t
understand that you aren’t competing with her—”

It was something very different that was troubling Jaelle. “If she doesthis, Rafadlawill end by being
blackballed by the Terrans. She would never work for them again. And what will happen to Lieutenant
Anders, Magda, if she doesthisagaing officid advice?’

“The best she could hope for would be to be shipped offworld,” Magda said. “ At worgt, she could
be thrown out of the service, and serve her right. Unless she made such amgjor discovery that they’ Il—
that must be what she’ s hoping for, to make a discovery for M-and-Ex that’ s so spectacular they’ |l
overlook her disobeying Standard Orders. That’ s not unknown in the history of the service, either. Peter
told me she was thinking of doing this, but | told him it could hardlybe done, even with al the resources
of the Empire behind her.”

“Evidently,” Camillasaid, “she’ snot trying it with them behind her. Which isjust aswell, Terrans aren’
t welcomein the Hellers, and abig expedition wouldn’t find anything, except, probably, more trouble
than they could manage. But half a dozen women, well-provisioned, with good luck and good westher,
might manageit. Kindraaways said she’d liketo try it, Jaelle, but when she took you in asafosterling,
shewaited for you to grow up, and died before she ever had the chance.” After aminute, Camilla
added, “Rafadllawould know about that. Rafi was her kinswoman. |’ m surprised that she’d try to take a
Terran on such atrip, though.”

“I'm not,” Magdasaid. “ The Terrans have the resources, the money, maps and so forth, to mount
expeditionslikethat. If, in dl these years, Rafi hasn’t found any women, even in the Guild-house, who
werewilling totry, I’ m not surprised that when awoman of the Empire brought it up, she’d be excited
about the possibility. lam surprised Lexie dragged Jadlleinto it. And I’ d want more evidence, that it was



redl, not just an old story.”

But had Lexie been able to provide more evidence than Magda had read in her mind? Magda
realized, with sudden horror, that she was jedous; that she was thinking, This should not have been
brushed aside by the Terrans, this should have been given to me Magda Lorne ! Shewas, after dl,
the first woman to do underground field-work on Darkover. If something thisbig was in the wind, what
right did they haveto let Lexietake over?

Magdawas shocked at herself. Thiswasthe very kind of thing which had precipitated Lexie Anders’
shodility inthefirst place. And far from sending Lexie off on an exciting chase for alegendary city,
Peter Haldane had specificaly refused to authorize any such thing.

Or had he? Maybe calling Magda in with a blunt prohibition from the Legate’s office would
be the perfect cover-up for Terran Intelligence to go out looking for the same thing. Wasit even
ethical for Magda, sworn to the Guild-house, to see Terrans led into the heart of the most carefully
guarded women'’ s secret on Darkover?

No, thiswas nonsense, she was only giving credence to Marisdla’ s absurd intimations of mystical
Ssterhoods and cosmic secrets.

“I don’t know why | am worrying about it,” she said. “It’ simpossible. Suicide. Even with luck and
good westher—neither of which are easy to find in the Hellers—it can’t be done.”

And evenif it were possible, even if Cholayna sent for her and asked her to take it over, shewould
have refused. “ Totdly impossible,” she repested, again, hunting for conviction in the words.

“I don’t know about that,” Camillasaid. “Assuming Kindrawas right, and thereredly issuch aplace
—if it has ever been done,ever —it could be done again. But | don’t think Rafi could do it. You might,
Jaelle. Or might have, once. | don’t know if you’ ve till got it in you, after seven years of soft living out at
Armida”

Magdasaid angrily, “That’ s not the point, isit? Of course, that’ swhat Rafagllawantsto do, to lure
you to go with her, drag you into the trouble that she and Lexie are making for everyone. She’ s counting
on your sense of loyaty and your friendship. Shethinksyou’ Il go off after her the way you pursued
Alessandro Li when hetook off into the hills on his own. Then she can get you back, which iswhat she
wants—"

“| thought you said you were not competing with her, Magda. Should | |et her go done, to get into
troublein the Hellers, or die there?’

“Then—you’ re going to do what she wants.”
“Shewas my partner for al those years. But there’ s no reason to drag you into it, Magda.”

“Doyouthink I'll let you go by yoursdlf, and make trouble for yoursdf with the Terrans, and—" She
stopped, looking into Jaelle’ sglowing eyes. She said, “ That isn’t the point, either, isit? Y ouwant to go!
Don’'t you?Y ou want to be back on the road, and any excuseis good enough.”

“Magda—you don’t understand—" Jaelle Sighed, and said, “I haven’t any right to want to go. But it
drivesme mad that Rafi isfreeto go and | am not. Besides—"

“Y ou are freeto do whatever you think you should do,” Magda said, redizing dmost in despair that
Jaelle was almost echoing her own thoughts. She added, “1 should have been straight with Lexie. |
should have told her about my own experiences with these people. Whether or not they’rered, or from
some other plane of existence, if | had been willing to share that with her, tell her how and why |
encountered them, perhaps she would have understood—"

Magda now felt she understood: Lexie, like hersdf, had encountered these mysterious ones, the
same dark-robed Sisterhood who had reached out to rescue hersdlf and Jaelle. It was they who had



sent Lexie back, asthey had sent help to her... She knew Camilladid not believeit, but she had been
there, and Camillahad not. But Lexie had had the courage to go in search of them, and she had not.

“The legend isvery specific,” Camillasaid wryly, “that if you go looking for them and you are not
qudified for admisson, you' Il wishyou’ d never heard of them. Somehow | don’t think Rafedlla’ s desire
for richesisqudlification enough. I’ [l bet on R&fi to bluff her way in, maybe. But not to get out again.”

“Can’t you see?’ Jaelle’ seyeswere bright. “ Those two, they aren’t the right onesto go.”
“And we are? Oh, come, Shaya—"

“I don’t think it’ s coincidence that dl this has happened,” Jadlle argued. “In any case, Refadllahas
put the safety of their expedition in my hands. She has asked me to catch up to her with more horses,
trade goods, warm clothing—I can’t abandon her.”

“And—perhapsif | tell Lexiewhat | know of these— these mysterious ones, she’ll have a better
chance.” Magda hesitated. “ And | have access to other information she could not get, special security
information, what littleis known about the country in the Hellers beyond Nevarsn—"

And yet, in her heart, Magda knew Lexie would never seeit that way. To Alexis Anders, the
well-meant attempt to help would be no more than the Lorne Legend standing in the way again.

Hellfire, Lorne, isthere any pie on this planet that you don’t have your fingersin?

“Neither of you are being honest,” Camillasaid wryly, “yet both of you fed yoursaves summoned to
thismysterious city. Asfor me—my motives are perfectly clear.” Sheglared at them and said, “ I will go
to this mysterious City of Sorceresses, but | at least am honest about my reasons. These people are
supposed to be able to tell you the purpose why you were born, and—" Shelooked around, daring
anyoneto challenge her. “I have reason to question the Fates. If the Goddess has demanded of methat |
suffer these things, then do | have no right to demand of the Goddess that she, or these mysterious
women who pretend to do her will, account to mefor my life? | choose to seek out this mysterious city,
and there demand of the Goddess why she hastreated me asatoy.”

And despite the angry, haf-flippant way in which Camilla phrased her words, Magdaknew that they
were athreat. And in any confrontation of that sort, Magdawould bet on Camillato come off best.

Jaelle shoved her chair back; thrust the letter, which had been lying on the table, into the pocket of
her breeches. “When do we start?’

Magdafelt asif she had been caught in the track of one of the Terran earth-moving machines, the
kind used to transform agreen hill lush with trees and plants, into leveled, bare ground, a stripped place
where a spaceport could rise, or anything happen. Jaelle had never taken her protest serioudy at all. Yet
she had tried, fairly tried, to assess the rights and wrongs of this. Or had she?

“Shesaid she’d wait three days,” Magdasaid. “1’1l go in the morning to the HQ and get mapsfrom
Intelligence; | have accessto satellite overflight pictures, and the computer time to have them blown up
into scale maps.”

“And I’ [I make arrangements for horses and trade goods,” Camillasaid. “1 have contacts now. You
don’t”
And the children? Magda thought. Y et she had been wondering, only the other day, why there

seemed nothing now worthy of her energies. She found herself remembering an old Terran proverb: Be
careful what you pray for, you might get it .

The rain had stopped when they came out of the wineshop, and Magda looked up to the skyline,
where the high ragged teeth of the VenzaMountainsrose clear. A smal moon wasjust setting over one

of the peaks.



They would be going up that way, then northward, past the Kadarin and into the deeps of the
Hélers, to Nevarsin and beyond. She had never been so far into the unknown wilds. Her two
companionswere, with the skill of experienced mountain guides, aready planning the stages of the
journey.

If there was one thing she had learned when she left the Guild-house for the Forbidden Tower, it was
never to assumethat her life was settled or would follow an orderly track from now on. She listened to
Camilla, scowling and talking about the difficulty of finding mountain-hardened horses at this season, and
redlized that she was dso mentally rummaging through her wardrobe for the warm clothes shewould
need long before they got into the Hellers.

CHAPTER EIGHT

<«

At firg light, Camillawent off to see about horses, pack animals and saddles.

Magda, who could do nothing until regular work hoursin the HQ, went into the dining room, where
cold diced bread and hot porridge were laid out for breskfast. As she ate, shetried to think what she
should dofirgt.

Asan agent in the field, she had had access to the most sophisticated fly-over photographs, and to
the elegant equipment which could, from a photo taken at eighty thousand meters, generate amap
sophisticated enough to distinguish aresin-tree from aspice bush.

There were few Darkovan maps. Few traders came and went in the Hellers, and when they did, they
followed trailstheir grandfathers had known. Beyond Nevarain, little was known: afrozen plateau,
wilderness. The maps from photograph work would help. But not, Magda thought, enough.

Jaelle came down, dready dressed for the road, in riding breeches and boots. Magda had never
before seen her wearing the long Amazon knife, like ashort sword, of amercenary or soldier. Shedid
into the seat beside Magda.

“I’ll go and see about trail food,” she said. “And you should have ariding cape. You' |l need it when
we get into the mountains; no jacket is ever redly warm enough. Do you suppose we can get some
Terran deegping bags? They’ re better than what we can find in the market.”

“I'll arrangeit.” Extrawarm socks, she thought, speciad gloves, sunburn cream, sunglasses... A little
group of women, readying themselvesfor work in the market, came in and dipped up bowls of porridge.
Shernaraised her eyebrows at Jaelle.

“Dressed for riding? Y ou’ re away, then?’
“As soon aswe can get away. Taking acaravan north.”

“If you see Ferrikaat Armida, give her my greetings.” Shernafinished her porridge and went into the
kitchen for the loaves for the bake-stall. She turned back to ask Magda, “ Are you going with Jaelle,
Oath-sgter?’

Magda nodded, fedling raw-edged; she knew it was dl meant kindly, but one of the few things she
gtill found difficult about Guild-house living was the way everyone intruded on your private life.

She had never seen Jadlle at the work for which her freemate had been trained. She was astonished



at the swift efficiency with which Jaelle plotted packloads, ran down lists of items.

“Maps, deeping bags, perhaps some packaged high-energy Terran rations, they’ d be better when
we get into the mountains. Camp stoves and concentrated fuel tablets. I’ |l leave everything from the
Terran Zoneto you.”

“I may haveto tel Cholayna—"
Jeelle sighed. “If you haveto, you haveto. She’ smet Refadlla, hasn’'t she?”

“Rafadlaislisted with Mapping and Exploring, and in Intelligence, asthe best of the available—"
Magda stopped, swallowed down * native” and finished, “ Darkovan guides. Not the best of thewoman
guides, just the best of the guides. She’ sworked before this with mapping expeditions. Naturally
Cholayna knows her. She probably recommends her to al of the bigger expeditions.”

Jaelle nodded. “ Réfi told me once that she likesworking with Terrans. They get the best equipment
and they never try to argue about the bills. They ether agreeto pay, or tell you it’stoo much and go
somewhere ese. They don’t bargain just for the fun of bargaining. Also, they tip better.”

There were, Magda thought, not afew Darkovans like that: working for the Terrans, secretly
despising them. Since her firgt year in the Guild-house, she had had the same curious relationship,
compounded dmost in equa parts of affection and didike, with Refadlla.

She sad, “ Shernatold me the other day that she didikestrading with Terransfor that very reasson—
they take dl the fun out of being in business. They won't bargain, just yesor no, takeit or leaveit.”

“1 know what she means,” Jadlle said, “the Terrans have no sense of humor. Neither does Rafadlla.
That’ swhy she getsaong so well with them.”

“Why should anyone carry their sense of humor into the marketplace?’

“It' sagame, love. It dl comes out about the same— maybe afewsekals difference, but everybody
gainsface and everybody thinksthey get the best of the bargain.”

“I can’t seethefunin that sort of thing. | like to know what I’ m being asked, and say yesor notoit,
not play gamesfor hours every time | want to buy a basket or apair of boots!”

Jadlle touched her freemate’ swrist affectionately. “1 know. You'realot like Rafi, you know?1
suspect that’ swhy you two don’t get dong very well.” She pushed away her porridge bowl. “Don’t
forget sunglasses. We'll be traveling on ice once we' re hafway through the Kilghard Hills, even at this
Season. ”

As she made her way through the city, Magdareflected that Jaelle and Camilla seemed to be taking
it for granted that they were going on; that there was no question of catching up with Lexie and Rafadlla
to bring them back from this unsanctioned expedition, but to joinit.

It’'s my fault. | shouldn’t have told her what | had found out about the Ssterhood. That was
what started it. Shetoo had wanted to know what was behind the mystery. The difference wasthat she
would never have thought of going off on her owntofind it.

I’'m not adventurous. Maybe that’swhy | shouldn’t have come between Jaelle and Rafaella.
Jaelle has never been quite content to settle down in one place.

She gave her ident numbers to the Spaceforce man at the gate, and caught hersalf sounding amost
furtive What’ s the matter with me, | have clearancehere, I’'m an accredited agent, and for all
anybody knows |’ m going about my regular duties! Actually, it ismy business to stop Lexie going
off into unmapped, unexplored parts of Darkover without authorization !



In the hostd of the Bridge Society, she had begun keeping afew Standard uniforms:. the access
codes wired into the collars allowed her to come and go in the Headquarters building without constant
identity and security rechecks. She greeted the young Darkovan nurses getting ready for the day shift
there, went quickly to the locker she kept, and changed into uniform—the dark tunic and tightswith the
red piping which cleared her for any areaexcept Medic and Psych. Monitors clicked ACCEPT as she
went swiftly dong the corridors to the mgor Mapping room. She found afree termina and requested a
satdllite picture taken during overflight past Nevarsin. She could read the picture well enough to purse
her lipsand whistle slently at theterrain.

And Lexie believes there is some sort of city out there which has managed to screen itself from
satellite or radar imaging? The woman’sinsane.

If the mysterious city of the Sisterhood existed—and Magda had an open mind about that—it must
be in some inaccessible part of the overworld. Y et ever since she had known Jeelle, she had heard tales
of Kindran’haMhari, Jeelle’ s foster mother, who had guided Lady Rohanainto the Dry-Towns. She
had been alegendary explorer and mercenary. If she said she had known women who had actually been
ingdethislegendary city, who was Magdato say it didn’t exist?

She touched controls which would generate, from the satellite photograph, a somewhat more
detailed computer-diagrammed map, one which, would not require her own expertise with Terran
formulations to decipher. She studied it on the screen for atime, requesting dight clarifications here and
there until it resembled the Darkovan maps she had seen in Rafadlla’ s collection, then asked for ahard
copy. Thelaser-directed burst-printer moved slently, and in under half aminute the map did out. She
took it and studied it again for along time, seeking errors, comparing it with other pictures on the screen;
making absolutely certain that it was the very best that she could get.

In her early yearswith Intelligence, Magda had traveled with Peter Haldane over much of the Seven
Domains, and into the foothills of the Hellers. She had made some of of the early maps hersdlf, though
Peter had been better at that; her own gift was with languages. As she looked at some of the roads (on
any planet but Darkover, they would have been classified as cattle trail s), memories began resurfacing
from that haf-forgotten time... How young she had been then, how boundlesdy energetic. Had she and
Jadlle actually crossed the Pass of Scaravel, most four thousand meters high?Yes, she thought grimly,
Jaelle hasthe scarsto proveit . And once, she and Peter had gone in disguise to the City of Snows,
Nevaran of thecristoforos ... After amoment, she Sghed and turned again to the termind, requesting
yet another review of available maps northward from Nevarsin.

She studied the few narrow tracks that led into the wilderness. The plateau was over two thousand
meters high; the passes might be expected to be short on oxygen; certainly there would be banshees—
those blind, flightless carnivores that moved with aterrible tropism toward anything that breethed, and
that could disembowel ahorse with asingle stroke of those dreadful claws. In the unexplored areas
marked in cross-hatching on the maps, there would be unknown dangers. Some of the passeswere far
higher than Scaravel; most of what was shown was covered in the pale blue cross-hatching that meant.
Unexplored —no hard data. If what they werelooking for really existed, it would be somewhere there.

Needles in haystacks, anybody?

There must be more to the legends than that. If women Kindra knew had come and gone, it must be
possible, not easy but possible, to track down information, to buy it, bribe those who knew—

But that would al have to be done on the Darkovan side. She had pretty well exhausted Terran
sources at this point. She got SUPPLY on the terminal, requisitioned deeping bags, solid fue for camp
stoves, sunglasses and sunburn cream—none of theseitemswas at al unusua; any agent of Mapping
and Exploring, Survey or Intelligence who was going into the field requisitioned the same things. Even if
they hadn’t been credited to Magda’ s persond account instead of being requested without charge as
work related expenses , they would hardly have blipped a CAUTION flag at Auditing. Still, asa



persona expense, she would never, ever have to explain why she had wanted them.

Shewondered if Lexie, too, had covered her tracksin thisway. Alexis Anders, like herself, had been
trained in the Intelligence Training College on Alpha; but L exie was younger than she was, and had
consderably less experiencein this sort of thing.

After aminute, Magda opened up the terminal again and entered the access code for Personnel.

As she had expected, she was challenged twice; but her clearance levels were such that shewas able
to determinethat Anders, Alexis, M& E Specia Duty Pilot, had put in for vacation time and had
requisitioned certain mountaineering equipment.Very interesting , Magda thought as she cleared the
screen.

She would have to make the trip down to Supply to pick up the things she had requested, even
though payment had aready been automatically deducted from Magda’ s credit at HQ. Indeed, it had
nearly cleared her account: detached-duty pay was not very good. Only the bonuses Cholayna had
arranged for her recent work with the Bridge Society had enabled her to pay for them at all.

W, it’ll be worth it. That's what matters.

She specified the kind of packaging she wanted, queried the prices of some other items—Jeelle
could probably get them cheaper in the Old Town—and prepared to return to the Bridge hostel to
changeinto what, when shewasin the Terran Zone, she still automaticaly thought of as field disguise .
As she shut down the terminal, she looked round to see Vanessaryn Erin standing in the doorway of the
room.

“| thought it was you. What did you want with Lexie’ srecords, Magda? Curiosity isn’t avalid reason
for snooping in Personnd Files, you know. I’ d thought better of you.”

“If you talk about snooping, what were you doing snooping on whatl was doing?’

“Personnel ismy job, Magda. Not yours. Come on—explain.” Vanessa paused, gazing coolly a
Magda. “1’m dead serious. | can have you psy-probed for less cause than this.”

Magda, who detested lying, had meant to tell her the truth; but now she redlized that, to protect
hersdlf, not to mention Jaelle and Camilla, it would be better to think up agood lie, one that would
satisfy Vanessa' s congpiratoria imagination; and, like many people who are dmost compulsively truthful,
Magdacouldn’t think of one. It made her angry. Shethought,| can’t just stand here blinking my eyes
like a little girl caught with my hands in the cookie jar . And of course, she did exactly that.

Atlast shesad, “| wanted to know what Lexie was doing. | saw her at the Bridge Society meeting,
but after an orded likethat, | was curiousto know if shewasredly well again.” Then it occurred to her
what she should have said in the first place. “ She seemsto have gone off with Jadlle’ s partner: we
needed to know which way they’ d gone. Jaelle missed a message from Rafadlla, and—"

“Asyou discovered, she has put in for vacation time,” said Vanessa. “When | spoke to Cholayna,
though, | got the impression she’ d given Lexie an assignment, which was how she got the equipment on
acogt-free basis. She hired a Renunciate guide, and she’ sgoing into the Kilghard Hillsto study women’s
folk dancing.”

“Sothat’s—" Magdastopped hersdf. She said flatly, “1 don’t believeit.”

“Why not?It’s nice, easy work, agood way to get what amountsto a paid vacation. We'vedl done
that kind of thing.”

For the next half year, Magda regretted that she had not smply alowed Vanessato believe that. It
was such asmple explanation, and would have saved an enormous amount of trouble—if VVanessa had
actudly bdievedit.



Instead, she drew along breath of disbdief and indignation.

“What kind of hare-brained imbecile do you think me, Vanessa? There are Renunciate guides, yes,
who would accept a commission to take a Terran woman aoneinto the hillsto study folk dancing, or
ballad styles, or therryl , or the basket-weaving of the forge folk. But Rafaella? It was Rafaellawho led
the Mapping expedition to Scaravel! It’sRéfi they ask for when they want someone to coordinate ninety
men, five hundred pack chervines and half a dozen haf-trained mountain guidess Comeon , Vanessal
Do you honesily think Rafadllan’ ha Doriawould accept acommission to take one Terran woman on a
little Sunday excursion to scribble down the differences between asecain and an Anhazak ring-dance?
Possibly, just possibly, if they were lovers and wanted an excuse to get away together. | can’t think of
any other reason. Knowing Rafaella, | don’t believeit for aminute—though | don’t know anything about
Lexie slove-life, cometo think of it; but I’ d bet you aweek’s pay she’ s completely heterosexud. Or
didn’t you seethelook on her face when | introduced Jeelle to her as my freemate?

Vanessa shrugged. “1 hadn’t thought much about it. | just thought she wanted to get into the hills.
After dl, Magda, Lexiedid train as an Intelligence agent. | thought, after the crash, this could have been
the only assgnment she could get. She knew she’ d need a Renunciate guide, and | suppose she smply
asked for the best oneon thelist.”

“And Rafadllaaccepted, just like that? Nonsense.”

Vanessaburst out, angry, defensive, “I didn’t stop to think about it a al until | got abuzz that
someone was snooping in her file! After what she’ s been through, Lexie’ s certainly entitled to put infor
vacdion! It’snot acrimeto hire aguide who's over-quaified, isit? Aslong as she can pay Refadlla’s
fees! Maybe Rafadllajust wanted some easy money, or to get the better of afoolish off-worlder who's
willing to pay four timesthe—" Vanessa stopped dead, and said, thoughtfully, “Or maybe Cholayna
assigned her to study folk dances as a cover, and she’ sgoing into the field to do something much more
important and serious—"

“Now,” said Magda, “you’ rejust beginning to catch up with me.”

“But—would Cholaynado that without consulting Personnel, to certify that Lexie wasfit—stable
enough, for that kind of thing? That’ s the point, Magda. That’ smy job! With abreakdown and amnesia
30 recently—I’ d demand a consult from Medic and Psych before she went out again. And so would
Cholaynal Although Cholayna does tend to—make up her own mind, about people—" She stopped,
and Magda, knowing what she was reluctant to say, said it for her.

“Y ou were remembering that | was supposed to have been fired, or alowed to resign—weren’t you,
Vanessa? Of course. And there are plenty of timeswhen | wish she hadn’t fought for me. And damniit,
thisisone of them! Thefact is, Vanessa—I think Lexie’ s pulled afast one, and she may just have
pulled it on Cholayna, too.”

Suddenly it occurred to her that she was sharing with Vanessa a secret that was not hersto share,
onethat belonged to Jaelle and Camilla. If her purpose was to keep Rafaellaout of trouble, or keep
Lexiefrom getting into a part of Darkover where Terrans were not entitled to go, what she had just said
wasinexcusable.

But Vanessa' s anger was not, as Magda had thought, directed at her. It frightened Magdathat she
could so clearly see what Vanessawas thinking: Vanessawas a Terran, head-blind, she was not even
supposed to beable to read Vanessa’ s mind; yet there it was, clear as could be: Lexie has a right not
to join Bridge Society if she doesn’t want to, but she has no right to try to manipulate all of us
because she thinks we’re fools who have gone native —or something like that! Doesn’t she
under stand that Magda and Cholayna are my sisters, and that if she puts something over on
them, she’s tangling with me as well ?

But aloud, Vanessasaid only, “Let’ sgo up and ask Cholayna.”



CHAPTER NINE

«»

Almost since she had known her, Magda had wondered about Cholayna’ s secret of relaxation.
Cholaynanever seemed actudly to be doing anything, whether you went into her officein the HQ, or
whether you sought her out in the specid offices of the AlphaIntelligence Academy. Y et judging by
results, one would suppose she spent dl her timein frenetic activity.

Today was no exception: Cholaynawas lying back in acomfortable chair, her narrow feet higher
than her head, her eyes closed. But as Magda and V anessa came into the office, she opened them and
gmiled.

“| thought thiswould be your next stop,” she said. “What do you want with the satellite maps,
Magda?’

Thiswaswhy | told Jaelle that | might have to tell Cholayna what was going on. She always
knows.

Vanessa, however, alowed Magda no chance to answer.

“I don’t suppose you'’ll tdl me, if it' s Classified,” she said, “but is Lexie’ sassgnment, sudying folk
dances, acover for somekind of officia Intelligence maneuver?’

Cholaynalooked mildly startled. “No, it’ sjust abit of xenoanthropology. | had to okay it because
any time a Terran goesinto the field—which in effect means anywhere more than ten kilometers outside
the Old Town—Intelligence is supposed to clear it, make sure they won’t gep officidly on anyone’s
toes. | could see that after the shock she’d had, shewouldn’t be much good as a pilot without afairly
extended rest. So | okayed it. Thereisn't, after al, agreat deal of forma Intelligence work here—why
do you think I picked this place? | spend ninety-nine percent of my time preparing undercover ops for
work in linguigtics and xenoanthropol ogy. Which Magda set up before | ever got here” She smiled at
Magda, who returned the smile. Vanessalooked suspicious, but Magda was enough of atelepath to
know when she was being told the truth.

“Soit’snot acover for that expedition Peter Haldane says she wanted to lead into the Hellers?’

“Oh, that.” Cholaynachuckled. “Lexie admitted she’ d been fairly spaced when she came back, didn’t
know what she was doing for the first few days. In fact, she wanted me to make sure what she said to
himdidn’t go into her permanent record. She knows Peter and | are old friends. Then she said she
needed agood rest, and would like to get out into the mountains. Don’t think | don’t know when I’'m
being worked for afree vacation on company time, but Lexie’ s competent, and she’ sentitled to the
same perquisites asthe rest of us. So | told her to find hersdf aquaified guide from the Bridge Society,
and cleared it for her with Xeno-An.”

Magda opened her mouth, but again Vanessa spokefirst.

“You see, Lorne? Y ou see? | told you so—"

Cholayna put her feet down on the floor. “ Whatisgoing on?’

“Cholayna—what would you say if | told you that the guide L exie engaged was Rafagllan’ haDoria?’
“Knowing what Rafaellacharges,” Cholaynasaid, “1 would say that Lexie made avery poor bargain.



| know at least haf a dozen women who would take her on such atrip for haf—no, aquarter of Raffs
standard charge—"

But then she stopped. It wasfrightening: Magda actudly felt the information penetrate through the
outer layers of Cholayna’ slazy good nature. For thefirst time since her training-school days she saw the
sharp intelligence behind that facade.

“In the name of amillion fire-eating demons, what are those two up to?’ Cholayna sat back alittle,
eyesnarrowing.

“I think,” said Vanessa, “that Lexie hasfound away of getting the expedition she wanted, without
going through the formalities. At the very leesst—it makes afool of you and your department, Cholayna.”

Cholayna’ sface tightened, and the bushy silver eyebrows bristled above her dark eyes. 1 should
have known. | trained Lexie and | ought to know when she’ s being devious! So, that’ swhy you wanted
the maps. But what do you suppose they’ relooking for?’

Magda handed her the letter. Cholaynaglanced at it, very briefly, then tossed it back acrossthe desk.

“Hmm. Looks like an exceptiondly private sort of letter. But knowing you, you wouldn’t show it to
me without agood reason. Why don’t you just tell methat , instead?’

Magda detailed the contents of the letter.

Cholaynafrowned. “Chasing fairy tales doesn’t sound much more like Lexie, actudly, than studying
folk-dancing.”

“Oh, it’smore than that. Lexie saw them—or thinks she did—and under the same type of
circumstancesthatl saw them.” Drawing along bresth, Magda explained what she had seenin Lexie’s
mind when she had probed it: robed women, voices, the calling of crows. Cholaynalistened, tapping her
long fingers restlessy againg the glass surface of her desk.

Magdafinished: “I aways believed that, if they existed, they existed only in the overworld. But
Camillasaid that Kindra knew women who had been there. Marisela knows something about them, too,
but shewon’ttdl.”

“And you’ re going after them? Cholaynasat up briskly. “All right. I’ [l arrange clearancefor al the
maps you need. Get Supply, Vanessg, it won’t take me more than—" She consulted a chronometer.
“Half an hour to beready toride.”

Magda stared. “ Cholayna, you can’t—"

“Can’tign’'t aword you useto me,” Cholaynareminded her, but she was smiling. “Think, Magda! If
Alexis Anders' stheory is correct, and some other planetary influence has set up aradar-impervious,
satellite-blinding station here, it’ s not only my business to know about it, we could al befired, or worse,
and Peter and | could be court-martialed if we didn’t know about it. What do you think I’ m herefor?
Andif you'reright, and it’s some secret of the Sisterhood—do you think | want some spoiled brat from
Map and Ex, someone so arrogant about this planet that she wouldn’t even join Bridge, meddling with
it? Quite apart from the diplomatic difficulties—if any non-Darkovans are going to be meddling in the
Sisterhood’ s business, better you and methan Lexie, hmm?’ Thiswasdl so true that there was nothing
Magda could say. Still, she remonstrated.

“Y ou knew when you came here that you couldn’t work in thefield, Cholayna. Riding with us, you
wouldn’t even be safe, everyone would know you were not native.”

Almost alone among planets settled by man, Darkover, one of the “lost colonies,” had been settled
by acommune from the British Ides and was most exclusively caucasoid.

Cholaynareplied, “ Out in the wilderness, what does it matter? They’ Il think, if we meet anyonewho



thinksanything a dl, that I’ m deformed, burnt or tattooed by Dry-Town davers, perhaps, or—as some
of thewomen in the Guild-house thought at firs—that | have aterrible skin disease. Or that I'm
nonhuman.” Cholaynashrugged. “ Tak to Supply, Vanessa. | should check Magda’ s supply ligt firdt,
there’ sno sensein duplicating. Do you have enough sunburn cream and extra sunglasses?’

Once, Magda had barely escaped being caught in a stampede of the wild chervines, antlered
analogues of deer, used as pack or dairy animas, who roamed the Kilghard Hills. She felt something like
this now. She wondered what Camillaand Jaelle would say.

Cholaynaexcused hersdlf, and went swiftly to her quarters; came back with asurprisingly small pack
of persona possessions.

“Everything e se, except boots, | can get from Supply. They’ll bewaiting for me at the gate. Let’ s go.
Maps ready, Vanessa? | spoke to my subordinate; she’ sready for indefinite takeover. | told her it was
Cosmic Top Secret, and not to mention it to Haldane until | had been gone atenday. She probably
thinks she can wriggle her way in enough to become indispensable while I’ m gone, and I’ m sure she
thinks | care one millicredit. Let’sgo.” She dung the pack over her arm.

“Wait,” said Vanessa. “1’ m going, t0o.”
“Don’t befoolish, Vanessa. Y ou can’t—"

“It’ syouwho’ sbeing foolish,” Vanessasaid, “but you haven’t any monopoly onit. First: | have been
climbing sincel was sixteen yearsold. | led an al-woman climbing team in the first ascent of
Montenegro Summit, on Alpha. That was one of the factorsin sending me here; | know al about severe
climates. And you’ ve got to admit that when it comesto climate, Darkover is something really unusual —
especiallyin the outer Hellers. Second: | am aso amember of Bridge, and what Lexieistrying to do
makes amockery of everything Bridge has done on Darkover, so0 it’sas much my businessas hers, or
yours. And third—* She held up ahand as Cholaynactried to interrupt her.” If you want to be perfectly
technical about it, Personnd has aright to pass on anybody’ s psychologica and physical fitnessto go
into thefidd. Just try to leave without me. I’ Il make sure—no, the Legate will make sure, neither of you
get out of the HQ gates.”

“Thisisafingernal’ s breadth from blackmail,” Cholayna murmured.
“Damnright.” Vanessastared, facing her down. After amoment, Cholayna burst out laughing.
“Shdl we dl be mad together, then? Ten minutes, Vanessa. We'll meet you a Supply.”

Cholayna kept the parka hood of her down jacket, with its priceless ruff of offworld fur, drawn close
about her face asthey crossed the city. The assgned meeting place was atavern they knew; at this hour
it was hdf-filled, afew Guardsmen enjoying anoonday pot of beer or adish of boiled noodles. A
smdler circle of Guardsmen were standing at the front, playing darts, but after amoment Magda saw
Camilla’ stall, lean figure a the center of the group, knifein hand.

“Comeon,” one of them shouted, “proveit, put your money where your bragging mouth isl”

“I hate to take your money,” Camillasaid in her gentle voice, and let the knifefly. It landed directly in
the center of the dart, dicing feathers from the haft, which split, driving into the board to wedge so tight
againg the dart’ smeta pin that ahair could not have been threaded between them. There were gasps of
amazement. Laughing gaily, Camilla picked up adozen coinslying on the bar and shoved them into a
jacket pocket before she went to retrieve her knife. She saw Magda at the door, and went to meet her.

“Showing off again,bredhiya ?° Magda asked.



“They never will believe awoman can throw aknife faster and straighter than they. When | wasa
mercenary, | used to earn al my drinking money that way,” Camillasaid, “and thistime, | needed some
money. | cleaned mysdf out buying travel suppliesthis morning. Good thing | brought two extra horses.”
Assmply asthat, she accepted Cholayna’ s and Vanessa’ s presence, and led them to a back booth
where Jaelle waited.

“I ordered soup and bread for al of us. We might aswell have at least one hot med before we get
onthetrail.” She barely glanced at Cholaynaas she added, “It doesn’t meet your criteriafor edibility,
Cholayna, | know you try not to eat anything that ever moved of its own accord, but you’ll haveto get
used to that on the road, anyhow.”

It was asif she had known dl adong that Cholayna and Vanessawould be coming with them.
Perhaps she had. Magda knew that she would never ask, and that Camillawould never tell her.

CHAPTER TEN

«»

It was dtill early afternoon when they left the city behind, and before sunset they had crossed
Dammerung Pass. It was neither especidly high nor steep, but asthey began to descend, Camilla, who
had set astiff pace, looked appraisingly at the two Terran women.

“You'rein fair shape, Vanessa. Cholayna, you' re reasonably soft, but no worse than these two—
living soft at Armidadl these years, having children—nothing worse for your wind! Y ou’ Il harden up fast
enough onthetral.”

They took the road north, traveling at the fastest pace the pack animals could sustain. Inthelast
lingering red light, Cholaynathrew back her hood; she looked happy, and later said to Magda as they
rode side by side, “I” d forgotten what thiswas like! After seven years behind adesk in Adminigration,
and fifteen yearsteaching before that, | thought I’ d never get out inthefield again. | hadn’t redly redized
what it would mean, coming to Darkover. | stayed because | thought | was doing good work, especialy
with the Bridge Society. But it’s good to be back in the field. It’ s been so damned long.”

She must have been one hell of a Field Operative, if they gave her a post in Training School,
Magda thought, and not for thefirst time, wondered just how old Cholaynawas, but it would not have
occurred to her to ask.

The sun s, and the swift-falling night which gave Darkover its name dropped across the Venza
Mountains. There was no rain; Camilla, taking advantage of the rare good wesather, pushed the pace as
hard as she could. It was nearly midnight when she signaed ahdt. They set up camp quickly by lantern
light, and Cholaynakindled asmall fireto heat water for hot drinks, though they ate only bread and cold
mest from their packs.

“We can get fresh food in the villagesfor afew days, and savethetrail food,” Camillasaid, chewing
ahandful of dried fruit. “ After that we’ Il bein the hills, and villages where we can get provisons may be
three or four days’ ride apart.”

“How do we know which way we are going, or shouldn’t | ask?’ Vanessa’ svoice was quiet in the
darkness beyond thefire; it was Jaelle who answered.

“Margdi told you about the |etter? Rafaella said she would wait three days at the place where we
daughtered the chervines. She knew | would remember that. It was ten years ago; we were young girls,



traveling with Kindra. We ran out of food and water and killed the animasrather than leave them to
darve. The fresh mest |et us get aong without water. But it was anear thing. | haven’t been that hungry
since, and | hope | never am again.”

She cast aquick look at the dark sky. “We’d better turn in. This weather may hold another day, but
when it bresks, it’ slikely to break for good. North of Dammerung Pass, we' |l bein thefoaothills. 1'd
rather not spend atenday holed up in asnow cave! And, if wewant to catch up with Rafadlla, they’re
traveling lighter than we are”

Jaelle had done thiswork for years, there had been many times when her life, or the lives of adozen
other people, had depended on her judgment about the weether.

Without discussion, Vanessawent to help Camillawith the horses, while Cholayna started pulling out
the deeping bags.

They dept inaring, feet to thelast cods of the dying fire. Magda, looking into the unusudly clear
night at the rarely seen stars of the Darkovan sky, wondered what Rafagllawould say, if they did catch
up, about having the Terranswith them.

Asif Magda had spoken doud, Jadlle said, “ She did tell usto bring ong afew people who could
travel hard, live rough—"

“And take orders,” Magda said wryly. She couldn’t see either Vanessa or Cholayna doing that.

And what if they did not catch up to Rafaella? Only a dangerous trip through the wildest unknown
country on Darkover, where Darkovans themsel ves never went, seeking acity that might not even exigt.
Her back ached and she was no longer accustomed to hard riding. She thought of Shaya, and had a
sudden picturein her mind, likeavision, of her child peacefully desping a Armida

What am | doing here? | have a family now, a child, a home and work | love, and here | am
heading into wild country chasing a dream, a legend, wild geese... Thememory of Damon’s eyes,
Cdliga’ s chiding face, seemed to reproach her.Why have | involved myself in this madness? | should
have left it to Jaelle —Rafi’s her partner, Rafi doesn’t even like me. And Cholayna’s career is at
stake, it makes sense for her to be here.

In the morning, she decided, shewould tell them dl firmly that it wasn’t her business at all, and st of f
toward Armidaand her loved ones and, most of dl, her daughter.

Y et, as shefdl adeep, she couldn’t help but fed again the excitement of the unknown trail ahead,
lead-ing up into territory where no Terran had ever set foot, and quite probably no woman except the
unknownleroni . That night her dreams resounded with the calling of crows.

Four days north from Thendara, the weather broke, and by noon heavy flakes began drifting dowly
from the sky, each one as big across as Jaelle’ s pam. Jaelle swore softly as she rummaged in her pack
for mittens and awarm hood.

“I’d hoped we’ d get across Ravensmark Pass before the snow set in. There’ saways nasty going
aong those ledges. | should have taken the longer route through Hammerfell, but | gambled on the
westher, hoping we could gain aday and catch up with Rafaglla. Somebody told mein the last town that
some of the road was washed out over Ravensmark in the summer floods. In good weather it wouldn’t
matter. Inthis—" She stopped and stood, watching, asif trying to see through the thick flakes.



Vanessa asked, “ Should we go back then and catch up on the road to Hammerfell?”

Jaelle shook her head, causing aloose strand of auburn hair to tumble from her hood. “Too late for
that. We' d lose two days now. And we have no way of knowing which way they took. Magda, have
you any idea?’

Magda caught what she was thinking; she was doing it dl the time now, amost automaticaly. She
ought to be accustomed to it by now; she remembered how she had used herlaran to track Jeelle
through hillslike these, years ago. But she shook her head.

“I’m not close enough to ether of them for that.”
“But you actudly probed Lexie’smind,” Jaelle protested, “that might make abond.”

“I’m not sure | want abond like that,” said Magda wesarily; but she closed her eyes and tried to see
Lexie; and for amoment, she had afleeting glimpse of Lexie, her head covered with a Darkovan hooded
cape, leaning forward over apony’ s neck. .. Snow seemed to blot out the vision, she did not know
whether it was the snow faling now, or some other storm in some other place, could not tell whether it
had been memory or imagination or atrue picture from herlaran .

She sad, doubtfully, “1 think | sasw—they have been delayed by astorm? 1’ m not sure”” Even with
the whole of the Forbidden Tower matrix circle around her, she knew the same uncertainty would have
remained: present—where Lexie was now—or aflash from past or future.

“I’d do aswell guessing,” she sighed, “and you could make a better guess about Rafadllathan |
could.”

“I’ve been trying to do that,” Jaellatold her, “but | don’t likeit. We were so close, for so long, it’sas
if I wasusing that closenessto spy on her. And she has nolaran at al, she would never understand.”

Magda heard also what Jaelle didn’t say; thiswas not the first time her Comyn birth, the heritage of
laran they could never share, had come between them, disrupting their long partnership, even their brief
time aslovers. Rafadlla could have forgiven Jaelle everything except this, that she had returned to bear a
child to aComyn lord—had taken a place in that mysterious world in which Rafaella could have no part.
Magda thought Rafadlla could even have forgiven Jadllefor that, if Jaelle had had to leave dl of her
Renunciate world behind. What she could never forgive was that Magda, a Terran, had followed Jadlle
where Rafi hersdlf could not.

“Trying to track them withlaran isfoolishness,” Vanessasaid, so impatiently that for amoment
Magdawondered if she had been thinking aloud. Then she remembered what Jaelle had actualy said,
about trying to follow Rafadllawith the psychic bond between them.

“Maybe one of you can do it, maybeyou can’t, | don’t see why you should waste timetrying. Isit
important to know if they camethisway?’

“Only to know how near they are to the meeting place she left the message about,” Jaelle said. “If
they had good luck and good westher, traveling light, they could be at Barrensclae dready—that’s
where we daughtered the chervines—and we’ ve got three days to catch them there.”

“How far isit?’” Camillaasked. “1’ m not familiar with the place.”

“In good weather? Ten hours, once we cross Ravensmark. In this? Y our guessisas good as mine. A
day, ten days, never. If we hit avalanches, we might not makeit at al.”

“Avaanches?’ Cholaynacraned her neck up toward the pass, invisblein the flying snow. “How high
is Ravensmark?’

“Eleven thousand forty.”
“Meters? Good God! You can’t cal that apass ! That’samountain al by itsdlf.”



“No, deven thousand forty feet—"
“What' sthat in civilized numbers?’ Vanessa demanded.

“I can’t be bothered to figure dl these numbersfor you,” Jaelle snapped, “I have important thingsto
worry about, such as how in the names of al the goddesses we’re going to get these horses across here
if the road’ s been washed out from the summer floods! There’ salong stretch where the road has never
been good for more than one pony’ swidth, awashout there could mean losing haf our baggage. Do you
want to hike through the Kilghards in a backpack and no spare boots? | don’t.”

“I’ve probably climbed worse,” Vanessasaid. “Bedieveit or not, Jaelle, there are other planets with
snow and high mountainsin the Empire. If you’ re not able to get over a pass without your mystical
psychic powers—"

“Now listen here—" Jaelle began.

“Hold it! Both of you,” Camillaordered. “If we're going to stand here arguing about what we're
going to do, let’ s use the time for something practica while we wait. Vanessa, hunt out the grain. We'll
feed theanimas. Then if we decide to start over the pass, they at least will bewell fed and in good
shape. Jaelle, have you been over Ravensmark before this?’

“Twice. It’ seasier thisway. Coming down from the North, you’ re more exposed to the wind. But
thisdirectionisn’t exactly apicnic. | really am worried about washouts, and with snow in the pass—if
Vanessaisredly as experienced as she claims, she wouldn’t tekeit lightly ether.”

“I never said | wastaking it lightly,” Vanessaquibbled, “but | do fed, theworseit is, the more sense
it makesto get over it before the snow gets any deeper. If Jaelle doesn’t fed comfortable leading the
way, I’ll try.”

“I' know theway, and you don’t,” Jedllesaid. “If it canbeled at dl, I'll lead it. I’ m not worried about
getting across mysdlf, on foot. The chervines can makeit, it’ stheir kind of country, after dl. And | think
the ponies probably can. But | tell you, those ledges arenarrow . Even at the best, you don’t cross
Ravensmark on horseback. It makes Scaravel 1ook like the Great Northern Road. Even with washouts, |
"dtry it in decent westher. But if we get ahard freeze, and there’ sglareice—I’ mnot actively suicidd,
and | don’timagineyou are”

“That bad, huh?’ Vanessalooked at Jaelle in silence for aminute. When at last she spoke, to Magda’
srelief, there was not atrace of argumentativenessin her voice.

“What are our options, then? If the risk isthat great—what dternatives do we have?’

Jedlle considered thisfor amoment. She looked at the thickening snow, and said, “If wedon’t cross
it tonight, it probably can’t be crossed at al until after next spring-thaw. That’ swhy it’ sthe least traveled
passin the Kilghard Hills. Once there’ sglareice on those ledges, | wouldn’t crossit for al the copper in
Zandru’ stomb. We' d have no choice except to go back, and go round by Hammerfell.”

“Canwecrossit tonight?’

“I think | could get acrossin daylight,” Jaelle mused, “though | might have to lead the horses across
one by one. If you’ re used to mountain-style ice-climbing, you probably could. And 1" d bet on Camilla. |
"m not sure about Magda, but she did get across Scaravel in the dead of winter, and | wasn’t any help
even when the banshees found us. But—" She turned and looked at the one remaining woman.

Cholaynalooked straight into Jaelle’ seyes. “I’m not afraid.”

“That has nothing to do withit. It’ s not your courage | question. It’ s your balance, your skill, your
head for heights. Magda has no head for heights at all, but she knows | do, and she’ll take orders. What
about you? Ravensmark is about the worst trail you can imagine, and then some. Vanessa has done
some climbing for thefun of it, so | know she won’t panic when the going gets rough—and believe me, it’



srough enough that | get scared mysdlf, and | don’t usudly scare. If you lose your nerve when we'rein
the neck of the pass, aong those ledges—what then? We won’t be able to turn around and go back, not
at that point. Once we’re hafway over, it’ stoo late. | think we' re going to have to go around. | honestly
can't besureyou’ll makeit, and | don’t want to risk al our lives on your nerves.”

Cholayna opened her mouth to protest, and shut it again. At last she said, “Fair enough. I’ mthe
wesk link. Do you want me to turn back, and | et the rest of you go on? Because what you’ resayingis,
the rest of you can makeit without me. And if you turn back and go around—there wouldn’t be much
chance of catching up with them in time—right?’

“If we go round by Hammerfdl,” Camillasaid, “I doubt we’d catch up with them this sde of
Nevarsn.”

“And if we—or you—go on, you have agood chance?’

“A chance,” Jadlle said. “Not agood chance. There’ sthat, too. | could risk al our lives and push
across Ravensmark, and we mightstill losethem. | don’t know if it’ sworth pushing you dl thisway for
such abare chance. I’ m no gambler—never have been.”

“Forget about me,” Cholaynasaid. “What do you want to do?’

Jadlleturned on her angrily. “That’ s not afair question! How can | forget about you? Y ou’rehere !
Do you think | want your death on my conscience?’

“| shouldn’t have come, should |7

“Too late to worry about that now,” Camillasaid, while Jadlle hesitated, too polite to answer. “Done
isdone. | can see why you wanted to come, why you had to. Sending you back aonewould bejust as
dangerous astrying to drag you across Ravensmark, so forget about it. Just shut up and let Jaelle think
what’ sright to do.”

Cholayna shut up. It must, Magda thought, have been the first timein twenty yearsthat Cholayna had
been treated like anuisance, aliability. It was Jaelle who must make the fina decision. Quietly she went
to the saddlebags, dug out rations and shared out handfuls of dried fruit and mesat bars.

“Whether we cross or go back, wewon’t havetimefor ameal in the neck of the pass. Wefed the
horses, which makes sense. Eat.” She handed Jaelle some of the meat-and-dried-fruit mixture, and
Jaelle put some of the stuff, absentmindedly, into her mouth and chewed.

Cholayna nibbled on araisin, and Camillasaid, “ Eat some of the meat, too. Whatever wedo, inthis
cold you need something solid.”

Cholaynasighed, put the dried meat into her mouth with visible distaste. What Camillahad said was
right, and Cholaynaknew it, but Magda, watching her struggle to keep from spitting out the detested and
unfamiliar food, felt considerable sympathy for her. Cholayna Areswas used to giving orders, not taking
them; and while she might be willing to take them on important things which were obvioudy a question of
all their lives, shewould, sooner or later, refuse to take orders about persona matters.

Vanessalooked at the sky, from which the color was aready beginning to fade as the snow
thickened. “ So what are we going to do? If we’re going to try to cross, we' d better not waste any more
time. And if we're not, shouldn’t we get under cover?’

Magda knew that Jaelle had no taste for making such decisions. Y et they wereall turning to her,
demanding it. She wished she could shelter her friend in her arms and protect her. But for better or for
worse, the decison was Jadlle’s.

Jedllefinished the mouthful of dried meat and fruit, swallowed once or twice, and Sghed. “I don’t
know what to say. | swear | don’t! Vanessa, what do you think?’



“I’m not asfamiliar asyou are with the place. I’ m not familiar withit a dl. If youwant totry, I'll
follow. We can giveit agood try.”

“Magda, what do you say?’
“I"'mwilling to take therisk, if you think it can be done.”

“I know that,” Jaelle said, and now she sounded irritable. “1”m asking what you think Cholayna’s
chances are of making it, and whether it’ sworth pushing on, with the riskswhat they are; or if we should
play it safe, turn around and head for Hammerfell. Or would you take her round by Hammerfell, and
Vanand | go over, try to catch up, and wait for you at Barrensclag?’

“Maybe you should ask Vanessa,” Magda temporized, half joking. “Personnd isher job. | think we
should all go ahead, or al go back together and go round. If she goes back, | shall have to go with her.
What about it, Cholayna? Do you want to try? | see no point losing three days or so, but only you know
if you' rewilling torisk it. But if Jeelle thinks | can makeit, you probably can.”

“I'll try,” Cholayna said, with the ghost of asmile. “And | promise not to lose my nerve. Or, if | do, I’
Il kegp my mouth shut about it.”

Jedlle shrugged. “All right. Let’ s go before the snow gets any thicker and has a chanceto freeze. If
we can get through before there’ sice on the ledges, it will be alot more workable. One word of advice
—and thisgoesfor you too, Magda. Keep your eyes on thetrail and don’t look down.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

<«

At firgt theroad led upward between hills, steep but not yet menacing. The snowflakes had grown
smaller, no longer hand-sized, but the smaller flakes came down thickly, and Magda knew this meant the
snow would continueto fall. There were till afew hours of grayish daylight.

Jeelle led the way, muffled in cloak and hood, thick scarf tied over her face; Camilla came after, with
two chervines broken to atandem rein; then Cholayna, at the center, on the smallest and
most-sure-footed of the mountain ponies. Magda came behind her, riding a horse and leading one of the
chervines. Vanessa, mountain-wise but unfamiliar with thetrail, brought up the rear.

Asthetrail led upward, it grew fainter and steeper. Parts of it were trodden deeply into old mud,
rocks lining the path underfoot, and patches of last winter’ s snow clinging benesth the thick tree-hedges
that lined the road. It was very silent, even the anima’ s hooves sounding muffled underfoot, and the
snow continued to fal. Upward and sill upward; now there were places where the trail al but
disappeared between trees and rocks. The chervines did not like it, and whickered uneasily asthey
picked their way. After an hour’ sriding—-though it seemed like more—Camillasignaled ahdt, got
down and took the two tethered-together pack animals off the tandem rein.

“They won'’t be able to makeit like this. Cholayna, you take the lead rein on this one. He'll fallow
the other, she’ shismother and they’ ve worked together for years. He won’t run off and get logt, but he
needsareinto follow.” She climbed back into her saddle. Her face was muffled in a scarf and heavily
smeared with cream againgt the burning of the wind. Cholayna had the same cream on her face; it
looked grotesque against the darkness of her skin, asif she were checkerboarded black and white.

When they started upward again, the path was so steep and so narrow that the chervineswere



lurching upward asif they were climbing steps. Magda kept feeling that she would dip backward off her
horse asthe animd’ s quarters strained up under her saddle. She thought, We'll never make it . A few
minutes later, Jaelle sgnded ahdt. Her figure was blurred through the thickening snow, which was no
longer mdlting asit fell but sticking to the ground, still no more than athin white sfting; rocks and mud
showed patchy black through snowy lace.

Jeelle did to the ground, hanging the reins on the saddle; she came back, picking her way down over
the rocksin the narrow space between thetrail’ s edge against the mountain, and the horses and pack
animals. She spoke to Camilla as she edged past, and Camilla dismounted and came after her. Magda
heard her say to Cholayna: “It’ stoo stegp even for your pony. You' |l haveto get down. Walk closeto
your horse and hold hisbridle. He' Il find the way better than you can.” She steadied the older woman as
she clambered out of the saddle. “Isthe dtitude bothering you?’

“Not yet, just alittle short of breath.”

“Wadll, take it easy. There’sno point hurrying. There’s bad going ahead, but no danger here. Areyou
dl right, Magda?’

Magda could fed her heart pounding with the dtitude, but so far she wasin no trouble. She was not
so sure about Cholayna, but so far the Terran woman was keeping the pace well enough, and they were
ganing height so dowly that there wastime to adjust to the dtitude. Her earsfdt tight, and she yawned,
feding them pop.

“How areyou doing, Vanessa?’ Jaelle faced the younger woman at the back of theline.
“So far, so good. What are we? About halfway up?’

“Close enough. The hard going starts up there.” Jaelle pointed and Magda sighted up aong the path
to where acrag hung over the narrow path and, asfar as she could tell, the road disappeared and
dropped off to nowhere.

Vanessa surveyed it, frowning. Jaglle said, “ There are steps. Broad enough and low enough, the
horses and chervines can make them if the snow doesn’t get any more dippery. It’s one of the bad
spots. I'mgoing on ahead; let my horsefollow if shewill, but wait till | sgnd if it’sal right. | want to be
sure there are no nasty surprises up here, whileit’ still light enough to see” Sheturned and went
upward along the narrow trail, haf disappearing from sight as the pathway dipped; they could see her
red cap bobbing aong, then nothing. Camillasaid tensely, “I should have gone up with her.”

“She knowswhat she’sdoing,” Magda said. After aminute or two, Jaelle reappeared and beckoned
them forward. Camillatook the lead reins of one chervine, letting her horse follow as he would;
Cholaynathe other. Magda dismounted, taking the reins of horse and chervine, onein either hand, until
thetrall grew so narrow that she was forced to go ahead, leading her horse and letting the
mountain-bred chervine pick hisway as he could. Once she found hersaf edging atight curb, looking
over adizzy dliff into gulfs of space. The trunks of tall treesthrust up below at crazy angles on the
mountainside, and she looked down into their topmost branches. She clutched the lead rein tight and
was careful not to look down again.

Ahead of her, wherethe trail made its sharpest turn, she saw Camillaholding out her hand to
Cholayna.

“Hang on. Let the horse go. She'll find her way dl right. Don’t look down. It’ salittle steep here.
Onelong step up. That’ sright. Fine.” Cholayna’ slegs disappeared around the corner. Camilla’ svoice
came, reassuring her.

“It' sabit dippery, Margdi. Careful.”

She set her boots down with extra care, scrambling for ahold; rounded the blind corner and found
herself on broad, low rock steps. One of them crumbled away periloudy close to asheer drop of at



least fifty feet and then vanished into blurred snowy treetops. A little dizzy, her earsringing, she heaved
hersdlf to her feet, scrambled up another step and found herself on firm ground, her horse lunging
upward after her. She came up on the broad rock plate above, where the wind of the heightstore at her
hair. She struggled to re-tie her hood, hearing Cholayna’ s harsh bregths close behind her. Vanessa
pulled hersdf nimbly up beside them.

“Whew! That’samean one. And you say it gets worse?’

“Unless there are bad washouts, we can probably handleit,” Jaglle said, “but let’ sget aong. There’s
not more than an hour of daylight left, and the snow’ s beginning to stick. There are some placeswe
couldn’t possibly managein the dark.”

The upward path was less steep now, but wound close to the side of the mountain, just wide enough
for awoman or apony. Cholayna, at Camilla’ sadvice, waked on theinsde of thetrail, hugging the rock
cliff and dinging to the pony’ s bridle. Magda would have liked to do the same; she edged as close to the
cliff as she dared and did not look down. Once she heard akyorebni scream, and the great carrion-bird
loomed close to them; the pony lunged with fright and Magda struggled with the rein, trying to quiet the
anima, hersdf terrified by the huge beating wings, the evil glinting eye which looked for amoment
graight into hers, and then was gone; she saw the bird careening off into the wind below her and quickly
turned her head and stared at the solid rock of the cliff.

Vanessa, behind her so close that Magda could fed her body’ swarmth, muttered, “What in hell was
thet?”

Magdasaid briefly, in Terran Standard, “Lammergeier. Near as makes no difference.”

They bent their heads againgt the wind. It was strong now, whirling the snow in stinging, biting
needles. Every step now strained the muscles of Magda’ sthighs painfully againgt the upward dope, and
the snow, half an inch thick now under her boot soles, was wet enough to dip underfoot. She could hear
the animals panting hard, their breath like hers, coming in white clouds againgt the white snow.

Upward and upward; then she heard Jaelle’ sshout:
“Washout ahead. Hug the cliff and let the horsesfind their own way!”

Ahead, she saw Cholaynainching her way past agiant’s bite taken out of the edge of the roadway,
S0 that the path narrowed to afew inches. Trying to steady her breathing, Magda flattened herself
againg the cliff and placed each footstep with extra caution, closing her eyes againgt the temptation to
look down into the dizzying expanse of snow beneeth, blotting out the valley below. Shefdt Vanessa's
hand on her elbow, steadying her.

“All right, MissLorne?’

How absurd that sounded, in these wilderness surroundings. Shethought, I’ [l have to speak to her
about that , and concentrated on placing her feet with care. The chervine picked itsway carefully aong,
shaking its antlers againgt the thick snow.

Her heart was thumping now.No mor e than thirty-four hundred meters, that’s not all that high, |
must be in worse condition than | thought. And we’re not even near the top yet . Her world had
narrowed, the precarious rocky road under her feet, the soft snorting of her horse, the soft clicking of the
chervine' s hooves muffled by snow. Somewhere above them arock rattled loose and bounced over the
trail ahead and Camillacalled back softly, “ Careful. Look out for faling rocks along here.”

Her eyes blurred; shefdt hersdf swaying, periloudy close to the edge. No—she was not dizzy, what
was she licking up? Cautioudy she made her way dong the cliff until she was beside Cholayna. The
woman’ s dark face was gray-white, and when Magdatook her gloved hand, it seemed that she could
hear the manic thumping of Cholayna’ s heart.



“ Altitude getting to you?’

“Jugt alittle. Not—used to—heightslike this.” Cholayna, too, kept her eyes averted from the drop
edge; dthough Camillakept looking over, with curiosity and interest, and Jaelle plodded dong at the
very edgein away that sent shivering spasms through the muscles of Magda’ sthighs and buttocks.
Vanessa strolled along as unconcernedly asif she were on an escalator in the Terran HQ.

Magda said to Cholaynain an undertone, “I don’t carefor thiskind of trail mysdf. Y ou don’thave to
look over the dliff, though. Hang on hereif you want to.” She felt Cholayna’ s hand clutching at hersand
tried to fed cam, to quiet Cholayna’ spanic. “It’ s safe enough. Just don’t ook over the edge.”

“| keep feding—I’ll dip and go over—" Cholaynawhispered.

“I know. | get it too. It"snot much farther now,” Magda added, though she did not have the faintest
ideahow far it wasto the top. “ Just take it one step at atime. It’ swider than an ordinary Saircase and
that wouldn’t bother you. Y ou’ redoing fine”

She heard the other woman sigh. “It’sdl right. It got to me for aminute, that’ sdl. | hate being the
weakest link thisway.”

“Wdll, if it weren’t you, it would be me,” Magda said. “All right, now?’ Sheturned her atention to
her chervine, but continued to watch, unobtrusively, as Cholayna moved dowly upward through the
gathering dark.

I hope we get there before it’s much darker, she thought, gritting her teeth againgt the cold that
made her cheekbones ache. Already she could barely see the path under her feet, though the whiteness
of the snow madeit easier to see where the path actually vanished. Once her foot disodged aloose
rock at the very edge of thetrail and she heard it rattle down for what seemed an endless time before it
was out of earshot. One step, then another, steeper one, then another and another.

She edged round another sharp switchback where thetrail was almost invisible. She bumped softly
into Cholayna, motionless before her.

“I can’t seethetral anymore!” the older woman gasped.

Neither could Magda, really. “Follow the horse. She can see better than you can.” But she
wondered how far Jadlle thought they could go on in thisdim twilight, with the wind high enough that it
was coming &t their faces dmost horizontally, mixed with needles of dest.

She could not really see ahead, but she could fed the animals gathered around her on awidening of
theledge, ahollowing out of the overhanging cliff into something like shelter. Vanessa came up with them
and they stood gathered inacircle.

Jeelle said, “No way we can get over tonight. We have to bivouac somewhere, and thisisthe safest
place”

Vanessa asked, “Do we have lights with us?’

Jaelle shook her head. “No usg, inthis. Thetrail’ s just too bad underfoot. We'll haveto risk
snow-freeze on the ledges. In daylight, when we're dl fresh and strong, we'll try again. Listen to thet!”
she added. The wind was howling down from the crags above them, and from somewhere came along,
eerie scream—the cry of abanshee. Magda shivered, remembering her only encounter with such
crestures, in the Pass of Scaravel. She hoped this one was agood long way off.

Jedlesaid, “Let’ sget set up. No room for aproper camp, but the overhang gives us some shelter.
Chervines on the outsde. They’ re more sure-footed than horses.”

Magdagot afirelighted to met snow for hot drinks, though there was no space for much cooking.
By the time the drinks were ready, the deeping bags were spread in the shelter of the ledge. The cold



was S0 fierce, snow hissng past the lantern in white streeks, that they crowded together close under
piled blankets, Magdaand Vanessato either sde of Cholayna The older woman’ sfingerswere siff and
shaking as she took off her boots, and her feet |looked pae and swollen. Vanessatook themin her lap to
warm themin her hands.

Cholayna began to protest. Vanessa said, “ Cholayna, I’ m an old hand in the mountains and know
more about feet and frostbite than you’ ve ever heard of . Drink your tea.”

“I"'mnot thirsty. | don’t think | can swallow.”

“All the more reason. Go on, you haveto. At thisdtitude, you have to force fluids, because the body
triesto shut down peripheral systemsto protect the torso, which iswhy your feet start to freeze. That’s
right, wiggle those toes as much as you can! Y our body startsto eat its own muscle tissue, you see, that
meansforcing fluids so your kidneys don’t shut down. That’ sthefirgt lesson in surviving high dtitudes—
not that thisisso high, but it’ shigher than you’ re used to. Drink that up, and eat.” She handed Cholayna
abar of dried fruit, sticky with nuts and honey. Dutifully, Cholaynatried to eat, but Magda could see that
she was too weary to chew. Shetook Cholayna’ s ration and soaked the dried fruit in the hot teg,
making it softer and easier to swallow, atrick she had learned long ago on thetrail. Sheloaded the tea
with extra sugar and gave it back to Cholayna.

“Just get it down—don’t bother about how it tastes.”

“Sameto you, Magda,” Jaelle reproved dryly. “Y ou’ ve forgotten yours. Finish that beforeyou lie
down.”

Magda nodded, acknowledging the reproof. She was too tired to rummagein her pack for clean
socks, but she did it anyway, and took her boots into the bottom of the deeping bag. Jaelle and Camilla
did afilled water bottle ingde their bag, keeping it from freezing with body heet. They spread extra
blankets over dl the deeping bags, huddling together to conserve the last bits of warmth.

V anessa had chosen the outside edge; Cholayna between her and Magda, with Jaglle and Camilla
curled up against them. Magda was too tired to deep; one by one she heard the other women drop off
with soft-bresthing dumber, but she lay awake, hearing the soft rasping of Cholayna’ s breeth, Jaelle
coughing alittlein her deep. She could sense Camiilla’ s shivers: she was the thinnest of them, with the
least bodly fat; and though Magda knew theemmasca was tougher than copper wire, she resolved to
speak to her about warmer clothes. At higher dtitudes thiswould be serious, and Camillahad a great
ded of emotiond investment in proving her own toughness; she might not want to dress more warmly
than, say, Vanessa, who had, though she was denderly made, the normal extralayer of fat on ahuman
femde Camilladidn’t, and had a phobiaabout caling attention to the fact.

Magdaturned over cautioudy without disturbing the women to either side, and wondered if shewas
going to deep at dl. She should redly try. She composed hersdf mentaly for some of the disciplines she
had learned in matrix work; then decided that she would, before she dept, check in briefly with the
Forbidden Tower circle— her family. They should know where she was, and that she would not be
returning home as soon as she had promised.

Although if we do get over this damnable pass tomorrow, and catch up to Lexie and Rafaella, |
"m going back to Shaya as soon as | can!

Jaelle was deeply adeep.No need for her to come along .

Briefly, Magda monitored her body, checking to be sure the circulation was adequate in fingers and
toes, therewas dwaysasmdl but distinct danger involved in leaving the body under these conditions.

Then shewas out of her body and standing in the gray and faceless plain of the overworld, swiftly
looking round for the landmark of the Forbidden Tower, sending out asilent call to Callista

But there was no sign of the Tower. And then, in the grayness, a strange and unfamiliar face dowly



took shape before Magda’ s eyes.

It was awoman’ sface, old, with deep-set eyes under eyebrows that were all white; awrinkled
forehead beneath braided hair as white as the eyebrows. Devoid of the benevolent peace Magda dways
associated with wrinkles and age, this woman glared—and athough there were no words, Magda felt
the angry chalenge.

Go back. You may not pass here.

“By whose authority do you challenge my freedom of the overworld?” Magdacaled up in her mind a
clear picture of the Tower and of Damon, its Keeper.

The old woman threw back her head and emitted what Magda could only characterize as a series of
yelps, though after amoment she knew they were intended as mocking laughter.

That one doesn’t cut any ice out here, you’ll have to do better than himto get by out here! You
ought to turn around and go right back, girl, get back to your baby, you had no business |eaving
her anyhow! What do you girls think you’re at anyway, climbing around out here? Heh-eh-eh!
Think you’re tough and strong? Proud of yourself for getting up thislittle hill, heh? You haven’t
seen anything yet, chiyal (The word was tinged with scathing contempt. ) Pack of girls and a couple
of old ladies without the honesty to admit they’re too old to take it anymore! Oh no, you won'’t
get through when the going gets rough! Suppose you think you know the way, the passwords?
W, try it, just try it, that’ s all. Heh hen heh, heh-eh-eh-eh-eeeee!

With her head thrown back, the white braids jiggling with scornful laughter, the horrible old crone
shook her fist at Magda. Magda knew that she was betraying her fear, for in the overworld it was
impossible to conced one’ sred fedings; nevertheess she said firmly: “ Old mother, you cannot deny me
my place here”

And what are you doing out here, leaving your child and all?

Magda’ singtinct to answer, What business of yoursisit ?was tempered by some knowledge of the
laws by which the overworld worked. Y ou could not avoid a challenge; nor wasthis her firgt, though
never had she faced anything like this hideous old woman. So she answered, “1 am following acdl of
duty and friendship.”

Hah! You're no friend to either of them that’s gone ahead; you don’t have the guts to do what
they do, jealous, that’sall.

Magda considered this and answered, “ That doesn’t matter. My friends are worried about it, and |
am going tor their sske.”

Heh-eh-eh! Not good enough! | knew it! What you have to do on this quest, you have to do for
your own reasons, can’t follow no one else out here. See? | knew it. Get back! Sheraised her hand,
and it seemed that abolt of bluefire struck Magda between the breasts. Pain lanced through her heart,
and shefdt hersdf fdling, tailing. ..

The gray world was gone. Magda shivered inside her deeping bag, back in her body... Or had she
ever |eft it? Had she not smply falen adeep, the whole encounter been a bizarre dream dramatizing her
own menta conflicts about this strange and unwanted quest? She could hear Cholayna moaning softly in
her deep, and Jaelle muittering, “no, no,” and wondered if her friend was having nightmares about ledges
and diffs

Should shetry to go back at once into the overworld? She had been told that such afailure should
immediately be challenged again, that it was like being thrown from ahorse: you must at once mount and
ride again. But had she ever been in the overworld at al, had she not smply fallen adeep? She knew it
was unwise to attempt ps work when you were overtired or ill, and the ordedl of the climb and her
tremendous fatigue made it unsafe.



Firmly summoning the disciplines she had been taught, she began to count hersdf quietly down into
deep. She could not afford to lie awake with the crossing of Ravensmark before them tomorrow.

CHAPTER TWELVE

«»

Jeelle crawled to the edge of the rock overhang and looked out. “ Snowing harder than ever,” she said
grimly. “1 don’t think we’ re going anywhereinthigl”

“I haveto go out anyhow. I’ [l check theanimals,” Camillasaid, climbing over her. When she
returned, she was scraping at her boot distastefully. “ Step carefully when you go out; with ten animals
out there, it’slikeastable.”

“Wdll, there’ sasnow shovel in one of theloads, if you fed like shoveing it clean,” Jaelle said, and
went out. She came back grimacing. “ Snowing like Zandru’ ssixth or seventh hell. And guesswhat?’

Vanessa, knedling at the back of theledgeto light afire, turned to rummage in her own pack. She
tossed asmall packet at Jaelle and said, “Be my guest. There’ san old maxim on women’ sdimbing
expeditions: whatever’ s going to happen will happen at the worst possibletime. Y ou' relucky. Usudly it
happens just above seven thousand.”

“It’ snot theworst possibletime,” Magda said, “it could be anice clear morning and you’ d haveto
go out and lead the pass. Crawl back in your deeping bag, Shaya, and I’ Il make you ahot drink.”

Complying, Jeellesaid, “1 don’t suppose you brought any golden-flower tea?’

“Whatever that is, | don’t think so,” Vanessasaid, “but | have some prostaglandin inhibitorsin my
medikit.” She dug out some tablets while Magdawas making porridge, heavily fortified with fruit and
extrasugar. Cholayna got a heavier siweater from her pack and pulled it on. She was shivering.

“I"d likeagood stiff drink.”

“At thisdtitude? Y ou’ d be roaring drunk before you could drink three sps!” Vanessasaid. “Try a
caffeinetablet ingead.” She handed them around with the porridge; only Camillarefused.

“Doesit look asif it would clear any time today?’

“I’'venoidea,” Jadllesaid. “I know what’ sworrying you: if we get two or three feet of snow, we're
redly introuble. The passisn’t the kind we can get through with snow up to our knees or worse.” They
could al hear what she did not say aoud, that going back past the narrow ledges of the washed-out area
would be as dangerous as trying to go ahead. And with every hour that passed, their chances of
overtaking Rafaellaand Lexie grew less.

They ate porridge, and afterward Vanessa and Camillarepacked the stacked loads. The sky
remained gray, but the snow grew no heavier. It seemed to Magdathat it was dowing, if not stopping.

Camillasaid once, staring out over the cliff edge, “ There are devilsin this place. Was| the only one
to suffer Alar’ sown nightmares?’

“It’ sthe dtitude,” said Cholayna. “My head is splitting. | dreamed | wasin that damned city Lexie
was talking about, and there were a dozen women with horns and tails and fal se-face maskslike the
demons of my ancestrd tribes, dl trying to make me crawl through aneedle’ s eye before | could come
in. They said | wastoo fat, and they were squeezing me through and burning off what hung outsde the



edges.”

“Bad dreams aretherule at thisdtitude,” Vanessasaid. “| dreamed aboutyou , Cholayna. Y ou were
telling methat if we ever got back |’ d have to take ademotion of three grades for insubordination.”

Jaelle chuckled. “1 dreamed my daughter was a Keeper, and she was telling me that because | had
deserted her, 1’ d never be competent enough to work on my own. Then shewastrying to give me
lessonsin monitoring, only instead of amatrix it wasachervineturd and | had to turn it to stone.”

They dl laughed, except Camilla, who frowned and stared at her clenched knuckles. “What |
dreamed | will not say. But there are devilsin this place.”

“Altitude and cold,” said Magda briskly. “Y ou’ retoo thin. Another layer of heavy underwear ought
to take care of it.”

Hours crawled by. Toward noon, there was avagrant glimmer toward the south, and Jaelle said, “I
think the sun’ strying to come out. We ought to get dong if we can.”

“Want meto bresk trail 7’ Vanessa offered, asthey crawled out of their deeping bags.

“No, thanks, redly, I’m fine. Your pillsare wonder workers, | never felt better. Truly, Vanessa, I’'m
not just trying to stay ahead. If | need help, I'll say so, | promise. But | know the way and you don't. |
can manage. Believeme, if | get chilled or over-tired, 1’1l let you take the lead, but even with meleading,
alot of the landmarks aren’t going to be visble.” She dung her pack over the pony’ sback. “Let’sget
the loads on. Cinch them well, thefooting’ slikely to be bad.”

There was athick heavy silence around the ledge as they cinched loads and packs. In the damp
heavy air, even the small sounds made by the animal's seemed unredl. The snow was firm and crunching
softly underfoot, and not as dippery as Magda had feared. She looked back down thetrail they had
come up. It seemed to her that they were very high, but above them the trail went on, curving around
rocks and disappesaring.

Jaelle put one hand on her pony’ srein; she had tethered the chervineto it so that the pack beast had
no choice but to follow. Camillatook the reins of the next three animals, and began climbing after Jaelle.
Herethetrail was steep but by no meansimpassable.

Magda gestured to Cholaynato go before her, and waited until the Terran woman was severd steps
up thetrail before setting her animal's on the way and beginning to climb. Up and up thetrall led, and as
they climbed the sun came out. Therewas aclear view, wherethetrail curved, of awholerange of hills
beyond; the path led steeply upward, against the sharp rock cliff, to a notch between two pesks.

“Ravensmark,” Jaelle said, pointing, and started up toward it.

Magda climbed. Shefelt fresh and strong, but though she climbed steadily for hours, the pass
seemed no nearer. About every hour, Jaglle called ahdt for rest, but even so shewastiring, and after
three or four rests, she caled Vanessaforward to take the lead.

“As soon aswe' re through the pass, I’ Il lead again. There’sanasty bit just below the top, on the
other sde”

V anessa hodded assent. Jaelle dropped back beside Camilla, who looked like a thundercloud.

“Want to taketherear?| don’t fed uptoit,” Jadlle said, and Camillawent quietly back dong thetrall
to take up the rearguard, pausing to ask how Cholayna was doing.

“It helpsto be able to see where we’regoing.”
Magdafet she would rather not see. She kept her eyes awvay from the edges.

As Camilla passed Magda on her way, she paused to draw a deep breath. “We'll be past the worst
soon. From there, it’ sdownhill.”



Magdawas dmost too short of breath to nod her gratitude for that. With the sun out, it was more
cheerful, but the snow was beginning to melt and the going was more dippery. For the final steep haul
upward to the pass, she had to stretch hersdlf to the utmogt; she could hear her breath whistling loudly in
her lungs as she struggled up the last bit to stand between Jaelle and Cholaynain the throat of the pesks.

Jaelle swore under her breath; pointed.

“That used to bethetrail,” she said. Now the pathway downward was buried beneath tons of rock
and shifting gravel, haf hidden in the snow.

“Washout, rockdide, the gods alone know what else under there. Old rotten ice from the peak must
have crashed down on it in the spring rains, and that part of thetrail isgonefor good.”

“So what do we do now?’ Vanessaasked. “Can it be crossed at all?”’

“Y our guessisas good as mine. Lightweight, climbing, | could get acrossit. The chervines could
probably get down. Look—" She pointed.“ Down past that clump of trees, thetrail’ sfairly good again.
At least thereis some kind of trail! The rockdide covered about five hundred meters, more or less, with
rocks and rubble. It’s steep, and it looks nasty. It’ s probably not as bad asit looks—"

“Unlessdl thisloose snow starts diding down again. It looks asif there might be loose rocks, too,
which could tart avalanching down when we st foot oniit,”

Camillasaid, coming to join them. “No wonder we had nightmares back there.” The women stood
looking down, while Magda and Cholayna, knowing they could contribute nothing to the discussion,
stood silent, looking down at the chaos of snow, rock and old ice heaped up below them where once
there had been at least the semblance of atrail.

At last Vanessa suggested, “ Jaglle, you and | could rope up and scout the way down on foot. At
least we’ d know then whether it’ s solid enough underfoot to bring the animals down after us. With the
snow thisdeep, it’ slikely to be frozen hard enough undernegth that it won't start diding too fast. That
was adamned hard freeze last night.”

Jeelle thought that over for aminute, then she said, “1 don’t see any aternative. Unless someone else
has a better idea?’

Nobody did. It was clearly obviousthat the only other choice wasto turn around, retrace their steps
over Ravensmark and detour through Hammerfell. They had certainly lost any chance of catching up
with Refagllaat Barrensclae.

“If we'd known,” Jeelle said grimly, rummaging through aload, looking for her ice axe, “we could
have taken the Great Northern Road directly to Nevarsin.”

“And if the Duke of Hammerfell had worn askirt,” Camillasaid, “he might have been the Duchess.”

“Jeelle, hindsight is dways twenty-twenty vision,” Cholaynareminded her. “We did the best we
could. Theimportant thing isthat we're here, and so far we're safe.”

Jedlesad, with atwitchy smal grin, “Let’ sjust hope we can till say that tonight. Vanessa, give me
the rope. Do you want to lead down, or shal 17’

“| don’t seethat it makes any difference. We can both see where the road ought to be, and isn’t. I'll
start.” She snapped the buckle of abody harness around her waist, tested the free passage of the rope
through it, and took afirm grip on her ice axe.

“A few feet of dack. That’sright.” She placed her feet gingerly on the snow and rubble and started
to pick her way down; went over the edge, did, and the rope went tight. Magda heard Cholayna’s
breath go out in agasp, but after aminute Vanessacaled up, “I’mdl right, lost my footing. Tricky here.
Let mefind asolider step. Hang on tight.”



Presently her head regppeared, climbing up.

“Thisway won't go. There’ sadrop-off of forty metersjust below here, I'll haveto scout over this
way.” Shewent dowly leftward, picking her footing with caution. Thistime she managed to keep her
feet under her; after atime, it began to look rather like atrail. Jaelle handed the rope to Magda.

“Y ou and Camillabelay mefrom here.” She started after Vanessa, picking her way carefully inthe
rut of Vanessa’ strail. Camilla came and stood behind Magda, ready to hold the rope hard if either of the
women below them should dip. They were out of sight now. Magda, Camillaholding her firmly round
thewal &, felt her breath coming hard. Part of it wasfear; the rest was hel plessness. She was no good
here: she had no climbing skills, no mountain-craft. All she could do was hang on and trust her freemate.

“That’ senough,” Camillasaid softly—or had she spoken aloud? Wasiit the silence, the isolation of
the mountain trail, where no other minds intruded, that meant that Magda did not need to shield againgt
the low-levd telepathic jangle of cities and crowds, and so made it seem that she was dmost constantly
in communion with Camilla’ smind? She didn’ t know, and her mind was on something el se anyhow. But
sheleaned back againgt Camilla’ s hands, firmly bracing her and holding her weight, as the rope stretched
taut, holding the climbers below. Her throat and nose were painfully dry; the cold dryness of the heights
dehydrated sinuses and mucous membranes, and dl she could think of was how much she wanted a
drink. It must have been harder ill for Jaelle and Vanessa, fighting ice and loose rock below.

The rope dackened, and for amoment Magda panicked, fearing abroken rope, afal... Thena
ringing cal came up from somewhere below them.

“It'sdl right. It will gothisway. I’'m coming up.” It was Jaglle’ svoice, and after along time she
reappeared, climbing carefully up from below.

Vanessa came after, bent over and breathing hard.
“I want adrink,” she said, and Cholaynafound the water bottle and passed it to the climbers.

When Jaelle had recovered her breath, she said, “It’sdl right; not even very steep. There’ s one bad
place where there’ sloose rock; we'll haveto lead the horses over one a atime, very carefully, so they
don’t dip. It would be damned easy for any of usto break aleg there. But everywhere dseit’ ssolid
underfoot, and we kicked away what we could of the loosest stuff. Below there, thetrail Sartsagain. It’s
narrow, but it’ sthere . | think we can makeit. But I’ m going to take Cholayna across that stretch
mysdf.” Shetook another drink, gasping. But at Camilla’s concerned ook, she said only, “I’mfine, don’t
fuss,” and Magda knew better than to display any concern.

“Hunt out some bread and cheese; we should egt lunch here,” Vanessasaid, “and if anyone has any
little personal thingsto attend to, do it here. There’ s no place below to step off thetrail.”

“Asl recdl,” Cholaynajoked, “there’snotrail to step off of.”

Jeelle carefully redistributed loads on the pack animals as they munched afew mouthfuls of breed
and cheese. At last they were ready to start down. Jaelle took the leading reins off of the chervines’
bridles.

“They’ Il follow the horses. But they can find the way better than we can.” She started down. “Let me
get about forty feet dong the trail and then come after me, Magda. Then you, Camilla, and Cholayna. Il
come back for the extra horses. Vanessa, you stay behind in case anyone getsinto trouble, dl right?’

13 Rig‘lt."

Magda picked up her horse’ sreins and started down the narrow trail Jaglle was re-making—no



more than a scattering of foot- and hoof-prints. The snow was hard, and the snorting of the chervines
picking their way along after her sounded loud. She placed each foot carefully; her horse whinnied and
tried to hang back, and she fdt nervous about pulling on therein.

“Come dong, there’sagood girl.” She patted the horse’ s nose, encouraging her gently. When they
had gotten alittle farther down thetrail, she heard Camilla’ sand Cholayna’ s footsteps behind her; then
again theloose, crowding chervines. One of them bolted up around the newly rutted trail in the snow; the
smdl bellsonitsload jingled wildly as the spooked beast galloped downward. Magda hoped the straps
on itsload would hold and that they would be able to catch it at the bottom. She heard Camilla’ s breath
jolt out hard in acurse; looked back and called, “You dl right?’

“Turned my foot on astone. All right now.”

With aquick look behind, Magda saw Camillawas waking unevenly, but there was nothing to be
done about it for the moment. They were lucky it was not worse. Shefet astoneroll under her own
foot, and narrowly escaped turning an ankle as she jolted down hard and unevenly. The horse scrambled
more than once to stay balanced.

Jadlle was waiting afew steps ahead. “ Thisisthe beginning of the bad patch. I’ m going acrosswith
my horse. Wait till | cal you, then come across, dowly and carefully, understand?’ Her face was
patched red and white with exertion and there was a narrow band of sunburn across her nose. Magda
was glad to rest for amoment; she watched Jaelle picking her way, leading the horse... Then Jaelle was
across, and waving her ahead. She came across, fedling with her boots for firm patches, twice fedling
rocks dip and roll down beneath her. She found that she was holding her breath asif even breathing
hard would didodge the loose gravel and ice. Once she did to her kneeswith alittle shout and found
herself suddenly looking over a sheer cliff; but she mastered the queasy nauses, clawed hersdlf
backward and upright again, and went on. It seemed there were no sounds, not even of her own
breathing, until ahand, extended, met hers, and she was safe beside Jadlle.

“All right, love?’
“Fine” Magdacould heer little but her own bresthing.

“Tether your horse. I’ m going back across for Camilla’s. Y ou come along and lead Cholayna’ s—or
— can you manage that?’

Magda' s breath caught at the thought of crossing that hellish stretch of 1oose rubble and rock not
once more, but twice. But Jaglle thought she could do it. She nodded. “L et me catch my breeth alittle,
firg”

Jaelle hobbled the horses; hung their reins across the saddles. “I’1l go first. Watch where | step. |’ ve
been acrossit four times now. Looksworsethanitis, love.”

Magdawas still shaky, but thistime the crossing was easier. They waited for Camillaand Cholayna
to arrive a the far edge of the loose rocks; everyone waved at everyone else, and then Magda and
Jeelle crossed again with the horses. Almost dl of the chervines were across by now, though they
lurched and nearly fell, scrambling up again on their thin hocks, tossing their heeds and whickering in
distress. But they dl arrived safely, Vanessalast, white-faced, clinging to therein of her horse.

“What’ swrong, Vanessa?’ Cholayna asked.

“Ankle.” Now they could see that she had been supporting as much of her weight as she could
holding on to the horse; abruptly shelet go and sank to the ground. Camilla.came and tried to pull off her
boot, but in the end they had to cut through the heavy leather to removeit. The ankle was swollen, with
agreat purplish-red patch on the ankle-bone.

“Thisisworsethan asprain,” Camillasaid. “Y ou may have knocked achip of bone out of the ankle.”



Vanessamade awry face. “| was afraid of that. Probably needs X-raying, but there’s no good
thinking about that here. There are spare bootsin my rucksack—"

“You'll never get them on,” Magda said. “ Take my spares, they’ re four sizes bigger. Never thought I’
d be grateful for having big feet.”

Vanessalet out her breath in agasp as Cholayna came to examine the foot.
“Wiggle your toes. Fine. Doesit hurt when | do this?’
Vanessa' sanswer was loud, profane, and affirmative.

“Nothing broken, I’d say. Just aredlly bad bruise and alot of swelling. Are there dastic bandagesin
that medikit?’

“There’ sonein my pack,” Jaelle said. She went and found it, gaveit to Cholaynaand said, “It
probably needs bathing and al kinds of things, but there’ sno good trying to stop and make afire here,
s0 bandage it up and we’ [l round up the chervines.” The beasts were scattered al up and down the next
half mile of the downward trail. “ Camilla, you turned an ankle too, didn’t you? Isthat okay? Any other
casudties?’

Camilla’ sankle, examined, proved to be only strained alittle; nevertheless, Jaelle told her to bandage
itupand giveitarest.

“Magdawill help me round up the chervines. We' re not more than a couple of hoursfrom
Barrensclae. With Avarra’ smercy, we'll be able to ride most of the way from there”

While they were catching and quieting the scattered pack animals, Magda spotted a scrap of
something which had no business on thet trail. She caught it up and called softly to Jadlle.

“Look here”

Jaelle took the brightly colored scrap of plastic from her; yellow, with atorn letter a one edge.
“Packaging?’

“From standard high-altitude emergency rations, yes.”

“Lexie’s?’

“Who e s2? Anyone who saw this, though, must have known she wasn’t going out to study folk
dancing. At least now we know theydid comethisway.”

Jaelle nodded and thrust the scrap into a pocket. “Maybe they lost time here, too. Let’sgo and find
out if they’ re ftill waiting for us. They do need the things we' re bringing—extrawarm clothes, trade
goods—they’ Il do better inthe Hellersif they wait.”

“Thenyou'’ |l be going on, if we do catch them?'Y ou actudly think they’ Il find that—aity?”
“Don’t you, Magda?’ Jaelle looked surprised and hurt. “Y ou’ re coming too, | thought—7’

“| suppose s0,” Magda said, dowly and not at all sure. She could deal with Rafaglla, who had been
both friendly and unfriendly and would probably only accept her for Jaelle’ s sake, and then only if it was
her best hope of continuing the search. But Lexie? Magda could hear her now.

Hellfire, Lorne, are there any pies on this planet you don’t have your fingersin?

CHAPTER THIRTEEN



<«

Barrensclae was well named, Magda thought; a high plateau, without grass or trees, rocky rubble lying
loose, and afew stone ruins where once there had been houses and stockpens. She wondered why it
had been abandoned, what had impelled the farmers who had lived hereto pull up and go away. Or had
they al been murdered by banditsin one of the blood-feudsthat till raged in the Kilghard Hills?

She put the question to Jaelle, who shrugged.

“Who knows? Who cares? It can’t have been much or we’ d have heard ahundred different stories
dready.”
Camillasaid, withagrim smile, “If they just went away on their own, it may have been the only

sensiblething they ever did. I d be more interested to know why they ever thought of settling herein the
fird place”

Cholaynasaid the obvious: “If Lexie and Rafaellawere ever here, they’ re not here now.”

“They might be hunting. Or exploring.” Jaelle rode dowly toward the abandoned stockpen, near a
house which still had some semblance of roof clinging to the old stones. “We daughtered the chervines
here, and dept three nightsin that house. If Rafi |eft amessage, it would be here.”

Camillalooked at the sky, lowering gray; the night’ srain would begin soon. “We' |l spend the night
anyway, | suppose. No sense going much farther, and Vanessa' s ankle needs looking after. There's
something like aroof on this, too. | suggest we look inside and see if we can camp there.”

“Any reason we shouldn’t?” Vanessaasked. “1 mean, the original owners seem to bevery long gone.
What could stop us?’

“Oh, judt little things, like—no floor, mold, bugs, snakes, rats, bats.” Camillaticked them over on her
fingers, laughing. “On the other hand, we might just find Rafadlla’ s pack animas and their various
bel ongings tored there, in which case—"

Magda was not sure whether she hoped they would find the women there or that they would not.
When they managed to swing the heavy door inward from the hinges, the place was suspicioudy clear of
al the things Camilla had warned againgt: the old stone-paved floor was dusty but not filthy, and there
seemed to be nothing lurking abouit.

“This placehas been used recently,” Cholaynaremarked. “They were here, and not long ago.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Jaelle warned, “ anyone could have used this place. Travelers, bandits—it's
possible they were here, but we can’t be sure.”

It looked to Magda like agood place for bandits: she remembered encountering banditsin a
travel-shelter once, years ago. She had not thought about bandits on thistrip, and wished she had not
had the idea brought to her attention just now.

Therewas no point in letting it worry her. Camillacould certainly manage threetimestheir weight in
bandits, and would probably rather enjoy the opportunity to try.

“That’ snot what’ sworrying me,” Jadle said. “There are only two of them, and oneaTerranan
greenhorn.”

“Don’t you bdieveit,” Cholaynasaid. “Lexie had the same unarmed-combat training as Magda. And
Refadla’ sno weskling.”

“Banditstrave in packs,” Jaellesaid. “Fair fightsaren’t whet they’ re noted for.” Just the same, she
brought in her saddlebags and dumped them on the stone floor. “ Cholayna, why don’t you make afire



s0 we can look after Vanessa' sankle”

Before long the fire was blazing, and Cholaynawas making what use she could of the medikit. She
still suspected that Vanessa had knocked a chip of boneloose from her ankle, but there was nothing
they could do about it here.

“At least there’ sno shortage of ice,” Cholayna said, looking out into the snow. “Cold packs until the
swelling goes down,; after that, hot and cold aternately. A proper medic would put itinacast, but it’s
probably not dangerous without one. It’s going to make walking hard for afew days, but snce Jeelle
says we can probably ride most of the way from here, it could be worse. At least you' re not in danger of
being lamed for lifeif you don’t get proper Terran treatment.”

Unasked, Magda pulled out the cooking kit and started making soup from the dried mest in their
supplies. A hearty aroma began to stedl through the old stone house. Toasting did wondersfor the hard
journey-bread, too. Soup, cooked grain-porridge, and a kettle of hot bark-tea—it wasthefirst red hot
medl they had had since leaving Thendara, and it greetly revived their spirits.

When they findly crawled into their deeping bags, Magda soon knew dl the others were deeping
peacefully. Still shelay awake, troubled without knowing why. She could not help fedling that thiswhole
trip was somehow areflection of her faillures—with Lexie, Vanessa, Cholayna, and, perhaps especialy,
Rafadla. Somehow, she had made Lexiefed that she must compete with what some peoplein the HQ
ingsted on calling the “Lorne Legend”; had said the wrong thingsto Vanessa and Cholaynaor they
would not have been here; without meaning to, she had come between Jaelle and Rafadlla. .. But
whatever the unknown dangers of the road, Jaelle wasright, they could not turn back.

The next morning, Vanessa' s ankle was swollen to the size of a peck basket, and she was running a
fever. Cholayna dosed her with sdlicylates from the medikit, while Magda and Camillarepacked the
loads to redistribute weight and Jaelle went out to search the terrain for any signs of the passage of the
other women. She came back late in the day with the carcass of a chervine caf dung over her back.

“We can dl use fresh mesat. Vanessa particularly needsthe extraprotein.” She set about skinning and
butchering the carcass with an expert hand; Cholaynaturned her eyes away, but V anessa watched with
fascination.

“Where did you learn to do that?’

“Leading mountain expeditions. We don’t have alot of fancy packaged rations available,” Jaelle said,
“and hunting skills are one of thefirgt things you learn to feed yoursdf in thewilds. | could bring down a
full-grown animal before | wasfifteen yearsold, and if you' re killing your own mest, you haveto be able
toskinit and cut it up and dry it for thetrail, too. We'll eat as much of thisfreshaswecan. I'll roast a
haunch for supper, but it’stoo small to dry properly. What we can’t eat, we’ll put out for thekyor ebni
beforewe leave.” She looked regretfully at the delicate dappled skin of thelittle animal. “Hate to waste
thishide, | could get anice pair of gauntletsout of it if we had thetimeto tan it.”

Cholayna shuddered and kept her eyes even more averted than they had aready been; but she said
nothing. It must, Magda thought, be difficult for her al round, taking orders when she was accustomed
to giving them, and resigning herself to being the oldest and the weakest. This assault on her ethical
principles—Magda knew Cholayna had never eaten mest, or anything which had oncelived, before this
—must bethefind trid. But she had kept silent about it, which could not have been easy.



By the next morning, the worst of the swelling was gone from Vanessa’ sankle, and Jeelle, looking
uneedly a the sky, said they should press on. Cholayna fdt that VVanessa should rest her anklefor
another day, but Jaelle was uneasy about the weather and studied Magda’ s mapsfor along time,
seeking an easier route.

“We'll head gtraight north, but we’ [l go around by thetrail instead of going straight over the ridge.
They have enough of agtart on us now that it’svery unlikdy we'’ll catch up with them thisside of the
Kadarin; more probably not much before Nevarsin,” Jadlle said.

With horses and chervineswell rested, they started again, dong trailsthat did not need to be
negotiated on foot. There were flurries of snow asthey rode, and it was damp and cold; they al dug out
their warmest swesters and underclothing. At night the deeping bags were dank and clammy, and even
Cholayna drank the hot meat-soup gladly.

On thethird afternoon, the trail began to rise again, each hill steeper than thelast, and findly Jaelle
said that on the upward dopes they must dismount and walk to spare the horses the extraweight—
except for Vanessa, who was till unable to bear her weight on the injured ankle.

“I canwadk if | haveto,” said Vanessa, brandishing the thick branch Camillahad cut for awalking
gtick that morning. “1 don’t need specia treatment, either!”

“Bdieveme, Vanessa, I'll tdl you if it’ s necessary for you to walk. Don’t try to be heroic,” Jaelle
added. “If we end up carrying you, we' |l never get through.”

They were dogging up the fourth or fifth of these hills—Magda had lost count in the dreary dripping
fog— when her foot turned under her, and she lost her footing, fdll full length and dipped backward,
diding down the steep path, scraping against rocks, ice and tough roots in the way. She struck her head,
and in aflash of pain, lost consciousness.

...she was wandering in the gray world; she heard Jaelle calling her, but the hideous old
woman was there, laughing... wherever she turned, though she ran and ran, always the old crone
was there with that terrible screaming laughter that was like the cry of some wild bird, arms
outstretched to shoo her back, force her away... suddenly Camilla was there, knife drawn to
protect her, facing the old woman; her knife struck bluefire ...

There was something wet on her face; cold moisture was seeping into her collar. She raised her hand
—it felt heavy and cold—to push it away and it turned into adamp cloth. It waslike fire on her
forehead, which fdt asif it had been split with an axe.

Camilla’ sface looked down into hers; shewas pae, and it seemed to Magda that she had been
crying.Nonsense , she thought,Camilla never cries .

“Bredhiya,” Camillamurmured, and her hand clasped Magda’ s so tightly that she winced, “I thought
| had lost you. How do you fed?”

“Like hdl. Every bonein my body fedsasif it had been beaten with asmith’shammer,” Magda
muttered. She discovered that she was undressed to the waist. “Hell, no wonder I’ m cold! Isthis
standard treatment for shock?’

Shetried to make ajoke of it, but Jaelle bent over her and said, “I undressed you to make sure you
didn’t have any interna injuries. Y ou scraped dl the skin off one arm down to the ebow, and you may
have cracked arib. Try to sit up, if you can.”

Magda pulled hersdf carefully to agtting postion. She moved her head cautioudy and wished she
hedn’t. “What did | hit, amountain?’



“Just arock, MissLorne,” Vanessasaid. It sounded so absurd; Magda had meant to protest before
this. Vanessa asked, “ Areyou cold?’ and put her shirt onto her. Her arm, she discovered, was
bandaged heavily over some dick and foul-smelling ointment.

Camilladraped awarm cloak around her. “It will be easier than trying to get your jacket on over the
bandages and won’t rub the sore spots so much,” she said, pulling Magda' sjacket around her own lean
frame. “Do you fed deepy?’

Magdatried again to shake her head and didn’t. “No. Seepy isthelast thing | am.”
“Do you think you can go on?’ Jadlle asked. “ There’ sno place to camp here, but if you can’t—"

Magda managed to pull hersdlf upright with Camilla’ s help. Her head was till splitting, and she asked
for some of Cholayna’ s painkillers, but Cholayna shook her head.

“Not until we know how serious your concussion is. If you' re still wide awake when we stop for the
night, you can have some. Till then, nothing that might depress your breathing.”

“Miserable sadist,” Magda grumbled; but she too had had basic emergency training, and knew about
head injuries.

“Look onthe bright side,” said Cholayna, “now you get to ride uphill dong with Vanessa, whilethe
rest of usdog aong on foot.”

Magdafound it amost impossible to haul hersdlf into her saddle, even with Camilla’ s help, and when
the horse began to move, she wished she were walking; the motion was nearly intolerable. The snow
was wet now, half rain and haf snow, and clung thickly, soaking through her cloak. Sherodein dreary
misery, every footfal of her horsejolting asif the beast were actudly stepping on her head; and the uphill
path was S0 steep that again she felt asif she were dipping backward off her saddle. Without being
asked, Camilla.came close and took the reins from her hand.

“Bredhiya, you just hang on, I’ Il guide your horse. Just alittle further now. Poor love, | wish | could
carry you.”

“I'mdl right, Camilla. Redlly | am, it’sonly aheadache. And | fed so foolish, faling like that and
delaying dl of you thisway.”

“Look, here we are at the top of the ridge. Now we can dl ride again, and if you can’t Stinyour
saddle,bredhiya , you can ride double with me. My horse will carry two and al you need to doislean
againg me. Do you want to do that?’

“No, no, redly, I'mal right,” Magda said; and though she knew it was unfair, the older woman’s
solicitude embarrassed her—partly because she knew that it must be embarrassing to the other women,
especidly Vanessa, who could not understand the bond between them. “ Pleasedon’t fuss over me so,
Camilla. Just let medone, I'mfine”

“Pease yoursdf, then.” Camillatouched her hedsto her horse’s sSide, and went to the head of the
line beside Jaelle. As soon as she was gone, Magda regretted her words and wished Camillawas il
beside her; what, after dl, did it matter to her what anyone thought, after all these years? Discouraged,
her head aching, she clung to thereins and let her horse find his own way down the hill.

As she rounded aturn in the downhill road, past ahuge stand of conifers, she could see lights below.
A littlevillage huddled in the valey, just acrossing of the narrow road; first an outlying farm or two, then
aforge and astream dammed for amill, with agranary warehouse, awindmill and afew smal stone
houses, each surrounded by a patch of garden.

“I wonder if thereisaninnin thisplace?’ Camillaasked.

Children and women and even afew men had come out to the roadside to watch as they passed; a



sure sign, Magdaknew from her yearsin the field, that the place was so isolated that the appearance of
any stranger was amgjor event.

Jaelle asked one of the women, heavy-set, imposing, in clothing somewhat |ess coarse than the ret,
“Isthere an inn where we can spend the night and command supper?’

She had to repest the question severd times, in different dia ects, before she could make hersdlf
understood, and when the woman finally answered, her own diaect was so rude a patois of cahuenga
that Magda could hardly understand her. She asked Camilla, who had returned to ride beside her,
“What did she say? Y ou know more of the mountain languagesthan | do.”

“Shesadthereisnoinn,” Camillasaid—speaking purecasta so that they would not be understood if
they were overheard. “But thereisagood public bathhouse, she said, where we could bathe. She dso
offered usthe use of abarn which isempty at thistime of year. They look like afinelot of ruffiansto me,
and | would just as soon not trust any of them, but | don’t know what aternatives we have.”

Vanessa had heard only part of this. “ A bathhouse sounds like exactly what we need most. I’ m sure
my ankle, and your arm, can use agood long soak in clean hot water. And bathhouse or no, these
peoplelook dirty enough that 1" d rather deep in one of their barns than their houses. Or, for that matter,
their inns. Lead meto the bath!”

The woman who had appointed hersdlf their guide led the way, asmal procession of children
following. Cholaynasaid, “I had not expected to find amenitieslike this outsde Thendara.”

“There are hot springs al through the mountains,” Magda said. “Most little villages have bathhouses,
even if every house must fetch water for drinking from acommon well. And they have separate soaking
rooms and tubs for men and women, so you need not worry about differing customs of modesty.”

Vanessashrugged. “I am used to mixed bathing and bathhouses on my own world. It wouldn’t
bother meif thewhole village bathed in one big pool, aslong as they changed the water occasonaly.”

“Wadll, it would bother me,” Camillasaid, and Jaelle chuckled.
“Me, too. | was brought up in the Dry-Towns, after al.”

She turned to haggle with the woman, who seemed to he the proprietor of the bathhouse and a sort
of headwoman of the village, over the bathhouse fee. it seemed exorbitant to Magda, but, after dll, this
village was very isolated, and the hire of the bathhouse to occasional travelers was, no doubt, their only
source of coined money. At least, Jaelle told her, she had managed to secure the place for their exclusive
use that evening, and had arranged with the headwoman for a cooked hot medl to be brought to them;
the fee s included use of the barn to stable their animal's and spread their deeping bags. Because it
was a stone barn, with no stored hay, they had permission to make afire there. They went to deposit
their goods, unsaddle the horses and off-load the pack beasts before they went to the bath.

“How isyour head, Magda?’ Cholayna asked. “How do you fed ?”’
“Better for the thought of abath.”

“Wide awake? Then you can have some pain pills,” Cholaynasaid, and dug some tablets out of the
medikit. “1s something wrong, Camilla?’ For the woman was standing over their loads, scowling.

“I do not trust these people,” said Camilla, fill speakingcasta , dthough they seemed to be quite
alone. “It looks like the abode of bandits. If we are wise, we will not al go to bathe at once; we should
not leave dl our goods unguarded.”

“Mogt hill-folk are so honest, you could leave abag of copper unguarded in the center of the square,
and find it there untouched when you returned haf ayear later,” Jaelle reminded her,  except that they
might have put up alittle shelter over it so that the bag would not be destroyed by the winter rains.”



“I’m perfectly aware of that,” Camillasaid testily. “ But have you been to this particular village
before? Do you know these people, Shaya?’

“Not redly. But | have been in many, many mountain villages very likethisone.”

“Not good enough,” said Camilla. “All of you, go off to bathe. | will stay here and guard our goods.”
And though they argued, she would not be moved from this stance. Findly it was agreed that Jaelle and
Vanessawould go and use the bath first, and that Magda, Cholayna and Camillawould batheina
second shift, which meant that one person in each party would be unwounded, hedlthy, and skilled in the
use of wegpons.

“I am till not pleased,” Camillagrumbled, as Jaelle and V anessawent off to the bathhouse, carrying
clean clothing over their arms. “ These people would cut our throats for the scented sogp! The ideamight
well be to split up our party so that we cannot defend oursalves properly. We should have camped
outsdethevillage, and set guard.”

“Y ou have aterribly suspicious nature, Camilla,” Cholaynareproved gently, knedling on thefloor to
light afire. “I for onewill be ddighted to get a bath!”

“And so should |, in any decent place. Or do you think | am fonder of dirt than a Terran? But here, |
would fed safer degping in the muck of theroad.”

“Camilla,” sad Magdaquietly, out of earshot of the others, asthey looked for fresh clothing in their
packs, “isthisapremonition, isthisyourlaran 7’

Thewoman’ sface was tight-lipped and closed. “Y ou know what | think of that. If it were so, would
not you or Jaelle have known it, you who areleroni of the Forbidden Tower? It needs nolaran to know
that aruffianwill bearuffian.Laran !” she snorted again, crosdy, and turned away.

Magdafelt troubled, for she respected, with good reason, Camilla’ sintuitions; but the party was
dready split, and her head and injured arm ached dreadfully, so that shefelt unwilling to forgo the
prospect of abath. She felt she would even endure an ondaught by banditsif she could get abath and a
good hot med firdt.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

<«

Therewasalittle sound in the corner of the room. Within seconds Camillahad her knife out and rushed
to the hidden space behind the door; she came back dragging someone by the wrist: awoman, not
young, her dark hair braided carelessy down her back. She was no different from any of the people of
the village except, Magda noticed, that she seemed persondlly clean.

“Who areyou?’ Camillagrowled, gripping thewoman’ swrist so hard that she flinched and squealed,
and emphasizing her words with aflourish of her knife, “What do you want here? Who sent you?”

“I didn’t mean any harm,” the woman said, with alittle yelp of fright. “ Are you—are you Shayan’ha
M’lorya?’

ThenameJadlle was a Dry-Town name, very uncommon in the Kilghard Hills. Magda hersdlf called
Jeelle, modtly, by thecasta version of her name, and had given it to her daughter.

“I amnot,” Camillasaid, “but | am her oath-sster; and this—" indicating Magda, “ her freemate.



Speak! What do you want with her. Who areyou?’

Thewoman’ s eyes swiveled furtively to stare a Cholayna. Magda thought,No doubt she has never
seen anyone with a black skin before this, maybe she has just come to gawp at the strangers. But
then how would she know Jaelle’ s name?

“My nameisCdisu’,” thewoman said. “ There are no Renunciatesin our village. The heedman won’t
haveit. But some of usarein—in sympathy.” She pulled the loose hair avay from her ear, reveding a
gmall earring; the secret sign, Magda knew, recognized for hundreds of years, of women in sympathy
with the Guild-houses, who for one reason or another could not legaly commit themselves. Lady
Rohana hersdlf had worn such a hidden ornament, and Magda was sure not even Dom Gabriel had
known why. Seeing it, Camilla’ s grip loosened somewhat.

“What do you want? Why were you snesking around like that?’

Cdisu’'—the name, Magda remembered, was adiaect version of Cdlista—said, “ Two Renunciates
passed through our village ten days ago. They asked for the village midwife, saying one of them suffered
from cramps, and when they cameto me, asked if—if | worethe earring.”

That was Rafadlla’ s artifice. Not in athousand years would Lexie have thought of that.

“And then they wanted me give this message to Shay an’haM’ lorya But if’ nyou’ re her freemate, |
can giveit to you?If they find me here—"

“Y ou can give the message to me,” Magdasaid.
“Shesaid—they’ Il megtwi’ you at Nevarsin Guild-house.”
Camillasad, “But thereisn’t—"

Magdakicked her shinsand shefdl slent. Cdisu’ wrenched her armsfree from Camilla’ sgrip,
scuttled toward the door and was gone.

Camillastrode after her. She struggled with the ancient mechanism, which was rusted and could not
be properly bolted shut again. Finaly she sighed, and said, “ Put some of theloadsin front of it, sowe'll
hear if someonetriesto getin again. | was afraid thiswould happen. No, no, not you, you shouldn’t be
lifting things with your heed—"

“| seldom do,” said Magda, “that’ snot mylaran , I’ m sad to say | haveto use my hands.” But she
stepped back and let Cholaynaand Camillapileloadsin front of the side entrance. Camillasaid moodily,
“Y ou heard her. What does it mean? Thereis no Guild-housein Nevaran, it’ sacity of cristoforos .
How can we meet them when—"

“Shayawill understand,” said Magda. Her head was splitting in spite of Cholayna’ spain pills, and
she wished that Jaelle would return so that she could go and have a bath and lie down.

Listlesdy she found clean underclothing and thick socks, aheavy sweater and woollen breechesto
deepin. Jaelle and Vanessacamein; they had even washed their hair, and Jaelle’ s coppery locks were
curled up intight, damp, frizzy ringlets.

“Just what the weary traveler needs,” Jaelle said, elaborately stretching her arms and yawning.
“Now, when that meal comes—I saw it cooking; smelled it. Roast fowl on the spit, and mushroomsina
casserole with redberry sauce.” Shelicked her lipsgreedily. “ Thisis a better placeto stop than |
thought. Go aong, you three, get your baths. But don’t be too long or we'll eat al the mushrooms. |
wonder if this village makes agood mountain wine?’

“If not,” Cholaynajoked, “I shall complain to the head woman.”

The bathhouse was an isolated stone building, from which issued wisps of sleam. When they went
ingde, the bath attendant gave them little three-legged stoolsto st on and asked with rough deference if



the ladies had their own soap and sponges. She scrubbed them well, clucking a Magda’ sinjured arm,
and even managed not to Stare too long or too inquigtively a Cholayna. Then she ushered them down
the stepsinto the stone-lined poal filled with steaming hot water. Magda sighed with pure pleasure,
fedling the scalding hest drawing the pain from her wounded arm, and lay back so that she was covered
to the neck.

“Fedsgood,” Camillaagreed, and Magda remembered that she too had hurt her ankle, though not
asserioudy asVanessa

“Areyouredly dl right,breda 7’

“Nothing hot water and agood night’sdeep wouldn't cure.If | felt safe about getting it here,” Camilla
muttered, softly so the bath attendant wouldn’t hear.  Careful, let’ s not say anything serious, it may be
her businessto carry tales. No, | trustnone of them, no farther than | could kick astatue uphill.”

Under the surface of the water, Magda sought Camilla’ s hand and pressed the long fingers between
her own. She was ashamed of how she had behaved in the afternoon. Had she really been willing to hurt
Camilla’ sfedlings because of what Vanessa might think? Why should it matter? She sat holding Camilla’s
hand, slently, and in the quiet comfort of the bath, she dowly began to pick her friend’ sfear, her
suspicion.

She could understand both. In the days when she and Peter Haldane, then married, had explored
from the Kilghard Hillsto the Plains of Arilinn, they had encountered their share, or more, of bandits and
outlaws. They had had more than enough narrow escapes—although they had survived, when others
had not. Those had been the days when the so-called “Lorne Legend” wasin the making. Poor Peter, in
asenseit wasunfair; it might aswell have been caled the Haldane Legend, for he had done as much as
shein the matter of gathering information about territories and boundaries, recording linguistic variables
and socid customs—al| the basic information for Intelligence. The difference was that Magda had done
it onaworld, and in amilieu, where women found it most impossible to go into thefield at all, let lone
accomplish anything meaningful there; and so Magda had gotten most of the credit and dl the attention.

But Peter had had his reward: he had become Legate, and he was a good one, concerned, fair,
committed to the world he loved. She had chosen another path, and different rewards.

“Magda? Don’t fal adeep here, thereisagood supper waiting for us.”

“No, I’'m not adeep.” Magda pulled hersdlf upright in the teaming water, blinking. Shefelt dmost
dangeroudy relaxed.

Camilla squeezed her hand underwater, and said in awhisper that could not be heard inches away, “ Z
"bredhyi,chiya .” Magda returned the pressure and whispered, “1 love you, too.” But because they
were not aone, sheturned to Cholaynaand said aloud, “| suppose they are waiting for us, they may not
serve supper till we're dl there. | suppose we should get out, but | could stay here dl night.”

Cholaynalooked at her fingers, beginning to wrinkle like dried fruit in the seaming water. “We'd end
up agreat ded smaller, | think.” She pulled hersdlf to her feet, and the bath attendant brought atowel to
wrap about her. Camillafollowed, and Magda saw that in the hot water, the old scars on her back and
Side were clear white, standing out againgt her fair skin reddened by the heat. She saw the bath attendant
notice them, and Cholayna actually opened her mouth to speak. Magda could dmost hear her:1n the
name of the secret gods, what happened to you ? before she redlized that neither Cholaynanor the
attendant had said aword. In the peace and relaxation of the bath, once again she was picking up
ungpoken thoughts.

Reuctantly, Magda hauled hersdf out of the hot, relaxing bath, and wrapped hersdlf in the thick
towe provided by the attendant. It felt wonderful to dressin clean clothes from the skin ouit.

“Now for some of that good roast fowl, and maybe the mountain wine Jaelle was talking about.”



Cholayna pursed her lips. “1 don’t want to sound like a nervous foster mother, Magda, but if you
redlly have concussion, you shouldn’t drink any wine. How isyour heed?’

Magda, though the hot water had rel axed the muscles of her neck and she felt much better, admitted
that the headache was till there, adull hard pounding despite the pain pills.

Camillasad, “ She’ sright, Margdli, you really should stick to teaor soup till we’ re sure about your
head,” and Magda, inching her sweater over the throbbing bump on her skull, shrugged.

“I’ll have to make do with good hot food and fine company, then. Lucky Vanessa, she only bashed
her ankle, she can have ahangover if shewantsto. | redly could useadrink, but 1’1l defer to your
medica knowledge.”

It was ashock to go out into the cold again. Thefierce wind had blown the snow into deep drifts;
they hurried across the narrow space between the buildings. In places the snow had drifted so high that it
came up over their boot-tops, icy, chilling the new warmth of their feet. They were glad to seethe
blazing fireingde the barn alotted to them. The building was so large that it was not exactly warm, but at
least they were out of the wind.

Vanessa and Jaelle had made the beds up, and the place looked clean and inviting, amost homelike;
though it was hardly like their own homes, with horses and chervines stabled at the other end. An ample
supply of hay had been brought in for them, which gave a clean hedthy smell to the surroundings. Almost
at once, serving women began to parade in with dishes and smoking platters; in addition to the roast
fowl, there was a haunch of roasted chervine with its sizzling layer of good-smelling fat, and rabbithorn
stewed in wine. There were long rolls of bread, hot from the oven, with plenty of butter and honey, a
savory casserole of mushrooms and bland but nourishing boiled whiteroot, and the promised redberry
sauce.

“Why, thisisredly lavish!” Cholaynaexclamed.

“It ought to be. Enjoy it. We paid enough for it,” Jaelle said, asthey gathered around, sitting on
piled-up loads and packs, digging in with agood appetite—all except Cholayna. The older woman ate
some of the boiled whiteroot, and tasted the redberry sauce with gppreciation, but after vaiantly trying
to eat the piece of roast fowl Jaelle had carved for her, she turned pale and put her plate aside.

“What’ sthe matter,comi’ya 7’ asked Camilla

Cholaynasaid faintly, “It looks—lill lookstoo much like the—theliving animd. I’ m sorry, 1—I tried.
Whenit’'sjust a—abar, or adice, | can manageit, but—but thisisawing !”

“Y ou need the protein,” Vanessasaid. “Hunt out some emergency rations. Y ou can’t makeamed
on mushrooms and redberry sauce.”

“I—I"m sorry.” Cholaynaapologized again, and found the load containing the packaged Terran
rations. Thiswas forbidden in the field, lest some unauthorized observer should catch sight of the
obvioudy alien packaging, but Magda had not the heart to reprimand her; she looked so sick. Cholayna
had had a hard few days, and she supposed that if you redly applied the rules drictly, even the lastic
bandage on Vanessa’' s ankle would be againgt the laws of Intelligence work.

On the other hand, if the head of Intelligence for Darkover can’t break a rule when there’s
hardly even anyone to know she’s done so—

“Never mind,” Camillawas saying, “have some of thewine, at least. It’ s very good. They certainly
aren’t kimping onus, 1’1l say that for them! Shaya, tdl me—thereisn’t aGuild-housein Nevaran, is
there?’

“Goodness, no!” Jadlle laughed, raising her winecup to berefilled for the third time. “Kethaused to
talk about starting one there, remember? There is ahostel where some women lived while they were



copying some of the old manuscripts from the Monastery of Saint Vaentine, years ago, but that would
hardly count.” Shefrowned. “Why, Camilla?’

“There was amessage.” Shetold about Calisu’, her earring and her relayed words, and Jaelle
frowned.

“Réfi evidently thought it would mean something to me, but—oh, wait!” She broke off and said,
“When we were girls, traveling with Kindra, there was a place where we used to lodge. It wasn’t aninn;
women can’t go to public innsin the Hellers unless they are properly escorted by their menfolk. There
was an old dame who made leather jackets and boots to sell—that was where | learned to make gloves
and sanddls, infact.”

“Oh, of course,” Camillasaid. “I went there once, and one of the young girls taught me to embroider
gloveswith beads! | remember old Betta, and dl her wards and foster daughters!”

“Shetook in al the femae orphans she could find in the city, and brought them up to work for her,
but instead of getting them married off, as virtuouscristoforo matrons do with their girl gpprentices, this
old dame used to teach them atrade and encourage them to set up business for themselves. Some of
them went off and got married anyway, but some of them are till in business and living in the old woman’
shouse, and others, old Betta sent them south with us to the Guild-house. Kindra used to say, when
therewas a Guild-housein Nevarsin, we should get Bettato run it for us. | think she’s dead, but four of
her adopted daughters are till running the place, and Guild-women were dways welcome there,
Certainly, that iswhere Rafi would lodge.”

She drained the winecup, looked wistfully at the bottle, and sighed.
“Oh, finishit if youwant to,” Camillachuckled. “Y ou can drink Margdi’ s share.”

“Yes, haveit by dl means,” Magda said; her head was spinning and she fdt dizzy, though she had
not even touched the wine. Jadlle resolutely pushed it away.

“I would have a head worse than herstomorrow if | drank any more, dready I’ mfdling adegp
wherel gt. Let’sget to bed.”

And infact the dishes were dl but empty; the bones of the roast fowl were scattered, only afew
scraps of gravy remaining on the platter which had held the roast chervine. After the fatigue of the day,
the bath and the heavy meal, Magdawas sure they would deep well tonight. Her head till throbbed,
and she wobbled when she got up to go to her deeping bag.

Camillaprotested. “Aren’t we going to set watch?’

Vanessayawned hugely. “Not I. An offense to these good people’ s hospitdity. I’ m going to—"
Another vast yawn split her words. “ Sleep.”

Jeelle, drawing off her boots, looked up serioudy a Camilla. “Truly, do you think we should set a
watch, aunt?” She used the old affectionate word of her childhood, and it made Camillasmile; but the
other woman said, “Truly, | do. Even if most of these people are good, trustworthy and hospitable, itis
possible there are rogues among them. | will stand first watch mysdlf.”

“I will let you, then,” Jadlle said, and went to crawl into her degping bag. Almost before the others
had their boots off, she was fast adegp and snoring. Magda thought, She must be even more tired than
we realized. Of course all the weight of the trip has been on her. | must try to bear more of the
responsibility .

Shefet so dizzy, her head pounding, that she asked Cholaynafor another of the pain pills, and
Cholaynagaveit to her, rather reluctantly. “'Y ou redlly should not. After abath and amed like that one,
| am sure you will degp well enough without it.”

“I won't takeit unless| find I cannot deep,” Magda promised. Cholayna pulled off her boots,



wrapped her pale hao of hair into a crimson scarf, and crept into her deeping bag. Camilla, yawning,
settled down on one of the loads, her knife across her knees.

Vanessalowered the light of the lantern to itslowest point. “ Camilla, wake me after an hour or so.
Y ou need deep, too. We should try to make an early start.”

“Inthis?” Camillagestured, and in the sllence they could hear the rattle of snow blowing against the
frame of the building and the wind howling around the corners. “We'll be lucky to get out of here by day
after tomorrow.”

“Wdl, maybeit will stop during the night.”

“Maybe Durraman’ s donkey could redlly fly. Go to deep, Vanessa. I’ | watch for afew hours, at
least.”

Vanessa' s degping bag—now that they were not in the wilds, they were using the Terran single bags
rather than the doubled ones from the Guild-House—was spread next to Magda's. After amomert,
Vanessa asked softly, “Are you adeep?’

“Not nearly. | thought I’ d fall adeep right away, but my head redly aches. | think |’ m going to teke
Cholayna’ spill after dl.”

“MissLorne—may | ask you something? Something realy persond?’

“Of course,” Magdasaid, “but only if you stop caling me Miss Lorne. Vanessa, we are Ssters of the
Guild-house. What would please me most would beif you would cal me Margdi. It redly ismy name,
you know, it’snot just an alias, or the namel usein thefidd. My parents named me Margdli. | wasborn
on Darkover, in these mountains, though I’ ve been away from them for along time. No one ever caled
me Magdaenttill | went to the Intelligence Academy on Alpha. | worked so long for the HQ that I'm
quite used to Magdanow, but | redly prefer Margdi.”

“Margdi, then. I—I have some trouble understanding women as freemates. Jaelleis your freemate,
yes? But you and Camilla—"

“Camillaismy lover, yes” said Magda ddliberately. “The Oath of Freematesis something dse. Jadlle
and | sworethat oath, which islega for women, so that we could be guardians of one another’s
children. Jaelle and |—perhaps no one brought up under Terran laws could understand. We have been
lovers, too; but Camillaand |—I said you wouldn’t understand.”

“1 don’t. | would like to understand. What—whét isit like, to love awoman?”’
Magdalaughed. “What isit liketo love? To love anyone?’

Vanessawas adeep a her sde. Jaelle till snored softly; she had, Magdareflected, drunk far too
much. Cholayna, though coughing alittle, was fast adeep. But Magda could not deep, though she felt as
sck and dizzy asif she had finished the bottle of wine hersalf. She wanted to take Cholayna’ spill, but
was restrained by the thought that if her concussion was serious, she probably should not. From where
shelay, she could see Camilla, thelong knife resting across her knees; but even as she watched, Camilla’
shead sagged forward; she started, pulled hersdlf upright with ajerk—then sagged again, adeep.

And suddenly, asif she had read it printed in letters of fire, Magdaknew. She never knew whether it
waslaran or something ese, but she knew.

Thewine had been drugged. And probably some of the food aswell.

Cholayna didn’t eat much of their food. She may not be drugged. | should wake her at once
and tell her.

But Magda could not make herself move, feding sicker and dizzier than ever. She thought, in terror, |
amdrugged too ! Shetried to force hersdf to move, to wake, to scream out to Camilla, to Cholayna.



But she could not move.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

<«

Magdafought against the duggishness of her brain, struggling to move. She tried to reach out withlaran
to Jaelle—Shaya, wake up, we have been drugged, it’sa trap, Camilla was right! Shetried to pull
hersdf upright, to crawl over to her freemate and shake her from her drugged and drunken deep; Jeelle
had drunk more of the drugged wine than any of them.

And no wonder. She has carried the fullest weight of this trip, all the way, and now when she
has relaxed, now that she will let herself sleep, | may not be able to wake her at all.

Jaelle was probably so deeply drunk and drugged asto be unrousable. If she could reach Camilla,
though, and waken her... Magda fought against her weakness and dizziness, her throbbing head and
sickness, concentrating on the pain. She gave thanks to the Goddess that she had not swallowed
Cholayna’ slast deegping pill, or she would now be deeping alongside her drugged friends; and the folk of
this village would be able to come and sted their loads, and perhaps cut their throats, at their leisure. ..
or whatever €se they might havein mind.

Cholayna had drunk little of the drugged wine, eaten dmost none of the food. She might bethe
eased to rouse... Magdatried to raise her head, clench her fists, anything. Pain lanced through her
forehead like blinding knives, but she did force her head alittle up from the packload which served her
as pillow. Bracing hersdlf with her hands, fedling so sick she was sure she would vomit, she managed to
pull hersdlf up inch by inch to astting postion.

“Cholayna,” she whispered hoarsdly, but the Terran woman neither stirred nor answered, and
Magdawondered if her voice was audible, if she had redlly even moved at al, whether thiswas one of
those dreadful nightmares where you are convinced that you have gotten out of bed and gone about
some business or another whilein actuality, you are still motionless, fast adeep... Magda managed to get
her fist up to her forehead and struck herself on the temple. The resulting flood of pain convinced her
that it wasredl.

Think! she admonished herself. At Cholayna’ s advice, she had drunk none of the drugged wine, and
they would hardly have drugged every dish; probably she had had relatively little of the drug, and
Cholaynaevenless.If | can only reach her !

If only Cholaynawere one of the Terranswho were gifted withlaran ! Asfar as Magda knew, she
was not. Struggling against weskness, sickness and tears, Magda somehow crawled over Vanesss;
deep in drugged deep, Vanessa muttered in protest.

“Damnit, liedownandgo’'t’ deep, le'medeep...”

She was closest, easiest to reach. Magdatried to shake her, but could manage only awesk clutch at
Vanessa' s shoulder, and her voice was no more than athick whisper.

“Vanessa. Wake up! Please,wake up !”

Vanessadtirred again, turning over heavily, dragging deepily at her heavy, makeshift pillow asif to
pull it over her face, and Magda, herlaran wide open, sensed the way in which the other woman
retreated further down into dreams.



They had been ready-made victimsfor the people of this place. That dreadful washed-out pass, the
unpeopled wilderness of Barrensclae—and then a hospitable village, abathhouse, good food and plenty
of wine. Mot travelers would deep the deep dmost of the dead at the end of such atrail, even without
whatever devilish drug the villagers used to make sure.

Vanessawas deegping dmogt as heavily as Jadlle. She had drunk plenty of the drugged wine, after the
long orded of traveling on her damaged ankle. It would have to be Cholayna, then. Evenin her
desperate struggle, head throbbing and her body and brain refusing to obey her, Magda felt a surge of
hystericd laughter bubbling up at the thought of what Vanessamight think if she woke up suddenly and
found her, Magda, sprawled over her like this. But she could not make her limbs obey her enough to get
up and walk or go round, and so she had no choice but to crawl over her.

If | canjust get her awakeat all, 1’ ll take my chances on whether she screams rape, Magdatold
hersdf sternly; but although Vanessamuttered, and sworein her deep, and even struck out feebly at
Magda once or twice, she did not wake. Now, however, Magdawas close enough to grab Cholayna’s
shoulder.

“Cholayna,” she whispered, “Cholayna, wake up!”

Cholayna Ares had eaten little, and had drunk almost nothing, but it had been along and exhaugting
trip and she was deegping very heavily. Magda shook the older woman, weakly, and struggled to make
herself heard for several minutes before Cholayna abruptly opened her eyes and looked at Magda. Now
fully awake, Cholayna shook her head in disheli€f.

“Magda?What’ s the matter? |s your head worse? Do you need—"

“The food—thewine—drugged! Camillawasright. Look at her, she would never deep on watch
that way—" But Magda had to fight to even make her tight, shaky whisper heard; it sagged and
wobbled in the worst possible way. “Cholayna, | meaniit! I’ m not— drunk, not crazy—"

Something in Magda’ s urgency, if not in her words, penetrated; Cholayna sat up, looking swiftly
about the barn. Once again Magda, shaking and unable to coordinate what was happening, saw the
emergence of the woman who had been put in charge of training Intelligence agents.

“Can you st up? Can you swalow?’ Cholaynawas on her feet in one swift movement, hunting in her
pack for acapsule. “Now, thisisjust amild stimulant; | hateto giveit to you, redly, you may havea
concussion, but you' re conscious and they’ re not. Try to swalow this.”

Magdagot it into her mouth, managed to force the capsule down, dimly wondering what the effect of
Terran stimulants would be when mixed with whatever drug the villagers had used. This could kill me,
sheredized.But then, that’s probably better than what the villagers havein mind ...

Steadying Magdawith one arm, Cholayna stepped toward Camilla, Sitting on the packload fast
adeep with her knife across her knees. She bent, shaking her roughly.

Camillacame awake fighting, striking out with the blunt end of the knife; but blinking, recognized
Cholaynaand pulled back. “What the—?7" She shook hersdlf like awet dog. “In hdll’ s name, wasl
deegping on watch?’

“We were drugged. Certainly in the wine, maybe in some of the food too. We' Il have to be on guard
for—whatever they have planned,” Cholaynaexplained. Magda’ s head was clearing; it till throbbed,
but the ordinary pain was managesble, aslong as she did not have to cope with the dizzy blurring of
thought and motion. Cholayna offered Camilla some of the same stimulant she had given to Magda, but
Camilla, fisting deep from her eyes, refusad.

“I'mfine, I’m awake. Zandru’ s buggering demong | suspected something likethis, but | never
thought the food would be drugged! The morefool I! I wonder if that midwife— Calisu’—I wonder if
they sent her to soften us up and disarm our suspicions?’



Cholaynawas opening her medikit again. “I wonder,” shesaid, “if Lexie and Rafadllaarelying
somewhere with their throats cut.”

Magda shuddered. She had not even thought of that. She said, “I don’t think awoman who wore the
earring would have done that to her ssters—" But after she said it, she redlized she could not be sure the
earring had not been stolen.

Cholaynahad found an ampoule in the medikit, but cursed softly. “1 can’t usethis, Vanessa’ sdlergic
toit, ohhdl !”

“How € se would she know about the Nevarsin Guild-house?’

“She may not have known there wasn’t one, though;, or that Jaelle would interpret it that way. It may
have been like saying * a the fish marketsin Temora’; anybody could assumethere’d be one on the
seacoast. What do they say— It needs nolaran to prophesy snow at midwinter. * Thewhole thing could
have been made up out of whole cloth, except for Shaya’ sname.”

“Only onething’ssure,” Cholaynasaid, “we weren’t drugged out of rustic kindness, to giveusa
good night’ sdeep. Let’s stop talking and see if we can wake up the others. Magda—do you know
Jedlle’ sendorphin type?’

“Her what?’
“Youdon’t, then,” Cholaynasaid in resignation.

Camillawas shaking Jadlle, furioudy but fruitlesdy. Jaelle fought and mumbled, opened her eyes but
gtared without seeing, and findly Camillahauled her and her deegping bag into acorner.

“Shemight aswdl bein Hermit’s Cave on Nevarsin Pegk, for al the good she’d bein afight right
now!”

“It’ sjust luck we’re notall in the same sate.”

“Cholayna,” Camillasaid, “if | ever say one more word about your chosen diet, ever again, kick me.
Hard. Can we get Vanessa part way awake?’

“I can’'t,” Cholaynasaid.
“Could shefight, anyway, with her ankle the way it is?” Magda asked.

“Wel,it'suptous,” Camillasaid. “Let’ stry and move her where shewon'’t be hurt if it comesto
fighting. No, Margdli, not you, Sit down aminute longer while you can. Y ou know you're aswhite asa
gader?

Cholayna shoved Magda down on the packload where Camilla had dept, and together they hauled
Vanessa out of the way behind the stacked |oads.

“ Are there bolts on the doors that we can draw? It might dow them down alittle.”

“| checked that even before we had dinner,” Camillasaid. “No wonder they have usinabarn
instead of an inn. No one expects to be able to make a barn secure.”

“Do you think the wholevillageisin on this?’

“Who knows? Most of them, probably. | ve heard about robbers’ villages” Camillasad, “but |
thought it was afolk tale.” They were al speaking in strained whispers. Camillawent to the main door
and opened it a crack, cautioudy peering out. The wind and snow toreinto the room likealive anima
prowling; the door dmost got away from her and she had to manhandle it shut with al her strength.

“Still snowing and blowing. What hour of nightis this?’
“God knows,” Cholaynasaid, “I don’t have my chronometer. Magdawarned me not to bring any



item obvioudy of Terran manufacturethat isn’t openly sold in Thendaraor Caer Donn.”

“It can’t bevery late,” Magdasaid, “1 hadn’t been fast adeep at al. Not more than an hour can have
gone by sinceweturned in. | should think they’ Il wait awhile longer to be sure.”

“Depends on what drug they gave us, and how long it takes to do whatever it does, and how long it
lasts,” said Camilla. “We might want to keep haf an eye on Shayaand Vanessa, just in casethey dtart
choking to death.” Magda shuddered at the matter of factness of Camilla’ svoice asshewent on, “If it’'s
fast acting and short-lived, they’ Il be here any minute. If we'reredly lucky, they’ |l trust it completely and
send one man to cut our throats, and we can arrange something else.”

She madeagrim, find gesture with her knife. “Then, while they’ re waiting for him to come back and
givethesgnd to pile up theloot, we high-tail it out of here. But if we're not lucky, thewholevillage
could come in with hammers and pitchforks.” She strode to the concealed entrance where Calisu’ had
comein to give her message. The wind was not so high here, but il it tore through the room. Camilla
looked out into the blowing snow, and drew a harsh gasp of consternation; Magda expected her to dam
the door shut, but instead she darted out and, after amoment, beckoned.

“Here’ sthe answer to one question,” she said grimly, and pointed.

Already covered by alayer of drifted snow, thewoman Calisu’ lay on the ground, her dead eyes
staring at the storm. Her throat had been cut from ear to ear.

Camilladammed the door and swore. “I hope the headman’ swife goesinto labor tomorrow with an
obstructed transverse birth! Poor damned woman, they may have thought she warned us!”

“Arewe going to leave her body lying there?’

“Got to,” Camillasad. “If they find it gone, they’ Il know weare warned. Hellfire, Magda, you think it
mattersto her anymore where her body lies?’

“Doyou think it’s early enough that we could smply escape—snesk out of here before they come?’
Cholayna suggested.

“Not achance, not with Jaelle and Vanessa till dead to the world. One chervine bleat and they’ d be
on us. They’re probably stting around in that inn they told us didn’t exist, whetting their knives,” Camilla
said gloomily. She stood with her hands on her hips, scowling, thinking it over. “ Stack al the loads
againg the back door—" She pointed. “ Slow them down. We'll be ready for them at the front. Magda,
areyoudl right?’

“I'mfine.” Whether it was Cholayna’ s stimulant or the adrendin of danger, Magda had no idea, but
shefdt amost agreeably braced at the thought of afight. Camillahad her knife out. Magda made sure
that her dagger wasloosein its sheath. It had been along time since she had faced any human enemy,
but shefdt it would be agood and prai seworthy deed to kill whoever had cut the throat of the harmless
midwife

She began to help Cholayna stack the loads, but Cholayna stopped. “1 have a better idea. Get the
loadson the animas. Have them dl backed up againgt that door. Then, when they come at us, if Jadlle
and Vanessa are awake by then, we can ride out right over them! If not—we can get free, as soon as
thefirg attackers are out of theway.”

“Not much hope of that,” Camillasaid, “but you' re right; we have to be able to get the hell out of
here without stopping, to load and saddle up the animas. We'll do that, but keep an eye on that front
door, because that’ swherethey’ll come”



“Stack up afew loads againgt it,” Magda suggested.

“No, they’ Il know we’ re warned then, and come at uswith knivesready. If they comein here
thinkingwe' re dl adeep and ready for the daughter, we can get the first couple of them before they have
much of achance at us. Anything that shortensthe odds against usisfair under these circumstances.”

Camillagtarted hoisting loads onto chervines, while Magda saddled her pony and Jadlle’s. Cholayna
went to help Camillawith the packloads, taking awvay everything before the door, and Magdaknew,
with ashiver down her spine, that Camillawas clearing the space for afight. She had seen Camillafight;
had fought once at her side... Her head till throbbed faintly, but otherwise everything seemed blindingly
lucid, everything she saw sharp-edged and fresh. She started to put a saddle on Camilla’ shorse, redized
it was Vanessa’' s saddle which waslarger, and made the exchange, saying to hersdlf,I’ll be saddling up
chervines next if I’'m not careful .

The horses were saddled; the pack animalsloaded.|f they do kill us, at least they’ll have some
trouble getting at our stuff , she thought, and wondered why she thought that it mattered.

Camillahunkered down where she could face the door, her fingersjust resting on her sword. The
Renunciate charter provided that noComhi’ letziis might wear asword, only thelong Amazon knife, by
law three inches shorter than an ordinary sword; but Camilla, who had lived for yearsasamae
mercenary, wore the sword she had worn as aman, and no one had ever chalenged her.

She grinned & Magda. “ Remember the day we fought Shann’s men, and | said you had dishonored
your sword?’

“Will | ever forget?’
“Fight aswell asthat and I’ m not afraid of any bandit in the Kilghard Hills.”
Cholayna, haf-smiling, leaned againgt the wal nearby. “Do you hear something?’ she asked suddenly.

Silence, except for the high whigtle of the blowing snow and wind roaring around the eaves of the
building. Some smdl animal rustled in the Straw. After thefrantic activity of the last few minutes, Magda
felt let down, her heart bumping and pounding, the metallic taste of tear in her mouith.

Time crawled by. Magda had no ideawhether it was an hour, ten minutes, haf the night. Time hed
logt itsmeaning.

“Damn them, why don’t they come?” Cholayna’ s voice cametight through her teeth.

Camillamuttered, “ They may bewaiting till we put out thet last light. But Zandru whip mewith
scorpionsif I’m going to fight in the dark, and if we haveto wait till morning, so beit. I'd just as soon
they never cameat dl.”

Magdawished that if there was going to be afight, it would come and be over with; but at the same
time, she was remembering in sharp-edged detail her first fight, fegling the gppalling pain of the sword
dicing dong her thigh and laying it open. Shewas, quite Smply, terrified.

Camillalooked so cdm, asif she actudly relished the notion of agood fight.
Maybe she does. She earned a living as a mercenary for God-knows-how-many-years!

Then, in the Slence, she heard Cholayna’ s breath hissinward, and the Terran woman pointed at the
door.

Sowly, it was pushing inward, the wind howling around the edges. A face peered around the edge; a
round, scarred, sneering face. Immediately the bandit saw the light, the cleared space and the women
awaiting him, but even as his mouth opened to give awarning yell, Cholaynalegped in avaido kick, and
hisface burst, exploding blood; hefell and lay ill.

Camillabent to drag the man, unconscious or a corpse, out of the way; another bandit rushed in after



him, and she ran him through expertly. Hefdl, with ashort hoarse howl. The man who pushed in after
him got his neck broken by aswift dam of Magda’ s hand.

“Y ou haven’t forgotteneverything , anyway,” Cholaynawhispered approvingly.

Therewasalull, and then the man whose belly Camillahad split groaned and began screaming again.
Magda cringed at the terrible cries, but did nothing. He had been ready to cut al their throats asthey
dept. She owed him no pity; but as Camillastepped toward him, her knife raised to silence him once for
al, hefell back again with agurgle, and the barn was dmost silent again.

There are certainly more of them out there, thought Magda,sooner or later they’ll rush usall at
once . They had been lucky: Magda had killed her man, and the one Cholayna had kicked, though
possibly not dead, had at least had dl the fight knocked out of him...

The door burst open, and the room filled with men, yelling like so many demons. Camillaran the
nearest one through, and Magdafound hersdf fighting with her knife at close quarters. Cholaynawasin
the center of aclugter of them, fighting like some legendary devil or hero, kicking with frequently deedly
accuracy. Magda’ s next opponent ran in over her dagger and drove her backward, off-balance; she felt
hisknife diceinto her arm and kicked out wildly, then dammed her other elbow into the base of his
throat and sent him flying aside, unconscious. She could fedl hot blood trickling down her arm, but
another bandit was on her aready, and there was no time for pain or fear.

One of them, running toward the horses, literdly stumbled over Jaelle; he bent swiftly with his dagger,
and Magda flung hersdf on him from behind, shrieking awarning. She pulled her knife across histhroat
with astrength she had never imagined having, and hefdll, half-beheaded, across Jaglle—who woke,
gtaring and mumbling uncomprehendingly.

Asquickly asthat, it was dl over. Seven men lay dead or unconscious on the floor. The rest had
retrested, possibly to regroup, Magda did not know which or, a the moment, care.

Jodlle muttered, plaintively, “What’ sgoing on?’

“Cholayna,” Camillaordered, “get into your pack, try to get one of those pills of yours down Jelle
and Vanessal That wasjust thefirst ondaught, they’ Il be back.”

Jadlle blinked and Magda saw her eyes comeinto focus.
“We were poisoned? Drugged?’

Cholaynanodded, imperatively gesturing for Jaelle to swallow the stimulant cgpsule. Forcing it down,
Jaelle exploded, “Damn them! They had the nerve tohaggle with us over the price of the food and wine,
too!” She got out of her deeping bag, tried to haul Vanessato her feet; then gave it up, and grabbing up
her knife, Jaelle cameto join Camilla. She till looked groggy, but the stimulant was taking effect.

Magda thought,We wer e lucky with the first fight, and Cholayna is one hell of a scrapper for
her age! Nevertheless, there’s no way the four of us —even if Vanessa could be waked in time—
we can't kill off an entire village! We'll die here... But wasthat so, she wondered; now that the
villagers knew the women would be no easy pickings, could they bargain for their lives? Looking at
Camilla’ sface, she knew the swordswoman would entertain no such notions; she was prepared for a
fight to the death. What other defenses did they have?

They would probably rush them all a once. Magdawas aware of pain now in her wounded arm, and
her head was beginning to throb. The man Camilla had gutted began, unexpectedly, histerrible moaning
again; Camillaknet and quickly cut histhroat.

Cleaning the knife on the dead man’ sragged coat, Camillastood up, fingering her sword. Magda felt
she could amost read her mind, knowing the mercenary’ s code of honor. Camillawas more than ready
todiebravely.But | don’t want to die bravely , Magdathought.l don’t want to die at all. And | don’t



want Cholayna’s and Vanessa’s lives on my conscienceif | don’t! Isthere any alternative —?

Then, with adreadful senseofdéja vu , she saw aface peer round the door, asif they had returned
to the very beginning of the fight.

Think, damn it, think! What good isit havinglaranif it can’t save your life now!

A bandit rushed at her, knife upraised. She struck hard, felt him crumple away under her—~but they
were outnumbered. Desperately she reached out with herlaran , remembering an old trick; suddenly
seeing, like an image painted behind her eyes, thefiresde at Armida, and Damon telling them about a
battle fought withlaran , long ago.

Jaelle!l Shaya, help me!

Jeelle wasfighting for her life with abandit in ared shirt. Magda reached desperately, wove an
image, saw the bandits recoil; above them in the barn a demon wavered, no Darkovan demon but an
ancient devil out of Terran myth, with horns, tail, and amighty stink of sulphur... Theline of men broke
and surged back. Then Jaelle linked with her, the minds of the freemates locking into one; and suddenly
adozen fanged demons armed with swords faced the bandits. The villagersfatered again, fell back yet
again, and then with ahowl, turned and ran. Some even threw down their weapons as they went.

V anessa chose that moment to Sit up. Staring about the barn with bewilderment, she saw the
demons, emitted a strangled squeak and buried her head in the blankets.

Thedtink of sulphur gtill lingered. Cholaynaran quickly to Vanessa, urging her to get up. Camilla
sad, “That ought to hold them for awhile! Not for long, though. Let’ s get out while we can!”

Swiftly they scrambled to their horses, Vanessa still shaking her head and mumbling dizzily. Magda
checked her bleeding arm. Nothing, she supposed to worry about; though blood was still 0ozing dowly
fromthe cut.1f a vein was severed , shetold hersdf,it would be a steady flow, and if the artery had
gone, I’d have bled to death already . She tore a strip from the bottom of her undertunic once she’d
clambered into her saddle; shetied the tourniquet swiftly, anchoring it with her teeth to keep both hands
free

Clumped together on their horses, chervines on lead reins, they moved toward the door. Jeelle said,
“Wait—" and Magdafdt thetouch of herlaran , “let’s make sure they don’t get in here for agood long
time...”

Magdalooked over her shoulder at the face and form of the Goddess, dark robe glittering with stars,
jeweled wings overshadowing the dark spaces of the barn, her face haloed and her eyes piercing,
sorrowful, terrifying. She did not envy the villager who tried to use that barn again, even for an innocent
purpose. Where had she found theimage in her mind? On the night of that first meeting of the
Ssterhood?

They rode together out of the barn into the wind and blowing snow. A few villagers huddled
together, watching them go, but made no move to stop them. Maybe they till saw the demons she and
Jeelle had created.

All a once, Magdawas fearfully sick and dizzy. She held to her saddle with both hands, trying to
avoid fdling from her horse. Her wounded arm—the same arm she had scraped raw in thefall, she
redized for thefirst time—stung with pain, and her head throbbed asif every pulse of her blood were a
separate stone hurled at her forehead; but she clung to the saddle, desperately. The important thing was
to put as much space as humanly possible between themsaves and that miserable, damnable village. She
tried to hang on with one hand and pull her scarf over her faceto protect her eyesalittle from the
ginging wind—without much luck. She bent forward, huddling her face into the neck of her jacket, riding
inadark nightmare of pain. She hardly heard Camilla’ s voice a her side.

“Margdi?Bredhiya ? Areyou dl right? Can you ride?’



| sn’'t that what 1’ m doing? Would it make any differenceif | said | couldn’t? shetried to say,
irritably; but her voice would not obey her. Shefelt that she wasfighting thereins, fighting the horse that
would not obey her. Later she knew that she had fought and tried to hit Camillawhen the older woman
lifted her bodily from her horse and into her arms. Then Magda’ s mind went dark and she fell into adark
dream of screaming demons pinioning her to a cattle-stal while a banshee-facedkyorebni torewith a
fierce beak at her arm and shoulder; then it pecked out her eyes, and she went blind, and knew no more.

CHAPTER S XTEEN

<«

She was wandering in the gray world; alone, formless, without landmarks. She had wandered
there for a hundred thousand times a hundred thousand years. And then, into a universe without
formand void, there were voices. Voices curiously soundless, echoing into her throbbing brain.

I think she’s coming around. Bredamea, bredhiya,open your eyes, speak to me .
No thanks to you, if sheis. Thiswas Jadlle’ svoice, and it occurred to Magdain the formless

grayness that the emotion which formed and inhabited and throbbed in Jaelle’ s voice now was anger;
right-down, gut-level, honest wrath. You say that you love her so much, yet you do nothing to help ...

Thereis nothing | could have done. | am noleronis|| leave that to you ...

I have heard you say that before, Camilla, and | believe it no morethan | did then. If it isyour
fancy, asit may well be your privilege, to say at all times that you were born withoutlaranand to
maintain it when it harms none but you, so be it; but with her very life at stake —

Her life? Nonsense; the goddess be thanked, she breathes, she lives, she’s waking—breda, open
your eyes .

Camilla sface came out of the grayness, pae against aclear, cold starry dark. Magda said her name
shakily. Behind Camilla she could now see Jadlle; and then the fight and its aftermath came back to her.

“Where are we? How did we get away from—from that place?’

“We'refar enough away that it’ snot likely they’ Il come after us,” Cholayna said, somewhere out of
Magda’ ssght. “Y ou’ ve been unconscious for four or five hours.”

Magdaraised her hand and rubbed her face. It hurt. Camillasaid, “1 am sorry, Margali—I had no
aternative. Y ou would not let me take you off your horse to carry you before me on my saddie—you
seemed to think | was another of those creatures from the village.” She touched, tenderly, the sore spot
at the point of Magda’sjaw. “1 had to knock you out. While you were healing her, Shaya, couldn’t you
have done something about that?”’

“Y ou don’t know anything about it.” Jaelle’ slipswere il tight and she was not looking at Camiilla.

Her fingers strayed to the narrow crimson seam of the knife scar aong her own face. She said, “I
have repaid you for this, a least.” Y ears ago Magda had discovered her ownlaran in hdping Lady
Rohanato hedl it. Then she asked, “How do you fed ?’

Magda sat up, trying to assess how in fact she did fedl. Her head still ached; apart from that, she
seemed quite dl right. Then she remembered.

“My am—theknife—"



Shelooked curiously down at her arm. It had been skinned raw in the fall, later laid open by the
bandit’ sknife, but therewas only afaint pale scar, asif long healed. Jaglle had called upon the force of
herlaran to heal the very structure of the cdlls.

“What else could | do? 1 dept through most of the fight,” Jaelle said lightly. “And Vanessadidn’t
redlly get hersdf awake until we were an hour outsde the village; | don’t think sheredlly believed there
had been afight until she saw your arm, Margali.”

“Was anyone el se hurt?’

“Cholayna’ s nose was bloodied, but a handful of snow stopped that,” Camillasaid, “and one of the
bastards cut open my best holiday tunic, though the skin was not much more than scratched under it.
Jedlle’ sribswill be sorefor atenday where you squashed that bandit against her chest.” Magda vaguely
remembered, now, trying to pull abandit off Jaglle and cutting histhroat in the process.

It was blurred, like anightmare, and she preferred that it should stay that way.

“Wewere lucky to get out of there dl aliveand well,” Jadlle said. “ Camilla, | owe you an apology.”

“Ninetimes out of ten you would have been right and the place as safe as a Guild-house,” Camilla
sad gruffly.

“And ill you ingst you have nolaran 7’

Camilla' s pae narrow features flushed with anger. “Drop it, Shaya,” she said, “or | swear by my
sword, | will bresk your neck. Even you can go too far.”

Jedlle clenched her fists and Magdafelt the anger again surging up in both of them, liketangible
crimson lines of force woven into the air between the women. She strained to spesk, to break the
tension, but redlized that she could hardly St up, hardly manage awhisper.

“Camilla—"

Jaellelet her breath go. “Héllfire, what does it matter?'Y ou heard the warning, kinsvoman, call it
what youwill. | don’t doubt it saved dl our lives. That’ swhat matters. Vanessa, istheteaready?’ She
st asteaming mug in Magda’ s hand. “Drink this. We' Il rest heretill it’ slight enough to see our way.”

“I’ll stand guard,” Vanessa offered. “1 think | have had enough deep for atenday!”

“And | will stand guard with you,” said Jeelle, Spping from another mug. “ These three have afight
behind them, and they deserve some rest. We'll offload the beaststill morning, too. Cholayna, isthere
any dried fruit?’

Cholayna gestured toward a saddlebag. “ But you can hardly be hungry, after that meal—I didn’t
think any of uswould be hungry for three days!”

But Magda knew, watching Jaelle gnaw on dried raisins, the fierce hunger that succeeded the
depletion of laran . Camillatook ahandful of the raisnstoo.

“Y ou girls stand watch. Y ou missed the real fun,” she said, spreading her blankets bes de Magda and
Cholayna. Magda suddenly felt anxious about Camilla. She was not a young woman, and that had been
adreadful fight. And Camillahad been so worried about her that she had probably not troubled to look
after hersdf. Yet she knew if sheinquired, Camillawould makeit apoint of honor to ingst there was
nothing wrong with her.

Cholayna, lowering hersdlf to her spread blankets, hesitated.
“Shdl | cover thefire? It might show us up to—to anything that’ s prowling in the woods.”



“Leaveit,” sad Jaelle. “Anything on four legs, the fire would scare them away. Anything on two legs
— Goddess forbid—we might aswell seewhat’ s coming after us. | don’t want anyone—or anything—
snesking up on meinthedark.” Shelaughed, nervoudy. “Thistime Vanessaand | will do thefighting
and letyou deep.”

Magdadid not fed deepy, but knew she should rest. The hedling skin on her arm itched amost to
the bone. Thefire sank lower. She could see Vanessa, seated on a saddlebag; Jaelle was somewhere
out of her sght, but Magda couldfedl her pacing boundaries of their camp, protecting it, asif she spread
brooding wings over it...dark wings of the Goddess Avarra, sheltering them ...

For so many years she had thought of Jaelle as younger, fragile and vulnerable, to be protected as
she would have protected her child; yet from the first Jaelle had assumed leadership of thisjourney,
taken respongbility for seeing al of them safe. Her freemate had grown; it wastime for Magdato stop
thinking of Jaelle aslessthan her equal.

Sheisasstrong as |, perhaps stronger. It is high time for meto realize that | cannot, | need
not, carry all the weight alone. Jaelle, if | let her, will do her share. And more...

They took the road northward, cutting acrosswild country by little-known trails toward the Kadarin,
avoiding main roads and villages. After five days of travel they came on a better-traveled road; Jeelle
sad that she would rather keep away from main roads, especidly with Cholaynawith them. “Even this
far north, gossp may have run into the hills that among the Terransin Thendara there are some with
black skins, and | would as soon answer no questions about what we are doing with a Terran in our
company. Renunciates raise enough question in these hills, without a Terran woman aswell. Vanessa
could passfor amountain woman, some of the forge-folk have animal eyes. Neverthelesswe must ford
the Kadarin, and for that we must go to one of the main fords or ferries; last spring’ s floods have made
the less-traveled fords too dangerous.”

“I’ll risk anything you will,” Vanessasaid.
“Never mind; Cholayna, just keep your hood around your face and don’t answer any questions.
Pretend you' re deaf and dumb.”

“| should have stayed in Thendara, shouldn’t 1?1’ m just endangering dl of you,” said Cholaynawith
atouch of hitterness, but Jaelle made an impatient gesture.

“Doneisdone. Just keep your wits about you and obey orders, that’sdl | ask.”

And for aminute Magdawondered if her freemate was actudly glad to see the Terran woman, head
of Intelligence, for achange taking ordersrather than giving them, if Jaelle was pleased to have Cholayna
under her command. Then she absolved Jadlle, mentally, of that pettiness. She hersdf might have fdlt that
way, at least for amoment; Jaelle was dl too obvioudy only worrying about the safety of the group.

And in fact there was probably |ess danger for any of them, even if Cholaynawas recognized as
Terran, at the large populated fords and ferries, than in some remote village where the Kadarin could be
forded in secret. They had had enough of remote villagesfor onetrip.

Half adozen caravans were at the ford before them, and Camilla, who was wearing ashort down
jacket, her ragged gingery hair and scarred gaunt features hardly identifiable as awoman’s, made some
excuse and rode aong the stacked-up groups awaiting the ferry. She came riding back looking

disappointed.
“I had hoped to see Rafi here, with the Anders woman, perhaps.”

Jaelle shook her head. “Oh, no. They arealong way ahead of us, kinsvoman.”



Camillatightened her mouth and looked away, her eyesveiled likeahawk’s “Tha’sasit may be;
thereis always the chance. Arewe going to ford, or pay the ferryman?’

“Ford, of course. | don’t want anyone getting agood look a Cholayna; there’ saproverb in these
hills, inquistive asaferryman’ s apprentice. What’ sthe matter, afraid to get your feet wet?’

“No morethan yoursdlf,chiya . But | thought wewerein ahurry.”

“We' d have to wait an hour for the ferryman, with all those people ahead of us; we can ford as soon
asthat man and hisdogs and hischervinesare dl across,” Jaelle said, watching the badly organized
group ahead of them, apair of young boys urging dogs and chervinesinto the water with sticks and
menaces, women in riding-skirts clinging to their saddles and squeding; something frightened one of the
nervous riding-beastsin midstream, and one of the women was out of her saddle and floundering in the
water; it was an hour before the ford was clear again, and Jaelle paced the bank restlesdy. Magda could
see that shewasitching to get out there and show the men how awell-organized caravan forded ariver.
Their misson permitted no such indulgence.

“Never mind,” Magda said asthey started leading their pack animasinto the trampled mud at the
near edge of the ford, “you can get out there and show them how a Renunciate guide takes her crew
across.”

Jeelle grinned, abashed. “Am | astransparent asthat?’
“I’ve known you along time,breda mea .

They went in orderly fashion, Jadlle leading with the foremost of the pack animason alead rein, then
Magda, Vanessa, Cholaynamuffled like aleronis in Magda’' s spare riding-cape, and Camillabringing up
the rear. They had, she reflected, forded the Kadarin more easily than if they had waited for the ferry,
which was now caught in one of the eddies of the ford, while the ferryman and his sons, swearing and
shouting, weretrying to poleit free.

They left the ferry behind, and the Kadarin, and rode away into the mountains.

At first the dopes of the foothills were gentle, and they rode on well-marked trails, every dope
leading between deep canyonsfilled with conifers and cloud. Jadlle led, setting the fastest pace the
horses could endure. Thiswas home country for the chervines, and they headed into the fiercest winds
with pure pleasure.

Gradually the hills began to rise higher, the passes now leading between naked rock. Jaelle was
careful not to be caught above the tredline after dark, but at night, cuddled in their doubled deeping bags
for warmth, Magda shivered at the savage shrilling cry of bansheesin the frozen passes, acry which
could, sheremembered, parayze any prey within range.

“What in hdl isthat?’ Vanessaquavered.

“Banshee. Y ou read about them, remember? They probably wouldn’t come below the tregline
except in aspecidly hard winter when they were garving. Thisisstill summer, remember?’

“Some summer,” Cholaynagrumbled. “1 haven’t been warm since we forded the Kadarin.”

“So eat more,” Magda suggested. “ Cdories are heet, aswell as nourishment.” Cholaynawas
tolerating the pace, the cold and the atitude better than Magda had hoped; she must have been one hell
of a field agent . Though as the passes grew steeper, more like chervine trailsto climb, and they were
forced to dismount and walk or climb up the steeper dopes—past Nevarsin they might have to abandon
the horses dtogether, and ride chervines—the Terran woman’ s face seemed pinched, her eyesdaily



deeper sunken in her head. Camillawas hardened to rough travel, and V anessa sometimes acted asiif
the whole trip was something she had organized for the fun of it, her own specid climbing holiday. This
attitude sometimes got on Magda’ s nerves, but since Vanessa’ s mountaincraft had helped them over
some of the worst stretches, she supposed Vanessawas entitled to enjoy herself.

Ahead of them lay the Pass of Scaravel, more than seven thousand meters high. On the fifth day past
the Kadarin, they camped on the lower dope of the road up into Scaravd, after daylong travel inthin
flurrying snow that cut visibility to afew horse-lengths ahead. Camillaand Vanessa had grumbled about
this, but Magdawas just aswell pleased; she could keep her eyes on the trail and was not confronted at
every turn with the sight of bottomless chasms and dizzying drops off sheer dliffs. The path was dippery
in the snow, but not redlly dangerous, she thought, only dimly redlizing how hardened she had grown to
roads that would have had her sweating blood only afew tendays ago.

“There’ sdill light,” Vanessaargued, “it’ s less than three or four kilometersto the top. We could still
get across.”

“With luck. And I’ m not trusting to luck any more,” Jadlle said testily. “ There are banshees above the
tredline here, as| have good cause to remember. Want me to introduce you to onein thedark?It’s
eader to get over in daylight. And we could al do with somerest and hot food.”

Vanessaglared and for amoment Magda was sure she would continue the argument, but findly she
turned away and began to unsaddie her horse.

“You’rethe boss.”

“I want all the loads unpacked and redistributed before we start out tomorrow,” Jaelle ordered. “We'
ve used up a consderable amount of supplies; and the lessweight the animas haveto carry, the easier to
get across Scaravel—and through the mountains beyond. There are passes beyond Nevarsn which
make Scarave look likeaholein the ground.”

Magda came to help with the loads, while Camilla started afire in the camp stove and Cholayna
began unpacking rations. They had falen into aregular camp routine by thistime. Soon agood smell of
cooking began to steal through the camp.

“Snowing harder,” Camillasaid, surveying the dark sky. “We'll need the tents. Come and help me
set them up,breda

They had made it ahabit that whenever they set up tentsthey should aternate, changing tentmates
every camp; Magdawould have preferred sharing quarters permanently with either Camillaor Jadlle, but
she understood Jadlle’ sinsstence that they should not divide themsdlvesinto cliques or teams, that this
had been the ruin of many expeditions. Tonight Magda was sharing the smdler tent with VVanessa, while
Camilla, Cholaynaand Jaelle were in the larger one. Vanessa, changing her socks before dinner, dug
into her personal pack and began to attack her hair with a brush.

“I think I’ d face bandits again for achance at abath,” she said. “My hair fedsfilthy and I’ m grubby
al over”

Magda agreed with her that thiswas one of the greatest hardships of thetrail. “There will be awomen
'sbath-house in Nevarsin, though,” she said, “and perhaps we can find a washerwoman for some clean
clothes”

“Ready to eat, you two?’

“Just brushing my hair,” Vanessasaid, tying a cotton scarf over her head. Camillawas ladling stew
onto plates and handing it round; they sheltered under the tent flaps, sitting on saddlebags, to eat. Magda
was hungry, and cleaned up her stew quickly, but Cholaynawas smply pushing the food around on her
plate.



“Cholayna, you are going to have to eat more than that,” Camillasaid. “Redly, you musg—"

Cholayna exploded. “Damnation, Camilla, | am not achild; | have been looking after mysdlf for the
best part of sixty years, and | smply will not be badgered thisway! | know you mean well, but | am sick
and tired of being endlessy ordered about!”

“Then you should act asif you knew how to look after yourself asagrown woman,” Camilla snarled.
“You are behaving like agirl of fifteen on her first excurson from the Guild-house! | don’t care how old
you are or how experienced in other climates or among the Terrans, here you do not know how to care
for yoursdf—or you would be doing it. And if you cannot be trusted to eat properly, then someone must
make sure that you do it—"

“Holdit, Camilla—" Jaelle began, and Camillaturned on her.

“Don’tyou gtart! | have been holding back from saying thisfor atenday now. It isnot fair; if
Cholayna neglects hersalf and gets sick, she can endanger usal—"

“Evenif thisistrue, it isnot your placeto say it—" Jaelle began, but now Camillawasin arage.

“Atthispoint | care nothing whose placeit may be! If the leader says nothing, then | will. | have been
waiting for daysfor you to do your duty and speak to her about this, but because this Terran woman
was once your employer you have not had the courage or the common sense to spesk asingle word. If
that is how you see your duty as head of this expedition—"

“I domy duty as| seeit,” Jeelle said, a white heat, “and | am not agirl to be lessoned by you—"

“Listen to me, both of you,” Cholaynainterrupted. “ Settle your placesin the pecking order
somewhere else, and don’t use me asyour excuse! | am trying to eet asmuch as | can of your damned
filthy food, but it’s not easy for me, and | don’t need reminding al thetime! | will dothebest | can; leave
it a that, will you?’

“Just the same,” Vanessasaid, “what they said istrue, Cholayna. Y ou act asif they had no right to
say it. But on an expedition like this, politenessis not asimportant asthe truth. If you get sick, therest of
uswill haveto look after you. | havetold you before that at these dtitudes you smply must force fluids
and caories”

“I amtrying, Vanessa, but—"

Magdajoined in for thefirg time. “Even if what you say istrue, Vanessa—and you too, Camilla—do
you have to be so hard on her? Remember, thisis Cholayna’ sfirg trip into thefild in many years, and
her first experience with thiskind of climate—"

“All the more reason, then, that she should be guided by those of uswith experience—" Camillasaid,
but Jadlle interrupted her:

“Doyou think it isgoing to do her any good if you Smply stand there and scream &t her likea
banshee? | don’t think | could est abite with you standing over me and yelling at the top of your voice!”

Magdaheld out her hand in a conciliating gesture.

“Shaya,please —”

“Damnation, Margdi, will you a least keep out of this? Every time| try to settle something, you want
togetintoit. If Camillaand | cannot talk without you trying to jJump into the gap, asif you were afrad
something would dip by without your having ahand init—"

Magdashut her mouth with an effort. It was so much like what Lexie had said:Hellfire, Lorne, is
there any pie on this planet you don’t have your fingersin ? Wasthistruly how she appeared to
people? She started to say, | was only trying to help, and realized, if it wasn’t obvious, that shewasn't.

Cholayna had picked up her plate and was making an effort to force down the cold, greasy meat



sew.

Can't they even see that if she triesto eat that, and she’s already half sick, it’s going to make
her worse? Jaelle atleastshould be able to see that . She opened her mouth again, knowing that she
risked another set-down for interfering, but Camillareached for the plate.

“Let me heat that up for you, Cholayna, or if you'’ d rather, we gtill have plenty of thedried
porridge-powder, which may be easier for you to eat. I’ [l mix it with plenty of sugar and raisins. There's
no sense wasting good meat on anyone who doesn’t appreciate it and probably can’t digest it properly
anyhow. Does anyone want to share the rest of the stew with me while I make up some porridge for
Cholayna?’

“And |’ ve been thinking,” Vanessavolunteered, “it might be agood thing to save the specid Terran
high-dtitude rationsfor her. They’ redmost entirely synthetics, but they’ re very high-caorie, high-fat,
high-carbohydrate, and they won't upset her; the rest of us can make do on the dried meat and fruit
from natural sources. Here,” she added, handing over the porridge-powder into which Camillahad
dtirred sugar and raisins, and Cholayna accepted the mixture gratefully.

Magda could see that she had to force hersdlf to et, but at least it was ssmpler to force herself when
it was smply disinclination to the effort of chewing and swallowing, not an attempt to overcome decades
of training, both in custom and ethical preference.

It frightened her to be so aware of what Cholaynawas thinking. There had been times, in her early
training in the Forbidden Tower, when she had found herself unable to cut out the thoughts and emotions
of her colleagues. But they had al been strong tel epaths. Cholaynawas head-blind and a Terran, and
there should be no such involuntary spillage of emotions.

And Camilla, too, had seemed to know—and Magda stopped hersalf there. No one should know
better than she hersdlf that benesth Camilla’ s rough-talking exterior was asingularly sengtive, evena
motherly woman. There was surely no need to postul ate that the stress of thistrip, or something else she
had no way of identifying, was bringing out latentlaran in Camilla, or evenin Cholayna.

Jedlle said sheepishly to dl of them at large, “I’ m sorry. | can’t imagine what got into me. Camiilla,
forgive me, kinswoman. | meant what | said but | should have been more tactful about it. Margali—"
Sheturned to Magda and held out her arms. “Forgive me,breda mea !”

“Of coursel” Magda hugged her, and after amoment Camilla cameto join them; then Vanessaand
Cholaynawere there and the five of them were joined in agroup embrace that washed away dl the
anger.

“I can’timaginewhy | sarted ydling,” Camillasad. “I didn’t mean to, truly, Cholayna. | don’t want
you to get sick, but honestly, | didn’t mean to keep on at you about it.”

Vanessasad, “ Thiskind of group tension on an expedition isto be expected. We should be on
guard againgt it.”

“Maybe,” Camillasaid wryly, “the Sisterhood istesting usfor our worthiness to be admitted to that
place?

“Don’'t laugh. We are—" Jadllelooked at them serioudly. “ The legend saysthat wewill be tested
ruthlessy, and—we—" she swallowed, searching for words, “Can’t you see? We are searching for
Sisterhood, and if we cannot keep it among ourselves—" her voicetrailed away into silence.

At least, Magda thought as she crept into the tent she shared with Vanessa, they were al speaking
again. Magdaregoiced; it would be hard enough to cross Scaravel even with their utmost cooperation.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

<«

Jedlle pointed through alight flurry of faling snow.

“The City of Snows. Nevarsin,” she said. And Magda picked up her thought—they were amost
frighteningly open to one another now—Will we find Rafaella and Lexie there? And if we do not,
what then? It was beyond belief that Jaelle, at least, would be willing to turn around and go home again.
In her mind thisjourney took on unrea and dreamlike proportions, it would go on forever, farther and
farther into the unknown, in pursuit of robed figures, the sound of crows calling, the shadow of the
Goddess brooding over them with great dark wings....

Camilla' s horse bumped gently into hers. “Hey, there! Areyou adeep on your feet like afarmer at
spring market, gawking at the big city?”

Nevarsn rose above them, acity built on the Sde of amountain, streets climbing steeply toward the
pesk, where the monastery rose, naked rock walls carved from the living stone of the peak. Above the
monastery were only the eterna snows.

They entered the gates of Nevarsin late in the day, and found their way through snow-covered
streets, which angled and climbed and sometimes were no more than flights of narrow steep steps, up
which their horses had to be urged and their chervines led and sometimes manhandled upward.
Everywhere there were statues of thecristoforo prophet or god— Magdaknew little about the
cristoforo sect—the Bearer of Burdens, arobed figure with the Holy Child on his shoulders surmounted
by what could have been asun or aworld or perhaps merely ahalo. Bellsrang out at frequent intervals,
and once asthey climbed toward the top of anarrow street, they met a procession of monks, robed in
austere garments of sacking, barefoot in the snow-covered streets. (But they seemed as comfortable,
their feet as pink and hedthy, asif they were dressed for amore amenable climate. )

The monks, chanting as they came—Magda could make out very little of the words of their hymn or
canticle, which wasin an obscure dialect of casta — looked neither to left nor to right, and the women
had to move their horses and pull them to one Sde of the Street, dismounting to hold the reins of the
pack animas. The monk at the head of the procession, a balding old man with a hook nose and afierce
scowl, looked crosdy at the women, and Magda supposed he did not approve of Renunciates.

So much the worse for him, then; she was going about her own businessjust as hewas, and redlly
with far lesstrouble to other people; at least their band were not expecting everybody to get out of the
middle of what was, after al, a public thoroughfare.

There were agreat many of the monks, and by the time they had al passed by, dusk wasfalling, and
the snow was coming down heavily.

“Where are we going, Jadlle? | suppose you know?’ Camilla asked.

“Nevardanisacristoforo city,” Jeellesaid, “and as| think | told you, women are not welcome at
public-houses or inns unless properly escorted by husbands or fathers. | told you about the place; Rafi
and | used to make jokes about the Nevarsin Guild-House. They may be there waiting for us.”

The house, alarge one built from the local stone, wasin the remotest corner of the city, and inside
had the good smell of freshly worked leather. Inside, the great door opened on a huge courtyard
(“Dry-town style,” Jaelle whispered to Magda as they were shown insde), where young women in
heavy workman'’ s gprons and thick boots were running about. They stopped to greet the strangers with
hospitable bows. The mistress of dl these women, asmall tough old woman with arms like a blacksmith’



S, came out, looked at Jaelle with ahuge grin, then wrapped her in a smothering embrace.
“Ah, Kindra’ sfogerling!”

“Arlinda, you look no different than when | last saw you—can it have been seven years ago? More
then that?’

“It was seven years, Betta had just died, Goddess give her rest, and | eft the place in my hands. How
good to seeyou, thereisawaysroom here for Renunciatesto lodge! Comein, comein! Suzd, Marissa,
Shavanne, lead their horsesinto the stable, run and tell Luliein the kitchen that there will be three, no,
four, no, five guestsfor dinner! Givetheir horses hay and grain, and their chervinestoo, and haul al their
packloads into the strongroom; | will give you areceipt, no,chiya ? Just so there’ sno question. You
came across Scaravel ? Mercy me, you look thin and tired, and no wonder, after such atrip! What can |
do for you first? Hot wine and cakes? A bath? A meal within ten minutes, if you are famished?’

“A bath would be heaven,” Jaelle said, to enthusiastic seconding murmurs from al four of the others.
“But | thought we would have to go out to the women’ s bathhouse—"

“My dears, weare thewomen’ s bathhouse now, it was going downhill, no towds, the attendants with
their hands out for tips dl the time, and pimps hanging around for so many of the women of the streets
that the respectable family men wouldn'’t let their respectable family women go to it anymore! Sol
bought it on the cheap, and let it be known that | wanted the street girls certified clean by one of the
women’ sdoctors here. And if | caught them making assignations here, out they went. And | chased off
al the pimpsfor good and dl. | let the good-time girls know in no uncertain termsthat if they wanted
baths here, they’ d better behave on these premises like apprentice virgin Keepersl And do you know, |
think they were glad of it, to be treated just like family women, no difference between them and the
wives and daughters of gentlefolk.” She shouted. “ Suzel, take these ladies to the best guest-chamber,
and then gtraight to the baths, bath’ s on the house, no charge, these are old friends!”

She drew Jadlle aside but they dl heard her whisper, “ And when you’ re bathed and rested, deary, |
have a message for you from your partner. Not now, not now, go and have your bath and I’ Il send some
hot winefor you in your guest room.”

Jeelle looked pae and strained. “1 beg of you, Arlinda, if Rafi ishere, send her to me at once. We
have traveled from Thendarain the grestest haste we could manage, hoping to overtake her. Don’t play
gameswith me, dear cousin.”

Arlindawrinkled up her face, wrinkled and tanned like her own saddle leather. “Would | do that to
you, deary? Oh, no, Rafi’ s not here; they were here three days and went on only yesterday morning.
The onewho’ d been sent to meet them from you-know-where came for them and they left with her.”

Jaelle dumped forward and for aminute Magda thought she would faint. She put her arm out and
Jadlleleaned on it hard. Through the touch of her freemate’ s hand Magda could fed misery and dismay.

To come so far, and to miss them by so little...

But she recovered hersdlf swiftly. She said with gentle dignity, “'Y ou spoke of amessage, but if they
have gone on before us, it certainly can wait until my companions are bathed and rested. | thank you,
cousn.”

Arlinda’ s establishment was nothing if not efficient. In afew seconds, so it seemed to Magda, they
had been shown to rooms, given receipts for their packloads and had their persona sacks brought to
their assigned room, which was large and light and as clean asif it were adepartment of Terran Medic.
There was alaundry on the premisestoo, and their soiled and travel-grubbied clothing was whisked
away with the promise that it would be returned the next morning. All these things were accomplished by
young, energetic, friendly girls, mostly between fifteen and twenty, who scurried around briskly, but with
the utmost gaiety, and showed no sign whatever of being driven or intimidated. When Camillawas dow



to change her garments (Camilla, because of the scars on her mutilated body, always hesitated to bare
hersdf among strangers) they tactfully offered her abathwrap to wear while her clothing was being
washed, whisked away to fetch it for her, and had her clothes off and the fresh wrap on her body
amog, it seemed, while Camillawas grumbling a them that she could manage perfectly well without it.

“Now | know,” said Camilla, wrapping herself in the bath garment, which was faded and wrinkled
but smelled cleanly of soap, “why Kindraused to call this place the Nevarsin Guild-house.”

“It’ s certainly more efficiently run than many in the Domains,” Magda agreed. One of the young
women, beckoning to conduct them to the bath, halted alittle and she addressed herself directly to Jalle.

“Y ou are theleader of thisband, mestra ?’
“am.”

“Thetdl woman with white hair. Sheis—does she—isthe skin disease from which she suffers
contagiousin any way? If so,mestra , your friend must bathe by herself and may not comeinto the
common pool.” Her voice was alittle embarrassed, but quite firm, and Jaelle answered in the same way.

“On my honor, she suffersfrom no contagious allment. Her skinisthat way from birth; she comes
from afar country where al men and women have such coloring.”

“Wadl, | never! Who'd have believed it!” the girl blurted in wonder. Cholayna, who had stood behind
Jaelle wondering what was going to happen, said, “It istrue, my girl. But if your customersin the
bathhouse will be bothered or afraid that they will catch something, | am willing to bathe alone, aslong
as| have abath somehow.”

“Oh, no,mestra , that won’t be necessary, our mistress has known Jaglle along time, her word’s
good,” thelittle girl said, kindly if not tactfully. “It’ s just that nobody here’ s ever seen nobody like you,
sowedidn’t know, so we had to ask because of the other customers, you see? No offense meant, none
adl”

“Nonetaken,” Cholaynasaid gracioudy (how she managed it, naked in a bath wrap. Magda never
knew). Asthey went on into the bath cubicles assigned to them, Cholayna said to Magdain an
undertone, “I had never thought how strange it would be, in apart of the world where everyone looks
very much aike. But then, there are other planetslike this, though not many. Skin aspae as Camilla’s
would be amost as unusua on, say, Alpha, asl am here. What materid isthis?’ she asked, fingering the
bathwrap, “It can’t be cotton, not in this climate; or do they grow it in the south near Dalereuth?”

“It isthefiber of the featherpod tree; they grow everywherein the hills. Woven podwool likethisis
codtly; it iscommoner to treet it like felting or papermaking, because the fibers are short. But whenit is
woven thisway, it takes the dyes so beautifully that many people think it worth the trouble and cogt. In
the old days, pod weavers were a separate guild, who kept their craft secrets by living in their own
villages and never marrying outsdersat dl.”

Then the bath attendants came in; the child must have passed on the word about Cholayna, for there
was not even any undue staring as they sogped and scrubbed al the women; even Camilla’ s customary
defensiveness relaxed when no one paid the faintest attention to the scars covering her body, and she
laughed like ayoung girl asthe atendants rinsed them under a hot spray before sending them out into the
hot pool. Magda sank into it gratefully, though the water was too hot at first tor Vanessa, who yelped
aloud as she stepped in.

“Y ou sound like apig ready for butchering, Vanessal You'll get used toit,” Jaelle advised, lowering
hersdlf into the steaming water. It smelled faintly sulfurous and seemed to soothe out dl the soresand
aches of riding. The women leaned back on the stone shelf in the water, Sghing.

“It feelstoo good to betrue,” Cholaynasaid. “ The last time we were this comfortable, they had us
drugged and poisoned!”



“After this, | fed asif | could handle my weight in bandits,” Magdalaughed.

Jeelle said serioudy, “We are as safe here as in our own Guild-house, and much safer than we should
have been in any of the public bathhouses, some of which are run by pimps and such people.”

“In Nevaran? Where the holy monks rule everywhere?” Camillawas frankly skeptical.

“The holy monks are much too haly to think of such things as lawsto protect women traveling
adone” Jadlesad wryly. “Inther opinion, virtuous women do not use such luxuries as public bathhouses
where strangers might see their naked bodies, and if awoman frequented such a place shewould
deserve whatever came to her—disease, unwel come attentions of whatever kind. Therewas atime,
when thecristoforo rule of Nevarsin was absol ute, that there were lawsto close dl the public
bathhouses. A few stayed open outside the law and of course, being run by lawless men, they were
lawless places, and the monks used the conduct at such placesto judtify their closing them... see, baths
are wicked places, look at the kind of people who attend them ! Fortunately the laws are more
sensible now, but | understand the monks are still not allowed to attend public bathhouses, nor are pious
cristoforo women.”

Camillasnorted. “If themonks’ bodies are asfilthy astheir thoughts, then they must be adirty lot
indeed.”

“Oh, no, Camilla, they have their own baths, | am told, within the monastery. And many homes aso
have baths on the premises. But of course those are only the richer folk, and the poorer sort of people,
especialy poor women, had no respectable place for a clean bath until some women opened them. And
of course, the early ones were not overly respectable, as Arlindatold us; she has done the women of this
city as much service as any Guild-house”

“She should be made an honorary Renunciate,” Camillasaid, snking down to her chinin the hot
water.

Jeelle lowered her voice s0 that the small group of pregnant matrons at the far end of the hot pool
might not hear.

“| think sheis more than that. Did you hear what she said about Rafaella?The woman sent from
you-know-where ... what, do you think, could that be, if not some envoy from the place we are looking
for? One of the things mentioned in the old legend wasthis: if you came far enough, you would be
guided. Rafadllaand Lexie have come far enough, perhaps, to encounter that guidance. It may be that
the message Réfi left me was about the guides sent from—that place.”

Camilla’ s voice was openly scornful.

“ And when we get there we will find oursel ves among the spicebread-trees and the rainbirds who
build nests of scented woods to roast themsalves for the hungry traveler?’

But Jaelle was perfectly serious.

“I do not know at dl what it isthat we will find. The legend says that what each person findsis
different, and suited to his needs. There was an old story my nurse used to tell me—oh, | wasvery little
then, atiny child in the Great House of Shainsa.” Magda could hardly keep from staring at her freemate.
Only once before in dl the years she had known her freemate had Jeelle referred, even fleetingly, to her
childhood in the Dry-Towns, and never to anyonein her father’ s house there. She could tell from Camilla
'seyesthat thiswas equaly astonishing to her.

“The story said that three men went out to seek good fortune,” Jaelle said, in afaraway voice, “and
one married abeautiful wife with much gold and treasure, and thought he was fortunate. And the second
found an abandoned homestead where he pruned the trees and they grew fruits and mushrooms for him,
and he tamed wild cattle, and fowl, and as he labored night and day to build hisfarm by the hard work
of hishands, felt himself the most fortunate of al men. But thethird, they say, sat in the sun and watched



the clouds, and heard the grass grow, and listened to the voice of God, and said, Never was any man so
fortunate and favored as1.”

Therewas along minute of silence. Then Cholayna said, determinedly practical, “Aslong as| find
Alexis Anders dive and unharmed, | have aready enough notes on this country and have seen enough
srangethingsthat | should be the most ungrateful of women to complainif | find nothing more.”

“I would hope for amountain to equal Montenegro Summit,” said Vanessa, “but one can’t have
everything.”

“Be careful what you pray for,” Jaglle laughed, “you might get it. There are mountains here, | tell you,
much higher than Scaravel—though, after this, | could liverichly content if | knew | would never again

travel abovethetredine. Margai, what do you want from that city of legends, should we be guided
there?’

“Like Cholayna, I’ Il be content to find Lexie and Rafadlla safe and well. Somehow | can’timeagine
ether of them being very interested in ancient wisdom—"

“And asfor legends,” Vanessasaid cheekily, “you yoursdf are the legend againgt which they are
measuring themsalves, you, Lorne—"

Magdaflinched asif Vanessahad struck her. She needed no reminding of that—that in a sense she
was to blame that these two women, who should have been her friends, had risked this desperate and
dangerousjourney.

For all that, would | have wished this road untraveled? | have tested my own strength and
found myself stronger than | ever believed. Would | wish this undone?

Leaning back in the clouds of steam, her body at ease in the hot bath, sheredized that it did not
meatter a particle whether shewished dl thisundone. Ithad happened; it was a part of her, whether for
good or bad did not matter either. It was up to her to learn what she could from the experience, and
pass on to the next thing in her life,

Just as she suddenly knew that shefdt free of the “Lornelegend” which had pursued her for so long.
No one, least of dl Magda, had required of Alexis Andersthat shetry to equal or surpass Magda’s
achievements.It had been Lexie’s own doing, not hers ! Magdafdt asif aburden heavier than the
chervine packloads had fallen from her back and dissolved in the hot water. She would still help Lexie
when she found her; the younger woman had gone into deeper waters than she wastrained to handle.
Magdawas obligated to do anything she could to help her. But only, as her vow required her to be... in
the words of the Renunciate Oath. .. mother and sister and daughter to all women . Not from guilt,
not because it was her fault Lexie had done this rash and stupid thing. She sighed, along sigh of pure
relief.

“l am getting soggy,” Vanessasaid. “I think | will get out, and try some of that hot wine they offered

us.
“Enjoy yoursdlf,” Jadlle said, “but | must have Rafadlla’ s message as quickly as possible.”

Clean clothing was as great aluxury asthe bath; Magda had saved one set when shelet the laundry
women take away hersfor washing. Food had been brought and smelled most appetizing; but Jadlle
hurried off to Arlindafor Refaglla’ s message.

“Forgive me,breda . But Arlinda has known me since before | took Oath as a Renunciate, and she
may talk more freely with me aone than with someone else to hear. Save me some of the roast
rabbithorn I can smell on those platters.”

Magda conceded the good sense of this, but felt troubled as she watched Jaelle go off done. Her
Amazon trousers had gone for cleaning and she was wearing her old fur-lined bathrobe; she looked



smal and vulnerable, and Magda wished she could protect her. But Jaglle was not achild to be
protected. She went back and watched the others taking covers off disheswith frank greed. Even
Cholayna succumbed to adish of boiled whiteroot seasoned with cheese and pungent spices, with a
great dish of four kinds of mushrooms and aside platter of stuffed vegetables. Although she did not
touch the roast rabbithorn, she did eat some of the stuffing of dried apples and bread soaked in red wine.

Magda set asde a haunch of the rabbithorn and plenty of the stuffing and vegetables for Jaelle. All
through the meal she kept expecting the door to open and her freemate to return, but they had cut into
the dessert by the time Jaelle came back.

“I thought | would never eat redberry sauce again, after that place,” Vanessasaid, dribbling the
swest red stuff across the surface of asmooth custard. “But | find it tastesas good asit did then, and
thistime, at least, | am surethereisno noxiousdrug init.”

They dl turned to look as Jadlle camein.
“We saved you plenty of dinner,” Vanessasaid, “but it’s probably cold as a banshee’ sheart.”

“Banshee heart, boiled or roasted, isadish | would never cook,” said Cholayna, “but if therest is
too cold, we can probably have it heated up in the kitchens.”

“No, that’ s al right. Cold roast rabbithorn is served at dl the best banquets,” Jaelle said, as she came
and sat down and hel ped herself to rabbithorn and mushrooms. It seemed to Magdathat she looked
cold and congtrained.

“What was Rafi’ s message, love?’

“Only to come after her asfast as| could manage,” Jaelle said, “ but there was another message
which Arlindagave me.” But after thisshewas slent so long that Vanessafinally asked belligerently,
“We|?|sthis some great secret?’

“Not at al,” Jedllesad at last. “ Tonight, so Arlindatold me, onewill come, supposedly, from that
place, and she will speak with us. And | could tell, from the way Arlinda spoke, that she was afraid. |
cannot imagine why, if the Ssterhood is as benevolent as | have dways heard, awoman like Arlinda
would have anything to fear from her. What Arlinda has managed to do, in acity like Nevarsin, isal but
unbelievable. Why should the Sisterhood frighten her?” Jadlle poured herself some of the spiced wine,
and sipped at it, then shoved it away.

“So, weareto betried,” said Camilla. “That isapart of every search, Shaya, love. The Goddess
knows you have nothing to fear. Do you truly think they will find uswanting?’

“Oh, how am | to know that, how do | know what they require?’ Jaelle munched cold rabbithorn, as
uninterested asif it were packaged field rations, her face stolid and closed-in, betraying nothing. “ They
will judge mein the name of the Goddess and | do not know what to say to them.”

Camillasaid, and to Magda she sounded fiercely defensive, “ Y ou are what you are,chiya , likedl of
us, and none of us can be otherwise. Asfor me, | have no more reverence for these women of the Dark
Sisterhood than for their Goddess, who thrust me unasked and uninvited into aworld which has trested
me as |, who am no more than human, would not have treated the meanest of creatures. If their Goddess
wishesmeevil, | will demand of her why, since when it befell me | wastoo young to have done anything
to deserveit; if shewishesmewell, | will ask why she cdlls herslf a Goddess when she was powerless
to prevent evil. And when | have heard her reply, then | will judge her as she or her representatives think
to judge me!” She poured hersdf another glass of wine. “Nor should you fear anything from these
women who presume to spesk in Her name.”

“I don’t fear,” Jadlle said dowly. “I wonder why Arlindafears, that isdl.”
Cholayna had spread out her deeping bag—the single one of Terran make—on thefloor, and, using



her saddlebag and her pack as a pillow, was leaning back, writing in alittle book. She had, Magda
thought, admirably recovered the habits of afield agent. VVanessawas meticuloudy combing and
sectioning her hair for braiding.

Magda was debating following either example, and had started to get her deeping bag out of its pack
when one of the young apprentices camein, carrying an embroidered leather hassock, an elaborate
guest-seet. Behind the girl came Arlinda hersdf. Although Magda expected that Arlindawould take that
Segt, she did not; she backed against the wall and sat down there, legs crossed beneath her heavy
canvas gpron, her brawny arms akimbo, bristling al over with expectation.

Then awoman came into the room, and they dl looked up at her.

She was not exceptionaly tall, but she seemed somehow to take up more space than she physically
occupied in theroom. It was atrick of presence; Magda had met afew people who knew how to useit,
but they were seldom women. She had dark-auburn hair, twisted into atight coil at the back of her head
and fastened there with a copper pin or so. She was dressed in clothing of rather better quality than
anyone Magda had seen at the baths or in the leather-worker’ s shop so far, and it fitted her well,
something unusud for womenin this chilly city of cristofor os where women were expected to efface
themsalves. Her eyeswere pae gray, looking out with an imperious commanding presence from under
her piled hair.

Shetook the elaborate seat quite asif it was the expected thing. Magda glanced at Arlindaand
noticed that the brawny woman’s arms showed signs of goose-flesh, asif she were cold.

What in the name of all the gods on all the planetsin or out of the Empire hasshegot to be
afraid of ? Magdahad not believed anything could make this old Amazon— better fitting the name than
any Renunciate—afraid.

“I antheleronis Acquilara,” she announced. Shelooked them over, one by one. “Will you tell me
your names?’

With one accord they waited for Jaelle to spesk.

“| am Jeellen’haMéeora,” Jaelle said dowly. “These are my companions.” One by one she repeated
their names. “We are from Thendara Guild-house in that city.”

Acquilaraheard them without motion, not aflicker of muscle moving in her face or aflicker of her
eyes. Animposing trick, Magdaknew. She wondered how old the woman was. She could not guess.
Her face was lesslined than Camilla’s; yet the boniness of her fingers, the texture of her skin, told
Magda this was not ayoung woman. When she moved, it was with an air of complete ddliberation, asif
she moved only when she had decided to move and never for any other reason.

She swiveled her head to Cholaynaand said, “1 have known awoman with your skin color. Shewas
poisoned in childhood with ametallic substance. It isso with you, isit not.” It was not aquestion but a
gsatement. She sounded very sdf-satified, asif waiting for them to acknowledge her clevernessin
solving such ariddle.

But Cholayna spoke with equal composure. “It isnot. | have known such cases of heavy-metal
poisoning, but my skin wasthisway at birth; | am from afar country where dl men and women arelike
me”

The eyes of theleronis flickered and jolted abruptly to Cholayna again. Her face was so motionless
otherwise that Magda knew they had redlly taken her by surprise.\WWe were meant to be impressed and
we spoiled that for her . Arrogance was a part of the woman. Somehow Magda had expected that
envoys from the mysterious Sisterhood would be like Marisdla, benevolent and unassuming.

Woas this some form of test? The words formed in her mind without volition. Shelooked at her
freemate, trying to send her awarning; Be careful, Jaelle !



But she knew Jadlle had not recelved the warning, her brain felt dead, the air in the room an empty
void that would not carry thought. So we have had a demonstration of her powers, if not the one she
expected .

Arlindawas still cowering by thewal, and Magda looked at the old Amazon with displeasure, not at
Arlindafor her fear, but a the arrogantleronis for imposing it. Why should an envoy from the Sisterhood
try to terrify them? Suddenly Magda remembered the old woman of her dream in Ravensmark Pass. But
shewas more afraid of this Aquilarathan she had been of that old woman.

Acquilarabegan again.
“I have heard that you are searching for acertain City.”
Jeelle did not waste words. “Have you been sent to take usthere?’

Magda knew, without being sure how she knew, that Jaelle had displeased the woman. Aquilara
shifted her pogition; after her tillnessthis motion was as surprising asif she had legped up and yelled
doud.

“Do you know what you are asking? There are dangers—"
“If wewere afraid of the dangers,” Jaelle retorted, “we would not have come so far.”

“Y ou think you know something of dangers?| tell you, girl, the dangers you have met on the road—
banshees, bandits, all the demons of the high passes— they are nothing, | tell you, nothing beside the
dangersyou till must face before you are taken into that City. It isnot | who impose that test on you,
believe me. It isthe Goddess | serve. Y ou call upon that Goddess, you Renunciates. But will you dare to
face Her, if She should come?’

“| have no reason to fear her,” Jadle said.

“Y ou think you know something of fear?’” Acquilaralooked at Jaelle with contempt, and turned to
Camilla

“And you. Y ou are seeking that City? What for? Thisisa City of women. How shall you, who have
renounced your womanhood, be admitted there?’

Camilla’ s pae face flushed with anger, and Magda suddenly thought of the Training Sessonsin the
Guild-house, when the young women, newly admitted to the Guild, were incited to anger and put on the
defensive, to force them to clarify their real thoughts, to get beyond what they had been taught asyoung
girlsthat they ought to think and feel. Were they being subjected to some such process now, and why?
And why at the hands of thiswoman, thisleronis, if shewasaleronis a dl?

“Why do you say | have renounced my womanhood, when you find mein the company of my ssters
of the Guild-house?’

Acquilara seemed to sneer.

“Where else could you swagger and play the man so well? Do you think | cannot read you asa
woodsman reads the tracks in the first snow? Do you dare deny that for years you lived among men asa
man, and now you think you can become awoman again? Y our heart isaman’s heart—have you not
proven that by taking awoman lover?’

Magdawatched Camilla’ sface, angry and pained. Surely thiswoman was aleronis , or how could
she dtrike so precisdly at Camilla’ s defenses? Y et she, who had been Camilla’ slover so long, knew
better than anyone aive how unjust it was. Sexless as Camilla’ s mutilated body might seem, the body of
theemmasca , Magdaknew better than any other that Camillawas al woman.

“Y ou, who have denied the Goddess in yourself, how will you justify yoursdf to Her?’
Camillawas on her feet, and her hand was gripping her knife. Magdawanted to jump up, physicaly



prevent her from whatever rash thing she might contemplate; yet she sat asif pardyzed, unable to move
amuscle to warn or prevent her friend.

“I will justify mysdlf to the Goddess when shejudtifies hersdf to me” Camillasaid. “And | will judtify
myself to her, not to her envoy. If you were sent to guide usto that City, then guide us. But don’t venture
to test us, that isfor her, not her lackeys.” She stood over theleronis , and for amoment it was a contest
of arrogance.

Magdawas never sure what happened next. There was a flash, something like bluefire, and Camilla
redled backward; shefdll, rather than sat down, on her deeping bag.

“Y ou think you know the Goddess,” stated Aquilara, and now her voice was al contempt. “Y ou are
like the peasant women who pray to the bright Evandato make their garden bloom, and their dairy
animasto drop their calves without blight, and to bring them handsome virile lovers and hedlthy babies.
And they pray to the sheltering Avarrato ease their pains of birth and desth. But they know nothing of
the Goddess. Sheisthe Dark One, cruel and beyond the comprehension of mortal women, and her
worship is secret.”

“If itissecret,” Vanessa said—all thistime she had sat slent on her degping bag, listening but not
gpesking— “why do you tell usabout it?’

Aquilararose druptly to her fedt.

Shesad, “Yougirls—" the term was frankly one of contempt now, and included even the mature
Cholaynain its scorn—*“you think you will use the Goddess? Thetruth isthat shewill useyou in ways
you cannot even begin to contemplate. Sheiscrud. Her only truth isNecessity. But like dl of us, you

aregrig for her mill, and shewill grind you up init. Your friend saw this, and she has begged a place for
you. Be ready when she cdlsyou!”

She turned her back without looking round, and strode out of the room. The apprentice picked up
the seat without aword and followed her.

Arlindawas ill cowering againgt thewall in an agony of fear.

“Y ou should not have angered her,” she whispered, “sheis very powerful! Oh, you should not have
made her angry.”

“I don’t careif she'sthe Goddess hersdlf,” Jaelle said, brusquely, “ she rubbed me the wrong way.
But if she’sgot Lexie and Rafaella, we' ve got to play along with her, a least for awhile.”

Vanessa had resumed combing her hair and was now braiding it into haf adozen smdl braids, for
tidiness. “ Do you think she has Lexie and Rafaella, then?’

Jedlleturned to Arlinda. “Did Rafi go with her?’

Arlindashook her head and mumbled, “Nay, how am | to know of her comings and goings? Sheisa
leronis , asorceress, whatever shewills, so shewill do...”

Magda was shocked, even horrified. Arlinda had seemed so strong, so hearty and tough, and now
shewas mumbling asif she were a senile old woman. Soon after, she kissed Jadlle good night and went
away, and the women of the party were left alone.

“Better get to bed,” Jaelle said. “Who knows what might be up for usin this place? Keep your
knives handy.”

Vanessalooked at her in shock. She said, “I thought you said we were as safe here asin the
Guild-house, with Arlinda—"

“Even aGuild-house can catch fire or something. Arlinda’ s changed from when | knew her ten years
ago. Sitting shaking in a.corner while the old beldame bullies her guests—ten years ago she’ d have dung



Aquilara, or whatever that so-caledleronis cals hersdf, out into the street on her backside.”
“You don’t think she’saleronis 7’ Magda asked.

“Hell, no, | don’t.” Jeelle lowered her voice, glancing cautioudy around asif shethought Aquilara
might be lurking unseen in acorner.

“Shetook alot of painsto impress uswith how much she knew about us aready. About Camilla
having lived asaman, for instance. Anything shecould have used against us, she would have used to put
usat adisadvantage.” Jaelle stopped and glanced from Cholaynato Vanessa.

“But she couldn’t even guessthat you three were Terrans. What the hell kind of leronisisthat !”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

«»

You'reright.” Magdafrowned, trying to decide what this might mean. “ She misses thingsthat even Lady
Rohanawould have picked up. This ‘ greatleronis * would appear to be rather lacking in mental abilities,
athough,” she added grimly, “she obvioudy has some physical ones”

Camillawas gtill Stting on her bedroll looking stunned. Magda went to her.
“Breda, did she hurt you?’

For afrightening minute Camilladid not reply and Magda had a brief memory picture of Arlinda,
maundering suddenly like a senile old woman. Then Camilladrew along bresth and let it out.

“No. Not hurt.”
Vanessa asked, “What precisaly did she do to you, Camilla?| could not see... ”

“How should I know? That devil-spawn in the shape of awoman but pointed her finger at me, and it
seemed that my legswould no longer hold me up; | wasfdling through an abysstorn by al the winds of
theworld. Then | found mysdlf sitting here without wit to open my eyes or spesk.”

Vanessasad, “Ifthat was arepresentative of your Sisterhood, | do not think very highly of them.”

Cholayna, in her guise as aprofessiona, was doing amentd andyss. “Y ou say, Jaelle, that she hasn't
the mentd ahilities one would expect from most of the Comyn. The physicd ahilities she displayed could
be duplicated by astunner. She seemed to rely on presence and the old ‘| know what you’ rethinking’
trick. She reminded me of someone running a confidence game.”

“You'reright,” Vanessaagreed. She drew hersalf up and solemnly intoned, “ Trust me, dear children!
| am the personal representative of the One True Goddess; | see dl, know dl; you see nothing, know
nothing.” She dropped the pose and |ooked thoughtful. “ She said we would besummoned . What do
you suppose she meant by that?’

“I havenoidea,” said Jadlle, “but | would go nowhere—not out of this house, not to the next room,
not to thecristoforo heaven itsef—ather summoning.”

“I don’t seethat we have achoice,” Cholaynasaid. “If she, whoever and whatever sheis, has
Anders and Rafadlla, or even knowswherethey are...”

Jaelle nodded bleskly. “Right. But we' [l hang on here aslong as we can. For the moment we should
get somerest, be ready for whatever it isthey may be planning for us. Want meto take first watch?’



Cholayna put away the little book in which she had been writing. Vanessatied her braided hair into a
scarf and snuggled down in her deeping bag. Camillabacked hersalf up againgt the onewall of theroom
where there were no doors, and said to Magdain an undertone, “1 fed like afoal; yet for thefirst timein
many years | am afraid to be alone. Come and deep here beside me.”

“Gladly,” Magda said, positioning her deeping bag so that Camillalay protected between her and the
wal. “I’m sure that creature—I refuseto cal herleronis — would send us nightmaresif she could

manageit.”
The fire burned low; Jaelle had kept one of the lampslit, and she was sitting up on her deeping bag,
hand ready to her knife. Magda touched the hilt of her own knife... Jaglle’ sknife; years ago, they had

exchanged knives, in the age-old Darkovan ritua binding them to one another. It was familiar now as her
own hand.

She thought, now that we are safe here | should try and let them know, in the Forbidden Tower, that
we are safe. And | would like to know that the children are well and content. She composed hersdlf for
deep, one hand touching the silken bag at her throat where her matrix rested. Drowsing, shelet her mind
dart to range outward. An ingtant later she wasin the Overworld, looking down through grayness at her
gpparently deeping form, the motionless bodies of her four companions.

But athough she tried to move outward, into the gray world seeking the landmarks of the Forbidden
Tower, something seemed to hold her in the room. She hung there motionless, vagudly sensing that
something was wrong. She found hersdlf glancing toward each of her companionsin turn, tensed for
flight but held there by some force she could not overcome. She was not accustomed to this, and while,
out of her body, shewasfree of physical sensation, shefelt an anxiety, ahovering fear that smulated redl

pain.

What could bewrong? All seemed normd; Jedlle, Sitting quietly dert; Vanessaand Cholayna, the
older woman lying on her Side, her face hidden in the pillow and only the pale shock of hair visible,
Vanessa burrowed under her blankets like a child. Camillawas adeep too, tossing and turning unquietly
and muttering to hersdlf, her face twisted into afrown. Magda silently damned Materain every language
she could think of .

Softly at first, then louder, she heard asmal sound in the silence of the overworld; it wasthe calling
of crows. Then she could see them, hooded forms, misty images gradually becoming more defined. For
an indant she had aformless sense of well-being. Yes, thisisthe right path. We are doing what we
wereborntodo .

Then the uneasiness came back, stronger than before; the crows squawked their alarm cry, raucous,
ghrilling through the overworld. Then asharper scream rang through the room which was not redly the
room at al. Hawks! From somewhere, dozens of hawks were in the room, angling, stooping down on
the crowsin every direction. A great wave of emotion, combined of anger, frustration, and jealousy,
emanated from the hawks—it reminded Magda of the Terran legend of Lucifer and hisfallen angels, cast
out from heaven and forever trying to keep others from what they had lost for themselves.

A pair of hawks, feathersfaling, speckled with blood, made adive at Camilla, and Magda snapped
back into her body as Camillawoke screaming.

Or had there been any sound at al? Camillawas sitting bolt upright in her deeping bag, her eyes
wild, her arms outstretched to ward off someinvisible menace. Magdatouched her shoulder, and
Camillablinked and truly woke.

“Goddess guard me,” she whispered. “I saw them; ten thousand devils... and then you came,
Margali, with... ” she stopped and frowned, and at last said in aconfused whisper, “ Crows?’

“Y ou were dreaming, Kima.” Therarely used, rarely permitted nickname was the measure of Magda’
sdisturbance.



Camilla shook her head. “No. Once before you spoke of the emissaries of the Dark Lady astaking
crow form. | am not surel undergtandit... ”

“I don’t either.” But as she spoke Magda had a sudden vision of Avarra, Lady of Death, mistress of
the forces which break down and carry away that which is past usefulness; crows, scavengers and
carrion birds, cleaning up the debris of the past.

Hawks; raptors, preying on theliving...

Vanessamumbled in protest, burrowing deeper into her deeping bag. Magda glanced with
compunction a her companions. She should not disturb them. She got up and went to the fireside,
kneding beside Jeelle.

She asked in awhisper, “Did you see anything?’ and Jaelle started from an unquiet doze.

“Ayee—! What aguardian | am! We could dl have been murdered in our beds herel” Shemade a
nervous gesture at thefire. “1 saw in the flames... women, robed and hooded, with the faces of hawks,
circling about us... Margdi, | do not like your Sisterhood.”

Magda beckoned Camillaforward.

“We saw. Both of us. | think the hawks are—are Aquilara’ s crew, if that makes any senseto you,
and that they have nothing to do with thereal Sisterhood. But the real ones are near us. They will protect
us, if weligen. But if welistento Aquilaraand her threats and summonings... ”

“Yes” sad Camillagruffly, “I too have had awarning. If we stay here, we might better have died a
the hands of the robbers. It is not our bodies in danger thistime; they strike at the inner bastions of our
minds. Our souls, if youwill. It isnot Arlindaor her girlsthat | fear, but they have somehow let this place
be opened... ” she stopped and said in confusion, “1 do not know what | am talking about. Isthiswhat
you two mean when you speek oflaran 7’

Jeellelooked from one to the other, dismayed. She said, “What do you suggest that we do?’
“Get the hell out of here,” Camillasaid, “not even waiting for daylight.”
“A poor return for hospitdity,” Jeelle said, hesitant.

“Hogpitdity indeed,” Camillasaid dryly, “loosing such a sorceress—I will not give her the honorable
titteofleronis — upon us”

But Jadle was il troubled.

“Cholaynawas so far right,” she said. “If Aquilarahas Rafi—and Lieutenant Anders—I do not see
how we can afford to leave them in her power. If she can guide usto them—"

“I think shelied, to deceive usinto following her,” Camillasad.

“But in the name of the Goddess hersdlf, for what reason?” Magda asked. “What would she want
with us, and why would she try to deceive us anyhow?’

“I don’t know,” Camillasaid, “but | wouldn’t believe aword she said. If shetold usLiriel wasrisng
on the eastern horizon | would look at the sky to be certain.”

For seven yearsit has distressed me that Camilla would not use thelaranto which she was
born. Now when she does | am trying to argue with her , Magdathought. Y et from Jaelle she picked
up the very redl concern; on their actionsin the next few hours, the very lives of Lexie and Rafadllacould

depend.
She thought,damn them both , and quickly retracted the thought. She had known for yearsthat a

thought was avery red thing. She did not have thelaran of the Alton Domain, where amurderous
thought could kill, but she realized wearily that she did not want any harm to cometo Rafadlla, who was



Jedlle’ soldest friend. Shefdt that shewould liketo box Lexie’s ears, but she did not really want to see
her hurt or killed. What they had done was unwise, foolish, and tiresome, but death or damnation would
be too great a penalty.

What then was the answer?

“Just supposing that she told the truth—even if her purpose could have been to confuse uslike this,”
Magdasaid, “and that sheredly does have Lexie and Rafaella? What do we do then?’

“Wait perhapstill she comes back, and | will guaranteeto get it out of her,” Camillasaid; she put her

hand on her knife, then let it fal, her face grim. “1 was not so good at getting it out of her that way, was
1?7

Jedlle said, “No. We can’t fight her like that. | think that kind of fighting would be the worst thing we
could do. She would be able to use the—the emotion of it againgt us. Do you know what | am trying to

say, Magda?’

“ She could make us fight among ourselves. Againgt each other. That may be al the menta power she
has, but | am sure she could do that or something worse. Look what she seemsto have done to Arlinda.”

“But in the name of al the Gods and Goddesses there ever were,” demanded Camilla, “what would
herreasons be? Y ou cannot tell methat she cameinto our lives, lied to us and sent her demons againgt
usjust for amusement! Even if she hasabizarre sense of humor and ataste for lying, what could she
possibly hopeto gain? Evil shemay be, but | cannot believe in the evil sorceresswho indulgesin
wickedness and mischief-making for no reason whatsoever. What does she think she can get from us? If
it was theft she had in mind, she would not need to resort to thisrigmarole. It would be smpler to bribe
Arlinda’ s dogs and watchwomen.”

“Maybe” sad Jedlletentatively, after along time, “it’ saway of keeping us away from the real ones.
Therea Ssterhood.”

Camillasaid scornfully, “1 can just about manage to believe in one Sisterhood of wise priestesses
watching over humankind in the name of the Dark Lady. Two of them would strain my credulity well past
thelimit, Shaya”

“No, Camilla. Serioudy. Thelegendsal say we will betested. If they are what people say, they must
have enemies. Redl enemies, or why would they be so secret in their doings? To meitisnot hard to
believe that there might be—wedll, others, arival Sisterhood, maybe, who hate everything they stand for
and will stop at nothing to try to keep anyone from getting through to them. And the real Siterhood let it
go on because it—wall, it makesit harder for the serious aspirants to get through to them. | mean, | can’t
imagine they would want to be bothered with the kind of people who would listen to Aquilara, or her
kind.”

“Y ou have missed your profession, Jadlle. Y ou should be abalad-singer in the marketplace; never
have | heard such inventive melodrama,” Camillasaid.

Jadlle shrugged. “Whether or no,” she said, “it leaves our main question gtill unanswered. Whatever
this Aquilaramay be, liar, thief, mischief-maker or representative of someriva Sisterhood, the problem
facing usis gill the same. Does she have Rafadlaand Lexie, or was she lying about that too? And if she
does, what can we do about it, and how can wetell the difference? If either of you has any answer to
that question, melodramaor no, | will listen with great willingness. | am reluctant to leave here without
knowing for certain whether Rafaellaisin that woman’shands.”

It aways came back to that, Magda thought in frustration. They were beginning to go around and
around without getting anywhere, and she said so.

“Y ou might aswell get some deep, Jaelle. Camillaand | are not likely to deep much after that—" she
hesitated for aword, reluctant to sayattack; it might have, after dl, been adream shared among the



three of them and born of their mistrust and fear of this place. But Jaelle picked it up.

She said hesitating, “It isnot redly late. If we had not dl traveled so far, none of uswould try to
deepthisearly. Arlinda’ s gpprentices may well be awake, perhaps drinking or dancing in their
common-room, or even lounging in the bath, and | will go and try to talk with them. Perhaps one of them
spoke with Rafi while shewas here.”

“A fineidea. Let mego with you,chiya ,” Camillasuggested, but Jaelle shook her head.

“They will spesk morefredy to meif I’'m adone. Most of them are my age or younger, and there are
two or three of them | used to trust. I’ [l seeif they’ re dtill thereand if they’ |l talk to me.” She did her feet
into boots, said, “I’ll try to be back before midnight,” and dipped away.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

<«

When Jeelle had | eft them, the night dragged. Magda and Camillataked amost not at dl, and then brief
commonplaces of thetrail. Magda grew deepy, but dared not lie down and close her eyesfor fear of
renewed assault by whatever had attacked her before. She knew it was reasonless, but she was for
some reason terrified of seeing again those diving hawks, and dthough Camilla put abraveface onit she
knew Camillafelt much the same.

Cholayna dept restlesdy; Magda feared that the Terran woman was undergoing, &t the lesst, evil
dreams, hut she did not wake her.

Cholaynaneeded rest. She could certainly survive bad dreams, but there were other worries. She
suspected, from the sound of her breathing, that Cholaynawas beginning to suffer afew of the early
symptoms of mountain sickness. How would the older woman survive the dreadful country past
Nevarsan? They had only begun to get into the redlly high plateau.

Cholaynawas tough, she had aready survived Ravensmark and the robbers, and had come across
Scaravel, exhausted, frosthitten, but till strong. Still, she should ask Vanessa, who knew more about
mountains and altitude than any of them, to keep an eye on Cholayna

Asif Vanessa wouldn’t, without my telling her! I’'mdoing it again; trying to protect everyone.
That’s not my job and | should realize it; other people have a right to run their own risks and
take their own chances.

Around them the pulse of the night was dowing; the faint street noises died dmost to nothing. Shedid
not know how to read the faraway chime of the monastery bells, but they had rung softly severd times, a
distant and melancholy sound, before Jaelle came back into the room. Camilla, motionless before the
fire, raised her head.

“Wdl?

Jeelle came close, dropped on the floor before thefire.

“I found acouple of old friends,” she began. Her voice was quiet; partly, Magdafdt, not to waken

Vanessaand Cholayna, but partly because Jaelle feared being overheard by something that was not in
theroomat al.

“One of themwasagirl | knew when | used to come here with Kindra. I was no more than twelve



yearsold then, but Jessamy remembered some of our games. She recognized Rafaglla a once when
they came here. They werelodged in this very room.”

“They were here; | thought so,” Camillasaid. “But why didn’t they wait for us? And was Anders
with her?’

“So Jessamy said. Apparently Lexie had adight case of frosthite, and they stayed here an extra day,
s0 shewould bein better shapeto travel. Jessamy didn’t talk with Rafi about anything persond, or in
private, but Raft told her that | would be coming—in fact, Jessamy thought they’ d intended to wait here
for me. Which iswhy she was so surprised when Rafi [eft without bidding her good-bye, or even leaving
the cusomary way-gift.”

“That’snot like Rafaella” Camillasaid. “I’ ve traveled with her in the mountains. She has always been
generouswith tips—it’ s good business. Up here, everything runs that way—greasing the whedls, so to
gpesk. Even if she was running short of money, she would have been apologetic, made what gifts she
could, and many promises. | wonder what happened?’

“Jessamy said Arlindawas not disturbed—they had paid for their lodging, after al, and she never
inquiresinto what tipsthe girls get. But Rafadlla has stayed here before with explorers and climbersand
asyou say, Camilla, she’saways been generous with tips. Jessamy was hot complaining or criticizing
Rafi, but she did mention that Rafagllamust have been in great haste. She didn’t even remember the
women who repaired saddle-tack and doctored one of their ponies.”

Camilla’smouth was grim. “If you wanted evidence, thereit isfor you. Rafi wouldn’t do that kind of
thing, not if she ever expected to come back here and get decent service. For one reason or another,
they left inahurry, when they’ d been expecting to wait here for us. What more do you want? Probably
that Aquilara, or whatever she cdls hersdf, spirited them away in the middle of the night.”

“If she was here to speak with us, she didn’t go with them,” Magda protested.

“Unless she has taken them somewhere and hidden them,” said Jadlle. “ And if they went willingly,
how do you explain Rafadllaleaving without the proper way-gifts and courtesies?’

“Might she haveintended it asasignd to usthat she didnot gowillingly?” Camillaasked.

“And if Aquilara has hidden them nearby,” Magdasaid, “then. we can smply wait here, and she will
lead usto them. That’swhat she intends. She said s0.”

“I know not what you may chooseto do,” Camillasaid, “but | go nowherein that creature’s
company.Nowhere , understand me? | would not trust her behind me—not even if she was bound and

“If she has Rafadllaand Lexie—" Magda began.
“If Rafadllawas such afool asto trust that evil sorceress, then she deserved whatever—"

“Oh, stop it, both of you,” Jeelle pleaded. “ Thisis not hepful. | cannot imagine Rafi trusting that
woman at al.”

“Jeelle, do you think | am not troubled about her, about both of them? If Camillafed s she cannot
trust that woman Acquilara, then if she sendsfor us, if she says Rafi and Lexie are with her, then perhaps
you and |—"

“I trugt Camilla’ sintuition,” Jaelle said. “ Perhaps tomorrow | shal seek out the woman who doctored
their ponies, give her thetip which | know Rafi would have given her, and try to find out who saw them
leave, and who was with them.”

“That seemsreasonable. It will do Cholaynano harm to have an extraday’srest,” Magda said.
“I amworried about her too,” Camillasaid. “If only for her sake, it would be aswell if our journey



ended herein Nevarsin. The country past here—you know what it islike.”

“Only too well. | wasborn in Caer Donn,” Magdareminded her. She yawned, and Camillasaid
predictably, “If you are deepy, Margdi, go and rest. | will keep watch with Jeelle”

Magdawas il reluctant to deep; yet she knew she would not be ableto travel on the next day
unless she rested. That was even more true of Camilla, who was not young, and aready showing sgns
of travel-fatigue, but who seemed even more fearful of deep in this place than she was herself. No more
than Cholayna could she travel on without rest.

Camilla’ daran seemed to be surfacing after al these years when she had attempted to block it, and
suddenly, with apang of dreadful londiness, Magdathought,l wish Damon were here. He could show
me what to do for Camilla . It was too heavy aburden to bear alone.

Y et Damon was far away in the Kilghard Hills, and for some reason or other she seemed barred
from the familiar access to the Forbidden Tower by way of the Overworld. She had tried, and she

knew, deep in her bones, that to try again would bring down upon them the renewed attack of ... hawks
?

Damon could even handle that. Heis our Keeper.

And then she remembered something Damon had said; any halfway competent technician can, in
necessity, do the work of a Keeper . Anything shefelt she must call upon Damon to do, she could
handlefor hersdlf. And now she must.

“Y ou must deep, Camilla. What would you tell mein such case? | am afraid too,bredhiya ,” she
added, using the term of endearment deliberately, away of saying,trust me . “All the same, you must
deep. Jaddleand | will ward thisroom and guard it so that no sorceress or evil influence can comein
here, even in dreams. Shaya, hdp me.”

Deliberately, she unwrapped her matrix, watching Camilla’ s face; the older woman’ s eyesfollowed
the matrix, looked away.

“Do not try to look into the matrix, you are not trained to it. 1t will makeyouill,” shesad. “That time
will come. For now, don’t try—"

“1? A matrix? The Goddess forbid—"

“Aslong asit isthe Goddess who forbids and not your own fear, Kima.” Again, deliberately, she
used the nickname she had never before spoken in the presence of athird party. “What if it isthe
Goddess|eading you to this? Trust me; | know what | am doing. But turn away your eyesfrom the
matrix for now.” She edged her tones gently with what they calledcommand-voice and Camiillag,
obedient and startled by her own obedience, looked away.

“Jodlle—7'

Together they matched resonances until they were working in unison. For an ingtant the rapport
flared, burned between them, a closeness, an intimacy beyond speech or sex, indescribable.

If Camilla could only sharethis...
Neither of them was sure which mind originated the thought, or which answered, regretfully:
No. She’s not ready. Not yet.

Astheir matrixes flared into resonance, there was amoment of bluefirein the room. Camillajerked
up her head, gtartled, but it was so brief, Magda knew, aready Camillawas wondering if she had really
Seenitatal.

If the hawks are awaiting any movement out of this room—then the true Ssterhood must also
be watching over us. They will help usto seal the room...



They cannot interfere. But we have that power ...

Jedlle’ stouch was like a hand clasped in hers, a hand that gripped an Amazon knife that glowed with
blue fire. Although Magdaknew that she did not move from where she kndlt by thefire, her matrix
between her fingers, somehow she was walking beside Jadlle, circling the room, aline of blue-whitefire
trailing them in the wake of the knife. She closed the circle; together, they raised their joined handsin an
arch (although they never moved) and between their hands aweb of palid fire ran back and forth.

The old woman was there, with her yelping laughter. So, so, so, you think you can keep me
out, silly girlg!

Mother, not you. But our friends must rest and shall not be pecked by hawks while they sleep.

Bluefireflamed from the matrixes, weaving like afiery shuttle, until theroom wasenclosedina
shimmering dome. Magda ran her consciousness round and round, seeking any chink in their protection.
For aningtant Aquilara’ s face was there, menacing, terrible as Magda had seen it for an instant through
her pretended good nature and scorn, flaming with rage.

So she iswarned, she knows that we know she is not what she seems...
Did you really think we could do this kind of work without warning her?

The hawk was there... it was diving for her eyes... Magdainginctively thrust her matrix toward it,
interposing ashield of fire. The hawk’ sfeathers burst into flame and Magda recoiled from the heat, from
the sudden terrible screaming; she felt her fingers go limp and her matrix drop from her hand. Fireand a
amdl of burning. .. feathers ? ... flamed in the room; then her matrix wasin her hand... had she ever
loosead it at all, or wasthat an illuson?

Thefirein the grate had burned to an even bed of coas. The room was silent and peaceful, void of
magic, just aquiet room where five weary women could deep. A few dishesfrom their supper were il
on the table at the center; Jaelle went to the table, brought back adice of bread, speared it on the end of
her knife and held it companionably over the blazing fire. While it toasted, Camillafetched the last bottle
of wine and they shared it, passing it from mouth to mouth.

All Jeelle said was, “ Did you see the old woman?’

“| was afraid of her thefirst time. Now | know she will not harm us,” Magda said, swallowing her
share of the wine. For the first time she had no hesitation. Now they were safe. Jadlle split the toasted
bread into halves, passed the second to Magda, and they munched in silence. At Camilla’ squestioning
look, Jadlle said, “ Food closes down the psychic centers. Are you hungry?’

“For some reason, yes, though | thought | had eaten so much at that fine supper that | would not be
hungry for days,” Camillasaid. She bit into a piece of fruit then flung the core into the fire. For an ingtant
Magdasmelled awhisper of burning feathers; then only the fruity smell of the burning apple core.

They dept without dreams.

Magda was wakened by the sound of coughing; deep, heavy, racking coughs, that shook Cholayna’s
dender body asif by some externd force. Vanessawas dready at her Sde with the medikit, checking
her, but Cholayna broke away and hurried into the latrine next door, where they could hear her vomiting.

“Bad,” Vanessasad briefly. “What’ sthe dtitude of thiscity?”

“ Jeelle has the maps. She cantell you; | don’t know offhand.” Magda understood without being told.
Maybe oneinforty or fifty people suffered severdly at high dtitudes. About haf of these, given rest and
time to acclimate dowly to the new dtitudes, got better. Some few developed pulmonary edema,



pneumonia, or even cerebra hemorrhaging if they went higher. There was no way to tel how Cholayna
would react, except to wait.

Camilla, waking, heard and said, “ She has the mountain sickness. | will go and seeif in Arlinda’s
kitchen they have blackthorn tea If not, amost any tea.or fluid will do, but she must drink as much as

“Stop worrying,” said Cholayna, gppearing in the door. “ That dinner last night wastoo rich for me
after days and days of travel rations, that isall.”

“Neverthdess,” said Vanessa, “you have shown dl the symptoms, coughing, queasinessand
vomiting. Unless there has been amiracle and you are pregnant at your age, you have awell-devel oped
case of dtitude sckness; beieve me, Cholayna, that is nothing to take lightly.”

Cholayna’ s eyes were sunk deep in her head. Shetried to smile and couldn’t manageit.
“I’ve doneit again, haven't 1? Delayed you, been the weakest link in the chain—"

“Wetook al thisinto account when we agreed to let you come,” said Camillabrusquely. “But you
must rest today, and your body may adapt itself to thethin air here. | will go and fetch tea, and not forget
to tip the kitchen women, which may serve more than one purpose.”

Magda had not thought about that. Perhaps Rafaella had spoken with one of the kitchen workers; if
Lexie had been suffering from frostbite they would have needed medicines and specid hot drinksfor her.

Raising her eyes, she crossed glances with Jaelle, who said, “1 am going out to the stable. Now that |
think of it, one of the ponieslooks abit lame on one side. | will find the woman who helped Rafadllaand
give her thetip I am sure my partner would have wanted her to have, if she had not beenin so great a
hurry when she left.”

That was an errand only Jaelle could do, and it was best |ft to her. Camillawent off to the kitchen,
and when Jaelle had dressed and gone, Magda persuaded Cholaynato get back into her deeping bag
and rest.

Camilla.came back with asteaming kettle and half adozen little packets of herbs stowed about her
person.

“They told usthat breskfast would be coming dong in afew minutes,” shesaid, “and | smdlled a
nutcake baking. One of them told me that they had baked one for our Guild-s sters when they lodged
here.” She poured boiling water over the herbs.

“Thisisblackroot; it isastimulant to the heart and will aso make red blood; it will help you acclimate
to themountains,” she said, knedling beside Cholayna. “ Drink it now and rest. Perhaps by tomorrow
your body will be accustomed to the heights here and you can go on with us.”

Cholayna drank the bitter teawithout protest, only wrinkling up her nose alittle at the taste. She
asked weakly, “And if | do not?’

“Then wewill wait until you are ableto travel,” Magda said promptly. The excuse that one of their
companionswastooill to travel would at least ward off any insistence by Aquilaraor any of her cohorts
that they should immediately follow the sorceress.

Any further discussion was cut short by the arriva of their breakfast, on severd trays which took two
girlsto carry. Magda tipped the women generoudy, and sat down to the array of hot fresh breed,
scones and nutcakes, plenty of butter, honey and apple nut conserves, boiled eggs and fragrant
mushroom sausages. Vanessaand Camilla ate heartily; but Cholaynawas too quessy to eat anything.
Magda persuaded her to swallow alittle bread and honey with her tea, but it was no use coaxing
Cholaynato eat the unfamiliar food; she probably could not keep it down anyhow.



Jaelle did not return. No doubt she had decided to breakfast with the apprenticesin the stable, to try
to find out what they knew. The women who cleared away the breakfast trays were soon succeeded by
women bringing back their clean laundry. Camillawent away with them, invited to visit the glove-maker’s
shops. Magda settled down to mend socks; she liked sewing no better than ever, but she liked wearing
socks with holesin them, especiadly in this climate, even less. Vanessafollowed suit, and the women sat
quietly mending their clothes.

Cholayna, propped up on her pillows, waswriting in her little book. Thefire crackled cheerfully on
the hearth; the women had brought what looked like an endless supply of firewood. It was peaceful in
the room; Magdafdt that her nightmares had been no more than that.

But Cholayna’ s heavy coughing broke the peace of the room. What would Jaelle find out? What
would happen if Aquilarasummoned them before Cholaynawas able to travel ? She made some more of
the pecid teafor Cholaynaand urged her to drink as much as she could.

“Cholayna, if you are not better in aday or two, it may mean that you are one of the people who
smply cannot acclimate properly to the mountains. Now that we know where Lexie and Rafadlaare,
would you trust me to go on in your place, and let Vanessatake you back to Thendara? Y ou would not
have to cross the passes, except Scaravel; you could go by the Great North Road, whichis
well-marked and well-traveled dl the way. | do not want your illness on my conscience—"

“Thereisno question of that, Magda. | chose to come, no one compelled me, and you are in no way
responsible.”

“All thesame,” Vanessachimed in, “dtitude Sicknessis serious. Tell me, have you any blurring of
vigon?’

“No, no, nothing of the sort,” Cholayna said impatiently. “I am tired and the food is not agreeing with
mevery well. A day’srest will put meright.”

“| certainly hope s0,” Magdasaid, “but if not, your only recourseisto go down to alower level; you
will not recover while you stay in Nevarsin. And beyond Nevarsin it isworse, much worse. Couldn’t
you trust meto do what | canfor Lexie?’

Cholayna reached out her hand and touched Magda’s. It was agesture of redl affection. “It isnot a
question of trust, Magda. How long have we known each other? But | trained Alexis, too. | cannot—no,
Iwill not abandon her now. Y ou of al people should understand that.” She smiled at Magda’ slook of
frugtration.

“Let’swait and see. Tomorrow | may be ableto travel. | know that some people acclimate more
dowly than others. I’m not asfast as Vanessa, that’sdl.”

“But if you don’t? At least promise methat you’ll agree to go back then,” Vanessasaid.
“If 1 do not, then we will decide that then. | make no promises, Vanessa. Y ou are not yet my superior

“If | certify you unfit for duty—"

“Leaveit, Vanessa,” Cholaynasaid gently. “None of us are here on the same termsaswe werein
the HQ. | take your advice as mountain expert and | will do whatever you say to try and make up for
my downessin acclimation. Even to drinking that nausesting old-wives remedy Camillabrought me.”

“It contains something andogousto—" V anessamentioned a Terran drug with which Magdawas
not familiar—" and they have been using it in these mountains for centuries for just such cases of dtitude
sckness. Don’'t be narrow-minded.”

“It’ s not narrow-minded to say | would prefer acouple of capsules of something familiar, rather than
thishorrid brew.” Nevertheless Cholayna swallowed the tea V anessa handed her, grimacing. “1 am



doing my best. Y ou were born in these mountains, Magda; and you, Vanessa, have been climbing since
you werein your teens. Give metime.”

“You'reastubborn old bitch,” Vanessa grumbled, and Cholaynasmiled at her. She said, with equa
affection, “And you are adisrespectful brat.”

Thebdlsin the city rang in the distance. Cholayna had fallen into alight doze. Vanessawas restless.
“If only there were something | coulddo !”

“Camillaand Jadlle can do anything that can be done, better than we can, Vanessa. All wecandois
wait, and take care of Cholayna.” Thistoo was not easy for Magda. In her years as afield agent, she
had grown accustomed to handling everything hersdf so that it would be done her way. The very act of
submission, of sitting back and letting someone el se do what needed to be done, was foreign to her
nature.

It was high noon; Cholayna had wakened, and they had persuaded her to drink more of the
blackthorn tea, when Jaelle came back, coming into the room and tossing her old jacket on the chair.

“| talked to the woman who mended Lexie’ s saddle, and it seemsthat they |eft very suddenly—as
she put it, a weird-0’-the-clock in the morning, when everyone was deegping. She happened to be sitting
up in the stables to doctor asick pony. She said the monastery bells had just rung for the Night Office,
whichisjust afew hours after midnight—my brother was educated in Nevarsin and hetold me.”

“Was Aquilarawith them?’ Magda demanded.

“No one was with them, at least no onethat Varvari saw,” Jadlle said, “they saddled and loaded their
horses themsalves. And she knew which route they were taking because she heard Réfi talking about the
dangersfrom bansheesin the pass.”

“Two possihilities, then,” said Vanessa. “ One, Aquilara scared them away. Two, they arranged to
meet her somewheredse. I'm sorry, Jaelle, | don’t seethat this gets us much further on.”

“At least we know they |€eft the city,” Jaelle pointed out. “We could hardly search Nevarsin from
house to house. It may not be easy to ook for them in the wilderness, but at |east there are not so many
peopleto get in the way of the search. And we know that they went northward over Nevarsin Pass,
rather than turning southward again, or taking the road to the west, across the plateau of Leng. | have
always heard that road was impassable and haunted by monsters next to whom banshees are household

pets”
“That sounds like the Darkovan equivaent of ‘ here there be dragons,

murmured Cholayna.

“Nevarsin Pass, and banshees, are dragon enough for me,” said Jaelle, the pragmatic. “ Sixteen
thousand feet; higher than Ravensmark. Theroad’ s probably somewhat better, but the question is, isthis
abad year for banshees? It depends on afairly complicated ecologica study, or so Kindraused to tell
me; if there are enough ice-rabbits, the banshees are well fed above the timberline, and stay up there. If
some lichen or other isin thewrong part of itslife cycle, thereis some kind of population crash among
ice-rabbits, the she-rabbits are barren, and the banshees starve, so that they come down below the
tredine and look for larger prey. And what | know about the life-cycle of theice-rabbit could be
painlesdy carved on my thumbnail. Sowe’ll just have to take our chances.”

“We're going to follow them over the Pass, then?’ Cholayna asked.

“I'am. I’m not so sure about we,” Jaelle said. “I1t’ sacommitment for me. You don’t look fit enough to
go to the monastery for Evening Prayer, let done to sixteen thousand feet to fight off the banshee.”



“We had thisdl out while you were away,” Cholaynasaid. “1t’ sacommitment for metoo, Jeelle.
Rafadllawas only following the lead Alexis gave her. Whereyou go, | go. That’s settled.”

Jaelle opened her mouth to protest, but something in the tone of Cholayna’ s voice stopped her.
“All right. Get what rest you can, and try to eat agood dinner. We'll beleaving early.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

<«

The afternoon dragged dowly. Jaglle went off again to settle their account with Arlinda, and (shetold
Magda privatdly) to make the tips and way-gifts Rafaglla had not made.

“| suspect she avoided the usud gifting because she felt that might tip off some spy herethat shewas
leaving,” Jadlesad. “1t’ sfairly obvious, fird, that Arlindais petrified with fear of Acquilara, and second,
that there must be spies, or members of Acquilara’ sLodge, or whatever they are, anong the women
who live here”

“Then don’t you run the risk, when you’ re making these gifts, that you’ Il warn the very people Ré&fi
wastrying to avoid?’

“Can’t be helped,” Jadlle said. “ Rafadllamight need to come back here some day; or | might. I’ [l tell
them I’ m making the gifts Rafagllawould have made if she had had time and ready money. Maybethey’ll
believeit; maybethey won’t. Have you a better idea?’

Magdadidn’t. She repacked her persona pack with clean and mended clothing; Camillawent to the
market, taking Vanessawith her, to purchase extra grain-porridge and dried fruit for Cholayna, sinceit
seemed unlikely she would be able to eat much of the dried-meat bars which were the regular trail
ration. She aso bought a supply of the blackthorn tea which had done Cholayna so much good.

Jeelle dso presented Arlindawith afull packload of the trade goods she had brought for Rafaella
“Rafi won’t need them past here; there’ s nothing to trade and amost nobody to trade with,” she said,
“though | kept aload of thingswe might usefor giftsor bribesif there are any villages up here; sweets
and candies, small tools, mirrors and the like. And the Guild-house needs to be on good terms with
Arlinda’ s establishment; it’ s the only decent place for Renunciatesto stay in Nevarsin.”

“I’m not so sure of that, if Arlinda’s being watched or dominated by Aquilara’ speople,” said
Camilla, packing the fresh suppliesinto a saddlebag. “We ought to trade off the horses here, and take
only chervinesinto the high country. Horses don’t have the gamina.”

“Cholaynaand Vanessacan't ride chervines,” said Magda, “and I’ m not sure | could. The mountain
horses can go dmost anywhere a chervine can go. | suspect if we reach any country too rough for a
horse, it will betoo rough for us.”

While they were loading the saddlebags, Camilladrew Magda aside for amoment and gave her a
pair of embroidered gloves, made of the fine leather from the shops covered by Arlinda’ s establishment.
Ever snce they had been lovers, Camillahad enjoyed surprising her with little giftslike this, and Magda’' s
eyesfilled with tears.

“But these are expendve, Camilla, you shouldn’t—"
“I found afew mountain men in the tavernswho liked to play at darts and would not believe any



woman, even anemmasca Who had been amercenary soldier, could throw aknife aswell asthey could.
And when their pride, and their love of gambling, had prompted one man to wager more than he could
pay, | generoudy accepted these in settlement of the debt. | suppose he had bought them for hiswife or
hislady friend, but she will have to teach her man not to gamble on hismasculine pride!” She chuckled,
low in her throat. “ They are foolish and frivolous for this mountain city—your hands would freeze in them
—but you can wear them when we return to agentler climate!”

And for amoment Magda felt cheered, aware of optimism again; theywould return to the
comparatively benign climate of Thendara. She had hardly redlized till this moment how much her world
had narrowed to ice, cold, frosthbitten fingers, frozen boots. The thin, frivolouslittle beaded gloves
reminded her of flowers, sunshine, aworld where it was possible to dance in the streetstill dawnin
midsummer; not this austere monastic city where snow lay in the streetsal year round.

She pressed Camilla’ s hand, and Camilla put an arm around her waist. Jaelle looked up and saw
them, and as the kitchen-women entered with the dinner they had ordered, Magda saw her frown
dightly, aswhen she was planning some bit of mischief. Then she embraced Vanessadeliberatdly and
leaned over to kiss her on the mouth. Vanessalooked startled, but Magda heard— though she wastoo
far away to hear and knew she was reading the thought behind the whisper, “Play dong, silly! Or do you
think | am serioudy trying to seduce you?’

Vanessablinked in surprise, but did not protest; she put up her arms around Jaelle, who kissed her
long and hard, then turned languidly to the women unloading trays and dishes.

“Don’t disturb ustill the fifth hour after the monastery bellsring for Morning Prayer,” she said, and
went on to describe an el aborate breakfast, and pay for it, adding a generoustip. When the women
went away, full of promises about the expensive ddlicacies Jadlle had ordered, Vanessa pulled herself
free of Jaelle, her face crimson.

“Have you gone mad? Whatwill they be thinking?’

“Exactly what | want them to think,” Jaelle said, “that we will be long lying abed tomorrow, in various
combinations. It will never occur to them to suspect that we are intending to leave the city before the
bellsring for Night Office; they won’t know we are gone until they bring that fancy breakfast when the
unishigh”

“Andif Aquilara’ s spy is not among the kitchen workers but among the girlsin the stable?” Vanessa
asked.

“Then | will have embarrassed you for nothing,” Jaelle said. With amischievous shrug, she pulled her
close and kissed her again. “Did you really object asmuch asdlthat ?1 saw nosgn of it.”

Vanessaonly giggled. A few days ago, Magdathought, she would have been angry.
At least she no longer feelsthat we are a threat to her.

Another leisurely bath; then aplentiful dinner, served in their rooms, and they settled down to deep
aslong asthey could. But for Magda deep was dow in coming, even though, with the room sedled
againg intrusion, she had no fear of nightmares. She was lying between Jaelle and Camillg; after the
older woman dept, she tossed and turned and finally Jaelle whispered, “Can’t you deep either? What' s
the matter? 1t s going to be arough trip, but even Cholayna seems better; | think she can makeit. You're
not still worrying about that old witch Aquilara, are you? | think we’ ve shaken her off. | think Lexie and
Rafadllamanaged to get free of her too.”

“I’m not so sure, Shaya. What bothers me is—whoare they? What would they want with us, and



why?’

“| thought you had atheory about that. That they probably wanted to keep us away from thereal
Sigterhood.”

“But again, why? What would they get out of it? Just for sheer love of mischief-making?| cannot
believe that. It must take as much talent and energy to run whatever it isthis Aquilaraisdoing asit takes
usto gather and work with the Forbidden Tower.”

“S0?7" Jaelle asked. “Perhapsit isssimply hatred and jealousy of the powers of the Sisterhood; she
does not seem to have very many powers hersdlf, in spite of what she managed to do to Camilla”

“But even if she hated the Sisterhood. ... no, Jaelle. We have areason to exi<t, Jaelle. Damon, Cdllista,
Andrew, Hilary, al of us—we’ reworking to bring the good of laran to people born outside the Towers,
people who don’t wish to deny their gifts, but will not livein the Towers, cut off from the rea world. We'
retrying to bringlaran into the world, provethat it’s not necessary to be born Comyn, or aristocrat, or
even Darkovan, to have and to use these gifts. We have purpose in what we're doing, but it’ s hard
work, sometimes even painful work, | can’t believe she’d go to that much trouble, just to impress us.”

“I don’t know what her motive could be, Magda. Does it matter? | want nothing to do with her,or
with her powers, and | do know this much, that if you go on thinking of her you will pick her up
telepathicaly, and dl our precautionswill be useless”

Magda knew Jaelle was right, and she tried to compose herself to deep as best she could. She
thought of her faraway home, of putting her little girl to bed at Armida; Shayain her nightgown, her soft
dark curlstouded. She had not known she remembered so many of the Darkovan folk songs and hill
ballads that it had been her mother’ slifework to collect, until she began singing them to Shayaas
lullabies. Elizabeth Lorne, she knew, had loved her work, and had died thinking that her daughter
Magdalen cared nothing for it, knew nothing of it. How pleased she would have been to hear me singing
to Shayathose old balads from the Hellers and the Kilghard Hills which she so loved. Some day when
Shayaisgrown, she shdl see her grandmother’ s collected songs and ballads—eight volumes of them, or
something like that—in Records, and know alittle about her work.

Perhaps Shayawould be amusician; she remembered that her dark-haired daughter could carry a
tune, clearly and sweetly, even before she could talk plain.

Cleindori in the Overworld;| was surprised when Aunty Ellemir told me where babies come
from. | thought they came from the gray world . What afascinating light on the relationship of sex
education to metaphysics.She was all grown up. and then she was a baby and | couldn’t talk to her,
except herein the Overworld . The Overworld was barred to Magda now, because of the sorcery of
Aquilara; or she could reach her child, hold her once more.If | should die on thistrip , shethought,|
should never see Shaya again .

But if what Cleindori said istrue, and | have no reason not to believe it, then death might not make
any difference d@ther. Curious, that | should learn faith from achild five yearsold.

Shewas diding off to deep, hearing in the distance the reassuring sound of the calling of crows.

It seemed only moments later that Jaelle woke her.

“The monastery bells have just rung the Night Office. Wake Cholayna; thereis bread and dried fruit
from supper, which we will egt on thetrail.” Jaelle was pulling on long wool leggings under her breeches.
Magdagot into her clothes swiftly, bending to whisper to Cholayna. The Terran woman was degping
heavily, and it occurred to Magdarthat if they had wanted to leave her behind, they could have stolen



away and left her here deeping, to be wakened only when the kitchen women camein with the
unnecessary breskfadt.

No. Sheisour sister, too. We have to be honest with her, Magda thought, but Sghed, wishing
Cholaynahad agreed to remain here in comparative safety or return to Thendarawith Vanessa. She
amost wished she were heading south hersdlf, to Armidaand family of the Tower and to her child, even
to Thendaraand her ssters of the Guild-house. She pulled on an extralayer of warm swedter,
wordlessly handed Camillaanother.

“I'madl right, Margdi, don’t fuss so!”

She stared Camilla down, and the older woman, grumbling, pulled it over her head. Camillawas so
thin, she would be glad of the warmth when they got into the pass.

Cholaynawas shivering in the chill of the big room; they had dlowed the fire to burn down. Wasting
fuel and warmth were amgor crimein the Hellers. The breakfast they had ordered would be eaten by
somebody, and would be none the worse for being consumed by someone other than the travelerswho
had paid for it, but keeping ablazing fire dl night was awaste the mountain-bred Magda and Camilla
could not condone, even though it meant they must deep under dl their blankets. A thin skin of ice had
formed over the pitcher of water at the table where they had eaten their supper, and frost rimed the
sngle high, narrow window of the room.

Jaelle muttered in an undertone, “ My brother told me once that the novicesin the monastery deep
naked in the snow, wearing only their cowls, and run barefoot. | wish | had their training.”

“| supposeit isone of your psychic powers,” Vanessasaid.
“Vdentine says not; only use and habit, and convincing the mind to do itstask of warming the body.”

Cholaynaraised a skepticd eyebrow. “1 am not convinced. Hypothermia has killed and continuesto
kill many people. How can they overcomethat?’

“Va would have no reason to lie to me; he saysthat one of the testsfor the higher degrees among
the monksisto bathe in amountain stream from the glacier on Nevarsn Summit, and then to dry, with
his body hest, the cowl he wears. He has seen it done.”

“A conjuring trick to impress the novices with their power?’
“What reason would they havefor that?’

“Nevertheless” Vanessasaid, “I heard it too when | went into Mapping and Exploring. It has been
told before this, in the old days on Terra; before the Empire. Some of the men who lived on the high
plateaus, a four thousand meters or more, had lung capacity greater than those who lived at sealeve,
and their bodies were so adapted that they becameill in the lowlands. | do not doubt that the Nevarsin
brethren can learn to do these things. The human anima is amazingly adaptable. Many people would
consider your native planet, Cholayna, too hot for human habitation. | visited there once and thought |
would die with the heat. Man is not intended to live where the ambient temperature of the air isnormally
higher than blood heat.”

“Maybe not,” said Cholayna, forcing on her narrow boot over three layers of thick socks, “but |
would rather be there than here.” She pulled her heavy wind-breaker over her jacket. “ Ready?’

Carrying their personal packs over their shoulders, they stole through the quiet halls, and down along
corridor, away from the living quarters, into the stables. The heavy doors creaked, but there was no
other sound, except for Cholayna, who went into a sudden spasm of coughing.

“Quiet,” Jaelle snarled, hdf-aoud, and Cholaynatried to muffle the sound in her deeve, without
much success, her whole body shaking with effort.



Their horses and chervines, and their loads, reduced considerably from what they had been when
they left Thendara, were stacked in a corner of the same stable.

Jedlle whigtled softly with relief. “1 sugpect Arlindaunderstood what | meant when | talked with her.
Last night, these were stowed away in another set of cupboardsin adifferent stable.”

Saddling up her horse, Magda found herself next to Vanessa. She asked in an undertone, “What do
you think?|s Cholaynafit for travel ?’

“Who can tell? But | checked her asbest | could; her lips are a hedlthy color and her lungs seem to
be clear; that ghastly coughisjust throat irritation from the dry air and wind at these heights. All we can
doisto hopefor the best.”

They hoisted loads on to the backs of chervines, and in whispers settled their order of march. Jeelle,
who knew the city well, was leading; Camilla, who knew it dmost aswell, bringing up therear. Magda
delayed at the end to help Camilla shove the heavy stable door together and brace it; but they could not
balt it from theingde, and findly Camillawhispered, “Wait, Margdi, | will be with you in amoment.”
She dipped back insde; Magda heard the heavy bolt dide. She waited in the Street so long that she had
begun to wonder if Camillahad been captured by one of Acquilara’ s spiesin the house.We should have
left the door alone , she thought, but just as she was about to try and follow Camillainsde, thetdl
emmasca regppeared from awindow. She did down, turned briefly to blow akiss, then hurried down
the Street after Jaelle.

Magdaran after her. “ Camilla, what—"

“My gambling friend. Let’ s not waste any moretime; | heard the monastery bell. Let’sgo.” But she
snickered as she hurried after Jaelle.

“I wonder what they’ Il think when they find us gone and the stable till locked from the indde?’

Therewas no way to silence the hooves of the horses and chervines on the cobbled sireets, but
leading them was quieter than riding. Still they struck hard, the metal shoes of the horses drawing flinty
sparksinthe cold. It wasicy and clear; stars blinked above the darkened city, and high above, the only
faint lights were from the dimmed windows of Saint Vaentine’s monastery. Bdllsrang loud inthe
predawn stillness.

Asthey climbed the rocky streets, the stars paed above them, and the sky began to flush with the
dawn. Magda could see her own breath, the breath of her companions and of the animds, aslittle white
clouds before her. Her hands were dready cold inside her warm gloves, and her feet chilly in her boots,
and she thought, regretfully, of that breskfast Jaelle had ordered and never intended them to est.

Upward and upward, the streets growing steeper and steeper; but Magda had been on the road so
long now that she was hardly short of breath at the top of the stegpest hills, and even Cholaynawas
striding along at the quick pace Jeelle set.

The northern gate was at the very top of the city, and the road beyond led over the very summit of
Nevarsin Pass. At the gates were two men, cristoforos by their somber clothing, though not monks, who
opened the wide gatesto let them through.

“You are abroad early, my sisters,” one of them said as he stepped back to let their animals pass
through.
“Wefollow two of our Ssterswho came thisway the morning beforelagt,” said Camillainthe

exceptiondly purecasta of amountain-bred woman. “Did you perhaps et them out this very gate two
mornings ago, as early asthis, my brother?’

Thecristoforo guard blew on his bare knuckles to warm them. His breath too was acloud and he
gpoke through it, scowling disapprovingly at theemmasca .



“Aye, it was|. One of them—atdl woman, darkhaired, asoldier like you,mestra , with arryl dung
over her shoulder—was she your sster?’

“My Guild-sigter; have you news of her, brother, in the name of him who bears the burdens of the
world?’

He scowled again, his disapprova of emmasca and Renunciate contradicting the inborn freemasonry
among soldiers,cristoforo or no. And there was no hafway polite way to refuse arequest in the very
name of thecristoforo saint.

“Aye. She had another woman with her, so small | thought for amoment she wastravelin’ with her
daughter like a proper woman. A little thing, wrapped up so | couldn’t see much of her but the big blue
eyes”

Lexie. So they were still together and Lexie safe and well as recently as two days ago. Magda heard
Cholayna’ s soft sgh of relief. They might even overtake them somewhere in the pass.

“ She asked me—thetdl one, your sister—if it was abad year for banshees. | had to tell her, yes, a
terrible one; we heard one howling right outside this gate atenday ago in the last ssorm. Go carefully,
sgters, try to get over the high part before the sun’sdown again,” he warned them. “ And saintsride with
you. Aye, you' ll need them if you take thisroad by night.” He stepped back to let them through, closed
the heavy city gate behind them.

Ahead the road led upward, stony and steep, ankle-deep in snow, with heavy driftsto right and to
left. Jaelle mounted and signaled to the othersto do likewise, and they climbed into their saddles. From
the heightsfar above, like awarning, they heard the shrill distant cry of abanshee.

“Never mind,” said Jaelle, “the sun will be up long before we reach the pass, and they’ re nocturnd.
Let’sgo.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

<«

Three days later, Magda sat on a packsaddle looking at a dried-meat bar in her hand. She was almost
too weary to think about esting it; the effort necessary to chew and swallow seemed more than she
couldimagine.

The harsh winds of Nevarsn summit had blown away such extraneous fears as the thought of
sorceresses or psychic attack; none of them had had amoment to think about anything but the raw
mechanics of survival. Narrow ledges, a snowstorm which blew away their last remaining tent and | eft
them to huddle in a hastily scooped hole in the snow, fierce winds which stripped away thelast pretense
of courage or fortitude, and dwaysin the night the terrible paralyzing cries of the lurking banshee.

Camillaput acup of teainto her hand. How could Camilla, at her age, remain so strong and
undamaged? Her eyes looked red and wind-burned, and the tip of her nose had araw patch of frostbite,
but the few hours of deep they had managed in the snow had revived her. She sat down on another
packload, and durped her own teg, into which she had crumbled the dried mest and bread, but she didn’
t say anything. At this atitude there was no breath for extraneous words.

“IsCholaynadl right thismorning?’
“Seemsto be. But if we don’t get down to alower height, | wouldn’t like to guesswhat might



happen. She was coughing dl night long.” But not even Cholayna’ s coughing could have kept Magda
awake last night, after the nightmare of the descent from the pass after dark, by moonlight on the surface
of the snow: kyorebni looming suddenly from the dizzy gaps of space dmogt at their feet, wheding and
screaming and then disappearing again: washed-out patches of trail where even the chervines balked and
had to be coaxed to step across, and the horses had to be dragged or manhandled, fighting backward,
their eyesrolling with terror at the smdl of bansheein the crags.

Jeelle had brought them all across, undamaged, without losing ahorse or apack anima or evena
load; unhurt. Magdalooked at the familiar dight form of her freemate, dumped across a packload, a
handful of raisns halfway to her mouth. Her red curls were uncombed and matted under her fur-trimmed
hood, her gray eyes sore and wind-burned like Camilla’ s and her own. Magdawondered at the strength
of will and couragein that small body. There had been momentsin the passwhen Magda hersdlf, a
strong young woman in superb physical condition, had wanted to lie down like one of the ponies,
without breath or courage for another step; heart pounding, head splitting, face and body numbed with
frost. She could only imagine what it had been like for Cholayna, but the older woman had struggled
along bravely beside her, uttering not asingle word of complaint. It was Jaelle, Magda redlized, who had
kept them dl going.

Magdafollowed Camilla’ s example and crumbled the mesat bar into her boiling tea. The taste was
very peculiar, but that didn’t seem to matter. It was astonishing how, at this atitude, she could actudly
fed the hot food and fluid heating her dl the way down, restoring afeding of warmth to her exhausted
and chilled limbs. When she finished the mess she dug into the ration sacks and got out another bar, this
one of ground-up nuts and fruits stuck together with honey, and gnawed at it. Cholaynawas resolutely
spooning up asmilar mixture dissolved in her tea.

Vanessasad, “I ought to take my boots off and look at that wretched ankle. But it’ s too damned
cold. Where are we going now, Jadlle?’

Jeelle glanced back at Nevarsin Peak, rising behind them. “The main road branches off toward Caer
Donn. If there were any mysterious and unknown citiesin that area, one of uswould have run acrossit
beforethis” Shefumbled with gloved fingers for the map, and pointed; removing gloves unnecessarily at
this atitude wasto court freezing. “ Thislittle settlement isn’t marked on any of the Darkovan maps. It
showed up from the satellite picture, and this—" she traced with her outstretched finger—*looks
something likearoad.”

“Somethinglike aroad,” Cholayna groaned. By now they al knew what unmarked roadsin thisarea
werelike.

“I know, but | can’t imagine any other road Rafaella could have taken,” Jadlle said. Highin the pass,
they had come across an abandoned packload, al but empty, with Rafaella’ smark on it. “They must be
running low on food and grain for the ponies... they know we are following them. Why don’t they wait
for us?’

Magda couldn’t imagine, unless Lexie and Rafaglla had been given some specia guidance to that
unknown city of thelegend. From the summit of Nevarain, in abrief moment of blazing sun between
storms, she had |ooked across an endless view of mountain ranges, trackless peaks, toward the remote
and inaccessible ice wal known asthe Wl Around the World. She had glimpsed it only once before
and then from a Mapping plane, and never in her remotest dreams had it occurred to her that she would
ever travel toward it on foot.

“Moretea, anyone?’ Camillaasked, and divided the remaining brew into the four mugs held out to
her before stowing the kettle and scattering snow over the remaining fire; sheer habit of yearson thetrail,
for there was certainly nothing hereto burn.

Vanessadung packloads on chervines, pulling the straps tight and double-checking them, and



Cholayna began helping Jaelle with the saddles. Abruptly she bent over in arenewed fit of coughing,
clinging to the saddle-sirgps and bracing hersalf againgt the horse’sside. Vanessa' s eyes on her were
caculating; Magdaknew she was wondering if the older woman could make it. But there was nothing to
be done. After amoment Cholayna, eyes streaming and the tears dready freezing on her cheeks,
straightened up and rummaged in her pack for the compass with which she checked the map and the
road.

“Thisway,” Jeelle decided. “Let’sgo.”

For atime, then, the road led downhill, then swerved away into an ill-marked trail leading upward
between two long dopes. The sun rose higher and higher, and Magdafelt sweat streaming down her
body under her jacket, and freezing there.

They had ridden about three hours, and Jaelle passed the word back to look for agood placefor a
rest. The road was steep and narrow; the horses were struggling upward dongside an old glacier, pae
with rottenice. Thetrail curved, and led across along snow-laden dope. Asthey set foot onit, there
was a scream as adozen birds flapped and flew upward in a streaming flight; then aroar like sudden
thunder. Jeelle, in thelead, pulled her horse up sharp.

Then, from somewhere above them, tons of rock and ice cascaded down a degp-carved gully inthe
mountaingde. The horses reared upward, neighing. The very mountain seemed to shake beneath them.
The pack animals jostled together and their horses crowded close; Camillaleaned over and clutched at
Magda, and they clung together as the avalanche roared down and down and down and went on forever.

Atlast it was slent, though the air was full of crushed ice and dust, and the sound of screaming went
on and on. Jadlle’ s pony had collapsed, struck by afaling boulder. Camilladid from her horse and
hurried, picking her way across the rock-strewn trail. Jaglle, shakily upright, was knedling beside the
stricken pony. Magdalooked swiftly around to her companions. Vanessawas hugging hersdlf, armstight
wrapped to her chest, her face very white. Magda could hear Cholayna’ s breath wheezein and out as
she hung over her pony without even the strength to cough. Silence, except for the screaming of the hurt
anima and the dhrill criesof the disturbed birds still wheding inthe air.

At last Vanessa said shakily, “They say you can never hear the one that has your nameonit. If you
can hear it, you're ill dive.” She picked her way fastidioudy over the debris of rock and ice which was
al that was|eft of thetrail, to kned at Camilla’ s side by the pitiably screaming pony.

“Leg crushed,” she said, “nothing to be done.”

Jedlle’ s eyeswere streaming tears, which froze on her cheeks, as she struggled to get out her knife.
Camillasad, “Let me,” and for an ingtant laid her free hand over Jadlle’s. It was dmost a caress. “Hold
her head, Shaya.”

Jadlle held the pony’ s head in her Iap; the struggling anima quieted for an ingtant, and Camilla’s
dagger swept down and swiftly severed the great artery in the neck. A few spurts of blood, afina
struggle, and quiet. Camilla’ slips were set as she tried to brush away the blood from her riding-cape.

“Get the saddle off her. Y ou have ridden stag-ponies before this. Put it on the chervine with the white
face; he' sthe gentlest and most trustworthy,” she said briskly, but Magda knew her sharpness
concedled redl concern. AsVanessagot the saddle off the swiftly freezing corpse (the pony’ sleg had
been crushed under agreat rock, it was amiracle Jaelle had not been thrown and killed) Magda went to
Jaelle, who looked amost stunned. She took atube of cream and smeared it over the frozen tearson
her freemate’ sface. Mingled with the splashed blood of the pony, it looked grotesque, but it would keep
her cheeks from frosthite,



“Areyou hurt,breda 7’

“No.” But Jadlle was limping, and leaned heavily on Magda. “ Something hit mein the shinswhen the
pony fell. | don’t think the skin’ s broken, just abruise.” But she threatened to cry again. “ Oh, Dancer!”
That was the horse’ s name. “Damon gave her to me, the year Dori was born. When shewas a colt she
followed me around like a puppy. | broke her to the saddle myself. Oh, Magda, Damon will be so angry
that | didn’t take better care of her.”

Thewords were meaningless; shewas hysterical and Magdaknew it. Jaelle wasin shock; they were
al in shock.

“Get the other saddles off, Camilla, and we'll brew tea; Jadlle needsit after that. We dl need it.”

At her urging, they moved upd ope from the corpse of the pony, around which thekyorebni were
aready wheding and fighting. Vanessa began to build afire. Magda sat Jaglle down on asaddle load
and surveyed what had once been aroad. It had been all but obliterated above them. Nevertheless they
were lucky to be dive, to have lost only one mount.

Magda pushed Jaelle down on aload. With thetrail gone, there would have to be reconnaissance
ahead. But neither Jaelle nor Cholayna was in much shape to forge on for their route. Teawas brewed
and drunk; Camillagot the saddle off the dead horse, and tried to fit it on the smallest and most tractable
chervine, but the differencein size and contour, even when the bony back of the chervine was padded
with asmall blanket, made it an dmost impossible proposition.

“I have ridden chervines bareback in my day, but | don’t intend to try if there’ sany adternative; that
backbone-ridge dways splitsmein two,” Jaelle complained. With hot tea and some sweets from the
packloads, some color had come back into her face, but her shin was skinned raw and bruised
bone-deep.

“When we come to another village, we will try to trade for ariding-chervine, or at least a proper
saddlefor thisone,” Camillasaid. Magdafinished her food, and stood up weerily.

“It’ sup to us, Vanessa, to scout ahead and see whether thereisatrail anywhere up there” She
scanned the map. It was past noon and the day was still fine, but long, narrow, hook-ended clouds were
beginning to blow across the sky from the north, and Magda knew, they al knew, what that presaged:
high wind at |east, perhaps storm and deep snow.

The map showed something like a settlement or avillage. She prayed it would not be avillage like
thelast one they had discovered in emergency.

“Put your leg up and rest it while you can, Jaelle. Vanessaand | will scout ahead.” Cholayna, she
thought, looked worse than Jaelle, her bresth coming in heavy rasping wheezes. Y et there was no way
to return, and no shelter near. They must smply go ahead and hope they found shelter. Magda was not
superdtitious, but it seemed that the pony’ s death was an ill omen. They had had too much good luck on
thislong trek, and if that good luck had deserted them, who might be next?

Camillasad, “Let me go with you—"

“You've got to stay here and look after Cholaynaand Jaelle. Vanessais mountain-wise and I’ mthe
mogt able-bodied one now.” Magda smiled faintly. She said, “Y ou have the hard part; it’sgoing to be
cold here, not moving. Get out deeping bags and wrap up in them. At least Vanessaand | will keep
warmmoving.”

Jedlesad, “Indl of Kindra' s old stories, it was made clear that the way to the secret city of the
Sisterhood was guarded. | wonder if we are being tested.”

Cholaynasaid, wrapping adeeping bag around herself and Jadlle, “| find it hard to believe that they
have that much power. Weeather, perhaps—I can just manage to believe that. Avalanche? No, | think



perhaps that must be marked up to—" sheinterrupted herself with a prolonged paroxysm of coughing,
finishing, haf strangled, “to the generd cussedness of things. Camilla, isthere any more of your witches’
brew?’

Magdawas oddly reluctant to turn her back even on the makeshift camp. It was her first experience
with being roped up, but onelook at the debris-strewn, rocky, icy surface above and below them
convinced her to let VVanessamake her fast to the rope. They hugged the glacier, picking their way
carefully adong the hegps of 1oose rocks, a the imminent risk of breaking an ankle or worse. From the
glacier above, walls of ice seemed to tilt forward and hang over them.

Magdawas breathless with the dtitude—they must, she thought, be somewhere above five thousand
meters. The whole of the dope seemed to be strewn with newly fallen snow and old ice. Therewere
severa buttresses of rock widdly separated by gulliesfilled to the brim with loose stone and unstable
boulders. There seemed no hint of atrail, no suggestion that anyone had ever traveled thisway before.

Asthey climbed, the whole of the great plateau was revealing itself. They were nearing the vast wall
of ice which guarded the summit marked on the map; they crossed the gulliesin rushes, wary of fresh
rockfalls from above, seeking the safety of the natural stone buttresses which stood out from the dopes,
clear of the danger.

“Too damned much loose rock and icethisway,” said Vanessa, pausing to wipe her facein the
shelter of one of the huge boulders. “If we bring everybody up thisway, we're going to haveto stay
awfully close together, which probably means roping the horses and chervines and bringing them up in
clusters. Not good. And | don’t like the look of that.”

She pointed, and Magda, dready breathless, felt her heart stop in her throat. They were far to one
Sde, and safe, but the great glacier, an overwhelming mass of tortured formations of ice frozen inthe
very act of toppling over, loomed high above the other dope, the very end of agreat bed of ice ditting
amogt atop the summit they must cross.

Magdaknew little of glaciers; the rock dope was a gentle gradient, but she knew that theice wasin
dow, inexorable motion, moving, though imperceptibly, down the dopes they must somehow cross or
climb. Asthe great masses of ice, under immeasurable pressure, reached the edge of the summit, they
must bresk asunder and roar their way down into the valley. Such was the avalanche which had killed
Jedlle’ s pony and nearly taken Jaelle with it. How could they know how soon the next point of
inequilibrium would be reached? Were their comrades even safe where they were now?

They hurried across another gully of broken stone and razor-sharp flakes of loose shale which cut at
their boots. The sun had gone behind the thickening layer of cloud, and Magda, looking down, could
only seeasmall reddish dot, the degping bag Cholayna had wrapped round hersaf and Jaelle. Looking
upward and acrossthe valley, they could see, on the next dope, afew rectangular grayish shapes.

“Now isthat the village marked on the map, or isit just acluster of stone blocks like these?” Magda
wondered aloud.

“God knows; and I’'m not in Her confidence,” Vanessasaid. “But at the moment |’ d take out anice
mortgage on my soul for ahdicopter. | wonder if this might have been what Lexie saw from the plane?’

“Noway of tdling. And | don’t like the look of the sky,” Magdasaid. “If itisavillagewe’ll haveto
make directly for it. There’ s nothing else that even looks like shelter, and | don’t liketheideaof letting
Cholayna spend another night in the open. Vanessa, I’ mworried, redly worried about her.”

“Youthink I’m not? We'd better pray that placeis avillage or settlement of some sort. | don’t think it
'swhat Lexie saw; it’s marked on the maps. But it looks alittle too regular to be arock formation.
Anyway we' ve got to try for it. The way that sky looks, we have no choice. | don’t want to bivouacin
that .”



“Who would?” Magdaturned to descend the way they had come, but turned to look at Vanessa,
who was standing at the very edge of the cliff in away that made Magda’ sarms and legs prickle with
cramping apprehension.

Vanessasaid in an undertone, “God, Lorne, justiook at it. It makes the mountains of Alphalook like
foothills. I was proud of collecting Montenegro Summit. I’ ve never seen anything like this. No matter
how this comes out, just the chance to seethis—" She broke off, and looked at Magda.

She said softly, “You don’t understand at al, do you, Lorne? To you it’ sjust difficultiesand dangers
and hard travel and rough going, and you can’t even seeit, can you?’

“Not theway you do, Vanessa,” Magda confessed. “I never wanted to climb mountainsfor their
own sake. Not for the love of it.”

Unexpectedly, Vanessa reached out and put an awkward arm around her. “ That’ sredly something.
That you keep going, like this, when it doesn’ t even mean anything to you. Lorne, I' m—I’m glad we’ ve
got to know each other. Y ou’ re—you’ re what they dways said you were.” Her cold lips brushed Magda
'scheek inashy kiss. Abruptly, sheturned away.

“We' d better get back down, and tell them what we found. If anything. 1" d fed damned funny to
climb al the way up to that cluster of gray stuff and find it was just a bunch of rotten old square rocks!”

“Funny in’t exactly theword for what 1’ d fed,” Magda agreed, “but it’ sthe only hafway repeatable
word for it.”

Going down was easier, though they picked their way carefully to avoid afdl. Asit was, Vanessa
stumbled and was saved by the rope from along fal down a debris-strewn dide; putting out her hand to
save hersdlf she wrenched her wrist painfully.

The sky waswholly clouded over now, and a cutting wind had begun to blow; Magdawas shivering,
and hafway down the dope they stopped, sheltering behind one of the rock buttressesto dig out the
emergency rations from their pockets and suck on honey-soaked dried fruit. Magda’ sfacefelt raw in
spite of the cream she had smeared on it. Asthe sky darkened it was harder to place their feet. How, in
heaven’ s name, were they going to bring horses and chervines, not to mention the ailling Cholayna, up
thisway? She had no chronometer, but it could not be so late in the day asthat sky presaged. Did that
mean one of the blizzards, roaring down out of the impassable north?

“How far away would you say that place was?’

“A few kilometers; if we could ride, acouple of hours, no more. Climbing, God only knows,”
Vanessasaid. “Maybe when we get past the bad part, we can put Cholaynaon ahorse and lead it
across, at least.” She drew the strings of her hood closer around her face.

It seemed to Magda that the wind was growing fiercer, that it held the very smell of heavy snow. She
told herself not to borrow trouble; things were bad enough asthey were. Asthey approached the spot
where they had |eft the others, her mind was tormented with sudden fears, suppose the campsite was
deserted, Jadlle and Cholayna and Camillagone, snatched into oblivion by the hand of the sorceresses
who had perhaps|ed Lexie and Rafagllainto some doom in these mountains. ..

But asthey picked their way carefully down the last dope they could see aflash of orange againgt the
rock and snow, Camilla’ s old riding-cape, and the gleam of acampfire. Then they sscumbled into the
camp and Camillathrust mugs of boiling teaiinto their hands; Magda collapsed on a spread deeping bag.
Nothing, it seemed, had ever tasted so good to her burning throat.

Revived alittle by the hot drink, warmed (but not enough), she asked, “How is Cholayna?’



Jeelletilted her head to where Cholayna was deeping between piled deeping bags and blankets.
Even from where they sat Magda could hear the rasp of her breathing. Vanessawent and bent her head
to listen to the sound at close quarters.

Camillaasked, “Wdl?’

“Not very wdl at dl,” said Vanessa, tight-lipped. “ There’ sfluid in her bronchial passages; | don’t
know enough to know if it’ s spread to her lungs. But we’ ve got to find shelter for her before very long.
Let’sjust pray that what we found will be shelter.”

And | didn’t want Vanessa to come. What would we have done without her?

Quickly they told what they had discovered, saddled up ponies and loaded the chervines, roping
them together. Cholayna, rousing quickly from her light deep, protested that she was able to wak with
the rest, but they insisted she should ride and set her on her horse. Magdatook the reins, and they
started upward. For the first stretch, at least, they need not be roped up.

But afew hundred feet above the spot where they had camped after the avalanche, the rocksand ice
were 0 loose under foot that Vanessainsisted on getting out the ropes and roping them al together.

“I’m sorry, Cholayna; you'll haveto get down. | don’t trust any horse’ sfooting here. If you could
manageto ride achervine—"

“No need of that.” Nevertheless, Cholaynaclung to the chervine’ s saddle-strap to haul herself dong;
it wasthe e derly femade, the most tractable of dl the animals, and athough it whickered uneesily, it did
not protest as Cholayna held tight. The other chervinesfollowed their leader; the horses, too, had to be
trusted to pick their own way over ice and rubble. Magdaknew it would be amiracleif al theanimas
got across undamaged. Once Camilla’ sfoot dipped and only the taut-stretched rope kept her from
rolling down the long rocky dope; she hauled hersdlf to her feet, swearing breathlesdy in alanguage
Magda hardly understood.

“Hurt, Camilla?”

“Only shaken up.” Shewasfavoring one foot, but there was nothing to be done about it here.
Sowly, they forced their way up the long dope, under the lowering sky, pregnant with undelivered
clouds of snow. It was ddliberate, hard going; Magda, who had covered this upward route already once
today, felt her kneeswould hardly hold her up; she heard her own bresth degpen and roughen, whistling
loudly in and out. Her head throbbed and her ears ached, but there was no longer any fedling in her face,
She drew up her scarf over her nose in arude mask, but the warm breath condensed and froze so that
her face was soon covered in an ice-mask.

Her world reduced itsdf to this; one step, then another. Y et outside the little circle described by the
sound of her own breathing, she was aware somehow of her companions, could fedl the stab of painin
Jedlle’ sbruised leg, the knife-edge of pain through Camilla’ sfoot every time she set it down, knew that
the ankle Vanessa had hurt early in thetrip was till paining her inthis cold, felt the dull painin Cholayna’s
chest. She fought to shut it out, knowing that she could do nothing for the others except to hoard her
own strength so that she needed no help from them. She knew that VVanessawas crying softly with
weariness and pain. She too had climbed this route once aready today.

Just one step and then another. Nothing outside this.

It was along nightmare. They had been climbing forever and they would go on climbing forever.1 will
take ten more steps , she bargained with hersdlf,and then | will give up . And at the end of ten steps; |
will take ten more steps, only ten more, | will not think any farther than that . She could just



manage, breaking it up into these little ssgments, carefully not thinking farther than this seven, eight,
nine, ten steps, then | will lie down and never get up again ...

“Magda,” it was Vanessa' svoice, very soft. “ Can you help Cholayna?’ Looking up, outside the
circle of her own preoccupation, she found that Cholayna had let go the chervine’ srein and sunk down
in the snow. Vanessawas struggling with one of the horses, fighting to lead it over the rubble, and with
one part of her brain Magdawondered why she bothered, while asmall detached part of hersaf knew
that if they lost any more horses they would never makeiit to that village they had seen.

She made her way to Cholayna’ s side, bent and took the woman by the arm.
“I'll help you. Lean on me.”

Cholayna’ s face was amottled mess of cream and haf-frozen pale patches againgt her dark skin, her
eyes reddened and sunken in her face. Ice clung to loose strands of her hair. Her voice was only aharsh

whisper.
“I’m never going to makeit. I’m only holding you back. Y ou others go on. Leave me here. No
reason the rest of you shouldn’t get across. But |’ m done, finished.”

Magda couldfed , insde her own mind, the depth of Cholayna’ sweary despair, and fought against
making it part of hersdlf.

“You'reonly tired. Lean on me.” She bent to dip her arm under Cholayna’ s shoulders. Part of her
was angry, she had barely strength enough for hersdlf, but the other part knew that thiswas afina
struggle. “Look, we're only alittle way from the summit, you can ride from there.”

“Magda, | can't... | can’t. | think I’'mdying...”

And for amoment Magda, looking a Cholayna, believed it; she haf released Cholayna’ s hand...
then something, anger, afind spurt of adrendin, flooded her with rage.

“Damnit, don’t youdare pull that on me! Y ou bullied usinto letting you come when [ told you you
couldn’t makeit, 1told you you couldn’t travel past Nevarsin, you wouldn’t let us send you back from
there! Now you haul your stubborn old rear end up out of that snow, or I’ll kick you to the top myself!
You'vegot to doit, | haven’t the strength to carry you, and the others are worse off than | am! Getup
damnyou!” She heard hersdf, haf incredulous. But the anger was flooding her to the point where she
actudly raised her arm to strike Cholayna.

Cholayna’ s breathing rasped in and out for amoment, then she tirred, wearily. Magdaheld out a
hand and Cholayna dragged hersdf upright, clinging to the outstretched arm for amoment. She said
between her teeth, “If | had the strength I’ d—" but the words evaporated in a pasm of heavy coughing.
Magda put an arm round her.

“Here. Leenonme.”

“I can manage,” said Cholayna, forcing hersdlf to stand without Magda’ s support, glaring at her with
her teeth bared like an animal. Shetook an unsteady step, another. But at least she was walking. Magda
put her arm around her again, and thistime Cholaynadid not draw away from the offered support.

Jedlewasin the lead; V anessa struggling with the horses just behind her. Camillahad caught up with
the roped chervines, and was clinging to a saddle-strap as Cholayna had done for so long, and Magda
longed to go to her; yet she knew Camillacould, if she must, manage without her help, and Cholayna
needed her.

Somewhere below them there was the thunder of an avalanche and the mountain shook. Magda
gasped and Cholayna clutched at her; but it wasfar below, and subsided after afew moments.

WE've got to get across this stretch; it could all go, any minute!



“Look,” Jedlle caled wildly from afew dozen steps above them. “L ook, Vanessal Acrossthe dope,
up there! Do you see? Lights! Lights, over there! It’ sthe settlement marked on the map! It’sredlly there,
and we' vefoundit!”

Magdadrew in abreath of rdief. It hurt her dry throat, and theicy air burned in her lungs, but it had
comejust at the right time. Now they could go on. It did not even matter that it was starting to snow.
With Cholayna clinging to her arm, they struggled up the last stepsto the peak, and they all clustered
there, staring at thefaint glimmer of lights acrossthe valey. From here it was downhill, and at least part
of the way, they could ride.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

«»

Partway down the dope, it began to snow; they rode through the degpening dusk as the snow
thickened, Cholaynaand Camillariding, Jadllaleading on foot with Magda and VVanessa behind her. The
extra horses and the chervines came after, jostling on the narrow downhill trail. From the position of the
lights, Magda could tell that they were well above the valley’ s floor, and she hoped there would be a
road or trail upward. She did not know how Cholaynawould fare on another mountain path.

Asthey went down, the road was lined more thickly with trees, sometimes blotting out the distant
lights. The snow fell more and more heavily, and thewind begantorise.

Suppose we cannot reach the village in this snow; suppose it becomes a full blizzard? Suppose
they will not take usin, or they are a village of robbers like that one past Barrenscae? But Magda
wasreally too weary to care, to think any further than those welcoming lights. Lower and lower they
descended, sheltered somewhat from the fierce wind and snow by the twisted trees lining the road, and
therewas afaint smel of resins; Magdawas o chilled that it was along time before she could be sure
she smelled anything. Down and till down, and then she was certain she smelled smoke and thefaint far
smél| of food cooking, so ddiciousthat it made her eyes stream. The lightsflickered faintly far above
them, but they seemed too near to be acrossthe valley, asif they werefloating in the air.

Magda could no longer see thelights. Then she bumped softly into Camilla’ shorse, and dl the
animasjostled together at the foot of acliff. It was as dark astheinsde of a pocket.

“Somebody, strike alight?’ It was Camilla’ svoice. Cholaynawas coughing. Jaelle fumbled in the
dark and then there was atiny flare. Gradudly, by itslight, Magda began to see why they had been so
abruptly halted.

They were clustered at the foot of acliff which rose sheer before them. Someone along time ago had
cut steps into the sheer face, too steep, too far gpart, for climbing, asif the original designers had been
not quite human.

But beside the steps hung along rope, with ahandle, a plain chunk of wood wrapped in greasy rope.
With aquick glanceround, Jadlle pulled at it, and heard, along way above them, the sound of abell.

Thenfor along time nothing happened at al. At least they werein the shelter of the cliff, and out of
the wind; but the cold was il fierce and biting. Jaelle and Vanessa stamped about, striking their boots



hard against the rock underfoot. Magda knew she should do the same, but had not the necessary
strength of will to force herself. Cholaynawas coughing and wheezing again, huddled in her down jacket,
athick scarf muffling her face and the sound of her breathing. Magda shivered and waited.

“Do you hear anything, Jadlle? Should you ring the bell again?

“Something. Up there.” Jaelle stepped back away from the cliff, trying to look through the thick
darkness and whirling snow. Now they could dl hear it, arough scraping sound.

Jadlle struck another light; then into thetiny circle of flame, crossed with thick-faling flakes of snow,
abooted foot descended, then another, quickly followed by trousered legs and a body wrapped in what
looked like an assortment of thick heavy shawls. Thiswas surmounted by aface haf conceded by
matted, ice-rimed white hair, thick and wild, snow lingering on the bushy white eyebrows.

“Y€'ll haveto laveyer riden’ beasts down yere,” said arasping voice in thick mountain diaect. “We
got naway to bring dem up. Be ye men or women, strangers?” And in the last sputtering light of the
match Magda saw that the deep-sunken eyes were clotted with thick white film. Nevertheessfor a
shocking instant Magdathought it was the old woman she had seen in the Overworld.

“| am Jaellen’ haMeé ora, a Renunciate of Thendara Guild-House,” Jaelle said, “and these four
women are my Oath-sisters. We are al travel-weary and one of our number isill. We beg shelter for the
night.”

“Ay, uan’' |l shelter yethe night, naworrit to that,” said the blind woman. “ Shelter ye even be ye men,
but men deep in by the stablewi’ dey beasts. This be the hermitage of Avarra, daughters. Men here be
curst if dey try to enter, but ye may come up and seep sound. Bide herejust.”

Shetilted her head upward and gave out along, shrill, wordless cal that resonated in the snow-filled
ar for along time. For aminute Magdathought it was aword in her nearly incomprehensible didect,
then redlized it wasasignd. It wasfollowed by aharsh scraping sound, and then, on arope, swaying
from side to side, adark shape descended. After aminute Magda realized that it was agreat heavy
basket, woven of something like wicker, bumping againgt the edge of the cliff asit came down.

The blind woman gestured.

“Getyein, girlies. U’ Il stable dey beasts.” And indeed as the basket descended farther, Magda
could seeingde the dender shape of what |ooked like an adolescent boy but was probably agirl,
wrapped in shapeless garments like those of the woman.

Camillaasked, “Shouldn’t | stay with the horses?’

The blind woman swiveled her head round quickly at the voice; came and felt about Camilla’ s head
and shoulders, her narrow body.

“Here, ye, beyewoman? Tha' hands be morefit for sword and tha’ got naetits—"

That settled one question, thought Magda dispassionately; thiswas not the hidden city of the
Sorceresses; the woman had nolaran . Her throat ached with awareness of Camilla’shumiliation, but
Camillasad quietly: “I anemmasca , old mother, and made so asayoung girl. Yet | wasborn a
woman, and so | remain. Isthere alaw of this place that awoman may not bear a sword?’

“Hrrmmphh!” 1t was an untrand atable sound; Magda did not know whether it was contempt or
amply acceptance. The blind woman stood with her hands till on Camilla’ s shoulders. Then she said,
“Na, na, her above shdl judgeye, | be not oneto do dat. Get yein.” She signaed toward the basket;
the young girl climbed down out of it and held it tilted for Camillato climb in, followed by the others. The
blind woman steadied Cholayna with both hands as she clambered shakily into the basket, then sent up
that long reverberating shriek of asignal again. It was answered by asimilar cry from above, and then
the basket began to move upward.



During thet terrible bouncing, swaying ascent, up and up on cresking pulleysinvigble in the dark
above them, the ropejiggled and the basket bumped heavily againg the cliff, jostling loose and beginning
again the dow creaking ascent. The wind buffeted the basket, setting it swaying and spinning with
sckening lurches every few feet. Cholayna peered over the edge with frank curiosity, trying to pierce
through the darkness, but Magda clung with both hands to the edge of the basket and hid her eyesin her
cloak.

Cholaynamurmured, “ Fascinating!”

Magda noted, with wonder, that although the Terran woman'’ s breath was till rasping, her voice
weak and shaky, she had recovered her curiosity and interest in what was happening around her. She
murmured to Magda, “ Do you suppose thisisthe City of the Sorceresses?’

Magda whispered back, “1 don’t think s0.” She explained why.

“But the old blind woman is only akind of gatekeeper or something like that. The people insde might
be quite different,” Jaelle murmured under her bregath.

Magdadidn’t answer. The motion of the basket was making her sick.

How high up is this place anyway? she wondered. It seemed to her that the basket had been
making its dow, bumpy way upward for at least haf an hour, though she knew rediticaly it could not
possibly be so high. The next time | volunteer to go on a journey in the mountains , shetold hersdlf, |
shall try to remember that | suffer from acrophobia .

But even the apparently endless journey bumped and wobbled and swayed at lat to stillness. There
werelights, mostly crude torches of tar, which flared and smoked and smelled to high heaven. They
were held by women, mostly clothed in coarse skirts and shawls, their hair ragged and uncombed.

“If these are the chosen of the Goddess,” whispered Vanessain Terran Standard—not to be
overheard or understood—*I do not think much of them. I never saw such afilthy crew.”

Magda shrugged. “Not much fuel or water here for washing. Thefirst thing they did in the robbers’
village wasto offer usabath; you can’t judge by that.”

A pair of the women steadied the swaying basket so that the occupants could climb out. Magdawas
grateful for the darkness around the torches so that she need not see the long dizzy drop up which they
had come.

“Tha dl well cometo Goddess'sholy house,” said onein that barbarous dialect. “May Lady shelter
yesadfe Getyeinfra’ the snow and wind.” Surrounding them, they guided them up along steep
cobblestoned path, into the shadow of a cluster of buildings. The hiss of the storm blew around between
the buildings and howled in the cornerstones, but in their lee they were out of the faling snow and
sheltered from the wind. Magda remembered seeing the gray cluster of stones from the distance and
guessed at their size; they were not built on human scae at dl, any more than those steps down which
the blind woman had clambered done in the darkness of the storm.

Their guides thrust them along a sort of corridor between two of theimmense buildings, and abruptly
through agreat door, into aroom where afire was burning; atiny firein astone fireplace, which hardly
lighted the immense dark spaces and comers of the room.

Near thefire, adark figure shrouded in coarse shawls and veils crouched in the hearth. The women
shoved them forward.

“Kiya,” sad one, using the word of courtesy used for any femade reative of amother’ s generation,
usually meaning in context something like Aunt, or Foster-mother. “ Here be strangers, and asick onefor

your blessn’.
The woman before the fire rose and dowly put back the hood from her face. Shewasatal old



woman, her face swarthy, with wide-spaced eyes under dender gray eyebrows, and she turned her eyes
from oneto the other of them dowly.

“A good evening to you, ssters,” she said at last. She spoke the same mountain dialect asthe other
women, but she spoke it dowly, asif the language was unfamiliar to her. However, the pronunciation
was clearer and less barbarous. “ Thisisthe holy house of Avarra, where welivein seclusion seeking
Her blessing. All women are welcome to shelter at need; ye who share our search are blessed. What
can this person offer thee the night?’ Her voice was deep contralto, so deep it hardly sounded like a
woman’svoicea al.

Jeelle said, “We seek shelter againgt the storm; and one of usisill.”

The woman |ooked them over, one by one. Cholayna coughed in the silence; the old woman
beckoned her forward, but Cholayna seemed too weak and lethargic to see the gesture, far less obey it,
S0 the woman went to her.

“What ailsthee, ster?” But she did not await an answer. “ One knows from thy cough; theeisfrom
lowlands and the mountain air Sckensthey breath. It isso?’ She came and opened Cholayna’ s jacket,
laying her gray head againgt Cholayna’ s chest. She listened amoment, then said, “We can curethis, but
thee will not travel for ahandful of days.”

She beckoned to Vanessa. “ And thy fingers be frozen, and chance be thy feet aswell. My sisters will
bring thee hot soup and hot water in alittle time, and show ye dl aplaceto deep safeand dry.” Her
eyeswent to Jaelle and it seemed they sharpened with sudden interest.

“Thy name, daughter?’
“l am Jadlen’haMdora—"

“Na’, thy true name. Once this one who bespeaks thee dwdt in lowland country and she does well
know aRenunciate may call hersdlf to her liking. Thy name of birth,chiya .”

“My mother was MdoraAillard,” Jaelle said. “1 do not acknowledge my father; am | aracehorseto
be judged by the blood of my sre and dam?’

“Fenty, girl, will judge thee by lessthan that. Thee doeswear thy Comyn blood in thy facelikea
banner.”

“If you know mefor a Renunciate, old mother, you know | have renounced that heritage.”

“Renounce the eyesin thy head, daughter? Comyn theeis, and with thedonas ”—she used the
archaic word, meaninggift rather than the more common termlaran —* of that high house. And thy
brother-sister there?”’

She beckoned to Camilla, and said, “Why break laws of thy clan, haf-woman?’ The wordswere
sharp, but for some reason they did not sound offensive, as the question of the blind gatekeeper had
been. “Will thee entrust this old one with thy birth name, Renunciate?’

Shelooked straight into Camilla’ s eyes.

Camillasaid, “Yearsago | swore an oath never again to speak the name of those who renounced me
long before | renounced them. But that was long ago and in another country. My mother was of the
Aillard Domain, and in childhood | bore the name Elorie Lindir. But Alaric Lindir did not father me.”

Magda barely managed to stifle agasp. Not even to her, not even to Mother Lauria, had Camilla
ever spoken that name. That she did so now betokened a change so deep and overpowering that
Magda could not imagine what it meant.

“And thee hasdonas of the Hastur clan?’
“It may be,” said Camillaquietly. “1 know not.”



“Wdl ye are cometo thishouse, daughters.” Thetall woman inclined her head to them courteoudy.
“Time may befor thisoneto spesk wi’ ye again, but this night thy needs are for rest and warmth. Make
known to these whatever else may be given.” She beckoned to the women who had brought them, gave
aseries of low-voiced ingructionsin their peculiar diaect. But Cholayna swayed and leaned againgt her,
and Magdadid not listen to what she said.

“Comeyewi’ us,” said one of the women, and led them through the drafty corridors again, then, and
into an empty, spacious, echoing old building, stone-floored, stone-waled, with birds nesting in high
corners and small rodents scurrying in the straw underfoot which had been laid for warmth. The only
furnishings were afew ancient benches of carven stone, and a huge bedstead, really no morethan a
stone dais. One of theragged crew laid afirein the grate and touched her torch toit.

“Bewaman’ safeyere,” shesaid in her crude didect, a the same time making asurprisingly forma
gesture. “Usn’ will bring ye hot soup from the even’ medl, an’ medicinesfor thy frozen feet an’ for the
sck one.” She went away, leaving the women aone.

“They are more generous with fire for usthan they were with that old woman, their priestess or
whoever shewas,” Vanessaremarked.

“Of course” said Jeelle, “they are mountain folk; hospitality isa sacred duty to them. The old one
who welcomed us—she has probably taken vows of austerity: but they would give us of their best, even
if their best was haf amoldy pallet and ahandful of nut porridge.”

“Jeelle, whoare these people?’ Vanessa asked.

“I haven't the faintest idea. Whoever they are, they have saved our lives, thisnight. If someonetold
methat Avarra, or the Sisterhood, guided usto them, | would not argue the point.” She looked round
and saw that Cholayna had collapsed on one of the benches.

“Vanessa, bring the medikit,” she said, then hesitated, looked sharply at Vanessa, who had dumped
down at once on another of the stone benches and was huddled over, in pain.

“Canyouwdk?’

“Moreor less. But | think | have frozen my feet,” Vanessa confessed. The words were almost an
gpology. “They don’t hurt. Not quite. But—" she clamped her lipstogether, and Jaelle said quickly,
“You'’ d better get your boots off and attend to them as quickly as you can. How did you cometo do
thet?’

“I think there may have been aholein one of my boots—it was cut on therocks,” Vanessasaid, as
Jeelle helped her off with her boots. “Y es—see there?’

Jaelle shook her head at the cold white toes. She said, “ They told usthey’ d be bringing hot water in
afew minutes. Go near thefire, but not too close. No, don’t rub them, you’ l| damage the skin. Warm
water will doiit better.” She glanced around, a Cholaynalying collgpsed and oblivious on the stone dais,
at Camilla, who was pulling at her boot carefully, and findly pulled out aknifeto dit it.

“How many of usare out of commission? Cholayna’ s probably theworst,” Jaelle said. “Magda, you’
re one of the more able-bodied ones right now. Get her into a deeping bag—as closeto thefire as
possible. The old woman said she would send medicines, and hot water, and hot soup—al of whichwe
can certainly use”

“Now,that one—I would willingly believeher aleronis,” Camillasaid, cutting the boot away to
reved afoot dreadfully swollen, with purplish blood-colored blisters and patches of white. Magda
glanced up and saw it, shocked; she wanted to go to her, but at the moment Cholaynawas even worse,
semi-conscious, her forehead, when Magdatouched it, burning hot. As Magda touched her she
muttered, “1’mal right. Just let merest alittle. 1t"s so cold in here,” and she shivered, deep down.



“We'll have you warminafew minutes,” Magdasaid gently. “Here, let me pull off your coat—"
“No, | want it on, I’'m cold,” Cholaynasaid, ressting.

“Keepit, then, but let’ s get out of those boots,” Magda said, easing Cholayna down on her degping
bag and bending to help her pull them from her feet. Cholaynatried to protest, but her weskness
overcame her; she sank back, only half conscious, and let Magda take off her boots and her outer
clothes and wrap her in blankets.

“Hot soup and some of that blackthorn teawill help her, if we can’t get anything better,” Magdasaid.
She did not confess her redl fear, which wasthat Cholaynawasin the early stages of pneumonia. “What
other injuries do we have? Jadlle, that leg you hurt when Dancer fell on you; you’ ve been waking onit.
How bad isit? No, let me seeit, a once.”

Jedle’ s shin was bruised and bloody, but nothing seemed to be broken. It was, however, unlikely
that she would walk in comfort for severa days, she had already overstrained the damaged muscles and
tendons. In addition, there were Vanessa’ s frozen feet, and patches of white on her hands aswell.
Camilla’ sfoot was swollen and painful; Magda suspected that one or two of the small bonesin the foot
were broken.

Magda herself had apatch or two of frostbite on her face, but, although her nose was streaming and
her snuses ached, and shefelt she would like to lie down and deep for at |east three days, she seemed
to be the only one who had no seriousillness or injury at the moment.

Presently the old doors creaked open. Snow and wind blew distantly into the room asapair of
women camein, carrying acouple of grest cauldrons of water, with basins and kettles and bandages,
and athird followed them with agreat pot of steaming soup, which she promptly hung over the fireplace.
They smiled shyly at the strangers but did not spesk and went away at once, ignoring Magda’ s attempt
to thank them in what she knew of the mountain diaect.

Magda, who was the only one who could walk properly, set hersalf to get into their saddlebags and
ladle hot soup into mugs—first Jaelle and Camillaand Vanessa. Then she got Vanessa’' sfeet into abasin
of seaming water—at this atitude, she remembered, water boiled at atemperature quite tolerable to
frogthitten or frozen skin.

“Thisisgoing to hurt. But keep on with it, otherwise you could—"

“Could losetoes or even fingers. | spent three years learning about atitude injuries and sickness on
Alpha, Margdi, | know what’ s a stake here. Believe me.” She sipped soup, holding the mug in her
uninjured hand— the other was in the hot water—and Magda saw her jaw tighten with pain, but she
said with assumed nonchaance, “ Damned good soup. What' sinit, | wonder?’

“Might be better not to ask,” Camillasaid. “Ice-rabbit, probably; that’ s about the only game you find
at thisdtitude, unless somebody’ s figured out how to cook a banshee.”

Magda propped Cholayna’ s head up and tried to get her to swallow some of the hot soup, but the
older woman was unconscious now, her breath rattling through her throat so loudly that Magdahad a
panicky moment of wondering if Cholaynawasredly dying.

“If she does have pneumonia,” Vanessasaid, o quickly that Magda wondered if Vanessawas
reading her thoughts, “there are some wide-spectrum antibiotics in the medikit. Hand it here—I’ malittle
tied down a the minute.” She rummaged in the tubes and vids. “Here. This ought to do. | don’t think
she can swalow, but there’ saforce-injection dispenser which you can give without any specid medical
knowledge—"

But before Magda could get the injection device loaded, the door opened again, and, warded by
two reverential young women, the old woman who had wel comed them in the entrance chamber camein.



By theflickering firdight she seemed anyone’ sidea of awitch. But, Magda thought, not the ordinary
Terran notion of awitch; something older, more archaic and benevolent, a primitive cave-mother of the
human race, the ancient sorceress, priestess, clan-ruler in the days when “mother” meant at once
grandmother, ancestress, queen, goddess. Thewrinklesin her face, the gleam of the deep-sunken eyes
beneath the witchlike disorder of her white hair, seemed wise, and her smile comforting.

She went with ponderous deliberation to Cholayna and squatted down on the dais beside her.
Peripherally Magda noted that she wasthefirst person on al their travelswho had not shown the faintest
surprise @ Cholayna’ s black skin. She touched Cholayna’ s burning forehead, bent to listen again to her
breathing, and then looked up at Magda, bent anxioudy beside them. Her smile was wide and dmosg,
Magda noticed, toothless, but when she spoke her voice was so gentle it made Magdawant to cry.

“Thy friend behot wi’ thelung-sick,” she said, “but fear none,chiya , thiswe can help. Get thee
some soup for thysen’, thee is o busy with thy friends’ ills thee has not tended tha’ own. Thisoneiswi’
her now; go thee and eat.”

Her eyeswere stinging; but Magda said, | was about to give her some medicine, old mother—" she
used thetitle in the most respectful mode—*“then | will go and egt.”

“Na Na,” said the old woman, “this be better for her than thy outland medicine; strangers here come
wi’ the lung-sick, but thiswill help her more.” She pulled, from somewhere about her wrapped
garments, asmdll viad and an ancient wooden spoon. Swiftly, sheraised Cholayna’ s head on her arm,
pried her mouth open and poured a dose between her lips. “Eat,” she said to Magda, gently but with
such definiteness that Magda reacted like a child scolded; she went quickly to the big pot and dipped
herself amug of soup. She sat on the bench beside Vanessaand raised it to her lips. It tasted wonderful,
hot and rich and comforting, though she had no ideawhat wasinit.

“] don't careif itis stewed bansheg” she said in an undertone.

Vanessawhispered, “Magda, should we just let that old tribeswoman pour God-knows-what-kind
of folk remedies down Cholaynawithout even asking what they are?’

“They couldn’t survivein aplace like thiswithout knowing whet they’ re doing,” Magda whispered
back. “Anyway, | trust her.”

She turned to watch what the old woman was doing now; with her two attendants, they wereraising
Cholayna, piling thick bolsters behind her so that she was half-sitting, and spreading blankets over her
for acrude sort of tent, under which they introduced one of the steaming kettles, while one of their
number moved aburning brazier under the kettle, so that it was an improvised steam tent. Already, or S0
it seemed to Magda, between the steam and the old woman’ s unknown drug, Cholayna’ s breething was
esser.

The woman took astick from the fire and with the burning tip lighted a curioudy colored candle; it
had astrong, astringently pungent smell asits smoke stole into the room.

Then she went to where Magda sat beside VVanessa, checked the hot-water basin where the | atter
was soaking her feet, and nodded.

“Thedaughtersha’ brought thee bandages and medicine; when the skinisdl pink again, bandage wi’
thisointment. Useit aso for thy bruises,” she added, stopping beside Jaelle and Camilla. “It will help the
skin hed clean. Asfor thy friend—" she gestured toward Cholayna—"while that candle burns, keep the
pot on ahard boail, that she may breathe hot steam, and here be herbsto strew in the water. The candle
will makethy breathing easier aswell. When candle burnsdown, gi’ her one more spoon of this—" she
produced the small bottle and spoon ” —and let her deep covered warm. Sleep thee aso; she will do
well enough now.”

For abrief moment she bent and peered into Magda’ sface, asif something she saw there puzzled



her; then she Straightened up and said, to dl of them, somehow even including the semi-conscious
Cholayna, “ 'Varrabless’eedl, thenight an’ ever,” and went away.

Vanessaturned the little bottle in her hand, studying it. It was lumpy greenish glass, hand-blown, with
many flaws. She worked out the stone stopper and breathed the strong herbal smell.

“Obvioudy, apowerful decongestant,” she ventured. “Listen; dready Cholayna’ s bresthing easier.
And the steam tent is more of the same. About the candle, | couldn’t say, but it does seem to make it
easer to breathe.”

“How are your feet?” Magda asked.

Vanessagrimaced, but passed it off lightly. “Hot water does miracles. | waslucky. Thistime.”
Magda, who had experienced frogthite in the Kilghard Hills many times during her travels and knew the
agony of returning circulation, took that for whet it was worth.

“Don’t forget the ointment she gave you, when you bandage them.”
“Thanks. But | think |1l stick to the antibioticsin the medikit.”

“I’ve had experience of both,” Jadlle said, reaching out for the smdl jar the old woman had left, “and
| think 1’1l use this. Magda, you’ re up, will you get me another mug of soup?’ And as Magda complied,
she added, “ The priestesses of Avarraare legendary; according to Kindra, they have been hedlersfor
centuries and have along tradition in heding arts. Some of them havelaran , too.”

And asif that reminded her of that surprising first interview with the old woman, Jaelle turned to
Camilla, who was trying to wrap her foot in bandages. She took the foot into her own lap and took over

the bandaging.
“ S0, you are my kinswoman, Camilla?’

Camillasad, very softly—and to Magda’ s astonishment she spoke in dmost the identical mountain
digect— “Truly, did thee not know, chiya 7’

Jaelle shook her head mutely. “ Rohana said something once which made me suspect; though | do not
think she knew it was you. Just that a daughter of Aillard had—had disappeared, under mysterious
circumstances—"

“Oh, yes” Camillasaid grimly, “thefate of Elorie Lindir wasascanda for at least haf ayear inthe
Kilghard Hills, till they had something else to wonder at, some other poor girl raped and forgotten, or
some Hastur lord acknowledging some other bastard—why, think you, did | live so long asaman, save
that | Sckened at the gossip of housebound ladies—? Rohanais not so bad as mogt, but those snows
were melted twenty winters past. Leaveit, Shaya”

“You areher kinswoman too, Camilla.” She stretched her hand to Magdaand said, “| hate to keep
ordering you around like this, but you can walk and | can’t; can you get a couple of pinsfrom my
persond kit?’

“It’sdl right,breda ,” Magdasaid, found the pins and gave them to Jaelle, who pinned up Camilla’s
bandages, then got her own bruised leg up on the bench. “One of you, bandage this, will you?’

Magdamoved it into her 1gp and began smoothing the old woman'’ s herbal ointment on the torn and
lacerated skin.

Camillasaid, with asudden undertone of fierceness, “I will claim kin with Lady Rohanawhen she
clamskinto me!” Sherose, tested her weight on the bandaged foot, wincing, and went to shake out her

deeping bag by thefire.

“Shdl | stay awake to tend Cholayna’ s steam kettle or will you?” Theflat tone of her voice closed
the subject completely.



“I will,” said Magda, but Jaelle shook her head.

“You've been looking after al of usal day. Go to bed, Magda, 1’1l look after her now. When that
candle burns out—it can only be an hour or two—I can deep too. At least we needn’t keep watch al
the time; here we are under Avarra’ s protection, and al the Renunciates are under her wing.”

Magda wanted to protest, but her eyes seemed to be closing of their own accord. She nodded
agreement and spread out her deeping bag beside Camilla’s. The fire burned low; outside she could
hear the hissing of the thick snow, the wind howling like ten thousand screaming demons around the old
buildings

At the very edge of deep, Camilla’ s head lying on her shoulder, she thought again how little she knew
thiswoman she loved. The astonishing words rang in her mind.

My mother was of the Aillard clan, but | was born to the name Elorie Lindir.
And thee hasdonasof the Hasturs ? And Camilla’ s even more astonishing words: It may well be so .

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

<«

The blizzard lasted for three days.

For thefirst day Magdadid little but deep; after the exhaustion of the long journey, the stress and
fear, her weary body and wearier mind demanded their toll, and for anight and aday and most of
another night she spent the hours adeep or in astate of incomplete somnolence, rousing only to eat or
drink. They weredl| in much the same sate.

“Wethought at first that you too had taken the lung-fever,” Camillatold her later, “ but that oldleronis
said no, it was only weariness and cold. And, the Goddess be praised, shewasright.”

This morning Magda had had the energy to wash (at anicy indoor pump where the water was alittle
above freezing) and to change her underclothing and socks, and to brush her hair.

“How is Cholaynathis morning?’ she asked.

“Better,” Camillatold her, “her fever isdown, and she has eaten alittle soup. Sheisdill very sick,
but her breathing is easier. And she spoke to meincahuenga , which at least meant she knew who |
was. What ardlief after thelast two days of her speaking only in some language none of us could
understand, and not recognizing any of usl”

“How arethe others?’

“ Jedll e has climbed down the cliff—in this snowstorm! —to make sure the pack animalsare dl right.
It isnot that she does not trust the women here; but | think she wanted the exercise” Camillachuckled,
and Magda laughed weakly with her. Jaglle aways wearied quickly of inaction.

“And Vanessa?’

Camillapointed; Vanessawas deeping near thefire, only afew curls of dark hair showing above the
top of her deeping bag.

“Her feet are fill very sore and painful, and two toenails came away last night when she changed the
bandages, but it isfortunateit isno worse. My feet were amost as bad, but they are healing better. |



think it is because Vanessa used only your Terran medicine, while Jaglle and | used what that oldleronis
gaveus”

Magda finished the coarse, burnt-tasting porridge, put the bowl away, and did down weerily.

“I am not deepy now. But my whole body fedsasif | had been beaten with wooden cudgels”

“Reg, then,bredhiya ,” Camillasaid. “No oneisgoing anywhereinthat .” The sorm wastill raging
unabated outside; it seemed to Magdathat it had raged through her deep for the last hours and days.

Jeelle came in presently, her outer garments covered with snow, snowflakes clinging to her eyebrows
and to her auburn curls.

“You're awake, Margali? Good. | was beginning to worry about you. | climbed down the cliff this
morning, and back up, though they said | could ride up in the basket with the grain sacks. It was
wonderful even in the snow; when it is not snowing, they tell me, one can see dl the way to Nevarsin
Peak on the one side, and to the Wall Around the World on the other.”

Magdawondered at her freemate’ sidea of fun. She remembered that only afew weeks before her
daughter was born, Jadlle had ing sted on accompanying Damon to the far ends of Armidafor the
horse-roundup, saying that she knew perfectly well that she had time enough to return before her child
was born. She had been in the saddle again before Cleindori wasforty days old. Magda herself had
been tired and lethargic al during her pregnancy, content to stay indoors and dlow Ellemir and Cdlista
to cosset her.

But before she had much timeto reflect on it, the door opened and the ancient wise-woman who had
welcomed them and brought medicines for Cholayna, came in. She barely nodded to the women but
went directly to Cholayna, knelt and felt her forehead; bent her head to listen to her heart and the sounds
of her breathing.

“Theeisstronger thismorning, daughter.”

Cholayna awoke, looked at thewild hair and ragged clothing of the ancient woman, and struggled to
St up. Magda came quickly to her side, so that Cholayna could see that she was not done and at the
mercy of astranger.

Cholayna demanded weakly, “Where are we? What is happening?’

The old woman spoke afew soothing words but they were in the strange mountain diaect and
Cholaynadid not understand them.

“Who are you? What isgoing on?’ Asthe old woman brought out the bottle of medicine and spoon,
gesturing to Cholaynato open her mouth, she demanded shakily, “What’ sthis, what are you giving me?’
She moved her head from sideto sidein panicky denid. “What isit? Magda, help me, tell me, isn’t
anyonelisgening to me?’

Therewasredl terror in her face, and Magdaknelt quickly at her side, taking Cholayna’ shandsin
hers.

“It’sdl right, Cholayna, you have been very ill, but she has been nursing you. | don’t know what she
isgiving you, but it has made you better. Takeit.”

Cholayna opened her mouth docilely enough and swallowed the medicine, but she ill looked
confused. “Where arewe? | don’t remember coming here.”

Questions flooded from her in Terran Standard as she struggled to St upright, staring wildly about her.
Magda reassured her quickly in the same language.
“Cholayna, no onewill hurt you. These people have been very good to us... we're safe here—"



“Who isthis strange woman? |s she one of Aquilara’ s people, did they follow us here? | —I think |
have been dreaming; | thought Aquilarahad captured us, brought us here—"

“Tell un, must not talk, lie down, rest, bewarm,” the old woman commanded. Magdalaid her hand
over Cholayna’ swrigt, gently forcing her back on the pillows.

“Youmudn't talk. Liedtill and rest, and Il explain.”

Coughing, Cholaynalet hersdf sink back. Her eyesfollowed the attendants as they rigged again the
improvised steam tent. She listened to Magda’ s smplified explanations, without question; Magda
suspected she was Ssmply so weak that she took everything for granted.

At last shewhispered, “ Then these are not Aquilara’ s servants? Y ou are sure of that?’

“Assureas| have ever been of anything,” Camillareassured her. “ She has been coming in every few
hours to make sure your fever was under control. But now you redly must lie down and rest, don’t think

of anything except getting well.”
Cholaynaclosed her eyes again weakly, and the old woman raised her head, glaring a Camilla
“A name was spoken that isforbidden in ' Varra' sholy house. What ha’ yeto dowi’ that one?’
“Who? Acquilara?’

The old woman gestured angrily. “ Silence! Speak not the names of evil omen! This one said, when
thy sickness and weariness should be hedled, thy story would be heard. Now perhapsisthe very time
for that hearing; what do ye in these wilds where no women come save in search of Her blessing?’

“Margdi will tdl thee, Grandmother,” said Camillain the mountain didect. Magda wondered when
she had learned it, and saw in Camilla’ s mind there was a flash of memory, ayear spent as an abused
and beaten child, endaved in abandit encampment...

“We comein search of Her blessing too.” Magdafound in her memory the night when first she had
seen the image of Avarraduring thefirst meeting of the Sisterhood. “We seek a City said to be inhabited
by the Sisterhood of the Wise. Two of our companions were seeking it, and had gone before. We
thought, when we saw your lightsin the wilderness, that perhaps we had found that place, and perhaps
our comradesalso.”

“This one has read thy mind and memory in thy weakness, granddaughter. We are only shelteringin
the shadow of Her wings,chiya , and are not of Her sisterhood. Y et thy search does make thee sacred
here, where thy companions havenot come.”

The old woman’ shand fell on Magda’ s shoulder. “Y et tell, what of that other nameshe spoke now
twice?’

“She cameto us by night, promised that she could lead usto our comrades.”
“And why did thee not follow her?’

“It seemed to us,” Camillasaid dowly, “that truth was not to be found in her mouth, and that to
follow such aguide was worse than to wander unguided.”

“Y et thy companion cried out to her in her unknown tongue—"

“Cholaynawas afraid of her,” Magda corrected sharply. “ Readher mind and memory if you can, Old
Mother, and you will know | speak truth.”

Jeelle asked Magdain Standard, “What' sthe trouble?”

“ She says Rafi and Lexie haven’t been here. Which may mean they havefdleninto—" she sarted to
say, Aquilara’ s hands, then looked at the old woman’ sface and didn’t. “I fear, then, that the two we
seek may have fdlen into the hands of those we count as enemies.”



The old woman looked from one to another of them, then said dowly, “Thy friend is better, but till
very sick. Watch thee by her ahandful of days more,” and went away.

Camillaand Jadlle looked at Magda and demanded, “ Now what wasthat al about?’

The old woman did not return that day, nor the next, nor the next. Silent attendants came in three
timesaday, bringing them food: rough porridge morning and noon, thick and nourishing soup inthe
evening. The enforced rest was good for al of them; Magda recovered her strength, Vanessa’ sfrozen
feet hedled, and even Cholaynabegan to Sit up for atime during the day.

On thefifth or sxth morning—Magda had lost count of the days, asthey did by with nothing to
disinguish them—the snow stopped and the sound of silence woke Magda; the wind was no longer
wailing and screaming around the buildings. She stepped out into a bright world, the sun dazzling on
roofs and the sky so clear that it seemed she could see across an endless landscape of snowy peaks and
valeysfar below them.

Perhaps Cholaynawould be ableto travel soon. Magda began mentally sorting through their
possessions for gifts they could make to the old woman and to the Sisterhood in return for their
hospitdity. She trembled at the thought of the return journey down the dliff in the basket. And how much
farther must they go? Perhaps the old woman could tell them something about Lexie and Rafadlla; at
least she seemed to know something of Aquilara’ s people and despised them.

Cholaynawas sitting up this morning, and had actually eaten some porridge. Shelooked better,
hedthier; she had asked for water to wash her face and dug into her persona pack for a hairbrush; but
shewas too wesk to Sit up for so long, so Vanessa had come and taken the brush, and wastrying to
ease the tangles out of the shock of pale hair.

“| can seethat you are feding better,” Magda said, knedling beside her, and Cholayna smiled.

“| am beginning to fed hafway human again; | can breathe again without knives through my chest!
And the snow seemsto have stopped. Tell me, Magda, how long have we been here?’

“Five or gx days. Assoon asyou are well enough to travel, we will go on. | think perhaps these
people know something of the City. Perhaps, if we ask in theright way, they will tel us”

“But what istheright way?’ asked Vanessa.

“Onething we know,” Camillasad, joining them, “they aren’t in leegue with—" she stopped, and
Magda could read in Camilla’ s mind the memory of the exaggerated anger the old woman had displayed
when she spoke Aquilara’ sname.

It was asif someone not present spoke, not in words:
The name of evil can summon it and be used asallink...

“They aren’t in link with that woman who came and tried to bully usin Nevaran, in Arlinda’ s house,”
Magdasaid. “ They have an unholy horror of her very name, though, so they evidently know what’s
goingon.”

“l wishl did,” Vanessacomplained. “ That old woman gives methe creeps! Inhuman!”

Jeelle protested, * She saved Cholayna’ slife, and you could have been permanently lamed. Don’t be
ungrateful!”

“I know what Vanessameans, though,” Camillasaid. “Have you noticed, Margali?| don’t expect
Vanessato understand it, she doesn’t know the language as well as you do; you learned it in Caer Donn
asachild. You noticed she never saysl at dl; just sands aside and spesks of hersaf as someonee<se. |



don’t begin to undergtand it.”

“I don’t know if it’ sever possible to understand an dien rdligious practice,” Cholaynasaid
thoughtfully. “ Perhaps we should just be grateful that she’ s well-disposed toward us.”

“We need more than that, though,” Jaelle said. “We’ ve cometo theend of thetrail. | don’t know of
anything beyond here and there’ s nothing on the maps. If they can’t tell uswhereto go on, | don’t know
where we can go.”

“And the old woman hasn’t been near usfor days,” Camillasaid. “When you spoke—" againthe
hesitation, “a certain name, you seemed to put her off. She’d been so friendly before that, and then—
nothing. Not asign nor asight of her.” Her smilewas bleak.

“Maybe when shefound out that some of us hadlaran she decided we could find our own way from
I’He_”

“But,” Magdasaid, “that would mean there’ s something to find. And that it would be possibleto find
it from this place.”

That night when the attendants came in to rig Cholayna’ s steam tent again—they indicated by Sgns
that she should deegpinit, evenif she could breathe well enough during the day—Jaelle went with them
down to seeto the animals again. When she came back, she beckoned them all closeto her.

“Tomorrow, they said, someone will cometo talk with us. I gathered, from what the blind woman—
her nameis Rakhaila, by theway, that’ s Hellers didect for Refaglla—from what she said, thereare
women here who come and go from—" Jaelle hesitated—"the place we may be looking for. | havea
fedling we should be ready to leave at amoment’ snotice.”

“Cholayna’ s not ableto travel yet,” Vanessa protested.

“That’ s another thing we have to talk about. | think perhaps we must send Cholayna back; or leave
her here to recuperate further. From something Rakhailasaid, this could lead us out beyond the Wl
Around the World. There’sno way Cholayna’ sfit enough to make that kind of trip.”

Cholayna said doggedly, “We had thisal out before. | can manage. I'll doiitif it killsme.”

“That’ swhat we're afraid of, you stubborn old wretch,” Vanessa said. “What good would it do to
kill yoursdlf on the trip? Would that do Lexie any good, or you?’

But Magdawas not so sure. “We've comethisfar together. | don’t think it would beright to
abandon Cholayna here. | think we al go together, or none of us.” She did not know why she was so
certain.

But when Cholayna had been settled for the night, Jaelle touched Magda’ sarm.
“Breda, we need to talk. Come outside with me for aminute.”

They went out into the long corridor between the buildings. Jadlle led the way to aspot at the very
edge of the cliff. The pulleys and baskets hung there awaiting the journey down.

“The stepsaren’t so bad,” Jadlle said. “1’ ve been down them twice now.”

“Better you than me,” Magdasaid. “Wdll, Jaelle, do you remember in Thendara you were saying you
wanted ayear off to go to the mountains? Y ou’ ve had your adventure, haven’t you?’

Above them the sky was sprinkled with the stars of arare, clear Darkovan night. Jaelle looked away
north, to where, Magda knew, the Wall Around the World rose, the end of the known world of the
Domains. She said, “Maybeit’ sonly beginning.”

Magdaamiled indulgently. “Y ou’ re enjoying this, aren’t you?’
It was dmogt ajoke; but Jaelle was completely serious. Shesaid, “Yes. Terrible asthistrip has



been, | loved every minute of it. | wish | hadn’t dragged you aong, because | know you’ ve hated it—"

Magdasaid, “No.” She surprised hersdlf with the word. “1 wouldn’t have wanted to miss—parts of
it

The sudden sense of self-mastery when she had accomplished what she had never believed she
could do. Cholaynaand Vanessa, friends only in the limited sense of co-workers; now, she knew, they
were as close as the S sters she had never known. Would she have wanted to missthat? And in avery
red senseit washer quest. From the day she had first seen the robed figuresin their circle, first heard the
sound of cdling crows, she had known that she must follow them, even if the search led over the roof of
the known world.

For amoment she knew this, then practicality took over again. “Would you go off to this City out of
Kindra'slegends, and Say there?’

“I don’t know if they’ d have me. | think you have to—well, to study and prepare yourself along time
first. There seemsto be acollege of thiskind of wisdom and I’ m ill in kindergarten. But if | decided |
wanted to try preparing to be worthy of it? Or if anything happened that | couldn’t go back. On atrip
likethis, onefdse sep—we' ve dl comethat closeto the edge, Margali. If | didn’t makeit back, you'd
look after Cleindori for me, wouldn’t you?’

Magdasmiled gently. “1’ d have to get in linefor the chance; after Damon, and Ellemir, and Lady
Rohana... about dl | could do for her would be to sponsor her if she decided she wanted to work for
the Terrans, and considering that she’s Heir to Aillard, | doubt she’ d be given that option. But if you
mean, would | love her as my own—do you doubt our oath, freemate?’

Jeelle touched the hilt of Magda’ s knife which shewore at her belt. “Never,breda .”

“Weshould goin,” Magdasaid. Thegreset violet disk of Lirid wasrisgng, dmogt a full; the largest of
the four moons. The bluish crescent of Kyrddis hung amogt at the zenith of the sky. Starswere
beginning to shine through the clear pdlor of thefdling night, and an icy wind was beginning to blow over
the heights, a veritable jet-stream of awind which tore at their hair and buffeted them toward the cliffs.
Magda clung to afrost-rimed wall to keep her balance againgt the fierce gusts. It was not dark; al round
them the growing light of the moons was reflected from snow everywhere.

“Areyou cold? Have some of my cloak,” Jaglle said, putting it round her with her arm around
Magda. Magda smiled asthey snuggled together under it.

Joelle said serioudy, “1 need to talk to you done, just for afew minutes. | wish | didn’t haveto go
back at all, Magda. I’ m not needed in the Forbidden Tower. Mylaran isn't that strong; never has been. |
"m hardly acompetent monitor, and you—a Terran!—you are as powerful atechnician as Damon
himsdlf. They love me, perhaps, but don’tneed me. In avery rea sense |’ ve never been needed
anywhere. People don’t need me, don’t cling to me the way they do to you. Even my daughter comesto
you for mothering, instead of me; she seesit too, Magda, the thing that makes people cometo you. I’ ve
never known—whereto go, or why.”

Magda listened, appdled. Ever since she had known Jaelle she had envied what she thought wasthe
younger woman’ s confidence, sense of purpose, the intensity with which she flung hersdlf into thingswith
awhole-heartedness Magda hersalf had never known. 1t had never occurred to her that Jaelle felt this
way.

“That’ snot true, Shaya. Y ou’ re S0 much stronger than | am in so many ways. Y ou’re braver than |
am. Y ou don’t hold back and panic, and hash everything over in your mind dl thetime—"

“Oh—courage,” Jadlle said, faintly smiling. “ Damon told me once that he thought courage, asoldier’s
kind of courage, thekind | have, just means | haven’t enough imagination to be afraid. Damon himsaif
admitshe’ sahorrible coward, physically, because he has too much imagination. And | have so little. No



imagination, not half the brainsyou have or hadf the sensitivity either. Maybe what | need isthe kind of
wisdom they have, these sorceresses of that legendary City. I’m like Camilla. Maybe | need to go and
ask them why | was born and what lifeisal about for me.”

“Therearetimes|’ vefdt the same way, Jaelle. But we both haveties. Duties, responsibilities—”

Jaelle moved restlesdy away from Magda. She was pacing at the very edge of the cliff inaway that
made Magdawince. Courage? Or alack of imagination, knowing she would not fal, so why did she
need to worry about what could happen if she did?

“Oh, Margdi, can’t you see? There’ snoreason for meto go back. In asenseit seems my wholelife
has been leading up to this, achanceto find out what’ sredl, what’ s under the surfaces of life. To make
somesense of it al. Maybe theseleroni of the Sisterhood know the answers and can tell me. Or help me
find out.”

“Or maybe they only claim they can. Like Aquilara. To give themselvesimportance. And it’ sdl
tricks.”

“No. Can’t you seethe difference? Aquilara’ sfull of arrogance and—and hates you and me because
weredlyhave laran and she doesn’t though she wanted usto think she did. I’ m thinking of —wll,
Marisdla. She doesn’t argue about why life happens, or try to convince or convert anyone, she just does
what she needsto. | want to know what it isthat she knows. The legend saysif you get there under your
own energiesthey haveto takeyouin, and if they don’t I’ll St on their doorstep until they do.”

Theideahad its attractions; to know what life was truly all about, to fling yourself straight at the
sour ce of wisdom and demand to know . Y et there were other duties, obligations, responghbilities.

“Would you redly go after thiskind of wisdom and leave me done, Shaya?’

“Youwouldn’t be done, Margali. You' re not the kind of person to be done. And anyway, you have
Camilla—"

Magda gripped her handstight.

“Jadlle—bredhiya, my love, my freemate, do you redly think it’ sthe samething?’ Lovewasn’t like
that, Magdaknew, it couldn’t be pigeonholed that way. “1 smply cannot believe you are jedl ous that
Camillaand |—"

“No, oath-daughter.” 1t wasrare that Jaelle called her that now, but it came from thefirst of their
many pledges to one another. “Never jealous, not that. Only—" Jaelle held her handstightly; inthe
reflected moonlight, snow-light, her face was very pale, her great dark-lashed eyes somber inthe pae
triangle of her face. It seemed for amoment that aflood of memories reached out and enfolded them.

Jaelle looking up at her like a trapped animal, awaiting the knife-stroke of the hunter; she had
saved Jaelle from bandits who would have killed them both, but now Jaelle in turn was prisoner,
not the captor who had forced the Amazon Oath on her unwilling; now with a single stroke of her
knife Magda could free herself, she need not even kill. She need only walk away, leaving the
wounded Jaelle to die of exposure.

Jaelle, in the cave where together they had faced floodwater, death, abandonment, starvation.
Jaelle, for whom her laranhad wakened. The exchange of knives, the oath of freemates .

Jaelle, close to her in the Tower circle, bonded by the matrix link, closer than family, closer
than sex, closer than her own skin...

Jaelle, clinging to her, her face covered with the sweat of hard labor, the night Cleindori was
born; rapport between them so close that years later, when Shaya was born, even the stress of
birth was not new to her; less conscious of agony than of fierce effort, terror, triumph and
delight; Cleindori in a very real sense her own child, since she too had struggled to bring her to



life....

Whatever path she chose, always it seemed that Jaelle had been there before, and she only a
clumsy follower in her steps. Even now...

Then the rapport fel away (how long had it lasted? A lifetime? Half a second?) and Jaelle said
quietly, “No,bredhiya mea, viyha mea , not jealous of Camilla. No more than you are jeal ous of
Damon.”

But there had been atime, Magda remembered, when shehad been jedlous of Damon, painfully,
blindly, obsessively jed ous of Damon. She could not bear that either, any more than she could bear,
after she and Jadlle had come together asif destined, that any man could give Jaelle anything she could
not. Now she was ashamed of that brief jealousy, her fear that Jaelle could love her less because she
loved thefather of her child. She had fought through and triumphed, till loving Jaelle, and loving Damon
just as muchbecause he could give Jadlle the one thing she could not, for dl her love.

“The onething that could make me hesitate would be leaving you, Margali. Even Cleindori hasa
dozen who would be glad to rear her if | could not. But you have something to return for. | don’t. What
do | have ahead of me but to go back, take the Aillard seat in Council when Lady Rohanais gone? And
why should I want to do that? In the Renunciates, and aso in the Forbidden Tower, we are working so
that the Domains need not depend on Councils, and Comyn, who try to keeplaran in their own hands
for their own good. The Hasturs who rule the Council don’t want independent subjects, thinking for
themsdlves, any more than they want independent women.”

“Thenign'tit your job to take that Council seat and help them change the way they think?”’

“Oh, Magda,breda , don’t you think I ve been through al that in my mind?| can’t changethe
Council because, at heart, the Council doesn’t want to change. It has everything it wantstheway it is.
power, the means to work for its own greed. Now when people don’t work for it of their own freewill,
it bribes them with promises of power of their own, and an appedl totheir greed.”

Sheturned and paced restlesdy dong the cliff, her face starkly moonlit. “Look what they did to Lady
Rohanal They said to her, ‘It doesn’t matter to you that you are not free; you have power instead, and
power ismore important than freedom.” They bribed her with power. | am so afraid that they will do
that to me, Magda, find out what | want most, and bribe me with it—I smply cannot believethat dl the
Comyn are corrupt, but they have power, and it makes them greedy for more. Even the Towersare
playing the game of power, power, power, dways over other people.”

“Maybethat’ssmply theway lifeworks, Jeelle. | don’t likeit either. But it’ s like what you said about
bargaining, haggling in the market; it makes each party think he’ s getting the better of the other.” Magda's
smilewas grained. “ Y ou said you liked haggling.”

“Only whenit’sagame. Not whenit’sred.”

“But it isagame, Shaya. Power, palitics, whatever you cdl it—it’ ssmply theway life works. Human
nature. Romantics among the Terrans think the Darkovans are immunetto it because you aren’t part of
anintersellar Empire, but peopledo operate because of profit, and greed, asyou say—"

“Then | don’t want any part of it, Magda. And | know they will try to bully meinto taking that Aillard
seet in Council, and within ten years | should be as bad as any of them, using power because they have
convinced methat | am doing good withit... ”

“I think you would be incorruptible, Jaelle—" Magda began, but Jaelle shook her head with awise
sadness.



“Nobody’ sincorruptible, not if they let themselves be tricked into trying to play those power games.
Theonly thing to do isto stay outside them. | think maybe theleroni of Avarra, the Sisterhood of the
Wise, could show me how to stay outside. Maybe they know why the world works that way. Why
good and evil work theway they do.”

Jedlle turned restlesdy, her cloak flying.

“Look at Camilla. She hasaright to hate—worse than Acquilara. Did you hear her say shewasa
Hastur, at least that she had Hasturlaran ? And look what they did to her! But she’s such agood
person, such aloving person. And Damon, too. Life has treated him badly— but he fill canlove. The
world is so rotten to people, and people keep saying itisn’t far—"

Magda murmured, “ Thecristoforos say it: “ Holy one, why do the wicked flourish like mushrooms on
adead tree, while the righteous man is everywhere beset with thorns... ?'”

“Magda, did you ever think? Maybe the world isn’ tsupposed to be a better place? Maybe it goeson
theway it does so that people canchoose what’ sredly important.” Jaelle spoke passionatdly, striding to
and fro into the face of the wind, her auburn curls flying from under the hood of her cloak. She had
forgotten the cold and the jet-stream wind.

“Let the Council, and the Terrans, play power games with each other. Andrew walked out and did
what he could somewhere dse. Let the Towers have their political struggles, under that horrible old heg
Leonie Hastur—I don’t care what Damon says, he may love her, but | know sheisatyrant as cruel and
domineering as her twin brother who rules the Council! Between the Council, and the Towers, whereis
there aplace for the use of laran ? But Hilary and Calistafound another way, even though the Towers
were corrupt. Let women wear chainsin the Dry Towns, or be good wivesin the Domains, unlessthey
have the courage to get out of it—red courage, not my kind that’ sjust lack of imagination. Courage—to
get out of the Dry Towns, or their own chains, the way my mother or Lady Rohanadid, or theway you
did when you found the Guild-house—"

“But your mother didn’t get out of it, Jaelle. She died.” For years, Magdaknew, Jaelle had
concedled this knowledge from hersdlf.

“Sure shedied. So did yours. Sowill you and | some day. Since we'redl going to die anyhow, no
matter what we do or don’t do, what sense does it make to go around scared dl the time, crawling, and
putting up with alot of rotten stuff just to hang on alittle longer? Look at Cholayna. She could have
stayed nice and safein Thendara, or accepted your offer to send her back from Nevarsin. Evenif she
died here, wouldn’t it have been better than turning back at Ravensmark and knowing she’dfaledin
what she set out to do? Living istaking risks. Y ou could have stayed in the Guild-house and obeyed
orders. My mother could have stayed in the Dry Towns and worn chainsdl her life. She might have died
when Vaentine was born even though, but she’d have died in comfort, and I’ d till bethere. In chains”
She looked pensively at her bare wrigts.

“It'sall thereis, Magda. We can’t changelife. There’ stoo much greed and profit and—andsafety .
Human nature, like you said. We can only get out of it. Like Damon when he founded the Forbidden
Tower. He could have beenblinded —hislaran burned out, because he wouldn’t back down and
promise to use hisdonas only in the way the others, the ones with the power, said he should. But if he'd
donethat he’d have been blinded anyway; he’ d have doneit to himsdf. And he knew it.”

Magda knew Damon’ s story. She knew she did not have that kind of strength. Except, sometimes,
when Jaelle forces me to follow her into some mad challenge ...

“So don’t you see, Magda? | can go back and play dreary games of power in the Council, or | can
goahead , to whatever theseleroni can teach me—"

“Y ou said that courage was needed to set up the Forbidden Tower, and we have a place there—"



“That was Damon’ strid of integrity, Margali. Not mine.” Jaelle turned and faced her freemate. “Only
| can’t goif it’ sgoing to hurt youthat much. That’ s the one thing that could stop me. | won’t do it over
your— your dead body.”

Therewas such alump in Magda' sthroat she could hardly speak. She didn’t have to; she gave Jeelle
her hands again.

Shaya, my love, my treasure, do what you must do.
And you’ll cometoo, Margali?

Suddenly Magdaknew that Jaelle’ s quest had become her own. But she had, perhaps, stronger ties.
A weakness, now, not astrength, but:

| don’t know. | must see Cholayna safe. | brought her here and | cannot abandon her now. I'm
not sure, Jaelle. But | won’t try and hold you back.

“I had hoped we could go together,” Jaelle said aoud as they turned back toward the buildings.
“Margdi, wemust goin, we'll freeze.” And indeed it was growing colder, the cold no longer bracing and
simulating but deadly. “1 suppose you'’ reright; if you’ re not ready, it wouldn’t be right for you. But, oh,
breda , | want to say, we go together or not at all. | couldn’t bear to leave you behind.”

But dways, Magda thought, Jaelle was that one step ahead of her.

“Lead on,” shesad lightly, “and I’ll follow asfar as| can. But just now |’ d prefer to follow you in
out of the cold.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

«»

Magda was dreaming...

Therewas acircle of robed figures around afire; dark hooded figures, gathered around something
that lay at their center. Magda could not see what it was, nor see what they were doing to it; only that
there was asound like the screaming of hawks, and with every cry of the hawks there was apitiable
crying, so that for amoment Magda thought in horror,it is Shaya, they have my little Shaya there,
they are hurting her . Thefire at the center shot up and surged high, and Magda could seethat it was
no child, but the naked figure of awoman, lying bound in their circle.

Magdatried to rush forward to her, but it seemed that shewas held in place by invisible bonds;
chainslike the chains of a Dry-Town woman.

“For the love of God, help me, Lorne! You got me into this, now you have a duty to get me
out of it!”

It was Lexie’ svoice. She had known al aong somehow that it was Lexie lying there helpless, and
that she had been responsible for the act or omission that had landed L exie there.

She struggled against her bonds, but the hawks went on screaming. She could see what they were
doing now; with every surge upward of the flame, the hawks swirled, borne on the currents of fire, and
swooped over Lexie’ sinert figure, and with every downward swoop they toreinto her naked flesh,
carrying away great dripping hunks of blood and skin, while Lexie screamed, terrible screams that
reminded Magda horribly of the time she and Jaelle had been marooned in acave with risng floodwater,



and Jaelle had miscarried Peter Haldane' s child. She had been delirious, not fully aware what was
happening much of the time, and in her delirium she had screamed like that, asif she were being torn
asunder, and Magda had not been able to help her. They had come so close to dying there.,

And now it was Lexie screaming. And it is my fault; she was competing with me, and that was
how she got into this.

Again Magda strained againgt her bonds to rush forward to Lexie, but there was acurious bluefirein
theair, and in that evil glow she could see the face of the black sorceress Aquilara

“Y es, you aways want to ease your own conscience by being so ready to help other people. But
now it isyour task to learn detachment; that her troubles are not of your making, and that she must take
the consequences of her own actions,” Aquilaraexplained caloudy. It sounded so rationd, O
reasonable, and yet the screamstore at her asif every stroke of the razor talons and crudl bloody beaks
fel on her own heart.

“Yes, that iswhét they are doing,” Aquilarawent on explaining. “They will tear and tear at that false
and sentimenta conscience of yourswhich you think of asyour heart, until it is gone from your breast.”
And Magda, looking down, saw agresat bleeding hole opening in her chest, from which ascreaming
hawk carried away apiece of flesh...

No. Think. Thisis a dream. Sowly asense of redity penetrated Magda’ s mind; dowly, dowly. She
felt hersdlf pull free, free of theinvisble bonds, raised her arms, jerked hersdlf up, and found herself
sitting bolt upright in her cold deeping bag. Her heart was still pounding with the nightmare. She heard
Jeelle cry out, and reached over to shake her freemate awake.

“Shaya, Shaya, are you having anightmare too?’

“Zandru’shdls” Jaelle whispered, “it was adream, adream, | was only dreaming—Aaquilara’s
sorceresses. They weretorturing Rafaella, and they had chained me up to Rafi’ shigrryl and were
making me play balads on it, and she was screaming—ah, how she was screaming, like agirl of fourteen
in childbirth—and the demons al kept yelling, ‘ Louder, play louder, so we cannot hear her scream... ’”
She shuddered and buried her head against Magda’ s shoulder.

Magda stroked Jaelle’ s soft hair, comprehending what had happened. Even the themesin the
nightmares they had shared had been dl but identical.

She wondered if Camillaand the others were suffering nightmare too. Shewasamost afraid to try to
deep again. “1 thought this place was guarded,” she said, “that even the names of that witch and her
people could not be spoken here... ”

“I think that was only while we were sick and exhausted,” Jaelle ventured. “Now that we are well
again, and there are decisions to be made, nightmares can move in our minds, those demons—" she
hesitated, said tentetively ... torturing us?’

But Magda could not attend to the question. A wave of horror swept through her, making her
physicdly ill with itsimpact.

She was lying on the ground, chained hand and foot at the center of a ring of robed and
hooded figures... no; they were men, scarred bandits, wielding knives, naked, their gross hairy
bodies and erect phalluses touching her everywhere, intruding into her everywhere, and they
were like razors, like knives shearing off her breasts, invading her womb, tearing her
womanhood from her. One of them, an evil hawk-faced man with a scar, held up the body of a
naked, bleeding child, a fetus half-formed, shrieking, “Hereisthe Heir to Hastur that she may never
bear!” Sowly, slowly, the face of the bandit changed, became, not gross and scarred, but noble,
pale, detached, the face of the sorceress Leonie... No; it was a man’s face. The face of the regent,
Lorill Hastur . “How can | acknowledge as my own child agirl who has been so treated, so scarred?’



he asked coldly, and turned away ...

“Magdal” Jeelle clutched at her in horror; Magda freed herself from the terrible paralysis of
nightmare. Once before during the waking of her ownlaran she had become apart of Camilla’s
nightmares. A dreadful time; and the worst of it had been Camilla’ s horror and shame, that she could not
barricade these memories and horrors from her friend and lover.

She bent over Camillaand shook her awake.
“Y ou were crying out in your deep, love. Were you having abad dream?’

Magda had seen this before: how Camilla struggled up from the paralysis of terror. With shaking
hands, she wiped the swest of nightmare from her face, fighting to compose herself.

“Aye” shewhispered at lagt. “My thanks for waking me, oath-sisters.” She knew, and she knew
they knew, what she had been dreaming. But she could trust them to ask no questions, and she was
grateful.

The next morning, Cholayna’ s color was good, and her breathing so easy that the women who came
to bring the breakfast porridge dismantled the steam tent and took it away. Cholayna sat up and dressed
hersdlf, al except her boots, saying she felt perfectly well.

But Magda knew this raised again the question they had been avoiding while Cholayna’ slifewasin
danger, and she found hersdlf dreading the debate. Cholayna could face no more rough weether and
exposure.

Y et how likely wasit that she would agree to go back, and could she turn over the search for Lexie
to Vanessa and Magda?Would she? Magda doubted it.

So they carefully avoided the subject, and Magdafelt the enforced silence fraying away at her
nerves. It was afine bright day, and Vanessawent out to wak aong the cliffs, trying to scan out aroute
ahead. Magdawalked with her alittleway.

“Tell me, Vanessa, did you have bad dreamslast night?”

Vanessa nodded, but she turned her face away, her cheeks crimson, and did not volunteer to say
what she had dreamed, and Magda did not ask. They were under attack again; the Sisterhood of the
Wise was most effectively guarded by the Sisterhood of the Dark or so it seemed... or could it be that
the two were inextricably intertwined? Her own nightmare and Jeelle’ s had come from their own inner
demons and flaws, not from anything anyone had imposed on them from the outside.

But Camilla? This was no nightmare based on something she had done wrong, no background
of mistake or cruelty or omission coming back to haunt her, as with Jaelle and Magda, but
something done to an innocent child who had no way deserved any of it...

Jaelle had asked the unanswerable question: Why do the wicked flourish ? But even thecristoforos
had no answer to that question; they framed the question itself in poetic language and cdled it amystery
of their God.

Vanessawas involved at the moment not in philosophica speculations, but practica redities.

“We'll haveto go on from here, onfoot. A couple of chervines might makeit, but | can’timagine
taking ahorse over thosetrails”

“Do you think Cholayna can makeit?’

“Hellfire, Lorne, I’m no mind reader. But she’ll ingst on trying, and | don’t think I’ d be able to stop
her. Y ou want to try convincing her? No? | thought not.”

When they went back to the building where they had spent the last few nights, Camillawas on her
fet, bowing to someonein the lee of the fireplace. Magda and Vanessacamein, and Jaglle said, asif



completing an introduction she had begun, “and these are our companions Vanessaryn Erin and Margdli
nha sabet.”

Magda came around the fire and saw asmadl, dight young woman, with her hair in along braid down
her back, as the countrywomen around Caer Donn wore it. She wore asimple knee-length tunic, dark
saffron-color, embroidered at neck and deeveswith a childish pattern of leaves and flowers, and smple
unadorned brown riding breeches. Otherwise she wore no jewery or ornament except for aplain
copper ring in her |eft ear.

Shesad, “My nameis Kyntha.” She spoke the ordinarycasta of the hill country, but dowly and
caetuly.

“I have been sent for, and I must go soon. Tell me why you have comeinto this country, so far
beyond Nevarsn?’

Jadlle leaned forward and whispered so softly that no one else could hear, “ Thisis the woman
Rakhailatold me about.” Aloud she said, “We came after friends of ours. Now we have cause to think
they have met with catastrophe, or captivity.”

Kyntha said nothing, and Jaelle dug into a pocket and pulled out Rafaelle’ s letter, which had started
them on their travels.

“I do not know if it is the custom in your country for women to read and write—"

“I canread, yes,” said Kyntha, stretching out her hand for the letter. Sheread it dowly and carefully,
her lipsmoving asif it werein some other language.

Then she said, “What do you want of me?If it isthe Sisterhood of the Wise that your friend seeks, |
think you know shefailed before she started.”

“Canyou help usrescue her?’ Jaelle asked.

“No.” It wasflat, find, left no room for discussion or argument, and had more impact than adozen
protestations or excuses.

“Neverthdess, for the sake of our friendship, | must attempt it,” said Jeelle.

“If you mugt, you must. But beware of being dragged into the causes which she set in motion. And if
you save her from the effects of her own folly, what then? Will you safeguard her dl her lifelest shefall
aganinto error?’

Vanessabegan, “If she has trespassed unwittingly on your sacred Sisterhood, would you punish her
for ignorance?’

“Does the snow punish the child who straysinto it without cloak or hood or boots? Isthe child less
frozen for that?’

That was, Magda thought, another conversation-stopper. At last Jaelle asked, “ Can you help usfind
the way to the City where the Sisterhood dwells?’

Kyntha said, even more deliberately:

“If I knew the way to that place, | should be svorn never to tell. | think you know this much. Why
then do you ask?’

“Because | know that there are some who have come and gone,” Jadlle said, “and why should | look
for akey to astrange lock when, perhaps, knocking politely on the door will gain me entrance?’

Kynthasmiled flegtingly for thefirgt time.

“Some have gained entrance there. It is not for me to say you would not be welcomed. Who told
you of that place?’



“My foster-mother, for one,” Jaelle said. “ Though | never thought | would seek it. But now it seems
to me that the time has come.”

“And your companions? Do you speak for them?’

Jeelle opened her mouth, then shut it again. Findly she said, “No. | will let them spesk for
themsdlves”

“Good.” Kynthalooked at each of them in turn, but there was a perceptible sllence. At last Cholayna
sad, “I have no wish to trespass upon your City. My interest isin one of the young women mentioned in
the letter.”

“Is sheyour daughter or your lover? Or is she a child that you seek to keep her from the
consequences of her own actions, daughter of Chandria?” Magdawas surprised that Kyntha, after the
hasty mass introductions, remembered Cholayna’ s name,

“None of those. But she was my student; | trained her. | accept respongibility for her failure.”

“Arrogance,” Kynthasaid. “ Sheisagrown woman. The choiceto fail was her own, and sheis
entitled to bear her own mistakes.”

Vanessainterrupted in an argumentative tone, “If it isforbidden to help afriend in your city, | hope|
may never go there. Dare you tell usthat it isforbidden, or unlawful by your rules, to hep afriend?’

Kyntha' s eyes met VVanessa’ sfor along moment.

Then she said in the same serious manner, *Y our motives are good. So with the child who wanted to
help the tigercat move her kitsto awarm and cozy den in hisown bed. Y ou do not know what you are
doing, and you will not be spared because your motives were admirable.”

Her eyes moved on to Camilla. “Do you seek the City, or are you here only from an ill-concelved
dedreto sharethefate of your friends?’

“If you scoff at friendship, or even at love,” Camillaretorted, “then | care not what you think of me.
My reasons for seeking that city are my own, and you have not yet convinced methat | should entrust
them to you. What evidence have | that the key isin your hands?’

“Good,” Kyntharemarked. “ There are many who know the way to that place, but some of those
who offer to show you theway do not know it aswell asthey think they do. It isnot impossible that
permission would be granted for you, and perhaps for thisone—" sheindicated Jaelle with afaint
movement of her head. “I don’t know. If it is ordained that you shall be alowed to seek that end to your
journey, then you may be guided or even helped. But many have been offered help and turned back, and
some who persevered could not finish the journey, for one reason or another. Y ou must be wise and
wary.” Sheturned to Magda and said, “And you?’

“Twice | have encountered the Sisterhood, or so | believe,” Magda said. Kyntha' s eyes on her were
oddly compelling; Magdafet it would be unthinkable to lie before those eyes. “ Once they saved my life
and thelife of my freemate. One of these women who in your words,trespassed , hasaso, in greet crisis
and at the point of desth, encountered these same Sisterhood. Therefore | believed that |—and perhaps
she too—had been summoned. How do you know that we havenot been summoned, but assume
immediately that either of us has chosen to trespass?

“Because | read her companion’sletter,” Kynthareplied. “Even if she had been summoned, anyone
who could concur in the motives of that letter would never find the place they sought. It would be for
her, at that particular time, and in that particular company, an act of trespass. Asfor you, | have no way
of knowing whether you have in fact been summoned, or whether you suffer from adelusion. If you have
in truth been summoned, help will be forthcoming. And you will beleft in no doubt.”

Slence. At last Jadlle said, “May | ask you aquestion?’



“Or adozen. | cannot promise to answer, though. | was not sent to you for that, and | am not
learned or wise”

“Areyou amember of that Sisterhood?’
“If | should claim to be so, how would you know | told you the truth? Anyone might make such a

dam.

Camillainterrupted, “ There are those among us withlaran . Enough, at any rate, to know aliar from
asooth-teller.” Her voice was hard, but Kyntha only smiled. Magda got the definite impresson that she
liked Camilla

“Another question,” Jeelle said. “We met with—" She hesitated, and Magda guessed she
remembered they were not to speak Aquilara’ s name. “With one who presumed to try and give us
commandsin the name of the Goddess. Tdl me, was she one of your Sisterhood?’

“Why do you question your own ingtincts, Shayan’ haMeora? Will you let me counsd you alittle, as
much as| may?’

“Certanly,” sad Jeelle.

“Thenthisiswhat | advise you. Be slent. Speak to no one of your objective, and never, thrice never,
name the evil you distrugt. It would be smpler for your little daughter to cross Ravensmark passin her
slken indoor dippers and armed only with awooden spoon against the banshee, than for you to enter
into that place in the wrong company. And there are some who, if you are summoned, will attempt to
stop you out of jealousy, or from the sheer love of mischief-making. If help is sent to you, trust your
ingincts.” She bowed, somehow including al of them in the gesture.

“I wish you good fortune, whether you believeit or not,” she said, and without any more fuss or any
kind of leavetaking, went away.

“Well,” said Cholayna, when it was obvious that she would not return, “what are we to make of that
?1

“I'venoides,” Jadlesad. “But | wouldn’t count on hospitaity from these people much longer. We’'
ve had our warning, we' re rested and well again, now it’s up to us to decide whether we are going on,
or back.”

“I am not going back,” said Camilla. “I gather from what she said that the city we seek is near, and
asfor acity of Avarra’s Sisterhood, it would be safer to assumeit is nearer Avarra’ s holy house, than
farther. She said nothing of sending us back.”

“And | think perhaps she was sent to determine how determined we are,” said Jaelle. “ She certainly
did her best to discourage us.”

“That wasn't theideal got at all,” Magda protested. She thought Kyntha had been admirably
graightforward. “However, if she’ s gone to make some sort of report to her superiors, maybe we ought
towait until the report’ s gone through and the verdict delivered. She said help might be forthcoming,
even guides”

“| gather we all agree on one thing, that she was sent, and that she is not a member of —theother
crew,” Vanessasad. “ She acted, though, asif there was no question of letting me, or Cholayna, near the
place. Just you two and maybe Magda.” Shelooked, mildly startled, at Magda. | noticed she tregted
you asif you were one of the Darkovans yourself.”

Magdafdt she should have noticed that hersdlf. Yes surely, she had a right to be considered



among the Darkovans . But did sheredlly, or was that merely aflattering assumption? And why was
she worrying about this, questioning her own motives, at thislate date? She had surely gonetoo far to
turn back now.

“I think we should leave as soon aswe can, then,” said Jadlle.
“I think we should wait to seeif the help they hinted at is offered,” Magda demurred.

“I don't agree,” said Camiilla, “and do you know the reason why? She said she could give us no help
inrescuing Lexie and Rafadlla. She treated Cholaynaand Vanessaasif they were dightly unwelcome
intruders, in spite of the kindness and hospitdity they had been offered. My guessisthis:. if we wait for
their help, it will come at the price of sending you two—" she nodded at the two Terrans, “back at once,
and on abandoning al hope of rescuing Rafadlla. 1’ m not ready to do that.”

“Nor |,” said Magda. “| think we should pack at once, and go as soon as we possibly can.” She
added, diffidently, “None of us has been ready to try this, but | believeit’sour last resort; | amwilling to
try tofollow Lexie and Rafadllawithlaran , no matter in whose hands they may now be. Y ou, Jadlle?’

“I would be afraid of picking up—thatother ,” Jaelle said, troubled, but Camilla shook her head.

“If they’ reinher hands, as| have begun to suspect, we have no choice. | see Lexie and Rafadlla, and
| see—her. Shaya, isthiswhat happenswhen you call itlaran 7’

But there was no leisure to answer the question. First acouple of the attendants camein, scurrying.
Then the old woman who had tended Cholayna walked in with kindly assurance, and took her seat

among them.

And behind her asmall sturdy woman a whom they blinked for amoment, disbelieving. If the Terran
Legate himsdf had walked in, Magda could not have felt more amazement, more disruption of
everything she had expected.

“Wadll, thislookslike ameeting of the Hellers branch of the Bridge Society,” thewoman said. “Isn’t
anyone even going to wish me good day?’

But they were all too astonished to speak. It was Cholayna, at last, who croaked, in avoice ill
hoarse and rasping, “1 should have known. Hello, Marisda”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

«»

Marisdlal How did you get here?” demanded Jeelle.

“Sameway you did; riding when | could, walking when | couldn’t, climbing when | had to,” Marisda
said. “ Of course, since | knew where | was going, | took the straight road as far as Nevarain.

“Y ou might havetold us,” Camillasad.

“Yes” sad Marisdadryly, “1 could have held your hand every step of theway. Don’t be afool,
Camilla. What | said to Margdli istill true, | was not and am not free to discussthe affairs of the
Sisterhood with outsiders, and that includes their abode, and the necessary search, unaided, to reach
them.”

“If they demand this much effort to reach them,” Camillaasked, “how do we know it isworth this
kind of suffering?



“You don’t. No one forced you to come. Be very clear about that, Camilla. At any moment you
could have turned back to safety and to known rewards and everything you have claimed for yoursalf
from life. Thereis no reason to renounce any of it, and for you, less reason than most. Y et | notice that
none of you choseto turn back.”

“Thisisal besdethe point,” Vanessasaid. “Whatever psychic search you are talking about, Camilla,
our interestisonly infinding Lexieand Refadla”

But it was Marisdlawho answered.

“Areyou very sure of that, Vanessa? | notice you have not turned back, either. Have you gained
nothing from thistrip yoursdf? Isyour search entirdy unsdfish?’

“I wishyou’'d stop talking inriddles,” Vanessacomplained. “What’ sthat got to do with it?’

“Everything,” said Marisda, “think carefully, now. Because on your answer may depend whether or
not you are alowed to go on. Friendship may carry you far, and please don’t think | am deriding the
good ingtinct to help your friends. But in the long run, Vanessaryn Erin—" Magdawas Sartled and
shocked that she used, not the Guild-house name by which Vanessawas known there, and in the Bridge
Society, but Vanessa' s Terran, legal name—*In thelong run, nothing matters but your own motives for
this quest. Have you gained nothing?’

“Isthat wrong?’ Vanessa asked aggressively.

Marisela hesitated and |ooked for amoment at the old priestessin her bundled rags, seated
impassively on the sone dais. The old woman raised her eyes and looked sharply at Vanessa. For a
moment Magda expected that she would attack, with those quick harsh words she could use and
demolish Vanessawith some sharp answer. But the ancient’ s voice was surprisingly gentle.

“She does not question thee about right or wrong, little Sster. Thee seeksright, us knows that, or
thee would be outside in the storm, whatever thy need; shelter is not offered here to those who actively
seek to harm their fellow beings. Thy sister asks thee, of many good things, has thee found something
which isthy own and to thy liking? Speak sooth now and fear nothing.”

“| can’t believe that you are asking methis,” Vanessasaid impatiently. “Y es, one of the reasons|
came on thistrip was because | wanted to see these mountains, wanted a chance to climb some of them,
and | knew I”d never get the chance otherwise, and | was prepared to put up with alot for that chance.
That doesn’t mean | wasn’t sSincere about helping to find Lexie and Refadlla”

“I didn’t know you were so fond of her,” Mariselaobserved.

“Fondhas nothing to do withit,” Vanessasaid angrily. “ She’ snot my lover or my bosom friend or
confidante, I’ m not—well, | know it’ s the custom here and there’ s nothing wrong with it, but I’ m not
interested in women aslovers. But we werein training school together, and she’sin trouble. She needs
friends, and she doesn’t have many. | supposeif | wasin trouble she’d give me ahand. Or what elseis
al your tak about sisterhood—and | don’t mean al this stuff about secret Sisterhoods and societies,
ather—what’ sit supposed to mean, if | can’t try to help out afriend? And Rafadlla, well, she’sa
mountaineer. | respect her. Can’t you understand that kind of thing?’

The old woman was smiling, but Vanessatook no notice of her. Marisdla nodded to Vanessa, dmost
aformal gesture of recognition.

She said, “Rafaellaand | were housebound together in Thendara Guild-house; it seemsalong time
ago. | am worried about her myself; she was one of the reasons| came so far. She hasaright to her
own search, even if what she seeksisriches, but | was afraid she was getting into deep waters where
she could not swim, thinking only that she was doing legitimate business. | knew Jaelle was concerned
about her, and if it was only aquestion of bad weather and arough trail, Jaelle, with you to help her,
could have been |eft to the search. But there were other thingsinvolved and | hoped to keep her from



getting into them without a clear idea of what she might befacing.” She sighed heavily. * So, you have not
caught up with her?’

“Asyou can see, we havenot,” Camillasaid dryly. “Asif you did not know, being aleronis ... "

“I’m no more omniscient than you are, Camilla. Until | actualy came here, | till hoped. But if she
was not safehere during that great storm, there are two possibilities; either sheis safesomewhere else
... " she gpoke the words with a careful intonation and a hesitant glance at the old woman, and Magda
knew suddenly that she was speaking of Acquilaraand her followers, “or sheis dead. For there was no
other shelter and nothing could have lived unshdltered in these hills. | can’t bear to think they could bein
the hands of—" She blinked angrily, and Magda noticed she was trying hard to stifle uncontrollable tears.

The old woman bent toward her and said soothingly, touching Marisea’ s hand, “ Thee may hope she
is safe dead, granddaughter.”

Cholayna, who had been following al thiswith close, concentrated attention—M agda, who had been
through the same kind of training, knew what effort it would take her to follow this conversation in the
language they were using, though Cholayna had had the best and most effective language training in the
whole of the Empire— spoke up for thefirst time.

“Marisda I’'mlike Vanessa, | can’t believe I’ m hearing this. Are these people so jealousthat they’d
redlly hope Lexie and Rafagllaaredead , rather than involved with some religious heresy? |’ ve heard of
religious bigotry, but this beats anything | ever heard of! I’ m not ungrateful to these people. They saved
my life, saved Vanessafrom being lamed for life—they saved usdl. But | ill think that’ sterrible !”

It was the old woman who spoke, dowly, as if—she were trying to make Cholayna understand
across an insurmountable barrier.

“Theeisignorant. Thisold onecanna’ givethee alifetime wisdom in afew minutes on thisfloor. But
if thee canna’ imagineworsethan smpledyin’ theeisworse than ignorant. Aretherena’ thingsthee
would die rather than do? Those whose names we would not spesk—" she stopped, frowned, shook
her head in frugtration dmogt tangible.

“How to say to thee? Would thee rather die, or torture a helpless child? Would thee rather die, or
betray thy innermost honor? It istheir joy, those ones, to see others do that which they thought they
would rather die than do, out of their week fear of dyin’ because they know nothing an’ believeless
about death.” Her head shook withwrath. “An’, an’, to gpesk their nameisto invite them into thy mind.
Think this old one hates thee, that she takesthat risk for thee and thy ignorance, sister, to try an’ teach
thee acrumb’ sworth of wisdom.”

Magdalooked at Jadlle, and for one blazing instant, whether it waslaran or something deeper, it all
came together in her mind. It was dl one with what Jadlle had said the night before:\We're all going to
die anyway .

Magdawas remembering dreadful things done, in the history of the human race, by men to their
fdllow men—and women—Dbecause they so feared death: guards who had forced their fellow creatures
to death in concentration camps, the immense daughter of war wherethe killer justified himsdf by fear of
being killed in turn; infinite terrible betraya s out of that most ignoble fear—I’ 1l do anything, anything, |
don’t want to die ... It was bad enough to do these evils because in some demented way you thought
they were good, like the religious monsters who burned, hanged or daughtered othersto save their
souls. But what possible justification could there be for anyone who did these things because the
dternative was persond deeth? In a single blazing moment, Magdafdt afiercejoy. It suffused her witha
flush, an dmost physical rush of total awareness, knowing how strong waslife and how little desth had
to dowithit.

In agreat rush shefet totaly involved and caught up init; aware of her intense love for Jaelle, of
course, thiswaswhy | risked my life for her; her wholly different love for Camilla. Love reached out



for no reason even to encompass that ridiculous old woman,she doesn’t even know Cholayna and she
isrisking what she thinks of asa very real spiritual death for her, she fears she’sinviting
Aquilara and her crew into her very head to play games with her, and because she loves us ...

They could only kill me, and that wouldn’t matter. Dying hurts, but death won’t.

And then she snapped out of it, astonished a her own thoughts. There was no question—nobody
had asked her to die for anything! What’s wrong with me? | don’t want to die any more than anyone
else, why am | indulging myself in heroics ?

And then shewondered if it had al been imagination; for Cholaynawas saying, with polite strained
patience, that she didn’t redlly think the question had any application here.

“No one has offered me that choice. And with dl respect, | find it hard to believe that theserival
ssterhoods, or whatever they are, will behave like some old legendary dictator or brainwashing expert
and offer them a choice between death or dishonor. How absurdly melodramatic!” Then Cholayna bent
toward the old woman, very serious.

“Whenever | hear anyone say there are things more important than life or deeth, | find mysalf
wondering whose lifethey are planning to risk. | find it is seldom their own.”

The old woman’ stoothless smile was gentle, almost despairing.

“Thee meanswell, but theeisignorant, daughter of Chandria. ’Varragrant theeliveslong enough that
thee may one day |earn wisdom to match thy good strength and will.”

Marisdla stood up, asif gathering up the scattered threads of her discourse.

“It’ stime to go, while the weather holds, and the only way to go isto get going. Are you ready to
leave?’

Jeelle said quietly, “1 told you, Magda. We were warned to be ready.”
Camillathrust her handsinto the pocket of her tunic, and demanded, “ Go where?’
“To the place you have been seeking. Where el se?’

“TotheCity of —"

“Hush,” Marisdasad quickly, “don’t speak it dloud. No. | am serious. Word and thought have
power.”

“Oh, in the name of the Goddess, or of dl Zandru’s demons, Marisela, spare me your mystical
rubbish!”

“Do you dareto tell methat? Y ou know better, however you have tried to barricade it,Elorie Hastur

Camillaactudly laid her hand on her knife.

“Damnyou, my nameisCamilla n’ha Kyria —”
Marisela stared her down.

“And gill you say names have no power, Camilla?’
Camillafolded hersef abruptly into a sest, her voice gone.

Magda began matter-of-factly to gather their possessions. The enforced stay of daysin that room
had made it a gypsy-camp clutter, though they had tried to keep what order they could. The old woman



rose stiffly; Marisela stooped to assst her. Camillastrode toward her.
“Grandmother of many mysteries! Isaquestion permitted the ignorant?’
“How else shal they beingtructed?’ asked the old woman mildly.
“How did you know—" she stopped and swallowed and findly said, “al that?’

“To those who see beyond surfaces, little daughter—" her voice wasinfinitely gentle, “it iswrittenin
thine every scar, every line of thy face. In the energies which surround thy body it can read asclearly as
ahunter of thewild chervine reads the spoor of his game. Fear not; thy friend—" she nodded at
Marisda, “broke not thy confidence. This one swearsit.”

“Shecouldn’t,” said Camillabrusquely. “ Shedidn’t haveit.” She stared quizzicdly & Marisda, and
Magda could almost hear the words: did she read me too, does she know everything about me ?

Then she asked, her voice abrupt and harsh, but speaking clearly in the mountain didect the old
woman spoke, “Thee makesit thy task to search out old names and buried pasts. May | then ask thine
own, Mother?’

Thetoothless smile was serene.

“This one has no name. It was forgotten in another life. When thee has reason to know, chiya , thee
will read it clear as | read thine. Avarra bless thy long road, little one. Few of thy sisters have had such
trials. How shal the fruit grow unless the blossoms are pruned from the tree?”

She smiled benevolently, and closed her eyes asif fdling into the sudden light deep of senility.
Marisdalooked at Camillaamost in awe, but didn’t speak.

“How soon can we get out of here? It safineday; let’ stake advantage of it.”

Inasurprisingly short time they were ready to leave. The sky was cloudless, but the wind blew
across the helghts as they approached the cliff. They went in two shifts, and Magda, edging
unobtrusively back to wait for the second, watched with horror as the basket jerked and wobbled and
bumped againgt the cliffs. The ropelooked too small to hold it, though it was amighty cable of twisted
fibers amost three fingersthick. She turned away her eyes, knowing if she did not she would never have
the courage to get into the contraption.

Jedlle, Cholaynaand Camilla, with Marisda, had gonein thefirst load. Asthe basket came bumping
back to where she stood with Vanessa and the old blind woman Rakhaila, Magda recoiled; coming up
in the dark was one thing, but in broad daylight, she could not, shecould not force herself to step into it.

Rakhalafelt her cringe, and guffawed.

“Haw! Haw! Y erather climb down cliff, missy?1 beold an’ blind, an’ | do so every livin’ day. Steps
be right yonder.” She gave Magda a push toward the edge, and Magda cried out and fell to her knees,
grabbing for safety; in another moment she might have sumbled over that terrifying edge.

Vanessa caught her arm. She whispered, “It’ s perfectly strong, redly. There’ snothing to be afraid of,
Magda, they’ ve evidently been going up and coming down here for centuries and it’ s never failed them
yet.” She steadied Magda’ s arm as she managed, carefully turning her eyes away from the narrow
dizzying gap between basket and ground far below, to step over the edge, and sink in, her eyeson the
floor of the basket, strewn with bits of straw and grain.

Where do they get their food and grain up here? Does it all have to be hauled up in thisone
basket ? she asked hersdlf, knowing that it was just away to keep hersalf from being afraid. And then
shewas sourly amused at herself.



All my fine theories about not being afraid of death, and here | am almost wetting my
breeches with fright because of a primitive elevator that’s probably just as safe as the onesin the
Terran HQ!

Acrophobia, she reminded herself, was, by definition, not arational fear. But surely it hadn’t been
nearly as bad as this when shefirst crossed Scaravel with Jaglle seven, no, eight years ago. And she
remembered positively enjoying her first trip to Nevarsin with Peter when they had both been in their
twenties,

With unbelievable relief shefdt the basket touch ground and scrambled ouit.
“You'regoing with us, Marisda?’

“Of course, my dear. But | don’t know dl theinsand outs of thetrail; Rakhailawill guide us. The
horseswill haveto stay here. We'll take one pack animal and leave everything elsefor the return
journey.”

Wondering vaguely how ablind woman could guide them on aconfusing trail which even Marisda
could not find, Magda volunteered to lead the pack chervinefor the first stretch. Down here the wind
was not the jet stream of the heights, but till blew so strongly thet old Rakhaila’ s matted hair blew out
behind her magnificently as she set off in the teeth of the gale.

The snow was dushy under foot, and the wind cut hard; but Magda, wrapping her woolly scarf over
her face, was grateful that it was not freezing. Vanessa, she noticed, was il limping alittle. She
followed Rakhaila close; behind her came Jadlle, then Camillawith Cholaynaat her side; at least at the
dtart, Cholayna set off fresh and strong and rested, and her bresthing was good. Perhaps she had
managed to acclimate to the atitude by now. They would not have let her go, shetold hersdlf, if there
had been any sgn of continuing pneumonia

They set off dong atrail which led acrossthe knife-edge of aridge, with along drop to either side.
Magda, leading the chervine behind Cholayna and Camilla, looked to the right, where the dope was
gradua and gentle, and did not make her dizzy. Thetrail wasjust wide enough for one, but looked quite
well-traveled; where the snow had melted Magda could see that it had been beaten down hard asif by
generations of feet.

Behind Magda and the chervine was Marisela bringing up the rear. The fierce wind prevented much
talk, and they went on at a smart pace.

An hour on thetrail; part of another. The five days of rest had done Magda good; her heart no longer
beat furioudy with the atitude. Lower down she could see the tops of trees. A good place for banshees,
she thought dispassionately, looking out over theicy wastes below her, on either side of theridge, but
even they would have starved to desth centuries ago.

Rakhailaflung up her arm with along shrill cry and they cameto ahdlt.

“Rest ye here; eat if yeha' need.” Rakhailahersdf, thought Magda, looked asif she had been
battered into stoicism by al the winds of ahundred years; asthey got out the camp stove and brewed
tea she hunkered by thetrail, immobile, looking like arandom bunch of rags, and when Camilla offered
her amug of the brew she shook her head contemptuoudly.

Camillamuttered, “Nowthere’s an Amazon who makesusal look like puppies!” She gnawed on a
half-frozen mest bar.

Cholaynahad one of the cakes made from ground-up nuts and fruit stuck together with honey; she
munched at the stuff with determination.

Magda heard her ask Camilla: “Do you redly think they are dead?’
“Marisdaisn’t given to exaggeration and |’ ve never known her to lie. If she saysthey’re probably



dead, she meansit. Or else, as she said, they’ rein the hands of Acquilara, or whoever elseishanging
around.”

“And we're dill looking for this, whatever it is, this city of sorceresses?| think we ought to try and
trace where theothers have gone, try to find out where Acquilara could have taken them. If they’re
being held for ransom, we can pay it. And if they want to fight, well, I’ll try that too.”

Rekhalla’ s old filmed eyes turned to Cholayna. She said, “Ha' ye a care what ye ask, sster; the
goddessmay gi’ ittoye.”

“I’ll take that chance, if you will guide methere,” said Cholaynaquietly. “Marisda can take these
others on to the City, or wherever they prefer to go. Wl you guide meto whatever place Marisda
believes our friends are being held?’

Rakhaila only gave a contemptuous, “Haw!” and turned away.

Jeelle and Camillawere Sitting on their packs, eating meet bars. Magda heard them talking about
Kyntha.

“Shesad, ‘Never nametheevil you fear. * Does that mean such things asweather? Isit wrong to
discussthe storm that’ s coming?’ Jaelle asked.

“Wrong? Of course not. Wise? Only if you can do something to avoid it. Certainly itissensibleto
discuss precautions you can take. Apart from that, it only crestes a salf-fulfilling fear of something that
can’'t be helped. Don’t talk of how terrible the storm might be; think of what you can do to rideit out
undamaged.”

“Then why did shetdl usnot to talk about Acquilaraor even mention her name?’

Marisdlasmiled. Magda noticed it was the same cheerful, dimpled smile she used when shewas
ingtructing the young Renunciates in the Guild-house.

“I have spent too much of my life asateacher,” she remarked, “1 must be getting old; | am glad that
there are wiser heads than mine to ingtruct you two. In brief, naming them could attract their atention;
thoughts, as we know, have power.”

“But whoare they, Marisdla? | can just manageto believe in one benevolent Sisterhood
demondtrating some interest in the affairs of women—"

“Of humankind, Camilla. Our sisters and our brothersaswell.”
“But theideathat thereisariva organization dedicated to doing harm to humanity strainsmy belief!”

Mariselalooked troubled. She said, “Thisis not the wisest place to discusstheir doings. Let me say
only that—Jeelle, you must have heard thisamong the Terransas | heard it when | wasin nurse’s
training there—for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction .”

“So they are areaction to the good sorceresses, and do evil 7’

“Not that smple. | can only say that they care not enough to do evil to humankind; they want what
they want, that isdl. They want power.”

“Isthat abad thing?’ Jadlle argued. “Y ou are dwaystelling the young girls, in training session, that
women have aright to claim power—"

“Power overthemselves , my dear! That kind of power isin accord with the Sisterhood. We have
only oneam,; that in thefullness of time, everyone who comesto thisworld shall become everything that
he or she can be or do or accomplish. We do not fal into the error of thinking that if only people would
do thisor thus, the world would thereby be made perfect. Perfection isfor individuas, one at atime, we
do not determine the way they chooseto live. Nevertheless, when the Sisterhood sees long-term trends
and dangers, they nurture— how shall | put it—tendencies which will bresk these patterns and give



people achanceto live another way.” She smiled gently at Camillaand said, “1 do not know; perhapsit
was a part of the pattern that you should not have grown up to be the powerful Keeper you were so
obvioudy bornto be”

“Keeper?1?’ Camillasnorted indignantly. “ Even had | grown to womanhood in my father’ s house—
myreal father, that is, and after this| should be afool if I did not suspect who heweas... ”

“Right. Can you imagine yoursdf in the sorceress Leonie’ s pogtion?’

“I would rather—" Camillabegan, drew along breath, and said on anote of surprise, asif she had
just thismoment thought of it, “I would rather have wandered the roads dl my life asabandit’s
sword-mate!”

“Exactly,” said Marisda, “but had you been reared in the silks and privileges of theroya house of
Hastur, | doubt you would have fdt that way, but would willingly have followed Leonieinto Arilinn. Ah,
Camilla, Camillalove, don’t fdl into the error of thinking thiswas your destiny, ordained in stone before
you were born. But if some God or well-meaning saint had put forth his hand to save you from your fate,
where would you be today?’

Of course, Magda thought. It wasthetotality of her life that had made Camillawhat she was.
Camillaasked, “ Did you know? Before this?’

“I knew of you, till thisvery day only what you choseto tell me, Camilla, and what oncel read in
your mind and heart when you were—broadcasting; believe me, | have never invaded your privacy.
What youwere isof nointerest to me.”

Jaelle said aggressively, “I suppose now you will say that the Ssterhood chose to save my lifeand
Magda’ s for some reason—"

“I am not privy to dl their reasons! Shaya, child, | am only one who serves them, one of many
messengers. | am free to guess, no more. Perhapsthey felt some long-term purpose would be served
that the daughter of Aillard should bear achild lest herlaran belost to the world forever. Perhaps they
wished some psychic gift of the Terransto be strengthened in the Forbidden Tower and thus brought
Magda there after she had decided she wished for achild, so her little Shayawould be reared among
those who would foster herlaran . Perhaps some one of them succumbed, as| do even when | know it
might be better not, to the smple wish to save alife. Who can tell? They too are only human, and make
mistakes, though they can see further than we do. But no oneis perfect. Perfectable, maybe, in the
fullness of time. Not perfect.”

“Y et after they went to dl thetrouble of saving Lexie’ slifethey let her fal into the hands of —
Acquilara? 1’ m sorry, Marisela, | just can’t believe that.”

“I never asked you to believe anything,” said Marisdla, suddenly indifferent, and roseto her feet.
“Except that just now, | believe Rakhailawants us to move on, and my legs are cramped from Sitting
down. Can | help you pack the kettle?’

Asthey went on Magda had plenty to think about. If what they said aboutlaran in those of Terran
blood was true, she thought, | am surprised that | was not somehow pushed into having Andrew’ schild;
heaven knows, he has about the strongestlaran of any Terran | have ever known. But evidently they
alow total freewill. They left meto destiny. And | have heard that the Syrtis are an old Hastur sect; so
Shayais kinswoman to Camillaby blood aswell asto Jaelle by the laws of afreemate’s oath.

That was reassuring.1f anything happens to me, Shaya will have kinfolk who will care for her.
Sheand Cleindori are sistersindeed .

Jedle said, “1'll take the chervine now for abit,breda ,” and Magda relinquished the rein, moving
forward to walk at Marisdla’ sside. The path was leading upward now, edging alongside amountain trail



with long switchbacks, hugging astone cliff from which, sometimes, loose rocks bounced downward,
but the trail a this point was covered with an overhang and Rakhaila strode confidently along it asif she
could see every step of her way.

“Want to walk on theinsde?’ Marisdaasked. “As| remember, heights bother you.”

“A little,” Magdasaid, and accepted, and they strode dong side by side for atime, without talking.
At last Magda asked:

“Marisdla, these—I won’t name them; you know who | mean—" the picture of Acquilarawasin her
mind, in the curious bluish glow of her nightmare, “May | ask just one thing? Why would anyone—want
to go that way? Are they the oneswho, maybe, tried to—to look for thereal Sisterhood and failed? And
thiswaseaser?’

“Oh, no, my dear. It takes much, much more strength and power to do evil than to do good, you

“Why isthat? | heard that evil wasjust being weak, taking the path of least res stance—"

“Goodness, no. That’sjust being week, fearful, sdfish. .. inaword, human, imperfect. If being wesk
wereacrimewe'd al stand before the judges. That’ s excusable. Terrible sometimes, but certainly
excusable. Thething is, people who are good, or aretrying to do good the best way they can, they’re
working with nature, see? To work up the power to do positive evil, you have to goagainst nature, and
that’ smuch,much harder. There are resistances, and you have to work up momentum against thewhole
flow of nature.”

Thiswasanew ideato Magda, that good was smply fulfilling nature’ s plan and evil was anything
which worked againgt it. She was sure she did not entirely understand it, for Mariselawas amidwife and
anurse and, taken to extremes, this could be interpreted as a prohibition against saving lives, which
Marisdlahad spent her whole life doing. She decided she would haveto talk further about it sometime
with her friend. She was never to have the chance.

They weretaking along dip now, dong the steep trail, into along valey below the timberline. Before
they dipped into the trees, Marisdla called softly to Rakhailato halt amoment, and pointed upward.
Acrossthevaley wasalong line of steep ice dliffs, shining in the crimson brilliance of the sun.

“TheWal Around theWorld,” shesad.

They drew together, watching, stunned. Vanessadrew along, overawed bresth. But all she could
find to say was, “They look—hbigger than they do from aplanein M-and-Ex.”

That was an understatement. They seemed to go on forever, far past sght. Magdathought, God, we’
renot going overthat , not on foot, are we?

Rakhaila gestured impatiently and set off at aswinging pace that took her out of sight among the
trees. Camillaand Jaelle followed, but Cholayna dropped back beside Magda and Vanessa.

“| shal be glad to be going downhill,” she said.
“Tired?’

“Not asmuch as| thought | should be.” Cholaynasmiled at her. “In away | am more glad than ever
that | came, if | could only stop worrying about Lexie.”

“This must have been what she saw,” said Vanessa. It wasworth it, just to see this. And we're
going acrossit!” She made asmall sound of incredulous delight.

“Andin lineof duty too,” Cholayna said dryly. “Who was talking about rewards and wangling a
working holiday, Vanessa?’

It was a pleasure Magda could gladly have dispensed with, but she would not spoil Vanessa's



enjoyment. They were between the trees now, some growing at crazy angles on the dope below, others
hanging thickly over thetrail, darkening the bright sunlight; but it gave some shdlter, too, from the wind.
Rakhaila, with Camillaand Jadlle, were out of sight. Marisdlaturned back to gesture toward the three
Terransto hurry, and for amoment her face, smiling gaily, was frozen for Magdain sudden horror and
then blotted out in a shower of blood. Her eyeswere still staring; in asplit second of shock Magda
remembered reading somewhere that the eyes of a corpse could see for some twenty seconds after
desth.

Then somewhere Acquilara’ s gloating laugh echoed in her ears and she was dragged backward and
down without a chance to struggle. She heard Cholayna’ s smothered gasp, the only sound she could hear
—NMarisdlahad died without a chance to scream.

I had no chance either, she thought, insanely aggrieved, before the world became dark and silent.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

«»

Thefirg thing she remembered was,Dying hurts, but death won't . But it did, she thought. Her arms
and back felt battered, and she was sure at least one leg had been skinned.

| thought, if | died, I’d find myself in the Overworld. Cleindori said she was there before she
was born. Or was that a child’s dream?

Too bad. It was a beautiful idea. She was sure now that the redlity would be less pleasant. But
wherewas Marisda? If they had been killed together, shouldn’t they be together now?

After along time there began to be an orange glow, and from the distance she heard avoice.
“You bungled it, asusud. | especidly wanted the other one dive, the midwife.”

Acquilara’ svoice.Of course. What else ?

“Shdl wekill this one now, then?’

“No. | canfind ausefor her.”

After ameasurable interval Magdathought,but they’re talking about me .

The next thought came aso after a perceptible time.If they are considering killing me, then,
obvioudy, I’'m not dead .

And then she did not remember anything morefor along time.

When she woke again she was afraid she was blind. Darkness surrounded her, and silence except
for afaraway dripping of water. Magda listened carefully, and after atime she heard soft raspy
breathing. There was someone else beside her, deeping. Seeping , shethought indignantly, when
Marisela has been killed, when | have been captured and beaten. How can they deep? Then she
remembered she had been deegping or unconscious hersdlf for aconsiderable time. Maybe shewasn’t
blind. Maybe it was dark where she was, she and the other deeper. Shedidn’t know... her eyeswere
closed.



As soon as that thought occurred to her, she opened her eyes.

Shewaslying in acave. Above her great pale stalactites stabbed down from the roof, shadowing
each other for asfar as she could seg, like pillars of some great Temple. In the distance therewas aglow
of fireflickering and throwing strange images and shadows.

She was covered with athick fur blanket, but not tied up, asfar as she could tell. That made sense.
Who could run away, where could anyone go in this climate? She turned over; by the dim flickering light
she could make out two blanket-wrapped forms deeping beside her on the floor. Captors? Or fellow
captives? There was not really enough light to recognize anyone. Shefdt at her waist and found that her
dagger was gone.

“Shaya?’ she whispered, and one of the motionless bundles stirred.
“Who isit? Isthere someone else here?’
“Vanessa, it’ sMagda,” shewhispered. “Did they get al of us?’

“They have Cholayna. She hasn't stirred; | think they may have hit her too hard.” Magda could tell
that Vanessa had been crying. “1 can’t hear her breathing. Oh, Magda, they killed Mariselal”

“I know. | saw.” Magda’ sthroat wastight. Marisdla had been her friend since dmost the very first
day in Thendara Guild-house; they had worked together to found the Bridge Society. She could not
believe the suddenness with which that innocent life had been snuffed out.

Why. why?
She said they were evil. She wasright. | cannot remember that Marisedla ever harmed anyone, or o
much as spoke an unkind word; not in my hearing, anyhow.

And now they might have killed Cholaynaaswell. She crawled closer to Vanessa. “ Are you hurt,
breda ?’ She wondered why she had never called Vanessa by thissmple ssterly word beforethis.

“I’m—not sure. Not badly, | think, but there’ salump on my head. They must have hit mejust hard
enough to put me out. Asfar asl can tel most of my reflexes areintact. Everything works when | wiggle
it”

Magda’ s eyes stung. How practicd, and how like Vanessa. “ Are any of the others here?’

“If they are, | can’t seethem. They could—" again Vanessa’ s voice quavered and Magdaknew she
was crying again, “they could al be dead, except us. If they’ d kill Marisda—"

Magdahugged her gently inthe dark. “Don’t cry,breda . It’ sterrible,they’ re terrible, but we can’t
do her any good now with crying. Let’ sjust make sure they don’t have achance to do any morekilling.
Did they take your knife?”

V anessa managed to stop crying.She can cry for Marisela , Magdathought.l can’t. Yet | loved her
. She knew she had not yet redlly begun to fedl the loss. And she faced the knowledge that Jaelle and
Camillamight be dead as well. All the more reason to care for VVanessa, and Cholaynaiif she was il
dive. She repeated softly, “Did they take your knife? They took mine.”

“They havethe knife | waswearing in my belt. | have alittle onein my coat pocket and asfar as|
know they haven’t got that one, not yet,”

“Look and see,” Magdawhispered back urgently, “and I’ Il seeif Cholaynais—isbreathing.”

Vanessa began groggily searching her pockets, while Magda crept toward the inert bundle that was
Cholayna Ares.

“Cholaynal” She touched the woman’ s hand warily. It wasicy cold. The chill of acorpse? Theniit
occurred to Magdathat it was very cold in the cave—though not nearly as cold as outside in the wind—



and her own hands were nearly freezing. She fumbled to open Cholayna’ s coat, thrust her hand inside
and felt warmth, living warmth. She bent her head close, and could hesr, very faintly, the sound of
breething.

Perhaps adeep, perhaps unconscious but Cholaynawas alive. She relayed thisinformation to
Vanessain awhisper.

“Oh, thank God,” Vanessawhispered, and Magda feared that she would begin to cry again.

She sad hadtily, “We can’t do anything until we know what kind of shape she’sin. I’ll try to wake
her.”

With apossible head injury she did not dare shake her. She murmured her name repeatedly, stroked
her face, chafed theicy hands between her own, and findly Cholayna stirred alittle, with apainful catch
of breath. She opened her eyes and stared straight at Magda without recognition.

“Let go of me—! Y ou murdering devils—" It was obvious that Cholaynawas trying to scream at the
top of her voice; but the scream was no more than a pitiful whisper. It was equally obviousto Magda
that if she did manage to scream, shewould dert their captors, who could not be far off. She hugged
Cholaynain her arms, trying to restrain the woman’ s struggles, saying softly and ingstently, “1t’ sall right,
Cholayna. Be quiet, be quiet, I’ m here with you, Vanessa' s here, we won't let anyone hurt you.” She
repeated this over and over until at last Cholayna stopped fighting her and recognition came into her eyes

“Magda?’ She blinked, put her hand to her head. “What’ s happened? Where are we?’

“Somewherein acave,” Magdaanswered in awhisper, “and | think Acquilaraand her crew have
lJSI”

Vanessacrept closeto them inthedark. “1 have my little knife. Areyou dl right, Cholayna?’

“I'm ill inonepiece,” Cholaynasaid. “I saw them kill Marisda; then they hit you over the head,
Magda, and grabbed me; | think | may have stabbed one of them before they got the knife away from
me. Then that damned bitch Acquilara hit me over the head with aton of bricks, and that’sall |
remember.”

“And then we woke up here,” Vanessa summed up, clutching at them both in the darkness. “Now
what?’

Magdalaughed, mirthlesdy. “Wdll, you tried to bribe Rakhailato bring you here. Shesaid , be
careful what you pray for, you might get it... and herewe are. Right in Acquilara’ s stronghold. At least,
if Lexieand Refadlaare il dive, we'rein aprime position to rescue them. Or ransom them.”

Cholayna nodded; her dark face contorted in an expression of pain and she clutched her head again
and held ill.

“Who knows? Sooner or later, they’ re sure to come back for us; if they thought we were al dead,
they would hardly have wasted blankets on us. | don’t see Marisdlalaid out here awaiting proper burid,
or anything so charitable.”

Magda shuddered. “Oh, don’t,” sheimplored.

Cholaynaleaned toward her and held her close. “ There, there, | know you loved her, we all loved
her,” she said, “ but there’ s nothing to be done for her now, Magda. Though if ever | get that filthy
sorceress at the end of my knife... but now we have to think of oursalves, and what we can do to get
out of here. What about Jaelle and Camilla? Do you know if they are alive or dead?’

Magda could remember nothing more than Marisdafdling in ashower of blood. Then nothing.

“| saw you fall, Magda, and Cholayna,” Vanessa repested. “ Jaelle and Camillawere out of sight,
round a bend in the road; they may have gotten clean away, and never known we were gone until they



stopped on thetrail and we didn’t catch up.”

“Do you know how long ago that was?’ Cholayna asked. But neither of them had the dightest idea
of elgpsed time, or even whether it was night or day. Nor did they know how many their opponents
were, nor how they were armed, nor what their plans might be, or whether Jaelle and Camillawere dead.

Y et Magda had an dmost totaly irrationa conviction... “1 think | would know if they were dead,”
shesad. “I think, if either of them had been killed, | amsure | would know.”

“Being sureisn’t evidence,” Vanessa said, but Cholaynainterrupted her.

“Y ou’ rewrong. Magda has had very intensive psi-tech training. Not the kind they givein the Empire,
but probably even more effective. I’ d say her fedingsare evidence, and evidence of avery high order.”

“You may beright,” Vanessa conceded after amoment, “but | don’t see how that helps us much,
sincethey obvioudy don’t know where we are, or how to rescue us.”

It was enough for Magda at that moment, after seeing Mariselamurdered before her eyes, to be
certain that both her lover and her freemate had escaped that fate. Y et she and her two Terran
compatriots were in the hands of acruel and unscrupulous woman, possibly one with some kind of laran
—sheremembered how Acquilarahad struck down Camillawith alook.

She would as soon kill us, too, as look at us!
Vanessafdt the shudder and her arms tightened about Magda.

“Areyou cold?Here, put my blanket round you. We might aswell relax while we can; for al we
know it could be early evening and they’ |l get agood night’ s deep before they come to fetch us here.
We may aswell try and do likewise.”

They huddled together, silent, under the blankets. Magda could pick up the dread and apprehension
of the other women, the pain that crept, with the cold, into Cholayna’ s bones and muscles, asif in her
own body. She wanted to shelter her, to protect them both, yet she was powerless.

Time crawled by; they never knew how long. Perhaps an hour, perhaps two. Magda kept faling into
little dozes, where she would hear incoherent words at the very edge of hearing, see blurs of light that
turned into strange faces, then jerk awake and know that none of this had happened at dl, that she was
gtill huddled between Cholaynaand Vanessain the dark and cold of their prison. She thought it was
another of these tiny dreams when she began to see alight, but Vanessa stiffened at her sde and
whispered, “Look! They’ recoming!”

There was the light of atorch, bobbing up and down asif being carried, waist-high. It moved closer.

Itwasnoilluson. It was not fire on the end of along stick. It wasasmdl, brilliant flashlight, andin
another minute she could see who was carrying it.

Lexie Anders bent over them and said, “ All right, Lorne, get up and come with me. Do you see
this?’ Briefly, she showed Magda something that made Magda gasp; this was breaking every lawful
arrangement between Terrans and Darkovans.

“It’ sastunner,” Alexisexplained. Magda could see dl too well what it was,

“For your information, it has aletha setting. | would rather not be forced to useit, but | swear thet if
you try to make trouble, or attempt any silly heroics, | will. Get up. No, Van, you stay whereyou are, |
don’t chooseto try to handle you both at once.”

“Anders, in heaven’ s name, are you working with these people?’ Cholayna sounded outraged. “ Do
you know what they are? Do you know they killed Marisdain cold blood?’

“That wasamistake,” said Alexis Anders. “ Acquilarawas very angry about it. Mariselagot in the
way, that wasal.”



Cholayna said with hard anger, “I’ m sure Marisslawould be glad to know that.”

“It wasn’t my doing, Cholayna, and | refuseto fed guilty about it. Mariselahad no businessto
interfere”

“Interfere? Going about her lawful business... ” Magda cried.

Lexie moved the stunner. *Y ou don’t know a damn thing about it, Lorne, you don’t know what’ s at
stake here or what Marisdlawas involved in. So keep your mouth shut and come with me. If you're
cold, you can bring the blanket.”

Magda crawled dowly out from between Vanessaand Cholayna. Cholayna put out a hand to hold
her back.

“For the record, Anders. Insubordination; defection; intrusion into closed territory without
authorization; possession of anillega wegpon in violation of agreements between the Empire and duly
condtituted planetary authorities. Y oudo know you’ re throwing your career awvay—"

“You'reastubborn old bitch,” said Lexie. Shocked, Magdaremembered V anessa saying the same
thing; but she had said it affectionately. “Y ou don’t know when you’ re beaten, Cholayna. Y ou can till
get out of thisaive; I’ m not bloodthirsty. But you’ d better keep your mouth shut, because | don’t think
Acquilarais particularly tolerant of Terrans. | warn you, shut up and stay shut.”

Another peremptory gesture with the stunner. Magda touched Cholayna’ shand, saying inan
undertone, “Don’t put yoursdlf on thelinefor me. Thisisbetween us. I’ [l see what she wants.”

When sheroseto her feet, she found that she was shaking all over. Wasit the stunner pointed
menacingly at her, wasit the cold, wasit smply that they must have struck her on the exact site of the
previous concussion? She saw the glint of satisfaction in Lexie’' s eyes.

Shethinks | am afraid of her and for some reason that pleases her. Wédll, let Lexie continueto
think that. Magdaredized that while shewas alittle bit afraid that the stunner in Lexie’ shand might go
off by accident, shewasnot at al afraid of Lexie herself.

Shedidn’t turn a hair when Cholayna was throwing that list of indictments at her. That means
one of two things. Either she’sresigned to throwing her career away—or she has no intention of
leaving Cholayna alive to testify against her.

Lexie waved the stunner again.
“Thisway.”

Shetook Magda acrossthe great cave filled with stalactites, gestured to her to walk down adippery
ramp, wet with faling water from somewhere, and pushed her through into another cave.

This one was lighted by torches stuck in the wall and smoking upwards; randomly Magda noted the
direction of the smoke and thought,there must be air coming in somewhere from outside . At the
center was afire burning; at first Magda wondered where they got wood for fire, then realized from the
smdl it was not awood fire at al, but afire of dried chervine dung; astack of the dried patswas at one
gdeof thefire. Around the fire was arough circle of hooded figures, and for an instant of awful
disllusonment Magdathought,is this the Ssterhood ?

Then adender familiar figure rose from besidethefire.

“Welcome, my dear,” shesaid. “I’m sorry my messengers had to use so much force. | told you to be
ready when you were summoned, and if you had listened to me, you could have saved us agreat ded of
trouble”

Magda drew a deep breath, trying to compose herself.
“What do you want, Acquilara?’



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

«»

But Acquilaradid not do business that way. Magda should have known.

“Y ou are hurt; let us bandage your wounds. And | am sure you are cold and cramped. Would you
like sometea?’

Magda sensed that to accept any offers from the black sorceresswould be to yield to her power.
She started to say proudly,No, thank you, | want nothing you can give . She never knew what

stopped her.

The most serious obligation she had now wasto stay as strong as possible, so that she could get
away, could help get Vanessaand Cholaynaout of this. She said deliberately, “ Thank you.” Someone
handed her afoaming cup of tea. It wasfaintly bitter, and smelled of the dung-fire, and alump of butter
had been gtirred into it, which gaveit a peculiar taste, but added, in the bitter chill, to its strengthening
qudity. Magdadrank it down and felt it warming her al through. She accepted a second cup.

Two women came from the ring around the fire to help bandage her wounds. On the surface they
were somewhat more prepossessing than the women of the hermitage of Avarra; they seemed clean
enough and wore under their long, hooded cloaks the ordinary dress of village women from the
mountains, long tartan skirts, thick overblouses and tunics, heavy felted shawls and hoots. The bandages
they used were rough, but seemed clean. Magda realized that skin had been stripped from her leg—she
never knew how it happened, though she surmised that in the fight she must have rolled down adope
covered with sharp rocks. There were abrasions on her face too; she had not noticed them before.

With the scrapes and bruises salved and bandaged, she did fedl better, and the tea, even with its
faintly nausesting taste, had strengthened her so that she felt prepared to meet whatever might come next.

“Feding better?” Acquilarawas amost purring. “Now let us st down together and discussthislike
civilized women. | am sure we can come to some agreement.”

Agreement? When you have murdered my friend, imprisoned my companions, and for all |
know you may have killed my freemate and my lover? Never!

But Magda had more common sense than to say thisadoud. If thiswoman was haf theleronis she
claimed to be, she would sense Magda’ s antipathy and know how little likely Magdawould beto
accede to her plan.

“What do you want with me, Acquilara? Why have you, asyou put it, summoned me?’

“| am the servant of the Great Goddess whom you seek—"

Magda started to say,Nonsense, you're no such thing , but decided not to antagonize her.
“Very well then, tell mewhat your Goddess wants with me.”

“We should befriends,” Acquilarabegan. “Y ou are apowerfulleronis of the Tower caled
Forbidden, which hasrefused to play into the hands of the Hasturs, or to submit to that terrible old
teneresteis Leonie of Arilinn, who keepsdl the people of the Domains pardyzed under theiron rule of
the Arilinn Tower. As one who has hel ped to free our brothers and our sisters, you are my ally and my
comrade and | welcome you here.”



And Marisela? But Magda said nothing. Perhgpsif she waited long enough Acquilarawould tell her
what really was going on. As Camilla had pointed out, even an “evil sorceress’ did not go to dl this
trouble smply to amuse hersdf.

“Y our friend has told me that you are from another world, and she has said something about the
Empire,” Acquilarabegan over again. Magda’ s eyes strayed to Lexie where she stood in the corner.
She had put the stunner out of Sght. “Y ou are apowerfulleronis , but you owe nothing to the Comyn.
And among your companions are two others of Comyn blood. Am | not right?’

“Y ou have been correctly informed,” she said. Casta was a giff language and Magda wasted none of
itsformdlity.

“Nevertheless, | cannot imagine what dl this hasto do with the fact that you have murdered one of
my friends and imprisoned others.”

“| told you, Acquilara, you wouldn'’t get anywhere with her that way,” said a voice from the shadows
where Lexie sood. Rafagllan’ha Doria did not have a stunner, or any weapon Magda could see except
for the usud long knife of aRenunciate.

“Let metak to her. Inaword, Margdi, she knows you have hadlaran training in your Forbidden
Tower, or whatever it may be. But you are Terran. On the other hand, Jaglle, born Comyn, has
renounced her Comyn heritage, and as a Renunciate sheisfree to use her powers as she will.”

She stood waiting for Magdato confirm what she said; instead, Magda burst out in anger.

“I would not have believed it if they had told me, Rafi! Y ou, whom sheloves asasigter, to sall her
out thisway! And Camilla, too, callsyou her friend!”

“Y ou don’t know what you are talking about,” Rafaellasaid angrily. “ Sell her out? Never! Itisyou
who haveinduced her to betray hersdlf, and | am trying to remedy that.” She came dl the way forward
and stood facing Magda.

“Y ou have not even let Acquilaratdl you what sheis offering. No harm isintended to Shaya, or even
to Camilla—"

“That isthe red-headedemmasca ?” Acquilaranodded with satisfaction. “ She has Comyn powers,
perhaps Alton, perhaps Hastur, thereisno way of telling but to test her. That’ s easily enough done. She
may bak alittle at the testing, but there are ways of handling that.”

The words of the Monitor’s Oath flashed through Magda’ smind:enter no mind save to help or
heal and only by consent . These people had never heard of this obligation. The thought of Camilla,
forced unwilling to enter, undesired, that painful openness, made her shake with rage. At that moment, if
she had had awegpon, she could cheerfully have killed Rafaella.

Did Rafadlaeven know what she was proposing or how painful it would be?

“Ligento me, Margdi,” said Refadlla earnestly. “We are sstersin Bridge Society—perhaps we
haven’t been as good friends sometimes as we might, but just the same, we’ re working for the same
objectives, aren’t we?’

“Arewe?| don’t think so. It ssemsto methat if your motives are the same as the Bridge Society you
would have brought your proposal to Cholayna, or to me, or even to Jaelle or Camillaherself.
Lieutenant Anders—" she used Lexie’ sofficid rank ddiberately, “isnot amember of Bridge. Why go to
her 7’

“It was she who came to me with this proposal. And if you do not know why she would not come to
you or to Cholaynawith it—I should have known, of course, you would never admit anything could be
done, in Bridge, or in the Empire, without your being apart of it.” Rafaglla’ s words were an angry
torrent, but abrief gesture from Acquilaracut her off.



“Enough. Tell her what the proposd is. | am not interested in your persona grievances againgt her.”

“Jaelle has had some training in the Forbidden Tower but these women can complete her training
until sheis more powerful than Leonie of Arilinn. Camilla, too, will be trained to the maximum of which
sheiscapable. If shetruly has Hastur blood, she may be the most powerful leronis for many years. Redl
power awaits them—"

“What makes you think that iswhat they arelooking for?’

It was Acquilarawho answered. “For what €lse did they come into these hillsin search of theold
crow-goddessin her abandoned shrine? Wasit not to seek the full potentia of what powersthey might
one day have? They may not know it, but that iswhat they were doing. Thisisthe end of every quest; to
become what you are, and this means power, red power, not philosophy and mord lectures. From the
crow-people they will get augterities without number, and at the end, a pledge never to use or indulge
their powers. They will betold that the end of al wisdom isto know and to refrain from doing, for
actudlydoing anything would be black sorcery.” Acquilara’ s face was savage with contempt. “1 can
offer them better than that.”

“Whileif they aretaught here by Acquilara” said Rafadlla, “ at the end of their training they will be
sent back to Thendara, armed with the means to make some real changesin their world, to turnit to
their own redl advantage. Jaelle on the Council, as she could have been,should have been dl along. And
Camilla—there’ sno end to what Camillamight do. She could rule dl the Towersin the Domains.”

“That’ s not what Camillawants”

“It iswhat, as aHastur, she ought to want. And when | am done with her, shewill want it,” said
Acquilarawith unshakable confidence.

Thiswoman had power. Magda could fed it in her very stance, her gestures, Acquilaragestured to
Lexietogo on.

“You arevery naive, Lorne,” Lexie added. “That iswhy you have meddled in so many things and
never achieved anything redl. Have you seen your filein personnel a HQ? | have. Do you know what
they say of you? Y ou could bein area postion of power...”

Magdafound her voice.

“I can’t presumeto tell you what Camillaand Jadlewant,” she said, “but | can tell you that power, in
that form anyhow, isnot what | want.”

“And| cantdl you that you arealiar,” Lexiesad. “For dl thetdk, thereisredly only onered game,
only one thing anyone wants, and that is power. Pretend, be ahypocriteif you like, deny it, lie about it, |
know better; that iswhateverybody wants.”

“Do you judge everybody by yoursdf?’

“Unlikeyou, Lorne, | don’t pretend to be better than everybody else,” Lexie said, “but it doesn’t
matter. When the new cooperation between Terran and Darkovan begins, it will take awhole new turn;
and thistimeit will not be Magdden Lorne’ sname at the head of it, but Alexis Anders’s”

“Isthat what you want more than anything else, Lexie?’
“It’ swhat you wanted and what you got, isn’t it? Why say it’ sunworthy of me?’ Lexie demanded.

Again Acquilarabrought the talk to a halt with one of those imperative gestures. Magda, watching
her carefully, redlized that she was uncomfortable whenever the focus of the discussion moved avay
from hersAf.

“Enough, | say. Magdden Lorne—" like al speskers of casta she mangled the pronunciation of the
name, diminishing her dignity; she knew it and tried to look dl the moreimposing, “ promise methat you



will help meto convince Jaelle n’ ha M e oraand the other comynara, the red-hairedemmasca , to work
with me, and | shall find ause for you too among us. It would be agood thing to have a Terran
intelligence worker as one of us. Thiswould be atruly powerful Penta Cari’yo , not aladies’ lodging
society and dinner club. Once our influence was entrenched in Thendara, it would be easy to have you
ashead of Terran Inteligence—"

“What makes you think that iswhat | want?’

“Damnit, Acquilara, | told you more than once, that is not the way to get anywherewith Lorne,”
Lexieinterrupted.

“Y ou presume on your importance,terranis ,” snarled Acquilara. “Don’t interrupt me! Well,
Magdaen Lorne, think it over.”

“I don’t need to,” Magda said quietly. “1” m not interested in your proposition.”

“Y ou cannot afford to refuse me,” Acquilarasaid. “1 am making you avery generous proposal.
Terranan are not popular in these hills. | need only reveal who you arein any villageto have you torn to
pieces. Asfor your friend, the woman with the black skin, what would they think of her? A pitiful freak,
to be exposed on the hills for the banshee and thekyorebni . Y et if you are one of us, you are under my
powerful protection anywherein these hills.”

She motioned to two of the women.

“Take her back, and let her think it over. Tomorrow you will give me your answer.” She signadedto
Lexie

“Guard her with your wegpon.”
One of the women stepped up to Acquilara and whispered to her. She nodded.

“You areright. If sheisas powerful aleronis aswe’ ve heard, then shewill lose no timein warning the
comynaris . Give her someraivannin .

Raivannin! Magdathought in congternation. It was adrug which paralyzed the ps facilitiesandlaran;
sometimes it was used to immobilize a powerful telepath who wasill or delirious and could not control
hisor her destructive powers. She sought, quickly, to leap into the Overworld, to dign hersalf with
Jedlle, to cry out awarning,Jaelle, Camilla, beware ... afew words. A few seconds of warning...

She had underestimated these people. Someone seized her—not physically; no hand touched her—
but she discovered that she wasice-cold, she could not move or spesk. She felt shewasfdling, faling,
though she knew she stood motionless; her body and mind were buffeted by raging ice, wind, asif she
stood naked in ablizzard. ..

She heard Lexie say, “Let metake care of her. | can set the stunner to keep her out for afew hours.”

“No, she needs freedom for the decision,” said Acquilara smoothly. Suddenly Magda was seized by
two powerful sets of hands and held motionless, physicaly thistime. Rafadllaforced her mouth open and
poured something icy and cloyingly sweet down her throat.

“Hold her about haf aminute,” Acquilarasaid from out of the darkness. “It’ svery fast-acting. After
that she’ll be safe enough.”

Anincredible flush of heat pulsed across Magda’ s face, making her snuses pound and a hot flare of
painfill up her head. Only amoment, but she wanted to scream aoud with itsimpact. Then it ebbed
dowly away, leaving her feding dull and empty, and suddenly deaf. She blinked, letting hersdf lean on
the women who were holding her; she could hardly find her balance; al the peripheral awarenesses were
gone, she was shorn and blinded, naked in her five senses, she could see and hear and touch, but how
little, how inadequate the world seemed; nothing, nothing outside herself, the universe deed. .. even her



ordinary sensesfelt dulled, there asafilm over her sght, sounds came dulled asif from far away, and
even the cold on her skin seemed remote asiif she had been dipped in something heavy and greesy,
insulating her from theworld.

Raivannin. It had sheared away al her expanded senses, leaving her head-blind. A powerful dose;
once she had taken it when shewasill and Callistafelt she should be shielded from a Tower operation,;
but it had only blunted her avareness of the matrix work going on around her, so that she could shut it
out if she chose. Nothing likethistotal insulation, this closing and clogging of her senses.

“Y ou gave her too much,” said one of the women holding her—even her voice sounded indigtinct, or
was this the way ordinary voices sounded, un-enhanced by the psychic awareness of their meaning?
“She can hardly stand up. She may never recover herlaran , after adose like that.”

Acquilara shrugged. Magdaredized, in despair, that she could not even hear the mdice and falseness
in Acquilara’ s voice any more, it sounded like anybody’ s voice, she even sounded pleasant, how did the
head-blind ever know whom to trust?

“Smadll loss. We can manage without her, and she might be easier to handle that way. Take her away,
back to the others.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

<«

Asthewomen hauled her away from the ring of firelight and back to the first cave where she had waked
in captivity, Magdawas conscious only of despair. She could not even warn Jadlle or Camilla.

Shetried to convince hersdlf that she should not be worrying. Jaelle and Camilladid not know where
shewas, or even where to look. Now that she was drugged withraivannin they could not even hunt for
her withlaran .

Andif Acquilaratried to persuade them to join her plans, they could aways refuse. There would be
no way to force them, and no danger that Jaelle or Camillawould find Acquilara’ s offer tempting enough
to be worth deserting their own principles. So why was she worrying?

They dumped her unceremonioudly in the first cave and went away. Magda huddled down on the
floor inmisary.

Lexieis certainly intending to kill Cholayna or have her killed, or she would not have dared to
speak that way to her.

Cholaynaraised her head as Magda dumped down on the floor.
“Magda, are you dl right? What did they want?’

“To make me an offer, of no particular interest to me,” Magda said dully. “Nothing’ swrong. | told
them, in essence, to go to hell. Go to deep, Cholayna.”

She had made afatal error of strategy. She should have pretended to play aong, pretended to be
impressed with Acquilara’ s plans; then they would have left her free, and she could have put hersdlf in
touch with Jaelle or Camillawith herlaran . Now it wastoo late.

“You'reshaking al over,” said Vanessa. “| don’t think you’redl right at al. What did they do to
you, redly? Here, come under my blanket, get yourself warm. Y ou look like hdll.”



“Nothing. Nothing you’ d understand. Let me done, Vanessa.”

“Likehdl,” said Vanessa, pulling Magda by main force under her blanket and wrapping it around
her. She took Magda’ shandsin hersand said, “They’ re burning hot! Come on, Lorne, what did they do
to you? 1’ ve never seen you like this before!”

Magda felt dulled, exhausted, and yet she just wanted to cry and cry until she dissolved in tears.
Vanessa' s hands on hersfdt like astranger’ s hands, no sensation but the raw physica touch. What must
it be like to have only thisto share with another person, however dear; how could you tdll friend from
stranger or lover? And she could be like thisforever. It would have been better to die. Shelet hersdlf fall
againgt Vanessa, and to her despair and shame she was aware that she was sobbing helplesdy.

Vanessaheld her and patted her back.

“Sssh, sssh, don’t cry, it’ sgoing to bedl right, nothing’ s so bad it can’t be hel ped. We're here, right
here... ” and Cholayna, hearing them, arose and took Magda’ s burning handsin hers, rubbing them.

“Comeon, tell us, what did they do to you? You'll fed better if you tel us, whatever it was. Let us
mpyw.”

“There’ s nothing anyone can do,” Magda muttered, despairing, through her sobs. “ They—they
drugged me. Withraivannin .

“What the hell isthat?’

“It—it shuts down—Iaran. So that—I couldn’ t—it’ s like being deaf and blind—" Magdafelt her
own words stumbling on her tongue, lifeless, conveying nothing of her red persondity or her true
thoughts, dead noises, like the mournings of anidiot.

Cholayna put her arms around Magda, holding her tight. “What aghastly thing to do! Can’t you see,
Vanessa? It was so that she couldn’t warn Jaglle, or even reach her—do you understand? What a
fiendish thing to do to anyone with psychic talent! Oh, Magda, Magda, my dear, | know | can’t redly
understand what it meansto you, | can’t redlyimagine it, but | can understand just alittle what it must
mean to you!”

Magda was completely discomposed; but, held warmly and comforted between her friends, she
managed after atimeto stop crying.

“It might even be ahelp somehow,” Vanessa said in awhisper. “1 notice that when they brought you
back they didn’t bother to send Lexie and her sunner. They evidently thought that with yourlaran
inoperative you couldn’t be dangerousto them. | get the fedling that they didn’t even bother to worry
about us—me and Cholayna—because wedidn’t have any kind of psychic powers.”

Magda had not thought of that. She had been, she redlized, so deeply in shock that she had not
thought of anything.

Havel, she wondered, cometo rely so deeply on mylaran that | forget everything else? That’ s not
right, elther.

“You'reright,” shesaid, pulling hersalf together and Sitting upright, wiping her tears on her deeve.
What Vanessa said was true; they were unguarded. Something might be done. Without food, packs, or
maps, and not even knowing whether it was daylight or dark outside, escape would be difficult; but it
need not beimpossible.

Vanessa had her knife, asmall affair, razor sharp, with ablade aslong as her hand; it folded up, and
perhaps they had not even recognized it as aknife. Cholayna was unarmed.

“But I’m not afraid of anyone | can see,” she said grimly, making agesture Magda recognized; she
too had been trained in unarmed combat. Magda had not, until they were attacked in the robber’s



village, used it to kill; but she had been impressed with Cholayna’ sfighting kill.

“It must be night outside,” she said, making an effort to raly her ordinary strengths. They might have
disabled herlaran , but after dl, she had lived amost twenty-seven years without any hint that she
possessed it; there was more to Magdaen Lornethan justlaran .

“Acquilaratold them to guard me—at firds—so that | could think over my answer till tomorrow; |
had the idea they were winding things up for the night. Sooner or later, even this crew must deep; they’re
not some sort of Undeeping Eye of Evil, they’ re just women with some nasty powers and nastier ideas
about using them. If we’ re going to make amove, it should be while they’ redeeping.”

“We might not even haveto kill them,” Cholayna said. “We might be able to snesk out past them... ”

“If we knew theway out,” Magda said, “and | suspect therewill be guards, unlessthey are
dangeroudy over-confident—"

“They just might be,” Cholaynasaid. “Think of it, Magda, the psychology of power. Thiscaveis
isolated in the most godforgotten part of these isolated and godforgotten mountains. No one knowsthe
way here. No one ever comeshere a dl. They probably guard it psychicaly from theriva crew, the
Wise Sisterhood, but 1’ d bet amonth’ s pay that there won’t be anyphysical guardsat dl. They’ve
immobilized you. They’ Il take precautions about the rival Sisterhood tracking them down bylaran . But
they don’t even bother to guard Vanessa and me. Just you, and just yourlaran .”

Cholaynawas right. So they had only two problems: to wait until Acquilaraand her cohorts were
degping, S0 that they could find their way out of the cave (she had fet adraft of outside air blowing from
the outer cave where they had challenged her, so it must be nearer the exit) and second, how to survive
outside.

The second was the most important. Vanessa was already ahead of her: “ Supposing we do get out?
We don’t have food, outer clothing, surviva equipment—"

“There’ s sure to be food and clothing somewhere in these caves—" Cholayna protested.
“Sure. Want to go to Acquilaraand ask her to give us some?’

“ Another thing, even moreimportant,” said Cholaynawith aquiet determination, “Lexie. I’ mnot
going to leave without her.”

“Cholayna, you saw,” Vanessa protested. “ She held agun on us. Rescue, hell, she’ sone of them!”

“How do you know that there wasn’t agun, or something worse that we couldn’t see, being held on
her ?1’d want to hear from her own lipsthat shewasn’t coerced before I’ d abandon her here,”
Cholaynasaid. “And Rafadlla—did you see her, Magda, isshe dive?’

“Aliveand well,” said Magda grimly. “ She held me while they poured the drug down my throat. And |
"Il guarantee nobody had agun on her, or anything like that. She explained to me at consderable length
what Acquilarawas doing and why Jaelle and Camilla ought to be convinced to join them rather than the
Sigterhood. | wasn’t convinced, but she seemed to be. | honestly don’t think we ought to wastetime
trying to rescue them, | got the impression that they were exactly where they wanted to be and it would
benouseat al to try to persuade them to leave.”

“I can’t believethat of Alexis,” said Cholaynain despair. “But then, | would never have believed she
would hold astunner on me, either.”

Even withoutlaran Magda could fed Cholayna’s sorrow. How hard it must be, to accept that Lexie
was not a prisoner here, but awilling accomplice.

But Cholayna brought hersalf sternly back to duty, and was searching her pockets. She brought out
from the depths awrapped package.



“Emergency fidd rations. We need the fudl.” She broke the bar into three parts. “Eat.”

Magda shook her head. “ They gave me some hot teawith butter init; I’'mal right. Y ou two shareit.”
She accepted only amouthful of the dry, flavorless, but high-caorieration, chewing it dowly.I’ll never
complain about the taste of this stuff again, after butter-flavored tea smelling of dung-fire .

Vanessa opened her little knife, had it ready. They folded up the blankets and dung them acrosstheir
backs; they might need them as basic shelter, if they found their way out of the caves. Their eyes had
adapted so well to the faintest of light within this cave that they could see the glow that came from the
outer cave which was apparently the meetingplace and headquarters of Acquilaraand the women of her
cult.

Magdawas wondering: Acquilara’ s people, where do they come from? Do they live here dll year
round, or meet here occasionaly? They can’t livein these wilds, because there’ snothing to liveon .

There was no reason to waste time now in speculation. Magdadidn’t care if they came here out of
necessity, imitation, or sheer perversity, or because like Vanessathey had apassion for climbing
mountains

They stole noisalesdy toward the orange glow of thefiresin the outer cave. Magda was aware of the
dung-fire smell, of aflow of cool air on her cheek—these caveswere wdl ventilated. Thismight in part
explain why there was s0 little marked on the map in the Hellers, if some inhabitantslived in caves. But
people needed more than smple shelter; they needed fire, clothing, food or some placeto grow it. If
there were many peopleliving in this area, there would be more signsthan this. Shedid not for asingle
moment believe Lexie’' stheory about a city in these wastelands, made invisible to observers by some
unknown technology. A few isolated hermits, withdrawn here for spiritua purposes, perhaps. Not any
great population.

There were a couple of intermediate caves, one with stepsleading downward into avague glow.
Probably torchlight somewhere, Magda thought. She had once seen ageologica survey indicating that
there were severd active volcanoesin the Kilghard hills—which would have been obvious anyway from
the presence of hot springs all through the countryside. There must be dormant ones here too, but
nobody would beliving inthem.

Vanessawhispered, “We should search these caves. There might be storerooms of food and
dothing.”

“Can’trikit,” Cholaynasaid in an undertone. It was surprisng, Magda thought, the way in which
Cholayna, without discussion, had become their leader. “We could ssumble on al them, deeping down
there. We need to get out fast and not be weighed down. We' Il manage somehow. Straight out, fight our
way if we haveto; don’t kill unlessthere’ s no aternative, but don’t mess around, either.” She adjusted
the blanket she had strapped across her back, making sure her arms and legs could move fregly, and
Magda remembered how she had dedlt with the robbersin the village.

Another few steps and they were in the rear mouth of the main cavern, or at least what Magda
supposed to be so; the great cavernous room where she had spoken to Rafagllaand Lexie under
Acquilara’ s eyes. Shelooked at the ring of scattered coals which had once been afire, and shuddered,
herethey had held her...drugged her, a violation worse than rape, afflicting her very selthood ...

“Steady.” Vanessa gripped her shoulder. “Easy, Lorne, you' redl right now.”

Vanessadid not understand, but Magda firmly took hold of hersdlf. They had stopped her, wounded
her, but shewas dive and sill in possession of her senses, her sdif, her integrity.

Yet if Acquilara wasright, if they overdosed me to the point where | am permanently blinded
oflaran. ..

| can live without it. Camillachoseto live without it . She bemoaned the thought that she might



never share with Camillawhat she shared with Jaelle, with her companionsin the Tower, but if she mugt,
she could accept that. Camilla lost more than that . She looked warily around the great cave.

At firg it seemed empty. They had withdrawn to whatever degper cavesthey used, whether for
deeping or for whatever mysterious rites occupied their time.When they’ re not murdering or drugging
people. | don’t careif they’'re all down there consorting sex with demons or banshees. | wish them
joy of it. So long as it keeps them busy while we get the hell out !

“But there must be guards somewhere, evenif it’sonly at the outside doors,” Vanessa whispered.
“Be careful! Can you tdl wherethat draft’ s coming from, Magda?’

Sheturned her head from sdeto side, trying to decide from which direction the air flowed. Now
laran would have been useful, though clairvoyance was not her most outstanding talent. Cholayna
touched her arm slently and pointed.

Someone was deeping on the floor, at one Side of the cavern, by the light of the guttering torches. A
woman’ sform, wrapped in ablanket. One of Acquilara’s sorceresses. A guard, at least. Vanessa had
her knife out. She started to bend over, her hand poised for the stroke, but Cholayna shook her head,
and Vanessa shrugged and obeyed.

Magda had identified the airstream. She hesitated a moment; some such caves, she knew, were
ventilated by long chimneys of rock, and taking that direction might lead them into an impassable
[abyrinth. But they had to risk something. Anyhow, it was most likely that a guard would be posted, even
if shewas deeping, across the doorway an escaping prisoner must take to reach the outside world. She
pointed.

One by onethey stepped carefully over the degping form of the woman. But if Magda had hoped
that the next cave would lead to the outside world with ablaze of daylight and afew stepsto freedom,
she was doomed to disappointment, for the next cavernous chamber was larger than the lagt, totally
empty, and al but lightless.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

«»

They could wander in these cavesfor days, except that Acquilara’ s gang would find them sooner or
later, more likely sooner, and bring them to aquick and messy end. Acquilarahad wanted to use her,
but she did not deceive herself that there would be any kindness or forbearance shown.

Not drugging, thistime. Degath.

Vanessawas making her way very dowly around the walls, fedling every inch with outstretched
hands before her. She dipped, recovered, let herself down on one knee and beckoned. They came on
tiptoe to join her. She had fallen over acluster of large sacks, one or two of which had been opened and
folded over at the top.

One held dried fruit; the second held akind of grain, millet, probably intended asfood for pack
animas. At Cholayna’ s gesture they filled their pockets from the sacks. It might mean, in that bitter cold
outside, the narrow razor edge of separation between life and death.

Beyond the piled sacks rose along stairway; dimly they made out that the steps were carved in part
from the soft limestone, filled in with akind of rock and cement and smoothed over just enough to climb



without falling. The steps were wet, dippery and treacherous, and Magda hesitated to set foot on them.
“Do you think thisisthe way out? Or does it go farther into the caves?’

“Let’sfind out first.” Cholayna began dowly groping her way around the rest of the wdl. Magda
tried, automaticaly, to reach out with herlaran , to try to see past the opening of the stairs, but there was
only adull ache.

Inher... eyes? No. In her heart?l can’t identify what’s missing, but I’ monly half there . She
banished the thought, forcing hersdlf to go dowly around the dripping walls. Back at the feed sacks she
bumped gently into Vanessa.

“There’ sabig door over there,” Cholaynamurmured. “I”d like to get out of here before that guard
over there wakes up and we haveto kill her.”

“I think it’ sthe stairway that leads out,” Vanessaargued. “| can fed air blowing from up there.”

“I’m not so sure. Think, Vanessa. Could they have carried dll of us down these stairways without at
least one of uswaking up?’ Cholayna sounded persuasive. Vanessasaid, “Y ou’ re the boss.”

“No. It’ stoo seriousfor that. Y ou and Magda have astake in thistoo. Magda, what’ s your best
hunch?’

Grimly Magdareminded hersdlf that Cholayna had no idea how that question would seem a
wounding prod of her loss; Cholaynameant it a strict face vaue.

“Don’'t have any just now, remember? But |’ d like to have alook at that doorway before we try
dimbing thegairs”

“But hurry,” Cholaynafretted, and Magda began slently feding her way. It was very dark. She could
hardly make out her spread fingers before her face. Vanessamurmured something and did away into the
darkness. After a heart-stopping time she came back, carrying one of the low-sputtering torches.

“I had to step right over her. | took this one. It seemed to have more timeleft on it than the others,
but none of them looked all that grest. | wish | could find where they keep their stash of fresh ones.”

“That’ sanother thing,” Cholayna said between her teeth. “Unlesswe find our way out damn fast, we’
re going to need light; we could, literaly, wander the rest of our livesin these caves.”

“Hold this” Vanessasaid, thrusting the low-burning torch into Cholayna’ s hands and dipping away
again. After another long time and some curious soft scraping sounds, she returned, bregthless, her arms
filled with the torches. One or two had acoa or so on the end; the others had been extinguished.

“Sorry | was so long about it,” shewhispered. “1 had to pull them down off thewall. Now we’d
better get moving—one look at the place and anybody will know we passed through. Let’smove.”

Cholaynareached out and gripped her wrist. She said, “ Good thinking. But get one thing straight,
Vanessa: from this very minute, we stick together, we don’t get separated. Understand? Y ou may know
mountains; | know something about caves. Y ou stick close; better yet, we stay in physica contact dl the
time. If one of us getslost or separated we can’t even yell to find each other!”

“Oh. Right,” Vanessasaid, sobered.

Magdatook the burning torch from Cholayna’ shands. “1 won'’t go out of sight. But I’ m going up to
see where these steps lead. There’ sno senseof dl of uscomingif it’ sablind chimney,. or another
empty chamber.”

“| doubt it’ sblind; the gtairslook too well-used for that,” said Cholayna, bending low to scan the
marks on the roughly floored surface.

Holding the torch before her, Magda dowly climbed the steps.



Shelooked back at Cholayna, standing at the foot of the crude stairway. It was not blind. It led into
somekind of chamber above, and there was light there. Daylight, aready? She thrust her head up over
the edge and indtinctively recoiled.

Shethrust the torch behind her to concedl itslight. At least two dozen women lay desping inthe
chamber above; Magda could see at the far end of the room Lexie Anders’s curly blond head. She did
not see Acquilara. Sowly she began to withdraw down the steps, placing each foot carefully on the stair
below.

The woman nearest the stairhead opened her eyes and looked straight at Magda.

It was Rafadlan’ haDoria

Magda never knew how she stifled ayell. She withdrew swiftly down the stairs, and Vanessa,
watching her precipitate retreat, snatched out her knife and stood braced.

But nothing happened. Silence; no outcry, no rousing of the legions, no outraged hordes pouring
down the stairs with weapons raised.Was she fast asleep? Didn’t she see me? Did she decide to let
me go for Jaelle’s sake or because we used to be friends ?

Then, gedthily, Rafaglla came down the sairs. Vanessaheld her little knife a the ready, but Rafaglla
gestured to her to put it away and motioned them all to asafe distance from the stairway.

“You canput it away, Vanessan’haYllang” shesad. “If you areleaving, I’ m going with you.”
“Y ou had mefooled,” Magda said in an undertone.

“Oh, don’t deceive yoursdlf,” Rafadllasaid sourly. “Y ou haven’t converted meto the rightness of
your cause, or anything likethat. | il think Jaelle would be better advised to work with them than with
that other crew. But | don’t like what they’ ve doneto Lexie and | don’t want them doing it to me.”

“Do you by any chance know the way out?’

“I think I canfind it. I’ ve been in and out twice Sncethe sorm.” Rafadllaled the way swiftly through
the other large doorway and into a chamber strewn with rubble and rocks. Phosphorescent fungus shed
an egrielight from the walls, and the torchlight wavered on giant formations of limestone, pae and
gleaming like bone, folded and layered most marveloudy. “ Careful here. It swet and dripping al through
here, but at |east the water’ s pure and good drinking, and there’ s plenty of it.” She scooped up ahandful
from alittle stream that ran downhill beside where they were climbing.

“If you get lost again in here remember to follow the streemuphill . If you follow it down it leadsway
down— |’ ve only been down three or four levels, they say there are at |east ten levels below this, and
some of them arefilled with old books and artifacts from atime—they must be thousands of yearsold.
Lexiewent down and saw afew of them and said there had evidently been atime of very high
technology on Darkover, though none of it looked Terran. Which surprised her. She said Darkover was
once a Terran colony, but thiswas completely different. Then Acquilaratold her that it wasbefore; that
there was awhole civilization before humans colonized thisworld. Y ou’ re the specidist, Margdli, dl that
stuff would interest you, and Mother Lauriawould go crazy over it, but it’ snot for me.”

At thefar end of this chamber lay agleam of light— not daylight, but afaint glimmer somehow
different in qudity from the guttering torchlight. From it they could dl fed afaint breeth of theterrible chill
outside. Magda shivered, buttoned up her heavy jacket, drew on her gloves. Vanessaarranged her
blanket snugly over her shoulderslike amountain man’ s plaid. Four abreast, they moved stedlthily
toward the entry.



Magda aways swore that for what happened next there was no natura explanation. Vanessa said
she came from the staircase and they never stopped arguing about it. Magdasaw afant blueflare, a
shrill faroff shrieking like ahawk, and Acquilarastood in the doorway before them.

“Areyou leaving us?l’mafraid | can’t relinquish your company so soon.” Sheraised her hand, and
Magda redlized there were women warriors al around the entrance chamber. They struck the torches
from Cholayna’ s hand, knocked Vanessa to the ground, took her knife, then dragged them along with
Magda and Rafaella back into the chamber of fires, where al four of them were held securdly.

The room filled up with women, some of them, Magdawas sure, hagtily roused deepers from the
chamber above.

“I amtoo lenient,” Acquilarasaid. “I can tolerate no traitors. Terranan —”
Lexie came forward through the crowd.

“I underestimated her strength and intelligence,” Acquilarasaid, indicating Magda “Once sheis
broken, we can find ausefor her. But | must make an example of what happens to those who mock my
clemency. Thisone betrayed us”

She went to Rafaellaand took the knife from her belt; handed it to Lexie.
“Prove yoursdf loyd to me. Kill her.”
Cholaynacried out sharply. “Lexie! No!”

With brutal deliberation Acquilara backhanded Cholaynaacross the mouth. “It should beyou ,
freek,” shesad. “ Terranan, | wait.”

Lexie barely glanced at the knife and dropped it.

“To hel with your tests of loyalty. If you need them, to hell withyou .” Shelet the knifeliewhereit
had falen.

Magda thought Acquilarawould strike Alexis down where she stood; she had defied her, risked
| etting the sorceress | ose face before her women. Acquilara stood frozen for amoment, then evidently
decided to sdvage what she could from theincident.

“Why, Terranan 7’

“ She knows the mountain roads. Sheis competent. She will be needed to escort them back to
Thendarawhen the time comes; by that time she will know better than to defy or disobey. Killing her
would be waste. | abhor waste.” Lexie spoke coldly, without the dightest emotion.

Now is she telling the exact truth, or isit some latent loyalty in Lexie? After all, they traveled
over the mountains together, and they must havesomekindness and respect for one another after
sharing an experience like that . Magda ached for the touch of laran which would make it possble to
know.

Soon they found themsalves back in the cavern from which they had come. Rafaellawas dragged
aong with them, and unceremonioudy dumped there. Their hands were tied, and Acquilara ordered her
women to go around and take their boots off, one by one.

Cholayna protested. *Y ou have not even told uswhy we are your prisoners. And without our boots
wewill surdly freeze.”

“Not if you stay in these caverns, where the temperature all year round is sufficient to keep water
fromfreezing,” Acquilarasad. “Only if you try to leave them will you suffer the dightest harm. | should



redly takedl your outer garmentsaswdll.”

But she did not carry out that threet; she even left the blankets. She also posted a pair of guards,
armed with knives and daggers, at the door of the chamber. She would not, Magda thought,
underestimate them again.

Cholaynawrapped her blanket around hersdf, clumsily, using her long, prehensile toes, and told the
othersto do the same. “We need to keep warm, stay as strong as we can.”

“Jadlle—they didn’t kill her, did they?’ Rafaellaasked, shrugging into her blanket as best she could
with her handstied.

“Asfar as| know she got clean away. And | hope she stays s0.”

“By the paps of Evanda, sodo I, | swear it! | would not have harm cometo her for al the metd in
Zandru’' sforges. | truly believed we would find—" she broke off. “1 did not know theterranan woman
was quite o bloodthirsty. For amoment | thought Lexa’ redly would kill me.”

“I had hoped not,” Cholaynasaid gravely. “1 cannot believe that of her.”

Rafadllasaid, “1 don’t supposethisiswhat Lexa’ redly meant by acity of wisdom . Still, if we could
get at the ancient artifacts under the mountains, | dare say your Terranswould call it afortune.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing them,” Cholaynasaid, “but I’ d prefer to get out of herewith awhole skin. |
don’t know if we can manage another escape attempt. Still, if any kind of chance comes we should be
ready.” Shewriggled around, lying closeto Magda. “ Seeif you can manage to get my hands|oose,
Magda. Vanessa, see what you can do for Rafi’s”

“The guards—" Magda gave an uneasy glance over her shoulder.

“Why do you think | suggested we dl do alot of moving around getting oursel ves wrapped up in
blankets and so forth? The guardswon'’t pay any attention if we move discreetly and behave asif we
weredill tied up.”

Magda started dowly easing the knotsloose. They had been well tied, and it took along time, but
she had nothing else to do anyhow. At last she dipped free the last cord, then thrust out her own wridts,
to let Cholaynafumble with her bonds.

“It must be daylight outside,” said Vanessa, lying full length and shamming deep while Refadlla
picked at adifficult knot.

Daylight. If she had had sense, orlaran , not to go up those stairs, to take the doorway, they could
by now have been milesaway.

Rafaellaasked, “This Acquilara. Do you think sheisapowerful sorceress?’

“She’ s not much of atelepath. | don’t know what else she has or doesn’t have, and right now I’ min
no position to judge,” Magda said.

“Laran!” Refadlla’ s voice was scornful, but suddenly Magda was aware of the overpowering reason
behind Rafadlla’ sjealousy. It took no psychic powersto read; since Jaglle’ s childhood, Rafi had known
Jaelle to be a daughter born into the powerful caste of Comyn, who ruled al the Domains, al Darkover,
with their powers. Nevertheless, Jadlle had chosen the Guild-house over her Comyn heritage, blotting
out the great distance that would otherwise lie between Rafagllaand Jadlle. They had been friends,
partners, even, for abrief timeinther girlhood, lovers.

And then Magda, who was not even Darkovan and should have had no morelaran than Rafadlla
hersdlf, had come between them, and it had been Magda, the dien, who had lured Jaelle back to her
laran and to her heritage.

| should have had imagination enough to see this before.



“Laranor no,” Cholaynasaid, “I know onething about this Acquilara: sheisapsychopath. Any little
thing can touch her off, and then she can be dangerous.”

“Y ou think she’ s not dangerous now? Would a sane woman have tried that business of trying to
make Lexiekill Refadlla?’ Vanessa asked.

“A sane woman might well havetried it. But a sane woman would not have been diverted so easily
fromit,” Cholaynawarned. “1 am more afraid of her than of anything so far on thistrip.”

Theday, or night, dragged on, and they had no way of marking it. What did it matter? Magda
wondered. It was unlikely that they would get out of thisone. Either Acquilarawould kill themin afit of
psychatic frenzy, or they would escape, to be followed by a swift death from exposure, or adow one
from starvation. She only regretted that herlaran should die before she did. Shewould have liked to be
ableto reach Cdlista, Andrew, and especidly her child. The Forbidden Tower would mourn her, never
knowing how she had died. Perhapsit was aswell they should not know.

She wondered if it was an ethical question peculiar to women. There were some, even inthe
Guild-house, who would have said that she should not, with family respongibilitiesand achild toraise,
have undertaken such adangerous misson. Terran HQ, at least in Intelligence, usually reserved such
missonsfor unmarried menwith no families

But Intelligence was aspecid volunteer service. In Mapping and Exploring, in Survey, for instance, a
mean’ s marital status did not affect what he was expected or alowed to do. Wasit so much worseto
raise motherless children than fatherless ones? She longed for Shaya and wondered if she would ever
see her again. If Jadlle had gotten clean away, Jaelle would look after her daughter. If Jaelle had been
killed too—well, at |east the children were safe.

“I don’t supposethey’ Il bother to send in anything to eat,” said Vanessa, “but | till have a pocketful
of the stuff we got out of those sacks. Here... ” She passed it from hand to hand, out of sight of the
guards. “We might aswell eat and keep up our strength.”

Magdawas chewing prosaicaly on araisn when it happened, aflarelike alight exploding in her
brain and Cdligta’ svoice

...asan Alton one of my talentsis speech to the head-blind ...

It was asif she were spesking in the next room, but perfectly clear. Then it was gone, and nothing
would bring it back; Magda reached out desperately, trying to touch Jaelle, Camilla, to reach for the
Overworld and the Forbidden Tower...

But her mind was Hill filled with theingdiousinhibiting power of raivannin and she had no idea how
that voice had gotten through to her.

If I could only pray. But | don’t believein prayer. She didn’t, she thought, even believein the
Goddess Avarra, even though she had seen the thought-form of the Sisterhood. She tried to summon
that image, the brooding goddess with wings, the robed figures, to fill her mind with the sound of caling
crows, but shewas dl too aware that it was only an image, mind and memory, nothing like the sureness
of contact with herlaran .

She dumped in her blanket, munching wretchedly on dried fruit, which, like everything esein these
caverns, smelled of the dung-firesthey burned here.

She looked up, and Camilla stood before her.

But not the real Camilla. She could seethewall through her body, and her eyes blazed with
supernatural fires. Her hair, in the red world faded and sandy, seemed alive with the brightest of copper
highlights. Not Camilla. Her image in the Overworld. Y et Magda’ s heed was il filled with the sick
fuzzy srangenessofraivannin . So shewas not seeing Camillawith herlaran . Somehow Camillahad



cometo her. Then she saw, standing next to Camilla—but her feet were not quite touching the floor of
the cave, and she was surrounded by a curious dark aureole—the dight, modest young woman who had
come to the monagtery to speak with them.

She heard the words with her ears. They were not in her head.

“Try not to hate them,” Kyntha said, matter-of-factly, “thisis not aspiritua recommendation, but a
very practical one. Y our hate gives them entry to your mind. Tl the others.”

Then she was gone and Camillawas standing before her again.
Bredhiya, she said, and vanished.

CHAPTER THIRTY

«»

It had happened. She could not use herlaran to cry out to Camilla; drugged withraivannin she was
head-blind, insengtive, unreachable. Jadlle, done, without hel pers from the Tower, wasdl but
powerless. And so Camillahad made the breakthrough, done the thing that she had been avoiding all her
life

Magdafelt aconfusion beyond words. On one level she wasfilled with pride for Camilla, that she
had overcome her dread and distaste for thislong denied potentia. On another she was amost
immeasurably humbled that Camillawould do thisfor her sake, after so many years of denid, of
rgjection. On yet another, she felt pain that was amost despair. Camillawould never have cometo this,
except for me. It would have been better to die than to force thison her.

Shewas 0 filled with mixed joy and sorrow for her friend, that for amoment shedid not redize
what it meant. Camillahad found her, bylaran . One way or another this meant rescue was on the way,
and they must be ready.

She crawled toward Cholayna and whispered, “ They’ ve found us. Did you see Camilla?’
“Did |l—what?’

“I saw her. She appeared to me. No, Cholayna, | wasn’t halucinating. | saw Kyntha, too. It means
that since | could not search for her, she came looking for me, and it means an attempt at rescue. We
must be ready.”

Vanessalistened with askepticaly raised eyebrow.

“Tak about psychologica defense mechanisms! | suspect you' re out of your mind temporarily,
Lorne, and no wonder—giving you al kinds of strange drugs, without the dightest reason—"

“Y ou haven’t been on this planet aslong as| have,” Cholayna said, overhearing this. “It happens and
it'sno delusion, Vanessa. | didn’t see anything. | didn’t expect to. But | don’t doubt Lorne did and we
should beready.”

“They won'’t get us away without a commotion of some sort,” Vanessasaid. “Not without our boots.”
Rafaedlla, who had been dozing, sat up, and the good news was relayed to her in awhisper.

“And Jeelle? What of Jadlle?’ she asked. “ Any word?’

Magdasaid dryly, “Not going to try persuading her thistime that Acquilara’ s gang would be more



useful in thelong run? Changed your mind about what kind of solid citizensthey are?’
Refadla’ sface was white,

“Damnyou, Margdi, isit any wonder | didn’t want you in this? Y ou aways have to twist the knife,
don’t you? And you of course, you never make mistakes, you’ re dways o right, so perfectly absolutely
smug-facedright ! All these people who are so damn awed by you because you never do anything
wrong—some day Jaelle’ sgoing to redlize what you’ re doing to her, what you do to everybody you say
you care about, and break your neck, and | hope I’ m thereto seeit and cheer!”

She turned her back on Magda and buried her head in her blanket. Her body shook, and Magda
redlized shewas crying.

For amoment Magda was almost too shocked to draw breath.Rafaella and | have quarreled
before, but | always thought she was still my friend. Isthat what | am like? Is that how people see
me ?

Vanessa had heard; more, she had seen Magda’ sface. She leaned close to Magda. “Never mind,”
shesaid in avoice that could not be heard afoot away, “ she dways cams down sooner or later.
Remember her own judgment of people’ sjust turned out not to be so grest, after al. She gambled on
Andersand logt.”

It’sasif this whole thing had been my fault, my fault Lexie Anders did what she did, my fault
Rafaella followed her.

She remembered what Kyntha had said. Try not to hate . Her mind was still clouded, but she knew
that shedid not hate Rafadllal’m angry with her. That’s different .

Lexie? That was more difficult. However shetried, she could not exonerate Lexie from the blamefor
thiswhole miserable expedition.

“What isit?" Cholaynawhispered, and Magda remembered that Kyntha had said, Tell the others .

“I’m trying hard not to hate Lexie.” She repeated what Kyntha had said. Her fedlings about Rafadlla
were her own affair, and she could not share them with Cholayna, but L exie was another matter.

“Y ou can leave the hating to me,” Vanessa said implacably. “ She’s come so close to getting us all
killed—"

“But shedidn’t kill Rafadlla,” Cholaynaargued. “Not even with aknifein her hand, and an admiring
audience standing around wetching.”

Rafadllastuck her head out from under her blanket. “I knew shewouldn’t. | know Lexa’ pretty well
by now.” Magdawas astonished at hersdlf, redizing that even in thisadversity she dtill thought likea
linguig, noting that RafadlasaidLexa’ , using the Kilghard Hills didect, rather than theLexie that the rest
of them, the Terrans, used.

“Shewould never havekilled me” Rafadllainssted. They might all have been Sitting around in the
music room of the Guild-house, arguing apoint in Training Session for the young Renunciates. “ She
wouldn’t have killed Margali, not even when she had the gun—Dblaster? Stunner—on her.”

If shecanforgive Alexisthat , how can | possibly keep on hating her? How can | keep on being
angry with Rafi?We' ve quarreled before. Y et she’ d speak up for mejust the way she did just now for
Lexie. She wanted suddenly to hug Rafaella, but she knew the other woman was still angry with her.

Wéll, she hasaright to be. What | saidwas nasty, under the circumstances.

But if she can forgive Lexie, then | should be able to stop hating her. Magda made herself remember
Lexieat her best; explaining Survey work to the young women for the Bridge Society; Lexiein Training
School on Alpha, sharing experience with the younger students; Lexie, regressed to her eaxly years...a



little fair-haired girl, Cleindori’ s age. | walked hand in hand with her like a younger sister ... She
sought the sympathy she had found for her then.

| don’t know if it will do any good. But I’ mtrying.

Vanessasaid grimly, “I can just manage not to hate Lexie, if | have to. But don’t try asking me not to
hate that woman Acquilara. That’s carrying good will too far. She’d havekilled usal—"

“But thefact isthat shedidn’t kill us,” Cholaynasaid. “ She even left usthe blankets. * One who does
good, having an infinite power to do evil, should have credit not only for the good she does but for the
evil fromwhich sherefrans.* ”

“What in hdll areyou quoting?’

“I don’t remember; something | read as astudent,” Cholayna said. “ Remember, too: thewoman’s
psychatic. She can’t hep hersdlf.”

“I’ve never believed in diminished responsibility,” said Vanessa, frowning.

Magdawondered: did thisin any way exonerate Acquilara, who was at least guilty of searching for
power by any means she could grab it? Jaglle had defined that as evil. She didn’t know.

“Ligen! What’sgoing on?’ asked Cholayna, suddenly raising her head. At the far end of the cavern
there was a tirring, women running in and out. Alexis Anders came up to one of the guards; they spoke
urgently for afew minutes. Then the guards hurried toward the prisoners.

They held out four pairs of boots.

“Get into them! Hurry, or it will be theworsefor you!”

“What are you going to do with us?’ Vanessa demanded.

“No questions,” said one of them, but the other had dready said, “Y ou’ re being moved. Hurry up.”

They hurried into their boots, afraid the guards would |ose patience and force them to move without
the boots. The guards prodded them to their feet with long sticks, urged them ahead. Cholaynafound an
opportunity to whisper to Vanessaand Magda, “If you'’ re right about Camillaorganizing arescue, this
could beit. Keep dert and seize any chanceto fight our way out!”

Magdactried to get her bearings—which way was she being taken into the labyrinth? The darkness
made her nervous, with no light but that from the smoking torches, making wavering images on the
uneven shapes of thewalls. Something sticking to her sock inside her boot hurt her foot. She recognized
the dippery stairway up which they had tried to escape.

Cholaynawas breathing hard. She was nat, after all, long out of bed after pneumonia. Rafaella
grabbed her ruddly around the waist. “Lean on me, Elder.” The respectful Guild-house term rang
drangdy here.

Vanessa bumped into her from behind. Magda felt the younger woman’ s breath on her neck as she
whispered hadtily, “I’ m going to try and get that stunner away from Lexie. It could even the odds against
US”

Magda’ sfirst impulse was to protest—she had lived long enough as a Darkovan to be appalled at
the thought of any wegpon longer than arm’ sreach. Also, Terran law prevented high-tech weapons on
low-tech planets. But Alexis Anders had dready used, displayed, the weagpon here. And they were
desperately outnumbered, four or five to forty or more. And—thefina convincer— shedidn’t think her
protest would stop Vanessa anyway. She muttered back, “Get meto testify at the court-martial when
we get back.”

But at first, when they were herded into acorner of the upper chamber, shedid not see Lexieat all.
She heard shouting, noise, commotion below, but they werein the dark, lighted only by one torch on the



walls, sending out tarry choking smoke, and another wavering in the hands of an old woman, who stood
agang the cavern wall.

Then there was aclash like the sound of metal and Magda saw a press of people crowding around
the head of the staircase. She could not see what was going on.

The Ssterhood do not kill. That was the one thing that wasin all the legends, both Jaelle and
Camillahad repeated that. Would they fight even for arescue? Someone was screaming on the
daircase. Therewasanew glare of freshly lit torches, and by their light Magda saw Camillaat the
dairhead fighting.

It wastimeto act. She dashed at one of their guards; shoved her so hard that the woman toppled
toward her, and she grabbed the sword out of her belt; as the woman scrambled up, she knocked her
down again with akick she had learned on another world. Her own violence spun her around and she
saw that Cholayna and Rafaellawere trying to follow her example, but she had no time to see what
happened, as she ran toward Camilla, shouting. Where was Jadll€? In the torchlit shadowsit was all but
impossibleto tell friend from enemy.

Camillagrabbed her hand, pulling her down the stairs, and they ran together. Somebody roseup in
front of them and Magda struck out with the edge of her hand. She did not think to use the snatched-up
sword instead. They ran right over her. Camillawas shouting, in aringing voice that echoed through the
caverns

“Comhi’ letzii! Here. Gather herel”

Somebody came up and grabbed Magda; she amost struck her down before she redlized it was
Jeelle, in athick pointed cap shoved down over her bright hair.

“They’rehere” Magda gabbled at her, breathless. “Rafi. And Lexie. Rafi’ sdl right. She’son our
dde. Lexie hasastunner. Be careful. | think she’d useit.”

Acquilara’ s women were crowding down the staircase. Magda heard V anessa scream and whirled.
Lexie had the stunner and was holding it dmost in Cholayna’ sface, in an attitude of wordless threet.

Cholayna’ sfoot swept up in avaido kick and the stunner went flying, scooting over heedslike a
soaring ball. Magdaran for it, diding, snatching it up before Acquilara’ s hands closed on it. Acquilara
had aknife; Magda kicked it out of her hand.

A woman with an evil scar hafway across her face closed with her. Magdakicked, fought,
scrabbled, thrust the stunner insgde her own tunic. It felt icy cold againgt her bare skin and shewas
suddenly terrified that Alexis had taken off the safety catch and it would go off. Where was Lexie?
Frantically, Magda sought her in the flickering torchlight, where women were pushing and crowding and
screaming. Cholayna. Where was Cholayna? Magda pushed back through the press of peopleto find
her. Cholaynawas lying on the ground and for afrightful moment Magda, seeing Alexis Anders standing
over her, thought that Lexie had struck her down.

But Cholayna’ s rasping bresth could be heard halfway across the cavern. She struggled to rise, and
redlization swept over Magda. Cholaynawas poorly acclimated to the dtitude; she had been fighting like
awoman haf her age. Lexie was unarmed.

| have the stunner! And she hasn’t been checked out for the field here—she’s had
unarmed-combat training, but against a knife—unarmed, Alexiswas holding off two women with
knives who were trying to get to Cholayna. Magdathrust frantically through the crowd toward them.
Rafaella was right —Vanessa grabbed Cholayna, hauling her to her feet. The three of them backed off,
dowly, toward the daylight that could be seen at the edge of the big chamber. The knife-bearers made a
find rush, and Lexie went down in asprawl of bodies.

Magdafought her way toward them, and saw Camillarise upward, throwing off lants. Vanessa



dragged Cholayna up to her feet, gasping, leaning heavily on her arm. Camilla’ s face was pouring blood
from adash on her forehead.

Lexie Anderslay motionless on the floor of the cavern, and for amoment Magda thought she was
dead. Then she stirred, and V anessa leaned down and grabbed her. She fought her way up, clinging
numbly to Vanessa’ sarm.

Shewouldn’t let them kill Cholayna, | knew it. How badly is she hurt?

Magda’ sthroat was hurting, and she paused amoment, painfully catching her breath. Then sheran
across the big chamber to where Cholayna and Camillafound shelter, with VVanessa supporting Lexie.
Now Magda could see the great splotch of blood on the back of Lexie’ stunic. It looked bad. They
were enormoudly outnumbered. Rafaellaand Jaelle were back to back, trying to hold off another
threatening rush by Acquilara’ swomen, who were dl armed with knives and looked asif they would
have no hesitation about using them. For the moment they were hanging back, but any second they might
attack again.

The dash across Camilla’ s forehead poured blood into her eyesturning her face into abloody mess.
Magda reminded hersdlf that all head wounds, even minor ones, bled like that and if it was that serious
Camillawould not sill be on her feet. Still the Sight terrified her, and sheran to join them. In thislower
chamber they could dimly see daylight from the cave-mouth, but, before that, there seemed to be dozens
of women with knives. Cholayna’ s breath was still coming so hard that Magda wondered how she
stayed on her feet. Vanessa, hersdlf limping, was holding Lexie upright, haf conscious.

Then asif from nowherein aglare of light—torchlight? No, too bright!—half adozen strange
women, hugely tal, veiled in dark blue, with high-crowned vulture headdresses suddenly appeared. They
bore great curved swords with gleaming edges, such swords as Magda, who had made something of a
study of weapons, had never seen on Darkover anywhere, swords that glittered with a supernatura light.
Magda knew they could not possibly bered. Acquilara’ s women retreated. Even the one or two who
had courageto try to rush up againgt the glare of those lighted swordsfell back, cowering and screaming
asif wounded to the desth, but Magda could see no blood. Were they entirely illusion, then?

A familiar voice said, “ Quick! Thisway!” and rushed her, ahand on her shoulder, across the lower
chamber toward the daylight outsde. Magda flinched at the paralyzing chill, the gust of wind, but Kyntha
sadin her ear, “Hurry! Thefightersareillusion; they cannot hold long!” She pushed Magda aong what
looked like a concedled trail leading between the cliff wal and the caverns.

A swift glance behind her showed Magdathat al her companions were gathered in that crevice,
Camilladtill trying to wipe blood from her eyes. Magda hurried back toward her, shaking Kyntha' s hand
from her ebow. Thewind flung her, dipping and diding, toward the edge of the cliff; she brought hersalf
up, terrified, clutching at thewall.

Camillawasal right. Where was Jaglle? Cholayna’ s breath, rasping and harsh, could be heard even
over the shouts from ingde the caverns. Vanessawas limping. Two of thetall womenin vulture
headdresses were guarding the rear, covering their escape.Where was Jaelle ?

Magda saw her now, behind the vulture-crowned women warriors. Illuson? How could it be? She
hurried back toward her freemate. Suddenly there was adread-fill glare of palid light, like ultraviolet,
and Acquilararose up behind them. She had a dagger, and struck out at Vanessa, who was &t the rear.
One of thetdl, robed women in the vulture headdresses was there with her blazing sword, but Acquilara
made some strange banishing gesture and the woman in the vulture headdress exploded into blue light.

Jadlle flung herself at Acquilara, her sword out. Magda started to rush to her freemate’ s side, her
hand on her sword. The path was narrow, but she thrust hersalf through the others, uncaring.

Acquilara pointed. Another of the robed, vulture-crowned women warriors—illusion?—flared
horribly into blue light and was gone. Magdartried to rush her.



“No! No!” Magda never knew whether Jaelle screamed the words aoud or not, “I’ [l hold her back!
Get the othersaway!” Sheflung hersdf on Acquilarawith the knife.

Acquilarafeinted with her long knife, and Jaelle brought up her arm in guard. Her deeve was
covered with blood. Then the sorceress’ s knife came up, and Magda rushed forward—

And stopped, sick and dizzy with terror of the cliff edge before her. Jaglle’ sknife went into Acquilara
'sbreast, and the sorceress shrieked, afrantic dying howl of rage, and jumped a Jaelle. Her arms
locked around Jedlle’ s neck.

Then thetwo did together, dowly, dowly, with the dreadful inevitability of an avdanche, toward the
edge, together dipped over the edge and fell. Magda screamed, rushed toward the cliff-edge; Camilla’s
strong arm snatched her back as she tottered, shrieking, on the very brink.

From below came arumble, agreat shattering sound like the end of the world, and a thousand tons
of rock and iceripped away from the cliff and roared down to bury them both along, long way below.

Camilla’ s cry of horror and grief echoed her own. But even while Magda still heard the shaking of
the avalanche, Kyntha pulled them away.

“Come! Quickly!” And as Magda turned back to where Jadlle had fallen, Camilla shouted, “No!
Come! Don’t make her sacrifice usdess! For the children—forboth the children—bredhiya—"

But it was dready obviousthat the fight was over. With Acquilara gone, the remnants of her group
were scattering, throwing down their arms, screaming in terror, like an anthill kicked over. The phantom
women warriors rose up over them, triumphant.

Cholayna had sunk to her knees, gasping, unable to breathe. Magda looked back at them, numbly.

Jadlle. Jadlle. Thefight was over, but too late. What difference did it make, now, if they all died?My
own cowardice. | couldn’t face the cliff. | could have saved her ....

She was too numbed even to cry. But in theicy blast of thewind, the last sound she had expected to
hear broke her out of her frozen despair.

In dl the years she had known her she had never known Camillato weep.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Camilla’ s eyes were swollen amost shut with unaccustomed tears. She had refused to let the old blind
woman, Rakhaila, tend her wounds, the dash across her forehead, the knife wound in her hand that had
nearly severed the sixth finger on her right hand.

Magda sat closeto her, in the upper room in the cliff-top retreat of Avarra, where Kyntha had taken
them when the battle was over. All theway up in the basket she had forced hersdf, self-punishing
despite the the vertigo, to look down into the dizzying chasm.

Too late. Too late for Jadlle.

Lessthan an hour after the fight was over, she had felt the numbness leaving her; theraivannin was
wearing off, herlaran ressserting itself. Now, as she held Camilla, she felt the redoubled pain, her own
and Camilla’ sanguish. She had longed for so many yearsto share thiswith Camilla; and now it was only
loss and bereavement they could share.



“Why couldn’t it have been me?’ Magdawas not sure, again, whether Camilla’ swords had been
spoken aoud or not. “ She was s0 young. She had everything to live for, she had achild, there were so
many who loved her... you at least tried to save her, but | couldn’t evensee ... ” She struck, with a
furious hand, at the dash on her forehead, a dreadful matted mess of hair and frozen blood.

“No, Camilla—truly,bredhiya , you have no reason to reproach yourself. It was my—my cowardice
—" Again, in despair, Magda relived the moment when she had held back, in fear of the unguarded
cliff-edge. Could that moment have saved Jaelle?

She would never know. For therest of her life she would torment hersdlf, in nightmares, about that
memory. But whether or not—she forced her mind away from her own anguish, it wastoo late for
Jadlle, nothing she did could change that now, but Camillawas till living, and it seemed that Camilla’'s
grief was worse than her own.

“Kimabredhiya , love, you must let me carefor this.” She went and fetched hot water from the
kettle over thefireplace, soonged away the frozen blood, revealing an ugly, but not dangerous dash.

“It needs stitches,” she said, “but | cannot do it, and | do not think Cholayna can. Not now, at least.”

“Oh, leaveit, love, what difference doesit make? One more scar,” said Camilla. Passive, uncaring,
she let Magda bandage the wounded hand. “1 did not even know they had kidnapped you—Acquilara
and her crew— imagine, it was the blind woman who insisted we turn back, to find you gone. And Jeelle
—" Camilla’ sthroat closed and her grief threstened to overwhelm her again. “ Jaelle—tried to follow you
withlaran , and was not strong enough, she could not find you. So she—" Camillabowed her scarred
head on her hands and cried again, while Magda heard in her mind that shattering scene. Jadlle, crying,
begging...

I can’t, Camilla. | am not strong enough. Only you can find them. They could be anywherein
these mountains, dead or alive, and if we do not find them soon they will starve, freeze, die...

| am noleronis...

Will you cling to that last lie to yourself until they are all dead? Isthere no end to your
selfishness, Camilla? For myself | do not care, but Magda—Magda loves you, loves you more
than anyone alive, more than the father of her child, more than her sworn freemate...

As she heard those words in her mind, Magdafelt that she too would be overcome again with
weeping. Had it been true? Had Jaelle gone to her death believing that Magdaloved her less?

Then, resolutely, Magda forced hersdlf to abandon that lacerating train of thought. She told herself
firmly: Either Shaya knows better now, or she is someplace where it makes no differenceto her. She's
gone beyond my reach. Painful asit was, she could do nothing more for Jaglle. She brought her full
awareness back to Camilla

“ So she persuaded you—and you came for me! But where did Kyntha come from?’

“| do not know. Jaelle—" Camillaswallowed and resolutdly went on—"Jaelle saidtome,| ama
catalyst telepath, | have little skill myself, but | amtold | can awaken it in others . She touched
me, and it was asif—asif avell fdl fromme. | saw you, and Iknew ... and | cameto you.”

“She saved usall.” But not herself. Magda knew she would never ceaseto grieve; nor would
Camilla. She had only begun to fed the pain that would come back to haunt her a odd hoursfor the rest
of her life, but for now she must put it aside. When she thought of Jaelle now she saw the Jaelle she
would aways remember, her wild hair streaming behind her, in the wind of the heights, turning to say, “ |
don’t want to go back ....”

She shared the picture with Camilla, saying softly, “ Shetold me that. She didn’t want to go back. |
think she knew, | think she saw her life asafinished thing... She had done al she wanted to do.”



“But | would so gladly have died instead—" Camillasaid, choking.

Refadla’ s hand fell on her shoulder. “ So would 1, Camilla. The Goddess knows—if thereisa
Goddess—" She had been crying, too; she bent and hugged Camilla hard.

Kynthawas standing beside them. Her voice was compassionate, but matter-of-fact as ways.

“Food has been prepared for you. And your companions’ wounds have been cared for.” She bent to
examine Camilla’ sforehead.

“If youwish, | can titchiit for you.”

“No. Not necessary,” Camillasaid.. Wearily she rose and followed Kyntha to the end of the room
near the fireplace. Magda hung back alittle, looking curioudy a Kyntha. She said, *Y ou do not spesk
the mountain diaect of these women. Where did you come from?’

Kynthalooked alittle chagrined. “I can speak it when | must, and here | try to remember to do so,
but | an—young and imperfect asyet. | grew up on the plains of Vaeron, and served five yearsin the
Tower at Neskaya before | found amore meaningful service, Terran.”

“Y ou know?’

“I am not blind; Ferrikais known to me, and Marisslawas my sworn sster in serviceto Avarra.
There was atime when | too thought that | would cut my hair and swear the vows of a Renunciate. Do
you think we come out of mysterious cracks from the underworld? Come and have some soup.”

One of the women tending the kettle put amug into her hand. She thought,how can | eat, with Jaelle

But sheforced hersdf to drink the soup, which was hearty and thick with beans and something like
barley. It ssemed to mdit, alittle, theicy lump at her heart.

One of the beshawled attendants she had seen in her previous stay in this place was knedling by
Vanessa, rebandaging her injured leg. Rafaella seemed uninjured, though Magda had seen her in some
close-quartersfighting, and her heavy cloak was cut and dashed and badly torn. Cholayna had been
propped up on pillows, Magda knelt beside her.

Cholayna stretched out her hand toward Magda.
“I'madl right. But oh, I’ m sorry about Jaelle, | loved her too, you know that—"

Magda’ seyesfilled. “I know. Wedl did. Let me get you some soup.” It was al she could do. She
looked at Lexie, lying on apalet made of coats and spare blankets, till unconscious.

“Isshe—"

“I don’t know. They’ ve done what they could for her, they say.” Cholayna’ svoice wastight. “Did
you see? They—those women—I was down. They were kicking me to death. Lexie saved me. That
was when they stabbed her.”

“I saw.” So Rafaella had been right about Lexie. Magda knelt and looked at the younger woman,
pae, likeasick child, her feathery fair hair lying on her childish neck. Her eyeswere closed and she was
bresthing in long shuddering gasps.

Rafaella came and stood behind her. She whispered, dmost inaudibly, and it waslike a prayer, “Don’
tdie Don't die, Lexa, there’ s been too much dying.” Sheraised her eyesto Magda and said defiantly,
“Y ou never knew her. She was a—agood friend, agood trail-mate. She fought like amountain-cat to
get us over Ravensmark after the landdide. |—I never thought I’ d ask this of you, but you’re—you’'rea
leronis . Can you hed her?”’

Magdaknelt beside Alexis Anders. There had been too much death. She reached out to Lexie’s



mind, trying to reach the child she had sensed there for amoment, thrusting gently for contact—

Lexie’ s eyes opened; sheturned over alittle, her bresth rasping in her throat. At the back of her
mind Magdatook notice:lungs pierced. | doubt if Damon and Callista with Lady Hilary to help
them could heal this . Yet she knew she must try.

Lexie' seyesheld awareness for amoment. She whispered, “Héllfire! You again, Lorne?’ and her
eyes closed, ddliberately. She turned her head away.

“| can’t reach her,” Magdawhispered, knowing it wasthe truth. “I am no magician, Refadlla Thisis
far beyond my powers.”

For an ingant Rafaella’ s eyes met her own, acknowledging the truth in what Magda said. Then, il
defiant, she turned her back and moved past her. Magda had not seen; the old nameless priestess sat
therein her bundle of shawls, her toothless, creased face regarding them dl silently. Rafagllaknélt before
the ancient shamaness and said, “1 beg you. You can heal her. Help her, please.Please . Don't let her
die”

“Na’, it cahna’ be done,” said the old woman. Her voice was gentle, but detached.

“Youcan't just let her die... ” Refadllacried.

“Doesthee not believe in deeth, little sster? It comesto dl; her time comes sooner than ours, no
more than that.” The old woman patted the seat beside her, dmost, Magda thought, asif encouraging a
puppy to curl up a her sde. Rafaellanumbly sunk down in the indicated place.

“Hear ’eg, that one dyingchose her death. Chose a good degth, saving her friend from dying before
her time—"

Cholaynaturned asif galvanized. She cried out,

“How can you say that? She was so young, how can she be dying before her timewhen |, | am old
and il dive, and you helped me—"

“This onetold thee before, theeisignorant,” said the old priestess. “ That one dying there, she chose
her desth when even for amoment shedlied hersdf wi’ theevil.”

“But she turned back! She saved me,” Cholayna cried, and burst into afit of coughing, haf strangling
with it, tears running down her face. “How can you say shewasevil?’

“Was not. Better to die turning away from evil, than diewith it,” said the old woman. “ Rest thee,
daughter, thy sickness needs not these tears and cries. Her time was on her; thinewill come, and mine,
but not today or tomorrow.”

“It’snot right!” Rafaellacried out in despair. “ Jaelle died saving us dl; Lexietried to save Cholayna.
Andthey died, and the rest of uslived—any of us deserved desth more than Jadlle:they deserved to live

Theold priestess said very softly, “Oh, | see. Thee thinks desth a punishment for wrong-doin’ an’ life
the reward for good, like a cake to agood child or awhip to anaughty one. Theeisachild, little one, an’
thee canna’ hear wisdom. Rest thee dll, little Ssters. Thereismuch to say, but thee canna’ hear inthy
orief.”

Sherose creakily from her sedt; the old blind woman, Rakhaila, came to her and offered an arm, and
shetottered dowly from the room.

Kyntharemained amoment, staring at them with resentment. Then she said, “Y ou have grieved her
beyond words. Y ou have brought blood here, and the deaths of violence.” She stared with distaste at
Lexie. “Rest and recover your strength, as she has bidden you. Tomorrow there are decisons which
must be made.”



Lexiedied just before sunset. She died in Cholayna’ s arms, without recovering consciousness. Asif
they had known, four of the old woman’ s attendants came in silently and took the body away.

“What will you do with her?” asked Vanessa apprehensively.

“G’ her to the holy birds of Avarra,” said one of the women, and Magda, remembering the high
vulture-headdresses of the women warriors of illusion, knew that their Sisterhood paid reverenceto the
kyorenbi , whosetask it wasto deal with matter which had outlived its usefulness. She explained this
quietly to Vanessa and Cholayna, and Cholayna bowed her head.

“It does not matter to her now. But | wish she had not come so far to die. Poor child, poor child,”
she murmured.

Vanessarose and put on her heavy coat. “I’1l go and watch. | can do that much for Personnel. No,
you stay here, Cholayna. if you go out in this cold you’ Il have penumoniaagain and hold us up another
ten days. It’smy job, not yours.”

They seemed to know what sheintended, and waited for her.

Rafaellarose and said roughly, “My coat’ storn to pieces. Lend me yours. Margali, you’ re about my
gze I'll go, too. Wewere comrades; if she’d lived, we would have been—friends”

Magda nodded, with tearsin her eyes.
“No, Camilla, you stay here, she was nothing to you. Weloved her.”

Camillaand Magda came by ingtinct to knedl by Cholayna’ s bed, holding her hands as Alexis Anders
" body was borne away by the priestesses. After along time Rafagllaand V anessa came back, silent
and subdued, and had nothing further to say that night. But Magda heard Rafaglla crying far into the
night, and after along time Vanessa got up and went to her, lay down beside her, and Magda heard
them whispering to one another till shefdl adeep.

Magdawoke before the others, and lay listening to the soft hiss of the snow outside the building.
Jaelle was gone; their search was ended. Or wasit? They had found Lexie and Rafaella; Lexie was
dead. Jaelle, who had come to seek alegendary city, had preceded her into death. Marisela, who knew
the city and the Sisterhood, was dead too. Were they nowhere, lonesome spirits on the wind, or were
they together, seeking something tangible? Magda wished she knew. She could not even guess.

The Ssterhood. They know. Marisela knew. If Jaelle had lived, Magda now knew, they would
have sought that knowledge together; perhaps with Camilla, whose quest was to demand of the
Goddess, if there wasin truth a Goddess, the reasons for her life and her suffering. Now she had another
grievance againgt the Goddess who had taken Jaelle from her. If she could find or fight her way in,
Magda knew Camillawould go on.

And Magda should go with her. It was her detiny. But as she listened to Cholayna’ s hoarse
breathing, Magda knew she was not free to follow. Cholaynamight already have penumoniaagain, and
would not befit to travel for many days. She could not follow them to the city; she would not be
admitted. A search for wisdom was not her destiny; she would return to the Terran HQ, asVanessa
must. And she, Magda, must take them back.

She had aswift vison of Jaelle—head bent against the wind, face againgt the storm, leading—Ieading
the way on some madcap adventure—



Now Jedlle had gone before her again, where she could not follow. She must persuade Camillato go
on; but Magdamust go back with her Terran compatriots.

Day dawned fully, and after they had cooked and eaten some breakfast, the old woman came back,
ceremonioudy seating hersdlf on the stone dai's, accompanied by the blind woman Rakhailaand by
Kyntha.

“Didyedl degpwel?Medicines’ ull be given thee, sister,” she added to Cholayna, then turned to
Kyntha

“Thee shal speak, what must be said.”

Kyntha faced them. There was an odd ceremoniousnessin her voice. She spoke the mountain dialect
thistime, though she spokeit dowly.

“Thy sster Marisdlashould ha' said thisto yedl. Her duty, which | do with grief. Thee has cometo
seek the Sisterhood, and Mariselawas leading thee to a place where thee might be questioned asto thy
will. Weha' no heart to make thee travel again that path, so | ask thee here. What does thee seek?” She
turned toward Camilla

Camillasaid, harshly, “Thee knows | seek those who serve the Goddess, that | may ask them—or
her—what her purposeisfor me.”

Kyntha said gently, “ She answers not such questions, sigter. It will be thy own task to gain wisdom to
hear her voice”

“Then where do | start looking for thiswisdom? In your city? Take methere.”
Blind Rakhaila erupted with aguffaw.
“Jes’ likethat, thee says? Haw!”

“Thee haslived alife of much suffering and travail, seeking wisdom,” Kynthasaid. “Y et look on
Rakhailahere. Sheisolder till; she has endured as much asthee; yet she has not been admitted there.
Sheis content to dwell at the outer gates as servant to the beasts who carry the servants of the
Ssterhood.”

“Has sheasked it?” Camillasaid. “ There are different paths to the Sisterhood; furthermore, | think
you have the duty to do so, because | have demanded it. Do your duty, my sister, that | may do mine.”

The old shamaness beckoned to Camilla. She patted the seat beside her, as she had done with
Rafaellathe day before.

“Toonewho asks, dl isanswered,” shesaid. “1 bid thee welcome, granddaughter of my soul.”

Magdafelt asharp pain at her heart. Jaglle had gone before her, with Marisela. Now Camillahad
outstripped her and was to be taken from her.

Kyntha said to Rafadlla, and her voice was not harsh, but faintly sarcastic, “Now you know the city
isno place of richesand jewels, do you still wish to go there?’

Rafaella shook her head. She said, “1 accepted alawful commission. It is ended badly; my
companion isdead. But | do not regret the search. | have no desireto be aleronis . | leave that to
others”

“Go, then, in peace,” Kynthasaid. “I have no authority over you.” Sheturned to Vanessa. “And
you?’

Vanessasad, “With al duerespect, | think it’ sal moonshine. Four moons’ worth of moonshine.
Thanks, but no thanks.”

Kynthasmiled. “So beit. | repect you for your loyaty in following others where you had no interest



inthe quet—"
“You're giving me too much credit,” Vanessasad. “| came because there were mountainsto climb.”

“Then, | say to you, you have had your reward and you are welcometo it,” Kyntha said. Then she
bowed to Cholayna

“Sigter from afar world, you have dl your life sought wisdom benegth every strange sky. Y ou hold
lifein reverence and you seek truth. The Sisterhood has read your heart from afar. If itisyour will to
enter, you too may come, and seek wisdom among us.”

For the first and last time, Magdafet the touch of the Terran woman’ s thoughts; she could not read
them aswords, but she touched the expanded sense of their import, the knowledge that in her own way
Cholaynahad sought thisdl her life.

Then Cholaynasighed, with infinite regret.

“My duty lieselsawhere,” she said. “I think you know that. | cannot follow my wishesin thismatter. |
have made another choicein thislife, and | will not turn away fromiit.”

Again Kyntha bowed, and turned at last to Magda. “And you? What is your will?’

Magda knew her own sigh was an echo of Cholayna’s. She said, “I would like to cometo you. | wish
—but | too have duties, responsbilities—I am sorry. | wish—"

But she knew she must return with Cholaynaand Vanessa, to the world on the far side of those
mountains. If thiswisdom was meant for her, then some day she would have another chance, and be free
to tekeit. If not, it was not worth having. She must return to her child, to Jaelle’ schild aswell...

Kynthatook asingle step toward her. She put her hand under Magda’ s chin and lifted it. She said,
“Thisisthe place of truth! Speek!” It waslike agreat gong. “ Thetides of thy life are moving.What is thy
truest will 7’

Magda heard what Andrew had said to her, when she came to the Forbidden Tower. Thereisn’t
one of us here who hasn’t had to tear their lives up like a piece of scrap paper and start over.
Some of us have had to do it two or three times . Far off it seemed that she could hear the calling of
Crows.

Would she ever return? She dismissed that. If she should never return, then that was her destiny. She
had abandoned the Guild-house when the time came for that, and returned to build a Bridge Society
between her two worlds. Jaelle had ruthlesdy run ahead, knowing she had worn out the challenges of the
past, looking ahead. Magda would have courage to follow.

“I would like to follow Camillato the City. But | have aduty to my companions—"

A brief dlencein theroom. Then Rafadlasaid roughly, “l1sn’t that just like you, Margdi? Y ou think I’
m not fit to take Cholayna and V anessa back to Thendara? Y ou stay here and do what you damn
please. I’ m the mountain guide. Who needsyou?’

Magda blinked. Rough as the words were, what she heard in them was pure love; what Rafaella had
sadwas,sister .

“Hell, yes, Lorne. That’s settled. When Cholayna’ s ableto travel, you go.” Vanessawent and stood
beside Rafadlla. “We decided that last night when you were adeep.”

Almost dishelieving, Magdalooked round. The ancient sorceress beckoned to her. She went and
numbly sat on the dais beside her, feding Camilla’s cold handsin hers.

The end of aquest? Or abeginning? Did dl quests end like this, afind step upward to the pinnacle
of amighty mountain, which gave way to revea anew and unknown horizon?
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